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      Even the law couldn’t save him from an untimely death…

      When Bernie’s business meeting turns into the discovery of her murdered lawyer, she’s able to uncover facts the police can’t. With the help of her ghostly grandmother, Ruby, she spies on the wife and girlfriend of the deceased and also discovers a clue that may lead to proof of a local biker gangs’ involvement in the killing.

      Bernie’s former boyfriend, Deputy Adam Gallagher, is forced to reveal a secret about the investigation—a twist Bernie could never have imagined. They decide to pool their information and work together to solve the case, but will they rekindle their romance?

      After Bernie’s life is threatened, she and her ghost must uncover the evidence to put the killer behind bars… or Bernie may be the next victim.
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      Looking for more Ruby and Bernie? Download The Fraud is Found today for free and subscribe to my cozy mystery author report!

      

      At the urging of Ruby, Bernadette “Bernie” Maxwell enters a poker game at the local bar to raise money for a new off-road ATV. With Ruby at her side advising her how to bet, she’s bound to win because no one can see ghosts… they don’t exist.

      However, when the owner realizes Bernie is cheating, Bernie is forced to make a decision: does she come clean and tell the owner about her dead grandmothers’ ghost, or does she face the police and an imminent arrest?
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      “This is ridiculous!” I shouted at Ruby, the ghost of my dead grandmother. We stood in the kitchen of my bed and breakfast and I waved the letter from the IRS above my head, then slammed it down on the granite countertop. “How in the world am I supposed to pay this?”

      She shrugged. “I don't know, honey. I wish I hadn't spent all my money like a drunken sailor while I was alive so I had more to leave you. I don’t have many regrets in life, but that’s certainly becoming one of them.”

      I looked down at the tax bill and groaned. “What am I going to do?”

      “Well, first, I think you should start taking cash. You don't have to report cash to Uncle Sam.”

      “Yes, you do!” I said. “It's illegal not to!”

      Ruby shrugged. “Well, it could also be classified as keeping what's yours, but you and I tend to look at things a little differently. Tomato, tom-ah-to, and all that.”

      “Do you have any advice that falls into the legal realm?” I asked, rolling my eyes. Ruby had never been a rule-follower while living, nor was she in death.

      “Perhaps you should look into restructuring your business. That may offer some tax benefits,” she replied, tapping her finger against her lips.

      Finally, an idea that sounded legal. “Where would I get that done?”

      “I knew a lawyer while I was still kicking. Stanley Jones III. Nice guy. He did some work for me.”

      “Like what?” I asked, picking up my phone and typing in his name.

      “A little of this, a little of that. Just tell him who you are and he'll see you right away.”

      After dialing, I waited for an answer. Had Ruby slept with the man or had they truly had a working association?

      “Did you have a relationship with him?” I asked.

      She shook her head and tossed her gray ponytail over her shoulder. “Heck, no. Stanley was married and I didn't sleep with married men. Well, except that one guy, but that was so long ago, it might as well never have happened. Stanley also fell out of the ugly tree at birth and hit every branch on the way down. Not my type. You know I like the hotties. Nice guy though.”

      I cringed listening to my seventy-something year old dead grandmother discuss “hotties.”

      “Stanley Jones and Associates,” the pleasant woman's voice answered. “This is Penny.”

      “Hi, Penny. My name's Bernadette Maxwell. I need some help restructuring my business for tax purposes, and I was told Mr. Jones could help me.”

      “Of course. Let me see when we can get you in. Please hold.”

      Elevator music played as I sighed.

      “Drop my name,” Ruby said. “Penny knows me well. I bet you’ll have an appointment this afternoon or tomorrow.”

      Penny came back on the line. “Does next week work for you?”

      I glanced at Ruby. I hated the idea of waiting that long. With this tax bill hanging over my head, my anxiety would be through the roof and all I'd do is worry about how I would pay it. I needed to act. “Well, I was hoping to get in a little earlier if possible. I found his name in my grandmother's papers. Ruby—”

      “You're Ruby's granddaughter?” Penny asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Hold, please.”

      I narrowed my gaze at my ghost. “What's the deal with you and this office?”

      She shrugged. “I brought them a lot of business.”

      “Bernadette?” Penny said.

      “You can call me Bernie.”

      “Well, Bernie, Mr. Jones has an opening today at two. Will that work for you?”

      “Yes. Thank you. I'll see you then.”

      Hanging up the phone, I narrowed my gaze at my ghost. It shouldn't surprise me dropping my grandmother's name would open doors in this town. She'd been sort of a legend, especially in the sheriff's office. “I'd love to know the story of why your name gets me a same day appointment.”

      “I told you, I brought him a lot of business. Jezzy's grandma, Janis, and the guy who used to own Plates of Pancakes when it was around... I used to be a big deal in this town, Bernie.”

      “Okay. Well, I have to be there at two.”

      “Can't wait to see old Stanley again!” she squealed.
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      “Oh, look!” Ruby said as we pulled out of my back lot on the way to the lawyer’s office. “They took down the For Sale sign on that house over there. It must have sold! I wonder who your new neighbor will be?”

      I hadn’t known the last couple to live there except to wave and say hello if we found ourselves outside at the same time. They’d moved out a few weeks ago. “I have no idea.”

      “Maybe it’ll be some hot guy who likes to do yardwork shirtless,” Ruby said, sighing. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      I didn’t bother to answer. My potential new neighbor was the least of my worries.

      Ruby and I drove to a group of houses that had been converted into office buildings. She spun around in circles next to me as I strode through the parking lot. With Thanksgiving just two weeks away, the air felt downright wintery, so I pulled my coat around me tighter. People always associated Arizona with extreme heat, but those of us up in the mountains experienced snow during the winter months while those in the valley finally emerged from their long, hot summer to tepid temperatures.

      I pushed open the front door and found an empty desk and three blue office chairs in the reception area that used to be a living room. The walls had been painted eggshell white and decorated with pictures of the Sedona skies during monsoon season: lightning, rolling black clouds, torrential rains and dust storms.

      “These are amazing photos,” I murmured as Ruby and I studied them.

      “Janis took a lot of these,” she said. “We used to grab a bottle of tequila and go out to the desert during the storms, so she could snap pictures.”

      I wouldn't be able to take such beautiful photos sober, let alone after drinking tequila. It seemed like Mother Nature had posed for each picture, lining up her lightning rods over the cliffs or swirling her clouds into perfect mosaics of black and grey. Beautiful, but angry and scary. “I'm impressed. If Janis took these, what are they doing here?”

      “Stanley did some legal work for the bar and this was how she paid him. She could get a couple hundred Benjis per picture.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yup.” She turned to face the reception area. “You better pound on a desk or something to get someone out here. If I remember right, Penny's got a bit of a hearing problem.”

      “Hello?” I called.

      “You know, I've been thinking about you and Adam,” Ruby started.

      “There's nothing to think about,” I muttered. “I don't want to talk about it.”

      I had successfully avoided my ex-boyfriend for the past month. Not that he'd come looking for me, but we hadn't seen each other. Slowly, my heart had begun to mend. I still regretted breaking into his condo and going through his work files, but I also was happy to see my friend Darla doing so well. She'd reopened the diner and she and Jack were spending a lot of time together. If I hadn’t broken into Adam’s condo, she may have returned to the psychiatric ward and into the dark places her schizophrenia took her.

      “Well, I want to go see Ned.”

      “I'm sorry, Ruby,” I whispered, hoping no one was eavesdropping. “I can't do that.”

      “You could stand outside Adam's door while I say hello,” she replied. “I miss that crochety old cowboy and imagine how lonely he is!”

      Ned, Adam’s ghost, had been alone for decades and he said he preferred the quiet. I didn't worry about him not having Ruby around in the least bit. He may be enjoying his peace.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I shook my head. No way was I going to get within a mile of Adam's condo.

      “I think it would—”

      “Just stop right there,” I hissed, glancing down the hallway to make sure no one was coming. “You can't talk me into this, so stop trying.”

      Ruby grumbled something about bad attitudes, then turned back to the pictures.

      “Hello?” I called again.

      “I'm going to head back and see what's going on,” Ruby said. “It's better than hanging with Miss No-Can-Do.”

      Since she couldn't go more than fifteen feet from me while we were outside our house, I stood at the mouth of the hallway so she could search as much of the building as possible. What I longed to do was take off out the front door and have our tether snap her back behind me simply because she hated when I did it. Yet, this was no place to start a fight and I did need to find out how to lower my dang taxes.

      “No one in the kitchen,” she said as she appeared from the entrance to the left. Moving across the hall, she ghosted through a door.

      “Looks like he's got himself a partner,” Ruby said after returning to the hallway. “That room used to be storage, but now there's a messy desk and some file cabinets.” She motioned me to follow her. “Come down here a ways. I'm at the end of my leash.”

      With a quick glance, I sought out security cameras. Having been caught in the act of breaking and entering, not to mention going through Adam’s police files, I now hunted the corners of every building I entered in search of them. I didn’t see anything in the lawyer’s office.

      I took a few steps and peeked around the corner at the empty kitchen. The coffee pot was on and dirty dishes littered the sink.

      “Come on, Bernie!” Ruby said. “You're holding me back!”

      As I inched up the hallway, I passed a bathroom door also on my left. Then another room to the right which held a large wooden table and some filing cabinets—a meeting room of sorts.

      More monsoon pictures decorated the walls detailing the fury of Mother Nature. Angry black clouds, fingers of lightning bolts, streams from torrential rains where hard, desert land had been only moments before. My heart thumped loudly as I stared at one particularly fierce photo and it suddenly felt as if that storm was coming alive right in this small home.

      “What's your problem?” Ruby chided. “We still have to check this back room. We'll probably find old Stanley in here on the toilet or something.”

      I glanced back at the front door. Where had everyone gone? At two o'clock in the afternoon on a Wednesday, I expected a lawyer's office to be busy. Where was Penny, the receptionist? And why was the coffee pot on if no one was here?

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” I whispered. “I think we should leave.”

      “No. We've got one more room to investigate. I'm sure Stanley just stepped out for a minute or he's in the bathroom. He's even deafer than Penny. She probably took a late lunch.”

      I hesitantly moved closer to the doorway and Ruby was able to slip in. She immediately returned.

      “Uh oh,” she said. “We have a problem.”

      “What? What's wrong?”

      “The lawyer... he's lifeless. Stanley's dead. You better call 9-1-1.”

      The storm brewed louder, causing a buzzing sound in my head. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Nope.” She gestured to the room. “Take a look.”

      I hurried inside. The far wall held a half-dozen file cabinets. Stanley sat behind his big, oak desk, his head leaned against the back of the chair, his eyes closed. If not for his blue lips and fingers, I would’ve guessed he was resting.

      “He looks like he’s napping,” I whispered.

      “Honey, he’s in for the longest sleep of his life. There’s no waking up from that one.”

      Instead of checking for a pulse, I nodded and stepped back into the hallway. “I have to call the police.”

      “Yup. That’s what I told you.”

      My heart thundered as I strode out into the reception area. With shaky hands, I pulled out my phone from my purse and dialed. I knew from experience blue lips meant possible poisoning. I had the drug dealer who died in my upstairs room to thank for that unwanted piece of knowledge.

      After being told someone would be sent out right away, I debated whether to wait outside. I stood in the middle of reception and tried to occupy my thoughts with the pictures once again instead of the dead body in back.

      “Come down the hallway,” Ruby said. “I want to look around.”

      “No. I’m waiting right here for the police.”

      “If you stand in the hallway, you can still see out the window and you’ll know when the police have arrived. You’ll also make your poor, dead grandmother happy.”

      I cursed under my breath as I glanced at her. She stood fifteen feet away with a sweet smile on her face, her hands clasped in front of her as if she were a saint.

      “Fine,” I muttered. Sirens wailed in the distance. “Make this fast, Ruby.” I placed myself in the middle of the hallway, which gave me good views of both the front door and Stanley’s office where Ruby had disappeared.

      After a few moments, a police cruiser pulled up. “They’re here,” I called. “I’m going back to the reception.” Ruby yelped as our tether snapped her back toward me while I strode toward the front door.

      “I hate when you do that.”

      “I know.” And it was exactly why I enjoyed it.

      As I stared out the window, I prayed Adam hadn’t caught the call. The glare of the car window prevented me from getting a glimpse of who was behind the wheel.

      “Please don’t be Adam,” I whispered.

      “Of course it’s going to be Adam,” Ruby countered, standing next to me. “That’s exactly the type of luck you have.”

      I didn’t want to see my ex-boyfriend, especially at a murder scene and after I’d successfully avoided him for a month.

      The car door opened. A man stepped out. My heart sank when he turned to study the office building. After running a hand through his blond hair, he pushed his sunglasses up his nose.

      Ruby snickered. “See? I told you.”

      It was Adam.
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      As Adam strode up the walkway, I whispered, “You are an adult. Act like one.” Which meant I wouldn’t hide under Penny’s desk like I wanted to.

      I smiled when he entered. As he slipped off his glasses, his eyes widened in surprise. He quickly settled his features into what I called his cop face and nodded at me. All business.

      “Bernie. What are you doing here?”

      “I found the body,” I said, my heart thundering as I tucked a stray lock of black hair behind my ear. How I longed to be held in his arms and have him kiss the tip of my nose.

      He sighed and shook his head. “Why are you at this office?”

      “I had an appointment today at two. When I arrived, no one was here. Well, I thought no one was here. Then I looked around and found the lawyer.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Back there,” I replied, pointing down the hallway.

      “You’re sure he’s dead?”

      “He’s blue,” I said, shrugging. “I didn’t check for a pulse, though.”

      Adam glanced outside, then shut the door. “Is Ruby here?”

      “Tell him no!” she yelled. “I want to sneak around a little bit more!”

      Shaking my head, I replied, “I left her at home.” Perhaps I should have felt guilty lying to the police during a possible murder investigation, but I didn’t. If Ruby wanted to prowl around, why should I care? It wasn’t like she was going to contaminate the scene, and I was the only one who could hear or see her.

      “Good,” Adam said. “Come show me exactly what you did before you found him.”

      “I’ll stay away from him so he doesn’t smell me.” Ruby’s distinct scent consisted of lavender and marijuana, and Adam would recognize it in a second.

      As I retraced my steps, I mentioned the coffee pot being left on and the dirty dishes in the sink. “It seems like everyone but Stanley left in a hurry.”

      He nodded as he followed me down the hallway. “Did you open this door?” he asked, pointing at the closed panel Ruby said held another office.

      “No.”

      Adam peeked in and shut it again. “Then you went into that room down there?”

      He motioned toward Stanley’s office and I nodded.

      “Come on, Bernie,” Ruby urged. “I was in the middle of reading something before the copper got here. I want to finish it!”

      I walked toward Stanley’s office and stopped in the doorway. Ruby circled around the desk and stood next to Stanley, staring at the computer.

      “Well, I’ll be darned,” she muttered, shaking her head as Adam pulled out a set of rubber gloves from his pocket and slipped them on. Ruby stepped away and returned to my side as he laid his fingers on the victim’s neck, searching for a pulse.

      “Yuck,” she said as we watched him. “Dead people are gross.”

      “He’s gone,” Adam concluded. “If you could step back into the reception area, I’d appreciate it.”

      I nodded and strode back down the hallway, taking a seat in one of the blue chairs by the front door.

      “He’s so serious,” Ruby said. “I thought he’d be dropping on his knees begging you to come back.”

      I didn’t answer. My focus was on Adam’s voice. I couldn’t hear what he said, but deep rumblings filtered down the hall.

      A few moments later, he returned to the reception and leaned up against the desk. “The sheriff is on his way.”

      “Okay. Should I stick around?”

      “Yup.” He crossed his arms over his chest. We sat in silence for long moments, each one becoming more uncomfortable than the last. I took up studying my cuticles. “How are things going, Bernie?”

      I miss you. Some days I don’t want to get out of bed. I’m sorry for what I did and that I broke your trust. Please forgive me. “Everything’s fine.”

      He nodded and kept his gaze on me. “Is business good?”

      “Yes. Fine. Thanks for asking.” I went back to my cuticles. I hated that word. Fine. It was so… vanilla. And I unintentionally used it when things weren’t great but I didn’t want anyone to know.

      “I… uh… I’ve been thinking about you.”

      My head snapped up so quickly, my neck cracked. Had I heard that right? His features had softened slightly, so maybe I had.

      “Old lover boy’s back in action!” Ruby yelled. “Woohoo!”

      “What did you say?” I asked, waving my hand to shush my ghost.

      Sirens wailed outside and I silently cursed them.

      “I better go tell the ambulance they aren’t needed,” Adam said. “Please stay where you are.”

      His cop face returned as he strode out the door.

      “Did he say he’s been thinking about me?” I whispered.

      “He sure did,” Ruby said, grinning. “He’s coming around, realizing he can’t live without the hotel hottie.”

      “Really? The hotel hottie?”

      “The bed and breakfast bedazzler?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just please be quiet.”

      Adam strode inside again, this time accompanied by Sheriff Walker.

      “Well, well, well,” he said, tipping his cowboy hat in my direction. “Bernadette Maxwell as I live and breathe. Why am I not surprised?”

      “Hello, Sheriff,” Ruby said. “I’d love to come over and get in your face, but I’m not supposed to be here.”

      I shrugged and smiled. “I had an appointment at two. I found him.”

      “I’m sure you did. Lead the way, Adam,” Walker said. “Let’s see old Stanley.”

      The two men disappeared down the hallway. Ruby stood and walked away from me to the end of our tether. “Get up. Come stand by the kitchen.”

      “No,” I whispered.

      “Come on! I want to snoop in this other lawyer’s office.”

      “No!” I hissed. “Stop it right now!”

      “I have a plan, Bernie,” Ruby said. “Now, get off your tush and help me help you.”

      With a sigh, I stood and ambled over. I had no idea what she meant, but if me loitering in the hallway kept her quiet, I’d do it.

      Ruby ghosted through the closed door, giving me the opportunity to eavesdrop on the police.

      “The blue lips and fingers are a dead giveaway, excuse my pun,” Sheriff Walker stated. “This isn’t a natural death.”

      “Poisoning?” Adam asked.

      “That’s my guess, but forensics will have to verify it.”

      Oh, heck. Another murder? I rubbed my temples to try to ward off the headache forming behind my eyes.

      “Do you think she’s got anything to do with it?” the sheriff asked. Since I was the only “she” in the building, I had to assume he spoke of me.

      “I don’t know,” Adam said.

      Whispering a curse, I couldn’t believe the audacity of my former boyfriend. He hadn’t seen me in a month and now I could possibly be involved in a murder? Jerk.

      “Well, let’s take a look around while we’re waiting for the coroner,” Walker said. “Keep your eyes open for anything suspicious.”

      I hurried back to my chair with a yelping Ruby fluttering behind me. Just as I sat down, the two men emerged from the hallway.

      Trying to avoid their glares, I returned to studying my cuticles.

      “I’m just going to put my cute little old self in this corner over here,” Ruby said as Adam approached. She moved beside the potted plant.

      Adam hovered over me while the sheriff searched Penny’s desk.

      “Tell us again. What time was your appointment?” he asked, retrieving his pen and notepad from his back pocket.

      “Two.”

      He glanced over at the sheriff who was flipping through a paper calendar on Penny’s desk. “Confirmed.”

      “And no one was here when you arrived?”

      “No. I thought someone was maybe in back and couldn’t hear me, so I did a quick search and found Stanley.”

      “Well, I’ll be darned,” Sheriff Walker said. He held up a small bottle with clear liquid. “Look at this.”

      “What’s that?” Ruby asked.

      “Eye drops,” Walker muttered. “Otherwise known as Tetrahydrozoline. Very lethal when orally ingested. And half the bottle is gone.”

      “Is that in Penny’s desk?” Adam asked.

      “Yup. Tossed here right on top, which is a bit off considering the rest of the drawer is immaculate.”

      I tried to pretend I wasn’t listening, but I stared at the bottle until Walker set it down. Eye drops. I’d used them many times for allergies and never known they could be fatal. Recalling the coffee cup on Stanley’s desk, I wondered if that was how the toxic substance had been delivered. But who had poisoned him and why?

      Just then, the front door swung open.

      “What’s going on here?” the man asked. In his thirties with a headful of black hair, his biceps strained against his yellow golf shirt and his black slacks seemed a little tight around his thick thighs. He obviously spent a lot of time in the gym.

      The sheriff walked around the desk and stood directly in front of him. “Who are you?”

      “Ricky Summers. I work here. What’s going on?”

      “Stanley Jones is dead,” Adam said. “Can you please sit down and tell me where you’ve been?”

      Ricky stared at Adam for a long moment, then shook his head. “I’m sorry Stanley’s dead, but I’ve got work to do.”

      “Sir, this looks to be a murder investigation, so we would appreciate your full cooperation.” Adam pointed to the chair next to me. “Now please. Sit.”

      “He’s kind of sexy when he gets all bossy like that,” Ruby sighed. “But he’s learning from the best. Old Bruce is the bossiest man I’ve ever known.”

      My dead grandmother referring to my ex-boyfriend as sexy turned my stomach as much as her discussing “hotties.”

      “A murder investigation! Stanley was murdered?” He slowly lowered himself into the chair, his eyes wide. “Who are you?” he asked me.

      “Bernie.”

      “What are you doing here? Are you the killer?”

      Ruby burst out laughing and bent over, clutching her gut. “This guy’s stupid. Anyone could take one look at your pretty face and know you’re more harmless than me.”

      “No,” I said sweetly. “I had an appointment with Stanley today. I found him.”

      “How did he die? Did someone shoot him? Knife him? Beat him with a club?”

      I glanced at Adam who had narrowed his gaze on Ricky. “Let’s just sit quietly for now,” he growled. “We’ll get your statement soon, Mr. Summers.”

      As Ricky and I remained shoulder-to-shoulder, I wished there was somewhere else for me to be. He gave me the creeps but I couldn’t figure out why.

      “As a general rule, I hate lawyers,” Ruby said. “Except for the ones that are working for me. But even then, they can’t be trusted. They can turn on a dime.”

      I didn’t bother bringing up client/attorney privilege or those pesky rules of ethical conduct that kept lawyers from flipping on their clients.

      The sheriff and Adam greeted the coroner and his assistant when they entered and then the four of them made their way back to the body where they spoke in low tones.

      “I don’t have time for this,” Ricky muttered. “I’ve got things to attend to.” He hurried into his office and quietly shut the door. I almost yelled for Adam, but decided to mind my own business. Ricky seemed far more troubled about the fact his day had been interrupted than the reality his boss was gone.

      When he returned a few moments later, I asked, “Are you even a little upset that Stanley’s dead? You two did work together.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been trying to get him to retire for a couple of months now. He was past his prime.”

      I stared at him incredulously and didn’t bother to attempt to close my slacked jaw. How could he be so crass?

      “Look at Penny’s desk,” he continued. I glanced over to where he pointed. “That old bat still uses a paper calendar to keep track of all our appointments. I’d brought it up more than once that things could be streamlined if we took the scheduling online, but neither Penny nor Stanley wanted anything to do with it. How archaic. Right from the Stone Age. Dang tree killers.”

      I found technology helpful in my own business, but to each their own. “So? If things ran smoothly, what did it matter how they did it?”

      “Now I can do what I want with the office,” Ricky replied. “I was made partner not too long ago. I’ve got big plans.”

      “Like what?” Ruby asked. I repeated her question.

      “The first thing I’m going to do is fire Penny. She’s been here thirty years and is worthless.”

      “Big plans from the big boy,” Ruby muttered. “Poor Penny isn’t going to be happy.”

      Adam emerged from the hallway. “Bernie, you can go. Ricky, you’ll need to stay so we can get your statement.”

      I stood, happy to be leaving, but I was also curious to find out if Adam had opened a door to a possible reconciliation between the two of us.

      Ruby trailed behind me quiet as an empty church until we got into the car. Just as we were pulling out, she pointed at another vehicle that had turned into the parking lot. “That’s Penny,” she said.

      I glanced at the woman in her sixties staring at the building with wide eyes. Short, curly gray hair framed her pudgy face.

      “She looks a little pale.” Ruby shook her ghostly head. “Wait until she actually gets inside. She’s going to lose her mind.”

      We drove toward home in silence. “I want to have a meeting of the two great minds,” Ruby said after a while. “That’s you and me, in case you were wondering.”

      “About what?”

      “Stanley’s murder. I have an idea.”

      Oh, no.

      Nothing good ever came from one of Ruby’s plans.
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      When we arrived at my empty house, I hung my coat and scarf on a peg by the back door and threw some logs into the fireplace along with some newspaper and wood clippings. As the fire roared to life, I stood in front of the flames and watched them dance. The heat quickly warmed the room and both Ruby and I plopped down on the sofa with a sigh. Elvira, my cranky tabby, strolled downstairs and curled up against Ruby. She never explored the house when we had guests, but when it was just the three of us, she liked to survey the back parking lot and the desert beyond it from the upstairs windowsill at the end of the hallway. Bunnies, geckos and other wildlife held her attention for hours.

      I had one couple staying with me and they'd informed me the prior night they'd be on a long day hike and wouldn't be back until late. Until then, I, my ghost, and my cat would enjoy the house to ourselves.

      “I always loved sitting in front of the fire like this when I was alive,” Ruby said wistfully as she stared at the leaping flames. “I wish I could feel the warmth on my face.”

      “It feels nice.” Once again, I was sad my grandmother was trapped and could no longer enjoy the things she used to love. “What did you want to talk about?” I asked, setting my phone on the cushion beside me.

      “The murder.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I found some really interesting things while I was snooping around.”

      “Really? Like what?”

      “There's some shady stuff going on in that office.”

      Logically, I should rise from the couch and proceed with my day. However, curiosity seemed to rule the roost once again. And the fire did feel really nice. I sank deeper into the cushions as relaxation swept through me. “What's that?”

      “Well, first let's discuss what old Stanley was doing when he bit the big one.”

      “Okay... “

      “He wasn't emailing his wife, but his girlfriend.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “And you saw this on his computer?”

      “Yup. I knew his wife when I was alive. Her name's Ann. She's a nice woman—a bit of a doormat, but pleasant. The email was addressed to Merry at Joyous Jewels. Isn't that the place where you bought the mood ring I loved so much that you lost?”

      Yes, the mood ring. Ruby had convinced me to buy the jewelry months ago and I'd misplaced it. The fact I'd lost the ring she adored seemed to bother her quite a bit because she kept bringing it up.

      I recalled the woman who had helped us at the store. She'd reminded me of a younger Ruby with her long blonde hair and flowing skirts. Her with Stanley? Who had probably been in his seventies? No way. Ruby had to be mistaken.

      “Just to clarify, you're telling me that Stanley was having an affair with the woman at the jewelry store?”

      “Yup. Unless there's another store in town named Joyous Jewels.”

      I shook my head. “What did the email say?”

      “It was a follow-up email. He had sent one a couple of days ago saying their relationship was over. He had taken the email he sent previously, then added to it, telling her he missed her and he'd changed his mind. He couldn't live without her.”

      “But the most recent email was never sent?”

      “Nope. Only the one ending the relationship.”

      “Huh. They're a strange pairing.”

      “Oh, yeah. Probably one of convenience, as those types often are.”

      “Those types?”

      “An old guy and a young, beautiful woman.”

      Of course I'd heard of such relationships, but I wasn't sure convenience was the correct word to describe these arrangements. Stanley had to sneak around on his wife and I assumed Merry was sleeping with him, which held a pretty big yuck factor in my book. Stanley hadn't exactly been some silver fox—a bald head, protruding belly, and more wrinkles than a Shar-Pei puppy. Why would she go to bed with him? Seemed more trouble than it was worth, especially for Merry. Besides, I didn't even know if the woman who had waited on me the day I bought the mood ring was Merry. Perhaps another woman worked at the store, one closer to Stanley's age.

      “I'm sure the police will question whoever Merry is,” I said.

      “You bet your bottom they will,” Ruby replied. “My guess is she doesn't have much to say to them.”

      “Why?”

      “To keep her name in the clear. So Ann doesn't find out.”

      “Ann probably already knows.”

      “Uh, I don't know, Bernie. Stanley always had trouble keeping his zipper in the upright position. Either Ann is as ignorant as they come or she just turns a blind eye. Like I said, she’s kind of a doormat.”

      “What else did you find?” I asked.

      Ruby smiled like a Cheshire cat. “Good stuff.”

      I should've walked away and minded my own business. But Ruby always had a way of sucking me in. “Spill it.”

      “Ricky's an interesting character,” she said, stroking Elvira. Her hand wafted right through the cat's head, but the feline seemed to enjoy the attention as she purred loudly. “Do you remember when he was told to sit and then he went into his office?”

      I nodded. “I should've yelled for Adam.”

      “No, I'm glad you didn't because I can't wait to find out how this plays out. I think he was getting rid of evidence.”

      “Are you saying Ricky killed Stanley?” I asked. “What did you see?”

      “I'm saying it could very well be a possibility. While I was snooping around in there, I found some interesting things. For starters, Ricky was making plans to take the practice in a different direction.”

      I furrowed my brow and shook my head. “What does that mean?”

      “Stanley was always a pretty straight-forward guy. Likes to stick to law that doesn't get messy, like wills and businesses. Real snoozer stuff. He hated criminal law, which is why he'd never represented me when I was arrested. I always had to go to someone else. Ricky, it seems, wanted to breathe fresh life into the practice.”

      “By doing what?”

      “Apparently, he had plans to dive into the criminal law field. There was an open file about a biker trial.”

      “Bikers! Like the Moonlit Coffin gang?”

      “Exactly.”

      The Moonlit Coffin gang pretty much kept to themselves, but they were a presence in the Sedona area. Especially on weekends, their motorcycles could often be heard rumbling through the streets. I didn’t know any of the members, nor had I had any interaction with any. I did see members in the grocery store wearing the gangs biker cut buying a case of beer every now and then, but I never spoke to them.

      “They like to hang out at Tip 'Em Back,” Ruby said. “Jezzy was actually dating the number two in the club, but I don't know if she still is.”

      None of what Ruby told me should surprise me, but for some reason, it most certainly did. It had never occurred to me that Jezebel could be dating a member of a motorcycle gang, but it fit. With her tattoos and rough disposition, such a man would be a perfect match. “Why wasn't I aware of any of this?”

      Ruby shrugged. “We've never been to Tip 'Em Back at night, Bernie. You always want to read or watch a bit of television. We're at home when the bikers come out to play.”

      Okay, she had a point. I couldn't recall the last time I'd been out of the house after eight in the evening. Probably when I dated Adam, and we never visited Tip 'Em Back.

      “So, anyway, Ricky was taking a case for one of the Moonlit Coffin members,” Ruby continued. “My guess is he was doing it on the down-low so Stanley wouldn't find out.”

      “What was the case?”

      “Assault.”

      “Who was the accused?”

      “His name was Spike.”

      “Is that his real name? Who in the world would call their kid that?”

      “Probably not. All the bikers have different nicknames they go by. I didn't see a real name.”

      “So you think Ricky killed Stanley because of the case?”

      “I think there's a chance that Ricky killed him because of the case. He had notes in his office about changing the mission of the practice. He's the lone partner now, so he can do what he wants. Unless Stanley’s wife owns part of the practice. I don’t know how those things work.”

      Interesting. If Ricky wanted sole ownership of the office, would he have to get rid of Ann next? Or perhaps Ann wanted her husband gone not because he was cheating, but so she could pull the strings in the law firm and have control over the bank accounts?

      I stared at Ruby for a long moment. “What if Stanley had found out about the case and told him to drop it? What if Ricky killed him because of it?”

      “Or what if Ricky had someone from Moonlit Coffin murder him?” Ruby mused.

      Shaking my head, I pursed my lips. “I bet you’re right. Ricky went back into his office to hide his plans and the file about the case.”

      “The police will probably never find out about it,” Ruby said.

      “Probably not.”

      “But we know about it,” she stressed, still grinning.

      “So? What do you want to do with the information?”

      “Well, my guess is if the cops do find out about Ricky's plans and the case, they're going to have a chat with some members of Moonlit Coffin. Bikers don't talk to police. Jezebel won't speak to the cops either, regardless of whether she's dating a biker or not.”

      I still didn't follow. “And?”

      “This is your chance to get Adam back,” Ruby said.

      “How in the world did you make that jump?” I asked, rolling my eyes.

      “I have a plan.”

      “You know I hate it when you say that.”

      “Yes, but it's perfect.”

      “I thought you didn't like me dating Adam.”

      Ruby sighed. “I thought you'd be over him by now, but you aren't. You mope around here like you're carrying the weight of five semi-trucks on your shoulders. Adam's not a bad guy, especially for a cop. I want to see you happy, and he did that for you. So now, we have to win him back.”

      “Ruby, that's just—”

      “Nope,” she cut in, raising her hand. “Just hear me out. He said he's been thinking about you. We're going to turn his world upside down so not only does he think about you, but he sees you often and realizes he can't live—or solve this case—without you.”

      I stared at my grandmother as my heart hammered. Getting back together with Adam? Count me in. But I couldn't make him care about me again. I had no idea what she had up her sleeve.

      “How are we going to pull this off?” I asked.

      “Trust your old grandma,” Ruby said with a wink. “Like I mentioned, I have a plan.”
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      The next morning, Darla quietly tapped on my back door. As she entered carrying a quiche and some cinnamon buns, my mouth watered. We used to have an arrangement where she'd prepare breakfast for my customers, but that had fallen by the wayside for a while. She was back at it and I was happy to be able to advertise an excellent home-cooked meal for my travelers—one that I didn't have to attempt to make.

      With a groan, I eyed the bacon and cheese quiche.

      “Before you eat everything yourself, you better set it in the oven on warm,” she said.

      Good point. Out of sight, out of mind.

      “Do you want some coffee?” I offered as I turned the oven dial and slid in the quiche and cinnamon buns. My guests had yet to make a sound and I assumed the long hike yesterday had worn them out.

      “Sure.” She pulled out a small, glass bottle from her coat pocket and set it on the counter. I immediately recognized it—Darla's homemade flavoring for coffee. “I'm trying to figure out the best way to market this stuff. And to name it. I can't market it without a name.”

      The nutmeg, cinnamon and vanilla concoction was my new favorite addition to my morning coffee and I was happy Darla was offering it at the diner. If she could get it placed on store shelves, the yumminess would take off and become very popular. “Have you talked to the grocery store yet?” I asked as I scooped the grounds into the coffee maker. “What about Canyon Coffee?”

      “I haven't,” she said with a sigh.

      “Why?”

      She pursed her lips. “I don't like the idea of them telling me no.”

      As I was about to launch into a speech about positive thinking, I decided to let it slide. Darla had come so far in such a short period of time. With her schizophrenia under control, her diner was once again beginning to thrive. She and Jack, the owner of Jumpin' Jack Jeep Tours, were dating and she seemed happy and content. Domination of the tasty coffee world could wait until she was more confident. Instead of lecturing, I poured in the water and hit the brew button.

      I turned to my friend and smiled. “When you're ready, let me know if there's anything I can do to help you,” I said, squeezing her fingers. “Let me get your payment for today.”

      As I rummaged through my purse, she asked, “Did you read the paper this morning?”

      Darla was the only person I knew who still had the paper delivered every morning. I read mine digitally, but had only glanced at it today. I had a feeling what she was about to mention but decided to let her take the lead. “No. What happened?”

      “My lawyer was discovered dead,” she said. “Stanley Jones.”

      I nodded and handed her the money. “I didn’t know he was your lawyer.”

      “Yes. He took care of some business items for me. He was a good guy.”

      That seemed to be the consensus. Time to let the cat out of the bag, so to speak. “I found the body,” I said, hoping it didn’t upset her too much.

      Darla's eyes widened. “Wow, Bernie. That shouldn’t surprise me, but for some reason, it does. What were you doing there?”

      The coffee pot hissed and gurgled, alerting me it had produced its final product. “I had an appointment to see him about restructuring my business for tax purposes,” I replied as I retrieved two cups and poured. “I got a tax bill much bigger than I expected and I'm not too happy about it.”

      Darla took the cup from me and blew on the liquid. “Is anyone ever happy about paying taxes?”

      “No, probably not,” I replied, chuckling.

      “Well, it's too bad about Stanley.” Darla scooped her flavor concoction into her coffee and stirred, then passed the spoon to me. “He was a good guy.”

      I didn't want to mention that Stanley might have been murdered. However, the evidence pointed toward it and the sheriff had mentioned it more than once. I still wasn't on board with Ruby's grand master plan to get Adam and me back together, but there wasn't any reason why I couldn't gather a little information. If anyone was familiar with the Moonlit Coffin biker gang besides Jezebel, it would be Darla. I'd seen them at the diner more than once.

      “Darla, what can you tell me about the Moonlit Coffin biker club?”

      She shrugged. “They come in frequently. Very polite. Always tip well. They're scary looking but are always nice to me and my staff.”

      It certainly didn't sound like a bunch who would murder a lawyer. Besides, wouldn't a gang beat him to death, or use a weapon? The sheriff had indicated Stanley had died from poisoning. With eyedrops. Not very gang-ish to me.

      “Jack works on their bikes every now and then,” Darla said. “Why do you ask?”

      Here's where things got tricky. Darla didn't know about Ruby, so I couldn't tell her my ghost had found evidence the biker club may be involved in Stanley's death. “I just thought I overheard the sheriff mention them and I've never had any interaction with them. They aren't on my radar, so I'm curious.”

      “I find them interesting,” she said, nodding. “They have a president. His name's Thunder. He always orders a BLT and a vanilla milkshake. The vice-president is Gunner. He likes the egg salad sandwiches and lots of coffee. After that, I'm not sure who's who. They have their own ecosystem of command and those two are always the ones who do most of the talking for the group.”

      Intriguing. I never imagined a biker gang to be well-organized.

      “One time a while back, eight of them came in with a new guy who wanted to join. I think they called him a prospect. Anyway, he was going for laughs from the club members and was a little rude to my waitress and made some inappropriate remarks. Well, I thought the poor guy was going to end up as fertilizer when Thunder and Gunner set him straight. They made him stand up and apologize to my server and leave her a fifty-dollar tip. The next day, he also showed up with a bouquet of flowers and once again said he was sorry for his horrible behavior. They don't put up with disrespecting women.”

      The story made them a little less scary to me. But... hmm... turning someone into fertilizer meant killing them. “Have you seen the prospect since?”

      She nodded and chuckled. “He's always really polite now.”

      So I couldn't link any murder to the gang at this time, but that didn't mean they didn't kill Stanley.

      “Jack's way more involved with them than I am,” Darla continued. “He spends hours with them when he fixes their bikes. If you have more questions, you should talk to him.”

      Even though Darla's experiences with Moonlit Coffin were pleasant, that didn't mean they weren't bad people. Perhaps they played nice with the local businesses because they lived in the area. For all I knew, they were responsible for hundreds of unsolved crimes throughout Arizona.

      Ruby appeared next to Darla. “Sounds like our girl is doing well. She definitely looks healthy and happy. I'm sure Mr. Dimples has something to do with that. He'd make any woman happy with those rugged good looks and that smile of his.”

      Speaking of... “Is everything going well between you and Jack?” I asked.

      Darla sighed as a deep blush crawled up her neck. “Great. Things are really good. I've fallen for him pretty hard.”

      “Mr. Dimples for the win!” Ruby shouted. “I'm happy and yet, so envious of this woman here. Cuddling up to Jack every night... dang, what a score.”

      When Darla's nose twitched, I was confident she'd smelled Ruby's distinct scent: lavender and marijuana. Whether she would question me about it remained to be seen.

      “What's on your agenda for the day?” Darla asked as she sipped her coffee.

      “I've got a couple upstairs who are supposed to check out today, so I'll get their room clean. Other than that, I don't have any plans.”

      “Yes, you do,” Ruby said. “You're going to talk to some people and gather as much information as you can to give to Adam and win back his trust and heart.”

      Pursing my lips, I fought the urge to reply. I hadn't agreed to Ruby's hairbrained scheme, but surprise, surprise, I was leaning toward going through with it. She had seen information in Ricky's office that the sheriff most likely hadn't. I knew things. And besides, asking a few questions here and there couldn't hurt, right?

      “Bernie, I need to ask you something,” Darla said, eyeing me warily while she tucked a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “Please promise me you won't take offense.”

      Uh-oh. That didn't sound good. “Sure. What's up?”

      “Do you smoke weed?”

      Ruby cackled while waving her hands in front of her face and yelling, “Boo!” To Darla, it probably reeked like a drug den.

      “No, I don't,” I muttered as Ruby moved behind my friend and danced a little jig. “Why do you ask?”

      “I smell it when I'm here, and sometimes when I see you outside the house,” she replied. “The odor is really strong at times.”

      “Booga, booga, booga!” Ruby yelled in Darla's ear. She was probably drowning in the scent.

      “And there are times, like right now, where you're looking my way but you aren't looking at me. It's almost as if you're completely distracted. Is that the drugs?”

      I sighed and ran my index finger over another headache that had begun to form right between my eyes. Ruby had a way of giving them to me so easily.

      Should I tell Darla about my ghost?

      As one of my best friends, I felt I owed it to her. My behavior could be strange at times and I could usually attribute that to Ruby and her shenanigans. Or her almost-constant stream of chatter. It was easy to become sidetracked with her around.

      “Just tell her,” Ruby urged. “She seems like she's in a stable place. I think she can handle the truth.”

      Darla stared at me expectantly. With a sigh, I waved for her to follow me to my bedroom. No way would I take the chance of my guests overhearing our conversation.

      “What's going on?” she said as I shut the door. Elvira sprawled out in the middle of my unmade bed. Darla reached out to pet her as she sat down, but the cat jumped from the mattress and ensconced herself underneath the bed. I curled up on my rocking chair. We stared at each other for a long moment, then I said, “Did you ever know my grandmother?”

      Darla had lived in town a little bit longer than me, but she shook her head. “Not that I recall.”

      “Oh, you'd know if you did,” I muttered.

      “I'm not sure whether to be flattered or offended by that comment,” Ruby said, ghosting through the door. She plopped down next to Darla and smiled. “This is going to be good. I'd be crazy to miss this big reveal.”

      Darla took a sip of coffee. “What about her?”

      For some reason, I had trouble getting the words out. They just didn't want to come. And honestly, I sometimes wondered if I needed some medication and therapy. What if Ruby was one big hallucination? What if me being struck by lightning had caused my brain to short-circuit and everything I'd experienced with Ruby had simply been my imagination? No one but me could see or hear her.

      But then I considered times like in Stanley's office... Ruby had gone into Ricky's office and snooped around and told me what she’d found. Or had I somehow entered the space, found the information, and hallucinated Ruby sharing everything? It wasn't the first time I'd questioned my own sanity. But everyone smelled Ruby, so that had to make her real… right? I needed to stop doubting myself.

      “What... what do you think happens to people after they die?” I asked.

      “They go to either heaven or hell. What does that have to do with you smoking pot?”

      “I'm not smoking anything,” I replied. “What you smell is my grandmother, Ruby.”

      Darla's brow furrowed. “Excuse me?”

      “You smell marijuana and lavender, right?”

      She nodded slowly.

      “That's Ruby's ghost, Darla. She's stuck in this plane and neither of us know why.”
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      When I heard voices in the kitchen, I jumped up from my chair. “Stay here,” I whispered.

      “I'm not going anywhere,” Ruby said while Darla simply stared at me, wide-eyed.

      As I hurried into the kitchen, I regretted spilling my secret to Darla. Not only did I worry about her mental health, but also her gossiping about me. She wouldn't spread rumors with vicious intent, but if she said something to the wrong person, the whole town would become aware I thought I hung out with my dead grandmother.

      I greeted my guests and served them the quiche and cinnamon buns. We chatted for a few moments as they ate, and then they went upstairs to pack. Doing the dishes delayed my conversation with Darla. I kept my eye on the back door, fully expecting her to make her escape from me and my ghostly claims.

      After my guests left, I returned to the bedroom and found Darla sitting exactly where I had left her, Ruby at her side. I lowered myself into the rocking chair.

      “I think she blew a gasket,” Ruby said. “She hasn't even moved.”

      “Darla?” I spoke softly. “Are you okay?”

      She met my gaze and nodded. “I was going to leave. I mean, what you say is absolutely out of this world, Bernie, and I wasn't sure I wanted to be around you with my own mental health struggles.”

      “I understand. I thought—”

      Darla held up her hand. “But then I remember how you were there for me even when I pushed you away. I want to do the same for you.”

      With a grin and sigh of relief, I said, “Thanks, Darla. I appreciate your friendship.”

      She nodded and took a deep breath. “Are your guests gone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have any more coffee?”

      “I'll put on a fresh pot.”

      After the coffee had been brewed and we sat at the kitchen island, Darla fixed her gaze on me. “Tell me about Ruby.”

      I explained that I began seeing her after I returned from my cousin's wedding in Louisiana where I'd been hit by lightning. “She's here,” I said, shrugging. “I can see and hear her. We talk all the time. I'm not sure what else to say.”

      “Do you... believe she's real?” Darla asked, glancing around the kitchen. “Or do you think this is a medical issue?”

      “Of course I'm real,” Ruby said. “As real as the sun shining.”

      I cleared my throat. Ruby wouldn't like what I had to say, but I had to be honest with Darla. “Sometimes I wonder if I need to visit a doctor, but most of the time, I'm certain she's stuck on this plane.”

      “You don't need to see a doctor, Bernie,” Ruby said, rolling her eyes. “You know deep in your heart that I'm here for good. Heaven and Hell don’t want me.”

      Darla narrowed her gaze on me. “And no one but you can hear or see her.”

      “Yes.”

      She nodded and turned to the dining room. “Where is she right now?”

      “Across the island standing by the sink.”

      Darla spun the stool and stared in that direction. “And she's not some evil poltergeist?”

      “No,” I replied. “In fact, she was probably more dangerous in life than she is in death.”

      Ruby snorted. “You just wait until I'm dead longer. Maybe I'll acquire some poltergeist superpowers like old Nutjob Ned has.”

      Ned was the ghost who lived with Adam. He'd been shot and killed decades ago and could move inanimate objects. One time, he'd thrown a book and pinged me in the forehead. We'd speculated that because he'd been dead much longer than Ruby, he had developed the ability. However, I wasn't going to discuss Ned with Darla. Perhaps in the future, but I had to have her accept Ruby before I'd mention the old cowboy with the bloodstained shirt.

      “Well, at least she's harmless,” Darla muttered. “I'd hate to be hanging out with a demon spirit or something.”

      “She's starting to get on my nerves,” Ruby said, placing her hands on her hips and glaring at my friend. “Tell her I can hear her just fine and I would appreciate some courtesy.”

      I cleared my throat. “Ruby says she can hear you. She's a little upset about being compared to a demon.”

      Darla stared at me a long while, then nodded. “Fair enough. Tell her I'm sorry.”

      “Tell me yourself,” Ruby snapped.

      “The message was received,” I replied, giving Ruby a quick glare.

      Darla glanced around the kitchen again and shook her head. “I want proof she exists.”

      I stared at my friend, unsure how to give her the evidence. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Don't know yet,” Darla muttered, chewing her lip.

      “I can see the proverbial hamster spinning in the wheel,” Ruby muttered.

      “Oh! I've got it!” she shrieked, pulling out her phone. “Can I get her in a picture?”

      Probably not, but who was I to stop her? “Go ahead and try.”

      “Is she still by the sink?”

      I nodded as Ruby turned to the side, lifted her purple muumuu up to her knee and blew kisses to Darla.

      “Make sure she gets me at a good angle,” Ruby said, lowering her chin, wiggling her eyebrows and giving what I guessed was her sexy stare. Instead, she looked like she had to use the bathroom.

      With a groan, I rolled my eyes as Darla snapped away while Ruby posed and flipped her ponytail like a runway model in a photo shoot. Darla scrolled through the pictures she'd taken, her brow creased with a frown.

      “Nothing,” she murmured, setting down her phone. “I thought you could see spirits in pictures.”

      “Apparently not this one,” I said.

      “I'm too cute,” Ruby interjected. “That's why.”

      “What about mirrors? Isn't there something about seeing ghosts in mirrors?”

      Only in the horror films. “I think you may be thinking of vampires? The fact that you can't see a vampire in a mirror?”

      “That's right. I should've remembered that.”

      I stood to fetch another cup of coffee.

      Darla snapped her fingers and smacked her hand down on the granite. “Wait a minute! I know what to do!”

      “That girl just about restarted my old, dead heart with that outburst.” Ruby laid her hand over her sternum. Mine had skipped a beat as well. Maybe more coffee was a bad idea.

      “You can hear her, right?” Darla asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Like over the phone?”

      Furrowing my brow, I tried to recall a time when I'd spoken to Ruby over the phone, but none came to mind. It seemed she was always with me. But I had heard Ned in the background while talking with Adam over the phone. “I'm... I'm not sure. What did you have in mind?”

      “You leave the house. I'll stay here with Ruby. You call me and Ruby can tell you what I'm doing.”

      It seemed like a lot of work to prove Ruby's existence, but if that was what Darla wanted, then I'd accommodate her.

      “Let me grab my keys,” I said.

      “You don't have to go far,” Darla said. “Just around the block or something.”

      With my phone and purse in hand, I exited the back door and headed for my SUV. Once inside, I dialed Darla and pulled out of the dirt lot.

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      “Down the street by the stop sign,” I replied as I parked. Ruby hummed in the background.

      “Okay, what am I doing?”

      “She's walking upstairs,” Ruby called.

      I repeated the information.

      “Now she's going into the Death Room.”

      Yes, the room where a drug trafficker had died. “You're in the first room to the right at the top of the stairs,” I said.

      Darla gasped. “Do you have cameras in here, Bernie? Is that how you're seeing all this?”

      “Take a look around. Do you see any?”

      “You don't want cameras in these guest rooms,” Ruby said. “You can't unsee some of the things I've seen. Yuck. By the way, she's sitting on the bed messing with her hair.”

      When I recapped, Darla swore under her breath. “I can smell her,” she whispered. “I think she's sitting right next to me.”

      “I am!” Ruby chirped.

      “There're goosebumps crawling over my arm,” Darla murmured. “Is she next to me?”

      Ruby cackled. “If I got any closer, I could give her tummy a rub.”

      “Yes, she's with you,” I said.

      “I don't think I like this. I'm getting scared.”

      “She's harmless, Darla,” I replied. “You'll smell her and feel cold if she's near you, but that's it.”

      “Now she's running down the stairs,” Ruby yelled. “I'm afraid she's going to break her neck if she doesn't slow down!”

      I sighed, wishing I'd just falsely admitted I smoked dope and never started this conversation. “Darla—”

      “And she's out the front door!” Ruby yelled.

      In my rearview mirror, I spotted Darla on the sidewalk staring at my house. She placed her hands on her knees as if out of breath. Turning my car around, I returned to the house and parked next to her.

      “Are you okay?” I asked after exiting the vehicle.

      “I think so,” she said. “I freaked out there for a moment.”

      “Yes, I can see that.”

      She took a few deep breaths while I rubbed her back.

      “You really do have a haunted house,” she said, shaking her head. “I know past guests have said that, but I didn't believe it.”

      “I didn't either... not until I came back from my cousin's wedding.” I glanced up and found Ruby waving at me from the doorway. I smiled and waved back, then turned my attention back to Darla. “Are you going to be okay?”

      She straightened up. “Are you sure she's harmless?”

      “Yes. Between you and me, even when she tries to be scary, she just looks ridiculous.”

      “I can't decide whether this is the coolest or scariest thing ever. I remember being cold in your house and I thought it was a draft. And the smell... I thought you were smoking weed!”

      “Don't be afraid of her,” I said. “And honestly, it's probably best if you don't mention her to a lot of people.”

      I hadn't thought too far ahead when I’d decided to reveal Ruby's existence. If Darla went around telling people my dead grandmother's ghost inhabited my house, not only would that shed a bad light on me, but I was afraid people would worry about her mental health and think she needed more medication. Should have kept my ghost to myself, but it was too late.

      “Well, I better get back to the diner,” Darla said. “Thank you for sharing your secret with me.”

      “Bye, bye!” Ruby yelled, waving.

      “Ruby says goodbye,” I said. “She's standing at the doorway waving to you.”

      Darla glanced down the walkway and stared at the space for a long moment, then broke out into a wide grin. “Bye, Ruby! I'll see you soon!”

      “Woohoo!” Ruby danced a little jig, obviously thrilled someone else knew of her existence and acknowledged her.

      Wasn't that what we all wanted? To be seen, to be heard? Apparently, even in death this was true... at least for Ruby.

      As Darla walked away, I returned to the house. Once I shut the door, I sighed and leaned my head against it. A weight had been lifted from me by telling Darla about Ruby, just as it had been when I shared the same with Adam. I no longer had to watch my every word or concentrate on ignoring Ruby while around her. It was quite freeing.

      “So, are you ready to go?” Ruby asked.

      I shook my head. “I'm not sure about your plan.”

      “People will talk to you about things,” Ruby said, crossing her arms over her chest. “They'll tell you stuff they won't share with the coppers. My plan is sheer brilliance. You go out and speak to the people we know are going to be suspects. Then you bring the information back to Adam. You give him all the leads and let him get the accolades for solving the case. In the meantime, he's so thankful that he begs you to take him back. It's really a win-win for everyone, Bernie.”

      “I'm not sure about this, Ruby.” The plan sounded rudimentary at best and there was the chance I could push Adam away by interfering.

      “Well, I do. Now go run a brush through your hair and grab your coat. I've got it all worked out. We'll go see the girlfriend first.”

      As I strolled to my bedroom, I wondered how one spoke to a stranger about infidelity.
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