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      A surprise early morning phone call from an old friend sets Darcy Sweet's sixth sense humming. Darcy's friend needs her help with something but won't say what it is.

      Darcy promises to drive the five hours to her friend's house the next day. Upon arrival she discovers the shocking news that her friend's husband, Braden has just been murdered!

      Trying to help find the killer, Darcy is almost immediately dragged into the murder investigation. The further into the investigation she gets the more secrets she uncovers. Half-truths and lies and mysteries within mysteries. It seems things aren't really as they appear to be.

      Who killed Braden and why? Will Darcy be able to work it out before she realizes that her own life may be in danger also?
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      Laying in bed, all warm and comfy cozy next to Jon, Darcy Sweet watched the snow falling outside of her window.  The storm had dropped four inches overnight and didn’t show any signs at all of letting up.  The wind blew the heavy white flakes into swirling patterns that seemed to hold hidden meanings, like it was some lost language.  Sanskrit maybe, or the language of the birds.  It was pretty.  At least, from this side of the glass it was.

      She had already called Izzy, her next door neighbor and only employee, and told her not to try going into work at their bookstore today.  There wasn’t going to be many people coming into Misty Hollow to shop today.  Not with this storm going on.  Izzy had actually sounded grateful.  Now she would be able to stay home with her nine year old daughter.  Schools had been cancelled all over the area, too.  Lilly must be thrilled.

      So, that had set up her and Mister Fiancé Jon Tinker with a whole morning to do nothing but snuggle with each other and find interesting ways to keep each other warm.

      Until the phone rang.

      Darcy had muttered very explicitly about how she was going to dismantle the phone piece by piece as she rolled over to pick it up again from the bedside table.  Early morning phone calls almost never meant anything good for her or Jon.  He had taken the day off to spend it with her, but if the last few weeks were any indication of what his new job was going to be like, they could expect a dozen phone calls or more before lunch.  That was apparently one of the downsides to being chief of police, even in a small town like this.

      So hearing a good friend’s voice when she answered the phone surprised Darcy.  It wasn’t long before she was wide awake again.

      “I just don’t know if I’ll have the time this weekend, Sarah.”

      Jon stirred next to her.  She stroked his hair idly as she talked to Sarah Wessel.  They hadn’t spoken in a few weeks.  Not since before the holidays.  Sarah lived all the way out in Birkenfalls now, several hours away, but they had kept in touch with letters and emails and regular phone calls when they had the time.  Sarah had been one of the first people Darcy had met when she came to live here with her Great Aunt Millie.  A friendship that would last forever had begun right from the start.

      A few years later, Sarah had moved away with her family and that might have been the end of it right there, except that a few months ago Darcy had lost another close friend that she’d promised to keep in touch with.  That incident had prompted Darcy to look Sarah up and reconnect.  She wouldn’t be able to stand losing another friend to distance or time or fate, or whatever forces of nature were bent on keeping people away from each other.  It was just a letter at first.  Now the two of them were fast friends again, even if it was long distance.

      So when Sarah asked her now, out of the blue, if Darcy could come visit this Saturday, Darcy had to wonder why.

      “There’s a winter festival this weekend in town,” Darcy explained.  “I know, why don’t you come out here?”

      “That sounds nice and all, Darcy, but…um…”

      In the back of Darcy’s mind, a little hum began, low and imaginary but real to her just the same.  Her sixth sense was something she had grown up with.  It had been the reason she had come to live here with Aunt Millie, for that matter, because Millie had the same abilities that she had.  Abilities that very few of her friends or family were willing to accept as real.  Abilities that had made Darcy feel like an outcast until Millie had shown her how amazing they really were.

      Right now, her sixth sense was telling her there was a lot more to Sarah’s phone call than just catching up on a cold and blustery January morning.

      Jon rolled closer, his arm across Darcy’s middle and his head pillowed on her belly.  Silly man, she thought, as he went back to gently snoring.  Her focus was on Sarah’s phone call, though, not the gorgeous man in her bed.  She could tell there was something important that Sarah wanted to ask her.

      “I tell you what,” Darcy said into the silence on the line.  “This storm is going to keep the roads messy for hours.  Why don’t I come out tomorrow for a visit?”

      “Are you sure?”  The relief in Sarah’s voice was easy to hear.  “I don’t want to put you out.  What about your bookstore?”

      “I have a friend who can watch it for me.  It won’t be a problem.  Hey, maybe I can bring Jon, too.  We can finally meet this man of yours.  What do you think?”

      “Oh, Darcy, that would be perfect.  Braden hears me talk about you all the time.”  There was another pause, where Darcy could practically feel Sarah wanting to say so much more.  “Thank you, Darcy.  This means a lot to me.”

      “You’ll explain the rest when I get there, right?”

      “How…is it that obvious?”

      Darcy smiled.  It was obvious, but only to someone like her.  “I’ll see you tomorrow, Sarah.  Around eleven, maybe?  It’s a long drive.”

      “That would be perfect.  I’ll see you then.  Bye, Darcy!  Thank you.  Thank you so much.”

      There was something in the way Sarah said that, just before she hung up, that set Darcy’s sixth sense on edge.  Too bad it was just a sense, and not clairvoyance.  It might be nice to know what everyone around her was thinking for a change.

      Not that she had any trouble knowing what Jon was thinking.  His fingers were tickling that sensitive spot just above her hip, making her twitch.  “Stop it,” she giggled.

      “Stop what?  I’m sleeping.”

      “Jon.  We still have guests, you know.”

      He sighed, but he knew she was right.  Connor, ten years old and full of more energy than Darcy ever remembered having at that age, was probably up already.  His mother JoEllen—or rather, Ellen—was probably up as well.  Homeschooling for those two started promptly at eight every morning.  Ellen had explained to Darcy that she might be in hiding with her son, under a new identity, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t have a decent education.

      “How long did we agree to let them live with us?” Jon asked with a long sigh.

      “You offered to let them stay.  We never said for how long.”

      He moaned dramatically, and she laughed at him, feathering her fingers through his dark hair once more.  He was so handsome.  His strong, hard body felt good against hers and she could feel the beat of his heart against her body.  He leaned up to kiss her and she let him steal one quick smooch before turning her head away.  “That’s all you get,” she told him.

      “Aw.  How come?”

      “I have morning breath!  That’s why.  Now, shoo.  We might as well get up and do something with our day, don’t you think?”

      He caught her in his arms and pressed his lips to hers again anyway with a long and passionate kiss that took her breath away.  “I would kiss you,” he said, “even if you had just eaten a toadstool and sauerkraut sandwich.”

      “Yuck!  That is so gross.”  They ended up laughing in each other’s arms, listing off the most disgusting foods they could think of and deciding none of it would ever keep them apart, although there might have to be a good deal of mouthwash involved.

      “So who was on the phone?” he asked her.

      “Oh, that was Sarah.  You’ve heard me talk about her.  She wants to know if we can come over tomorrow.”

      He pulled a face.  “Doesn’t she live four hours away or something like that?”

      “More like five, give or take.  That’s one of the things you get used to when you live in a small town like this.  Everything is somewhere else.”

      “Yeah, it’s not like it was in the city.”  He rolled onto his back and settled her on his chest, kissing the top of her long brown hair.

      “You miss it sometimes, don’t you?”  Her fingers traced the pattern of Notre Dame’s logo on his t-shirt.  “Living in the city, I mean.”

      “You using that intuition of yours on me?”

      “Ha.  Very funny.  I don’t need any paranormal senses to read you, Mister Tinker.  I know you too well.”

      Jon had accepted her abilities quicker than most, and had even come to rely on her to help him solve some of the more serious cases at the police department.  They were partners in every sense of the word, and she had never been happier.  Their wedding day couldn’t come soon enough.

      “I don’t know if I can get away tomorrow,” he told her.

      “Oh, Jon.  Really?”

      “Really.  Sorry.  I already took today off, and you know how crazy it’s been at the department since Chief Daleson retired and I took over.”

      “You’re doing a good job, and everyone says so.  Even Grace said so and she wouldn’t give anyone a compliment if she didn’t mean it.”

      “Yeah, your sister is hard to please.”  He laughed at that as he sat himself up, propped against the pillows.  “I still can’t believe I’m her chief now.”

      Darcy stretched her arms out wide.  Guess their morning in bed was over.  “I’d like you to come with me, but I’ll understand if you can’t.  I really want you to meet Sarah someday.”

      “Why?”

      “You two are my best friends.  I think my best friends should meet.  That’s all.”

      Jon looked at her, reading her face, and she knew he could tell what she was thinking.  The whole thing with Chloe Marrin being murdered still weighed on her, and he knew it.  Sometimes it really sucked being the only person who could talk to the dead.  The only person people could turn to when they needed that kind of “special” help that Darcy could give.  It might be nice to have someone else with the same gifts to talk to.

      She and Aunt Millie used to talk all the time.  Millie had taught her that this gift they shared was meant for helping people.  With great power, and all that.  She tried to live up to her aunt’s expectations, especially now that Millie had moved on to the other side.

      After all, Millie wasn’t actually gone.

      “Want to get some breakfast?” he asked.

      “You know it.  Do we have any of those muffins left?”

      Jon swung his feet out onto the floor and got out of bed.  “No.  Connor ate the last one yesterday.”

      “Huh.  That kid sure has an appetite, doesn’t he?”

      “I think he feels safe here.”  He helped her out of bed, holding her close.  “You know what I mean?”

      “Mmm,” she murmured.  He was right about Connor—Ellen too, for that matter—but with him this close that wasn’t what she was thinking about.  “We don’t have to go downstairs right away, do we?”

      “Definitely not.  What did you have in mind?”

      Explaining it to him, as the snow fell outside and the minutes slipped past, was the best part of the morning so far.
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      Connor’s excited voice met her when she finally went downstairs later.

      “Darcy!  Did you hear?  It’s a snow day!”

      She ruffled his messy light blonde hair as she walked past the couch where he was sitting in his pajamas, rotting his brain to some splashy cartoon show on the television.  “I did hear that.  I didn’t think homeschooled kids got snow days?”

      He looked horrified, his young face scrunching up as he tried to decide if she was telling the truth or not.  It was his mother who saved him.

      “I told him we could have one day off,” JoEllen called in from the kitchen.  “He’s already ahead of the state’s required curriculum.”

      “That’s ‘cause I’m smart,” Connor said to Darcy with a big smile.

      “’Kay, you,” JoEllen told him.  “Don’t get conceited!”

      Connor looked confused.  “What’s conseeded?” he asked Darcy.

      She leaned down to whisper in his ear.  “It’s when little boys are so smart that little girls want to date them.”

      “Eew, gross,” was his immediate response to that.

      Darcy could see through the dramatic expression Connor pulled.  He and Lilly from next door had gotten to like each other.  A lot.  She wouldn’t be a bit surprised to see that develop into a first crush for at least one of them.  It was nice to know that Aunt Millie’s old house had so much life in it again.  Darcy thought the old woman would approve.

      In the kitchen, she found JoEllen Meyers sitting at one of the four chairs around the table, slouched down with her foot resting against one of the other seats.  JoEllen smiled a greeting around a mouthful of eggs.  Her once blonde curls were now black with auburn highlights, a color that actually made Darcy a little bit jealous because she could never pull it off herself.  Those crystal clear blue eyes were the same as they had always been.  Even if she hadn’t been smiling that crooked little grin she wore like armor, there would still always be amusement in those eyes.  Not that everything was funny to JoEllen.  She just faced the world with a better understanding of the Universe’s humor than most people had.

      JoEllen was on the run from her own past.  It might not look like it, as she sat there in an old NYPD t-shirt and gray sweatpants, looking completely at ease with domestic life, but JoEllen had been a killer for hire most of her adult life.  Maybe even before her adult life.  Darcy wasn’t sure.  It really wasn’t the sort of thing you asked someone.  When Jon and she had first met her, JoEllen had been working one last contract against her will.  Someone had kidnapped her son and was using Connor as leverage to make JoEllen do what she did best.  Kill.  Together, she, Darcy, and Jon had stopped the bad guy and saved her son, and in the process had become better friends than any of them had realized.

      Which led to them giving JoEllen and Connor a place to stay.  For now.  More than that, Jon was helping her build up a new life as Ellen Gless.  People wanted her dead for what she used to do.  The thing was, she wasn’t the same woman she used to be.  Ellen had changed a lot more than her name.  Darcy didn’t regret helping her at all.  Friends forgave each other their pasts, and helped whenever they could.

      But sometimes she worried the situation they had created here would never end.

      “Did you make any extra?” she asked JoEllen, pointing to the plate of eggs and bacon.

      “Of course.  On the stove.  Is Mister Police Man going to join us?”

      “Jon will be down in a few minutes.  We were talking about something upstairs.”

      “I know,” JoEllen said with a sly wink.  “I, uh, heard you.”

      Darcy knew her face was turning red.  Turning to the cabinet for a plate to scoop food onto let her hide her blushing.  This was one of the things they hadn’t worked out yet.  In an old house things creaked, and that meant that alone time with Jon wasn’t necessarily alone time.

      Um.  Right.

      “Anyway,” she said, putting all of that aside.  “We were talking about a friend of mine.  She just called and asked if I could come help her with something.  Tomorrow, in fact.”

      “Oh yeah?  She say what?”

      “No, actually.”  Eggs.  Bacon.  A slice of bread put into the toaster.  “I’m sure there’s something serious going on with her but she didn’t say what it was.”

      “So then how do you know…oh.”

      JoEllen left it at that.  She was more than aware of Darcy’s special abilities.  She’d seen things that Darcy could do, and just shrugged it off like it was normal for a girl to talk to ghosts.

      That meant a lot to Darcy.  She’d grown up being called weird and spooky and different.  Even now that she was an adult, her friends in town acted odd around her sometimes.  She was used to it, but she definitely appreciated it when someone treated her the same as everyone else.

      Smudge, her big tomcat, came tearing up out of the cellar just then, making enough racket to wake the dead.  In Darcy’s world, that was a very real possibility but in this case it was just a figure of speech.  A very appropriate one, considering the stairway to the cellar was in the living room and she could hear him all the way in here.  Darcy nearly dropped her breakfast plate on the way to the table as he darted between her legs and then back through them again.

      “Smudge!”  He stopped and looked up at her with those luminous green eyes of his, twitching all along the white and black patches of his hair, from the tips of his ears to the tip of his long tail.  His jaws were clamped tightly shut around something that fluttered with every pant.  “For Pete’s sake, what are you doing?  You’re going to topple me right over!  What do you have in your mouth?”

      As if he really could understand her, Smudge dropped the thing on the kitchen floor.  Darcy was just glad to see it wasn’t a dead mouse.  Her cat was a pretty good mouser.  There hadn’t been a single mouse in her kitchen in years.

      The thing he’d carried in to her was definitely not a mouse.  It was a rectangular piece of yellowish cloth.  No.  Not cloth.  Paper.

      Setting her plate on the table, she knelt down next to Smudge, scratching between his ears while she examined his treasure.  At first glance, it appeared to be blank.  Then she saw that there was faint writing on it after all, written with broad strokes and looping penmanship.  She couldn’t make out more than a few words.  Here.  Home.  Mill. Time.

      “Where did you find this?” Darcy asked him.  He blinked a response, expecting her to know the answer already.  “Thanks.  You’re a big help.”

      “What is it?” JoEllen asked.

      “Not sure.”  She sat down at the table, finally, and perused the piece of paper some more as she dug into her food.  “It looks like a page from a book.  Maybe a diary.  It’s old and faded and watermarked.  Hard to make out.”

      “Well.  I’m sure my favorite slightly psychic detective can figure it out after breakfast.”

      “I’m not a detective.”

      “But you are slightly psychic.”

      Darcy rolled her eyes.  “Fat lot of good that would do me with this.  It’s not like I could talk to the paper like a Ouija board.”

      JoEllen blinked.  “You use those?”

      “Only when my crystal ball is on the blink.”

      “Take me with you.”

      “Um, what?”  The sudden shift in the conversation had her lost.

      “When you go to visit your friend tomorrow.  Take me and Connor with you.”

      “JoEllen…”

      “Ellen,” her friend sourly corrected Darcy.  “We need to use that name.  From now on.  I’m not JoEllen anymore.  That person is gone.”

      Oops.  “Sorry.  Ellen,” she added quickly.  “But are you sure you want to come?  You won’t know anyone there and it’s a long trip.”

      “Darcy, I’m bored out of my mind.  I haven’t left this house in days, and the last time I did it was to take a walk in the middle of the night because I’m terrified that someone is going to recognize me and put my son in danger.  A road trip is exactly what I need.”

      Darcy knew Ellen wasn’t someone who was used to being a homebody.  Darcy and Jon got to go to work every day.  They had friends and family to talk to and visit.  Ellen had no one but her, and Jon.

      From the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, Jon cleared his throat.  Darcy had been preoccupied with her thoughts and hadn’t heard him come in.  He’d found the time to dress in jeans and that new blue sweater she’d given him for Christmas.  She blushed again to think of what Jo…er, Ellen had just heard them doing.

      “I think it’s a great idea,” he said.  “Ellen and Connor can go with you and keep you company.”

      “You’re not coming?”  Darcy couldn’t help but feel disappointed.

      “Sorry, Darcy.  I just called into the office to check on the Radford case and it’s basically falling apart.  You’ve got my full attention today, but tomorrow I need to be back in the office so the place doesn’t collapse without me.”

      She gave him a measured look, but she knew he wasn’t exaggerating.  The previous chief of police, Joe Daleson, had stuck around to help out for the first two weeks until Jon had the basics down, but then he had left things to the new chief.  Jon was going to have to sink or swim on his own merits.  Some days that would mean he had to be in the office no matter how much Darcy wanted him with her instead.  On the other hand, it was nice that he trusted Ellen enough to go along with Darcy in his place.

      At the same time, she had to wonder if Jon’s encouragement of her taking Ellen along didn’t have more to do with him being worried someone in town might see her and recognize her.  Someone like intrepid local TV reporter Brianna Watson.  She had covered his taking over as the chief of police pretty heavily when it first happened.  Even though she’d tapered off now, there was no doubt in Darcy’s mind that Watson would dive right back into making Jon her lead story if she knew there was a wanted fugitive in their house.

      Anything they could take to keep that from happening would probably be a good idea.

      “Road trip it is,” Darcy declared, lifting a forkful of eggs with a big smile.  “It’s a plan.  You, me, and Connor.  Sound good, Ellen?”

      “That sounds fantastic,” she picked up her own mostly empty plate and brought it to the sink just as Darcy’s more than slightly overdone   toast popped up.  “I’ll let you two finish breakfast.  Me and Connor have some packing to do.”

      “Just don’t pack any of our stuff,” Jon said.

      “’Kay,” Ellen answered back with a sarcastic tilt to her mouth.  “Whatever you say, big guy.”

      Then she was picking up Connor in the living room and spinning him around and getting the boy excited for their trip.

      Darcy stood and folded herself into Jon’s arms.  “I’ll miss you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll miss you too, sweet baby,” he agreed, using her nickname, “but it isn’t like you’re going to be gone for weeks.  It’s just one day, right?”

      “Sure, but when has that plan ever worked?”

      Jon thought for a moment, then shrugged.  “Yeah, I guess you’re right.  Just keep me posted, all right?”

      She promised him with a kiss to do exactly that.

      From the corner of her eye she saw a shadow in a long black dress with a floppy-brimmed hat standing near the refrigerator.  The shade stamped a foot down hard, the thump of it echoing silently in Darcy’s mind and making Smudge jump and scram away into the living room.

      Great Aunt Millie.  Well, her ghost, to be more specific.  She didn’t seem too happy with Smudge, either.  Darcy had to wonder what the poor cat could possibly have done to get Millie all worked up.

      Over at the kitchen table, the yellowed piece of paper slipped sideways and fell to the floor.
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      After a day and a night of heavy snowfall, the storm had tapered off.  By the next morning, the snow had stopped altogether.  The plows had cleared the roads and sanded and Darcy found that if she kept just under the speed limit then the car would hardly slip at all.

      “I could have driven, you know,” Ellen said to her from the front passenger seat.  “I know driving isn’t really your thing.”

      Darcy shrugged, then stifled a yawn before she could answer.  They had left for Birkenfalls early.  Two hours’ worth of driving behind them and it was still before eight o’clock.  “I’m fine.  Thanks for asking.”

      “Why don’t you own a car?  Is it another thing like why you won’t own a cell phone?”

      “Uh, no.  Completely different.  I’ve just never needed a car of my own.  Everything I need in Misty Hollow is right there within walking distance.”

      “Unless you suddenly need to go help an old friend,” Ellen reminded her.

      “Well, sure.  Then I borrow my sister’s car like I did today.  I might let you drive half of the way.  I’m seriously tired.”

      “Me, too.”  She checked the backseat, where Connor was still asleep with a stuffed parrot tucked tight under one arm.  “I still wouldn’t mind helping with the driving.”

      “You don’t know where we’re going.”

      “That’s why they invented GPS.”

      “I don’t have GPS,” Darcy pointed out.

      “Then you could always do things the old fashioned way like, you know, telling me the directions.”

      The two of them laughed, and Darcy was glad that Ellen had come along.

      “Tell you what,” she said, “I’ll pull over at the next gas station and we can get some snacks or something for breakfast, and I’ll let you take over driving then.”

      “You’ve got a deal.  Although, don’t know where you expect to find a gas station out here in the middle of a forest.”

      She was talking about how the trees were growing tightly packed on both sides of the road.  “We have a better chance of finding a gas station than we do of finding a restaurant to have breakfast in.”

      There were a few small towns between Misty Hollow and Birkenfalls, smaller by far than Misty Hollow, and Darcy knew what was in each one of them.  In a half hour or so they would find a gas station and convenience store that made its money off people just like them, travelling from one place to the other in the middle of nowhere.

      “So tell me about this friend of yours,” Ellen asked after another few miles.

      “We were childhood friends,” Darcy began, only too happy to talk about Sarah.  “When I first came to Misty Hollow, I didn’t know anyone.  I was feeling very alone and left out.  Sarah Wessel was one of the first people I met there.  She made it easy to be friends.  Always taking me around to meet other people, showing me the sights—”

      “There are sights in Misty Hollow?”

      “Anyway,” Darcy said, very slowly.  “By the time she had to move away we were best friends.  Now we’re all grown up and both doing our own thing but we still keep in touch.  She even knows a little bit about me having, you know, abilities.”

      “Think that’s why she called you to come help with whatever this instead of, say, the police?”

      Darcy rolled her eyes.  “I don’t know that this has anything to do with a crime.  Not everything that happens to me involves a murder.”

      “It does when I’m involved,” Ellen muttered.

      That was true enough.  In Bear Ridge, where they’d first met Ellen, her fiancé had been murdered.  Last month, when Ellen had come to Misty Hollow looking for help, a young woman had been murdered.  Both times Jon and Darcy had solved the mystery of whodunit.

      Murder.  Theft.  Danger.  It was all getting to be very routine in Darcy’s world.

      “Well, still,” Darcy insisted.  “I do other things besides solve murders.”

      “Like…?”

      If this had been anyone else Darcy probably would have found some way to politely end the conversation.  She knew Ellen was asking only because she really wanted to know.  That made it easier to open up about it.

      “Like, I can talk to ghosts.  Even help them cross over to the other side.”

      “They must be great conversationalists.”

      “Sometimes,” Darcy answered seriously.  “Sometimes not.  Sometimes, there’s just a lot of screaming involved.”

      “Uh-huh,” Ellen finally said, emphasizing each syllable.  “So do you think Sarah asked you to come out there to talk to her great-grandfather and find out where he buried the family fortune?”

      Darcy was shaking her head.  “It doesn’t work that way.  I can call out to people who are deceased, but it takes a lot of my energy and some equipment, usually.  I didn’t bring any of that stuff with me.  Ordinarily I just talk to the ghosts who are still here.  The ones that are in pain, or confused, or just lost.”

      “Someday you’ll have to explain to me how a ghost can feel pain.”

      “All right, I will.”  Darcy slowed for a turn onto a County road that didn’t seem to know it was supposed to be already plowed.  That slowed them down even more.

      Darcy tried to stretch in her seat while keeping both hands firmly on the wheel and the car in its lane.  Having Ellen drive part of the way would be nice.  That little store and gas station she had mentioned was only a few more miles away.  Perfect.  She needed coffee.  Unless the place had changed since she’d been there last they would have homemade donuts as well.

      From the backseat, Connor stirred and murmured in his sleep, almost a whimper.  Ellen turned to watch him, resting both hands on the seatback and her chin on her hands.

      “He doesn’t have the nightmares as often as he used to,” she said, not exactly talking to Darcy.  It was more like she was talking just to hear the words spoken out loud.  “He’s been able to put all of that behind him for the most part.  Still needs his nightlight but all things considered, I really can’t blame him.”

      The incidents at Bear Ridge had been an ordeal for all of them but especially so for that little boy, Darcy knew.  Losing his father probably most of all.  Darcy was glad to see things were getting better.  For both him and his mother.

      “Thank you,” Ellen said to her.

      Those simple words caught Darcy off guard.  “Hm?  For what?”

      “Just…everything.  I was by myself for so long, depending on no one but me.  Then I met Connor’s dad and I started to see how it could be to live a normal life and have friends and people to count on.  After he died, I never thought I’d feel safe again.  Anywhere.  Now…yeah.  Just, thank you.”

      She turned her face toward the passenger window and didn’t say anything else.

      Darcy smiled.  Ellen really was a different person now than the woman they’d met up in Bear Ridge.
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      Birkenfalls was a community nestled into the comforting embrace of the surrounding foothills.  The County road they were following rolled down toward the homes and businesses as Ellen drove, allowing them to see almost all of the town at once from the large brick factory set along the river on their side all the way to the bus terminal on the other.  Parts of it were blocked from view behind tall stands of pine trees loaded down with last night’s snowfall, but Darcy knew there wasn’t much more to see.

      “Nice place,” Ellen commented, and Darcy couldn’t tell from her tone if she was being serious or sarcastic.

      “Give it a chance,” she offered.  “Maybe it will grow on you like Misty Hollow did.”

      “’Kay.  Not really sure that Misty Hollow has grown on me.  It’s just where I have to be for now.”

      “Not for long,” Darcy promised.  “You’ll be able to move away soon.  I mean, if that’s what you want.”

      The two of them shared a look that said everything they couldn’t say in front of Connor.  They could move anywhere they wanted to, once they built up enough credit and personal history to make Ellen Gless look like a real person.  She already had a driver’s license and a copy of a birth certificate that had never really existed in the first place.  There was a still a long way to go, yet.

      Connor bounced forward now, straining against his seatbelt to see the town as they got closer.  Ever since the gas station and a can of chocolate YooHoo paired with two chocolate donuts, the kid had been a bundle of energy.  “Wow,” he said.  “There’s a river!  Look at that bridge.  Do we get to drive over that bridge?  Really?”

      “Really, really,” Darcy told him, amused at how excited he was just to see a bridge.  It was kind of impressive, she had to admit, with metal support arches on either side and a long paved section over what was probably a hundred foot drop straight down to the rushing waters of the Oragatchie River below.

      “Do you want to go swimming down there?” Ellen asked him.

      “No!  Are you crazy, mom?  It’s too cold outside.”

      “Oh, so you’d jump off that bridge if it was warm?”

      “Only if my friends were all doing it,” he kidded, making the drumroll-cymbal sound effects.

      Darcy saw the bright expression on Ellen’s face as she bantered back and forth like that with her son.  She was a good mom.  Darcy had always suspected Ellen was a good person underneath it all, too.  She had a sense about people that wasn’t exactly tied to her paranormal sense.  It had always been easy for her to see the good in people.

      The bridge hummed under their tires and then they were passing by the big green and yellow sign that said “Birkenfalls Welcomes Our Friends.”

      “Does the sign on the other end say goodbye to their friends?” Ellen wondered.

      “I’m not sure,” Darcy had to admit.

      “All right.  Well, where does your friend live?”

      “I’m not sure of that, either.”  She read the street signs as they passed, or at least she tried.  Most of them were unreadable under a coating of snow.  Greens Avenue.  She was looking for Greens Avenue.

      “Seriously?  You don’t have an address for Sarah or anything?”

      “I have an address.”  She pulled the folded piece of paper out of the front pocket of her jeans and waved it at Ellen.  “I’ve just never been here before.  Help me find Greens Avenue.  Then after that we have to turn left on Shrivers Lane.  That should take us to Huxley Street.”

      “Um,” Ellen said, “how are we supposed to find anything with these street signs all covered over like this?  Maybe we already passed Green Street.”

      “Greens Avenue,” Darcy corrected, but she knew Ellen was right.  They might have missed it already.  Birkenfalls might not be all that large but they could spend the next hour driving around aimlessly before they found any of the streets or landmarks Sarah had given Darcy last night over the phone.  “Maybe we should stop and ask for directions?”

      “See, now there’s an idea you wouldn’t have heard from Jon.”  Ellen thumped a palm against the steering wheel, already looking ahead of them down the street for a place to stop.  “Guys never ask for directions.”

      “We don’t?” Connor asked, confused.

      “Remember when you put your Lego city together?” was all Ellen said.

      “Oh.  Right.”

      Darcy spotted a restaurant down the block.  It was a blue and white sided building with a hanging wooden sign in the shape of a soup bowl facing the street.  “Moonie’s Lunch,” the sign read.  The frosted windows displayed the hours of operation.  The clock on the dash said it was already after eleven-thirty.  Perfect.

      “How about there?” she asked Ellen.

      From the back seat, Connor’s stomach growled right on cue.  “I’m getting hungry,” he said.

      “So I hear.”  Ellen rolled her eyes in a motherly way.  “So am I, actually.  Guess you’re just like me, buddy.”

      “’Course I am,” the boy agreed.  “I’m going to grow up to be just like you.”

      Ellen didn’t say anything, and Darcy knew that from where he was sitting Connor wouldn’t be able to see the way his mother’s hands tightened around the wheel, but Darcy saw it.  The thought of Connor growing up to be “just like her” was a troubling one for Ellen Gless, formerly JoEllen Meyers, contract killer.

      Darcy put her hand on Ellen’s shoulder as she said to Connor, “Your mom is one of the coolest women alive, isn’t she?”

      “Yup!” he chimed in without hesitation.  “Love you mom.”

      “I love you, too, my big Connor Bear.”

      If there were tears in Ellen’s eyes as she said those words, she blinked them away quickly.

      They found a single parking space on the street nearby to Moonie’s Lunch and headed up the sidewalk.  The snow must not have fallen as hard here as it had in Misty Hollow.  There were small piles of it up against the buildings, but the sidewalk itself was cleared.  Even so, most everyone in town must have hunkered down for the day.  The restaurant was empty except for a sour man in a heavy brown coat nursing a bowl of soup at a table in the far corner.

      Darcy looked around.  She hadn’t expected this sort of charm.  Someplace called Moonie’s Lunch shouldn’t have clean white walls with cute framed pictures of kittens and puppies playing together, or electric candle sconces, or tablecloths that were blue over white to match the outside colors.  A swinging wooden half-door that led from the kitchen thumped aside as a waitress in a blue and white uniform came out to greet them.

      “Hi,” she said with a smile.  “Sit anywhere.  I’ll bring you some menus.”

      They chose a table closer to the door, away from the grouch and his soup.  Whatever kind of bad day that man was having Darcy didn’t want to be anywhere near.

      The menus the waitress handed them were laminated, one side for breakfast and the other side for lunch and dinner.  “Can I start you folks with some drinks?”

      Ellen and Darcy both asked for colas.  Connor asked if they had root beer and practically beamed when he was told they served that particular soda in the bottles.  Promising to come right back with the drinks, the waitress left them alone to read the menus.

      “Nice place,” Darcy commented.

      “A little too Mayberry for me,” Ellen said.

      “Careful, you’re starting to be grumpy like that guy over there.”

      “What’s Mayberry?” Connor asked.

      “Before your time,” was his mother’s answer.  “Hey, they have chicken strips here.  Want to try those, Connor?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Chicken strips and root beer, Darcy thought to herself.  Connor would be in heaven.  She was going to try a cheeseburger, something simple and quick.  Maybe with steak fries…

      The guy over in his corner muttered something loudly enough for her to hear, drawing her attention.  He had his black knitted hat pulled down over the tips of his ears, scraggly gray hair poking out from all around in random places.  He was a big man.  Bulky.  Not fat, just big.  His boots under the table looked like they could be worn by a sasquatch.  His grizzled face was peppered with beard growth.  Scruffy was the best way to describe him, she decided.

      When she looked again, the man was staring at her, as if he had sensed her attention on him.  She looked back down at her menu and made sure not to look his way again.

      The waitress took their orders and they waited for the meal to come out.  Ellen suggested they call Sarah and let her know they were in town, at least, and maybe get some decent directions.  She handed Darcy her cell phone but when Darcy called the house it rang busy.

      “She didn’t give you her cell number?” Ellen asked as she took the phone back.

      “No.  Just the landline.  Maybe she doesn’t have a cell phone.”

      “Like you?” Ellen teased.  “Not likely.  Not many people left in the world who don’t own a cell phone.”

      “I don’t own one,” Connor pointed out.

      “When you’re twenty you can have one,” Ellen said.

      “Aw, mom.  That’s what you always say.  When I’m that old I can buy my own.”

      “Exactly.”

      Darcy shared a smile with Ellen, touched once more by the interaction between mother and son.  It got her to thinking about the few times she and Jon had talked about starting a family, after they got married, and wondering what kind of mom she might turn out to be.

      Heh.  Someday she’d find out.  Maybe.  Her sister had already taken that plunge and created an amazing little girl to add to their family.  If Grace, full time police officer and career woman, could find the time to make and care for a baby, Darcy felt confident that she could do it too.

      The food came after a few rounds of tic tac toe played between Darcy and Connor on the back of the paper placemats.  She let him win a few, and then started adding stars to the X’s and O’s of the normal game just to spice things up.  Neither of them were really sure what the stars did, but Darcy won every game when she used them.

      As the waitress set down the plates one after another, Darcy took the opportunity to ask for directions.  “Excuse me, but do you know Sarah Wessel?”

      THUNK.

      The sound had come from the table where the grumpy Sasquatch sat.  Darcy, Ellen, and even Connor looked over to find the man had driven a knife into the table point first, his hand still gripping it tightly, his mouth set in a sneer.

      “Hampton!” the waitress scolded in an exasperated tone.  “That’s the fourth time this week.  I’m telling you, Billy isn’t going to let you eat here anymore if you don’t stop doing that.”

      She turned back to them with an apologetic smile.  “That’s just Hampton McGillis.  He’s a local.  Harmless, really, except to our tables.”  She tried for a laugh and failed.  “Anyway, enjoy the food.  I’ll be back to check on you a little—”

      “What do you want with Sarah Wessel?” Hampton McGillis asked in a loud, booming voice.

      Ellen shifted in her seat, in a way that made Darcy think she was getting ready to defend herself.  Her hand strayed closer to her knife and fork.  She set her feet flat on the floor.  Her eyes narrowed.  She was a tigress ready to spring.

      Old habits die hard, Darcy supposed.

      Turning in her seat so that she was facing Hampton, Darcy put on her best smile and pretended Ellen wasn’t ready to kill the man if it came to it.  “I’m a friend of Sarah’s.  We came to visit her but I’m not sure where Huxley Street is.”

      Hampton narrowed his eyes.  He plucked the knife out of the table.  It hovered in his hand over the tabletop for a good many seconds.

      Then he drove it down into the wood again, deeper this time.

      “That’s it, Hampton!” the waitress yelled at him even as she nervously backed toward the kitchen.  “I won’t let you get away with this!  Not this time!  Billy!  Call the police!”

      The half door to the kitchen swung wildly back and forth in her wake.

      That left them alone with the big, burly Hampton and his knife.  Darcy did not like where this was going.  Not at all.

      “Darcy, Connor,” Ellen hissed.  “Get behind me.”

      She started to stand up but Darcy caught her wrist and urged her back into her seat.  “This hasn’t become an altercation yet.  Let’s see if we can keep it that way, all right?”

      “No, not all right!  That man is threatening us and my son.  No one threatens my son!”

      “Mom?” Connor said in a wavering voice.

      Over in the corner, Hampton had stood up.  He plucked the knife from the table and held it firmly in his hand.  He did not make a move toward them.  Darcy knew in that instant that if he did, she would be more than willing to step aside and let Ellen do her thing.

      Until that happened, she was going to keep talking to him.

      “Mister McGillis, I promise you,” she said, “Sarah is a friend of mine.  We’re just looking for something to eat and directions to her house.”

      She had managed to keep her voice firm and even, but her fingers had found the antique silver ring on her right finger and she was twisting it back and forth frantically, like she always did when she was nervous.  Great Aunt Millie’s ring had long been a soothing talisman for Darcy.  She definitely needed something to keep her calm now.

      Hampton huffed out a breath.  “You need to stay away from my Sarah.”

      “Oh, for the love of God,” Ellen growled.  Darcy understood what she meant.  This man, this Hampton McGillis, obviously had a weak grasp on reality.  If it hadn’t been clear from his actions then it certainly was clear from the way he claimed Sarah, a married woman, as his and no one else’s.

      Fantastic.

      “Mister McGillis,” Darcy tried again.  “Maybe you could show us the way to Sarah’s house?  If you came with us so we could show you we really are friends, would that help?”

      “What are you doing?” Ellen asked her in a strained whisper.

      “Trying to keep him talking until the police show up,” she whispered back.  She had seen a man in a white cook’s apron in the kitchen poke his head out, a portable phone at his ear.  Hopefully that was Billy calling the Birkenfalls Police Department.

      “No one goes to Sarah’s house!” the man bellowed.  “No one but me!”

      “Perfect,” Darcy said, like that was just the answer she wanted.  “Then you’re just the man we needed to see.  I’m so glad we met you.”

      Furrows spread across Hampton’s brow as he tried to wrap his mind around what Darcy was saying.  “What?”

      “Aren’t you the only one who can go to Sarah’s house?”

      “Yes!  Just me.”  He started to waver back and forth, his eyes unfocused, the knife shaking in his fist.  “Just…wait.  What?”

      When the front door flew in it was with enough force to bang against the inside wall.  Two officers stood there.  In their light blue uniforms with dark blue stripes down the pants and black leather duty belts, they were just about the best looking thing Darcy had seen in a long time.

      Ellen took her hand away from her silverware and bent her face down low.  There was no way the police here could know who she had been in a previous life, but there were still outstanding warrants for her arrest, and it was better to be safe than sorry.

      The officers, a man and a woman, advanced into the restaurant quickly.  The woman was a full foot and a half shorter than the other officer but she took the lead.  There were sergeant’s stripes on her uniform coat and steel in her brown eyes.  Her black hair in its tight braid was just a shade darker than her skin.

      “Problems today, Hampton?” she said without any hint of fear in her voice.  “I thought we talked about bothering the good folks of our town.”

      “Ain’t from our town,” Hampton felt the need to point out, jabbing his knife at them for emphasis.

      “Now, you know what I mean,” the sergeant continued.  “I warned you what would happen next time, right?”

      Hampton hesitated, and the knife lowered.

      That was when the other officer tazed him.

      The little tazer gun was black with yellow stripes and the lead wires shot out from the end so quickly that Darcy couldn’t follow them with her eyes.  They were just suddenly sticking into Hampton’s chest, expertly aimed for the opening of his overcoat.  The crackling of electricity accompanied his violent shaking before he fell to the floor.

      When the officer released the trigger of the stun gun, he looked over at Darcy and smiled.  His pale cheeks were flushed from the cold outside and, Darcy suspected, from the excitement of what had just happened.  “Works every time,” he said with a wink.

      They had Hampton turned over on his stomach and secured with handcuffs quickly, and although the big man continued to rant and rail about how no one got near his Sarah but him, all of the fight had gone out of him with the massive electric shock he had just received.

      “Now then,” the sergeant said, “let’s see what you’ve got on you today.  Last time it was a throwing star you’d picked up somewhere.”

      She carefully went through Hampton’s pockets, coming up with nothing more menacing than loose change and candy wrappers and a wallet.  She handed each item to her partner as she took them out.  When he opened the wallet up, his jaw dropped.

      “Uh, Sergeant Larson?  I think you should see this.”

      Darcy and Ellen and Connor watched as the sergeant was handed what looked like a driver’s license.  Hampton here really didn’t look like the type who would own a license.  Not to Darcy, anyway.

      “Mmm-hmm.”  Sergeant Larson tapped the license with her finger.  “I was wondering how you could afford to pay for lunch today.  Looks like you’ve been taking people’s wallets again.  Not good, Hampton.”

      “You saw whose license it was, right?” her partner asked, scrubbing a hand over the closely buzzed hair on his head.

      “Yes.  Now, Hampton.  How exactly did you get Braden Wessel’s wallet?”

      “Found it!” Hampton cried out miserably.  “I found it!”

      Darcy’s heart froze in her chest.  Ellen leaned close to whisper, “Wessel.  Isn’t that your friend’s name?”

      Yes, it was.  Sarah Wessel.  Braden was her husband.  This maniac who had threatened them with a knife for just mentioning Sarah’s name had Braden Wessel’s wallet.  There was no way that could be good.

      “We better get the other guys over to the Wessel house,” Larson said.  “Right now.”

      Darcy knew she couldn’t just ask to tag along, but she needed to get to Sarah’s house.  Now.  She stepped back away from the police, and Hampton moaning on his stomach, to quietly ask the waitress, “Which way is Huxley Street?”
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      Once they knew how to get to Huxley it wasn’t hard to find Sarah’s house.  It was the one with the two police cars parked in front of it.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Ellen said to Darcy for the third time since they left the restaurant.  “The town hobo stole your friend’s wallet.  That’s all.”

      Connor snickered around a mouthful of chicken in the backseat.  “Hobo,” he laughed at the word.  They had let him bring his lunch in a takeout box.  Neither of them felt like eating.

      Sarah’s house was a small doublewide modular.  It was a cute, green house that still had Christmas lights strung along the edges of the roof.  Two cars sat side by side in the short driveway.  It looked just like any other house on the block.

      “There’s no police guarding the front door,” Ellen pointed out.

      “That just means they’re inside.”  Darcy wasn’t sure what to make of this.  She knew she was worried to go in.  Worried what she would find.  Worried that trouble had found her once again, just like it always did.  “Can you stay out here with Connor?  Just for now?”

      “Sure.  He can share some of his chicken strips with the mother he loves so much.”

      Ellen made a grab for his lunch but Connor pulled it away and crammed half a breaded strip into his mouth to bite down on it.

      “Careful!” Ellen said with a smile.  “You’ll choke to death.”

      Darcy cringed at that word.  Death.  What would she find if she went inside Sarah’s house?  What had Hampton McGillis done?

      She left them in the car and went up the front steps, knocking before she lost her nerve.  With a deep breath, she held out her hand flat against the door, trying to feel inside for the energies that might tell her what was happening within the home—

      The door opened and she nearly fell forward into a Birkenfalls police officer, in the same uniform as the two in the restaurant had been wearing.  He was tall and thin and somehow deeply tanned in the middle of winter.  He blinked at Darcy in confusion.  “Well.  You aren’t my sergeant.  What brings you here, Ma’am?”

      “Um.  My friend lives here,” Darcy managed.  “Sarah Wessel?  She called me yesterday and asked me to come over.”

      “Darcy?”

      Sarah’s voice came from a room further inside the house.  She sounded scared, and tense, and when she came out to the entryway and pushed past the officer she threw herself into Darcy’s arms, sobbing, wet tears making trails down both cheeks.

      “Sarah, what is it?  What happened?”  The officer had the good grace to step away to give them their privacy.  Darcy held Sarah tightly, wishing this hadn’t been the first real contact she’d had with Sarah in years.

      “You’re here now,” Sarah said in a choked voice.  “That’s all that matters.”

      It was like her friend could hear Darcy’s thoughts and was speaking directly to them.  Sarah had grown up since they’d last seen each other so long ago.  She was athletically strong and taller than Darcy, and her hair was the kind of blonde that only came from a careful coloring and her blue jeans looked expensive and her makeup was running and…and…and…

      The vision overtook her quicker than most.  One moment she was trying to comfort her friend and find out what had happened and in the next moment, she was seeing the world through Sarah’s eyes.

      She was in this house.  Darcy had never been in this house before in her life and she had no reason to know that the bathroom was in the middle of the hallway that led to the bedrooms or that she had always wanted Braden to change the wallpaper from that stupid seashell design to something that didn’t embarrass her whenever they had friends over, but looking out through Sarah’s eyes she knew this was her bathroom.  Sarah’s.  In this house.

      Just like she knew that the man lying on the floor in front of her on the bathroom floor, twisted up in an agonizing fetal position, was Braden.

      He was dead.  His lips were blue and his eyes had rolled back until all that was visible was the whites.  His bathrobe had fallen open to show his one hand clutched at his bare chest.  Her Braden.  Dead.

      She knelt down next to him, her designer jeans thin comfort against the hard, cold tiles.  Blood had pooled on the tiles under his head.  Reaching out a hand, she checked for a pulse at his neck…

      And snapped out of the vision back to the present moment.  She sucked in a breath and suddenly it was Sarah steadying her instead of the other way around.  “You…you found him,” she stuttered.

      The look of surprise on her friend’s face was exactly what Darcy had expected.  Most people freaked out whenever she did that.  Her gift let her know things that she shouldn’t know.  Sometimes, when she touched someone else, she could see things that had happened in their life.  Especially when it was something so traumatic that the other person carried it so close to the surface of their heart.

      Like this.

      Braden was dead.

      “You found him,” Darcy repeated now that she had her bearings again.  “Here.  In the house.”

      “Yes, I did,” Sarah cried.  “How did you know?  I found him this morning.  I went for a run.  I always go for a run.  In the morning.”  She couldn’t catch a breath, and Darcy didn’t blame her.  “When I got back…he was there…on the floor…oh, Darcy!”

      She broke down hysterically again, and it was all Darcy could do not to collapse into tears with her.
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      Later, after the police had finished their investigation at the house and taken their photographs and left Sarah with a card that had the department’s phone number and the lead officer’s name on it, and after the Coroner had removed Braden’s body in a sanitary black bag with a long zipper, Darcy sat on the living room couch while Sarah busied herself in the kitchen making tea.  Ellen and Connor had joined them, once the police were gone.  Shoes had been taken off at the doors to keep from tracking melted snow all over the place and making a mess like the police officers had done.

      Darcy had asked, quietly, if Ellen might not want Connor to stay in the car.  With a level look Ellen explained that Connor had seen more bad stuff in his life than most people twice his age.  He was mature beyond his years, and more than able to handle knowing someone had died in this house.  Besides, she’d added after a short pause.  She did not want to leave him out of her sight for any length of time.

      Darcy knew Connor wasn’t the only one who was having trouble getting over the events of Bear Ridge.  She left it alone, though, and now they sat on the couches and talked in hushed tones while Sarah made tea.  She hadn’t been able to look Darcy in the eyes since admitting the truth of Darcy’s vision.  Not that Darcy wasn’t used to that kind of reaction, but she really, really wished that it hadn’t had to be this way with Sarah.  For a lot of reasons.

      “Everywhere you go, this happens,” Ellen suddenly said to Darcy.  “Doesn’t it?”

      “Not everywhere,” Darcy said defensively.  When Ellen raised an eyebrow, she sighed.  “Fine, it happens a lot.  Trouble has a way of finding me.  It does not happen everywhere, though.  Just…a lot.”

      “’Kay.”  Ellen crossed her legs under herself on the couch.  “Doesn’t seem like there’s a lot for the police to investigate here.  I mean, it looks pretty straightforward.  That slob in the restaurant had Braden’s wallet, and now Braden is dead.  That’s a pretty easy line to draw.”

      “I thought he was a hobo?” Connor said.

      Ellen stifled a laugh behind a cough.  “We don’t actually call people hobos, Connor.”

      “Why not?  It’s a fun word.”

      “Maybe,” his mother agreed.  “But it’s not a nice word.  We don’t say hobo.”

      “Oh.  Just slob?”

      “Yes, slob is all right.”

      “Ellen, really?”  Darcy was having trouble not laughing along with Connor’s innocent wisdom herself.  “We don’t call people slobs either, Connor.  Your mother is just being funny.”

      “Hey,” Ellen said.  “If the shoes fit, then I call it the way I see it.  That Hampton guy was apparently afraid of water.  And soap.  And, it was pretty obvious that his elevator didn’t go all the way to the top.”

      Darcy saw Connor listening intently.  It wouldn’t be much longer before the boy would be talking about people’s elevators not going to their top floors.  He hung from every word his mother said.  What would her children learn from her, Darcy wondered.  Would she ever look into a little boy’s face, and see herself staring back?

      Wow.  There she went again, thinking about having children.  Once upon a time it had seemed like a completely ridiculous idea.  Even with her now deceased ex-husband.  Then she’d met Jon.  Now…it was definitely something she liked to think about.

      Maybe it was time for her and Jon to have another little talk about it.

      “Come on, Darcy,” Ellen said, leaning forward.  “You got to admit, that guy was creepy.”

      Tea cups rattling on a plastic tray in her hands, Sarah chose that moment to come back in the room.  “Hampton McGillis is the local…well, coot, I guess you’d call him.  We always figured he was harmless…”

      Her voice trailed off sadly and she froze in place, staring off into the middle distance, her tray with its cups of hot water and the little bowl of teabags forgotten.  She started up again with a shake of her head, smiling woodenly.  “I didn’t know what everyone liked.  I like black tea but I’ve got green and Earl Gray, too.”

      “Black is fine for me,” Darcy told her as she set the tray down on the coffee table.

      The couch was a small sectional that formed an L around the table.  Sarah sat on the other end, facing Darcy and Ellen and Connor.  Even though she had brought a cup for everyone, she didn’t take one for herself.

      “When did that guy ever look harmless?” Ellen asked, in a more direct way than Darcy would have.

      Sarah shrugged.  “We never thought he was dangerous.  He just wandered around town.  He begged for money and he slept on park benches and I think maybe he got arrested once or twice for stealing from stores.  That was it.”

      “Didn’t the police do anything about him?”

      Darcy was happy to let Ellen ask the questions, but she wished they could just let poor Sarah be.  Her husband had just died.  She would need time to find acceptance for that.

      Sarah’s eyes were still distant as she answered Ellen’s question.  “Like I said, they arrested him when he broke the law.  I think they tried to get him committed to a mental institution once or twice but the doctors all said he wasn’t crazy enough.  Something.  I don’t know.”

      She looked at the two of them now, her eyes coming into focus at last.  “You really think Hampton killed my husband?”

      Darcy was at a loss about how to answer that.  It had been the first thing that crossed her mind.  Coincidences happened, sure, but not very often.  She wasn’t a big believer in them.  Especially not where death
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