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      After only about a month in Stirling Mills, the town was already living up to all my hometown fantasies. I went to all the local events, was a regular at a couple of downtown restaurants, and knew most of the people I saw around town. I was part of a community in a way I’d never been before during my nomadic life. I had to admit to a thrill as I arrived at the town’s fanciest restaurant to be guest of honor at a Civic League luncheon. It seemed that being the town’s newspaper editor made me something of a local VIP.

      I’d dressed for the occasion in a vintage 1940s suit that made me look like a sassy girl reporter in an old movie. I realized I was mixing genres, since this event was more like something from a made-for-cable movie—one of those romances about a city girl who comes to a small town and finds herself coming to love small-town life—but the suit made me feel professional and competent, like a woman who could hold her own against anyone.

      The Old Mill restaurant was in an actual old mill on the banks of the river that ran beside the town. The water wheel on the side no longer worked, but it made for a picturesque setting. The interior of the restaurant was equally scenic, with a wall of windows overlooking the river and open beams under the peaked roof. Tables had been arranged in a U shape, with a small lectern at the middle of the head table.

      I approached the check-in table. Patricia Peete, one of the members of the newspaper board, sat there, wearing her signature pink. “Lexie!” she greeted me. “Welcome. We’re so glad you could make it.”

      “I was honored to be invited,” I said, meaning every word.

      She handed me a small piece of plastic with “Lexie Lincoln: Stirling Mills Gazette” printed on it and magnetic fittings on the back. “Wow, fancy,” I said. It was just like the members’ permanent name tags.

      “We don’t do things halfway,” she said. “We’ll be getting started in a few minutes, so feel free to mingle.”

      I attached the name tag to my lapel and moved deeper into the room. I didn’t have a chance to feel awkward and alone because Margarita Reyes, my closest friend in the town so far, came up to me. “Hey, you,” she said. “Good to see you here.”

      “I didn’t know you were a member,” I said.

      “If you own a business in this town, you pretty much have to be. Plus, this is my chance to check out the competition.” Margarita ran the Mexican restaurant downtown where I ate most of my dinners out. “This used to be a steakhouse straight out of the seventies, the kind of place your parents went on date nights—you know, iceberg lettuce with Thousand Island dressing, steak, loaded baked potatoes, maybe creamed spinach if you wanted a vegetable, and baked Alaska as a fancy dessert. But they’ve got a new chef who’s apparently shaken things up. I hear he’s doing some interesting dishes, but don’t expect to see any of them today. They’re catering to the crowd that thought the way this place used to be was the epitome of fine dining.”

      “It does look like a good setting for a date,” I said, noticing the tables on the deck outside and the strings of tiny lights draped from the eaves. I could imagine the deck being really romantic at night.

      She sighed. “I wouldn’t know. I run a restaurant so I don’t get out much at night. I don’t remember my last date. But what about you? I seem to have seen you in my place most weekends—alone.”

      “Hey, I’ve been in town for maybe five minutes. I haven’t had a chance to meet anyone.” That wasn’t entirely true, and one of the single men I knew approached us even as I spoke.

      “Lexie! Good to see you here,” Jordan Randall said. He was a software millionaire—billionaire on a good day in the stock market—who’d returned to his hometown after selling his company. He was trying to revitalize the little central Texas town by restoring the historic downtown and bringing in artists and businesses, so I wasn’t at all surprised to see him at a Civic League meeting. “Greetings to our guest of honor.”

      “I think they’re just being nice to the newcomer,” I said, trying to sound casual, like I was a guest of honor all the time.

      “It’s important for the civic and business leaders to get to know the new newspaper editor,” he said. “You hold one of the most important positions in town.”

      We didn’t get a chance to chat because more people came over to meet me. Even with the aid of name tags, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to remember all the names and match them with faces and with the businesses they represented since I was meeting them all at once.

      It wasn’t merely business leaders here, as I realized when a stout man in a police uniform came up to me and shook my hand. “I don’t believe we were properly introduced,” he said. “Chief Porter. Stumbled over any dead bodies lately?” He laughed at his own joke.

      “Just the one, but I took care of finding the murderer for you, so that’s okay.” Coming across the body of the former editor who was supposed to interview me for the job had been an interesting way to start my tenure in town.

      He flushed bright red and laughed again, this time his laugh sounding forced. “Yes, well.” The league president tapping the microphone at the lectern to suggest that everyone find a seat so the lunch could begin saved me from the awkward moment.

      A tall, sturdy-looking woman in a floral dress approached me. “Lexie? Hi, I’m Marybeth Winston, the league secretary. Would you like to come take your seat?” She escorted me to a place at the head table and sat beside me. A salad was already at each place, along with glasses of iced tea and water. Once we were seated, Marybeth passed the bread basket to me, and I took a roll. She let me eat a few bites of my salad before asking, “How are you liking small-town life so far? I bet it’s really dull compared to Dallas.”

      “Well, I did start out with a murder investigation,” I said.

      “And you solved an old case, while you were at it.”

      “But it’s all good news since then,” I said. “That’s a nice change of pace.” I never would have believed it before, but it really was. I enjoyed the chance to write about the bright side of life instead of spending my time delving into the darker side of humanity.

      She frowned. “Then you must not have heard of the crime wave.”

      My fork full of salad froze halfway to my mouth as my contented little bubble burst. “Crime wave?”

      “There’s been a rash of break-ins in my neighborhood. Nothing major stolen. It’s almost like they’re breaking in just to let us know that they can get into our homes.” She shuddered, clearly unsettled by the thought.

      “No, I’ve heard nothing about that. It hasn’t been in the police blotter they send me each week.”

      She made a soft snorting sound and gave a sidelong glare in the direction of Chief Porter. “Yes, well, hmmph.”

      “I’ll look into it,” I promised. If nothing major was stolen, then it probably wasn’t serious. Maybe it would turn out to be an amusing prank, or it would reveal someone in need of help, and the town would rally in support. That was the way it happened in movies.

      After a meal of rather good chicken piccata, the league president stood and started the meeting. I took a few sips of water and ran my tongue around my teeth as unobtrusively as I could to make sure I wouldn’t have anything green sticking out when it was my turn to speak. The president introduced a teenager who’d been sitting at the other end of the head table as the town’s duchess for a neighboring town’s festival. Another girl was introduced as the league’s scholarship winner, and a third girl was recognized as Student of the Month. I took notes on the back of the notecards for my speech so I could add an item to the paper before it went to press. Then I was introduced to talk for a few minutes about the newspaper and what I hoped to do with it.

      I hadn’t done much public speaking since I had to do oral reports in school, but this was easy because I felt so accepted. “Thank you for having me,” I began. “Taking on this job has been a real change of pace for me. I never would have imagined myself working at a small-town newspaper, but it’s been the best career move I’ve ever made. I feel like I finally have a hometown, for the first time in my life.” I went on to describe my childhood as the daughter of an air force officer who got a new assignment every few years. As I spoke, I noticed a shadowy figure moving through the room, wearing work clothes from about 1900, when the mill was still operating as a mill. I forced my attention back to my speech and went on to describe what I hoped to do with the newspaper, ending with an invitation to send me news or suggestions for things I needed to cover.

      The applause was more than I would have expected. I even got a standing ovation. After the applause died down, the president welcomed me as a new member of the league, which explained the permanent name tag. They’d accepted me as one of their own.

      I was still riding that high when I returned to the newspaper office. I’d barely sat down at my desk when a voice nearby said, “Where have you been? You should know better than to take off for a couple of hours on deadline day.”

      I turned to see a woman perched on the corner of my desk. I managed not to flinch in surprise, though I was still getting used to her presence. “Civic League luncheon,” I explained. “They were introducing me to the town’s business leaders, which is important for my job.”

      “They’re still doing that on Thursdays, huh? I tried to tell them years ago that it was a bad day for me.”

      One of the strange things about this job was that although I had the title of editor and theoretically ran the newspaper, answering only to the board that controlled the finances, the ghost of the former editor, who hung around the office—and sometimes the apartment upstairs—still ran things from beyond the grave. Jean Jacobs had started working for the paper in the twenties, when she was in her twenties, and hadn’t let a little thing like death get in the way of editing the newspaper. While my journalistic skills had been a factor in me getting the job, my most important qualification was my ability to see and communicate with ghosts. Jean wanted to make sure her successors knew who was really in charge.

      “The paper’s mostly done,” I said. “It’s in layout, so there wasn’t anything for me to do, and I had to eat lunch, anyway.”

      She scowled at me. “Are you wearing my clothes?”

      I looked down at my vintage outfit. “I found these in a box in the closet. Are they yours?”

      “Who else do you think they belonged to? I was the one who lived here when those were in style.”

      “Do you mind? I thought it was a sharp outfit.”

      “I was a snazzy dresser, wasn’t I? The clothes suit you, kiddo. Help yourself. It’s not as though I’m using them these days.”

      The phone on the desk—an old-fashioned black model—jangled and I answered, “Stirling Mills Gazette. How may I help you?”

      “This is Marybeth Winston; we met at lunch today,” the voice on the other end said.

      “Oh, yes. Thank you again for having me.” I hoped she wasn’t calling to nag me about that crime wave she’d mentioned. I’d barely made it back to the office, so I hadn’t had a chance to begin investigating.

      “Remember that crime wave I told you about?”

      I stifled my instinctive groan. “Yes.”

      “Well, I got home and found that they hit me. They got my neighbor and me at the same time, while we were at the luncheon.”

      “Oh, wow,” I said. Although it had been kind of nice filling a newspaper with positive news, a crime wave made a good story, one that was also of public interest, a real service to the community. “Can I come over now and get the details? I might be able to fit an item in the next issue if I get it done quickly.”

      “Yes, please, do come over and see the scene for yourself.”

      I took down her information, and it was hard to focus because I had a ghost leaning over me, saying, “Now, that’s what we need to spice up this issue. It might even be worth holding the presses for.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I said as I grabbed my purse and headed out.

      The burglaries were in the old neighborhood near downtown, close enough that I might have walked if I hadn’t been wearing heels. As I got out of my car, a police SUV pulled up. The front door of a well-preserved Victorian home with a wraparound porch opened and a middle-aged woman came running out, just as Lt. Wes Mosby emerged from the SUV. He was a drastic contrast from his boss, tall and fit, and generally quite capable—when he wasn’t suspecting me of murder. The afternoon sun turned his auburn hair a brighter shade of red, and I was momentarily distracted. Before I could say anything to him, the homeowner reached us. I recognized her from the luncheon, though we hadn’t spoken directly. “Mrs. Holtz,” he said in greeting. “You said you had a break-in.”

      “Yes. I’m so glad you’re here.” She turned toward me, frowning. “I didn’t call the newspaper.”

      Wes turned to look at me. “Lucky Lexie strikes again. Just happening upon a crime scene?”

      Before I could tell him who’d called me, Marybeth came out of the house next door and crossed the lawn toward us, a small, fluffy dog running at her side. “There you are!” she called out to me. “I told you we have a crime wave.”

      “Crime wave? We’ve had a few break-ins, but that’s hardly a wave,” Wes said.

      “Is that common for this town?” I asked.

      “We have our occasional property crime,” he said with a shrug.

      Marybeth said with a pointed glare at Wes, “Someone is clearly after something.”

      “I called the police, not the newspaper,” Mrs. Holtz said, still frowning.

      Wes turned to her. “I’ll have a look.” He added with a glare at me, “Alone.” He and Mrs. Holtz headed to her house.

      Marybeth took my arm. “That’s okay. I can show you what happened at my place. I wouldn’t say that anyone actually broke in. I must have left a door unlocked. But I do have something missing.”

      “You should tell Lieutenant Mosby and make a formal report.”

      “I don’t think he’d take me seriously. It wasn’t anything valuable.” I felt my hopes deflating. If Wes wouldn’t think it was a big enough deal to investigate, I wasn’t likely to get much of a story out of it, but since I was here, I figured I might as well get whatever scoop there was. Maybe the neighbor had a bigger crime and would be more willing to talk after Wes had investigated. Two adjacent homes being burglarized at the same time was bound to make for a story, even if it was just in the crime watch column.

      She took me around through the backyard to the kitchen door. The whole time, her little dog stayed quietly at her heel. It was rather eerie. In my experience, most fluffy little dogs yapped and jumped all over strangers. I wondered if she was one of the residents descended from the carnival sideshow that got stranded in this town. I’d learned that some of their acts had relied on uncanny abilities. She might have been descended from animal tamers who had a supernatural affinity with animals. “They must have come in while I was out at the luncheon,” Marybeth said as we reached her back door. “I wouldn’t have thought to look if I hadn’t heard my neighbor yelling about her house being broken into.”

      “What was taken?”

      “My jewelry box, the whole thing. I don’t understand. The only value of anything in there was sentimental. There were things I inherited from my grandmother.”

      Once we were in her bedroom, she gestured dramatically toward a dresser with an empty space on top, where I presumed the jewelry box had been. The sight wasn’t particularly enlightening.

      I might not have thought much of it if I hadn’t seen the woman dressed in a baggy, ankle length dress standing next to the dresser. She was faded and blurry enough that I knew right away she had to be a ghost. “You have no idea what you’ve lost,” she said.
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      I froze as my skin broke out in goosebumps. I still found ghosts rather unsettling, especially when they spoke to me. Yeah, I worked with Jean, but it was easy to forget that she was a ghost. In fact, she was more alive than some of the flesh-and-blood editors I’d worked with. This looked more like I’d expect a ghost to look, ethereal and spooky. Marybeth didn’t react, so either she was familiar with her home’s unearthly squatter or she didn’t see it. Her little dog stared in that direction but remained quiet.

      It sounded like there might be more to this story than Marybeth knew, and the ghost could give me the scoop. Unfortunately, you can’t have a proper conversation with a ghost when other people are around without looking totally crazy. I couldn’t think of a way to get Marybeth out of the room so I could find out what the ghost meant. The best I could do was ask Marybeth the questions I wanted to ask the ghost and hope the ghost would answer.

      “What kind of jewelry was taken?” I asked, giving the ghost a quick glance.

      “Oh, just some costume stuff,” Marybeth said with a shrug. “My family never had much money—I’m descended from the sideshow people—but it was meaningful to me.”

      The ghost said, “That jewelry is far more valuable than you realize. It’s our heritage, a sacred trust.”

      “It makes no sense that they’d take the cheap jewelry and not the TV or computer,” Marybeth continued.

      “No respect for people’s property,” the ghost said. “In my day, we didn’t have to lock the doors.”

      I started to ask if she had any idea who the thief might be, but that question would sound utterly ridiculous to Marybeth, and the answer from the ghost would be useless. She looked outdated enough to have been out of circulation for decades, so she wouldn’t recognize anyone around town now.

      Really, ghosts aren’t nearly as helpful as you’d think for tracking down a story. They tend to be bound to one place, and they’re usually focused on the things that matter to them, to the exclusion of all else. This ghost might not even have noticed the burglary if the thief had just taken the TV or computer. She cared about the jewelry, which might or might not have had anything to do with the reason behind the break-in.

      I tried again with Marybeth. “Were there any pieces in the jewelry collection that were particularly meaningful?” To explain the question, I added, “Sometimes it helps to put an emotional appeal in a story like this. Then people are more inclined to give tips. Some thieves have even given items back when they learned they only had sentimental value.”

      “It was costume jewelry that belonged to my grandmother and great-grandmothers, who came here with the sideshow. It was cheap stuff because they were poor even before the Depression. There was one necklace I used to call my diamond necklace when I was a kid, but I’m sure it was just a piece of crystal, maybe even glass. I’d like to get that back. And there was a brooch shaped like a peacock. It wasn’t real silver and had tarnished, but I always felt there was a story behind it, and it makes me think of my grandmother.”

      “If you knew what it was, you’d have taken better care of it,” the ghost said as she walked past Marybeth. The dog turned its head like it was watching the ghost.

      Marybeth shivered. “Knowing my grandmother, I bet she’d say it’s my fault for being careless. I think that’s part of why I’m so upset. I feel like I’ve failed her, even though I know that’s silly.”

      “It’s not silly,” I assured her with a sidelong glance at the scowling ghost.

      “I may not have lost a lot, and neither have any of the others I’ve talked to, but someone else might if this goes on, and what if someone’s at home when the burglars hit? That’s why I feel like something needs to be done. Each one of these cases is so minor that the police aren’t too worried, but if you put them all together, it’s a disturbing trend.”

      “I’ll put something in the paper that will warn people,” I assured her. “If there isn’t anything else . . .”

      “That’s all I know,” Marybeth said. She escorted me out, just as Wes stepped out of the house next door with that homeowner.

      After a quick thanks to Marybeth, I hurried across the lawn to join them before they left the porch. If there was a ghost there, the closer to the house I could get, the better. “There’s been a string of break-ins in this neighborhood,” I said to Wes.

      “I don’t think it’s a string,” he said. “There have been break-ins, but the method varies and the things taken are different. It’s probably because it was spring break last week and the kids were out of school. When they get bored, they get up to mischief.”

      I could maybe see how kids might take costume jewelry without knowing that its only value was sentimental, but leaving computers behind? “They aren’t always taking jewelry?” I asked.

      “It was the silver here,” Wes said.

      “Jewelry?” Mrs. Holtz asked.

      “Nothing too valuable, but Marybeth said they took some of her grandmother’s pieces,” I said.

      “Just a minute,” Mrs. Holtz said and hurried back into her house.

      “What’s this about, Lexie?” Wes asked.

      “Whether or not the burglaries are connected, they are happening, and people need to know so they can take precautions,” I said.

      Mrs. Holtz returned. “My grandfather’s watch is missing. It didn’t even run anymore, but I kept it to remember him. It was a cheap old thing, but I’m sure it was dear to him. I think maybe my grandmother gave it to him as a present, and she must have really had to scrimp and save to buy it. It was in a box in the china cabinet, near where the silver was. I don’t know why anyone would take it.”

      Wes jotted something in his notebook and said, “We’ll keep an eye out for it. Let me know if you notice anything else missing.”

      As I walked with him down the sidewalk, he frowned at me and said, “You don’t need to make a mountain out of a molehill here, Lex.”

      “By putting a crime watch item in the paper?” I asked, trying to look innocent.

      “By treating a few burglaries like a major crime wave.”

      “How do you know what I’m going to do with it? I barely asked a question or two, and I haven’t even written anything yet. But you should have let me know about the other incidents. They were suspiciously missing from the police blotter that was sent over.”

      “Oh? I’ll look into that.” He didn’t sound at all sincere. In fact, I got the impression he was angry at me. I hadn’t seen much of him since I’d moved to town. Because there wasn’t a lot of crime—at least, not a lot that anyone let me know about—I hadn’t had a lot of dealings with the police once that murder case had been resolved. Did he resent me for solving it before he did? I wondered if he’d feel better if he knew I had supernatural assistance with that.

      It was a real pity that he’d taken a dislike to me because he was the cutest guy I’d met in town so far, the best candidate for that down-to-earth local guy who teaches the city girl how to slow down and enjoy life, like in the movies. I’d thought we were getting along pretty well once he no longer suspected me of murder, but it was almost like he’d been avoiding me once I came here to live full-time. “Well, if I’m going to get this in the crime watch column before the paper goes to press, I’d better go,” I said and turned to head toward my car. He didn’t call me back. I heard his door slam as I got in my car.

      When I got back to the newspaper office, I sat down at my desk and dashed off a quick e-mail to layout to get the information about the break-ins added to the crime watch column, then remembered to write a short paragraph about the girls being honored at the Civic League luncheon.

      That done, there was nothing to do but wait to approve the final paper, so I put on the electric kettle to make a cup of tea. “Was there anything to that break-in?” Jean asked, startling me as I poured hot water over the tea bag I’d selected.

      I yelped and barely got out of the way before I splashed boiling water all over myself. “Could you not sneak up on me like that?” I asked. “And I don’t know how big it might be. At one house, they took the silver, but the lady who called me was only missing her grandmother’s cheap costume jewelry. However, I ran into a ghost at that house who seemed to think it was a lot more valuable than that. The homeowner mentioned a pendant that had crystal or glass in it that she used to pretend was a diamond. I wonder if it really might have been a diamond, and they just assumed it was crystal because someone like that wouldn’t have been able to afford diamonds.”

      She adjusted her jaunty hat as she draped herself in—or slightly on top of—my guest chair. “Diamonds? Who was it?”

      “The victim’s name was Marybeth Winston. I don’t know her grandmother’s name. I’m assuming the grandmother was the one talking to me.”

      “The name doesn’t ring a bell. It’s probably a married name. Which house was it?”

      “I’m guessing it was built in the twenties, one of those square houses with a wide porch, on Locust Street, middle of the block, next to a Victorian.”

      “I think I know the one, but I don’t remember who lived there. What did the ghost look like?”

      “That’s harder to describe. I couldn’t see her coloring, and I don’t know if she looked like she did in her prime or when she died. She had a squarish face, short hair.”

      Jean shook her head. “Nope, sorry, can’t help you.”

      “Marybeth said her family was with the sideshow.”

      Jean laughed. “Then it definitely wasn’t diamonds. If anyone in that bunch had diamonds, they wouldn’t have been stuck here.”

      “Would anyone in this town have had the money to buy diamonds from them?”

      “I would have, depending on how big the diamond was.”

      “It could have been more valuable to them than the ability to leave town. The ghost did talk about it being part of their heritage, and she seemed upset.”

      “The jewelry didn’t have to have diamonds in it to distress a ghost. If she’s attached enough to hang around, she could be really clingy with her possessions.”

      “And the crime wave?”

      “Don’t get too excited, kiddo. Around here, it doesn’t take much to get people worked up.”

      I didn’t get far into the next day before Marybeth’s worries about a crime wave began to look a lot more valid. Within minutes of the latest issue of the paper hitting the streets, the phone rang. When I answered, the caller said, “I saw the notice about the burglaries. I think that happened to me. It was just like in your article.”

      “Have you contacted the police?” I asked, in part because that really was the best way to deal with crime, but also because I loved the idea of Wes getting a big “told you so” from the townspeople when they bombarded him with reports of crimes he claimed I was making too big a fuss about.

      “Not yet. I wasn’t even sure there was a crime until I saw your article.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, there was no sign of a break-in, but we don’t always lock our back door. I’m not even sure when it happened, but last week I couldn’t find one of my great-grandmother’s brooches when I was getting dressed for church. I thought I might have misplaced it. But then I saw your article. I live in that same neighborhood, and I had the same sort of thing stolen, something that wasn’t valuable to anyone but me. It made me wonder. I don’t want to bother the police, though. It’s not as though I need a police report for an insurance claim, since there’s no monetary value. And it’s been so long that I doubt they’d be able to get fingerprints or any kind of evidence.”

      I had to admit that she was probably right, but I took down her information. One piece of old costume jewelry going missing wasn’t much on its own, but if it was part of an overall scheme to take pieces that were related, every bit of information might help. “Can you describe the brooch for me?” I said.

      “I’m fairly certain there’s nothing else like it around here. My great-grandmother was in the sideshow, so she brought it with her from wherever she came from. It was a little bird, gold—but not real gold—and it had a little crystal for its eye.”

      “Crystal?”

      “Or glass. Probably nothing very valuable. My grandmother used to joke that it was her diamond.”
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      Crystal again. Or it could have been a chip of glass. Or maybe a real diamond and no one realized it. It seemed strange to have two cases like that. I wondered if this piece was also more valuable than its owner realized. “Okay, got it,” I said to the caller. “Thank you for calling. You should probably notify the police so they’ll know there’s a pattern.” And to add a big “nyah, nyah” to Wes, but I was too professional to say that out loud.

      When I got off the phone, I marked the locations of the burglaries I knew about on a town map. They were all in the historic neighborhood near downtown. Marybeth had mentioned that some of her neighbors had also been hit. There was likely a higher concentration of long-term residents in that neighborhood. From what I’d seen, newcomers were more likely to settle in the newly built suburbs on the edge of town than to rehab an older home. Still, I only had a few dots, not enough to form much of a pattern.

      A few minutes later, the phone rang again.

      “I really need an assistant,” I muttered as I picked up the receiver. “Hello, Stirling Mills Gazette,” I said into it.

      “I saw the story about the burglaries,” the caller, who sounded quite elderly, said.

      “Yes?”

      “I believe the same thing happened to me. They took my grandmother’s jewelry, which isn’t worth anything except to me.”

      “Was your house broken into?”

      “I didn’t notice anything, but my grandmother’s ring, necklace, and bracelet are all missing. I thought maybe my grandchildren had borrowed them, but then I saw the article, and I wondered. I live across the street from Marybeth.”

      “Do you know when it might have happened?”

      “I know I wore the necklace to church last Sunday, but it could have happened at any time since then.”

      “You should talk to the police,” I urged, but before I let her go, I got all her information, in case I did a follow-up story. It looked like I had one, even if it was just a human interest feature about people losing items of sentimental value.

      I added a dot to my map and got out a legal pad to chart the cases. All of them except the one with the silver involved the theft of costume jewelry that had belonged to members of the sideshow, and that one had involved a watch belonging to a sideshow member. They’d all mentioned something about crystals in the missing jewelry. All of them were in the same neighborhood.

      Not only did I feel validated that something worth investigating was going on, but it was also gratifying to learn how quickly and closely people read the newspaper. I wouldn’t have thought anyone bothered to look at the crime blotter. In this town, the paper was more for creating a public record than for informing people, since everyone already knew everything that happened. I’d thought people mostly subscribed so they could clip articles about themselves or their loved ones. But it seemed that at least some people read it intently as soon as they got each issue.

      The phone rang yet again. This was a new case, but it followed the same pattern: the historic neighborhood, sideshow family, costume jewelry with crystals stolen. I took down the info and suggested that the caller report it to the police.

      “Sounds like you were on to something,” Jean remarked. She perched just above the corner of my desk. “We’ve got a real a crime wave.”

      “But a really low-value one, unless that ghost was right.”

      “That’s the part you need to look into.”

      “No living person has said anything about the jewelry being valuable.”

      She arched a thoroughly plucked eyebrow. “Gee, it’s a pity you can’t talk to anyone who isn’t living.”

      “Yes, but finding them, being able to talk to them without a living person around who’ll think I’m nuts, and getting them to tell me anything useful or make any kind of sense is a real challenge. You’re the only ghost I’ve encountered so far who’s remotely coherent. Is there anyone you run into on the astral plane who might know anything?”

      “You’re right about that remotely coherent problem, but I’ll see what I can do.” She winked out of sight, and the phone rang again.

      This caller had a similar story, but told it in excruciating detail. I couldn’t even get a word in edgewise to ask questions, but I hated to cut her off in case she had some new information buried in that flow of words. I got the best description I’d had so far of a piece of missing jewelry, along with the details about a missing book that might or might not have been stolen because she couldn’t remember if she’d lent it to her sister, and a missing family photo, but it wasn’t much of a loss because she’d had it put on a CD when she had it duplicated. By the time I finally got her off the phone, I’d covered the margins of my legal pad in doodles of twining vines and roses, along with sketches of what I imagined the missing brooch looked like.

      I updated my map and my chart, made a cup of tea, and sat down to get a head start on the next issue while I waited for calls to come in. I sorted a stack of news releases about upcoming events by date, adding the events I thought I should cover to my calendar and making a note if an event needed advance coverage. Most of them were merely items for the community calendar—a church bake sale, the garden club’s monthly meeting, the student council’s car wash. The one I suspected would take some effort was the Spring Blossom Carnival, which sounded like something out of a Hallmark movie. It was a weekend-long festival with concerts, rides, and games. Because this was Texas, a queen would be crowned. Just reading the release, I could see the movie playing out in my head, including all the romantic moments during the carnival. I shook myself back to reality and put the release aside so I could look up how the event had been covered in the past and plan my coverage accordingly.

      All that time, the phone kept ringing. I took two more reports about thefts, as well as a complaint from a reader about the lack of coverage of a community event. I honestly had never heard of the event, and when I asked if they’d sent me information about it, the caller hung up. I’d seen the letters the former editor got, so I knew this could sometimes be a no-win job, but that didn’t make dealing with the disgruntled public any easier.

      Speaking of disgruntled, a police vehicle stopped in front of the newspaper office, and the door slamming closed was so loud it made me jump. I braced myself before Wes threw open the office door and stalked inside. “What can I do for you, Lieutenant?” I asked, trying to sound calm even while conveying the sense of “What bee got into your bonnet?”

      “Wow, you really blew the lid off something, didn’t you?” he

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/shannaswendson_caseofthecuriouscrystals_hr.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


