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      “Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way…oh what fun it is to ride in a one-horse open sleigh…hey!”

      Jon’s arms slid around Darcy’s waist from behind, tucking her into his chest with a sigh.  She giggled as his warm breath tickled her ear.  “If you don’t stop singing Christmas carols, my darling wife, I’m going to start going out of my mind.  It’s the middle of February.  Christmas is over.”

      “I know it is.”  She leaned into her husband’s embrace, ignoring the sink full of dirty dishes from lunch.  “I was just in a Christmassy kind of mood, is all.  The holidays were good this year.  We had fun.  Even if we were snowed in for most of it.”

      “Yeah.  Actually, I didn’t mind the snowed in part so much.  I mean, there’s worse things than being trapped with you.”  He kissed the side of her neck.  “When there’s nowhere to go but our bedroom.”

      His hands felt really nice, pressed against her belly like they were, and the way his body contoured itself to her back…well.  A girl could be forgiven for falling in love with this man all over again, every single day of her life.  Maybe it was just how close they were to Valentine’s Day but what he’d said about being trapped in their bedroom together made her wonder if maybe they’d have enough time to sneak upstairs right now, before Colby or Zane noticed…

      “Mo-o-om!  Zane won’t give me the television remote!”

      That was Colby, looking for her mother to intervene in an argument that had been going on all afternoon.

      Her little brother was quick to chime in with his own opinion.

      “’Cause it’s still my turn!”

      “Is not,” Colby argued.

      “Is so too!”

      “That’s not even how you say it!”

      “Is so too!”

      “No, you’re supposed to say, is too!”

      “Is not!” was her brother’s immediate response.

      “That’s what I said!”

      “No, I said it!”

      “Did not!”

      “Did too!”

      Darcy sighed, and let herself soak in the warmth and comfort of Jon’s body for just a second longer before pulling his hands away.  So much for the children letting the adults have a little fun of their own.  “I better go talk to them before this turns into World War Three, right in our own living room.”

      “Let me do it,” Jon offered.  “Pretty sure it’s dad’s turn anyway.”

      With an impish grin, she crossed her arms and cocked a dramatic eyebrow at him.  “Oh?  You’re going to leave me with all these dishes to do instead?”

      “Well, which would you rather take care of?  A sink full of dishes, or two kids with cabin fever?”

      “Hmm.  Good point.”

      She gave him a lingering kiss on the cheek, then went back to scrubbing the casserole pan while he went to referee their kids.  The warm water felt nice.  The suds swirled in time to the motion of her hands.  Her kids were happy, even if they were driving each other up a wall, and her husband was quite possibly the best man on Earth.  As far as Darcy Sweet was concerned, life was good.

      Strands of her hair fell into her face when she was rinsing off the final plate to stack it in the strainer with the rest.  For Pete’s sake, was that a new gray hair?  Better not be.  She had all of those she could stand.  At forty-plus years of age she still liked to think she had the body of a woman half her age.  Maybe a little thicker around the middle.  That was all.  Jon loved her just the way she was.  He loved her hips, and he loved her heart-shaped face, and her green eyes, and the dimple that only he got to see.  She had a feeling he’d love her when she went completely gray and wrinkled, too.

      She blew the hair away from her eyes.  She’d been letting it grow out again, but maybe a trim wouldn’t be out of the question.  Colby’s hair was getting a little too long as well.  She could make an appointment for both of them at the hairdresser, kind of make a girl’s day out of it.  The kids were both on midwinter break from school so it would be the perfect time.  They could stop and get some ice cream after, maybe see a movie.  It had been a while since she and Colby did anything together, just the two of them.

      It was only Monday.  They’d had the weekend together, and now the rest of the week was theirs until school started up again in exactly seven days.

      Valentine’s Day was at the end of the week, too.  It was going to be on Sunday this year, the day before school started up again.  She wanted to plan something special for Jon.  If she and Colby took a day for just themselves maybe they could come up with a few ideas.  The more she thought about it, the more it sounded like a great plan.  They could do it tomorrow.  Yes, that would be perfect.

      As she was draining the water out of the sink, there was a knock on the front door.

      “I’ll get it,” she called out to Jon.  She could hear him in the living room laughing with Colby and Zane.  Obviously, whatever the disagreement between them had been, he’d made it right again.

      She dried her hands on the back of her jeans and took a quick peek out the kitchen window.  There weren’t any cars in the driveway.  Her street had just the two houses on it, and although it wouldn’t be a long way for anyone to get here from town, it was still in the twenties outside, and there was still snow on the ground.  Not likely someone walked out here.  They could have just called if they needed something.

      When she pulled the curtain aside from the front door’s window, she couldn’t help feeling a little surprised at who was actually standing there.  She smiled, and waved, and then opened the door for him.

      Mark Franks shivered in his blue parka as he stepped inside, stomping the snow off his boots.  “Heya, Darcy.  Sorry to bother you like this without calling ahead.  I was just down at the bookstore and it was closed.  I was hoping I’d find you here.”

      “Mark!  How on Earth did you get here?  Did you walk all the way from town?”

      “What?  Oh.  No, I didn’t walk.  I mean, it’s not that far and all, but no.  I’ve been using skis to get around town ever since the snowstorm at Christmas.”  He lifted a foot, showing off a ski boot.  “I don’t know, it’s just kind of fun.  Good exercise, too.  I think I’ve lost around five pounds so far.  The way things are warming up there won’t be much snow left soon.  Might as well take advantage of it while I can, right?”

      Darcy chuckled in agreement.  Mark was a good-natured guy, quick with a joke or one of his funny accents.  His voice was pitched high for a man, making him a natural at comedy.  He’d only been in town for a few months, but he was already starting to fit right in.  Part of the church, part of the committee to beautify the park, and a frequent visitor to Darcy’s bookstore.  Research, was how he explained that last one.  He was a writer and every good writer needed to get his facts straight.  Considering the wide range of books he’d bought so far, he should be an expert on any number of things.

      Darcy still didn’t understand why he didn’t just look on the internet for his facts and inspiration, but she couldn’t argue with him buying two or three books nearly every week.  Then again, a lot of that, she suspected, had to do with the major crush he had developed for Izzy McIntosh, Darcy’s business partner and neighbor, and best friend.

      “I left the skis outside in the snow,” he told her.  “Didn’t think you’d mind.”

      “Yeah, definitely.  I just mopped the floor yesterday.  But what are you doing here?  You want some coffee?”

      Mark’s blocky cheeks were red from the cold.  He shivered again.  “Yes, please.  Some hot coffee would be just great, but that’s not why I’m here.  I don’t want to impose.”

      “You’re not an imposition, Mark.  You’re welcome any time.  So, if it wasn’t for some of my famously mediocre coffee, then what brings you by?”

      “Well,” he paused, and cleared his throat.  “I was, uh, hoping you got in those books I ordered.  I kind of need them for the story I’m writing.”

      Darcy took the tea kettle out of the cupboard and filled it with water from the sink.  “Right, the books.  Two out of print manuals on how to manufacture and defuse explosive devices of various types.”

      “Yup.  That’s the kind of research you just can’t get off the internet, and unless I want to embed myself with ISIS or some New York City street gang, I’ll have to read about such things instead.  And, for the record, I don’t want to become a member of ISIS.  I’m not the type to become some crazy terrorist.  My blood pressure wouldn’t stand it.”

      Darcy had to admit that made a kind of sense.  She’d never been a writer herself, but Mark had explained to her that sometimes you had to research the most bizarre things just to get one detail in one sentence right, or the whole book fell apart.  “What’s the current novel about?”

      “Uh, well, it’s a romance, if you can believe it.”  Pushing his shoulders back, holding his hand up with his thumb and first finger pinched together, he slipped easily into a comically thick French accent.  “We must give zee people what zey want, non?”

      She was laughing hard by the time she put the kettle on the burner.  That was the kind of effect Mark had on everyone who knew him.

      “Honey, who was at the door?” Jon asked, poking his head through the entryway.  “Oh, hey Mark.  What brings you by?”

      “The bookstore was closed,” Darcy explained for him.  “Mark ordered some books through my shop and he was looking to see if they came in.  I’m sorry, Mark, we didn’t get any deliveries in today.  Tomorrow, maybe.”

      “You could’ve stopped next door at Izzy’s,” Jon reminded him.  “Or called her, even.  You’ve got her cellphone number, don’t you…?”

      He trailed off when he saw Darcy giving him an imperceptible shake of her head, keeping her back to Mark so he wouldn’t see what she was doing.  He lifted an eyebrow.  She gave him a look that told him to shush.

      “She wasn’t home,” Mark said, oblivious to the exchange between them.  “I tried her phone and she didn’t answer so I just skied over here.  You don’t know where she is, do you?”

      Darcy gave Jon another look before turning around with a disarming smile for Mark.  “Izzy went out of town on some errands, Mark.  She’ll be back later today.  You want me to tell her you’re looking for her?”

      “Um.  Actually, I would.  Thanks.  Let her know I was wondering what her plans were for Valentine’s Day.  It’s coming up, you know.”

      “Oh, yes,” Jon said.  “We’re probably just going to stay in and spend the day with the kids, ourselves.”

      Darcy tried not to frown.  This was the first time she’d heard that plan.  Although, to be fair, she hadn’t planned anything majorly romantic for Jon, either.  At least not yet.  She’d think of something before Sunday.

      Mark was obviously upset that Izzy wasn’t around, and probably more so that she wasn’t answering his calls.  Whatever he was thinking, he didn’t say.  “Okay.  Well, I won’t stay long then, I promise.”

      “Nonsense,” Jon told him.  “Come on in.  Take those boots off and get warm.  I heard something about coffee, but we’ve got tea as well if you prefer.”

      “The coffee will be just fine,” Mark said gratefully.  “I actually do need to get back into town, I suppose.  The town’s SpringFest is coming up next month and guess who volunteered to be on the committee?”

      “Misty Hollow’s newest resident?” Darcy guessed, giving Mark a thumbs up.

      “Yup, me.  I’m just a glutton for punishment.  There’s going to be games and vendors and a whole scavenger hunt thing, and we have to coordinate all of it.  Actually, it’s been a lot of fun so far.  I love the fact that Misty Hollow celebrates the first day of Spring like this.  I have to say, the best thing I ever did was move here.  I really love this town.”

      “Aw, we love you, too.”  Darcy had the instant coffee out already, and started scooping it into a big ceramic mug.  The water was just starting to boil.  “Take a seat, Mark.  We’ll get you warmed up before we send you on your way.”

      They sat and talked for a while about this and that, the upcoming SpringFest and Valentine’s Day—which only made Mark shrug and mutter something about some unfinished plans.  He obviously had it bad for Izzy.  Her not answering his calls was throwing him for a loop.  Darcy felt for the guy, but it wasn’t her place to give advice.

      It wasn’t much longer before Mark was strapping on his ski boots and heading back into the winter weather with a wink and a fairly decent imitation of Olaf the Snowman from those Frozen movies.

      “I’ll be a…happy snowman!”

      Darcy laughed at the way he could turn a bad day around for himself.  He was never one to stay depressed for long.  He was actually kind of amazing like that.  For the longest time, Mark Franks had reminded her of someone else.  It had nagged at her for weeks until she finally realized she must be mistaken.  It was his uniqueness that she was sensing.  Mark was just himself.  Loveable, and fun to be around.

      And obviously hung up on the wrong girl.

      When they were watching him ski away through the window, Jon bumped his hip into Darcy’s.  “Why didn’t you want me to ask him about Izzy?  I thought those two were becoming a thing?”

      She slipped her arms around his waist and smiled up at his bright blue eyes.  “Because, my loving husband, Izzy is actually out with Kyle right now.  It’s one of the reasons why we closed the store early I just didn’t want to tell Mark that and break his heart.”

      “So she’s with Kyle?  You mean…Kyle her boyfriend?  That Kyle?”

      “Yes.  He’s taking her on an overnight trip upstate somewhere.  Somewhere that has a fireplace and great takeout menus, is what she told me.  Kind of romantic.”

      “But I thought those two had broken it off.”

      “Um.  Not exactly.  I think ‘on again, off again’ is the correct term.”  Darcy shrugged, wishing her friend could just find a man worthy of her and find real love.  “Kyle keeps telling her they need time to rediscover themselves, and then Izzy keeps telling him he just needs to be more sure of himself, and on and on.”

      Jon nodded.  “So, it’s a whole thing.”

      “Yeah.  Mark’s got a major crush on her, but Kyle’s still in love with her.  I mean, in his own way.  It’s complicated.”

      “Sounds like it.  What about Izzy?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what does she want?”

      “She’s torn between the two.”

      “Ah.  So you’re being a good friend and covering for her until she can make up her mind.”

      Darcy wasn’t comfortable about the role she was playing as Izzy’s friend, but there it was.  “Yeah, kind of.  I just don’t want it to turn into some sort of sticky love triangle, you know?  That wouldn’t be good for any of them.  Especially not this close to Valentine’s Day.”

      “Izzy could just pick one,” he said, in typical guy fashion.

      “Jon, it’s not that easy.  She has to go with her heart.  Right now, Kyle’s sort of the devil she knows, and…”

      “Mark’s the new kid in town.”  He scratched at his short, dark hair.  “Okay.  I can follow that.  I guess.  I mean, it sounds like somebody’s in for a heartache.”

      “Yeah.  I’m just hoping it’s not Izzy.  Or Mark, either.”

      “How come not Mark?  You’re not worried about Kyle?”

      “Have you seen Kyle?  That guy could bench press my car.  It’s not him I’m worrying about getting hurt.”

      “Yeah, but Mark’s a big boy, he can handle it.  Besides, we haven’t known him all that long.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I really like him.”

      One of Jon’s eyebrows rose with a question.

      “Okay, fine.”  Darcy rolled her eyes at him.  “Yes, when he first got here I suspected him of a lot of things, but can you blame me?  Sometimes it seems like every new face in Misty Hollow brings some kind of new trouble with it.”

      “Mm-hmm.  Not just the new faces, either.  We’ve had more than our fair share of troubles in our little town.  Remember that one news article that declared we were the new murder capitol of the US?”

      Darcy’s expression soured.  “Yeah.  Brianna Watson outdid herself with that one.  I’ve still got a printed copy of it framed on the wall in my office at the bookstore.  I’m so glad we don’t have that nosy reporter hanging around here anymore.  I heard she took an affiliate position in Washington, DC.”

      “Good.  The politicians can have her.  They’re just her kind of people.”

      “Be nice,” she told him playfully.

      “To who?  Politicians?”

      “Yes. Be nice to our elected officials. Even they don’t deserve to be stuck with Brianna Watson.”

      They shared a laugh, at politics, at the random mention of Miss Brianna Watson, and at other things they shared with a touch instead of with words.  Jon was the only man who had ever truly understood her heart.  Sometimes it felt like they were having entire conversations with just a glance.  If she could hope to pass anything down to her children, it would be this example of what love truly meant.

      Speaking of the children.

      “We should take the kids outside,” Darcy suggested.  “Let’s get them some exercise.  Maybe take a walk into town or go sledding.”

      “Oh, yeah!  Sledding.  I vote for sledding.”  He was like a little kid all of a sudden, excited to go play in the snow.  “I’ve got nothing going on at the station.  They don’t need me there today.  Haven’t had anything really serious since the United States Secret Service Agent came in last week to say he was working on a case in the area.”

      “Somebody from the Secret Service is in town?”  It was the first Darcy had heard of it.  “What are they doing here?  Is there some threat to the President here in Misty Hollow?”

      “Well, that’s not the only thing they do, but I have a feeling it’s something else.”

      “A feeling?  You mean they didn’t tell you?”

      “Federal agents don’t usually involve us local guys in their business unless they need our help.  They just come in, tell us they’re around, and then go on their way.”  He was still bouncing in his chair about their plan to go sledding, and the topic of work got set aside.  “We can go to that hill by the college that the kids liked so much last year.  Maybe we’ll grab dinner out while we’re up in Oak Hollow.  How’s that sound?”

      “Hmm.  That’s kind of a long drive just to go sledding, isn’t it?”

      “If I knew of any good hills around here, I’d say yes, but since I don’t, I vote for Oak Hollow.”  Kissing her forehead, he lifted his voice for the kids to hear.  “Who wants to go sledding?”

      “Me!” Colby said immediately, and her brother’s “I do, I do!” was just a second behind.

      “There, it’s settled,” Jon told Darcy.  “The kids have spoken.  Who are we to argue with our own children?”

      Darcy crossed her arms and fixed him with a look.  “Uh-huh.  I think the kids had a little bit of help deciding that one.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Jon said with a wink.  “No takebacks.  Off we go.  Colby, Zane, get your boots and mittens!”

      His boyish enthusiasm for a day out in the cold with their kids was infectious.  Darcy couldn’t even pretend to be upset at him.  She would just take it out on him later when she and the kids ganged up on him with a big pile of snowballs.  A huge pile.  Like, a snowmageddon-sized pile of snowballs.  Now that sounded like fun.

      She put their coffee cups—and Mark’s—in the sink.  That could wait until she did dishes again tomorrow.  “My mittens and scarf are upstairs in our closet.  Get everybody else ready and I’ll be right down.”

      “Okay.  Oh, hey.  Can you get my ski gloves while you’re up there?  And my hat?”

      “Sure thing.  I’ll be down in a jiff.”

      Her son and daughter came racing out of the living room while she was headed for the stairs.  Colby gave her a quick hug.  Zane held his hand up as high as he could to give her a high five.  He’d grown so much, and yet he was still her little bundle of energy.  Both of them were practically bouncing with excitement.  It really would be a good idea to get them out of the house for a while.  Maybe they could do it again later in the week.  Ooh.  Maybe for Valentine’s Day.  That could be part of the surprise for Jon.  He’d said they were just going to stay in but if they did a day trip somewhere, wouldn’t that be fun?  Yeah.  She’d have to talk to Colby about that idea when they went out to get their haircuts.

      Funny how a simple day at home during the winter break could turn into such a long list of things to do.  Well, she supposed it was really only vacation for the kids, not for her and Jon.  That’s the way life worked.  She was going to have to go into work tomorrow, if she expected to make money.  The Sweet Read Bookstore was doing okay profit-wise, but not going to work just because she wanted to spend time with her kids wasn’t going to be an option.  There would have to be something pretty serious that happened to keep her from work a second day in a row.

      Sometimes life sucked like that.

      In her room, she found Tiptoe asleep on her bed, all curled up with her tail around her whiskers.  The gray cat with her single black-tipped ear twitched her whiskers once when she heard the closet door open.  Rolling over onto her back, paws in the air, she pretended not to be watching everything Darcy did.

      “I know you’re not really asleep,” Darcy told her.  “You’ve still got one eye cracked open.”

      That eye shut closed tight, but she still wasn’t fooling anyone.

      “We’re going out for a little bit,” Darcy said, still talking to her faker of a cat.  “Can you keep an eye on the house while we’re gone?  We won’t be long.  Just don’t trap Cha Cha in the bathroom again, okay?  I still don’t know how you did it, but I was cleaning up in there for days afterward.”

      Tiptoe’s tail twitched, and Darcy could practically hear the cat giggling at the mischief she caused.

      “Uh-huh.  Next time, I’m going to make you clean it up.  I don’t care if you don’t have opposable thumbs.”

      Right on cue, as if he’d heard them talking about him, Cha Cha came nosing through the bedroom door.  His floppy ears cocked up to hear better, his head tilted to one side.  The tan Bassador hound was the newest addition to their family, and he’d made himself right at home.  He was more Zane’s dog than anyone else’s.  Those two got along like best friends.  They were closer than Darcy ever could have imagined.

      Probably because, as it turned out, Zane could talk to animals.

      Her family had a gift.  Powers and abilities that other people didn’t know about, like a sixth sense.  Usually, it only developed in the women in her family.  When it had shown up in Zane, to everyone’s surprise, it became something Darcy had never seen before.  Now her son could understand animals, and they could understand him.  Darcy couldn’t, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know how to make the family furbabies understand her.

      “Okay, Cha Cha.  We’re going to go out for just a few hours.  Tiptoe is in charge.”

      The little dog snuffed at that idea and shook his head until his ears flopped over across his muzzle.  He stopped, blinking at himself, as if he couldn’t for the life of him figure out how he’d ended up like this.

      Tiptoe lifted her head, looking down at the dog over the edge of the bed.

      Cha Cha looked up at her, cocking his head the other way, asking a question Darcy couldn’t hear.

      Tiptoe sniffed in response and went back to pretending to be asleep.  Obviously she considered the matter closed.  She was in charge while the people were away, and she was going to rule over the house from right here on these blankets.

      “Okay, you two.  Just behave while we’re…”

      Darcy stopped with her hand ready to close the closet door.  She had her scarf and Jon’s hat and both their mittens, and everything else she needed was already downstairs, but something had just caught her eye.  Something…not right.

      She could feel Cha Cha and Tiptoe watching her, like they sensed something was off, too.

      For a moment, nothing moved.

      Nothing, except the jewelry box up on the shelf.

      She hadn’t looked at the box for weeks…no, longer than that even.  It had been sitting up there all this time, forgotten, where she had stuffed it aside.  That box was the living space for a wicked ghost who was now a part of her life, whether she liked it or not.

      Darcy would like to say she didn’t mind.  What was one more ghost in her life?  There were plenty of others.  Her family gift made her sensitive to the world beyond death.  Maybe she couldn’t talk to animals, like her son did, but she could see and hear ghosts, and feel things on a deeper level than other people could.  Ghosts found her whenever they needed help.

      This ghost had found her for other reasons.

      The jewelry box was made from silver and adorned with artistic etching around the edge of the lid, while the interior was lined with magnificent velvet.  It had been made in the 1800s by a master craftsman and had belonged to one of Darcy’s distant ancestors.  One of the first to emigrate here from Europe, coming to the fledgling United States by way of French Canada.

      Now that ancestor’s ghost was here, with no indication of wanting to leave anytime soon.

      The box shook, rattling back and forth on its curved legs, tap dancing its way through a semicircle.  The ghost wanted Darcy’s attention.  She could guess why.

      She reached up before the creepy family heirloom could fall off the lip of the shelf and slapped her hand down on it, hard.  The sound of her palm smacking against the lid made Cha Cha jump, and his ears flop.

      The box trembled against her grip for a handful of seconds, and then went still.

      “No,” Darcy said flatly.  “We are not doing this now, Willa.  Be a good girl and go to sleep or whatever it is that evil witch ghosts do when nobody’s paying attention to them, and maybe when I get back I’ll have time to talk.  Maybe.”

      The box rocked again, just once, in a final tantrum.

      “I said no.  Not now.”

      There was no response, and that was just what she wanted to hear.  She had put up with Willamena Duell invading her dreams for weeks now, telling her stories about when she had been alive that Darcy suspected were mostly made up.  Things about past bad deeds, and lost loves, and missed opportunities.  It was getting to be a bit much.  All those people out there using DNA testing kits to get in touch with their ancestry didn’t have a clue what kind of rocks they might be turning over.  Well, at least none of them had to actually listen to their ancestors talking on and on and on about things they’d done while they were alive.

      Whatever.  Now was family time for her and Jon and the kids, and she wasn’t going to let a ghost interrupt that.  Especially one she could barely tolerate.

      “If you have something to say to me, do it tonight,” she said to the box.  “At least having you in my dreams while I’m sleeping is better than having that same nightmare again.”

      The nightmare.  The one she kept having.  The one with the same creepy, scary vision.

      Darcy shuddered, and tried not to think about it even though it was kind of hard not to.  The last few nights, it had been especially bad.  She figured tonight would be more of the same.  That was just the way her luck ran.  Even a long conversation with someone like Willamena would be preferable to seeing that image of herself, again, desperate and scared and...

      She shuddered again.  With a breath, she told herself it was just a dream.

      Dreams couldn’t hurt you.

      Carrying the winter clothes she’d come up to collect, she closed the closet door, giving the jewelry box one last look.  “Stay.  I mean it.”

      Tiptoe gave her a look, and then shifted her eyes to the closet with a flick of her ear.

      “I know,” Darcy said with a shrug.  “But what can I do?  She’s family.”

      Cha Cha whuffed at that idea, as unconvinced as Tiptoe.

      Darcy couldn’t help but laugh.  “Nice to see you guys in agreement on something.  Be good while we’re gone, okay?”

      A short while later, they  were getting into the car and driving away and she didn’t spare Willamena the evil witch ghost another thought.
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      “Again, again!” Zane shouted.  His round plastic sled had only just come to a stop at the bottom of the hill, and already he wanted his daddy to take it back up for another run.  Twenty slides in a row, and he wasn’t bored yet.

      Darcy felt the cold air whipping past her face, pulling at her hair, as she took her turn next, sliding down from the very top of the hill on a long green sled built for three.  Colby was sitting in front of her, between Darcy’s knees, the two of them throwing their hands up as gravity pulled them faster and faster.  The breeze had the tips of Colby’s light brown hair flapping every which way around her warm knitted hat, the auburn highlights flashing in the sun.

      “Wheeeeeee!” Colby squealed.  They swooshed past the mound of snow the college students had piled together as a ramp, making sure to miss it this time, and then to the right of the scraggly stand of bare brush.  Then it was a quick glide down to the ditch where the hill ended, right next to where Jon and Zane were waiting for them.

      The day had warmed up above freezing and the snow had gained a smooth, slick surface that was more like ice.  It made for a quick ride down.  Both of the kids were loving it.  Zane was four years old now, closing in quick on five, and he had the exuberance of youth on his side.  He could do this all day long if they let him.  Colby was a very grown-up twelve, and she liked to pretend that activities like this were too childish for her, but she was having just as much fun as her brother was.  No electronics.  No internet.  Just good fun.

      The drive here had been fun, too.  The four of them sang along to the songs on the radio, making up lyrics when they didn’t know the words and singing off key on purpose.  Jon was the worst offender.  Darcy accused him of making up half the notes he used.  She was positive they couldn’t be found on any normal musical scales.

      Now, as she checked her Mickey Mouse watch, she found they’d been here for two hours already.  Her cheeks were chapped.  Even inside her gloves, her fingers were freezing.  Her rings were little circles of ice against her skin.  She got up when their sled came to a stop and stamped her boots to warm up her toes.  There was no way the kids weren’t cold, too, but they just didn’t want to leave.

      “Okay, guys,” she said, “you can do three more runs down the hill and then we have to leave and get dinner, okay?  Colby, can you ride your sled with your brother?  Me and your daddy will stay down here to watch.”

      “’Kay,” Colby said with a big grin.  “Come on, Zane.  Let’s pull it up together.  It will be easier if we both do it.”

      “Yeah, ‘cause grabbitty won’t be able to stop us both!”

      Colby rolled her eyes at her him.  “It’s gravity, dum-dum.  Not grabbitty.”

      Zane picked up the rope handle of the sled, and then gave his sister a blank look.  “I’m pretty sure it’s grabbitty.  ‘Cause it grabs you and pulls you down.”

      “No, little brother, it’s grav-i-ty.  With a V.  You’ll learn that when you go to school next year.”  She took her side of the sled’s rope, and they started up together.  “Don’t worry about it.  Let’s just go sledding.”

      “Yay!” her brother chanted.  “Sled-ding, sled-ding!”

      Darcy watched them start back up, resisting the urge to help Colby correct Zane.  He was getting better with his choice of words, even if he still made a few goofs, and she didn’t want to stress him about it.  Colby was right.  Zane would start school in September, and then he’d learn all sorts of new things.  He was such a bright boy.  She was proud of him.  Both of her children, in fact.

      “Yeah,” Jon said, reading her mind.  “I love them, too.  We did at least one good thing in this life, Darcy Sweet.”

      She reached out, and took his hand.  “I’d say more than one, Jon Tinker.”

      “We do have our days, don’t we?”

      “This is one of the better ones.”

      Some people found it odd that they had both kept their last names when they got married, or that Colby had Darcy’s last name and Zane had Jon’s.  For them it was the most natural thing in the world.  This was their family.  Crazy, beautiful, and wonderful.

      The kids were at the top of the hill now.  Colby was pointing and gesturing with her hand out flat, showing Zane which way they should go down the hill this time.  She was the big sister, after all.  Zane idolized her.  She was usually the leader whenever they played together and as much as she might complain about her little brother tagging along, anyone could tell it was just an act.  She loved her brother.  Those two would be friends for life.

      Darcy zipped her coat up tight against a sudden gust of icy wind.  This had been fun, and she was very glad they did it, but it would be nice to get inside someplace warm and have dinner.  All this sledding down and then walking up this hill had made her hungry.

      Her stomach rumbled, as if it knew she was thinking about food.

      “Hey, Jon, I was thinking we could go to the Chinese place.  How’s that sound…?”

      She trailed off when the cellphone in Jon’s inner pocket interrupted her by playing the opening of Pompeii by Bastille.  Jon gave her an apologetic shrug as he unbuttoned his coat and reached in for where he kept the phone.  Even on family activities like this, he always had the phone close by.  He had to.  As Misty Hollow’s police chief he had to make sure his officers could always get in touch with him in case of an emergency.  Darcy understood, but sometimes she felt like she was taking second place to his job.

      “Hello?” Jon said.  He must have recognized the number because he didn’t bother to identify himself.  “Uh-huh.  Yeah, we’re up in Oak Hollow.  Me and Darcy and the kids.  We went sledding.  Uh-huh.  Seriously?  No, I know you wouldn’t have called me if you weren’t serious, but…yeah.  Fine.  I understand.  Start the investigation and we’ll be back in two hours, tops.  Because I promised my kids we’d have dinner together.  You can handle it until I get there.  Okay.  Call me if anything turns up.  Okay.  Bye.”

      He hung up and sighed out a breath that plumed in front of his face.

      Darcy rolled her eyes.  “Oh, for Pete’s sake.  Who died this time?”

      To her surprise, he actually laughed out loud.  “No, sorry, sorry,” he said, when he saw the flash of irritation cross Darcy’s face.  “I know our usual mysteries are all about death and mayhem but, believe it or not, it’s not a murder this time.  Just a theft.”

      “Oh.”  Darcy was surprised.  She wasn’t sure what it said about her that she automatically jumped to thoughts of murder whenever Jon’s phone rang.  “So…somebody stole something?  That’s all?”

      “Yup.  Believe it or not, we have smaller crimes in Misty Hollow, too.  Well.  Sometimes.”

      She gave him a look that said ‘I know that, Dummy’ while he put his phone away.  “That wasn’t my point.  I meant, why did they call you about a simple theft when they know you’re not working?  You have investigators to handle this stuff for a reason.  Wilson, or my sister Grace, even.  Is the Secret Service back, or something?”

      He opened his mouth to answer her just as a soft swoo-oo-oosh sound became loud enough to pull their attention to the hillside.  The kids came racing at them in the sled, snow flying, Zane with his hands up in the air and Colby with her mittens held tight around the sled’s reins.  Closer and closer they came, and Zane gave out a wild holler of delight and Darcy was suddenly very aware that she and Jon were right in their path…

      And then Colby stuck one leg out to the side at just the right moment to drag the sled around in a tight curve that threw up a wide spray of snow as her bootheel dug in and brought them to a teetering halt.

      The snow, of course, sprayed all across Jon and Darcy, just like Colby had planned.

      Darcy closed her eyes and threw up her hands and laughed, and laughed, and laughed some more.  Jon wasn’t quite so happy about it, as he wrung out his gloves and wiped the snow away from the front of his coat, but he was smiling too.  Part of winter fun was getting wet and snowy.  Even when you were just the parent, watching safely from the sidelines.

      “Oh, you’ve done it now!” Darcy said theatrically.  “You’ve awakened the dreaded snowmonster of Oak Hollow!  You shall pay for your insolence!”

      Darcy lifted her hands up into claws and growled maniacally.

      “Um,” Zane said uncertainly.  “What’s insulins?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” his sister whispered loudly to him.  “Get ready to run.”

      “Why?”

      Darcy took a lunging step forward and roared, “Because the snowmonster is coming! Rawrrr!”

      She dropped down and scooped up a huge pile of snow, packing it hastily into a ball, lifting it up over her head, yodeling loudly like she was some modern-day Yeti, trying her best not to laugh out loud as the kids squeaked and screamed and began racing up the hill again, pulling the sled with them.

      “Come on, Zane!  Run for your life!”

      “Ahhhh!  The snows-monster is gonna get us!  The snows-monster is gonna get us!”

      Darcy couldn’t keep the laughter inside anymore.  She completely broke character as she threw the massive snowball, letting it crash far wide of the kids as they pumped their legs up the slope.  She heard a few families, further down the hill, laughing along with her antics.  She’d been told more than once, by strangers and friends alike, that their family was fun to watch when they were out together.  Darcy liked hearing that.

      She posed with her hands up, clawing at the air, making goofy monster noises.  “Rawr!  Howl!  Grumble!”  Colby and Zane were too far away to hear her now, still running, but she didn’t care.  By the time they left here they were both going to be exhausted, but it would be a memory that would last forever.

      Jon put his hands on her shoulders, smiling down at her.  “That was awesome.”

      “Yeah, I’m a pretty cool mom.  So.  You were about to tell me why your incredibly skilled officers can’t handle a simple theft without calling you?”

      “Because my guys know to call me when a theft involves something major.”

      That piqued Darcy’s curiosity.  “Something major?  You mean like a diamonds, jewels, vintage automobiles, that sort of thing?”

      He blinked at her.  “Vintage automobiles?  That’s where your mind went?”

      “What?  It happens.  People pay big money for classic cars in good condition.  The Mustang from that Steve McQueen movie just sold for three million dollars not too long ago.”

      “How can you possibly know that?”

      Darcy shrugged her shoulders inside her coat.  “I know stuff.”

      “You mean, you read stuff in the news.”

      “Hey, smart people still read the news. Besides,” she added, “if you remember correctly, Ellen Gless owns a Mustang and she likes to talk about cars when she comes over for coffee.  So?  Was it a classic car that got stolen?”

      “No.  Sadly, I don’t get to investigate the theft of the car from Bullitt.  That would be so cool.”

      Darcy flicked her gloves at him, flinging bits of snow in his face.  “No, that’s cool.”

      “Ha, ha.  Don’t make me throw you in a snowbank.”

      “All right, all right, I’ll behave.  So it wasn’t jewels and it wasn’t classic cars.  What got stolen?  What was so important?”

      “A trophy.”

      She blinked at that.  “There’s got to be more to it.  They called the chief of police about a trophy?  Seriously?  What trophy?”

      “The trophy for the SpringFest games.”

      “Oh.”  Now she got it.  Jon had said it was the theft of something major, he never said it was something overly valuable.  “For Pete’s sake, somebody stole the town’s trophy?  You’ve got to be kidding me.  Everybody loves that stupid thing, year after year.  SpringFest has become part of the town’s culture.  A new trophy every year for someone to take home bragging rights.  Who would want to steal it?”

      “I don’t know, but that’s why they called me.  A theft like that will affect the whole town.  The mayor’s going to be all over this.  I’m going to have to supervise the whole thing so that it gets done to his satisfaction or I’ll never hear the end of it.  You know how our mayor is.”

      “Andy Blanchard is still new at this.  Are you telling me he’s out of that stage where he wants to make everyone happy?”

      “Oh, yeah.  The honeymoon’s over.  That lasted for about a week and now he’s more worried about his image than making things right for the town.”  He swatted a random patch of snow off the front of his coat.  “I tell you, Darcy, the man’s turned into a real son of a⁠—”

      The swoosh of the sled came racing at them again and he wisely cut off the end of that thought before the kids could hear him using words they weren’t allowed to say.  The last thing he or Darcy needed was for either of their children to repeat something they shouldn’t at school.

      He didn’t need to finish it.  Darcy knew where that was going.

      “Mommy, did you see?” Zane asked, all excited.  “We did a jump!  We did a jump!”

      Colby waited for her brother to get off the sled before she got up herself.  “We hit the pile of snow just right and it lifted us way up off the ground.  It was pretty cool.”

      “Really?”  Darcy didn’t know how she felt about that, but she supposed both of the kids were still in one piece.  They certainly looked like they enjoyed it.  “Sorry, guys, I was busy talking with Daddy.  I didn’t see it.  Can you do it again?”

      Zane clapped his mittens together.  “Yes we can!  C’mon, Colby.  We gotta hit the snow just right.”

      “Yup.  You drive, I’ll steer.”

      “I wanna pull the sled this time.”

      Colby looked at her brother like he was crazy, but then handed the rope over.  “Here you go.  Knock yourself out.”

      “Yay!”  He beamed with a goofy grin, as if she’d just given him a late Christmas gift, and started back up the hill as fast as his little legs would go.  The front of the sled kept bumping into the backs of his Spiderman boots, but he didn’t seem to care.

      “Um.  Mom?” Colby asked.  “I know you guys said just three more times down the hill, but can we maybe do a couple more?  This is pretty awesome.”

      Darcy turned to Jon.  She pursed her lips like she was giving that request some serious thought.  “I don’t know…  What do you think, Jon?”

      “Hmm.  Well, they have been really good today.  I suppose we can wait a little longer to have dinner.”

      “Hmm.  I suppose we could.  Maybe let them have five more runs?”

      “Yeah.  I think that works for my schedule.”

      Colby’s smile puffed out her wind-red cheeks.  Darcy wasn’t prepared for the bear hug her daughter threw around her waist.  Just a quick squeeze, and then she went and gave one to Jon as well.

      “Thank you, guys.  Love you.”

      She ran after her brother up the hill, taking his free hand, letting him pull the sled all by himself like he wanted to.  Even if it was getting them to the top only half as fast as last time.

      Darcy reached out for Jon’s hand.  “You’re a good dad.”

      “If I was a good dad,” he joked, “I’d offer to pull the sled up for them.”

      “You’re letting them play out here longer even though you have work to do back in town.  You could have told them to pack up and get in the car.”

      “I could have, but that wouldn’t be fair.  They’re having fun.  The theft is important, yeah, but I can wait another two hours to see where my officers are with the investigation.  My family comes first.”

      She kissed him, feeling his cold lips on hers.  “I love you, Jon.”

      “I love you, too, Darcy.”
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      As much fun as the day had been, Darcy was very glad to get back home again to a warm house.  The furnace was pumping heat through the registers and she kicked her boots off as soon as she was inside.  She pulled off her wet socks, too, and wiggled her toes in the warmth.  How hard was it to design a boot that could keep out snow?

      Of course, the snowball fight they’d gotten into just before packing up the car certainly hadn’t helped her keep dry.

      The kid’s coats and hats and boots came off just inside the door too, because that was the rule.  No tracking wet clothes through the house.  She had a bundle of clothes in her arms by the time Colby and Zane were racing off to their rooms to play, scarves and icy mittens included.  They tromped up the stairs like a herd of elephants running a marathon.  So much for them being tired out by all the physical outdoor activity.

      She heard Cha Cha barking enthusiastically to see everyone home again.  He wasn’t much more than a puppy, and according to Zane he still worried when everyone left all at once that they might not come home again.  Zane had tried to explain it to him, that people had things to do in other places, but for the dog, the whole world was wherever he was.  Or at least, that was how Zane explained it.  Darcy had the feeling it was going to take them leaving and coming back a few times before Cha Cha was comfortable with it.

      Tiptoe, on the other hand, came sauntering lazily through, as if she would have been just fine all by herself.

      That didn’t stop her from rubbing up against Darcy’s leg on her way to the kitchen.

      “Glad to see you too, kitten.  Get up to anything while I was gone?”

      “Mrrrow,” was the answer.

      Darcy wasn’t sure what that meant, but it sounded important.  “As long as you weren’t shredding the toilet paper, then that’s fine.”

      Tiptoe gave her a narrow glare, and then kept walking.  Obviously she didn’t think Darcy was all that funny.

      “What?  Your father did that to me once, you know.  I was cleaning little bits of paper out of the bathroom for weeks.  I’ll come back up to get you some more food as soon as I put all this in the laundry, okay?”

      She brought her bundle of clothes to the cellar door, to take them down to the washing machine.  Might as well do it now rather than leave all these wet things to sit in a heap.  It was a little tricky negotiating the narrow stairs when she had to keep shuffling the jackets and other things around so she could see past them.  She took her time.  She had the rest of the evening ahead of her, what with Jon at work and the kids off doing their own thing in their rooms.  There was no need to rush.

      It was damp down here, and chilly.  The furnace hunkered in the corner, churning out heat, but most of that was directed upstairs.  The house was old enough that the cellar had actual stone walls that soaked in the frigid cold from outside and radiated it inward.  The concrete floor was icy on the bare soles of her feet.  Darcy felt a shiver work its way up her spine.  It was almost the same as being back outside again.  She was just going to stuff the clothes into the washer and set the dials and go.

      The illumination from the fluorescent bulbs left a lot of shadowy spots.  In the corners.  Behind storage racks.  Under the stairs.  Darcy was used to it.  The dark didn’t scare her much.  Not after a lifetime of seeing ghosts pop out of closets or Christmas trees or television sets.  Knowing that ghosts were real meant knowing that one could show up almost anywhere.  There were things that hid in shadows, but they’d show themselves to her or not, whenever they were ready.

      Her bookstore’s motto was ‘The mysterious is all around us.’  She sold t-shirts with that slogan, and coffee cups, and other souvenirs for the tourists.  But it was also a truth she lived in her daily life.

      She was humming a song to herself, arranging the clothes in the washer, when she saw movement out of the corner of her eye.

      Even living in a world of ghosts and specters, she knew better than to ignore things that like that.  Even if it wasn’t a ghost over there in the corner, it could be a mouse coming inside to find a warm place to sleep.  Soon enough it would be in the cabinets upstairs raiding the boxed crackers and the Pop Tarts.  She couldn’t remember the last time there was a mouse in the house.  Smudge, her beloved cat who had passed away, had kept the house blessedly clear of mice.  Tiptoe was Smudge’s daughter and she seemed to have the same sense for mousing that her daddy had.  The mice knew enough to stay clear of this house.

      So maybe it wasn’t a mouse, but she had seen something moving over there in the corner.

      Which meant she knew what it had to be.

      With a sigh, Darcy closed the lid on the washing machine and set it to run a heavy load.  In a world dominated by ghosts, she still had to do the laundry.

      “You might as well come out,” she said to the shadows in the corner.  “No sense lurking about like that.  You’re not some monster in a horror movie.  Come on out and talk to me like a human being, and I’ll see if I can help you.”

      “Aw,” a familiar voice said.  “You’re sweet.”

      Darcy rolled her eyes as the ghost separated from the shadows.  She should have known.  Maybe she’d been too quick to say this particular ghost wasn’t a monster…  “Willa, why are you in my basement?”

      Stepping out of the darkness one lithe leg at a time, in a dress that was old fashioned but still managed to hug the curves of her translucent body, Willamena Duell smirked.  She was shimmering against the backdrop of the stone wall, with her narrow but pretty face and washed out hazel eyes staring right at Darcy.

      She stood with one hand on her hip, the other at her throat playing with the heavy silver links of her necklace.  She gave Darcy an amused chortle.  “I am here in your basement, because this is where you are.  It is not easy to speak to someone who won’t listen.  I was forced to track you down for un petit chit-chat.”

      Her smooth French accent attributed a soft but sinister meaning to those words.  “You know where I sleep, Willa.  It’s not like you can’t ever find me.  Especially since you’ve pretty much inserted yourself in my life whether I want you here or not.”

      “Ah, but you need me, my darling Darcy.  I have the knowledge of the ages, remember?  I was a witch before you were even a twinkling thought in the amorous minds of your parents.  My teachings will make you a better witch.”

      “First of all, not a witch.”  Darcy was tired of this argument.  She had a gift, one that she had been born with, and she couldn’t deny that it had a certain element of magic to it.  Certainly it was beyond what science understood.  It wasn’t witchcraft, though.  “Secondly, your little box is right upstairs in my bedroom.  If you wanted to talk you can find me up there while I’m sleeping like you usually do.”

      “I tried to talk with you earlier.  I practically made my box jump off the shelf and you just walked away to go play out in the snow with your…children.”

      The twist to that word made it sound offensive.  Darcy didn’t know much about the life of Willamena Duell, but she knew the woman had to have given birth at least once, or the family line would have ended back with her.  It was hard to imagine the Sweets having descended from this vile woman anyway, but facts were facts.  Her Great Aunt Millie had told Darcy to trust Willamena, and although Darcy still had her reservations, she accepted the woman as family.

      She trusted Millie, even if she didn’t trust this woman.

      “All right, Willa.  I’m planning on spending some quality time with my kids and a board game tonight before losing myself in a good book.  So, if you have something you need to tell me so badly, why don’t you get on with it?”

      The witch’s ghost frowned.  For just a moment, she seemed more solid.  “I wish to talk to you about your dream.”

      Of course she did.  Darcy knew exactly which dream she meant.  There was only one dream that she’d been having over and over again, just the one dream that Willamena seemed fixated on.  A dream that was really a nightmare, and one that she didn’t like to think about.

      She didn’t want to talk about it, either.  The dream put Darcy face-to-face with herself in the blank space between life and death, a space usually reserved for the spirits of the dead.  She kept seeing herself reaching out from the dream, calling for help the way so many ghosts had reached out to her in the past.

      Only this time, the ghost was her.

      At least, it wore her face.  It sounded like her and moved like her.  In fact, Darcy would have sworn it was her, except for the obvious fact that she was still very much alive.  It was just a dream, she told herself.  People had dreams.  They came and they went, and they didn’t mean anything except maybe that you ate some bad sushi before you went to bed.

      So then…why did she keep having the same dream, two and sometimes three times a week?

      Willamena took a step closer to her.  “There, you see?  You are thinking about it even now.  This is a dream that has some deep, dark meaning which troubles your mind.”

      Darcy glared at the woman’s insubstantial face.  “I’m thinking about it now because you brought it up.  I was having a good day until you showed up, by the way, so thanks heaps for that.”  She turned her back on the ghost of Willamena Duell and headed back to the stairs.  “I’m going to go spend time with my kids.  You can look me up in my dreams tonight if you want to keep talking about this but if you do, can you at least bring Great Aunt Millie with you?  At least she’s someone I like talking to.”

      She knew that sounded harsh, but it was the truth.  She had finally learned to accept that Willamena was going to be a part of her life whether she liked it or not, and she had even leaned on the ghost’s wisdom once or twice, but there was no way the two of them would ever become friends.  Darcy had threatened to do an exorcism to remove her from the house more than once.  If it ever came to that, she wouldn’t hesitate.

      Once upon a time, Willamena had hurt Colby, and hurt her badly.  Darcy hadn’t forgiven her for that, and she hadn’t forgotten it, either.  She’d just sort of moved past it.

      She started up from the cellar, placing her feet carefully on each of the stairs.  Jon had done a good job replacing the original stairs with these new ones, but they were just wood frame, with nothing underneath them, and with blank spaces at the front of each step where the risers should have been.  For some reason being able to see through them, to the emptiness below, always weirded her out.

      Not quite halfway up, she heard a sound like scratching, and looked down.

      Scritch, scritch, scritch…

      Something was under there.

      “I’m not in the mood, Willa,” she warned the ghost.  “I’ve got two containers of sea salt in my cabinet and I will have no problem whatsoever laying lines down across all the doorways and windows to keep you from going anywhere at all except that box of yours.  Don’t push me.”

      “Ahem,” she heard Willamena clear her throat.  “I am still over here, Darcy dear.”

      Darcy stopped, putting her hand to the wall to steady herself.  She looked back at the patch of darkness, past the washing machine, where Willamena had been standing.  There was the ghost of her distant ancestor, playing with her silver necklace and waving at her with the fingers of her other hand.  A smug smile played around her lips.  The kind of smile that only says one thing.

      Told you so.

      But if Willamena was over there…then what had she just heard…down there…?

      She touched a finger to the antique ring on her right finger.  It had been her Great Aunt Millie’s, and it had become a token of good luck for her.  She touched it whenever she felt scared, or worried, or…whatever she was feeling right now in the pit of her stomach.

      Scriiiiiitch…

      Leaning back carefully, she looked through the blank space between the steps.

      A hand reached out for her ankle, and she jumped back, and her toes slipped off the edge of a step, and she went down hard, catching herself but barking her shin in the process.  Pain screamed at her and she sucked in a hard breath.

      An arm followed the hand, and a face followed the arm, squeezing out of the empty space below the stairs.

      Her face.  It was her face.

      With the voice of the grave, she cried out two words.

      “…help…me…”

      Darcy screamed, and sat up straight.  The world spun around her and she knew she should be falling but she wasn’t falling and she didn’t understand why.  She grasped at empty air, looking for a stair railing that wasn’t there.

      She threw out her legs and pinwheeled her arms and suddenly she really was falling.

      Off the couch.

      She landed on the floor, down on her hands and knees, panting hard as she tried to understand how she was here in the living room and not in the cellar with her own ghost calling out for her.

      …help…me…

      A dream.  Oh, thank God, it was just that same dream she kept having, over and over.  She remembered now.  After she and the kids got home she came in here, to sit down for a minute, while they went up to their rooms and then…she must have fallen asleep.  And while she slept, she had the dream.

      No, not a dream.  A nightmare.

      She shook her head, clearing her thoughts, putting herself back in the moment and the reality that she was down on all fours on the living room floor, shaking and panting for breath.

      It hadn’t been real, and she could ignore it again just like she had every time before.  It was all in her head.  Just a dream.

      Blowing out a relieved breath she stood up.  When she did, pain lanced up her leg.

      She looked down to find a tear in her jeans.  She touched the rip, pulled the edges apart.  There was blood on her shin from a long, jagged scrape.  That didn’t happen when she fell off the couch.  It couldn’t have.

      Her heart stuttered in her chest.  She knew where that wound came from.

      On the stairs, when her own ghost had come chasing after her.
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      She wasn’t sure when Jon got home.  She fell asleep on the couch again after putting the kids to bed.  This time she had a peaceful, dreamless sleep.  One moment she was closing her eyes, and the next she was waking up to Jon’s hand placed gently on her cheek.  Tiptoe was a warm bundle of fur curled into her lap.  As she came awake, she became aware of her leg aching where she’d scraped it, a reminder of a mystery that she had no answer for.

      Her own ghost, calling out to her…

      Jon brushed the bangs away from her forehead with his fingertips.  “Hey, Darcy.  You didn’t have to wait up for me.”

      She yawned, and stretched, and rubbed at her eyes.  “I don’t think I did.  Guess I couldn’t keep my eyes open.”

      Tiptoe looked up at her, annoyed at the sudden movement as she stirred on the couch.  The gray cat stood up, stretching herself out just like Darcy had, and then stepped gracefully off the edge of the couch.

      “Where you going, little cat?” Jon asked her.  “You don’t have to leave just because I’m here.”

      Darcy took his hand and pulled him down next to her.  “It’s a cat thing.  Don’t worry about her.  Tell me about your⁠—”

      “Wait.  Dear God, Darcy, what did you do to your leg?  Is that blood?”

      He was looking at the rip in her jeans, pulling it this
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