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Dedication

This book is dedicated with a broken heart to my beloved Zoom. He is the inspiration for Drew, the Brussels Griffon in The Sondra Dillinger Chronicles. Through my writing of this series, he will live on. In life, on September 18, 2014, after a brief battle with kidney cancer, he passed away in my arms with the help of his veterinarian. I stopped his pain and took it on myself. Rest in peace my darling little boy, you will never be forgotten. 
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Outside, the overcast created a perfect array of dark shadows for the stalker to hide and for me to approach undetected. My Brussels Griffon, Drew, snarled at the uncommon snaps and crunches near the side of the house. The computer screen pulsated around security camera three along the north side. Motion detection followed a figure hugging the edge of the house and inching along.

I squatted near the front door and petted Drew’s head. 

“Hush, now.” 

Seth, my fiancé, and father of our unborn twins had left for an all-night surveillance job earlier. Alone in the house, except for Drew, hyper-alertness kept me on edge. Deep, slow, breaths and the semi-automatic handgun I held calmed my terror. I stood and slipped the safety off the Glock then turned the deadbolt on the door.

“Sit and stay.” 

In the semi-darkness his face turned up to me. He whined and slapped my knee. I pushed him back. With the police several minutes out, I wanted to have a piece of Mindy Stutzman before they showed up. I turned the doorknob in fractions and kept steady pressure to pull it open. When the cylinder released, my heart galloped. 

On the enclosed porch, I bent low and pulled the door shut not allowing the slightest click. The last thing I needed was a four-legged, eight-pound assistant afraid of his own shadow. This interloper had proven in the past Drew’s presence offered no mercy. Not only had she set my house on fire, knowing he was inside, but tossed meatballs laced with rat poison into my backyard. In the two months since the stalking started, profane graffiti and numerous obscene phone calls robbed me of peace in my own home. Out on bail again, she crossed the line, and this time, I was home. 

The porch door stuck, and I cursed the shifting clay beneath the foundation. I tugged with my left hand, held the other closed around the gun and pressed against the wood above the knob. It gave with a thwack. Immobilized, fearing she’d heard the noise, I controlled my breathing and strained to listen for any noise from outside. Drew whined and scratched distracting my audio perception. 

I struggled to stay focused on noises and shadow movement and stepped into the dusk. With my back against the front of the house, I crept sideways. Unencumbered by the bushes and plants burned out by the fire, I had freedom, but without cover. I glanced at the single streetlight suspended in the middle of our block fifty yards away, aware it illuminated my location far better than the side where the stalker lurked. I squatted and braced myself with one hand.

The swish of blood pounding through the veins near my inner ear and Drew’s persistent bark created the illusion of being deaf. Silent as possible, I inhaled through my nose, held it five seconds, and blew out through my mouth. 

A snap and crunch around the corner demolished any success I obtained against the searing adrenaline. The bulge, growing daily in my lower stomach, squashed against my thighs when I backed away. Aware of their dependence on me, fear threatened to obliterate my concentration. 

Shush, shush, shush—a series of low sounds filled the distance between us. I tilted my head and listened closer.

The odor of spray paint wafted through the air. Oh no you don’t. Not again. Shush, Shush. 

I bolted upright then swung half my body and head around the corner. The barrel aimed at the target’s chest; I made a quick evaluation. One handheld a spray paint can, the other a lunch bag. No weapon present in the belt or bulges in the front pockets, my eyes moved to a deep blue t-shirt, no breasts, and a thick neck with pronounced Adam’s apple. What?

He had light colored hair, eyes large with fear, and a dropped jaw. I recognized him from two places. Once in court with his grandmother, who is the wife of the man Seth and I conducted a sting on that started all this mess. The second time came to me when he closed his mouth. He was the driver of the car who followed me on another occasion.

“Don’t move. Why are you here?”

He shrugged hard.

I flinched and raised the gun a few inches. “I said don’t move. Answer me.”

The outline of a small person moved in the two feet distance between him and the house. My gaze turned to her while the tiny girl materialized fully. Pigtails, a white nightgown with small, bare toes peeking out beneath the ruffled hem, and eyes twinkling like tiny beacons in the dark. A spirit?

“No, not now.”

She walked toward me. Each step solidified her more. “It was cold.”

Movement drew my gaze back to him. The spray hit my eyes and filled my open mouth. Blinded, I wiped my face and gasped for air. A steel grip caught the arm holding my gun. 

Kicking straight up, I connected to something hard with my slipper covered foot. The first time I heard his voice it came in a cry of pain. 

I rubbed my eyes, the acid burning tore at me. Air strangled into my throat. He twisted the arm behind my back with such force the gun dropped. I screamed. Bits of darkness, his shirt, and the light gray siding of my house whizzed past when he swung downward. I broke the crash of my body into the cement like sod with a thrust of my arm and locked elbow. Pain shot through my wrist and shoulder. 

Rapid foot falls, male voices, and a child’s voice penetrated the pain and need to take in air. 

“Drop it! Drop it, now.” Police commands filled the prairie night. 

Unconcerned with modesty, I sat and jerked my T-shirt up. With my eyes wiped out, I blew my nose and spit. Tears flooded and paint fumes burned my nostrils. I saw only blurs and flickers of movement. 

An icy chill against my legs drew my attention. The little spirit girl’s white nightie shimmered in the dark. “It was cold. They told me you could help.”

I closed my eyes.

“Sondra? Are you okay?” A hand touched my shoulder.

I jerked and looked up. The outline of a uniform and face blurred.

“He took my gun. I can’t see.”

“Your gun is on the ground. Let me help you up.”

“I’m five months pregnant.”

“Do you need an ambulance?”

“I don’t know.”

“Should I help you up?” His hand gripped my upper arm.

“No, this burns so badly. I need to wash it out of my eyes.”

“Stay there, I’ll get the hose.” 

I waited and realized the netherworld chill had left. She was gone, but she’d be back. They always tormented me until I found out who killed them. For her, more important, she wanted me to find her body.
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The ice pack over my eyes eased the burning but magnified the odors of alcohol, body sweat, and bitter medicine. Nurses spoke in soft voices; doctors barked orders, and each clank of trays sent jolts through my body. What will I tell Seth? Is Drew okay? Clinks of metal curtain holders and the ruffle of crisp material interrupted my thoughts. 

I lifted the ice pack and squinted. My sister, Deana, stared at me. Her thin eyebrows moved so close together I wondered if they’d touch.

“Hi.” I forced a smile. Paint picked at the tender skin on my lips.

“What the hell were you thinking? Look at you. I’d laugh, but this isn’t funny, Sondra.”

“I’m fine, really, and the ultrasound showed the boys just fine, too.”

“Stop it. You know I care about all of you. Why did you go out there and not just wait inside for the police? Seriously? You just go out after a crazy woman when you’re five months pregnant with twins? Seriously?” Her voice rose minutely with each sentence, and my head protested. Pain shot into my eyes.

Her hair, usually spiked on top, slicked against her head, damp and unruly in spots. Without make-up, the young woman in her disappeared beneath the first hints of wrinkles and stern expression. She wore dark blue jogging pants and an oversized teal T-shirt. I couldn’t see her feet but guessed house slippers covered them.

“I know that’s what you sleep in. Were you already in bed?”

“Yeah, that’s where civil people are at...” she glanced at her watch. “Two-thirty in the morning.” Her eyes searched my face. “Sondra, you’re getting married in three days. Look at you.”

I blinked at her and changed the ice pack into the other hand before I added frostbite to my injury list. “They used something to clean the paint out of my eyes and off my eyelids. Did it work?”

Her face softened, and she threw a hand over her mouth. The laughter burst out with a spray from between her fingers. She shook her head. “Sorry...you...look...” Deana gasped and coughed. When her hand came down, the smile trembled with silent laughter.

“What? Why are you laughing?”

“I’m trying to find the words to...explain”

“Shut up.”

“I was going to say raccoon, but...” Her hand went to her mouth again, and her eyes glistened. 

“I don’t think those tears are from sympathy.”

“Not raccoon. Well, maybe in reverse. Your face is black, and it looks like you’re wearing a red blindfold. Except your eyes are all squinty, red, and swollen.”

I put the ice pack over my eyes and felt the sting of tears. My wedding is ruined. All those people coming, and I won’t be there. 

“Does that help?”

I nodded.

“Did you have paint actually in your eyes?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t have any around your eyes now. Maybe you can get some of whatever they used and...whoa, you have a huge bruise on your arm. Did she punch you?”

“It was a he, Livingston’s grandson, and he’s sixteen. This is supposed to keep the swelling out of the soft tissue. Man, it’s cold.”

“Doesn’t work either.” She laughed again.

I jerked the pack down and glared at her.

“Now you look like an angry raccoon. Well, sort of raccoon. Why are they keeping you?”

“They’re waiting for the radiologist to read the x-rays.”

“What x-rays? You can’t have x-rays when you’re pregnant.”

I dropped the ice bag on the mattress and waved her off.

“Where? What’s broken? Oh my dear Lord, you broke something, too? Your wedding is Saturday.” She rocked the mattress and squeezed my ankles and thighs. “Where? What?”

I raised my right wrist into view and grimaced. The bruising moved up my arm, and my hand resembled a blown up latex glove.

She gasped and covered both eyes with her hands. Deana peeked over her fingertips. “It’s broken. I can tell by looking at it. It’s definitely broken. Can you even get a cast through the sleeve of your wedding dress?”

Tears flooded, and my shoulders shook when the sobs racked my body.

The cast rested on a pillow in my lap. One of the twins pushed a limb against my elbow. “Ouch. You little bugger.” I moved my arm, and the stare continued to burn into the side of my head. I pretended not to feel it.

“You still haven’t told me why you went outside.” Seth stood and crossed his arms over his chest.

“No matter what I say you’re going to be mad.”

“You’re probably right. I can’t imagine a reason good enough to calm me down. You put your life and the life of our babies in danger. But, I still want you to tell me what meant that much to you.”

I squeezed the washcloth in the bowl of hot, sudsy water. 

He pulled it out of my hand and rung it out then tossed the wad on my cast. “It’s starting to come off, but your skin is bright red.”

“You could have handed it to me.”

“You could answer me. I’m not relenting until I have an answer.”

“I wanted to confront her, and I wanted to make sure she didn’t get away again. I had my gun drawn and safety off. I didn’t feel like I was in danger.”

“You were prepared to kill her? Really?”

I looked in the hand mirror and scrubbed the bridge of my nose until it burned. “If she attempted to attack me, yes.”

“So, tell me, which rule did you break? Wait, rules. Do you even know?”

“I’ve been up all night.” I threw the washcloth at the bowl. It dumped in my slippers. I jerked my leg back and bent the pillow upwards. It flexed my fingers backward where they protruded, otherwise unbending, from swelling. “Shut up, Seth. I am too tired and sore to think right now.”

He turned the bowl upright. “Did you hurt yourself, babe?”

“Can you get me a towel?”

He picked up the washcloth and laughed. “You still have paint on your face, and your eyes look like, well, blood red with like a mask thing. Like a raccoon has—”

I jerked the washcloth from his hand and threw it at him.

He caught it and laughed harder. “Easy, Mama.”

The smell of scrambled eggs, toast, coffee, and my right arm throbbing nudged me from sleep. Drew lay on his side with his head on the pillow Seth had used the night before. I patted my stomach. “Good morning, babies. Are you hungry?”

Drew popped his head up, and his tail wagged.

I patted his head. “Good morning, little guy. Do you need to potty?”

He stood and barked once.

From the other room, plates rattled against the table. I pushed myself to a sitting position and moaned. Pain shot from my shoulder to the end of my fingers. They remained swollen, but less than the night before. I frowned. How can this hurt so bad and look better? Drew barked twice.

I searched the side of the bed with my toes. I remembered my slippers were drying on the line and walked barefoot into the bathroom. The reflection of my face in the mirror resembled a crossbreed between a Flamingo and Zebra. My eyes were itchy, and broken blood vessels reddened the whites. I don’t even look human. I’m getting married in two days and this happens?

Drew’s growl came as the cold breeze dusted my bare legs. I turned and gazed down. The little girl’s face turned up to me. Her ponytails vibrated. 

“Mama and Daddy want me.”

“Where are you?”

“It was cold.”

“Where are you now?” I stepped through her and sat on the toilet. 

“The lights are off.”

“Now?”

“They come on. She looks at me and cries.”

“Who? Who looks at you?”

I flushed the toilet and pulled my old slippers from the bottom of the linen closet.

A tap on the door distracted me. “You hungry, babe? I made breakfast. Want me to let Drew out?”

“I’m not alone.”

But I was, except for the bouncing, wiggling fur ball that scratched the door.

“Okie dokie, I’ll—”

I pulled the door open. “She’s gone.”

“Which one?”

“The little girl.”

“Are you okay? Your face is—” He laughed.

“Take Drew out, but across the street.”

He picked the dog up. “I’d ask you if your arm is broken, but—”

I shoved his back with my left hand.

“Our breakfast is getting cold, you know?”

“He has to go.”

A few minutes later, I lifted the frying pan lid and sniffed the scrambled eggs. My stomach stayed calm. I wonder what she meant about some female turning on the light and looking at her. Is someone hiding her body? Just skeletal now, of course. I poured a mug of coffee, confused by the lack of coordination and depth perception registering in my brain. I slopped the coffee and hit the top of the base with the pot. 

At the table, the little girl’s words played in my thoughts. Since being a young child, spirits came to me regardless of my efforts to ignore and avoid them. In the spring, Joylynn Donavan came to me through the computer when I ignored her thumping on my inner door. An intrusion of that nature had never happened before, and I secretly hoped it never came again. 

Secretly? I’ve never been convinced my thoughts were safe from them. Joylynn’s murderer awaited trial in Michigan where I’d traveled to solve her case. Since then, her visits diminished to rare jots in my writing program. I miss her. Isn’t that strange? Maybe she could answer questions for me about this little girl. Like that would ever happen. 

Drew ran into the kitchen, slid sideways when he spotted me, and stood with his front paws on my knees. 

“Did you have a fun walk?”

Seth walked by with a baggy stretched out in front of him as far as his arm would reach and the other hand plugging his nose. 

I chuckled. “It’s not that bad.”

He went out the back door.
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The arm raised above my head weighed so much more with the cast, I grappled with the strap of my sundress. 

“Let me help you, babe. Stop being boneheaded.” Seth wiggled the material downward.

“I can barely get it over my belly now.”

He put a hand on my midsection, grinned, and wiggled his fingers. “You’re popping out like a basketball and just think, we’ve barely passed the halfway mark.”

I pushed his hand down. “You’re so encouraging.”

“You look good in that, little mama.” He straightened the strap and gave me a peck on the cheek.

“I hope they were able to let my wedding dress out far enough by adding that panel in front.”

“Mom said she’ll pick it up and bring it over with something to get the rest of the stuff off you—” He chuckled.

My cell rang from some other room. Seth trotted into the hall. “I’ll get it for you, babe.”

The front half of my feet peeked out, and I wiggled my toes. I decided to stay barefoot.

Seth held the phone out to me when I met him in the hallway. “It’s that prosecutor from Michigan.”

I looked at the ceiling, shook my head, and grabbed the phone. “Hello, this is Sondra.”

“Ashlee’s parents keep calling. I hate to bother you, again, but do you...”

“I do have something, but it’s not much.”

Something thumped on his end, and I pictured him dropping his feet off the desk. “Did one of the, passed...dead...ghost...or...”

“Spirits. No, I actually think it is her.” I walked to the counter in the kitchen and remembered I only had one usable hand. “Hold a moment please.”

Seth rubbed my back. “I’ll get it for you. Go sit down.”

At the table, I cleared my throat, and put the phone to my ear. “I’m back. I have a minor injury and—”

“Not minor,” Seth said.

I waved him off with the phone. “Anyway, she or another little girl showed up. Did she have blond hair and big blue eyes?”

“Yes, and not meaning to sound skeptical, you could have googled that. It was all over the news for weeks.”

My gut flinched. “This is why I don’t want to get involved in this stuff. I’m not a fraud or a liar, and I don’t—” 

“Please, don’t be upset. I just have been involved in an unofficial capacity for eight years. Her parents are friends of a friend, and—”

“You called me, I didn’t call you.”

Seth sat the mug of coffee in front of me. I put my hand over the mouthpiece. “Thank you, hon.”

He waved a hand and went into the utility room. 

“Her parents are not giving up. They have hopes she’ll resurface like the two kids have recently, and those three in Cleveland.”

“If this is her showing up, that’s not the case.” I sipped coffee.

“You say you saw her? How big is she now?”

“This child spirit presents as a toddler.” I rubbed my stomach with the tips of my fingers and flinched. “Some seem to stay as they were forever.”

“You say this one looks like her?”

“From the description you just gave, they match with the blond hair and blue eyes. They were big eyes. She wore a white full-length nightie and was barefoot.”

“That’s what she went missing in so how could she still be wearing it now if she is dead?”

“I have no idea. My grandmother still appears in the dress she passed over in, and they’re always dressed.”

“Oh God, this is weird. Did she tell you what happened?”

“No. She showed up at a terrible time. I was in a weapon drawn confrontation, and she distracted me, actually.”

“Is that how you were injured?”

I set the mug back down and took the phone from its perch on my shoulder. “She only said it was cold.”

“She went missing in the morning of a June day. Just a minute.” The sound of papers shuffling came through the phone. “June sixteenth, on her way to a pre-school bus stop just three doors from her house.”

“Why was she outside alone? Never mind, I don’t really have anything for you. Our encounters have been brief.”

“There has been more than the one time?”

“Yes, twice. Once outside at night and once inside my home. She said ‘they told me you could help,’ and ‘it was cold.’ That’s it, and I’ll let you know if I get more.”

“Okay, thank you. I hope your injury heals quickly. You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

“Yes. I’m fine. It was nice talking to you again.” The lie slipped out before I could lasso it back.

“May I ask one more question?”

I sighed. “Yes. Please, hurry. My breakfast is getting cold.”

“How far is Bogata from you?”

“About fifteen miles. Why do you ask?”

“I’d like you to talk to some neighbors of her parents who moved there.”

“Why’s that?”

“They were like surrogate grandparents and watched the little one often. Actually, it was their house she was at that morning. The mother had to be at work at six in the morning.”

Chills ran up my spine. “We’ll talk again. Have a great day.” 

I closed the phone and stared at the red cover. Where will this journey take me and why am I being sucked into the black hole, again? I don’t want to do this, but once they grab me, resistance is futile. I set the phone on the table and glanced at Seth.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not now. I want to eat. I want to think.”

“What do you really want, babe?”

“I want to know who killed this little girl and if they live in Texas now.”

“That’s what I thought.” He winked.

We finished our breakfast in silence. No words being exchanged freed my thoughts to explore endless scenarios and speculations. I ate and waited for new messages from beyond.

Early in the afternoon, Samantha Dillinger, Seth’s mother, came in the door wearing a turquoise jumpsuit, matching loop earrings, and white sandals. My heart raced when I spied the garment bag slung over her shoulder. Seth grabbed a sack from her, and she shooed him away. “Don’t you dare peek. Hi, son.” She smiled, and her eyes turned to me. “Oh my goodness. Look at you. Is that a bruise on your face?”

Seth left the room, and I smiled at my soon to be mother-in-law.

“Hello, Sam. No. It’s what’s left over of the paint.”

“Let me put this on your bed and be right back. I brought some things that should get that off. We can pray it will, anyway.” She went through the door to the dining room.

I followed behind her and turned into the kitchen. My hip and shoulder throbbed. Seth stood at the stove stirring a pot of sauce. The kitchen smelled of oregano and garlic. He turned and smiled at me. “I’ll get the water boiling in a minute. Mom can make salad.”

“I wasn’t hungry until I smelled that. Wow, my mouth is watering.”

Sam came in and hung her purse over a chair in the nook. “It does smell delicious. Did you see what I brought you for cleaning your face? My goodness, honey, you need to be more careful. That could have blinded you or worse, and...”

“What did you bring me?” I smiled and sat on a bar stool at the island.

“I see you’ve been lectured enough, and I need to just be quiet. Let me get the bag.”

“You’re fine.”

Seth blew on a spoonful of sauce and sucked it off the spoon. “Whew, that’s hot. Either of you want a taste?”

Sam put the sack in front of me. “I’ll wait. You burned your tongue. Why would I want to burn mine, too?” She slid onto the stool next to me.

I giggled at Sam and shook my head at Seth. 

She pulled a metal bottle out of the sack. “It’s not funny. Your face, I mean, and I realize that it’s painful, but you do look peculiar with that paint and redness. I hope we can get it off for the rehearsal dinner tomorrow. Do you think you’ll be up to going, Sondra?”

“I have to be. We have the two people driving in from Dallas, and a friend flying in from Michigan.”

“Well, I hope we can get that off, so you’re back to your lovely self.”

Seth filled a kettle with water. “She’s always lovely. Even with a raccoon pattern on her face.”

“Shut up. Karma is going to kiss you.” I laughed.

Sam wiggled the bottle in front of me. “This is mineral oil. It is supposed to take paint off skin. I’m just a little worried it’ll sting where you have your skin rubbed raw.”

A chill circled us. Sam looked around, her face crunched in a confused expression. Seth turned and stared at me, a large group of spaghetti in one hand, a slotted spoon in the other.

The little girl moved into the one-foot opening between Sam and me. My future mother-in-law set the bottle down and hopped off the stool. “That’s so strange. An icy air moved against me.”

“Sondra, is it...” Seth dropped the spaghetti into the pot.

I nodded and looked down at the toddler spirit. 

Sam ran around the island and stood behind Seth. Her lips were straight lines, her eyebrows raised in anticipation.

The child leaned into my leg. She felt so frigid, my muscles jumped. I resisted jerking away, and the gentle electrical impulses raised the hair on my arms.

Her face turned up to me. “They said you can help. Will you help?” Her voice, soft and sweet, echoed around me.

“Help with what?”

Sam gasped and pushed Seth over to completely hide behind him.

The white nightie shivered lightly when she levitated to sit on the island. I leaned back.

“I didn’t want to get dressed.”

“Why?”

“For them to see my new jammies.”

“Who?”

“The kids.”

“Who took you from your mama?”

“I got new jammies from maw maw. See?”

“I see. It’s pretty. Who took you away?”

“The angels came. It was cold.”

“Cold where?”

“Find the rest of me.”

“Where is the rest of you?”

“It’s cold. It’s white. She sees me.”

“Who?”

Still sitting, she moved backward across the kitchen and brushed Seth’s upper arm. 

Sam screeched. “It’s cold here now. Is it close to me? I’ll move.”

The wee one moved out the wall. “They said you can help.”

“Sam, you’re fine. She’s gone.” Frustrated, I flicked the bag with my left hand. “I want to try my dress on, and I don’t want to talk about this visitor.” I stood.

Her forehead and eyes appeared from behind Seth. “I need to come with you. Is it safe yet?”

“It’s always safe. They won’t hurt you.”

“That’s easy for you to say.” She stepped out of the corner and rubbed her arms. “The Bible tells me those are demons. I believe they are. I wish you wouldn’t talk with them, Sondra. They’re just fooling you.”

“I don’t want to have this discussion. I can’t believe they’re all demons.” I rubbed my stomach. “I know they’re not. Let’s go try my dress on. Okay?”

The dress didn’t look any different. The A-line style, V-neck, and puffed sleeves covered in Chantilly lace stopped my breath. My eyes misted and burned like fire. I rubbed them. Sam patted my back. 

“It is beautiful, Sondra. The seamstress gathered a panel in the center, and she did such a good job, you can’t even detect it under the lace.” She gathered the top layer upward, and I squinted at it, wiping tears. “See here, this is the gathering.” 

I pinched it and saw the seams. “What a nice job. I seem to get bigger every day. I hope it fits.”

“Oh, it will. And look what she did to your sleeves.” She stretched the hem several inches. “She inserted lace that she got from trimming the hem and added elastic. You’ll be able to get the cast through, and they’ll still gather around the upper arms nicely. You should be able to put it on right over that cast.”

My wedding dress fit perfectly. Sam straightened the hemline and a sleeve. “Okay, turn around and look at how lovely you are...well, except for your face.” I glanced sideways at her and grinned.

“You know that’s not what I meant to say.” She chuckled.

I turned facing the full-length mirror. A pregnant bride in a beautiful dress gazed back at me. “I look like a Zombie bride with this face.”

“I can’t deny you look like something. But we’ll get that off you, and you have an appointment all set for your hair. Just have them do your makeup, too.”

“They’re going to anyway. Hey, thank you for doing this for me. I really appreciate it, Sam.”

“You’re welcome.” She hugged me gently. “You need to start calling me ‘mom,’ soon.”

I flinched and pulled away.

“I’m sorry, honey, did I hurt you?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. The word ‘mom’ means so many hurtful things to me, it was painful.
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The small Texarkana airport reminded me of my flight back from Michigan earlier in the year. Seth had waited with Drew by the fence where we stood and watched the plane carrying my friend in from Dallas. She’d connected there on her way from Detroit International Airport. My bridesmaid and best friend since high school, Regina, had attended the University of Michigan with me. When we graduated, we’d gone on different paths. Her position as a special agent in the FBI thrilled and terrified me at the same time. I slipped the fingers of my left hand through the chain links of the fence. 

Seth held Drew on his forearm and leaned in close. “Three minutes ETA, and I don’t see anything in the sky. How’s your arm?”

“Fine. I hate this sling. It’s pulling on the back of my neck.”

“It’s better than swinging it or having to hold it with your other hand.” He rubbed my back.

My thoughts wandered, and I chuckled. “Regina told me the first sign of a spirit, or if anything writes, speaks, or shimmers, she’s on her way to a hotel.”

“Can’t blame her.”

“You’re staying.”

“Well, I’m a guy. We’re braver.”

I turned toward him. “I seem to recall you running and screaming when you saw the twins and how afraid you were to go into the office when Joylynn wrote on the computer.”

“I wasn’t afraid.”

“You were, too.”

“I tried to give them privacy. I see a plane up there.” He pointed.

A spot of gray broke the continuation of the blue sky. Sunrays glinted when it descended.

“Those shuttles are not for the faint of heart.” I rubbed my stomach.

“Want to go in and I’ll wait out here with the mutt?” 

“He’s not a mutt. I told her we’d be outside.” I ducked my head when the plane lowered to eye level. 

“It’s pretty warm out here. Are you doing okay?”

“I’m fine, but hot and thirsty. We can get something to drink at a drive through.”

The plane taxied. I waved and hoped she’d see.

Back at home, Regina unpacked a suitcase, and I sat on the bed in the spare room watching her. Her shoulder length chestnut hair bounced as she bent and removed three pairs of neatly folded slacks.

“You’re only staying two days, and you packed enough for a week.”

She looked up and gave me one of her broad, Hollywood-whitened toothy smiles. Disarming and penetrating, her brown eyes bore into mine. “You have no room to talk. You used to bring a suitcase and a duffle bag to stay at my apartment for the weekend.”

“That was years ago. We were kids.”

“We were twenty-one. Do you remember that bar over on 28th Street? We got so smashed we had to leave your car there and get a cab.”

I laughed and lay on my side. “It got towed. That cost me about two hundred. My dad was so angry.”

She unzipped a garment bag. “Your fault. You told him you were twenty-one now and could do whatever you well pleased, then asked him for the money to get your car out.”

“Yeah, that was stupid. Do you remember what he said?”

“Sort of, remind me.” She pulled the bridesmaid’s dress out. The navy blue, silky material picked up light from the window. The light blue silk belt hung freely in the back.

“Don’t let Seth see that. I want it all to be a surprise. Hang it in the closet.”

Regina turned and opened the door. “So, what did your dad say?”

“Oh, yeah. He said, ‘since you’re so old now, and can do what you please, then please get your own car out of hock.’ Then, he hung up on me.”

She laughed and opened the hat box. “I remember now. You sat there on the floor and cried.” She stared at my stomach. “Wow, you sure are big already.”

“There are two of them, you know?” I sat and pulled my top down.

“What do you think?” She put on the white sun hat with wide light blue ribbon.

“That looks great. Just as I pictured you.”

She looked in the mirror above the dresser and made an adjustment. “I love your colors. Light blue and navy. And, I can’t wait to see Deana.”

“She’ll be there tonight and with the triplets being flower girls, you’ll see them, too.”

“That’s going to be great.” She took off the hat and put it back in the box.

“Let’s go get some coffee. I’m getting tired.”

“How many returned RSVPs?”

“One-hundred eighteen, so we’re thinking about a hundred thirty-five or so.”

“Big turnout. I want to talk to you about something. Can we do it over coffee?”

Her serious expression and troubled eyes tightened my throat. I walked into the hallway. “Sure.”

Seth stood by the counter. “What’d you do, hear me pouring coffee?”

“No, but while you’re at it, can we have some, too?” I put my hand in the small of his back and glanced around his arm. “And just set that pack of cookies you’re hiding on the table, too. We all might as well ruin our rehearsal dinner.”

“No bickering. You’re getting married tomorrow.” Regina sat in the nook chair closest to the window.

When I turned, the icy breeze moved over my legs. I gasped.

Regina and Seth spoke in unison. “What?”

“Nothing.” I took the cookies from Seth.

“Are you okay, babe?”

“Uh huh.” I spoke around a mouthful.

At the table, we drank coffee and dunked cookies. Seth explained the situations with Mindy Stutzman, her son, who is Alexander’s grandson, in greater detail than I had in phone calls the previous few months.

Seth ate a cookie. “It started with a client named Calvin Stutzman who thought his wife was having an affair. We initiated surveillance and learned of the affair with his stepson’s wife, Mindy.”

Regina laughed. “That’s amazing. I bet her husband was shocked.”

“Actually, he kind of suspected something was going on.”

“That’s when you learned they wanted your client killed?”

“Yes. The thing is, when we did the persona sting, he actually decided to have the girlfriend, daughter-in-law, killed instead. That’s Mindy, and she is who is stalking us.”

“As long as I have been doing this, people still surprise me.” Regina shivered and scanned the room.

Ashlee stood between Seth and Regina staring at me. I ignored her.

“You’ve got quite a draft in here, or is an A/C duct right above me? I always manage to sit under one.” She rubbed her bare arms and looked at the ceiling.

Seth rubbed raised hairs down on his arm. I smiled at Regina. 

Ashlee walked through the table. I moved my hot coffee without a second thought. She gazed at the package of cookies. 

“I ate some once.”

My stomach clenched. Seth’s eyes bored into me. The silence in the room became louder than the thuds of my pulse within my ears.

“What’s going on?” Regina looked from me to Seth.

“I think we have a visitor.” His eyebrows raised.

Ashlee’s hand moved over the package of cookies and lowered slowly. Her fingers moved through them. She jerked her hand upward.

“It’s fine. Regina, do you remember the little girl we talked about?”

“Oh no.” She jumped up, and her hand shot like lightning to her left rib cage.

I smiled knowing she went for a gun she’d left in Michigan. “She’s only three, and you can’t shoot her. Just sit down. All she wants is a cookie.”

“Whoa.” She threw a hand over her mouth and stepped back against the wall. “I can’t handle your things, ghost things, demons, that’s it.”

Ashlee’s head turned toward Regina. “That’s a bad word.”

I bit my lips to keep from laughing, looked at my friend, and pointed at the chair.

She shook her head and reached for her coffee with a trembling hand. “I need a cigarette. Where can I smoke?”

“Not in the house. Sondra put an ashtray on the patio for you. I’ll go with you.”

They walked through the kitchen and into the utility room.

“Where is the rest of you, Ashlee?”

“With her.” She reached for the cookies. Her features darkened.

“Her who? Do you know her name?”

“It was cold.”

“You keep telling me that, and it’s not helpful. Is there something else you can tell me? Something new?”

I sipped my coffee, and she made a third attempt to pick up a cookie. 

“Ashlee, do you know who took you from your mommy?”

“She did.”

I blew between my lips in exasperation. “Her name? What’s her name?”

“Anger is hidden pain.” Her eyes twinkled wiser than her earth years.

“Frustration is from people not answering a simple question. What is her name?”

“It was cold.”

“I’m not talking to you until you tell me her name.”

She moved inches from my face. I jerked my head back and raised my cast upward.

“They said you could help.”

“I’m not talking to you. Move”

“They said you could help.”

“Back up.”

She stared at me, and I lowered my arm.

Her nightgown twisted at the bottom when she raised upwards to stand in the center of the table. 

I exhaled the breath I’d held. “I have to go somewhere. If you want to tell me the name of who took you, I can help. If not, I can’t. Do you understand?”

“They said you could help.”

I stood, shoved my chair against the table, and walked into the utility room. “And, don’t follow me.”

A blast of hot air hit me in the face. Regina sat at the picnic table stubbing out a cigarette in the ceramic ashtray I used for rubber bands I had stored in a sandwich bag in a desk drawer. 

Seth looked out across the pasture. Drew walked in the yard.

“Have you been keeping an eye on him?”

“Yes. Did your little friend leave?”

“Yes.” I sat at the table across from Regina.

“I don’t know if I want to stay here tonight and don’t laugh at me. I’m not scared of much, but that just terrifies me. All my life I have been taught channeling is evil witchcraft and dead people don’t come back to earth. Demons pose as them to trick people. I love you like a sister, Sondra, but I’m creeped out. I felt that thing.” She rubbed her upper arms and wiggled her shoulders.

“They can’t hurt you. She just wants me to find her body.”

“I get that, and I believe you believe it. But it’s really bizarre for us who live in the sane world.” She laughed.

“You can stay here. They don’t want you. They want me.”

Seth picked up Drew. “Those twins showed themselves to me.”

“Thanks. That was helpful.” I glared at him.

“He already told me about it, and I’ll tell you, I would have died right there.” Her laughter came too easy, and I knew she was terrified.

“We’re having the rehearsal dinner at a restaurant we like so a special waitress can serve us and get a big tip from everyone.”

“Do you know her?”

“Yes, I know her.”

“Sondra bought her dentures a few months ago.”

“Dentures? You mean false teeth?”

“Yes. I noticed her teeth were bad one night when we were there and knew she couldn’t afford to get them. They were really bad, and she didn’t smile. Well, not then, but she does now.”

“Wow. That was really nice of you. I need to change my clothes. Will you come in with me?”

I laughed and pointed at her. “I saw you go for your gun.”

Seth hurried ahead of us. “I’m putting this wiggle worm inside. I don’t think he’s safe in the backyard.”

“I’m not taking any chances.”

At the restaurant, Deana and Deb, her partner, sat at one end of the long table with Samantha. I smiled seeing Rena, my spiritual guide, who would stand in as my mother, and Kathy, one friend from Dallas.

“You’re early.” I kissed everyone on the cheek.

Deana stood and hugged Regina. Deb’s frown made my stomach go into knots. She’s so jealous. I hope she doesn’t make a scene. 

Kathy wore a sharp, cream colored dress and gold earrings. I sat next to her. Seth took the chair next to me. 

“Didn’t you and Brenda drive in together?”

“Yeah. She’s outside smoking and talking to her new boyfriend on the phone. Your mother-in-law is adorable. A perfect hostess.”

“Yes, she is. I think I’ll keep her.” I smiled at Samantha.

Within half an hour, our wedding party sat at the table. Doris fluttered around refilling coffee, taking orders, and smiling at everyone. 
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Chapter Five
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From the sliders, the view of the canopies and chairs in a semi-circle filled with so many people near and dear to my heart, warmed me inside. My father strolled in from the kitchen and stopped in mid-stride.

“Sweetheart, you are the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen.” He took my hand.

“I love you, daddy.” Tears burned my eyes, and I prayed my make-up wouldn’t run.

“At one time, I was beginning to think this day might never come.”

He put his arms around me, and I clenched my teeth not to cling to him sobbing. “It’s the big day, huh?”

I opened my eyes. Ashlee walked by with the triplets. I blinked and counted heads again. Four moved on into the living room. “Come on, we’ll show you our bedroom.” The one in front turned and looked at the spirit child.

“There’s no one there. You’re being silly.” The identical one in back called out. 

After five years, I still couldn’t tell them apart. I wiggled out of my father’s arms. “I have to go to the bathroom and take a last peek at myself in the full-length mirror.”

His watery eyes lit up. “You look lovely. I’ll be waiting right here.”

Deb, my sister’s life partner, stood in the center of the living room and held a clipboard. “Everyone gather ’round, we have five minutes. Get your flowers and get in order by the patio doors. Where are the girls? Where are you going, Sondra?”  

“The bathroom. Don’t worry, they can’t have this wedding without me.”

Laughter filled the room, and the males of the wedding party came down the hall. All except for my groom. Seth stayed in a back room with an exterior door where he’d been banned for the last hour. 

I slipped into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. The professional make-up application from earlier remained unharmed by the tears, hugs, and kisses I’d received. I looked away from the mirror to keep the lipstick from going up my nose in the backward reflection, and she stood to my right. I gasped and stepped back.

Chestnut hair cascaded around her shoulders, emerald eyes, large and alive with impulses of light, a creamy full-length dress, and rope tie gave her spirit form an angelic appearance. My heart raced; I clenched my fist, stiffened my body, and resisted embracing her. I knew who stood before me. The woman professor who invaded my computer to get her other-world, knowledge message to all of us. The one whose own murder mattered less than letting us all know what our priorities involved. The friend who showed up for my wedding.

“A pretty bride and glowing mother you are.”

“I can’t believe you’re here. I just can’t believe you materialized to me.”

“All in his time are these things given.”

Tears blurred my vision. I smiled and reached out my casted arm. “I’m so happy to see you.”

She moved out of my reach and returned my smile. “Now your journey comes to the crossroads, and your choice is to walk on with him. Remember always what you value stays with you through all time.”

“Joylynn, you mean so much to me, and all your words will be with me forever.”

“Through all time. You chose the striker, and your candles burn on to light the world. Be wise in love and know those who are not await their journey.”

I rubbed my stomach and chuckled. “That’s going to be a while yet, I’m afraid.”

“A twinkle in time, a ripple in the air.”

“I’ve missed your writing on my computer. Will you write again?” Emotions tightened my throat. 

“I have, it awaits you. Journey on and be aware of what you see.”

“Riddles still. I’ve missed you so much.”

“She comes.”

“Who? Can you tell me who killed Ashlee?”

A knock on the door, I jerked and spun around. “Sondra, we have less than two minutes. Do you need help?” Deana called from the other side.

I turned to see Joylynn had left while my back stayed to her. Disappointed, I opened the door. “Can you hold up the back of my dress while I pee?”

She stared at me and laughed. “I guess, but I don’t remember this being in my matron-of-honor job description.”

Rena, my spiritual guide and stand-in mother, looked lovely in a medium blue, full-length chiffon dress. She wore a choker of turquoise and crystal stones and a baby blue sunhat with a band made of material matching her dress. She took my hand, squeezed gently, and her lips came to my cheek. “The spirits are vibrating the air. I think you have a full house, dear girl.”

Deb grabbed my arm. “Seth’s coming up to the door. Move back or he’ll see you.”

“That’s my cue, see you on the flip side.” Rena stepped away.

The Secret Agent 007 theme song began to play. “I’m gonna kill him.” I spied around the curtain. Rena walked slowly, clinging to Seth’s arm. She looked over her shoulder and smiled.

“Did you know he was going to have them play that one?” Deana laughed.

“No.”

“I think it’s only for the mother’s walk down. Where’s Samantha?”

Everyone but her stood ready. Deb looked toward the kitchen. “She’s getting a drink. I’ll get her.”

My triplet nieces swung their baskets and flower petals fell to the carpeting. 

“Knock it off. Pick those up. You’re going out in a few minutes.” Deana squatted and raked with her fingers.

Samantha wiggled her fingers at me, adjusted her hat, and stepped out the door. Seth reached a hand out to her, and I stepped back. Regina laid her hand on my shoulder and kissed my cheek. “It’s ETA, lady, let me catch the bouquet. I
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