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      I know how late it is.  Night is upon us, and it has been for a while now.  I know I should be sleeping, but honestly I haven’t been doing a whole lot of that over the last few days.  What’s one more short night after so many?

      Nobody can sleep when their brain just won’t shut off.

      I’ve got too much on my mind.  No matter how hard I try to keep it all in, things keep popping out.  Ideas.  Worries.  Memories, shaded by anxiety.  I’m like one of those action paintings that people make by splashing buckets of paint against a wall.  I’ve got all these colors overlapping on my canvas, a whole riot of pigmentation and splotchy hues—and they’re keeping me up nights trying to make sense of them all.

      That analogy might not mean as much to most people as it does to me, but I’m an artist.  Color and canvas, and all the things they can create together, are how I see life.  They help me understand the world around me.

      The list of things I don’t understand…well, it’s long, and getting longer.  That’s part of what’s keeping me awake.

      Nearly a year ago, I was in a car accident—the Accident, with a capital A.  It took both my husband and my daughter away from me, I thought my life was over when I woke up to find they didn’t survive, and I did.  What was left for me after that, I kept asking myself?

      As I found out, the universe has a funny way of answering questions.  Yes, I lost so much that day, but I also gained something.  An artistic skill, more advanced than anything I’d ever been able to do before.  I suddenly found that I could draw—or paint—a person’s portrait in bold strokes of color and shapes that displayed their very soul for all to see.

      A spirit painting, or Auragraph, is the technical term.  Not that I knew that at the time.

      With a sigh, I roll over in bed, trying to get comfortable and shut my mind off.

      It doesn’t work.

      I’ve been shown so much since my spirit painting skill developed in me.  I’ve had my eyes opened to a world of possibilities, and a whole new perspective on life.  People aren’t as much of a mystery to me anymore.  Things that seemed impossible to me before, now have to be placed squarely into the ‘maybe’ category.  Maybe there were things that were real, even if I couldn’t explain them.  Maybe there was a paranormal world that existed just below the surface of what we considered the ‘real world.’  Maybe I’m more than just a girl of Italian descent with flawless olive skin and humble upbringing.

      So then…why can’t ghosts be real, and why is it impossible that I’m seeing one?

      The answer is, maybe it’s not impossible at all.

      I don’t know why, but for some reason my mind draws the line there.  Ghosts are a step too far.  I can believe in a lot of things, but I can’t make myself believe in spooks and specters.  Paintings that reveal your soul?  Sure.  Ghosts?

      Sorry, no.

      Why not, my exhausted brain keeps asking me?

      “Because,” I mutter tiredly, “ghosts are…ghosts.”

      My brain didn’t like that answer, apparently, because it’s still turning and tossing under the weight of my own thoughts, keeping me awake.

      I shift around to my other side under the covers, hoping a new position will help ease my weariness and finally bring on a good night’s sleep…

      And when I do, I find myself staring at two ice-blue eyes in a huge, furry face, and a black, wet nose.

      “Karloff?”

      My massive canine friend is sitting there at the edge of the bed, staring into my eyes.  How long has he been there, staring at me like that?

      Without warning, he pushes his big head closer and licks the tip of my button nose.

      “Ew!  No, no, no!” I yelp, shoving myself away from him, sitting up, tossing the blankets away so I can wipe frantically at the wet slobber he just layered over my face.  The sleeves of my pajama top are cotton and they’re pretty useful for that task, but now they’re soaked with dog spit.  Ewww!

      He can be so gross sometimes.

      Stripping off my top I mop at my face one last time before tossing it aside in a corner of the room.  “Dog!” I shout at him.  “We have talked about giving me kisses in the morning.  We do not lick, slurp, kiss or—!  Erp!”

      Unfortunately, Karloff took my frantic movements as an invitation for him to jump up on the narrow bed and join me.  I was awake, and in his mind that meant it was play time.  That was so not what I was going for.  One minute I’m swiping at my face and the next, I’m buried under a mountain of gray fur.  His prancing feet and wagging tail make the mattress bounce as he tries to lick my face again and again and again…

      “Stop it!  Down, down, down!  Oh, dog you are in so much—gah—so much trouble!  And your breath stinks!”

      I manage to keep him at arm’s length, but only just barely.  As a dog breed, Kugshas are strong to begin with and now that Karloff is five years old or so, he’s not really a pup anymore.  He’s as strong as the big, gray, shaggy wolf he resembles.  A playful wolf, with feet the size of dinner plates and the heart of a child.

      “No!  Stay, stay!” I scold him, finally getting out from under his furry bulk and the tangle of blankets.  Standing at the side of the bed in my pajama bottoms and bra, I wag a finger in his direction.  “You and me are going to lay down some boundaries.  Got it?  Are you listening to me?”

      I wait for him to answer but all he does is sit up on the bed and cock his head to the side, cocking one pointed ear like he’s listening to every word I say.  I know better.  He’s not fooling me one little bit.

      “Don’t give me that look.”

      His head rolls, cocking the other way now.  He’s smiling, too, with his lips pulled back from his pointed doggy teeth.

      “I’m serious, Karloff.”

      His tongue falls out of his mouth, and I just know he’s laughing at me.

      “Karloff…?”

      “Arf!” he barks at me, still smiling.  He is enjoying himself way too much.

      “Karloff Quincy D’Angelo,” I say, using his full name to let him know I’m serious, “I already had to ban you from the bathroom, don’t make me add the bedroom to that list, too.  No doggie kisses when I’m sleeping, and no doggie kisses until I am up and out of this bed.  Got it?  Especially not before—”  Looking at the clock, I groan wearily.  It’s barely past four o’clock in the morning.  “Well, not before sunrise!”

      He barks at me again, tail wagging hard enough to make a complete mess out of the bedsheets.  What a mutt.  If he wasn’t such a loveable goof he wouldn’t get away with half the things he does.  Whatever.  He knows what he’s doing.

      I can’t stay mad at him.  I love him too much.  I can already feel my conviction starting to crack with a grin.  He just has that effect on me.  Even when he’s intentionally getting under my skin, like he is now.

      “Fine, you be that way, but I’m getting one of those child-proof gates tomorrow,” I threaten him.  “The ones that need an engineering degree to open.  I’m going to put that across my door and then you’ll be a sad fur baby, won’t you?  Oh, yeah.  Just you wait and see.”

      Karloff tosses his head back and forth, smiling like that was just the funniest thing he’s ever heard, before jumping down from the bed and bounding out of my room and down the hall.  I can hear him bouncing off the walls the whole way.

      Throwing my head back to stare at Heaven above, I let my long chestnut brown hair drape down my bare back, and huff out a slow breath.  If he was going to be all wired and jumpy like this there was no sense in me even trying to get back to bed.  Plus, now I’m standing here and shivering because I had to use my pajama top as a towel.  The nights are starting to get colder now that summer is basically over.  If I’m going to have to put fresh clothes on anyway I might just as well get dressed for the day…

      “Mrrow,” a little voice at my ankle says.

      My new little kitten Minx is here, blinking her gold eyes up at me.  Her pure white hair was darker in the low illumination of my bedroom.  The only light I have on is in the bathroom down the hall, and it barely reaches here.  I never used to leave that light or any of the lights on while I was sleeping.  I used to be fine closing my eyes in the dark, but over the last few nights of worry about ghosts and the paranormal, I’ve decided I need the light again.  It’s a comfort…even if it’s not helping me sleep.

      Bending down, I scoop Minx up carefully and hold her close, cheek to cheek.  “Did Karloff wake you up too, little princess?  Guess he doesn’t want anyone sleeping tonight.”  I scruff under her chin to get her purring.  “Yeah, I like you too.  Hey, you’re a smart and savvy woman of the world, right?  Sure you are.  Can I ask you a question?”

      The cat gives me another blink of her eyes.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.  Okay, so here it is.  Do you believe in ghosts?”

      Suddenly pushing her paws against my hands, Minx can’t get away from me quick enough.  She squirms and wriggles until I have to put her down on the floor.  As soon as I do she takes off, tearing her way through my little singlewide home, down the hall and through the living room, all the way down to the kitchen.  From the other end of the house, she lets out a pitiful little meow, and then she’s silent.

      “Well, I’ll consider that a yes, too.”  Looks to me like she believes in ghosts.  So, if a cat could believe in the shades of the dearly departed, then why can’t I?

      Because that’s crazy, that’s why.

      Or maybe not.  As the poets say, it is said that the Spirts of buried men, oft come to this wicked world again.  In poetry there is truth, and maybe there’s a little bit in those words, too.

      Or maybe I’m just too tired to think straight.

      I find myself chewing thoughtfully on my lower lip as I dig for clothes in my drawers.  Shirt.  Socks.  I’ve got a pair of black jeans somewhere…there they are.  Once I have it all together, I get dressed, moving on autopilot, while arguing back and forth with myself the whole time.  Ghosts, no ghosts.

      Ghosts…

      No ghosts…

      This whole debate actually started with my neighbors.  Max, and his amazing son.  Mikey is an energetic kid.  He’s always running, playing, smiling his way through his day.  More often than not, he’s playing make believe with an imaginary friend named Chloe.  I thought it was strange for a boy his age to spend that much time with a friend who wasn’t really there.  Even his dad had started to worry about him.

      I worried even more, when I saw his imaginary friend myself.

      It had been just a glimpse, just a couple of times, but there was no doubt that I saw something.  A girl, just about Mikey’s age, a deep dark complexion, her curly black hair bouncing around her cute face as she raced along in their game of tag.  Her pink dress had bows on the puffy shoulders.  It had been a very vivid image of someone who had disappeared in the very next step.  Impossible, I told myself.  A figment of my imagination.  The power of suggestion, after hearing Mikey describe his imaginary friend so many times.

      If that had been the end of it, I probably could have convinced myself.  But then, little objects had begun to move around Mikey with no explanation.  A cup of water.  A fork at the restaurant where we were having breakfast.  Again, little things that I would have dismissed, had I not seen that little girl myself.  Chloe.

      Or rather, the little girl’s ghost.

      Dressed now, I pull my hair out of the back of my shirt and stroke my fingers through it thoughtfully.  There was that word again.  ‘Ghost.’  I can’t deny the evidence of my own eyes.  I am an artist, after all.  What I can see, and what I can put to the canvas, means everything in my world.  I can’t start denying what my eyes see.  That would be like a best-selling author denying that words have meaning.

      I saw her, so it must be true.

      “Oh, meno male,” I swear mildly to myself in Italian.  “This is nuts.  This is…absolutely crazy.”

      I think what I need to do is talk to Max about this.  I need someone else’s opinion, and he’s the one who would have the best insight into his son’s life.  He’ll be able to tell me if I’m going crazy or not…and more likely than not he’s going to come down on the side of me being completely nuts.

      Except he already knows about my special talents, and he doesn’t think that’s crazy.  He accepts every part of me.  He won’t just dismiss what I say out of hand.  He’ll at least hear me out first.

      Max is my best friend.  Plus, he and I are dating, kind of.  At the very least, we’re in a relationship.  It’s hard for me to put a label on it because I’m still missing my husband, and my daughter, so very, very much…but if what me and Max are doing isn’t dating then I don’t know what else to call it.

      I stretch, and yawn, and stretch again.  Oh, that felt good.  I know one thing.  I’m going to make up for the lack of sleep this morning when I go to bed tonight even if I have to knock myself over the head with one of those cartoon mallets to do it.  That always seemed to work for Bugs Bunny.

      What am I going to do for now is the real question.  It’s stupid early in the morning, not even sunrise yet.  If I wait for Max to wake up before I go see him, I’m going to be waiting for hours.  I’ve got a painting that I’ve been working on, and I could do some more on that, I guess.  It’s not a spirit painting, just a landscape that I’ve been doing of the ocean view here in Seaside, Oregon.  Right in my own backyard, actually, from the cliff that overlooks the sands of the beach.  That view was one of the things that helped convince me to settle here in the first place.  That, and the fact that my car ran out of gas right when I got here.  I had been trying to escape my past, my old life, and everything that reminded me of it…and in the process I found a new life here.

      It hasn’t been perfect.  There have been a series of murders here in Seaside, mysteries that have swept me up in their wake until they got solved.  It’s almost as if now that I have this gift to offer the world, the world keeps asking me to use that gift to help people.  As odd as it sounds, I don’t really mind.  Some of the situations I’ve gotten myself into have been…well, not fun.  I’ve been scared, and I’ve been threatened, and somehow I’ve come out okay each time, having done something amazing.

      I like that I can help people in a way that others wouldn’t be able to.  My spirit paintings have helped bring the truth to light when it really mattered.

      At the same time, if I never see another dead body in my life, it will be too soon.

      My life here in Seaside hasn’t been all murder and mystery, though.  There’s been lots of good things too.  Max, for instance.  He and Mikey have convinced me that I have room in my heart to let love in again.  I will never lose the feelings I have for my husband and my daughter, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t space for someone new.

      Max Everhart is that new love.  It took me a long time to admit it, but there it is.

      I.

      Love.

      Max.

      That bold declaration stops me in my tracks when I get to the living room.  I blink, and look around, wondering why there aren’t lightbulbs going off over my head.  Karloff has claimed the entire couch for himself and Minx is perched up on the little coffee table, and both of them are watching me closely now.  They can tell I’ve reached some kind of decision.  Something important.  Looking out through one of the kitchen windows, into the night, I picture Max’s place out there, right next to mine along our street.  He’s that close.  There’s less than a minute between us.  Less, if I run.

      Well.  I did say that I should be talking to him about all my crazy thoughts about ghosts and…other things.  I know he’s home.  He’s over there right now, sleeping.

      That gives me a couple of very interesting ideas.

      Max had yesterday off, but he has a shift to work tonight at the Fire Department in town.  The man worked so hard, devoted to both his town, and to his role as a single parent.  To be fair, he really needed his sleep.  I should let him sleep.  That would be what any friend would do for him.

      But maybe not what the woman he’s dating would do.

      So, two choices then.  I’ve already sat on this thing with Chloe the ghost girl for three days, ever since the ending ceremonies of the Seaside Surf competition.  If I’ve kept quiet about it that long, I could let it wait for a few more hours while Max sleeps and I stay here, painting in my quiet little house, all alone.

      Or choice two…I don’t let him sleep.

      A very pleasant thought just crossed my mind, curling my lips up into a mischievous smile.  I could just go over to Max’s place, and go inside, and maybe just sneak right into his bedroom.  Oh, yes.  Definitely choice number two.

      Max and I have copies of each other’s house keys.  It started out as a way for me to help him take care of Mikey on the nights he has to work.  They have a regular sitter they used to use all the time but Mikey knows me, and he trusts me, even if he still can’t say my name right.  Whenever he tries, ‘Maddalena’ always comes out as ‘Mad’lena.’  Too many syllables, I suppose.  I think it’s just so cute.

      Now, both of us having each other’s key is going to make things kind of…interesting.

      I could just slip over there quietly, under the cover of darkness, and make my way to his room.  Snuggle up in bed with him.  Wake him up with a kiss so that we could whisper to each other until the sun comes up…or do whatever else comes to mind…

      We’ll have to be careful not to wake Mikey if I do this, of course.  Neither of us wants to confuse him about why his daddy’s cute female friend Mad’lena is sleeping over.  Max and I are just in the beginning stage of…whatever we are.  We’re still feeling each other out and we’re not ready to tell anyone else about this thing between us.  Partly, that’s because I’m not sure what to call it myself.  Dating, sure.  Love, yes.  But is it a forever thing, or a just for now thing?  Or, is it something in between?

      I shake my head and tell myself to stop stalling.  All of those worries about what to call our relationship is just background noise.  It’s the acrylic gesso applied to a canvas, the primer that makes it ready for the work of art.  Once the painting is finished, no one even thinks about what the artist did to get ready for it.  It’s just all in the past.

      My body has been moving on autopilot now that the idea of sneaking into Max’s bed and spending a few peaceful hours in his arms has taken root in my mind.  Almost before I realize what I’m doing, I have my sneakers in hand.  As I sit on the floor to pull them on, Karloff whuffs a question at me.

      “Yes, I’m going,” I tell him.  “Hey, if you didn’t want to be alone you should’ve let me sleep.”

      He whimpers, and licks at the air.

      “Don’t worry, you guys will be fine for a couple of hours.  You’ve got food in your bowls, and when I get back I’ll give you some more of that meatloaf Grace brought us yesterday.  I’m certainly not going to eat any of it.”

      Just the thought of that meatloaf makes me pull a face.  Grace Howard is a wonderful old woman, and she runs a nice residential community here at the Grace Gardens Mobile Home Park.  She is a lot of things, but one thing she is not is a good cook.  She enjoys baking dishes for the people who live in her mobile home park, renting their single-and-double wide modular homes like I do.  She would make things like meatloaf or casseroles and drop them off to us.

      In my experience, her cooking never tastes as good as it looks.

      Honestly, I’ve just learned to stop trying them at all.  I always accept whatever she brings me with a grateful smile and a kind ‘thank you,’ because I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but after that they go straight into the fridge for Karloff and Minx.  Those two seem to be fine with Grace’s culinary abilities.  Guess they taste better when you have four feet.

      With my shoes on, I give a kiss on the head to both cat and dog.  They’re sulking about me leaving, but neither of them tries to stop me.  They just sit there in their spots, watching me with baleful eyes.

      “It’s your own fault,” I remind Karloff.  “You’re the one who decided to wake me up at four in the morning.  Next time maybe you’ll let me sleep—”

      A knock on my door nearly makes me jump out of my skin.  Meno male, who in their right mind would be out at a time like this?  It was a Saturday, after all.  Aren’t most people still in bed on a weekend?  Even in my college days, when I was a die-hard party girl, I was in bed before now.  Of course, I also used to sleep until well after noon in those days.  It might have been fun back then, but I’m too old to have friends drop by at all times of the night anymore.  I’m a grown woman.  I’m a mature adult.

      I am not, for instance, scared to death of who might be outside my door right now.  That would be childish.  Whoever was out there, it can’t be anyone dangerous.  Danger doesn’t knock first to announce itself.

      Does it?

      Oh…maybe it’s Max.  That’s a better idea.  I like that idea a lot.  Yeah.  It must be Max…

      Karloff lifts his head high, staring at the front door with both of his ears pricked forward.  Deep in his chest, a grumble became a growl.  Minx turns herself to look where he is.  She gives the door a cute little hiss, defending their home just like her big friend is doing.  Neither of them likes what’s coming.

      So…not Max, then.  Maybe sometimes danger does knock.

      The door is locked, of course, because I used to live in a city and I don’t care if most of the people in this small town leave their homes open at all hours of the day.  They might trust their neighbors, but it’s not always your neighbor at the door.  I never got out of the habit of locking my door every night.  There’s too much out there in the big, bad world that can hurt you if you aren’t careful.

      So being careful, I stand between the living room and the open kitchen, and call out, “Who’s there?”

      After a short pause, an answer comes to me from the last person I expected.

      “Mrs. D’Angelo.  I’d like to speak with you, please.  Can I come in?”

      My jaw drops open, but I really don’t think anyone would blame me for that.  I’ve got Seaside’s chief of police out there, asking me very politely if he can come inside for a chat.  That’s two things that have never happened before.  Two things I would have bet money would never happen.

      Chief Alvin DeRoche is coming to me instead of demanding that I come to him…and he just used the word ‘please.’

      Hell must have frozen over.  Either that or something is very wrong.

      He knocks again when I take too long to answer, his voice rising in volume without losing its polite tone.  “Mrs. D’Angelo?  It’s Chief DeRoche.  I know it’s early, but I’d like to speak to you, if you don’t mind.  Hello?  Mrs. D’Angelo?”

      There’s something else that he never does.  I still am ‘Mrs.’ D’Angelo.  I kept my husband’s last name and my married title as his wife, even now that he’s gone.  It’s part of how I keep his memory alive.  I’ve just never been able to hammer that through DeRoche’s thick skull.  He always insists on calling me ‘Miss’ D’Angelo, as if my husband being dead somehow changed who I was.  It was a constant back-and-forth with us.

      If he’s willing to call me by my proper name, then yeah.  Something must be wrong.

      I really hope he’s not here to arrest me again.

      “Um.  I’m coming,” I tell him through the door.  “Just a moment.”

      After a deep breath, I undo the lock and open up for him, but he just stands there staring back at me.  It’s like he’s suddenly lost the power of speech.

      Alvin DeRoche is a tall man, but now his shoulders are slumped, and his hands are wringing the brim of his gray Stetson hat.  Without it screwed onto his head like usual, his flattop haircut is revealed, making his pinched face look even more severe than usual.  His uniform—and yes he’s wearing his uniform even at four in the morning—is rumpled, and it’s never rumpled.  The perfect creases of the blue shirt are twisted at the waist, one of the black pocket tabs unbuttoned.  He’s not smiling behind his broom-handle mustache, but he’s not scowling at me like usual, either.

      In fact, he looks…upset?

      “Thank you,” he says to me, spinning the hat in his hands again.  “For opening the door, I mean.  Thank you.  May I come in?”

      Okay, now he’s even saying ‘thank you.’  He’s really starting to freak me out.

      “Er, sure Chief,” I tell him after realizing I’ve just been standing here, staring.  “It’s a little early but maybe I could make us some coffee, or something.”

      With a tip of his head he takes a step inside.  “That would be very neighborly of you.  I could really use some caffeine.  I’ve been up all night with this—”

      Karloff’s growl vibrates in the air as he abruptly steps off the couch to the floor, one back leg still up on the cushions.  The fur around the back of his neck is standing up.  His wolf’s eyes flash with internal light as they fix on DeRoche.

      Seaside’s police chief does not like dogs.  As far as Karloff is concerned, he feels the same way about the Chief.

      Taking a step back, DeRoche puts himself outside again.  “If your dog’s gonna be this inhospitable,” he says, holding his hat up like a felt shield, “I’d just as soon talk to you out here.”

      Looking over my shoulder, I give Karloff a stern glance, and mouth the words stop it before he gets me in trouble.

      He flicks his ears at me, and just for a quick second one of his eyes blinks.

      My dog just freaking winked at me.

      “Stop it,” I whisper to him loudly.

      He licks his nose.

      Oh, yeah.  That’s a big help.

      He’s enjoying how uncomfortable this is making DeRoche.  He’s going to tease the man to make up for all those times he wouldn’t let Karloff into the police department, and called him a ‘mutt,’ and threatened to have him muzzled.  He’s playing with him.  That’s not to say he wouldn’t take a chunk out of the man’s backside if he had the chance, however, and I’m really not in the mood to play peacemaker between these two.

      “Actually, Chief,” I tell him, “we can just go out on the front steps, if you want.”

      I make sure to turn the outside light on first, and once we’re outside I close the door behind us.  I get just one more glimpse of Karloff and Minx, as they turn to each other and sniff the air.

      Oh, great.  Now they’re laughing at me.

      Maybe I won’t leave them any meatloaf after all.

      The night is quiet around us, except for the crickets chirping in the background.  It’s the end of August, nearly September, and the rainy season is right around the corner, but tonight the sky is clear.  The stars are out and shining above us.  All throughout Grace Gardens, lights are off and homes are dark.  Everyone is asleep.  Everyone, except us.

      “So here’s the thing,” DeRoche says to me before I can even ask.  “There’s been a murder.”

      My blood goes instantly cold, and I shiver, but that passes.  In fact, it passes a lot more quickly than I would have expected.  A murder is a bad thing.  A murder, anyone’s murder, should make the whole world stop and take notice.  I guess when you live in Seaside, Oregon, you have to get used to words like ‘murder.’  It’s not that I’m getting jaded, or so I’d like to think.  It’s just that hey, there’s been a murder in Seaside.

      Must be a day that ends in Y.

      Wait a second.  He wouldn’t come out here just to give me a news flash.

      “Chief DeRoche,” I say, crossing my arms at him curiously.  “Are you here to ask for my help?”

      He rubs at his upper lip with one hand, making the hairs of his mustache twitch.  Then he shrugs.  “Yes, actually I was.  I understand you and I haven’t always seen eye to eye, but I could surely use your help this time.”

      I study him while he keeps his gaze down on the Stetson in his hand.  I suppose that’s as close to an apology for his past behavior as I’m ever going to get from him.  I don’t think things between us can be put to rest with just a few words like that, but DeRoche and I had already come to a place of tentative respect before today.  And he is here, asking for my help.  That’s got to count for something.

      So I nod, and shift my feet to lean back against my door while we talk.  “Okay.  Who is it that was killed?”

      “No one you know,” is his quick response.  “If you could just, maybe, come with me to do one of your paintings for me, I would appreciate it.  Like you did for Catherine Fisk during the surfing competition to find her missing daughter.  I don’t…I don’t pretend to believe in it, Mrs. D’Angelo, but I’ve seen it work.  I’m hoping it will work this time, too.”

      I remember that mystery, of course.  It was just last week.  I remember the painting I did for Catherine.  It’s in my bedroom closet, actually, along with one I did of Richard Ziegler before that.  Partly, I keep them there because they’re both full-sized portraits and I only have limited space on my walls.  I have other, smaller paintings on the wall in the living room.  Ones that I want to show off to anyone who comes to visit.

      The other reason those two paintings are in my closet is because I don’t want anyone to see them.  Not even me.  Ziegler’s is just…disturbing.  The one I did for Catherine Fisk has its own mystery hidden in the art, one I haven’t figured out yet.  Three numbers I painted in the corner without realizing I was doing it.

      Numbers that I keep seeing everywhere.  Numbers that are following me…

      Putting all of that out of my mind for the moment, I focus on DeRoche’s contrite expression and the shadows being cast over it by the exterior light beside my door.  For an artist, shadows are the opposite of color.  Not in a bad way, but like two sides of the same coin.  Light can exist without shadow, but shadows can’t exist without light.  To an artist, both light and shadow have meaning.  When I see shadows, I know bad things are coming.

      And now I’m wondering what the shadows on DeRoche’s face might mean.

      “All right, Chief.”  I’m hoping I can coax him into telling me more about why he’s here.  “So the victim isn’t someone I know?  Are you sure?  Because I know almost everyone in Seaside by now.  If I don’t know them personally, I’ve probably at least heard their name—”

      “It’s nobody you know,” he repeats again, just as quickly.  Turning the brim of his hat through his hands, he says, “They didn’t live in Seaside.  In fact, they didn’t live in the state.”

      Oh.  That certainly changes things.  “So it was a tourist again?”

      His mouth tightens when I say that, and a little of his usual belligerence flashes in his eyes.  I guess he doesn’t like it when someone points out that all of the recent murders in his town have been non-residents.  People who were just passing through Seaside.  To be fair, he did arrest the murderer in each case, even if he couldn’t do it without my help.  It’s probably a sore spot for him to have a reputation as the police chief of a town with a murder rate higher than Chicago or New York City.

      DeRoche brings his hat up to put it squarely back on his head.  “This isn’t some random tourist I’m here about.  Due respect, lady, but I’m coming to you and asking for your help.  I’m the chief of police.  I don’t go hat in hand to anyone for anything.  I’d appreciate it if you could take this a little more seriously.”

      I stare at him, watching the shadows move under his eyes.  “Chief, I know murder is serious.  I may not do the job you do, but I am still a human being.  Death be not proud, as the poets say.  Someone is dead.  That’s not anything to make light of.  But honestly, you aren’t giving me a lot to go on to explain why you need my help.  I’m asking questions to try and understand.  Whoever the victim is, you just told me it isn’t someone from town, and it isn’t a tourist on a visit here.  If it wasn’t anybody in Seaside, then why are you here?”

      He nods, tapping his empty hand against his hip.  “One thing I’ve never doubted about you, Mrs. D’Angelo, is that you’re smart.  You know the right questions to ask.”

      And now compliments.  If I wasn’t freaked out before, I certainly am now.  “Look, I know it’s late, or early or whatever, and we both look like we need to go back to sleep.  I’m sure you’re busy with whatever’s going on, and I don’t mean to keep you any longer than necessary, but I’ve got to ask these questions.  I’m trying to understand what your interest is in all of this.  You’re asking for my help, and the last time you did that it didn’t go so good for me, as I recall.  Or for Max, either.  You know that, too, and you’re still here so this must be important to you.  I just want to know…why?”

      “It is important,” he tells me.  “This is possibly the most important murder case I’ve ever had.”

      “Okay, but why?  You want my help.  Tell me why.”

      He takes a deep breath, and then lets it all out.

      “Because,” he says, “this time it’s personal.  This time, the victim was a friend of mine.”

      Well.  That explains a lot, now doesn’t it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I suppose I should have seen that coming.  If Chief DeRoche is asking me for a favor, there has to be something in it for him.

      So the person who was murdered was a friend of his.  That explains why he lowered himself to be nice to me.  I suppose that doesn’t make his request any less valid or important, but it certainly does put it in a different light.

      For one long moment, I stand there, and gave serious consideration to telling him no.  I don’t like being used.  Especially not by hardheaded jerks like Alvin DeRoche.  Then I realized, if I did that it would be me who was being selfish.  No matter what his reason for being here, and asking for my help, someone was still dead.  If I can use my gift to help bring the killer to justice, then that’s what I should do. The universe brought me to this point in my life for a reason.  Who am I to argue with the universe?

      I just wish the universe would start letting me sleep in before it comes looking for me.

      In the end I said yes, of course.  So much for my plans of spending the morning with Max.  On the other hand, this will definitely take my mind off the issue of little ghost girls and how far I’m willing to extend my belief in the paranormal…

      DeRoche is driving us in his Seaside PD patrol car, the one reserved for the chief.  Both side doors at the front have “Supervisor Unit” decals on them.  There’s no lights on the top like regular cars.  This one has lights on the dash and in the front grill.  This early in the morning he doesn’t have to use the lights to get us where we’re going.  He just puts the pedal down until we’re going well over the speed limit.

      It’s not as convenient as it sounds.  With him driving I’m going to be dependent on him to get me back home, and that means I’m pretty much stuck with him until he decides we’re done.  Definitely not crazy about that part.  On the other hand, I don’t own a car of my own, which definitely limits my options.  Ever since the Accident, I get terrible anxiety attacks whenever I get behind the wheel of a car.  I made it here to Seaside when I left California and it’s a good thing this was where I was meant to end up, because I wasn’t going to go any further unless someone else did the driving.

      Just like someone else is doing the driving now, on our way to the police station in the neighboring town of Cascara.

      I say ‘neighboring,’ but really it’s an hour’s drive.  It would’ve taken me a long time to get there on my bicycle.  Even longer on foot.  So, yeah.  DeRoche

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/southcoastpublishinglogo.jpg
—
SOUTH COAST
PUBLISHING





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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



OEBPS/images/seaside-final-4.jpg
THEMARINE

CORPSE‘

.- #HE SEASIDE PSYCHIC BOOK 4 »

el o
i i ..
L3 o

K.J. EMRICK ¥

& S.J.WELLS sy






