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Chapter One

~Joanna~

 

Freshly back from my latest tour, I was taking my adopted daughter, Oakley, to my sister's house for a few hours. I had an important errand I wanted to handle, and it wasn't the type of thing I wanted the baby involved in.

I fully expected to be creating new curse words and ugly crying by the conclusion of this venture. That was not something I could do while caring for my young daughter. Plus, she'd likely be confused and upset by my reaction.

After ending things with Clint, the detective I'd worked with on a few murder cases and dated for a brief moment, it got me thinking about our similarly sad backstories.

Clint had been previously engaged to a fellow police officer. Sadly, she'd died in the line of duty, and he never seemed to get over her. Maybe he felt guilty because he wasn't there to protect her, or maybe it was the heartbreaking loss of her. Perhaps both.

Monica had come to me a few months ago, and our conversation made me realize how much I wanted to reconnect with Ted and have a similar discussion. I had questions I needed answers to, and only he could answer them.

Ted was my husband, who died in a drunk driving accident roughly six years ago. We had only been married for two years when he died, leaving me with heavy debts and far too many questions.

My need for closure is partially what got me seeking to regain my psychic powers after blocking them as a young teenager. Before that, I used to enjoy talking to the spirits. They told me funny stories and jokes, plus I got to speak to my grandmother, who had passed before I was born.

Trying to reconnect with my husband and find a way to make money, I faked my abilities at first, leaning on my research skills to make it as believable as possible. Trying to give everyone happy, loving messages made me popular. It led to my brand name, "A Medium with a Heart."

I hoped that closure would help me finally forgive him, move on, and perhaps let myself meet someone else to get serious about. I hadn't even realized how much that piece of my life was holding me back from more, not until I spoke with Monica.

It was the same reason I'd offered to do a reading between Clint and Monica. It was apparent that she was indirectly holding him back from finding love.

When I had broken things off with him several months ago, he hadn't argued or tried to discuss it or even fight me on breaking up. Nor had he shared why he'd agreed so quickly, but I guessed it had to do with losing his fiancée.

I just knew that I was finally ready to try to find love again. Maybe someone who could not only love me but love my daughter. After all, I'd adopted her to give her love, a home, and other comforts that her biological mom couldn't give her and never had herself.

"So, you're really going to do this?" Audrey asked as she walked me out, bouncing the baby on her hip. Oakley cooed and grabbed her aunt's hair.

"Yep. I've never been to his grave." When we reached my car parked at the curb, I turned to face her. "You know all the drama that followed his death. I don't feel like I got a proper goodbye or that I was able to properly grieve."

"I know. That was a mess. Between his family, the girlfriend, and then finding out about all the debt, it was a nightmare."

I nodded, remembering it as if it were yesterday. "Yeah, insane."

"I don't know how you got through it."

"Pure willpower." I sighed softly. "And, of course, your help."

"That's what sisters do." She smiled.

"Well, I better get going. Thanks again for watching her." I leaned forward to kiss Oakley's head. "Bye, baby girl."

She giggled and babbled something that sounded like bye. She was so close to saying her first word. She chattered all the time. It was just a matter of time before something recognizable tumbled out.

"Always my pleasure," Audrey said.

Hopping in the car, I headed first to the florist to pick up a bouquet of flowers. I had been raised to believe this was respectful, but as I browsed through the arrangements, I had no idea what the proper flower was to take when visiting your lying late husband's gravesite, especially when you hated him. My etiquette training stopped short of saying how to handle this situation.

Did red or pink roses say you're a jackass? I couldn't remember.

After looking through them all, I settled on pink and white lilies mixed with matching roses and a bit of greenery and baby's breath mixed in to finish the look.

"These are too pretty to leave. Maybe I'll keep them myself," I said, taking in the floral smell of them and then setting them on the passenger seat.

Flowers in hand, I continued my journey. It was roughly a thirty-minute drive into Appleton, where his family was from and still lived, so I had plenty of time to think and get lost in the memories, from us dating to our wedding day to the day I found out about all the secrets.

Our wedding had been like a fairy tale. It was one of those days where nothing went wrong, even when the flowers arrived late and then weren't the right color. Or how the caterers were shorthanded and food service was slow. Or when the hem of my dress got caught on one of the bridesmaid's heels and ripped. But none of that mattered because, at the time, I'd thought I had married my best friend. So the rest of the stuff wasn't important.

In the limo after the reception, we laughed at all the things that had gone wrong. But for both of us in that moment, we were together, in love, and now married. We had our whole future planned.

Getting the news of his death was terrible. Finding out about the secrets sent me over the edge. It was one of my worst days. It didn't feel real. We had been planning to start our family once he was back from this trip, but he never returned.

If that wasn't bad enough, before I could process all the betrayal or get him buried, the girlfriend's family came after our insurance for money and tried to take their grief out on me. I was as much a victim as they were, but they didn't see it that way, and with the right lawyer on their side, it had been a nightmare to get it all settled.

To add insult to injury, his family hated me, which seems cliché. Though hate might be a strong word. I was an annoyance, and they'd simply tolerated me to make him happy. He was the golden boy of the family, the family favorite who could do no wrong.

They also had another person in mind for him, so their disapproval was partially because I wasn't her. He didn't care, though. He loved me and said he'd never found her attractive.

"We were raised together since birth. She's like a sister," he told me.

As my grief overtook me, they stepped up and took over all the arrangements. While I was thankful for their help, the assistance came at a price. I had to put up with his mom's snide comments and attitude. I tried to understand that she had lost her son and was grieving just as I was, but it was difficult to remember when she made such hateful comments. I should have been used to it. After all, I was not her choice for her son.

The day we were looking for his burial clothing, she had wanted a specific suit, and it wasn't in his closet. She stomped around our bedroom, throwing things and being snippy.

"You hid it from me, didn't you?" she snapped. "You don't want him to look his best."

She continued her rampage through our house, continuing her stomping and flinging of things around.

"Lydia, I promise I didn't hide it." I continued searching through our closet and the piles of clothes she was slinging at me, thinking we must have missed it. "Maybe he had it at the cleaners, or perhaps it was in the car with him."

"Oh, you would just love that, wouldn't you?"

I remember just staring at her. Loved that my husband was dead? Or that the suit she wanted was missing and it ruined her plans?

I decided not to argue with her because she wasn't worth it, and we would've just ended up going in circles. Unfortunately, this was how she often spoke to me, so sadly, I was used to it.

With all this going on, and at his mom's strong suggestion, I was not in the right frame of mind, so I skipped his funeral. I've felt guilty about it since, but at the time, it felt like the right decision for me.

I'd spent that entire day crying in bed, wishing to see him once more and hating him in the same breath. It was the first time in years I'd wished for my psychic powers back.

Then remembering I was finally free of his family and beyond crushed that we'd never start our own. Each of those thoughts and realizations sent fresh tears down my face. My only comfort now was thinking of my adoptive daughter's angelic face.

As the years ticked on, I just never made it a priority to visit. It never interested me, until now.

My life was on track. I had a good, solid business, plus I'd started the family he and I never got to start. I was out of debt, and with this final step of telling off his headstone, perhaps I'd have my closure.

Pulling into the cemetery now, my stomach did flip-flops. Perhaps this had been a mistake. I exhaled. No turning back now.

I wasn't sure exactly what I was nervous about, but it just felt like such a big step for me: forgiveness, letting go, and moving on. I repeated those words as I drove around the perfectly manicured cemetery to his gravesite.

This was a nice place. I could see why the Murphys picked it. The grass was lush and green. Each headstone was neat and clean. Some had flowers displayed, others had figurines and other mementos.

I pulled up near the path leading to his site. I looked around, noticing many ghosts hanging around, but they weren't who I was here for.

I grabbed the flowers as I hopped out of the car and walked tentatively towards his resting place, fighting my nerves the whole way.

His granite headstone glistened in the sunshine. His name perfectly engraved with his birth date and a cheesy quote under it.

Sorry you didn't see me

It was a version of what could only be called his catchphrase. If it was in person, he'd say, "Glad you got to see me" before he'd leave. It always made me laugh when he'd say it. My response was always, "The pleasure is all yours."

He'd always been a huge jokester with a sarcastic sense of humor, and with his quick wit, he always had a comeback for every scenario. It had been one of the many things I'd found adorable about him. He always made me laugh, even when I didn't want to.

As I stared down at the quote that had been engraved in his neat, boxy handwriting, fond memories ran through my mind. His notes always put a smile on my face. When he'd leave on a trip, he'd hide one or two around the house so that while he was gone, I'd find it. Sometimes he'd text it while on his business trips as his way of saying he wished I was with him.

I always knew it wasn't exclusive to us, but it still felt special and reminded me of him and his big personality. I was the opposite of him in every way.

Introverted and shy, except now when I was on stage. He brought out a side of myself that few got to see. Around him, I had laughed a lot, felt confident and free.

It's strange. As I gazed down, this funny realization washed over me. I wasn't mad any longer. Instead, I felt that same confident, freedom of spirit that I'd always felt when around him.

"Ted, wow, I thought I would be angry being here. I'm not," I said, leaning forward and setting the flowers down. "I came to tell you off, but I'm just not feeling it."

I stood there for a moment, not sure what to do next. I'd thought this trip would take me longer. I had a box full of tissue at the ready for me to cry buckets. Yet here I was, not a tear in sight.

With Audrey not expecting me for another hour or two, maybe I could stop at the new shopping mall on the way home or take myself to lunch. Or perhaps I should just go pick up my baby and go home.

A few minutes ticked by as I fought with my indecision when a movement caught my eye, and then realization hit me.

"Ted?"

"Joanna?" He jumped. "You... you can see me?"

"Yes, I can."

"How?"

"It's a long story."

"I have time," he said with a chuckle.

For no good reason, I hesitated. There was no way to avoid telling him. He was dead, and I could see him, so he knew the secret, just not the details of it.

"Well, I never told you, but when I was a child, I had psychic powers and could speak to the dead. Well, still can, obviously."

"No kidding." He rolled his eyes and laughed. "That's a huge secret to keep from your husband."

"You're one to talk. You had a whole secret life that I knew nothing about. Girlfriends, all that debt."

"Jo, I can explain all of it," he said. "But it's a long story."

"I've got time." I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at him.

"Well," he sighed, "what you don't know is that I worked for Hank Hammersley."

"Hank the Hammer?"

"Yes, and that wasn't my girlfriend. She worked for Hank also, and we were trying to bring in a mark." He paused to judge my reaction. I pursed my lips and nodded. "The debt... that is harder to explain, I guess. I was just trying to support a lifestyle that I thought I should have and took out loans."

"Wait, but if you were working for Hank, where was all the money going? From my understanding, he pays well."

He hung his head and mumbled, "I had a gambling problem and took out loans to support it."

"I'd say you had a gambling problem. More than a quarter of a million dollars' worth of problem," I snarked.

"I know. I'm sorry." He hung his head.

"Why didn't you take out a loan with Hank? I know he does that. I'm sure he would have let you work it off, right?"

"Yes, he does and would have. I was one of his... collectors. I knew his methods for getting his money back, and I didn't want that." He paused and looked at me. "Or for you."

My mouth dropped open at his words. So he had thought of me. All these years, I thought he had been selfishly on a fun trip with a girlfriend. But that only gave me part of the story. I needed more answers.

"Then why were you working for Hank if not to pay off your debts?"

"It started as something exciting out of high school. Who wouldn't want to work for a mob boss? It morphed into a way to support myself away from my parents and then to support you and us."

"Okay." I thought for a moment. "You had a big gambling problem and took out a lot of loans. We could have dealt with that. So why keep it from me?"

"I was embarrassed. It spiraled so quickly, and just as I thought I was going to get it under control, I died."

"You shouldn't have been drinking and driving," I said flatly.

"No, Jo, you don't understand. I was murdered."

As his words sunk in, the world around me started spinning, and everything around me blurred. I stumbled to a nearby bench, leaning over with my head between my knees, trying to focus on my breathing.

After I was finally able to catch my breath and thoughts, I asked, "What the hell, Ted? What are you saying?"

"I was on that trip to run down a skip for Hank. The girl worked for Hank, too, like I said. We had been at this party where the guy was supposed to be." He sighed. "He wasn't there, so we left."

"Then why did her family come after me?" I couldn't process the murder part fully yet. One detail at a time.

"They were crazy and thought there was money, I guess. I really don't know."

As the spinning subsided, I stood to pace, muttering to myself. None of this made sense. He worked for Hank the Hammer, and for the last several months, I had been working with Hank and built what I thought was a relationship with him, and he never told me he knew my husband.

To be fair, I had changed my last name back to my maiden name of Webber after Ted died, so it's possible Hank didn't know that. Still, it didn't tamp down my anger.

Ted stood there watching without saying a word. He seemed to be processing my secret too. I wondered if he had known, would he have come to tell me sooner? I'd have to ask him that later.

"So, I don't understand why you think you were murdered. There was no evidence of that in the police reports."

"As we were leaving the club, some guys followed us. I guess they figured out who we worked for or something. They chased us, trying to run us off the road." He paused. "She died instantly, but they pulled me from the car and beat me, then staged it as if I died in the crash."

"That... I... Didn't the police do an investigation? What about security cameras? And who were these guys?"

"We aren't exactly sure who they were, but they stuck around to give witness statements. Said I was all over the road and barely missed hitting them." He shook his head. "I don't know much else. I didn't stick around to find out more. It was all a lot to process at that moment. I had just died, and honestly, my first thought was you."

"Me?" Again, I was shocked to learn this after my distorted version of the story for so many years.

"Yes, first how sad you'd be. I never wanted to hurt you. But then I also thought of how close I was to getting that big payday. Had I gotten that guy, I could've paid off all my debts. But instead, you had to deal with all of it. I wanted to tell you. I should've been the one to tell you." He ran his hands over his face. "Had I known about your powers, I would have been able to tell you and explain and possibly settle all this sooner."

Well, that answered that. One less thing I'd have to remember to ask him, which was good because we had a lot still to catch up on.

"So, that's the thing, though. I had blocked my powers when I was a child. It just kept getting me in trouble. I only recently got them back."

"What? Seriously?"

"Yeah. I had hoped to get my powers back so I could talk to you, ask you about all of this. It took a while, but I finally did get them back, and now here you are."

He smiled at me. "Well, for what it's worth, I am sorry for everything you had to go through with my death."

"I'm sorry to you as well."

We stood there, an awkward silence between us. I didn't know what he was thinking, but I was trying to process the new reality surrounding his death. My emotions were all over the place.

"What have you been doing this whole time? Just hanging out here?" I asked after a few silent moments.

"Yeah, mostly. I didn't feel like being around my family. I did at first, but they were so depressed. My mother was nearly inconsolable. I just couldn't watch that. It was less depressing to just be here." He gestured around.

"I can understand that." Other spirits had told me this before.

I let my eyes glance around to see others mingling among the headstones. I didn't engage with them, though, as I had my own personal stuff to deal with at the moment. The one I'd been waiting on for so long.

"Wait. If you can see me, talk to me, you can talk to Hank, let him know about my death. If I had to guess who was behind this, I think it was a rival of his. There are two I can think of that could have been behind it."

"No, no. I don't want to get involved," I said. "Besides, it's been six years. Nobody is going to believe it, and is it still relevant?"

"Are you saying I'm not relevant? What, just because I'm dead?"

"No, that's not what I meant." I stammered. "I just meant it's been years, and nobody is looking at this as an active case, let alone murder. It was considered an accident."

"Well, it wasn't an accident. I told you those goons ran us off the road. Hank needs to know that we were taken out. He wouldn't stand for a rival killing his folks."

I had a few things I wanted to say to Hank myself. First, how could he not tell me after all this time that Ted had worked for him?

"Fine, I'll do it." I instantly regretted agreeing to this, but I have to admit, I was curious to see how this would play out. The closure I'd craved for years could be answered if I investigated his death. Accident or murder, I'd know.

"Thank you." He smiled at me. That smile used to make me weak in the knees. Heck, even dead, he had the best smile.

"I need to get going, but come by my house sometime, and we can discuss plans."

"Perfect."

I gave him my address and some basic rules to follow. First, no creeping around in my private spaces, like the bedroom and bathroom. Privacy was rule number one with me.

"And I tell all the spirits I work with, please try to keep visits to 'business hours,' no early morning visits. I have already worked with one that did the early thing. I hated it."

That was Jeremy Landon, the first ghost I worked with after regaining my powers. He asked me to find his murderer, and as strange as it was, I ended up adopting the murderer's daughter. Oakley was the best thing to happen to me in a long time.

"Oh, trust me, I remember you aren't a morning person." He winked.

I gave him a dirty look through my laughter. We settled on a date and time before saying our goodbyes.

"Thanks Jo," he said. "Glad you got to see me."

"The pleasure's all yours," I quipped.

I walked to my car, looking back as I reached it. He waved.

Of all the strange interactions I had with the dead, this was the weirdest yet. Who knew I could so easily forgive my late husband for the harm he had caused?








Chapter Two

~Joanna~

 

Days after seeing Ted, I was still trying to process what he'd said: murdered and working for Hank. How could I not know? How could he have even more secrets?

When I'd picked up Oakley from Audrey, she'd asked me how it had gone. I was vague with the details, as I wasn't ready to tell her what happened. I didn't even know if I could explain it yet. I'm sure I would tell her at some point because I told her everything. I'd likely ask for her thoughts on this odd situation, but it was my secret for now.

My other secret was hiding in the back of my walk-in closet. I had gotten rid of everything from my brief marriage to Ted, except I kept one plastic tote of pictures, notes, and other small keepsakes. Nobody knew I had this, not even Audrey.

I hadn't opened it in years. Not since I packed it all away only a few months after his death, crying the whole time but feeling oh so empowered after.

Since Oakley was napping and wouldn't be awake for another hour, I decided to open the vault and take a walk down memory lane. So I grabbed a box of tissues and headed for my closet.

Dragging the box from the closet, I sat cross-legged on the floor and braced myself for the barrage of images I was about to see, the words I knew I would read.

Opening the lid, the first picture I saw was from our first weekend trip together. A lump formed in my throat as I looked at our faces from more than ten years ago.

We'd gone several hours away to the beach. It had been the perfect choice. Far enough away from our college friends to feel like we were alone, just the two of us, but close enough we were able to drive.

"We looked so young in this picture." I ran a gentle finger across our faces.

I'd gone shopping and gotten a new bikini and a new sundress. The pale pink floral fabric of the dress had been flowy yet fit my curves perfectly. He could barely keep his hands off of me that night.

I giggled, remembering how sexy and beautiful I felt. He had always made me feel that way.

"Even if I still had that dress, I couldn't wear it now, Chewy," I said to my chocolate lab mix, who was lounging nearby. He lifted his head to look at me. "See?"

I showed him the picture. He smelled it and then flopped back on his side. Clearly, this was not his thing. I laughed a little and then set the photo to the side so I could really dig in.

Picture after picture, memory after memory came back. I didn't fight the tears. It was healing.

"Oh, when we moved into our house."

The red brick 3-bedroom house had seemed like a dream at the time. We had spent several weekends replacing the floors, removing wallpaper, and then painting. Finally, we had taken someone else's dream home and made it our own. It had been perfect for us and the family we had hoped to start there.

Our first fight had occurred one of those weekends. We'd been tired and stressed, which exploded into an argument about our painting techniques. We each had a slightly different method, and both of us insisted our way was the best, most efficient way.

Thinking about it now, it was silly, as most of our fights were. Neither of us had been wrong, and in the end, we had gotten the walls painted. We had rarely fought about anything meaningful. The fights were usually something petty.

One of our most serious fights happened after he had died, and it was all a one-sided fight. Just me yelling into the void, wishing and hoping for answers, and begging for my powers so that I could channel his spirit.

It took me roughly six years from that low point to get my abilities back. It happened randomly after one of my shows. His name had been Jeremy Landon, and he had claimed to have been murdered. He had been a pharmaceutical executive, and his death had been ruled a terrible accident with the possibility that he had committed suicide.

It had been the first time I'd ever helped investigate a murder. It had been scary and exciting. It did turn out to be, in fact, a murder, though as it turned out, it had been accidental. The poisonous cocktail had been meant for someone else.

It had not been what I had expected when I had wished to regain my powers, but it had been interesting and had given my now-friends a different kind of closure and had brought me my sweet, adopted daughter in the process.

"Oh, gosh," I said as I pulled out the first shoebox that held greeting cards he'd given me. Pulling out the first, I ran a thumb over his handwriting on the envelope. Dumplin' was how it was addressed. He knew I hated that nickname, but it had become an inside joke. Anytime he could cause me to roll my eyes, he loved it.

I pulled the card out and was greeted by a cartoon dog declaring I was the best.

"I remember this one." We'd gotten into a silly fight. Probably our most serious, though even it seemed so absurd now. It had been about his mother and his lack of defending me to her. She'd really tried to drive us apart over and over.

She had tried to push him towards Paige Mason. She was the daughter of their best friends. In his mother's eyes, only Paige was good enough for her favorite son.

Inside, he'd written his apology.

My sweet wife,

I'm so sorry for always letting you down. It is just so difficult to be caught in the middle between my mother and my wife.

I choose you and love you so very much. I promise I will try to do better by you.

Your terribly sorry husband

I dabbed at my eyes as a new batch of tears formed. This had been not long before his death. He never had a chance to prove that he would stand up for me against her.

I did believe he meant it, though. He just simply didn't get the chance. His life cut short, either as he said, by being murdered or, as the police reported, in a drunk driving accident. I needed to know.

I picked up another card and another, reading each message. I laughed, I cried, and then laughed some more.

We had a good relationship, a solid marriage, except for possibly the issues with the in-laws. I didn't take it too seriously as I knew people didn't always get along with their spouse's family. Though my own family welcomed him in with open, loving arms, even my mother who could be a touch dramatic and sensitive with change and things that weren't about her. But for some reason, she loved Ted, at least until his death, and then she turned into a rabid badger.

"He was never good enough for you," she had said when it was reported that he had died with another woman. "I just knew something wasn't right. He had been too smooth, too good."

"Mother, you know that's not true. You'd loved him as if he was your





























































































cover.jpeg
ORGANIZED
MURDER

AMedium with a Heart

W 4

ERICA T WHELTON





