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      Every girl wants a fairy godmother!

      

      
        
        But not the kind with a misfiring wand.

      

        

      
        Hillary’s been hit by a wonky bit of magic that was supposed to introduce her to her soul mate. That doesn’t happen.

        Instead she meets…

        Brad.

      

        

      
        Brad’s been waiting for someone to see him—literally, to see him. That’s no small trick, since he’s been invisible to everyone but his friend Walter for three long and lonely years. It’s just his luck that the one woman who does is a knockout with a heart bigger than Texas and is completely, utterly unattainable.

      

        

      
        She’s a heartache in heels, but that doesn’t stop Brad from falling in love.

      

        

      
        Will Hillary and Brad become a couple, or will Brad's incorporeal state keep them from their love ever after?

      

      

      

      Previously published in 2016, Heartache in Heels (formerly Ghostly Love) features almost entirely new content, including a point-of-view switch.
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      I wouldn’t kill for the right wardrobe.

      Maim? Possibly, but only for an old pair of jeans that would rock as cut-offs. Okay, that was a few seasons ago, but the point remains that while I love clothes (and shoes—let’s not forget shoes), I’m not completely off my rocker.

      My family, my friends, and an ex-boyfriend or two think I’m obsessed.

      I say I’m committed.

      As a professional shopper, it’s literally my job. Granted, it’s one of my many jobs…part-time personal shopper, part-time blogger, part-time dog walker, and part-time errand runner. I’m aware that’s a lot of part-times, but a girl’s gotta pay her bills, and—this is the important part—for at least part of the week, people pay me to shop.

      Best. Job. Ever.

      And also what brought me to my fave vintage and specialty clothing shop on this gorgeous morning.

      I was at Every Woman’s Fairy Godmother today because I needed to make my client feel fabulous.

      The right slinky slip dress, one with silk lining and seams that felt like they weren’t even there, could make a woman feel sexy.

      But if my client needed the equivalent of a full-body hug, then stretchy skinny jeans (the kind that hide flaws instead of showcasing them) and an incredibly soft cotton tee paired with a hand-knit sweater might be the way to go.

      That is the beauty of my job, the beauty of my favorite job. I can lift a client’s mood with the right outfit, make her feel sexy or flirty or just a little more comfortable in her own skin. All I need is a good understanding of my client’s needs, a decent sense of style, and a practically magical source of fab fashion.

      Enter Madeleine and Every Woman’s Fairy Godmother.

      If I needed a special gown, a unique accessory, or a killer pair of heels, Madeleine waved her magical fashion wand and somehow made it happen. Her vintage store was always stocked with the classy, cutting-edge, nostalgic, hip, or beautifully tailored item I needed.

      And on the rare occasions it wasn’t in the store? She utilized her fairy godmother connections to hook me up with the piece I needed.

      She had to have ridiculous connections to keep her shop stocked and fill all of the special orders that came her way. And the weirdest part? She had this crazy successful business that had been around for at least a decade, and I’d almost swear we were around the same age. Maybe she was over thirty and used great skincare products?

      Forty seemed unlikely but not out of the realm of possibility, but then I’d catch her in a cute pair of jeans, a fitted tee, and almost no makeup—like today—and I’d bet the La Perla gift certificate I’d been hanging on to for a special occasion that she wasn’t more than twenty-three.

      She was that kind of woman, agelessly gorgeous, but occasionally mind-bogglingly youthful.

      I could almost believe she was a magical fairy—except that was cra-cra.

      “Hillary!” Madeleine called out with a cheery wave when she spotted me. “How’s my second favorite client doing today?”

      “Cute. You know I outclass Edgar in every way.” I didn’t. Not even close. Edgar was a full-time personal shopper with a posh client list I liked to drool over. He was also the wonderful man who’d turned me onto the best career ever and a great mentor.

      Madeleine didn’t argue, but she did give me a cheeky grin, letting me know that the day of me outclassing Edgar had most definitely not arrived.

      Someday, I’d have enough of a client list to ditch the dog-walking and the errands. Maybe even the blogging, though I really enjoyed how flexible the blogging could be…

      Someday, but not today. Today, I had a midday appointment with a chihuahua in possession of an itsy-bitsy bladder and a bark that could shatter glass.

      Since I didn’t want to clean up pee or upset Sugar, both of which would happen if I was even five minutes late, I retrieved my list from my bag and handed it to Madeleine. “I’ve got a few very special requests. Mrs. Peter Swinden.”

      We shared a look.

      The list would most certainly be special-order items, hence my passing it along to Madeleine. Mrs. Peter Swinden didn’t have taste that aligned with either Madeleine’s or my own…or anyone else who would shop at Every Woman’s Fairy Godmother. In fact, her requested items were invariably quite difficult to find, because Mrs. Peter Swinden’s taste didn’t align with most people’s.

      Oh, and the Mrs. Peter thing? I’m not making fun of my client. She actually introduces herself as Mrs. Peter Swinden. Who does that? Mrs. Peter Swinden, apparently.

      While I couldn’t be terribly finicky about my clients at this stage of my budding business’s development, I would have cut Mrs. Peter and her truly terrible fashion sense loose, but for two facts: she paid ridiculously well, and she was an incredibly kind woman.

      It was really the kindness. She was such a warm person. I enjoyed making her happy, even if it meant… My gaze flickered to the list Madeleine was now perusing, and I sighed. Yes, even if it meant finding a Mrs. Roper 1970s muumuu.

      “The seventies have come back.” I nodded, as if affirming the statement made the muumuu request less problematic. “A few times.”

      “Not this part of the seventies.”

      And that was kicker. Definitely not the Mrs. Roper muumuu part of the seventies. Except that part of the seventies had come back for Mrs. Peter Swinden. Or it would be shortly, because Madeleine would help me make it happen.

      Mrs. Peter would get her muumuu, and she would be effervescent. Mrs. Peter happy was like a bottle of recently uncorked champagne. The cheap pink stuff, the kind that was fun and fizzy and shouldn’t be saved for extra-special occasions but used to celebrate the everyday awesome of life.

      And that was why Mrs. Peter was still my client.

      Madeleine looked up from the list with an inscrutable expression. “Your time is coming.”

      I cocked my head, because I wasn’t sure how to take that. I had faith in my business. All of my businesses, actually. I wasn’t fearful success would pass me by, because I wouldn’t let it. Managing my time, on the other hand, that was a different question, one that was starting to give me heartburn.

      “You have other clients to shop for?” Madeleine asked, looking once again like her normal, helpful self.

      I retrieved my cell from my purse then lifted it and said, “Yes. And since Sugar’s bladder waits for no one, I’ll get to it.”

      “All right, but pick something up for yourself today.” As I started to decline, she pointed a finger at me. “Fifty percent off whatever you find. Do it.”

      Even though I was a bit tight for cash this month, I felt compelled to “do it.” Looked like I was doing a little shopping for myself.

      Did it get colder in here? The air conditioning must have kicked on, because my entire body shivered.
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      I started with the shoes.

      Naturally, because shoes.

      Sadly, no heels, platforms, wedges, or sandals called my name today, and I wouldn’t use that fifty percent just to use it. I had to find a special piece, something that begged to go home with me. Something that would brighten my day. Actually, something that would brighten many days.

      Since I wasn’t finding a special pair of gorgeous heels to brighten this and many more days to come, I retrieved my client list from my phone and started the hunt.

      I had five client requests to address over the next few days, and three of them could potentially be filled at Every Woman’s Fairy Godmother: an evening bag to coordinate with a pair of shoes I’d already sourced through a boutique across town; a necklace to accent one client’s “ladies” (she was keen for her husband to take more interest in that particular part of her anatomy and, resultingly, she hoped, their sex life); and a flashy but not-too-flashy eighties party dress for a client who wanted to shine at her eighties-themed reunion (she hadn’t graduated in the eighties, rather two decades later, and her idea of eighties-themed ran toward tulle and Madonna).

      Some days my job felt a teensy bit therapy adjacent, since I was listening to my clients’ problems and then offering up articles of clothing to address them.

      The dress seemed the practical first choice. My client was a size four, not always the easiest size to find in vintage stores, unless I was hunting for something from a few decades earlier. If the racks didn’t yield something suitable, I’d add it to the request list I’d provided Madeleine.

      But victory was mine!

      I found just the piece, and in such pristine condition that it couldn’t possibly have survived a drunken prom night. After checking the seams and zipper, looking for any tears in the tulle (so, so much tulle), and whipping out my tape measure to verify the size ran true, I had a winner.

      Before heading to the counter to drop off my find, I made a quick pit stop at the bags, where I scored my second gorgeous find, a gold brocade bag that would complement the shoes I’d already purchased.

      “You look like you’ve done well.” Madeleine eyed the bag fondly as she took it from me and wrapped it in tissue paper. “I always liked this one. It’s elegance with a splash of fun. And speaking of fun…” She gathered the dress and its short, multilayered skirt in her arms, then ran her finger across the lettering on the belt. It read “Boy Toy,” which matched my client’s sense of humor to a tee.

      I was about to reply—something about how I always found exactly the right thing in Madeleine’s shop—when a pair of glasses in the display case caught my eye.

      The gaudiest vintage cat-eyed sunglasses I’d ever seen sparkled up at me. Encrusted with crystals, they looked like they’d been bedazzled by an overzealous twelve-year-old, and I adored them.

      “Gimme” was going through my head, but I managed to articulate a slightly more polite request to see them.

      Madeleine blinked at the bling, then retrieved them. “The frames are original, from the fifties. It’s just the tinted glass that are new. Removing the prescription makes them functional again.”

      “Practical.”

      Madeleine grinned at my comment.

      Okay, no, there was nothing practical about the glitzy glasses, but they were adorable and needed to be mine.

      She quoted me a price that included the discount, and when I nodded my agreement, she packed the glasses and the ridiculously sparkly and completely impractical case that accompanied them together with my other purchases.

      It wasn’t until I was already in my car and headed to prevent a Sugar pee disaster that I realized I’d forgotten to look at the necklaces.

      My client’s bosom would have to wait another day or two to be admired. Not a tragedy, and I still had a few days before the promised delivery date—but I wasn’t usually quite so forgetful when it came to my businesses.
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      Sugar got her walk, and her house was pee-free. Victory!

      It was a tricky proposition, because if I came any earlier and her owner happened to be running a little late in the evening—yep, pee disaster.

      Poor Sugar. She really needed two walks during the day, which I wasn’t capable of providing. I needed to have a talk with her owner (again) and tell her she needed to hire a different service (again).

      On one hand, achievement unlocked and yay for me. I’d grown my dog-walking business to the point that I was turning away new clients. I’d stopped advertising over a year ago, but I still got referrals.

      But on the other hand, my other businesses were growing as well, and I had to start making some choices.

      Choices were hard.

      I’d straddled the line of too busy for a while now. Fear of missing a mortgage payment will do that to a gal. But if I was being honest with myself, it wasn’t really a financial fear that pushed me. It was a different worry altogether. By choosing to focus on one or two of my businesses, I was leaving the others behind—and I liked my little moneymaking projects.

      Dog walking kept me fit, and I loved my time with the pooches. I didn’t have one of my own (with my schedule? Um, no), so client walks fulfilled all my doggie needs. Without my dog-walking biz, I might have to actually commit to a pet to get my canine fix.

      My gofering gig tied in neatly with my personal shopping biz, and, in fact, had overlapping clientele. So it just made sense to keep the errand running rolling.

      Which left my fashion blogging, a business that was just starting to gain some revenue potential, nicely complemented my personal shopping business, and had the greatest flexibility scheduling-wise.

      Ugh. I needed more hours in the day, not fewer jobs.

      I wanted to keep them all.

      The other thing I wanted to keep? Some semblance of a social life, even if that social life was limited to a few friends and my grandfather.

      My grandfather was the one easy choice in my life. I’d always make time for my favorite person. Gramps was the best.

      Speaking of my favorite guy, I was headed to check on him today. I glanced at my GPS and saw I was just a few minutes away.

      When my grandmother died three years ago, he’d had a hard time. In the interim, he’d made exceptional progress…mostly.

      He’d bounced from complete, grief-stricken, twenty-four-hour-housecoat-wearing depression, to…Brad.

      Brad.

      I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel of my Fiat.

      Brad was a problem.

      One that might cost my grandfather his freedom if I didn’t keep a close watch.

      The sun busted out from behind the clouds, and I pulled out my nifty new glasses. Just looking at their sparkly frames made me smile and—temporarily—forget about Brad.

      Steering with one hand, I ran my fingers over the bumpy stones with the other.

      The fifties had such a flair for fashion and an appreciation of glamour. They might not have had gel manicures or comfortably functional undergarments, and there had been some seriously bad dye jobs happening back in the day, but, overall, the fifties were a fashion plus in my book.

      I slipped the glasses on and was pleasantly surprised by their quality. Whoever had replaced the lenses had done a bang-up job. The view through my windshield was crisp and clear.

      “Thank you, Madeleine.”

      With a glance at my dashboard clock, I confirmed I had plenty of time for dinner with Gramps before my first evening appointment.

      Gramps and I needed to talk. About Brad—I couldn’t help rolling my eyes heavenward, Lord give me strength—but also about my sneaky, conniving aunt and uncle. Every time I thought of them, the back of my neck itched. They’d been quiet lately—too quiet. Mischief was afoot.

      The plotting duo would have a field day if I took my eye off the prize for any length of time. The prize being Gramps’ freedom and happiness. Unfortunately, my grandfather had way too much faith in his kids’ good intentions.

      I turned into Gramps’ neighborhood. I checked on him two or three times a week. Not that he wasn’t completely capable of caring for himself. Just the opposite. He walked a mile twice a day, had better eyesight than most seventy-five-year-olds, and cooked a much meaner meal than me. But there was Brad and my evil, overbearing family to worry about.

      After I pulled into Gramps’ driveway and parked, I leaned my head back against the headrest and closed my eyes.

      If the house wasn’t worth so much (that dang east Austin gentrification), if my aunt and uncle would spend a little more time with Gramps, if everyone in my family would accept that Gramps’ house meant the world to him, if everyone would stop for a moment to consider what the loss of my grandfather’s independence would do to him…

      Who was I kidding? Even if all those things were true, that didn’t get rid of Brad.

      I slipped my fingers under my new shades and pressed the inside corners of my eyes, trying to stem the sudden desire to cry like a broken-hearted tween. I was not a crier, and Gramps would spot my red eyes in a heartbeat.

      For an old man with an imaginary friend, my grandfather really had it together. His memory was sharp, he was physically fit, and his cognition seemed unimpaired by age…minus Brad.

      The business with Brad started about three years ago. Every once in a while, Gramps would mention his buddy Brad. At first, we all thought he’d made a friend in the neighborhood. (Except for my mom, who thought Gramps had a boyfriend.) Given my grandmother’s passing and Gramps’ ensuing depression, I’d been thrilled. Neighbor friend, boyfriend—whoever Brad was to Gramps, I was happy because he was happy.

      And I kept on being thrilled right up until I realized Brad wasn’t a neighbor friend or a boyfriend. Brad was an imaginary friend. A figment of a lonely widower’s overactive imagination.

      I wigged out—at first. I thought for sure that the dreaded D or A (dementia, Alzheimer’s—even thinking the words made my eyes burn) were around the corner, that Brad was a hallucination or a sign of diminishing cognition, and it broke my heart.

      But then I’d done my due diligence, and I don’t mean internet research. I talked with his doctor, expressed my concern, and asked what I, as his closest relative, should do to monitor the situation.

      It had taken a good six months, but I’d eventually become convinced that Brad was Gramps’ only hallucination—and a weirdly helpful one, at that.

      After Brad showed up, Gramps picked up his daily walks again. He’d stopped when my grandmother had become ill. He also started to grocery-shop weekly, when he’d been a bulk, once-a-month shopper before. And this was really strange: his diet changed. He started eating more fresh foods and less canned and prepackaged stuff. My Gramps came from the generation of canned food. If his imaginary friend could do what I couldn’t—convince him to adopt a healthier lifestyle—then I was Team Brad.

      So what if Gramps, in his loneliness, had made up a really cool friend to keep him company? It was three years into the two’s surreal friendship, and Brad only seemed to have been a good influence…minus the part where he wasn’t real.

      My family, especially Aunt Carol and Uncle Tim, didn’t share my viewpoint, so I discouraged him from speaking about Brad with the rest of the greedy, retirement-home-loving family. They wanted Gramps’ house sold, and Gramps in a tiny apartment with a bunch of older people who weren’t nearly as fit as he was.

      That might be the right answer, possibly even a really fun place for him to live—at some point. Not yet, and only if it was his choice.

      Because Gramps loved his home.

      Mom and Dad weren’t a problem. They lived out of state, so just about everything to do with Gramps flew over their heads. (Mom still thought Brad was Gramps’ boyfriend, just his imaginary boyfriend.)

      But Aunt Carol and Uncle Tim lived locally, and they were a problem. Call me a cynic, but I suspected the steadily increasing value of Gramps’ old house had something to do with Carol and Tim’s recent escalating interest in placing him in a home.

      Of course, they didn’t call it a home, and they swore he’d love living there.

      Right. Just like he’d love it when the new owners demolished the home he’d lived in all of his adult life.

      Unfortunately, it was the property that was valuable, because renovating a dated three-thousand-square-foot house from the fifties would cost much more than tearing it down and throwing up a box mansion twice that size.

      A tap on my car window about made me pee my pants. No bueno, since this vintage skirt was one of my faves.

      When my heart stopped galloping, I rolled the window down.

      “Sorry, Gramps. Lost in admiration of my new nail color. What do you think?” I flashed him what was actually a three-day-old manicure.

      He squinted, a sure sign of an attempt to think of something positive, then said, “Very shiny. How about a little dinner? That is why you’re here, isn’t it? So I can feed you?” He started back inside the house without waiting for a response.

      And that was another Brad bonus. Brad had not only converted Gramps to fresher foods, he’d taught Gramps how to cook. And by “how to cook,” I mean how to cook really good food.

      Weird, right? But when Brad worked for the forces of good, it was hard to hold his nonexistence against him.

      I rolled up my window, checked my mascara and eyeliner surreptitiously for smearing in the rearview mirror, and then hopped out of the car. Jogging up behind him, I said, “You know I’m all about a free meal.”

      Once inside, Gramps gave me a big hug. “Always good to see you, peanut.”

      He waited until we’d finished our meal and were having an after-dinner espresso made with his fancy, ultra-modern espresso machine—thanks, Brad—to spring his bad news. “I’ve got an appointment with some lady doctor next week.”

      I tapped a nail on the table. “A lady doctor, huh? Not just a doctor?”

      Since common sense ruled out a gynecologist, I could only assume he literally meant a doctor who was a woman. As modern as he could be, in some ways he was a stodgy old dude. Also, I knew for a fact that his GP was a man, so… “Why the new doctor?”

      “Tim and Carol thought—”

      “Whoa. Tim and Carol? Is your new lady doctor a psychiatrist?” Because if she was, I could not be held accountable for any action taken against my nutty relatives. Their evil ways were driving me mad.

      “Calm down. Hey, put your phone away. It was either go voluntarily or have the court require an evaluation. We don’t want that, do we? It’s better this way.”

      I stopped cruising my contacts for Aunt Carol’s number. “Is it better? Do you know that for sure? I think we should hire an attorney.”

      Grandpa leaned back in his 1976 kitchen chair and crossed his arms. “No.”

      Zen.

      That was me.

      Deep breathing, happy thoughts… I would not murder my aunt and uncle. I would not murder my aunt and uncle. I would not— “Ugh. I’m gonna kill them.”

      “No. Whatever you’re thinking or scheming”—he gave me an intent look—“and I know it’s not actual murder, just stop. I’m doing the evaluation. It’s no problem, because I’m not crazy.”

      I knew where this conversation was going. Tim and Carol were family. He loved them, they loved him, they certainly didn’t mean any harm. Blah, blah, blah.

      My rear, they didn’t mean him any harm.

      What else was tossing him in an old folks’ home but harm? An active, healthy, with-it guy like Gramps should only move to a retirement community if he wanted to. And the dynamic duo had hardly gone with an active seniors’ retirement community. No, what they’d picked out was an old folks’ home for the mentally not-quite-all-there.

      Also, small problem: Gramps was a teensy-weensy bit crazy. Not couldn’t-look-after-himself crazy, but he wasn’t exactly pass-a-psych-exam sane either. The dude had an imaginary friend, and he wasn’t five.

      But I couldn’t say that.

      “It’s not about whether you’re crazy or not. It’s about whether you can make responsible financial decisions for yourself, Gramps, and whether you can care for yourself.” Which was what it should be about, but I was really worried it wouldn’t be. Also, much as I hated to say it out loud… “I’m afraid they’ll trick you.”

      He uncrossed his arms, and his eyes softened. “Am I so gullible?”

      I groaned. “Not gullible. But you’re a stand-up guy, and you can’t lie to save your life.”

      A wounded look crossed his face.

      “Gramps. Real talk, now. You couldn’t tell me my nail polish looks nice, even though I know you wanted to. If Brad comes up—and you know he will—you won’t be able to fudge. And any talk of Brad and y’all’s exploits will put your credibility in doubt.”

      Gramps brightened at the mention of Brad. “Did I show you my new phone? Brad helped me pick it out.” He pulled his phone out. He’d already upgraded to a smartphone from his previous flip version a few years ago—with Brad’s help, because I hadn’t been able to convince him—so I wasn’t completely shocked to find him sporting a cutting-edge phone.

      My best guess was that Gramps had begun to plumb the depths of the internet, which meant he’d quite possibly discovered review sites and video-streaming sites and forums. How else had he found and learned to use all of his new gadgets? Prior to my grandmother’s death, he’d never been high-tech, and now he was frothing milk with his fancy steamer and sporting a phone even I envied.

      The other option, that his imaginary friend was real, wasn’t exactly an option.

      “Don’t look that way.”

      Since I’d been staring off into space, I hadn’t a clue how I looked.

      Gramps frowned. “You have that look, the one you get when you’re thinking too hard or hormonal.”

      My jaw dropped. Not literally, but seriously—since when did Gramps start calling me out on my PMS symptoms? And yes, I did get just a touch emotional during that particular time of the month, but who could blame me? Some of the commercials they play on TV these days are real tearjerkers.

      I pointed a finger at him. “I love you, but no more talking about my hormones.” I cut him off as he was about to reply. “And don’t blame Brad.”

      Gramps shrugged.

      He’d totally been about to blame Brad.

      Which just proved my point: Brad was a problem. For a friend who wasn’t real, his influence was incredibly pervasive. He’d inserted himself into practically every aspect of Gramps’ life.

      Which made my stomach churn, because there wasn’t a chance in hell Gramps could pass a psych eval.

      “Oh, Gramps. You see the issue, right? Your imaginary friend is steering your buying decisions. You know and I know that you’re not going to spend all your money on some pyramid scheme or some other scam, but do you understand how listening to the advice of a guy who doesn’t exist might be a red flag for a psychiatrist who’s evaluating your ability to make responsible financial choices?”

      “It’ll be fine, peanut. You worry too much.”

      He pulled me into a hug, and as comforting as it felt to be wrapped up in a bear hug by one of the people I loved most in the world, I also knew that it meant the conversation was over.

      Gramps wasn’t going to lie about Brad.

      He wasn’t going to hire an attorney who would protect his interests.

      He was going to show up for that appointment with the psychiatrist.

      And it would not go well.
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      I no longer crept from room to room, worrying the unexpected sight of me would give Walter a heart attack. I hadn’t in years.

      Walter knew my incorporeal self didn’t make much noise, so my seemingly sudden appearances weren’t actually all that sudden, and he’d grown accustomed to my catlike ways.

      In fact, we’d had a few philosophical conversations pondering the meaning of me.

      How could I speak and be heard when I had no physical presence?

      How could Walter hear and see me, but no one else could?

      Why didn’t I have any memory prior to the short time I’d wandered the city before meeting Walter?

      Who had I been before I’d become Brad, Walter’s BFF?

      And here was the humdinger: what was I?

      We’d landed on ghost as the best guess, but I didn’t feel ghostly. I felt…lost, confused, frustrated.

      I didn’t feel dead.

      That particular part I’d kept to myself, because I recognized how crazy it sounded. I walked through walls, had a conscious mind with no substantial body, and could only be seen by a seventy-five-year-old widower who’d been in the midst of a depressive spiral when I showed up on his lawn.

      If I faced reality—a reality infused with a stout belief in the otherworldly—I was a ghost.

      A ghost whose existence would be significantly worse without the companionship of a pretty amazing guy. And right now, that guy was looking pretty stressed out.

      “Walter.”

      The lines of worry on his forehead faded away when he looked up from his empty whiskey glass. As soon as his granddaughter had left, he’d poured himself a finger of his favorite and planted himself at the kitchen table.

      He needed a few minutes to process, but he’d had that. Time to start facing facts.

      “She’s concerned.” I watched him refill his glass and then toast me, which sparked a memory. Cool liquid on my tongue, the warm bite of liquor as it slid down my throat.

      Those little memories would crop up occasionally. Small hints of my corporeal preferences. It seemed I’d liked my whiskey on the rocks. Walter would not approve.

      He picked up the glass and headed to the sink, where he proceeded to load the dishwasher. “She shouldn’t be so worried. I’m fitter now than I was three years ago.” He didn’t look up as he continued with his task.

      Three years ago. Not a time pulled at random from the rich, full life of Walter Barrett. A little over three years ago, Walter’s wife Ingrid had passed after a very short and painful illness. An aggressive form of brain cancer, he’d told me once.

      He never spoke of her illness, except for that one time. When he did talk about Ingrid, it was always his favorite memories of her. She sounded like an incredible woman, and I could hear his love for her shining through in the stories he told.

      That was today.

      Three years ago, Walter hadn’t been in a very good place and certainly hadn’t been discussing his recently deceased wife.

      When I’d stumbled onto his lawn, I’d gotten an almost comically stereotypical response: “Get off my lawn. There’s a sidewalk for a reason.”

      Instead of removing my incorporeal self from his lawn, I’d jumped up and down and screamed like a lunatic. I’d been halfway to becoming a lunatic at the time, so it was no great surprise I’d acted like one.

      “Are you high?” a grumpy, unkempt, robe-wearing Walter had asked.

      At which point I’d stopped jumping and asked him if he was. Of the two of us, that was the much more likely scenario. I might have been invisible to almost every human on earth, but I wasn’t the one loitering on the lawn in a bathrobe and slippers while sporting an ungroomed overgrowth of whiskers.

      Walter had looked rough, bordering on homeless.

      The very not-scruffy Walter of the present waved his hand in front of my face. “Anyone home in there?”

      “Huh?”

      “You think I’m not doing better these days?” Walter’s lips tipped up slightly in amusement as he rinsed another dish. “I have proof that I am. I keep a journal with all of my personal habits, because someone threatened to scare the pants off me regularly if I didn’t.”

      “You’re welcome.” Because that journal, while no longer necessary, had been the key piece of evidence I’d used to initiate significant change in Walter’s life. A guy who didn’t shower regularly, rarely shaved, and never left the house probably wasn’t doing great, and he hadn’t been able to argue against the evidence written in his own hand.

      He’d also been ready for some help. He’d wanted to pull himself out of the funk he was in, but he hadn’t known how to do it and had been too proud to ask his family for help.

      “Yeah. You know I appreciate it. I did then, and I still do now.”

      “Then listen to me, and listen to Hillary. This appointment with the shrink is going to be a problem. You can’t have an imaginary friend, Walter. People start talking dementia, Alzheimer’s, schizophrenia, crazy old guy. Any label that lets them explain why you’re seeing and hearing things that no one else can. I don’t think it’ll matter that you’re otherwise completely rational.”

      “Call it what it is, son: hallucinating.” Walter looked over his shoulder, meeting my gaze. “And no one would think I’m losing my mind if you’d show yourself to the rest of the world.”

      “We’ve talked about this. I promise, Walter, I’ve tried. And tried and tried. I don’t know why, but you’re it; you’re the only one who can see me. I love you, man, but having only one person to talk to for three years? Come on. That’s not how I’d choose to live.”

      “Being dead stinks,” Walter said.

      “Amen to that.” I couldn’t argue, even if I didn’t feel the least bit dead.

      Walter hypothesized it was my inability to let go—of life, of a particular person, of a certain problem—that continued to tether me to this plane of existence. Maybe he was right, because I sure as hell wasn’t ready to have my existence wiped from the face of the planet, even if that existence was less than satisfactory.

      Walter and I shared that desire. We both wanted to live.

      Now.

      Three years ago, it had taken some wheedling on my part to remind him how important his life—even one without Ingrid—was, and that there was still joy to be found in a world without her.

      We’d walked together, shared stories, watched TV, hung out. And after a few months of exceptional Brad one-on-one time (hey, I’m a great guy, even if I don’t have a physical body or any sort of memory), Walter had gotten fitter, healthier, and happier. His depressive funk faded to something he’d live through rather than being something he was living day to day.

      Win-win. Walter was a great guy, and we both had needed a buddy to get us through a rough patch.

      My rough patch—death—just happened to be a little more permanent.

      Walter retrieved his glass from the counter and poured himself another finger. “Still wonder why that psychic gal couldn’t see you.”

      “Maybe she was a fake.” And even though it made my nonexistent neck itch, I said, “Maybe we should try again. A different one, though.”

      The last one had been full of it. I couldn’t believe that Hillary, who was usually so sensible when it came to her Gramps, had invited that charlatan into Walter’s home.

      Side note: I might be ever so slightly biased where Hillary was concerned. Hillary was smoking. As in seriously hot. And while I didn’t have a body, I still felt like I had a body. So I tended to see Hillary in a positive light, basically all of the time.

      But she was legit great. Even if she weren’t super hot, I’d still be into her. She was just this amazing girl. Ambitious but always making time for family. Sweet, but practical. And so kind.

      Walter cleared his throat and eyed me over his whiskey glass. “You had that look.”

      “What look?” I knew what look. The I’ve-got-the-hots-for-your-granddaughter look. Oops. Before he could describe my infatuated expression—something I didn’t want to have to explain—I turned the conversation back to paranormal problem solving. “Maybe Hillary’s new psychic would come to the house. What’s her name? Mary Jane?” I took a seat across from Walter at the kitchen table.

      However this ghost stuff worked, I was glad I had just enough ectoplasm (or whatever made up what little physical presence I had) to interact with physical objects. The idea of hovering for eternity made me queasy. It would be even better if I could lift something beyond a feather. A small feather. My life kinda sucked minus Walter.

      Walter scratched his day-old beard. After he’d re-established all his daily grooming habits, I’d convinced him that he didn’t have to shave every day, that the ladies liked a little scruff. Whether that was true for Walter’s age bracket, I didn’t know, but I was sick of watching the guy nick himself. How could a man shave for more than fifty years and be so bad at it?

      “It’s Mary Margaret. She sounds like a nun, not a bad habit.” Walter pinched his thumb and forefinger together and made as if he was smoking weed. It was pretty hilarious. “But I don’t know. Hillary said this one doesn’t see ghosts, just auras.”

      “Okay. Maybe I have an aura. I could have one of those, right?” Since I could barely pronounce it and definitely didn’t know what an aura was, I figured it could go either way. Anyway… “This psychic seems less shady. Even the name is solid. I mean, Mary Margaret? You’re sure she’s not a nun?”

      “Ha! A psychic nun. No, I don’t think so.” Walter shook his head and chuckled. “I have to say, before meeting you, I always thought Hillary was a little loony with her psychics and her crystals and tarot. Guess I was wrong about some of that stuff.” He took a sip of whiskey, then said, “Yeah, okay. I’ll ask her. This Mary Margaret does seem like a straight shooter from everything Hillary says about her. Now, that Madame Celeste, she was another story altogether.”

      We shared a glance. I’d say she was nutty, but Madame Celeste had left me with the feeling that she didn’t buy everything she was selling. In fact, she’d seemed more in touch with her bank account than her spiritual side.

      Walter continued to sip his whiskey. He’d make it last, because two was his limit, but watching him enjoy the drink was painful. It made me feel like a toddler, the kind that held out his hands and said, “Gimme, gimme, gimme.” This toddler wasn’t getting whiskey anytime soon, and if my instincts were wrong and I was truly dead, then never again.

      After we’d wallowed in silence—Walter knew I craved earthly things like booze and good food (though he hadn’t a clue I was half in love with his granddaughter) and left me to my misery when I chose to hang out while he imbibed—he said, “It’s hard not to talk about you. We spend a lot of time together.”

      I shrugged.

      Walter raised his bushy—but now neatly trimmed—eyebrows. “A lot.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.” I thanked God (or whoever was pulling the threads on the tapestry of my fate) every day for Walter.

      Before I’d stumbled on Walter in his previously unkempt and depressed state, I’d been homeless, nameless, and completely without hope. Walter had given me a name and a home, but more than that—Walter had given me purpose. Life had been grim in those months before meeting my roommate.

      I appreciated the guy and didn’t want him squirreled away in a depressing old folks’ home. Granted, the place his kid had picked out didn’t look terrible, but it was still a home. It was intended for seniors with deteriorating mental faculties, and that wasn’t Walter.

      Also, the guy loved—seriously loved—his house. It would break his heart to be forced out, and his kids should know that. Hillary understood.

      But I’d shared my opinion about the shrink, and since Walter’s mind was sharp as a tack, there was no need to badger the man. He’d make up his own mind in the end—as he should.

      “Hey,” I said, “didn’t you want me to show you that audiobook app for your new phone?”

      Walter smacked his hand on the table. “That’s right. I left it on my dresser. Give me a minute to fetch it.” Walter took another sip of his whiskey, and then left to fetch his phone. He was always leaving it somewhere in the house.

      As he disappeared, I made a note to bring up Mary Margaret again. Even though I worried a true medium might send me on my way—out of Walter’s life, onto the next stage of my own, into the great beyond?—there was still the possibility that a person with true talent might be able to see me.

      And while it might not be the best option for my future, it might help save Walter’s.
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      “Gramps. She’s not a psychic nun, just a psychic. Where do you get this stuff? Wait, don’t tell me. Brad.” I shifted the phone to my other ear and continued to scrub the dish in my sink.

      “You said it, not me. So? Will you call your lady friend, the one who isn’t a nun, and have her come over?”

      Gramps seemed convinced this time would be different. I hated to disappoint him, but it would be exactly the same as before, because there was no Brad. “I’ll talk to her, but I don’t think—”

      “You’re an angel, peanut. Dinner the day after tomorrow?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” I viciously scrubbed a particularly resistant bit of food, then blinked when I noticed my gloveless hands in the soapy water. My cuticles would hate me later for my absent-mindedness. Also, I probably wouldn’t have to scrub if I didn’t leave my dishes in the sink for a day or two at a time.

      “Great. I’ll tell you all about this new app I got. I can walk and listen to a book at the same time on my new phone. I’m still trying to decide on the earbuds or the over-ear headphones. I think over-ear. They have better sound quality.”

      My lips twitched. Even if his imaginary friend Brad was the bane of my existence, he’d been an amazing influence on Gramps. I loved seeing my grandfather doing so well, because, well, I loved my grandfather.

      There was a time when I didn’t think anything could pull him back into the land of the living. And his acceptance of relatively modern tech was mindboggling. Audiobooks, so he could listen to books on his walks. My heart swelled with warm, fuzzy feelings.

      “I love you, Gramps.”

      “I love you too, peanut. Does that mean you don’t have an opinion about which headphones?”

      “Nope. You go with your gut.” Or Brad’s recommendation…but I wasn’t going there. “I’ll see you day after tomorrow for dinner.”

      He grunted his affirmation, then said, “Call your psychic. Don’t forget.”

      “Yes, sir.” After I ended the call, my hand hovered over the contacts icon, but then I changed my mind and put the phone down. I said I’d call, but not when.

      I finished the dishes and even remembered to put my gloves on so my manicurist wouldn’t give me the evil eye. After a little blogging, finishing up with my client emails for the day, and reviewing my calendar for the rest of the week, it was already time for bed. The hours of every day snuck by faster and faster, especially on evenings I had after-hour clients, and I’d had two tonight.

      Scheduling would continue to be an issue, so long as I continued to juggle four growing businesses.

      But it was a problem I didn’t want to think about right now.

      Just as I was about to get into bed, my phone chirped with a text from my BFF Beth. Speaking of not having time, I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had a girls’ night.

      I flicked the message open. Have I told you about the weird dreams I’ve been having?

      This was not a text-response kind of message. I hit the dial icon and didn’t even wait for a hello before I said, “I want all the details.”

      “You perv.” She was laughing when she said it, but she wasn’t wrong.

      I was completely perving out. That was what happened when a healthy woman in her twenties went without sex for… “Holy bananas. It’s been almost a year since what’s-his-name.”

      Beth snorted. “What’s-his-name? You mean your last boyfriend? And you wonder why it didn’t last.”

      Except she was wrong about that: I didn’t wonder. Not even a little bit. I’d known right away he wasn’t The One, but I’d also known that he’d be a fun for-now guy. And since he’d felt the same, we parted on excellent terms.

      “Sean, that was his name.” No need to dwell on the fact that we hadn’t kept in touch, or that it had taken a solid mental effort on my part to remember his name.

      “Should I pat you on the back that you remember the name of the man you dated for four months?” The crinkle of plastic packaging traveled with devious precision across the cell line.

      “Please tell me you’re not eating rice cakes.”

      “Ok, I won’t. Anyhoo, my dream—which was not pervy, thank you very much—was completely weird.”

      “Much as I want to hear about your dream”—although less so now than before, since I knew it wasn’t a sex dream—“I’d much rather hear about the Pringles you’re eating.” Dang it, those didn’t come in a plastic bag. “Sorry, the Cheetos. Or maybe the Funyuns?”

      Hope sprang eternal when it came to my vicarious enjoyment of carbs.

      I was minimizing my carb intake these days, and while that single decision had upped my energy, thereby allowing me to put off any decisions about my businesses for a little while longer, I had wicked-sharp cravings for salty snacks.

      “Funyuns, Hillary? Do you seriously eat those? Does anyone eat those?”

      Beth was my best friend in the world, but sometimes her food choices made me second-guess her place in my life. Rice cakes—just yuck.

      “You don’t? What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m not answering that. Also, have a few Cheetos before you lose your mind. A few more days on a healthy diet and your system will be so shocked that you’ll start seeing Brad.”

      I groaned.

      Brad. It was like my life was revolving around him.

      What was I going to do about Brad? Or, more accurately, what was I going to do about my grandfather’s hallucination? I really shouldn’t think about him as if he was a real guy.

      “I can’t find anything online about a Brad-type imaginary friend. Everything I’ve seen is really sad and deals with seniors who have a host of other problems. Gramps just had a physical about four months ago, and he’s fit, thinks clearly, and seems completely fine. And trust me, I was very involved in the process and talked to his doctor. He’s doing great.”

      “He’s doing great, minus the guy who gives him advice and keeps him company. The one who isn’t really there.”

      “Yep, minus that.” I groaned again. “Brad stopped walking with him, because he didn’t want people to see Gramps talking to himself, so—get this, Brad hooked him up with an audiobook app on his phone. Gramps is all excited about walking again.”

      Beth made a small, distressed sound. “Man, that stinks. Brad sounds like a really nice guy.”

      “Right? But you don’t know the worst of it. Aunt Carol and Uncle Tim have scheduled a psych eval.”

      “What?” Beth hollered. “Honey, I’m so sorry. They really want him out of that house, don’t they?”

      “It’s so weird. Neither of them is hurting for cash, and they swear they have his best interests at heart, but…”

      “You’re not so sure you believe them.”

      I loosened the death grip I’d taken of my cell, switched hands, and stretched my cramped fingers. “If they bothered to spend more time with him, I might. Or if they trusted my opinion, as the person who spends the most time with him, I might.”

      “Uh…” Beth cleared her throat delicately. “The most outside of Brad.”

      “Not helping.”

      “No, what’s not helping is how many hours you work. Get rid of your dog-walking business.” She interrupted me when I started to protest. “Or your blogging gig. Something’s gonna give.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Yeah, Hills, and I’ll believe you when you say that like you mean it. But for now, get a good night’s sleep. Everything will look better in the morning.”

      She was right. Not a solution to my many woes, but being well rested would help keep me healthy and sane.

      When I ended the call, I realized I never had heard about Beth’s odd dream.

      Not the end of the world, since it had probably been an excuse to check in with me. Her healthy eating habits aside, Beth was good people.
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      I woke to a nasty feeling of something forgotten.

      It was a dark cloud that weighed on me and made me even grumpier than normal. For clarification, that’s seriously grumpy. I am not a morning person.

      Had I missed someone’s birthday? Failed to take out the trash bins? No-showed for a client appointment?

      Something had slipped through the gaps, and my subconscious wasn’t gonna let it slide.

      By the time my alarm went off three minutes later, I had an inkling as to what might be causing the guilt-fest that was ruining my under-the-covers, bed-wallowing snuggle time.

      I needed to call my psychic. I’d promised Gramps, but I’d dodged the commitment yesterday in hopes of postponing everyone’s disappointment.

      Time to get this day started. If I was calling Mary Margaret first thing—and I was, or the guilt would only snowball and give me an even bigger case of the grumps—then I needed to get a dose of caffeine in me.

      Seven minutes later, coffee in hand, I made the call.

      Mary Margaret answered with a cheerful greeting. Mary Margaret was a morning person. I tried not to hold that against her.

      “It’s Hillary, and I’ve got a huge favor to ask.”

      “Since it’s before nine and we both know you’re not at your best in the morning, I already knew that before I picked up the phone.” I could hear the smile in Mary Margaret’s voice.

      Mary Margaret was solid. Grounded, practical, and unflappable. She exuded calm, and even seemed to transfer her sense of well-being to those around her.

      Gramps would love her.

      “I’ve told you about my grandfather.”

      “You have,” she agreed in an amiable tone.

      I sucked down more java in hopes it would make my end of this conversation more coherent. “And I think I’ve mentioned Brad?”

      “Your grandfather’s invisible roommate? Oh, yes.”

      “I don’t think I told you that I had a psychic come out to the house.”

      “To meet Brad?” And she managed to say it without sounding judgmental. Mary Margaret was a gem.

      “Well, mostly to not meet Brad and to convince Gramps that Brad wasn’t real.”

      “But a tiny part of you hoped your psychic would find some evidence.”

      I blew out a breath. “Yep. Lady, you know me too well.”

      “I know that Brad—or the construct that your grandfather has created and calls Brad—has had a positive impact on the quality of your grandfather’s life, so it’s not odd that you’d hope Brad was real.”

      “Yes, but she didn’t find anything.”

      “And you used someone who advertised themselves as a medium?” Mary Margaret cleared her throat. “Someone reliable?”

      “Hard to say. I found her online.” My lips twitched at the indelicate snort my comment elicited. “Either way, this psychic medium didn’t convince Gramps of anything, and now he wants you.”

      “Oh.” With one word, she conveyed her dismay. “You know I don’t do ghosts.”

      “I know. I was hoping you’d put aside your ethics for the greater good. Just one visit, have a look around, see if anything pings your radar.”

      She laughed. “Pings my radar, huh?”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t have radar. You may not be a ghost expert, but you’re already ten times better than Madame Celeste.” I smiled, and I knew she’d hear it in my voice. “You’re trustworthy, Mary Margaret.”

      Which elicited a groan. Because she was. One hundred percent. Mary Margaret was well aware of her chosen field’s reputation. She maintained high ethical standards, because that was how she rolled—but also because she wanted to improve the public’s perception.

      Since she hadn’t declined—yet—I said, “I’ve already told Gramps that you do auras, that your expertise lies with the living, not the dead.”

      “If I do agree, it would be with your grandfather’s understanding that I claim no particular talent as a medium?”

      “Yes.” Since my coffee was cooling, I had a few more gulps. “I’ll make sure he completely understands that, but I did already tell him.”

      “You know, assuming Brad does exist, he wouldn’t have an aura, because he’s not alive. Dead people don’t have auras, and that’s why I’m no medium.”

      I was so close to convincing her. Sure, she didn’t have the absolute best skill set for the supernatural part of this gig, but she met the most important requirement: I trusted her completely. Also, the woman had intuition like no other.

      And I’d tell Gramps both of those things. Hopefully, he’d listen to sense when Mary Margaret told him she got no pings on her supernatural radar, and that would inch him that much closer to the reality of Brad’s nonexistence.

      “So, are you going to do a stressed-out granddaughter a solid?” When she didn’t agree right away, I decided it was time to fess up to the reality of the situation. “My aunt and uncle have set up a psych exam for him next week. I’m fairly confident it’s the first step in having him declared incompetent.”

      “Oh, Hillary. I’m so sorry.” She paused and then, in a very quiet voice, said, “And you’re sure that’s not the best outcome in this situation?”

      “I’m absolutely certain. I know the whole Brad thing makes my Gramps sound like a loon, but he’s otherwise completely with it. I see him a few times a week. I know him—unlike the craptastic dynamic duo.”

      “Hillary,” Mary Margaret said. “They’re his children. They’re concerned, or they wouldn’t be doing this.”

      I got where she was coming from, but if they were really so darned worried about their father, why didn’t they get off their duffs and meet the man for dinner every week or two? Were their lives so very busy they couldn’t do that? And it wasn’t like it was a hardship. Gramps was awesome. He was great company.

      “K, I’m gonna admit to some biases in this particular area, but I’m not so sure that Uncle Tim and Aunt Carol’s motives are as golden as you think they are.”

      Mary Margaret sighed. “I’ll do it.”

      I quietly did a fist pump, then thanked her profusely. I might have to celebrate with one of the last few donuts stashed in my freezer. I’d earned one, because this was a hard conversation for a non-morning person to have before noon. “When do you think you might swing by?”

      “I think I can squeeze him in during lunch, if that works with his schedule.” The shuffle of paper and then pages being turned sounded from the background. Mary Margaret was old school with her calendar. “Yes, that will definitely work. And I’m excited to meet your grandfather. You talk about him a lot.”

      “He’s a big part of my life. But about your schedule, if it’s an inconvenience, you don’t need to see him today. Brad’s not going anywhere.” Visions of comforting Gramps after another failed effort to contact Brad floated through my head, so procrastination wasn’t feeling like a terrible thing.

      “No problem. I have a long lunch today. It actually works out well for me.”

      And that doctor’s appointment wasn’t going to go away.

      “Right,” I mumbled. “Today it is. I’ll make sure he’s home. I have a client appointment and can’t attend, but that might work out best anyway. That way, you can be vague, tell him you’re writing up a report for me since I’m the paying client, and then I can break the bad news to him later.”

      Gramps’ disappointment, psych appointments, my conniving aunt and uncle. Blech. Too many yucky things all converging in too narrow a time frame. It was like I had a cosmic black mark on my calendar for the week.

      I popped a second donut in the toaster oven. Today was looking like a two-donut day.

      “Oh, goodness.” Mary Margaret sighed. “I suppose he will be terribly upset. I guess that’s as good a way to handle it as any other.”

      “Thank you, Mary Margaret.” As soon as she hung up, I grabbed the third and final donut from my freezer.

      Yeah, this was gonna be a three-donut day for sure.

      What had Beth told me? Something about me tipping over the edge and starting to see Brad if I didn’t hurry up and eat some Cheetos?

      Donuts would have to do.
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      My phone rang just as I was finishing up with my lunch client, a successful businesswoman who didn’t have the time or patience to keep up with styles or find outfits that fit and flattered her particular body type.

      Getting paid to shop was the bomb. I loved my job. Okay, I loved all of my jobs, hence my current life dilemma.

      But that was a worry for another time. I tapped the ignore button and quickly wrapped up the session.

      My phone rang again as I walked to my car, and this time I stopped to see who was calling. I had two missed calls, both from Mary Margaret, and she was the one ringing me now. Oh, banana fudge fingers. That was not good.

      I answered as I got into my car. “What’s happened? Did Gramps freak out? Is he okay?” When she didn’t answer right away, I said, “Are you okay?”

      Mary Margaret’s voice came across thin and reedy. “Your grandfather is fine. I, however, am not. Can you come right now?”

      The stones of my cat-eye sunglasses bit into my hand. I didn’t even remember pulling them from my purse. I slipped them on, chucked my purse into the passenger seat, and asked, “What’s happened?”

      “Ahh. I’m not sure. Maybe, um—”

      “No, never mind. I’m driving, quick as I can. See you in ten.” I hung up the phone, and then did my best to break every speed limit as safely as possible. Mary Margaret was unflappable…normally. This was no bueno. Also, I really needed to learn more Spanish. I lived in Texas, for goodness’ sake.

      By the time I arrived at Gramps’, my heart was tap-dancing in my chest. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling. Not at all.

      On the drive, I’d managed no fewer than five horrifying scenarios, all extremely unlikely because they involved Gramps sick or injured, and that Mary Margaret would have told me immediately. Also, she’d specifically said that Gramps was fine.

      After slamming my car door, I raced up the driveway as fast as my three-inch heels allowed. Don’t judge. I carried flats for dog walking.

      Gramps came out of the house to meet me. “Slow down, Hillary. Everything’s fine. I gave your friend a whiskey, and she’s doing much better now.”

      He looked fine. No, better than fine. He looked tickled pink.

      Wait, whiskey? Mary Margaret wasn’t much of a drinker, so exactly how bad was this situation? At least it wasn’t 911 bad. Uh-oh. “You didn’t call 911, did you?”

      “Pshaw. No.” Even as he dismissed my question, Gramps had a certain twinkle in his eye I didn’t particularly like.

      I wasn’t worried anyone was bleeding…but something was up. “What did you do to Mary Margaret, Gramps? She’s a nice woman.”

      “She’s a peach. And good at her job. This one’s a keeper, peanut.” He paused, beaming at me, then said, “She can see Brad.”

      Riiight.

      I grabbed Gramps by the arm and pulled him the rest of the way up the walk, my heels making a satisfying click on the pavement as I approached the house.

      “Hey, now. Don’t get yourself in a state. I’m coming.”

      “Too late. I’m already in a state. You broke my psychic. Of course I’m upset.” I followed Gramps, who’d taken the lead to open the back door, into the kitchen.

      I found Mary Margaret sitting at the kitchen table. She looked a little pale and had a whiskey glass in front of her, but otherwise seemed fine. And she was busily texting on her phone. That had to be good sign. Probably. People in shock didn’t text, did they?

      Since she was otherwise occupied, I addressed her companion at the table, a hot guy who was quietly observing us all. “I’m sorry—who are you? And why are you here?”

      And since when did Gramps start hanging out with men who looked yummy enough to take home and lock in my basement? If I had a basement…and was a creepy sex fiend who locked up hot men in my basement. Clearly, I was befuddled by his buff biceps, broad shoulders, tousled, dark hair, pretty blue eyes, and overall aw-shucks hotness. He was like Clark Kent without the glasses. I really had a thing for Clark Kent.

      “Ha!” Gramps cackled. “I knew it!”

      His enthusiastic hollering had me shelving my dirty thoughts for the moment.

      Then I realized that the strange man was eyeing me with a ridiculous degree of surprise. Finally, he said, “You can see me?” His piercing gaze met mine. “You can see me.”

      My heart thudded to a stop.

      Okay, probably not, but it sure as heck felt like it, because everything inside me froze and felt tight, like a giant was squeezing me in his big fist.

      I might be having a panic attack. Or something.

      Probably I was losing my bananas.

      Because if I wasn’t mistaken, I was meeting…Brad.

      I was seeing a figment of my grandfather’s imagination. If that wasn’t me going bananas, then…well, I didn’t know what it was. And here was me not knowing that hallucinations were contagious.

      I rubbed my eyes under my sunglasses, then realized I’d likely smeared my mascara and eyeliner. I closed my eyes but kept the glasses on. Brad might be a construct of my grandfather’s wild imagination, but if he wasn’t—if he was a real guy—then he was a serious hottie. No girl wanted to look like a psychotic raccoon when meeting an attractive man, even if that attractive man wasn’t real.

      Yeah, none of that made sense. Nifty. I was seeing things and my brain had turned to mush.

      When I finally opened my eyes, Mr. Imaginary Hot Guy was still there. Except now he was standing and pointing at me.

      “She can see me.” He looked at Gramps with a ridiculously large grin spreading across his face—and really, how was it possible he could look hotter? But he did.

      I couldn’t believe the words I was about to utter, but… “I guess you’re Brad.”

      At his slow nod, I sank into the chair next to Mary Margaret.

      She’d stopped texting and was watching Brad and me with great interest. “I’ve cancelled the rest of my appointments for the afternoon.” Then she nudged her whiskey glass closer to me.

      “Fabulous,” I replied, then downed the remainder of her whiskey.
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      Why wasn’t everyone in the room as excited as me?

      The way I saw it, Mary Margaret could miraculously see evidence of ghosts, which was a bonus talent for her, and Hillary should be thrilled that she finally had evidence Walter wasn’t cracked.

      I knew she worried about his mental health. Who wouldn’t with a hallucination keeping him company twenty-four seven? And especially with his upcoming shrink visit.

      But now she had proof I existed. Her grandfather wasn’t seeing things, and he had a good friend rooming with him—not a hallucination. How was that not excellent news?

      With any luck, the whiskey would soften up the two women, because as it stood, both were looking pretty grim. As I waited and watched, Walter sat down at the table.

      He rubbed his whiskery chin. “Haven’t had this many visitors in a long time.”

      Hillary motioned for the whiskey bottle.

      Walter raised an eyebrow but pushed the bottle toward her.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not driving.” She poured a few fingers into the glass. “It’s your fault, so you’re giving me a ride home.”

      “How am I responsible? I’ve always been honest about Brad,” Walter sniffed. “Well, after the first few months. I wasn’t so sure myself in the beginning.”

      “Anyone else wondering why I’m suddenly visible? Hey.” I nudged Walter. “Ask the expert.”

      Walter looked at Mary Margaret and said, “He wants to know how Hillary can see him.”
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