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      Any good story needs three things.

      Evangeline Moon knew how true that was.  She was an award-winning reporter for WPKT, Pocket News out of Harding City, but any reporter who ever held a microphone knew how true that was!  To really sell a narrative to the audience, you had to have each one.

      First, you needed a strong hook at the beginning that would catch the audience and hold their attention.

      Then, you needed a part in the middle with just enough information to leave them feeling smarter than they were five minutes ago.

      And third, every good story needed an emotional ending.

      Knowing what made a good news story wasn’t enough, however.  The trick was in finding a new story to give people night after night, week after week.  A reporter spent half their career chasing down leads and following up on tips.  If the stories wouldn’t come to the reporter, the reporter had to go hunting for them.

      “There are eight million stories in the naked city,” she said, pitching her voice into a dramatic inflection, “and we’re hot on the trail of one of them.”

      Next to her in the van, leaning casually over the steering wheel while they idled at yet another red light, her cameraman threw her a puzzled expression.  “You know, I’ve always wondered about that,” he said.

      She cleared her throat and made her voice normal again.  “Wondered about what?”

      As the light turned green, he started out through the intersection behind a bakery delivery truck sporting images of poppy seed bagels and crusty baguettes.  “I mean,” he said, “why is the city naked?  I know, it’s a line from that classic TV show, but seriously.  Who wants to run around a naked city?  Some of these people should never be naked.  Like, not ever.”

      “Ouch,” Eva said with a little laugh.  “That’s a little judgmental, isn’t it?

      “Not really.  Have you seen some of the people on these sidewalks?”

      “Hey!  You don’t know what they look like under their clothes.”

      “Well, that guy’s wearing knee-high compression socks with cut-off jeans and a mesh tank top.”  He pointed as they drove past.  “That outfit doesn’t really leave a lot to the imagination.  I vote that guy should not run around naked.  In fact, I vote that guy should put more clothes on!”

      “Oh, so judgmental.”

      “Sure, but remember, I feel the same way about myself, so it’s only fair.”

      Eva let her crystal green eyes roll, but she found herself laughing harder.  Sterling Wright wasn’t just her cameraman, he was also someone she counted as a good friend.  She knew him well enough to know he was only messing around.  He was a good-looking guy, and he knew it.  He had a kind face and a strong, graceful body earned from running marathons for fun.  His hazelnut-brown eyes always held a smile.  Dressed up in a polo shirt and khakis like he was now, he could walk onto the runway of a fancy fashion show and fit right in.  He always made heads turn wherever he went.

      Too bad for anyone looking his way, though, because he was in one of the most committed relationships Eva had ever seen.  He and Brandon were so good together, so sweet on each other, that it sometimes actually made her teeth ache.  If she was being honest, she was actually a teeny tiny bit jealous of their relationship.  Not that she needed to be, she reminded herself, as she was finally dating a wonderful man, although the relationship was new and untested.  Her boyfriend liked her for her slim figure, and her shoulder-length hair that she kept dyed a tasteful shade of auburn.  He liked to caress the lines of her oval face.  He liked the deep golden brown of her skin, even if it was from weekly tanning sessions.  She had to keep herself ready to be on camera at the drop of a hat.  Not easy, but ultimately worth it.

      He also liked her for her mind, which to Eva was the more important thing.  She was not a superficial woman, she just played one on TV, as the saying went.  If Nash Fellows wasn’t into her for her brain, then she wouldn’t give him the time of day.  Lucky for him, he was a smart guy, and he liked smart women.  Was it enough to build a relationship on?  Darned if she knew.  At thirty-six years old, this was literally the first serious relationship she’d had.  It kind of scared her when she thought about how serious it had gotten…in a good way.

      The point was, maybe what the two of them had would become a forever thing, or maybe it was as ephemeral as the many ghosts that haunted her wonderful house.

      Yes, she lived in a haunted house.  Even now, it felt so odd to admit that.  It had been a shock to find out she wasn’t hallucinating or just plain crazy when she first saw the spirits of those who had died in Heathcliff House.  She had never been able to see ghosts before, but something about living in her new place had brought out that ability in her.  Now her life was full of complicated, amazing, scary things.

      Not that she regretted buying the place for a second.  Some of those ghosts had become her best friends.  Others were…well, they were pretty spooky.  Just like people, she thought to herself.  There were good people, and there were bad people, and there were people who were just trying to make it one day at a time.  Ghosts were no different, as it turned out.

      Sterling scrubbed a hand across the red stubble of his perpetual five o’clock shadow.  “So I know I’ve asked this already, but do you really think this story we’re chasing is going to be good enough?  Hank is looking for stories to keep the station in the black, remember.  Feel-good stories about kids selling lemonade to raise money for their dance troupe are nice, but people want action.  They want intrigue.  They want a story worth listening to.”

      “Hey!  I got a lot of good response for that lemonade stand story.”

      “I know, but you heard Hank.  It’s been a while since WPKT has brought big news to the people of the city.  If we don’t keep their attention, they’ll turn the channel to somebody else.”

      Eva frowned, but he wasn’t wrong.  News audiences were fickle.  Hank Harmon was the station manager for WPKT, Pocket News, and he knew the business inside and out.  His holdings covered news stations, pop music radio, and talk shows.  He was always busy, but he gave most of his attention to Pocket News.  It was his favorite among them all.  Eva had been thrilled when he hired her away from her newspaper job to do on-the-air reporting.  She’d worked hard to return his trust.  She wasn’t going to stop now just because her next big story was proving elusive.

      “We’ll get Hank something big,” Eva promised, both to Sterling and to herself as well.  “Harding City is one of the bigger communities in New England, for crying out loud.  There’s got to be something going on here…somewhere!”

      “Let’s hope so.  We’ve got to stay competitive or our audience will all defect over to watching social media influencers.”

      “Don’t even joke!” Eva scolded him, nervously smoothing the pleats in her favorite dress.  It was the green one that made the crystal jade of her eyes pop.  Dressing to be ready for the camera was part of her job, every single day.  “Besides.  What do you know about social media influencers?”

      “I watch a few of them.  I figure in this business, you have to stay current with every kind of trend.”

      “Even the annoying ones?”

      “Especially the annoying ones.  It’s crazy the trends that these internet celebrities can help spread.  There’s people out there telling their followers that houseflies spread coronavirus, that snorting or inhaling a synthetic hormone will give an instant tan, and—the one that really makes my head spin—that blue skittles cause blindness.  More than a third of twenty-somethings get their news from influencers pushing those kinds of lies.  That’s what real news agencies like ours are up against.”

      Although she liked to laugh at how gullible some people could be, like with the skittles story, Eva knew how bad misinformation like that could be.  For every funny rumor out there, at least three others caused real harm to people.  “Maybe we should do a story about all the fake rumors out there and the damage they can do.”

      “Nah,” was Sterling’s quick reply.  “If we do that, then we have to repeat the bad rumors to show just how bad they really are.  It’s like giving them a second life.  Better to just let them die and never see the light of day again.”

      That was a good point, but Eva still tucked her story idea into the back of her mind.  She needed to come up with something soon, or Hank would have her doing coffee runs with the interns while other reporters got the spotlight.  Television news really was a ‘publish or perish’ kind of industry.  Either you kept bringing people new stories with fresh information, or they forgot you even existed.  It was hard work.  Especially in an era when everyone out there had a cellphone with a camera and could immediately upload every car accident, bank robbery, and cat stuck in a tree directly to their social media accounts.  Reporters actually had to work twice as hard these days to stay relevant.

      Which is what brought them this morning to the Once Upon a Find shop on Hudson Boulevard.  This area of the city was mostly residential, with just a few little stores dotted here and there.  A dry cleaner’s, a barbershop with one of those swirly-colored poles out front, a corner grocer, and that was about it.  Everything else was apartments for rent.  All things considered, Once Upon a Find probably did a good bit of business here as a secondhand and consignment shop.  In its front window were random items placed on display to snag the attention of anyone passing by.  Eva saw a six-string guitar, a child’s wooden rocking horse complete with yarn hair, a practically ancient Atari 2600 gaming system, a blue sequined prom dress on a headless dummy…

      “Wow,” Sterling said, just as impressed by everything he saw.  “This would be a fun place to spend a few hours in.  Maybe I’ll ask Brandon if he wants to come look around with me the next time we have a day off together.”

      “If he doesn’t, I will,” Eva offered.  “I used to love places like this when I was younger.  Come on.  Grab your camera and let’s get in there.  Let’s see if the story is as promising as the display window!”

      The shopkeeper’s bell jangled above the front door to announce them as they entered a world full of…well, everything.  The tiny shop was crammed with row after row of free-standing display shelves that were crammed full of the widest variety of odds and ends that Eva had ever seen in one place.  Well, that wasn’t exactly true.  This place kind of reminded her of her grandfather’s attic, where a lifetime’s worth of treasured memorabilia had been stored.  It even smelled the way she remembered his house smelling—dry, and a little dusty, and full of promises.

      “Greetings!” called out a cheerful, high-pitched voice from somewhere behind the rows of shelves.  “Um.  I’ll be with you in just a moment.  Just let me find my way…ah.  There you are.”

      Around the end of one aisle, a short woman with a fringe of gray curls around a plump face waved and smiled at them.  Her long yellow dress had bees printed all over it, from neckline to hemline, and whenever she moved the fabric would shift and wrinkle, giving the illusion that the bees were actually buzzing around her in a dizzying frenzy.

      “Hello,” Eva answered her, matching her bright smile with one of her own.  “You must be Agatha Gateman, the owner of this wonderful little shop?”

      “Oh, that’s very kind.”  The woman’s pale face pinked up at the compliment.  “I’ve worked hard to make sure there’s a little bit of everything here for people to find.  One man’s garage is another man’s treasure, I always say!”

      Eva looked at Sterling, who shared her blank expression.  “Uh, I think that’s garbage,” she offered.

      Agatha’s smile slipped.  “No, it’s a real saying, I promise you!  People say ‘one man’s garage is another man’s treasure’ to describe unusual finds that one person doesn’t want, but someone else will love.”

      “Oh, um, no,” Eva hastened to explain herself.  “I didn’t mean you were spouting garbage, what I meant was the word in the phrase is ‘garbage,’ not ‘garage.’  One man’s garbage is another man’s treasure.”

      After considering that, Agatha slowly shook her head from side to side.  “No, I’m sure it’s supposed to be garage.  As in, I went to a lot of garage sales and found all these wonderful, one-of-a-kind things!  Come on, I’ll show you around.”

      As the bee-themed dress swirled away, Sterling gave Eva a shrug.  The woman was a little strange, but she was certainly friendly enough.  Besides, how could there not be a story worth telling among all of these oddments around them?

      They followed after the surprisingly spry shopkeeper as she made for the back of the store.  Sterling settled his camera on his shoulder, zooming in on a few of the items on display, gathering background footage, or ‘b-roll’ as it was known in the industry.

      “Over here,” Agatha was telling them, waving her hand like a tour guide, “we have our collection of porcelain dolls.  Oh, and here are the vinyl records, all of them vintage of course.  No Ed Sheeran here, sorry!  We have framed paintings and movie posters in that corner over there, and then over here we have…”

      “Actually, if it’s all the same to you,” Eva interrupted, “what we’d really like to see is the item you found recently.  The one you called us about?  You said it was a rare and valuable piece of the city’s history, if I remember correctly.”

      “Good point.  Yes, we probably should start with that.”  Her voice was bursting with excitement, like a twelve-year-old riding a sugar rush.  “I can show you everything else later.  I’ve got it right back here behind the sales counter.  Just, um, follow me around the vintage clothing rack, and then this way through the CDs and cassette tapes.  I never can understand the appeal of cassette tapes, myself.  Rewinding back to your favorite song over and over, or fast forwarding through the ones you didn’t like?  Seems you’d spend more time searching the tape for the right song than listening to music.  But, people really go in for nostalgia.”

      Eva remembered Cassette tapes from her childhood. She’d even had some fondly remembered books on tape when she was about six. They had been so fun on car trips.  She’d heard that Taylor Swift had actually released some of her albums on cassette tape.  She didn’t understand why, in this day of digital downloads, but she supposed if she had Taylor Swift’s money she would do whatever she felt like, too.

      As Agatha settled herself behind the sales counter, Sterling found a good spot to stand off to the side, where his camera could bracket both the shop owner and Eva.  She didn’t have her wireless microphone with her this time.  Not that she needed it.  The camera had great audio recording capabilities.  It would hear a paperclip drop from across the room, and never failed to capture every word with crisp clarity.  People expected reporters to be holding a microphone when they were talking to their audience, but it was mostly for show.  Not to mention, it gave her hands something to do so she wouldn’t just be standing there awkwardly!

      So, she would go back to the van for the microphone later, but first she wanted to see exactly what Agatha had to show them.  Something good, she’d said.  Something of important historical value to the City of Harding.  Eva felt the excitement building, felt her smile growing wider as Agatha reached behind the counter, leaning in closer as she slowly brought out…

      An old, raggedy baseball.

      The crisscrossed threads were frayed and broken in two places exposing the gray yarn underneath.  A signature scrawled across one side in cursive was faded and nearly illegible except for two letters, a looping G and a drooping Y.  There was also what appeared to be a red stamp of some kind next to the old signature.  A square?  A rectangle with a dot?  Eva couldn’t be sure.  All in all, it was just a baseball and very, very disappointing.

      Setting the battered and dingy white sphere on the counter, Agatha spread her hands wide as she beamed at them both, expecting…something.  Applause?  Cheers?  Eva wasn’t sure.

      “The…ball?” Eva asked, feeling foolish as she put her question into words.  “That’s what you wanted to show us?”

      Agatha looked disappointed that her revelation hadn’t evoked more excitement.  “Well, yes!  This is a homerun ball from the second game of the 1937 World Series.  It was a subway series between the New York Giants and the New York Yankees.  This ball, right here, was hit into the left field stands by Yancy Morgenstern.  Now, Morgenstern is famous for two things.  One, he led the Giants in ninth-inning doubles for the 1934 season.  Two…”  And here she paused a beat for dramatic effect.  “He was from Harding City!”

      Oh, now Eva got it.  There was a local connection to this old, worn-out baseball.  Well.  It wasn’t much of a connection, really.  In fact, it was hardly anything at all.  Kind of the equivalent of hotels putting up signs declaring ‘George Washington slept here!’  Fame by association, no matter how scant that association was.

      Still, she had a job to do.  If there was a story here then she needed to jump on it before anyone else did.  “All right.  So tell us, Agatha,” she said, speaking up for the camera.  “How did you come to have this, um, amazing item in your possession?”

      “Well, Miss Moon, it all started last month when my husband and I decided that we needed to expand our store.  We get so much business here, and we have so many items in storage because we don’t have the space to display them.  Our customers deserve to see everything we can offer.  They come looking for a fantasy, for some special thing they remember from their childhood, or something they never knew they wanted.  If we have it, but they can’t find it, then I feel like we’ve failed them.  So we decided to open a second shop.  We found this amazing location right near the city center.  4367 Ramson Boulevard.”  She actually slowed down to annunciate the address, making sure the camera heard it.  “Yes, that’s where we’ll be.  It’s been vacant for several decades now so we got it for a song.  We just need to clear out the old building and put up something new and it will be just what we need!”

      “That’s very interesting,” Eva hedged.  She was actually hoping Agatha would get to some sort of point quickly.  “Did Yancy Morgenstern live in that building or something?”

      “Hmm?  Oh, I’m not really sure.  I haven’t looked into the building’s history yet.  We’ve been too busy trying to get permits to tear down and renovate.”

      “Ah.  Okay, then.”  Eva thought quickly, wanting to get the conversation back on track.  “What can you tell us?”

      “We found the baseball when we got into the ventilation ducts to see how much work they would need.  It was such an interesting find that we decided to do some internet research and stumbled on Yancy Morgenstern’s connection with Harding City.  That led us to a photo of Yancy during his pro-baseball days, holding this very ball!  You see you can barely make out his signature—the Y and the G in particular—and the stitching of course is identical.”

      “Um.  Don’t all baseballs have the same stitching?”

      Agatha gave her an odd look.  “Not with Yancy Morgenstern’s name on them.  This is a piece of history!”

      “Uh…”

      Eva tried really hard to come up with something to say.  Some question that would make the story interesting enough for Hank to use.  A local baseball player that nobody remembered, who barely had any real meaning to the Giants baseball team if that one forgettable stat Agatha had mentioned was any indication, and a baseball that was used in the second game of, like, the hundredth most important World Series.  Not even top fifty.  This wasn’t breaking news.  It might make a mildly interesting human interest piece.  Something that took up two minutes of air time, tops.  Something people would forget almost as soon as she signed off.

      Maybe if they could find a descendant of this Yancy Morgenstern guy.  Maybe talk to someone from the Giants franchise…although the team that was once the New York Giants were now the San Fransisco Giants out in California, which was all the way across the country!  That would definitely make any interview problematic.  Could she save this story?  Could she make this story into something great?

      With a deep breath, she said the very first thing that came to mind.
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        * * *

      

      A few short minutes later, they were back in the van and headed for WPKT studios.

      Sterling cleared his throat.

      “You could have been a little more polite when you turned her down.”

      Eva sighed and slumped into her seat.  “I know.  I was just so disappointed because there was no way we could make anything special out of that story.  She’d be better off putting that baseball on eBay to see what she could get for it.”  She tossed her hands helplessly.  “Besides, it wasn’t like I told her no, exactly.  I promised to run the whole thing by Hank.  It was the best I could do, really.  Maybe he’ll throw it in the Sunday segment.”

      “Nobody watches the news on Sundays.”

      “I know.”

      He tapped the steering wheel with his fingers as he drove, playing along to some unknown song.  “At least you’re building your reputation with the people in this city.  They’re coming to you when they have anything they think is newsworthy.  When Agatha Gateman thought she had the story of the century, it was you she came looking for.”

      She gave him a grateful smile for showing her the silver lining.  It had been a lot of hard work establishing herself in Harding City, where no one had ever heard of Evangeline Moon.  The fact that she kept getting herself involved in murder mysteries had certainly helped but the rest had been pure legwork just like today.  Although, each of those mysteries had been very scary, and more than a little dangerous at times.  Sometimes, her dream of being a reporter could turn into a real nightmare!

      She wouldn’t change it for the world.

      “We’ll find something else to bring to Hank,” Sterling said, trying to be reassuring.  “After all, there’s eight million stories in the naked city⁠—”

      “Oh, don’t remind me!  I’m sorry I even brought it up.  What am I supposed to do, imagine everyone in their underwear until I think of something?”

      “Whatever helps you through the night…”

      “Very funny.”

      She was grumpy, and even Sterling’s good-natured humor couldn’t drag her out of it.  In a huff she snapped on the radio, randomly twisting the dial to look for whatever station would tune in.  Maybe some music would help her clear her head so she could contemplate her next steps.

      The first song she landed on was the uneven warbling of Billie Eilish’s latest songs.  Frowning, she spun the dial again, hoping for something less headache-inducing.

      Show tunes.  No.

      Spin.

      Folk music?  Not today.

      Spin.

      “…as of yesterday,” a voice in the radio said, “there was nothing new in the case of this missing child…”

      Spin.

      No, wait!

      She tracked the dial back over static and silence until she found the radio station with the woman’s honey-smooth voice again.

      “…police have taken the father of the boy, Devin Rounders, into custody in connection with the case and are questioning him.  We here at W-I-N-G news will keep you updated as the story unfolds.  Keep watching right here on WING, Channel Sixteen News…”

      Then the voice faded out, and static filled the inside of the news van.
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