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Chapter One

~ Joanna ~

 

I was in my office answering emails between client readings. I always had a lot of fan mail to answer. Mostly from people that were happy with their reading, a few had read my book and loved it. Then there were others who shared their own paranormal experiences with me.

It was always fun to read each and every one. It was one of my favorite perks of this job.

Commotion near the door broke my focus. I looked up to see two older people standing there. The man and woman were whispering back and forth, oblivious to the fact I was now staring at them.

"I heard she can see us now," he said.

"But how will we know if she can?" she said.

"I don't know. Do we just ask her?"

"I don't want to scare her."

Clearly, they were spirits, as my door was closed and they hadn't opened it. With my concentration broken, I decided I would stop their bickering and settle their debate.

"I can see AND hear you."

They jumped at my voice.

"See." He mumbled.

"Oh, we're sorry to intrude, dear. It's just we heard that you could help people like us." She giggled. "People, you know, the dead ones."

"Yeah, I got that," I said flatly as I looked at them more closely. "You both look so familiar, but I can't quite put my finger on how I know you."

"Well, not me, dear. I was just an old woman that cleaned houses most of my life." She nodded towards the man. "But you might have known him."

"Arnold Crawford."

"Oh my, Senator Crawford?" I stammered.

He nodded.

Arnold Crawford was from old money and one of the country's wealthiest families. His grandfather, or maybe a great grandfather, discovered oil on their family land, which set them up to establish their own oil and gas company. After that, they branched out into real estate, restaurants, and many other businesses.

"Well, okay, how can I help you?" I sat forward.

"We need to get a message to our son," He said.

"Your son?"

"Hank Hammersley." She said.

"I'm sorry. Did you say your son is Hank the Hammer?" I asked. "Are you Hedy?"

"You've heard of me?"

"I have. He asks about you often, but I didn't know..." I gestured towards Arnold. "He never mentioned."

"He doesn't know. We never told him." She said.

"It's a complicated story. My family didn't approve and made things, well, difficult to say the least." Arnold said.

"Okay." My mind was spinning. How would Hank take this news? "But how are you both..."

"Dead? That's a good question." He lowered his voice. "To be honest, I think we might have been murdered."

He looked over at Hedy. She simply nodded.

"Wait, murdered?" I wish I had some popcorn because this story was about to get good. Juicy gossip was a fun perk of this job.

"Yes, and before I tell you our theory, we want to ask your help in warning Hank because we think he might be next."

Forget the popcorn. I needed a stiff drink. This sounded more like a hot mess than it did juicy gossip, and like I would soon be putting myself in some awkward situations. Not to mention, Hank's reaction to this news. I knew he would be happy to speak to his mother, but how would he take the rest of this story?

"Warn him, how? About what?" I stammered.

"Well, as I'm sure you know, I have or had a lot of money." He frowned. "My family can't access it because I left it to our son, Hank. Only his name isn't Hank in my will because his real name isn't Hank."

"What?" I blurted, then slapped my hand over my mouth. I hated when I slipped out of character. I inhaled and tried to refocus on being professional.

"His birth name was Arnold Crawford the second, but I changed it when he was still a baby. Arnie's family made many threats against us and basically paid me off to change his name, keep him a secret, and lie about who the father was." Hedy said. "Obviously, I wanted to protect my son and myself, so I changed his name and took off the father's name, saying I had lied about his identity."

"It was ugly for a while, but since Hedy kept up her end of the bargain, my family soon forgot about it or at least faked it," Arnie said. "I married someone they approved of, and life went on. Hedy got a nice monthly allowance, so I knew at least my son was cared for financially. Plus, they allowed Hedy to keep her job."

"I'm sorry, that had to be tough on all of you, but I don't understand what you need help with now. Just to tell Hank you are his father?"

"Yes and no. The way our estate was set up, one person controls it, and everyone else gets an allowance. At current, nobody in the family can make any changes or take full control."

"That's strange. I've never heard of that."

"Yeah, my great-grandfather set it up this way to protect the fortune. My lawyer had written in my will a clause saying if Hank came forward for the money within two years of my death, he would be the one in control of it. If he doesn't, it will simply be split between my third wife, Irene, my sister, Faye, and my two cousins, Oren and Viola. My wife getting the largest share, followed by my sister, and then my cousins would get what was left. This includes businesses, stocks, bonds, etcetera. All worth close to a billion."

I choked slightly, causing Arnie to chuckle at my slip in professionalism, again, but I recovered quickly.

"Why two years? That's a strange deadline."

"Yeah, that's what my lawyer said too, but that was how long I got to be in his life before... before I had to deny him, and Hedy changed his name. He was Arnie the second for two years, and then when he was about four or five, they had to move away." His voice choked.

"I don't understand. I thought that your family wanted you to deny him?" I asked.

"It's true, but since Hedy was still working for us at the time, I could see him and spend time with him, at least at first. He was the cutest little guy toddling around after me." Arnie said.

"He loved you so much," Hedy added with a smile.

They stared at each other as if sharing the memory telepathically. Their moment had me feeling like a third wheel.

"Sorry, but back to the story, that's why I picked two years. I know it seems strange, but you can make quirky requests when you have enough money." He chuckled. "People don't question you, at least not to your face, and just say 'yes, sir.'"

"Why now? I thought you passed nearly two or maybe three years ago. Isn't the deadline over then?"

"Yes, almost two years, and we are running out of time. Only a few more months left for him to come forward."

"Okay, but why now? Why not when you were first killed?" I might actually know the answer to this one. "Oh, because I was faking it then?"

"Yes, that, and then we didn't know until recently that you had real powers," Hedy said. "We heard what you did for your husband, so here we are."

"You heard it through the ghost-vine?" I chuckled. It was a term a spirit had told me once. Unfortunately, she had been a victim of the Playhouse Killer.

"The what?" They asked in unison.

"Never mind. Just a bad joke."

"So, will you help us?" Arnie asked.

I stared at their hopeful faces for a moment. Each time one of these murder mysteries presented itself, I wanted to pretend I really couldn't see the dead anymore. But, on the flip side, I was so curious and wanted to see how it turned out. I loved the suspense and adrenaline rush it gave me.

Not to mention, I loved helping people. It gave them closure which was my whole brand, and my own need for closure took me on this journey.

"Yes, I'll do it."

At that moment, Tessa buzzed my phone to let me know my next appointment had arrived. I thanked her.

"We will get out of your way now but will be back soon to talk details." Hedy said. "Thank you so very much."

They waved as they walked through the wall. I sat there for a moment, staring at the spot.

This one sounded like it would get messy, and money always brought out the worst in people, like murder.

"What did I just agree to?" I sighed and went to my next reading.


Chapter Two

~ Joanna ~

 

"Come on, Oakie, you've got this." I held my hands out for my daughter. At only nine months old, she was on the verge of walking. I knew she was early, but she seemed ready, so I was simply encouraging her. Though I knew she would do it in her own time.

She let go of the couch and giggled as she plopped on her diapered butt and crawled to me.

"Well, that's one way." I scooped her up and kissed her head. "You'll do it when you're ready."

She giggled and planted a raspberry on my cheek.

"Aw, thanks for the slobbery kiss, baby." I wiped my cheek with a laugh.

My phone rang.

"Hey, Clint."

"Hey, Jo. Mind if I stop by?"

"Come on over."

Things between us had been hot and heavy for a while after my last murder investigation. Though technically, I was a medium and not a detective. Like with Arnie and Hedy, ghosts would ask me for favors, so I tried to do the best I could for them. So far, I was three for three.

The last was my ex-husband, and it turns out his own parents killed him, though indirectly. In the process of that investigation, I had been shot, and they had been killed.

The leg injury was a small price to pay for the closure that solving that gave me. Despite all the deceit and problems he had caused me, I felt awful for Ted in a way. To find out you had been killed by your own parents' order is just sad.

Clint and I have been in an on-again-off-again relationship for the past year. After I was shot, we were on again. While I recovered, he'd temporarily moved in to help with the baby as she still required a lot of care that I couldn't do on crutches.

Now that I was mostly recovered, he had moved back home. We were still a couple, just living separately, but I recently felt he was pulling back again. We hadn't spoken much this past week or two. I blamed my being back at work and us not being in the same house, but in my gut, it felt like something else.

There was a knock at my door.

"That must be Clint." Chewy, my dog, started barking and spinning his way towards the door. Oakley giggled and crawled after him. I followed the crazy parade, and as the other two couldn't, I opened the door wide. "Hey, join the party."

But my joy at seeing him was short-lived, as his stiff expression had me second-guessing this visit.

"Da!" Oakley exclaimed.

"Oh, my." He bent over to pick her up. "Did she just call me...?"

"It sounded like it, but honestly, she's been calling everyone and everything da." I let out a guarded laugh. "Well, come on in. Want a drink? I think I have a beer or two."

"No, I'm not staying long."

"Oh-kay." I closed the door and followed him into the living room.

He was tickling Oakley and asking her about her day. She babbled away. Like with walking, she was on the cusp of talking, and you could hear words mixed in with the rambling.

Chewy was panting and whimpering next to Clint, waiting on his turn for attention.

"Oh, hi, boy. Aren't you a good boy?" He finally said as he gave Chewy scratches behind his ears.

The big mutt rolled over on his back, happy for the attention. Clint then looked at me, and his expression fell.

"What is going on with you? You seem off."

"Sorry." He tried to smile.

"Well, something is bothering you. Is it me? Did I do something?"

"Not exactly, but..." He sighed heavily. "There is an internal investigation starting at work."

"Why?"

"Because of how we have handled, or I should say, mishandled some of the murder cases." He paused. "Thanks to you."

"Me?"

"Yes, all your medium voodoo has the powers that be looking through all of our cases. Terry and I are in a lot of trouble right now."

"I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to..."

"Of course not, but you didn't think about that when you started poking your nose in those cases. Your actions have real consequences." He snapped.

That pissed me off. How dare he say it like I'm a bad guy. I was simply trying to help.

"Yeah, but I helped you, and I helped those people get closure." I sat up straighter. "I also stopped a serial killer. Actually, if you think about it, a couple of them."

"But now my job is on the line. I could be fired or maybe even arrested."

That stopped my anger from flaring further.

"Arrested? Why?"

"If they think I did it on purpose, then yes."

"Clint, I'm so sorry. I just wanted to help, and if you remember, you and Terry came to me about the Playhouse Killer."

He continued to pet Chewy as he stared at me. The baby was sitting in his lap playing with his sunglasses, completely unaware that we were fighting.

"Yeah, okay, that one. But with the Landon case, we had closed it, and then bam, three murders. Two that we botched the investigation on."

"I can keep apologizing, but honestly, I'm not sorry for solving that. I got Caitlin off the street and got her the help she desperately needed. Granted, she is about to spend the rest of her life in prison, but I think she finally has closure and a happier outlook in general."

"I just... I can't believe I messed up so much. Renee's death was one of my first cases, and then when Jeremy died the same way, it just seemed like an identical accident." He sighed and covered his face with his hands. "I thought I was ready to be a detective, but truthfully, it's a lot harder than I thought."

I moved closer to him, taking one of his hands. He looked up at me and flashed a wounded smile.

"So, what're the next steps with the internal stuff?" I asked.

"They dig into all the cases Terry and I have worked. See if they can find mistakes, missteps, etcetera."

I wanted to mention the visit from Arnie and Hedy. If they had been murdered, I had no idea if there was even merit to their claims. I hadn't even started researching it yet. Were those cases he had worked on?

"I can't remember, when did you start?"

"Being a detective?" I nodded in reply, so he continued. "Not quite three years ago."

"Did you work on the Arnie Crawford case?" I couldn't help myself. I had to know.

"The Senator? No, if I remember correctly, he died in Centerville. Someone over there would have investigated it." He said, but then glared at me. "Why?"

"Oh, no reason." I picked up Oakley from his lap. Yes, I was using my daughter as a kind of shield.

"Jo, spill it." His dark eyes flared. It would be sexy if it wasn't from anger at me.

I didn't want to tell him and wish I would have kept my mouth shut, but that was not a trait I possessed. My curious side always took over, and I'd ask one too many questions or say something that I shouldn't have.

"Okay, fine. Arnie, along with Hedy, Hank's mom, came to see me earlier today."

"And? Let me guess, they claim he was murdered."

"They both were."

"You've got to be kidding me." He pushed himself up from the floor onto the couch. "And let me guess, they don't know who did it or how."

"Well, sort of. They think it was someone in his family, but not sure who."

"Unbelievable." He stood and started pacing. "Our department handled Hedy's. Thankfully it wasn't me. And as I said, the Senator's happened in Centerville, so their department handled that. So I should be in the clear on this one."

"I don't know if it is anything or not. I haven't even started looking into it yet."

"Are you going to?"

"I wanted to talk to Hank first, but depending on how that goes, then yes."

"Can you promise that you'll come to me with anything you find and that you please, please stay safe?"

"Yes, of course." I didn't know that I could honestly promise those things, but I would do my best to try for him.

"Great."

He took Oakley from me, and they played ball with Chewy for the rest of his short visit. I quietly observed from the sidelines. I knew it was valuable for her to have different people in her life, and she loved this person.

As I walked him to the door, he finally smiled at me.

"I'm sorry for being grumpy. Just work stress." He said, pulling me in for a goodbye kiss. "I promise next time I'll try to be in a better mood."

"Things will be okay, even if they don't feel like it now."

"Yeah... I'll try to remember that." He kissed me once more before walking away, waving before getting into his truck and driving away.

I sighed. I knew I would stick my nose too far into this case, but I had to find a balance that kept me safe and didn't make it look as if he wasn't a good detective. Plus, like he said, he didn't work these cases, so any backlash wouldn't hurt him, right?


Chapter Three

~ Joanna ~

 

This morning, my first thoughts were about Clint's visit last night. With his cold demeanor towards me, I was relieved when he left. He seemed a bit depressed, or perhaps there was resentment towards me.

Though he apologized for his mood, it didn't completely remove the pain it caused me. I'd laid awake thinking about him and concerned for his job too.

It wasn't like I had meant to hurt him. I was just helping people who needed it. My desire for closure is what drove me to want to give that to others. It didn't matter if they were alive or dead. I just wanted to help people.

Today, I would try to bring that peace to two such souls, Arnie and Hedy. I didn't know how Hank would feel about all of this, but I hoped it would bring him some comfort as well.

Over the last year, when I would see him, he asked about his mother. I got the impression that it was more than just missing her that had him asking. Perhaps he had some suspicion that her death wasn't what it looked like.

I didn't do my usual prework research for this. I knew that I wouldn't find anything on Hank. He kept a low profile online. I already knew a lot from the news about Senator Crawford. Anything I found would be news articles and tabloid stories. For now, I didn't think it would help, but it was always an option later.

Instead, I would need to speak with Hank. He needed to and deserved to know that his mother had been in touch. So I sent a text message to his number two guy, Al. He always set up the meetings between us when I needed. I didn't tell him why I wanted to speak to Hank, just that I did. His reply was instant.

Not today. Thursday.

That was all he said. I let him know that Thursday would work. I had to work around Hank's schedule, not the other way around, so it didn't matter. Though I knew without looking, I still pulled up my calendar to see how my day looked on Thursday.

"Ugh, full day." Not really surprising.

Without a time, I'd have to block the entire day, which meant asking Tessa to rearrange and reschedule those appointments.

I was overdue for a day off anyway. Perhaps I'd give Janie the day off and spend most of the day with Oakley. Audrey could possibly babysit while I was meeting with Hank, but I'd figure that part out later.

Waiting until Thursday also allowed me to try reconnecting with Arnie and Hedy. But unfortunately, they hadn't been back in several days, and of course, I had no way to get in touch with them.

Since we hadn't planned for when I'd talk to Hank or start investigating this, I was stuck until they came back to me.

Arnie had only mentioned his family, but he didn't give me much about motive or who he thought it could be. The day they visited, they were mostly focused on Hank.

I looked at the picture of Oakley that I kept on my desk. I understood being more concerned for your child than yourself.

I walked out to the reception area to talk to Tessa.

"Hey, Tessa."

"Hey. Your next appointment isn't here yet."

"Oh, good." I looked around. There were a few dead people, likely waiting on their loved ones to come in. I smiled at them. "I was going to see if we could reschedule my appointments for Thursday."

"I'm sure we can. Let me take a look." She clicked around the computer, pulling up my schedule. "Wow, busy day. Why do you need to cancel?"

I hesitated a moment. After putting myself in harm's way three times in the name of investigating murders, my family and friends had made various threats if I did it again.

"Oh, no, what are you into now?" She said, folding her arms over her chest.

"Hank's mom came to visit me and wants me to do a reading between them. Al didn't confirm the time, so I need the whole day blocked for now. I'll spend the rest of the day with Oakley."

There. That was the truth, just not all of the truth. I'd tell her when I knew more.

"That's wonderful news. Hank's been asking about her." She nodded. "I'll get these moved around."

"Thanks, you're a lifesaver as always."

I looked around once more to make sure Hedy and Arnie weren't here. Still not here, so I went back to my office to get ready for my next appointment.

"Oh, Hedy, hi," I said, seeing her as I walked in.

"Hi, sorry to startle you, but I wanted to talk more about Hank without Arnie here."

"I was just talking to my assistant. I'm going to meet him on Thursday and was hoping you would stop by before then."

"Oh, that's wonderful. What time, and I will, obviously, be with you?"

"I'm not sure a time yet, but let me see if Al messaged me back." I picked up my phone. "Not yet, but I'm sure they will give me a time soon."

She nodded. "I guess I'll need to stick around a bit, so I know when we need to go if that's okay?"

"Sure. I have appointments, so I'll be in and out, but you're more than welcome to hang out."

She sighed and looked around. I didn't have time to speak to her further because Tessa called back, letting me know my appointment was here.

"I'll be back shortly." I smiled at Hedy and walked out. I caught movement over my shoulder as I saw her following me. "Are you coming?"

"Yes, dear. You told me I could hang out. It will be boring in there." She gestured towards my office. "A reading sounds a lot more fun. I can watch you work."

"Okay."

I wasn't sure this was a good idea, but I would go along with it because what choice did I have? She was a ghost, after all, and could go wherever she wanted. So many times, I did readings with extra spirits hanging around. It was just how this thing worked sometimes.

I went to the reception area to call back the Joneses. They were a middle-aged couple dressed to the nines. Him in navy blue slacks and a crisp shirt with a gray cashmere sweater over it. His shoes were black leather and, if I was correct, cost more than my entire outfit today, including my bra and panties.

She was dressed in skin-tight black jeans with a pale pink, silky tunic. She'd paired it with taupe heels and two long silver necklaces. Of course, it was a simple look, but a trained eye knew her outfit was worth more than my car payment.

They looked so familiar, but I couldn't quite put my finger on it.

Hedy gasped. "That's Oren and Viola. They are Arnie's cousins."

That's right. I tried to hide my surprise as I led them to the room I did readings in. It had comfortable chairs and a large cushy couch. There was soft music playing, scented candles, and lots of tissue boxes. I tried to make it a comfortable, inviting place. The readings could be emotional, so I thought a homelike environment would help relax everyone.

However, I felt I was about to be ambushed by these clients, and I knew Hedy was right because it clicked after she said that. They were in the news a lot, though I'd never been up close and personal with them, and some people looked different in person than in pictures.

They were often referred to as the Odd Crawfords or the Weird Crawfords. They were siblings and always together, and most of the time dressed alike or at least complimentary. Not today, though.

"Alright, Mr. and Mrs. Jones." I paused. "Sorry, I didn't catch your first names."

They exchanged a look that I couldn't quite read.

"I'm Oren, and she's Viola. We're actually not the Joneses. We're Crawfords."

"You've probably seen us in the news," Viola added.

"Ah, I see. Why the false pretenses?" I knew but wanted to see what they'd say.

"As you know, we are important people." Viola paused. I guess waiting for my reaction. When I didn't give one, she huffed but continued. "Our family owns much of this town as well as Centerville and Appleton."

"Of course."

"And we couldn't very well tip people off that we were coming to see a medium. What would they think? I mean, we had to shake the paparazzi from following us here." She flipped her hair. "Oh, no offense."

"None taken." Lots taken, but alright. I just smiled through the insult.

"Plus, how do we know this is all real?" Oren said. Viola nodded and narrowed her eyes on me.

Highly insulted now, I really wanted to ask them to leave, but honestly, this could be the best research I could get.

"Well, okay, let me start by telling you that when I channel your loved ones, I will speak as if they are speaking. This way, you hear their message exactly as they intend it. I don't add or edit what they say in any way." I paused. "Do you have any questions before we start?"

They shook their heads. I wish I could stall more because looking around at the dead people in the room, there wasn't anyone speaking up for them except Hedy, and all I could hear was her cursing them out. It was a bit distracting, but I had gotten somewhat used to all the spirits having side conversations.

"Joanna, since nobody else is stepping forward, what if I fake being their grandmother?" Hedy finally said to me.

I see what she is going for here. Unfortunately, I couldn't acknowledge her directly, so I did the next best thing.

I slightly nodded. "Yes, let me see... Ah, your grandmother has come forward."

"Our grandmother?"

"Yes, but you called her Tootie."

"You could have heard that on the news," Viola said.

"Or read it online," Oren added.

I had heard of Tootie Crawford. Everyone had. Her real name was Theodora Crawford, but I didn't know that even her grandchildren called her by her famous nickname.

"Well, if I wasn't Tootie, would I know that you, Oren, wet the bed until you were 10 years old." I tried to hide my surprise as I spoke Hedy's words. "And, Viola, would I know how you used to sneak off with the gardener's son, Efrain?"

They both gasped and looked wide-eyed at each other. I had to admit she was good. I bet those could be stories on a show or in a book, like confessions of a housekeeper or something. I'd have to see if that was already a thing.

"Tootie?" Oren said. "But, wow, I thought we would get to talk to Arnie. Don't we get to pick who we talk to?"

"That's not exactly how it works. I can only channel the spirit that presents itself, and Tootie is who we have here today." I smiled at Hedy. I would have to remember to thank her for her quick thinking.

"Okay, well, maybe you can help us anyway," Oren said and looked at Viola.

"Arnie has locked up our inheritance. Tommy Jenkins, the family lawyer, says Arnie's son gets it. But we all know Arnie and Irene never had children. His first wife died in childbirth, as did that baby. And he wasn't married to the second one very long. So, who is this random person?" Viola said.

"And nobody would call those brats of Irene's his children. They were mutts from her second marriage." Oren said.

Ouch. That's rude, but I didn't say anything. I would go all mama bear on anyone who called my child a mutt. I wonder
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