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  To Petra, for every adventure we’ve had together.
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Dear Reader,
Welcome back to Bookend Bay! If this is your first visit to this imaginary small town nestled on the sandy shores of Lake Superior, I'm so glad you found us. 
In this series, you’ll meet Quinn Delaney, newly divorced, reluctant amateur sleuth and proud new owner of her dream café.  Some changes in her midlife are welcome. Others, like suddenly seeing ghosts, acquiring an OCD twin from a parallel universe, and stumbling over more murders than any café owner should, are decidedly less so.
If you love best friends who find themselves in the odd pickle yet always persevere, you're in exactly the right place.
If you'd like to spend more time with Quinn, I'd love to have you join my newsletter at clarelockhart.com and I'll send you a free series novella as a thank you.
Happy reading!
Love and hugs,
Clare







  
  Chapter One
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It was as good a day as any to meet a ghost. And if the historic Virtanen Inn lived up to its reputation, today I’d meet one who might help me understand the bizarre direction my life had taken. 
If you’d asked me a year ago if I believed in anything paranormal—psychics, ghosts, curses, any supernatural occurrences, my answer would have been an easy, confident no. Never have. Never will. 
You know what they say about never. 
My belief in never was over-hauled when I met my first ghost. That was a year ago, and I still wasn’t used to having apparitions appear at whim, especially ones with agendas. But that said, they were a minor inconvenience compared to my ghost twin, Brielle. 
Yes, you read that right—ghost twin. It was as good a descriptor as I could muster. Ghost, because most people couldn’t see Brielle, and twin, because if you over-looked the twenty pounds I had on her, she was my exact replica.
Technically, though, Brielle wasn’t a ghost—according to the dictionary definition—she was not an apparition of a dead person. At least, she said she wasn’t. 
No, heaven forbid my life to be that simple. Brielle said she and I were the same person, in a manner of speaking. Remarkably, she’d crossed into my life from a parallel universe.
Seriously. 
You know those times when we make significant choices that send the trajectory of our lives along a certain path? Something like getting married or moving to another country. If we’d made an alternative choice, life might have turned out much differently. As Brielle explained it, those alternate choices do unfold, but they occur in a separate timeline.
So, at a pivotal point in my life, when I made a choice that resulted in a pregnancy and a marriage, Brielle made a different choice. Our lives split, and she created a life in a parallel universe that turned out completely different and was still a mystery to me. I wanted to know more about her day-to-day experiences, but we hadn’t exactly had much time to sit and chat. And maybe I was a wee bit afraid to learn about the life I could have lived. Not that I wanted her life. I had two beautiful adult children, and I wouldn’t change that for any universe.      
Anyway, Brielle was something I was still trying to get my head around. I didn’t know if visiting a haunted house would shed any light on why our worlds had collided, but it would be a diversion from work. I’d not taken an evening off in a month because ever since July 4th, Break Thyme, my artisan café, had been crazy busy. But tonight, the café was in the competent hands of my assistant Poppy and three of my staff. 
It was late afternoon, and there were about a dozen people on the haunted house tour, including my best friend Toni and me. Gathered in the foyer of the Virtanen Inn in Marquette, we listened to our guide, who stood on the grand staircase addressing us. 
“I’ve got a tragic story to tell you today,” said Gavin, a gray-haired historian, outfitted in the topcoat, breeches and stockings of the late nineteenth-century, which was when the ghost of Virtanen Inn first appeared. “It’s a story that may test your courage.” 
Gavin cleared his throat. “There have been countless sightings of Aada Virtanen, beloved daughter of the Finnish family who built the inn. Aada was betrothed to Henri Boutte, a French fisherman and the love of her life, it was said.”
The sudden appearance of my ghost twin, Brielle, captured my attention. She appeared like a magic trick. 
I poked Toni’s arm and leaned in close to whisper. “Brielle is here.”
“Oh, good. You were hoping she’d show up,” Toni said as the phone in her purse chimed. She was one of two people I’d told about Brielle. 
I looked at Brielle and mouthed the words haunted house tour. This was the first time we’d been in a public place together. My nerves flared. Considering no one else could see her, it could be tricky trying not to acknowledge her presence. 
The tour guide continued his ghost story. “Now, you probably call the big sea to our north Lake Superior. The Ojibwa People call this huge water the mighty Gitchi-Gami. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote of it in his poem, Hiawatha. Some even call it the graveyard of the Great Lakes.”
Again, I nudged Toni, who was reading a text. “Did you hear that? Longfellow.” My daughter Samantha had christened my travel trailer Longfellow since his poem Evangeline, a story of the expulsion of Acadians, reminded her of my mother who’d moved back to her beloved East Coast.
Toni looked up. “Great,” she said absently.
“Is everything okay?”
“I’ll tell you after the tour.”
I nodded, then nearly jumped when Brielle, who I’d not realized had moved directly beside me, said, “I don’t like the idea of being in a haunted house. Can we go somewhere else?” 
“When the tour’s finished,” I said under my breath. 
“Hmm?” Toni said, reminding me she couldn’t hear Brielle.
“Nothing.”
Brielle wrapped her arms around herself and thankfully focused on the guide, who was talking about shipwrecks.
“With our modern weather forecasting, fishing on the lake can be risky, but in Aada’s day, without those tools, it could be treacherous. And so it was for Aada’s betrothed who sadly lost his life out on the water.”
“What is that laughing?” Brielle asked.
“I don’t hear anything,” I whispered. The man standing on the other side of Brielle glanced at me. I wondered if he sensed her. To me, she was solid. I could wrap my hand around her arm, but people who didn’t see her didn’t feel her either. 
I focused on our storyteller to not be rude. “At the loss of her true love, Aada spiraled into a deep neurosis. With no will to live, she hanged herself in the wardrobe of the bedroom upstairs. Many of our guests’ report having woken in the night to see Aada looking out the window or standing beside the bed. Perhaps she’ll make an appearance today. Everyone, follow me upstairs to the first room on the right, please.”
“I don’t see the appeal of finding a ghost by your bedside,” said Toni.
I ran a hand through my mostly brown hair, blaming the shock of Brielle’s sudden appearances on the gray hairs I’d been finding lately. “It’s only appealing if finding another gray hair gives you joy.” 
Toni flashed me a sympathetic look.  
“You can’t hear that laughing?” Brielle asked again as we made our way toward the stairs.
I cocked my head and listened. Nothing. I shook my head.
“I never watch scary movies, and I sure don’t like this.” Brielle grabbed the end of my T-shirt. It pulled away from my body since I’d continued walking. I tugged it, but she was holding on tight. 
“Let go,” I said through my teeth. I could only imagine what this looked like to others.
“There’s a woman laughing upstairs,” Brielle said. “And I don’t want to be the only one hearing her.”
Toni dropped her gaze to the hem of my shirt.
“It’s Brielle,” I mouthed, then murmured. “She’s scared of the ghost.” 
Toni snorted. “Are you sure she’s your twin?”
It was nice Toni thought me so brave when truly I was nervous at the prospect of meeting Aada the dead. “It did not exactly thrill me to meet my first ghost.” 
“Well, if we don’t go up there, you may not get to ask your question,” Toni pointed out.
“What question?” asked Brielle.
I moved over to let two men pass by us. Now that Brielle was here, I was rethinking what we might learn directly from this ghost if Brielle could speak to her. For one, could ghosts cross dimensions like Brielle had? We didn’t know if there were more people like her showing up in parallel lives. I also wondered if Brielle could access the afterlife, perhaps take a message to a ghost. That would have come in handy a couple of times. 
 Since this idea didn’t look like it would appeal to Brielle, I decided not to mention it. “We’re all curious about the afterlife, right? Let’s see what we can learn.” I was curious by nature. My brother thought I was driven by inflated levels of curiosity that I should try harder to resist. I didn’t know about other people, but often the need to know nagged at me. Hoping Brielle felt the same, I was relieved when she followed.
I still hadn’t heard any laughter, but the pounding of a couple dozen shoes on the hardwood stairs surely would have drowned it out. Upstairs, our group gathered in a bedroom. 
“Come close, now,” said our guide. 
“Hey! Don’t push!” Brielle said behind me.
I turned to see her pushing the palms of her hands against the chest of a middle-aged man. He looked down with a confused expression, took a step back, and rubbed his chest. I suddenly wondered if some of the unexplained physical pressures people felt came from invisible entities.
Gavin swept up his arm, distracting me from that thought. “So, here we are in the bedroom of the forever-grieving Aada. As you see, the room is typical of the nineteenth-century. Often, a bedroom carpet would have been recycled from the parlor. Aada’s curtained four-poster bed had a horsehair mattress and likely contained fleas—I assure you, this one does not. Over here, she kept her hip bath because hygiene was a chief concern. She also had a toilette table, washstand, and pier glass.”
Brielle was quiet behind me, so I supposed the laughter she’d heard had stopped.
“This was a time of impeccable sexual virtue for women,” said Gavin. “Aada was no exception.”
Brielle’s hand gripped my shoulder. “Fudge berries! It’s that laughing again.” She gasped and dug her fingers into my shoulder. “Ah! D—d—do you see that woman over there by the window?”
I looked across the room. I didn’t see anybody by the window, so I shook my head and tried to shuffle away from Brielle’s hold, but we were hemmed in.
“She can see me! Good grief, she’s speaking to me.”
“What?” Shoot, I shouldn’t have said that out loud. I coughed and reached for Brielle’s hand to squeeze in reassurance. I remembered how startled I’d been when I’d met my first ghost, albeit not as discombobulated as when I’d met Brielle. I looked around the room but saw nothing ghostly. Why wasn’t I seeing it? This was both creepy and good news.    
“Who are you?” Brielle asked. I could tell by her tone she wasn’t speaking to me. This was going to get confusing. 
“It’s Aada Virtanen!” Brielle said. “She’s talking so fast. Slow down!”
Again, I scanned the room and didn’t see a nineteenth-century woman.
“She says Gavin has it wrong. At the time she died, it was the rise of the ‘New Woman.’ Aada intended to be educated and independent. The double-standards outraged her since society demanded sexual virtue in women, yet not in men.”
I’d never heard of a New Woman rising.
Gavin moved to the wardrobe and opened the door. “It’s here where poor Aada, grief-stricken beyond repair, ended her life.”
“Nope,” Brielle said. “Aada says that’s not what happened!”
I missed whatever the tour guide had said next.
“Her father strangled her because she lost her virginity before she would have married,” Brielle said. “He made her murder look like she committed suicide.”
“Oh, dear,” I mumbled, prying Brielle’s fingers from my shoulder. 
“Are there any questions?” Gavin asked.
Toni poked my right arm.
Brielle squeezed my left. “Aada wants you to ask about the days leading up to her death. Why had her father locked her inside? Starved her? Why no one questioned the bruises he gave her?”
Horrifying indeed, but I didn’t want to get distracted by a death we could do nothing about. “I have a question. Why do you think some people see ghosts and others don’t?”
Gavin stroked his chin. “Hmm, I don’t know that there’s a definitive answer to that, but I can share my opinion. Ghost stories have been told for as long as we know, and nearly half of Americans believe in ghosts. Many people remember seeing spirits at a young age, myself included, so I’m a believer. In my opinion, some people are just more sensitive to spirits.”
A man in a blazer piped up, his arms crossed over his chest; the man Brielle had pushed. “There’s no evidence ghosts are real. If you believe in science, that is. Supernatural phenomenon results from a cognitive dysfunction, nothing more.”
I wondered what this man was doing on a haunted house tour. Brielle squeezed my shoulder again and said something, but I was trying to focus on the ghost conversation.
“Come on,” said a woman wearing a baseball cap. “That’s just science trying to find a rational explanation for something it can’t explain. It doesn’t mean it’s true.”
With Brielle talking into my ear, I certainly could agree, but I didn’t have the nerve to share my supernatural experiences with strangers. And it was getting hard to focus. I was going to have to make rules around acceptable ghost twin behavior in public, otherwise my head might explode.
“Shhh, please,” I said to Brielle, overwhelmed by the two competing conversations. I then realized people were staring at me. I flashed a tight smile. I’d expected an enjoyable outing, but now my shoulder muscles were all tense. Things were unlikely to improve as long as Brielle was relaying everything Aada said. 
“I’m sorry. I have to leave,” I said to Toni. “Excuse me.” Brielle let go of my arm as I squeezed between a couple of people to get to the door.
“Thanks for a great tour,” Toni said.
I continued down the stairs, across the lobby, and outside to fresh air. When I looked behind Toni, there was no sign of Brielle.
“What was all that about?” Toni asked. 
I told her about Brielle’s chat with the ghost of Aada Virtanen.
“Son of a biscuit,” said Toni. “Murdered. Imagine the number of unmarried women killed or outcast for a roll in the hay while men suffered no consequences at all. It’s outrageous. Good for Aada trying to be a new woman.” 
I loved Toni. No matter how bizarre my life got, she didn’t question my sanity. Her support was steadfast. I wondered if men understood how completely women shared themselves with each other. 
“Yes, good for her,” I said. “Unfortunately, it didn’t get her very far.”
“Sadly true.” Toni’s phone chimed. She pulled it from her pocket and read the text.
“Is everything okay?” I asked.
“No, I don’t think so. It’s my cousin, Justine. She asked if she could meet us right away. I hope you don’t mind if she joins us for dinner. She’s quite upset about something and will be here in a moment.”
“Not at all. If you don’t mind sharing a table with my invisible twin.” I looked for Brielle again, but she still hadn’t left the inn. “If she extracts herself from the long dead innkeeper’s daughter, that is.”
“That doesn’t even sound strange to me anymore.” Toni’s gaze was on a car across the street as a woman exited, a slim woman with short black hair. I recognized Justine. As she waved to us, the man driving the car drove off.
Toni’s head flinched back slightly, then she looked at me. “She kissed that guy before she got out of the car, and that was no casual kiss.”
“Oh? Was that Chad?” I asked.
“Nope. That was definitely not her husband.”   
 
  
  






  
  Chapter Two
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Justine waited for a car to pass, then ran across the road to join us. Clutched in one hand was a green duffel bag, and she had a large purse slung over her shoulder. She looked good—really good. Her form-fitting, sleeveless dress accentuated her curves. Odd that I’d never noticed Justine had a great figure. I couldn’t remember seeing her in anything other than jeans and baggy T-shirts. 
“Hi!” She hugged Toni, who gave her a cursory pat on the back before Justine turned to me. I guessed Toni’s agitated vibes flew over Justine’s head. She was Toni’s younger cousin from one of her mother’s sisters and had married a chauvinistic mechanic her father hadn’t liked. From what Toni said about her uncle, he wasn’t in a position to judge anyone given his lack of sobriety and decency.     
“Quinn! It’s been, what? At least a couple of years since we’ve seen each other. I’m pretty sure the last time was when we had that picnic, you remember? You brought a quiche. It was vegetarian, wasn’t it? Something like that. I talked about that quiche for weeks! I’ve never had one so creamy. I meant to get that recipe, but then I just forgot all about it.”
Suddenly I was tired. I’d forgotten about Justine’s gift for gab. “Yes, that was some quiche.” I looked at Toni, who now had her hands on her hips and was tapping her foot. “Was it broccoli and cheese or spinach and onion, Toni? Do you remember?”
Toni didn’t smile at my tease. “Justine, I saw you kiss the man who just dropped you off. That was no casual cheek peck. What’s going on? Who was that?”
Justine flushed pink, making me notice more changes in her. She was wearing makeup, violet eyeshadow even, and she’d cut her wavy black hair in short wispy layers. The haircut suited her heart-shaped face.  
She took a breath, put down her duffel, and adjusted the shoulder strap of her purse. “I’m going to tell you all about that. Can we get a coffee and find a place to sit down?” 
“Or dinner,” I said. “It’s six o’clock.” In a promise to myself to eat healthier, I’d had a bowl of soup for lunch, so I was hungry.       
“Oh, it’s that late already,” said Justine. “Time is just flying by today. There must be some real nice restaurants around here. I suppose I can treat myself cause I’m in that good of a mood. Like a celebration kind of mood.”
The guy who’d dropped her off must be some good kisser. I rolled my lip to keep from laughing. Toni looked at me and shook her head in defeat. Then she pointed to the restaurant beside us. “Let’s go to this Mexican place. They have a patio.”
We loved patios. I looked back at the inn, wondering if Brielle was still in there or if she’d vanished back to her own life. She did that. Her departures were as abrupt as her arrivals. She believed she visited my life when she was sleeping or napping in hers, although it didn’t happen every night. She also seemed to lose most of her memories of her visits here, like a person loses the memory of a dream.
Briefly, I wondered if I should go look for her, but then we’d have to find a private place to talk. Since there was nothing I needed to say that couldn’t wait, I decided to stick with Toni and Justine. 
While Toni asked the hostess for a table for three, Justine pulled a light sweater out of her bag. It was the end of July and warm enough for me and my internal hot flashes to be comfortable in my short-sleeved blouse. 
After we sat, our server brought us a basket of tortilla chips and salsa. What a treat. This kind of free starter, bread baskets for example, was becoming rarer. After Toni and I ordered margaritas, I promised myself I’d start eating healthier tomorrow. Justine asked for a glass of water with no ice. I didn’t remember her not drinking, but I did recall her father had been an angry drinker, which could easily make someone an abstainer. 
“So, what’s going on, Justine?” asked Toni. 
Justine wiped her lip with her napkin. She was turning pink again. “I’m going to leave Chad. I am. Tonight. That’s why I wanted to meet with you urgently because I need a favor. Well, two favors.”
“You’re ending your marriage?” Toni said slowly, glancing at me. “I’m here for you, Justine, but are you sure? What brought this on?”
I didn’t know Justine’s husband well. We’d met at dinner parties over the years, more so when Toni’s husband was alive, and they’d had a big house to entertain in. I remembered Justine scooting off to the TV room to take Chad a plate of dinner, which had annoyed me. Since his legs weren’t broken, why couldn’t he make his own plate? 
“I’m just so tired of him not being, you know, supportive,” Justine said. “He doesn’t even treat me all that nice, not like…well, not like Marcus does. That was Marcus who dropped me off.”
“What do you mean, he doesn’t treat you nice?” I asked.
Justine shifted uneasily in her seat. “Chad gets frustrated with me all the time. He wants things a certain way, and I try, I really do, but he always finds something wrong. He doesn’t want to hear my opinion on things, and I’ve got one, sometimes, you know.” She gave a weak smile. “I mean, I may not be a college graduate like you both, but I—I’m not as stupid as Chad thinks.”
Toni touched Justine’s arm. “Of course, you aren’t. He doesn’t call you stupid, does he?” 
“Sometimes he does, especially since I told him I wanted to be a legal secretary. I just mentioned going back to school, and he got so mad about it. He doesn’t want his dinner to be late or his lunch box empty or the house getting dusty cause I’m too busy studying. The courses I wanted to take are at night, like in the evening. I thought he’d like that better since he just watches sports anyways, but he wants me sitting there beside him in case he needs another beer or something.”
I looked at Toni. Her eyes were growing larger by the second. “Has Chad always been this way?” she asked.
“I suppose so. I just didn’t notice it so much, on account of the way my daddy was. I’ve always known how to stop men from going off. You know, keep ’em happy so they don’t get mad. The truth of the matter is, I’m the one who’s changed, not him.”
Toni sighed and put her hand over Justine’s. “We all knew your father was difficult, but we didn’t know to what extent. No one talked about it.”
“Well, that’s because Mama didn’t want anyone to know the truth. That was the way of it with her. She’d be mad as spit if she were alive to hear me airing my dirty laundry like this.”
“Keeping quiet about abuse is how men keep you under their control.” I took a chip and dunked it in the salsa. 
“Oh, Chad’s not abusive. He’s never punched me in the face or anything like that.”
“Calling you stupid is abusive,” Toni said. “Emotional abuse can be even worse than physical abuse, Justine. You think his behavior is acceptable because he’s not punching your teeth out?”
Justine shook her head.
The server came by and asked if we were ready to order.
“We need a few more minutes,” Toni said. 
Justine took a long drink from her water. The glass trembled as she put it down. “I feel just awful telling you these things—like I’m a horrible person for talking about Chad behind his back, and that’s not even the worst of it. Now, I feel like I’m weak to be putting up with it.”
“There’s nothing weak about you,” Toni said kindly. “It sounds like you’ve been surviving. Just like you’ve probably been doing most of your life. I hope you realize it takes a lot of strength to tell the truth. Many women never do.”
“That’s what Marcus said. For the first time in my life, I’m learning what it’s like to be around a different sort of man—a better man. Marcus doesn’t put me down all the time. He thinks there’s nothing wrong with me going to school. He makes me happy. I don’t think I’ve ever been happy—not truly. I’d never have the strength to leave my marriage if I hadn’t met Marcus.”
That’s why Justine looked so good. Sure, she’d put on makeup and changed her hair, but this change in her went deeper than that. A light shone in her eyes that I’d never seen before. She held herself differently, straighter, stronger. And her frown lines were no longer prominent.
Toni wouldn’t approve of Justine’s affair, if that’s what it was, but it appeared Marcus might be Justine’s lifesaver.
Toni smiled, surprising me. “Marcus sounds like a good man. So, what can I do to support you through this?”
“Thank you! Thank you.” Justine turned to me. “Can I ask for your help too, Quinn? I think it would be safer if there were three of us.”
Safer? “Three of us to do what?” I asked.
The server walked by and looked at our menus. “Wait. Let’s order first,” I said. As good as they were, I didn’t want to fill up on chips. Toni and I ordered taco salads. It seemed a healthy choice, but many salads had huge calorie counts, and I imagined taco salad was up there. Justine ordered a small bowl of soup. No wonder she was so slim.
Once we placed our orders, Justine continued. “Like the man always does, Chad looks after our money. He gives me an allowance to do the shopping. If I need something personal like new underwear, well, he doesn’t usually complain about that.”
“A true saint,” Toni said. “Keeping you financially dependent on him is another form of abuse. Do you have joint bank accounts? What if something happens to him?”
“We do.” Justine looked down at her lap. “But there’s not much money in it, just enough to pay the bills every month. The thing is, Marcus said if I’m going to leave Chad, I’m entitled to half of our money. There’s only a thousand dollars in our joint account, and that sure is strange. His grandmother gave us our little house, so we’ve never had a loan for it. And Chad’s garage is doing real well. A couple years ago, he told me he’s making more money than he’d dreamed possible.”
“Maybe he has another bank account?” Toni said. 
“That’s what Marcus thinks, too,” Justine agreed, “But you know something about Chad? He doesn’t trust nobody, and that means banks, too. He says they’re not getting his money and then going bankrupt.”
I took a long drink from my margarita, wondering how, in this century, a woman could be so uninformed and dependent.
“If you want my opinion, Justine, I don’t think you should involve Marcus any further,” Toni said. “You deserve your fair share of the family assets, but the first thing you should do is speak to a lawyer.”
“Sure, I know that, but I have no money to give to a lawyer. Not a cent.”
“I could lend—” Toni said.
Justine threw up her hands. “No. No. No. I will never ever take money from anyone, especially family, not after that terrible feud between my mom and Uncle Jim. Remember that? Remember how it just ruined everything?”
“Yes. I remember.” Toni looked at me. “It’s true. When our Uncle Jim lent money to Justine’s mom, Muriel, there was such a fight when Muriel couldn’t make a monthly payment to her brother. My poor mother tried to stay out of it, but we couldn’t have my aunt and uncle in the same room after that. No more family holidays.”
“And then Mom went and died. That’s what Jim said about her dying suddenly, like she died on purpose just to get out of paying him back, when it was him that caused her the grief that killed her. He didn’t even come to her funeral. He wanted me to give him the money to pay off her loan, but there was no money. Then he said I was responsible for the loan. Chad sure wouldn’t agree to that. It was the one time Chad was on my side, and Uncle Jim is still mad as an old bull about it.”
I figured Chad was on his own side but kept my opinion to myself.
“So, if I can’t help you financially, what can I do?” Toni said. “You’re going to come and stay with me, and don’t think I’ll take no for an answer. You don’t know how Chad might react when you tell him you’re leaving. It’s important that you be somewhere safe.
Justine sagged back against her chair. “Thank you. I will. Yes. I will. There’s something else, though. I found the combination to Chad’s safe, the one at the garage. If he doesn’t put his money in the bank, then he must keep it in that safe. I wouldn’t dare take more than half, and you both would be witnesses to that. I can never leave Chad if I don’t have a cent to my name.”
Break into someone’s safe? No way! I didn’t care how much she deserved that money, I was not getting involved in any crime.
“Okay,” Toni said, surprising me that she agreed. Toni generally played by the rules. I supposed she figured Justine’s situation and her decision to end her marriage was stressful enough without being financially vulnerable. I thought about how different my life might have been if I had been without funds in my divorce. And from what we’d just learned of Justine, she may have been so beaten down by her father that Chad’s abuse felt normal to her. 
And if Toni was doing everything in her power to help Justine, then I would, too. Even if I was really reluctant to risk breaking into a safe.
“If you stay in this marriage, it will not get better for you, Justine,” Toni said. “Chad’s need to control you is probably going to get worse with you wanting to better yourself and go to school. You’re right. You deserve half.” Toni looked at me. “I can go with Justine if you’d rather not get involved.”
A soft, unladylike snort escaped me. “Me? Not get involved?” I suffered serious fear of missing out and was happiest when I was part of the action. Toni knew this.
Plus, I couldn’t stop thinking about how little I’d have if my ex had had similar control issues. It was enough to silence even the staunchest complaints from my conscience.
“Okay, Quinn’s in,” said Toni. 
We changed the subject over dinner. When the bill came, I realized why Justine had ordered soup and water. She hadn’t been kidding about not having money. Toni and I tried to pay the bill between the two of us, but Justine wouldn’t have it. By the time she counted out change, I could tell Toni was distressed, and I was feeling badly for Justine, too.
As we left the restaurant and walked past the Virtanen Inn, I thought of Aada’s ghost and the murderous abuse she’d suffered at the hands of her father. The injustice seemed so wrong, magnified by the fact history washed over any crime, and instead portrayed Aada as a depressive, grieving woman so virtuous she’d killed herself when her beloved was lost on the water. Her father was guilty of trying to exert the same kind of control over her that Chad had over Justine. Such a long line of domination.
But maybe there was something I could do to give Aada’s spirit some peace.
I gave Toni my keys. “You two go ahead. I’ll meet you at the truck in five minutes. There’s something I have to do first.” 
       
 
  






  
  Chapter Three
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I zipped over to the Virtanen Inn. While I waited under the portico for a woman to exit, my thoughts were still on Aada Virtanen. She clearly hadn’t had the help of a good cousin. She’d not survived her father’s abuse. It was too late to save her life, but maybe I could help put her soul to rest. 
Hoping to find our tour guide, I scanned the reception area. Luck was with me. Over by the tour desk, Gavin stood scrolling through his phone. 
I approached him with a smile. “Hello, Gavin. I was on your tour today. Can I speak with you for a moment?”
Uncertainty flickered in his eyes, then vanished. “Ah yes, I remember. You were the one who left abruptly. I hope everything is okay.”
“Well…no, it isn’t, not really. I need you to know something.” Leaving Brielle out of the story, I told him what Aada said about being murdered by her father. If he believed in ghosts, like he said he did, then he might tell the ghost-honest truth about Aada in the future.  
“She told you this herself?” His forehead crinkled. “Aada did? She talked to you?”
“Yes, she did,” I said with feigned authority. “I was thinking, if you share her story as she told it, you’re giving her a voice. And furthermore, you could send a message that abusive men and women should never have the luxury of hiding safely behind the silence of their victims.”
He looked thoughtful for a moment. “I agree. It’s horrific for a father to hurt his own child. I’ve got two daughters myself. I’d fight to the death to protect them.” He paused, a frown pleating his forehead. Then he said, “I have an idea. If I have your permission, that is, I’m going to start telling my groups the ghost of Aada corrected our version of her story by disclosing it to a woman on my tour. I’ll not use your name.”
I smiled. He didn’t know my name. “Thank you. I believe Aada will appreciate it.” I said goodbye to Gavin. As I headed to the exit, I stopped and looked toward the stairway, wondering if Aada would show herself to mark my accomplishment. 
No apparition appeared, and Brielle was nowhere in sight. She’d likely popped back into her own life. 
I hurried to meet Toni and Justine, who were waiting in my pickup. 
“Okay, Ms. Delaney, what were you up to back there?” Toni asked when we were on the highway headed toward home in Bookend Bay. 
I couldn’t tell Justine I’d relayed a conversation my twin, who lives in a parallel universe, had had with the ghost of Virtanen Inn—I’d share the full story with Toni later. “I lost a bracelet while we were at the inn, so I went back to see if anyone found it.”
“That’s too bad,” Justine said from the backseat. “Did you get it back?”
“No. If it turns up, they’ll call me.”
During the rest of the drive, Justine told us all about a locket she’d had as a little girl and how upsetting it had been when she’d misplaced it. Midway through her story, she admitted she couldn’t stop talking when she was nervous.
“Is Chad’s garage still on the west side of the river?” I asked when I could get a word in.
“Yes, it is.” A rustling sounded in the back seat. Justine was crinkling something. “He’s been there for eighteen years. Chad says it’s a prime location because it’s on a main road, which is convenient for customers, but he and Aaron didn’t pay a premium price for the garage. He doesn’t need to be right in town on Courtesy Boulevard to make a good living. And you know why? They get a lot of business from those insurance people. You know what I mean—from car accidents that need lots of repairs—so his garage has steady customers. It’s always busy, so it’s got to be worth some money all right.”
In the passenger seat, Toni made a sound of agreement and threw me a look that said the constant chatter from the backset might be driving her a little crazy.
I smiled and tried to tune out Justine until I realized she was telling me to turn right into B&W Automotive at the far end of the industrial section of the community. A couple parked cars and a tow truck graced the small parking lot. I pulled into a spot closest to the garage. It was after eight o’clock and everything looked quiet. 
“I’ve got the keys right here,” Justine said, getting out of the truck. “I’ll have us inside in a jiffy. This shouldn’t take long at all.” Toni and I followed her to the front door. To the right of the entrance sat three bays, their roll-up doors closed. The air held the faint scent of oil you’d expect at a garage.           
“You’re sure there’s no one inside?” Toni said, rubbing her arms. The temperature was cooling. “No one could be working late, could they?”
The chill creeping up my spine had more to do with entering the garage feeling like a bandit than the drop in air temperature. But Justine had a key and the safe combination, so as far as I knew, we weren’t breaking any laws. 
Justine shifted a piece of paper she had clutched in her hand to her teeth. “Chad’s car isn’t here, and neither is Aaron’s, and they don’t leave mechanics working here alone.”
She jiggled the key into the lock and opened the door.
“Aaron is Chad’s partner?” I asked.
“Yes, he is. Aaron is such a calming influence around here for Chad. Even Chad says so. He always lets Aaron handle the difficult customers.”
“Lucky Aaron,” I said, stepping inside, where the greasy smell was much stronger and I caught a whiff of something else in the air. Something tangy. 
“Hello,” Justine called, the paper now back in her hand. “Anyone here?”
We stood still, listening for a reply. Nothing. My trepidation went down a few notches, although I still felt uncomfortable. I reminded myself Justine had every right to the same security her husband had, and if he was keeping money from her, she had no choice but to investigate.
I looked around the reception area and saw a vending machine, a couple chrome chairs, and an end table covered with car magazines. On the wall behind the counter, a pegboard held keys, a small clock, handwritten notes and posters. Beyond the counter was a short hallway with three doors that I could see.
To our right were the three car repair bays. I peeked in to see three automobiles, tool trolleys, and workbenches. Most importantly, no mechanics.
“The safe is in the office.” Justine set her purse on the counter beside a socket wrench and one of those handheld debit machines. She waved the paper. “I’ve got the combination written out right here.”  
Did I lock my truck? I wasn’t sure why I had that thought. We were in the middle of nowhere, but I took my keys from my jacket pocket and held them up to the window to
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