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With love to Francesca, as always
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We are voyagers, discoverers

of the not-known,

the unrecorded;

We have no map;

Possibly we will reach haven, heaven.

—Hilda Doolittle, The Walls Do Not Fall (1944)



Intuitions are narratives about potentials,

possibilities, and alternatives.

In that sense, intuitions are fiction, until,

once confirmed by life, they become facts.

—Yiyun Li, Things in Nature Merely Grow (2025)



You know, they say small towns are so nice.

Put a tragedy in a small town,

you’ll find out how nice it is.

Put a disaster there,

and it’s not so nice anymore.

—Renée Jacobs, Slow Burn (1986)
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It was magic hour in Tuscany, a place more magical than most, and Julia was in the kitchen chopping a sprig of fresh basil, which released the herb’s piquant scent. She was preparing her family’s favorite appetizer, bruschetta with roasted red peppers in garlicky olive oil, and eggplant rollatini baked in the oven, warming the air with the aroma of bubbling mozzarella.

A breeze wafted through the window, which offered a beautiful view of their vineyard. A late-day sun poured like honey over its hilly rows of grapevines, glazing the vista in luminous gold. Julia had inherited the property in ruins, but she and her husband, Gianluca, had renovated the villa and planted their first crop of Sangiovese grapes, which they hoped to sell for Chianti Classico, authentic only if it came from this region.

She heard her daughter, Leni, giggling outside, which meant that everyone would be coming up to the patio soon. Her in-laws and her birth mother, Fiamma, were here, and they were having dinner outside on the patio tonight, since the evening was oddly temperate. The locals called March weather pazzarello, meaning weird or crazy, but Julia didn’t agree. She loved living here except that she missed her best friend, Courtney, back in the States.

On impulse, Julia pressed Courtney’s number on FaceTime, propped the phone on a pepper grinder, and resumed chopping the basil. It was just after six o’clock in the evening, so it would be around lunchtime in Philly. Julia knew Courtney would be at work, but noonish was usually a good time for her to talk.

The call connected after a single ring, and Courtney popped onto the screen with a grin, her round green eyes striking against her dark skin. Her pretty face was shaped like a perfect heart, her nose was smallish, and her black hair was in a ponytail. She had on an oversize gray sweater, unusually casual for her job.

Julia perked up. “Girl, I miss you!”

“Jules, me, too! It’s been a minute!”

“Have time to catch up?”

“Totally, I ditched work today.”

“What? Sales Queen slacks off? Why?”

“Grandma Kay asked me to come visit, and I just got to her farm.”

“Aw, tell her I said hi.” Julia had met Courtney’s grandmother Kay Patterson many times, and she was like a second mother to Courtney, still active in her early eighties.

“Look at this place. Cute, huh?” Courtney flipped her phone around to show a charming Victorian farmhouse of white clapboard with a wide porch, green gingerbread trim, and a mansard roof. Verdant arborvitae grew in a semi-circle around the house, providing a natural shelter from the wind off a surrounding field, and the sight made Julia homesick.

“Ah, Pennsylvania.”

“Right? It’s Tuscany, only with bowling leagues.”

Julia chuckled. “Where’s Paul?”

“At a conference in Myrtle, which means he’s on the eighth hole.” Courtney started walking with the phone, and the screen jostled. “How’s Gianluca? Studly as ever?”

Julia smiled. “Great.”

“And the adorable Leni?”

“Yakking up a storm.”

“At three? She’s a genius.”

“No, she’s Italian,” Julia shot back, but suddenly her mouth went dry. Her heart began to pound. She felt stricken, almost woozy. She shuddered, breaking out in a sweat. She set down the knife, overwhelmed by an inexplicable sense of dread.

Julia remembered this happened before, only once. She flashed on that awful night back in Philly. She’d been walking home with her husband when she’d had a premonition that something terrible was about to happen. Then it had, before her horrified eyes. Her husband had been stabbed to death in front of her. She shuddered with the memory, like aftershocks.

Meanwhile, Courtney was smiling as she crossed the lawn. “You know, my grandmother cuts this whole big lawn herself with a push mower. Is she crunchy or what?”

Julia only half-listened, second-guessing herself. Maybe she was imagining the premonition. She hadn’t had one in five years. Everything was in order in the kitchen, and she looked around her, taking in the white marble countertop with jagged gold veins. The unvarnished pine cabinets. The deep porcelain farmer’s sink salvaged from the old kitchen.

“Damn,” Courtney was saying, climbing the steps to her grandmother’s front door. “These stairs need to be fixed.”

Julia realized with horrifying certainty that something terrible was about to happen—but not to her, to Courtney. “Courtney, stop!” she blurted out, picking up the phone. “Don’t go in!”

“What, why?” Courtney entered her grandmother’s house, flipping the FaceTime screen around so Julia could see what was happening. “Here, say hi to Grandma—”

Suddenly Courtney screamed. Julia gasped. The phone screen showed a gruesome sight:

Courtney’s grandmother was lying face-up on the rug. Blood drenched her blue shirtdress and spattered her dark skin. Her small, slight body was motionless. Her jaw hung open, slack. Her cloudy brown eyes were fixed upward. Her bifocals lay beside her on the rug.

“Grandma Kay!” Courtney rushed to her grandmother, phone in hand. “No, no, she’s dead! Somebody shot her!”

“Oh my God!” Julia said, horrified. The phone screen tilted sideways, showing a nightmarish living room, an end table knocked over and a broken ceramic lamp, its shade askew.

“Oh God, no, no! There’s so much blood! Jesus, no, she’s warm!” Courtney wailed, and just then a door slammed somewhere in the house. “That’s the back door! Somebody’s in the kitchen!” Courtney must’ve scrambled to her feet because the phone screen jolted crazily, blurring the room. “I’m going after him!”

“No, don’t! Go back to your car!”

“Hell, no!” Courtney hollered, the phone screen lurching.

“Courtney, don’t chase him!” Julia’s heart leapt to her throat. She heard Courtney’s ragged breathing and racing footsteps. The phone screen showed a blurred streak of darkened hallway, then daisy-covered wallpaper.

“Stop, you!” Courtney blew through a back door. Julia heard the slam. The phone screen adjusted to bright sun. Flashes of waist-high grass. Overgrown pasture in jagged motion. “Jules, he’s running to a pickup truck, it’s black, and—”

“Courtney, no, don’t!”

“—he’s white, average height, maybe forty? Dark T-shirt, jeans, black ballcap!”

“No, stop, let him go! He’ll hurt you—”

“I can’t see the license plate! The brush is too tall!”

“Courtney, please!” Julia said, helplessly. The phone showed a jittery swipe of bushes and trees.

“Oof!” Courtney grunted in pain. There was a horrible shuffling sound. The screen went abruptly still and dark.

“Courtney!” Julia shouted, terrified.

“I fell, but I’m okay! Jules, he got to the truck! He’s getting away!”

“Let him go!” Julia heard an engine ignite. It had to be the killer driving away.

“I had him, I almost had him!” Courtney picked up the phone. Her agonized face filled the screen, her lovely features distorted by anguish. She heaved a deep sob. “Jules, he shot… Grandma Kay! He…killed her!”

“Go inside. Lock the door. Call 911.”

“Okay… okay.” Courtney struggled to her feet, crying. The phone screen jostled as she ran back to the house.

“Hurry, go now.”

“I will… I am.” Courtney locked the door, making the phone screen go awry, then hurried down the hall. “Grandma Kay, Grandma Kay!” she called futilely, which tore at Julia’s heart. The phone screen flickered dark and light until Courtney reached the living room. “Jesus, no, no, no! She’s dead… she’s really dead! He…killed her!” Courtney collapsed into sobs. “Why, why, why? Why would anybody… kill her?”

“I’m so, so sorry.” Julia flashed on her late husband’s murder, on holding Mike as he bled in her arms. She knew in her bones the agony Courtney was feeling this very moment. There was nothing worse than experiencing the violent death of someone you loved. Only survivors knew that unique horror, and once known, it never left.

“You told me… not to go in the house… you warned me.” Sobs choked Courtney’s words. “Did you know… like before… with Mike?”

“Yes, I think so.” Julia hated to admit it. She didn’t want it to be true. She didn’t want to have premonitions, much less everything that came afterward, like last time. Courtney had gone through it with her.

“Did you know… she was dead?”

“No, no, I just knew something was wrong. I’m so sorry, Courtney.” Julia glimpsed her reflection in a wall mirror. She’d gone pale, and her teary eyes looked strange, the blue of her irises oddly dilute. Her dark blonde hair framed a haunted expression, her thin lips parted with unspoken words.

“Jules, can you… come home? Please, come home?”
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Julia packed her sweater in her roller suitcase, which lay open on the bed. She’d canceled dinner after the terrible news of Kay’s murder, and her in-laws and Fiamma had gone home with the food. She was booked on the next available flight to Philadelphia, which left tomorrow morning.

The cool night air drifted through the open window, carrying the earthy smells of the vineyard and the flutter of nightbirds in flight. The bedroom was softly lit, one of the larger rooms in the villa, which was centuries old. The place was a ruin when she’d inherited it five years ago, but its restoration was finally finished. They’d repainted the bedroom a light blue, refinished the original hardwood floors, and restored the frieze on the ceiling, which depicted Duchess Caterina Sforza, an ancestor of Julia’s and the only female ruler during the Italian Renaissance.

“Okay, Leni’s asleep.” Gianluca entered the bedroom with a weary smile. “I got away with only two books.”

“Way to go.” Julia looked over, and on any other night, his looks would’ve taken her breath away. She’d fallen in love with him at the Marucelliana Library in Florence, where he was director. Gianluca Moretti was handsome in the intellectual, refined, and artsy way of Florentine men, with large brown eyes, a strong nose, full lips, and thick, wavy hair the color of espresso, which he kept longish. He was lean in a fitted black V-neck T-shirt, slim jeans, and Chelsea boots. Julia had finally gotten used to the fact that her husband dressed better than she did.

“How are you?” Gianluca came over and kissed her on the cheek, and Julia caught a fading whiff of his spicy cologne.

“Okay. How’s Leni?”

“Fine.”

“Is she upset I’m going?”

“She didn’t say anything. Don’t worry. She’ll be fine.”

“I hope so.” Julia had told their daughter that she was going away for a few days, during bathtime earlier. Leni had absorbed the news without a fuss, but Julia knew that the concept of time was lost on three-year-olds. Mother and daughter had never spent a night apart, but Julia hoped for a minimum of separation anxiety, on both their parts.

“How long will you be gone for?”

“Until the funeral at least. I’m not sure, okay?”

“Of course, and my parents will help.”

“Great,” Julia said, relieved. She was lucky because her in-laws were retired and they loved to babysit. They’d been incredibly helpful during the renovation, too, staying in a cottage on the property from time to time, rather than driving home to Florence, about forty kilometers away.

Gianluca’s expression darkened. “Julia, I have to say, I’m worried about you going, after the premonition. You remember last time, that’s how it began.”

“With Mike’s murder, I know.”

“Yes, and this time it’s around another murder.”

“I know that, too.” Julia flashed on what had happened after her premonition last time. She’d begun to experience nightmares and visions, flashes of things that had yet to happen or of things that had already happened, like the truth of a buried secret. She’d felt like she was going crazy and wondered if she had psychic abilities. She’d even gone to a renowned medium, Helen Davenport, who’d confirmed that Julia had some psychic ability, but Julia had been so shaken by the possibility that she hadn’t followed up. That was five years ago, and she’d had no other visions, or premonitions. Until today.

Gianluca looked concerned. “So what will you do if the visions come back? It could be happening again.”

“I don’t know, maybe they won’t. Maybe it was just this premonition, one and done.”

“But last time, it was more.”

“I guess, but maybe it’s not the same.” Julia didn’t know if she was bullshitting him, herself, or both of them. “Nothing weird has happened all this time.”

Gianluca frowned slightly. “But it did, today. You can’t pretend it didn’t happen.”

“I’m not, but lots of people have premonitions. It doesn’t necessarily mean I’m going to have visions.”

“It did before,” Gianluca said, gently.

“I know, but we don’t know if it will definitely happen again. I don’t know any of it. I mean, I don’t know if I’m really a medium. I haven’t felt anything since before Leni was born.” Julia heard her words quicken their cadence. “I’ve been happy. I’ve been normal. I’m normal now.”

“I’m not saying you’re not normal—”

“If I’m psychic, I’m not normal.” Julia shot back, and Gianluca placed a hand on her shoulder.

“We’ve discussed this, sweetheart. It didn’t mean you weren’t normal because you had premonitions, or visions.”

“Of course it does.” Julia felt her chest tighten. “Do you have premonitions? Visions?”

“No, but—”

“Well, then it’s not normal.” Julia could see that he was just trying to help, so she dialed it back. “The thing is, I don’t like getting premonitions, and I certainly don’t want to have visions. Not once every five years, not even every ten years. They make me feel different and not in a good way. Weird. They are weird.”

“We can’t possibly know what will happen, you’re right.” Gianluca blinked, his hand still on her shoulder. “But we can talk about how you would deal with it if it does happen, don’t you think? Wouldn’t that help you?”

“Yes, I guess so.” Julia reflected that her emotional Italian husband could be a calming force when she wanted one, which she loved about him. Every marriage needed a Voice of Reason. “So what will you do, if the visions return?”

“I don’t know,” Julia had to answer, honestly. The prospect shook her to her foundations.

“You remember how they affected you last time, how destabilizing? You lost your way.”

Julia felt her face flush. “I know, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I couldn’t control today that I got the premonition. If it happens, it happens.”

Gianluca frowned more deeply, his dark eyebrows slanted down. “Then is going to Philadelphia a good idea?”

“Are you saying you don’t think I should go?” Julia asked, surprised.

“No, I’m not, I know you love Courtney.” Gianluca met her gaze with frankness. “But consider this. You told me that today in the kitchen, the thought popped into your head to call her. What if your premonition didn’t start when you were on the phone with Courtney? What if it was why you called her? Maybe you knew that her grandmother was about to be murdered.”

Julia swallowed hard, wondering if he was right. Her thoughts after the call had been so confused that the notion hadn’t occurred to her, but it made sense. She rarely called Courtney, who had a busy schedule. It was usually Courtney who called her.

“When you called Courtney, you could’ve delayed her going in. If you hadn’t called, she could be dead now, too.”

Julia inhaled, horrified. The thought of losing Courtney chilled her to the bone. She didn’t want to believe that she had the power to prevent a murder. Or, if she got it wrong, failed to prevent a murder. Maybe humans weren’t meant to know everything, at least she wasn’t. Julia reached for Gianluca, wrapping her arms around him and feeling the muscles in his back under his thin T-shirt.

“Here’s my fear, cara,” Gianluca said softly, hugging her close. “What will happen if you get mixed up in helping Courtney—”

“I want to help her.” Julia released him, torn. “Her grandmother was murdered. I know how that feels, and I can’t let her go through it alone.”

“But murder is something for the police. It could be dangerous.”

“I’m not going to Pennsylvania to solve a murder.”

“Aren’t you?” Gianluca narrowed his dark eyes. “Last time, you helped figure out who killed Mike. You helped the police.”

“That’s true, but that wasn’t my goal. You remember how it was. I was just trying to understand what was going on in my own brain. I thought I was losing my mind.” Julia hated the way she sounded, like a freak, all over again. She turned away and zipped the suitcase closed, hoping to end the conversation.

“Look at me.”

“What?” Julia looked up at him, pained. Oddly, ashamed.

“I’m on your side, cara.” Gianluca moved his hand to her arm.

Aw. Julia’s throat caught.

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Julia rallied, straightening. “But I have to go. I’ve made my choice. It’s the right thing to do.”

“Okay, but promise me you’ll be very, very careful, and if you start to have visions about the murder, you’ll go to the police. You’ll tell them, and you’ll let them handle it. Promise?” Gianluca looked down at her, his expression grave and his tone turning vaguely professorial, which was a librarian thing she loved about him.

“Of course, I promise,” Julia answered, meaning it.

“Thank you.”

“I love you. Did I say that already?”

“All the time, but I get it.” Gianluca smiled warmly, and Julia felt the urge to kiss him, but he looked like he wanted to say something more. “Well, I need to ask you something. I was going to wait to bring it up, but since you’re going away, I have to put the thought in your mind.” Gianluca hesitated. “My parents would like to move into the cottage, and I think it’s a good idea. They’re here so often, and it doesn’t make sense for them to keep their house in town. They could sell it, put the money away, and live in the cottage.”

Wait, what? Julia hadn’t seen this coming. She knew she had to choose her words carefully. Gianluca loved his family, and so did she, but living with them was another matter. “Really?”

“Yes.” Gianluca searched her face to gauge her feelings, but Julia didn’t know them yet. Mostly, surprise.

“When did this happen?”

“They mentioned it the other day.”

“What did you say?”

“I said I’d discuss it with you.” Gianluca blinked, his gaze earnest. “My father insists they pay rent. It’s your villa.”

“It’s our villa,” Julia corrected him, meaning it. She’d inherited the property and a windfall of three million euros, which she put into their joint account. Gianluca earned a good living, and she didn’t mind the disparity in their finances, though it bothered him from time to time.

“Your name’s on the deed.”

“Still, that’s a technicality.”

“Not to my father.”

“Do you want me to put you on the deed? I’d be happy to, you know that.” Julia knew there were potholes in their relationship, which they avoided without saying so. She didn’t know if that was called love, marriage, or denial.

“No, I don’t need to be on the deed, I’m just explaining.” Gianluca shrugged. “In any event, I thought it might be nice for us if they lived in the cottage, and easier for them, too. They’re getting older.” A flicker of sadness crossed his face. “My uncle’s death got them thinking, and I don’t want to look back with regret. Leni would love it, too, don’t you think?”

“She would.” Julia knew her daughter loved her grandparents, who were great with her.

“So? What do you think?”

Julia braced herself. “Honestly, I don’t know. Leni’s easier than she used to be, and the renovation is finished. We can go it alone more, don’t you think?”

Gianluca frowned, disappointed. “We’re a family, Julia. I don’t want to see them less because I need them less. You love them, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“So then what?” Gianluca raked his fingers through his hair, and Julia saw the conversation was going south.

“Look, it’s hard to decide something this important right now. Can it wait?”

“Of course. We’ll sort it when you get back.” Gianluca pursed his lips. “Let’s get to bed. Your flight is early.”

The bedroom was dark, and the night air felt cool, but Julia was wide awake. She flashed on Courtney’s grandmother lying dead on the floor, then Mike’s murder that awful night. She reexperienced the same horror now, feeling unsafe, unmoored, and unraveled all over again. She knew it was PTSD, but a diagnosis didn’t help her sleep. She didn’t think journaling would do the trick, either.

She shifted onto her right side, her thoughts roiling. She could still hear Courtney’s scream echoing in her mind. She checked the clock on her phone, irrationally worried she’d miss her flight. Gianluca snored softly, having fallen asleep after they’d made love, tenderly reaffirming their bond, both sensing without saying so that their marriage was about to be tested, not only by her trip but by his wish to move his parents in.

Julia gave up on sleep, getting a better idea. She slipped out of bed, unplugged her phone, and padded downstairs in her oversize Notre Dame T-shirt, then left the villa and went out back. The Tuscan night caressed her as softly as black velvet, and the moon glowed, a shadowed orb in a starry sky. She turned on her phone flashlight to light her way across their patio and down the stepping stones to the vineyard, which lay nestled in a valley encircled by hills, protected from the wind and the elements.

The air felt warmer at the lower elevation, and she breathed in the scents of verdant young vines and tilled earth, natural fragrances as layered as the notes of a perfume. Birds flitted above her, and insects buzzed around her. She felt herself relax as she walked through the vineyard to a secret spot in the middle, around a beautiful well that was original to the property. The well was hewn of alberese stone native to the region, its gold and brown hues muted by the dark. The well was where Julia always came when she needed peace of mind.

She switched off her flashlight, put her phone on the well, and closed her eyes in the moonlight. For her, the well was a so-called “thin” place, a term the medium Helen Davenport had taught her, which meant a place where the line between the physical and the spiritual world thinned to a veil. Last time, she’d been surprised that it helped her find her biological grandmother and solve the mystery of her own identity.

Julia exhaled slowly, quieting her mind, and felt herself bathing in a moonbeam. A sweetly organic dampness emanated from the depth of the well, and she placed her hand on its wide rim. Its stones felt gritty, cool, and solid under her palm, and she focused on the rock, centuries old, unearthed from this very land. She imagined it connecting her to time itself, unspooling backward to the Renaissance and earlier. She visualized the water filling the well from the spring flowing under her feet, nurturing the rich, fertile earth in these hills from the beginning of time.

Suddenly Julia’s reverie was broken by her phone screen brightening. She worried it was a text from Courtney, so she picked it up, but it was a notification of her horoscope for the day ahead:


Buckle up, Cancer! There’s a rocky road ahead! You’re entering eclipse season, the period between the lunar eclipse on March 14 and the solar eclipse on March 21. Major challenges are on the way. You’re ready, but only if you believe you are.



Julia swallowed hard, troubled. She didn’t check her horoscope as much as she used to, but she never lost sight of the stars and their hold on her. She knew there was more to this world than met the eye. Her premonition was proof.

Julia pocketed her phone and headed back to the villa, more troubled than before. She couldn’t deny that tomorrow morning, she was embarking into the unknown.

I’m not going there to solve a murder, she’d told Gianluca.

Julia knew now that hadn’t been true.

But no matter what, she was going.
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Julia deplaned at a packed terminal in Philadelphia International, experiencing the culture shock of an expat. She’d forgotten how dense crowds could be in a major American airport, but for once, she was dressed like everybody else, in a loose cotton sweater and relaxed jeans rather than the Euro-cool look of her husband and in-laws, who lived in patterned Etro shirts, skinny jeans, and rimless Swiss glasses.

She joined a long line at Immigration, noticing that mostly everybody around her spoke English with a Philly accent, like hers. She smiled to think she missed the sound of its notoriously tortured o’s, and it was new to be surrounded by anything but Italian. It struck her that not only had it been a long time since she’d been in the U.S.; it had been a long time since she’d been out of the house, encased in her new-mom cocoon.

Julia reached the front of the line and showed the officer her American and her Italian passports, since she had dual citizenship. The officer checked only her U.S. one, then she went through Baggage Claim and Customs with a throng of Americans, feeling a surge of familiarity that surprised her. The corporate brands at the terminal welcomed her with their trademarked signs and smells, the Tony Luke’s cheesesteaks set her stomach growling. She beelined for a Dunkin’ Donuts realizing she’d never gotten used to Italian espresso, which tasted like distilled caffeine. She ordered a coffee and glazed doughnuts, hoping the sugar would help her jet lag, since she hadn’t been able to sleep on the plane.

She went down the hallway and entered the International Arrivals Hall, where a cheering crowd of teenagers waved American flags and an oversize flag hung from a soaring glass ceiling. On the wall was the preamble to the Declaration of Independence, which Julia read with a swell of patriotism. She felt a lump in her throat that only expats know. She’d missed the United States and this big, beautiful country that was home.

Home?

Julia had a second thought, reminding herself that America wasn’t the country of her birth, though for her entire life, she’d believed it had been. She’d been born in Italy but adopted in the United States, so she was betwixt and between the two countries, a citizen of both feeling like a citizen of neither. But she didn’t have time for an identity crisis. She had to pick up her rental car and hit the road.

There was a long line at Hertz, so Julia figured it would be a good time to call Gianluca. He’d be home from work by now, and Leni might still be up. She scrolled to Favorites, pressed the screen, and the call connected. “Hey, honey, how’s it going?”

“Hi, sweetheart!” Gianluca answered warmly. “How was the flight?”

“Fine, but I miss you guys. How’s Leni?”

“Okay, but she was out of sorts when I got home. My mother said she was fussy all day, then I tried to put her to bed but she didn’t want to go.”

“That’s not like her.” Julia felt a guilty pang. “Would she nap? She still needs a nap sometimes.”

“My mother said she wouldn’t.”

“Did she eat?”

“No. She barely touched dinner. She wouldn’t sit still. Hold on, she’s up.”

Julia could hear Gianluca walking down the hall, then the sound of Leni crying hard. Julia felt an alarm that surprised her. Being an ocean away from her daughter seemed suddenly against nature.

“Wait a sec.” Gianluca said to Leni, “Leni, Mommy’s on the phone. Do you want to say hello to—”

“Mommy!” Leni wailed. “Mommy, when… are you coming home? You’re gone… so long.”

“I know it feels that way. I’ll be home soon.”

“Can I see you, on the phone?”

“Yes, I can FaceTime you now. Give Papa the phone.” Julia pressed the FaceTime button, and her own face came onto the screen, but Leni’s didn’t. “Gianluca, is it connecting?”

Leni cried, “I don’t see you!”

“Julia, it won’t connect. It says the connection is unstable.”

“Mommy? Mommy?”

“I’m here, honey, you can talk to me. Tell me—”

“I want… you!”

“I’ll be home very soon, honey.” Julia could hear Gianluca trying to calm Leni down, speaking to her in Italian, his tone soothing.

“Julia, I should go. Let me tend her now.”

“Okay, goodbye. Tell her I love her.”

“Of course. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” Julia hung up, shaken. She breathed a sigh. Just knowing that her daughter was unhappy left her with an underlying unease, like disturbances in her personal field. She realized how lucky she’d been to stay home with Leni and marveled at working mothers faced with a choice that felt no-win, every day. She felt doubly guilty that Gianluca was having a hard go, and her mother-in-law as well.

Julia sensed she’d end up with her in-laws moving in, for penance.
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Half an hour later, Julia was on I-95 South in congested traffic, navigating the immense highway system, its wide lanes filled with speeding cars and trucks, all of which were larger than the Fiats and other Italian makes. Her Toyota Corolla felt like a cruise ship.

She headed onto 476 North, and in time switched to I-78 West, heading to north central Pennsylvania. The terrain brought back memories, as if the land itself held her past. She thought of her adoptive parents, both gone now. She’d been very close to her mother, Melanie, who’d passed suddenly of an aneurysm on Julia’s tenth birthday. She would never forget something her mother always told her.

My happiest day was the day I came home with you.

Julia felt a warm rush of love for her adoptive mother and realized that moving to Tuscany and starting a family divided her life into Before and After. Gianluca hadn’t met her adoptive mother, so Julia didn’t share her memories with him very often. Having a birth mother and an adoptive mother was like having a birth country and an adopted country. Confusing.

Julia had grown up in New Gilbert, a small suburb west of Philadelphia, and she spotted the green sign for its exit ahead. She hadn’t been home in ages and she didn’t have time to stop now, even if she wanted to, which she didn’t. The tightness in her chest reminded her that not all of her childhood memories were good. Adoption didn’t guarantee a happy family, just a family.

She flashed on her father, with whom she had tried so hard to be close, but he wasn’t having any. It was only after her mother’s death that she learned he hadn’t wanted her at all, a reminder that he wasn’t “man enough” to produce a child, which was how he saw it. He told her that her adoption had been her mother’s idea, and Julia realized that she’d come into the family to pacify her mother, as if she were a doll, not a baby.

NEW GILBERT STATION read the small sign, and Julia suddenly remembered something that had happened there. It was this time of year, with the chill of winter still in the air, and even this time of day, with evening coming on. She’d been playing at a friend’s near the train station and left late. She was riding past the station on her bicycle, then realized her father’s train would be getting in any minute, so she went to the station to wait for him.

Daddy!

Julia’s thoughts slipped back in time, and she was that nine-year-old all over again, watching the silvery train as it rumbled to a stop with a harshly hydraulic screech. She waited on her bicycle at the exit as the men with their briefcases and the women with their purses piled out of the train, crossed to their cars with jingling keys, and left the parking lot. But her father wasn’t among them, even after the train lurched from the station. His black Lincoln was still in a parking spot, its front facing her.

Suddenly, a white Mercedes pulled into the lot, drove around her father’s car, and parked beside it, facing front. In the next moment, her father got out of the Mercedes on its passenger side. He was in his suit with his tie loosened, the way he always looked at the end of the day.

Daddy! Julia called, then her father looked over, his blue eyes narrowing with anger behind his horn-rimmed glasses.

Julia, get home!

Julia’s mouth went dry. She didn’t understand why he got mad at her, then everything happened at once.

Suddenly the Mercedes sped toward the exit, veering so close that Julia lost her balance and fell over. She landed hard on the asphalt with a leg stuck under the bike. She caught a terrified glimpse of the Mercedes driver as the car raced from the parking lot. It was a pretty blonde woman.

Her father stormed over, frowning. Julia, what the hell are you doing?

Julia scrambled to disentangle herself from the bike. The grease from the chain blackened her leg. Blood oozed from a gritty scrape on her knee. Daddy, that lady—

What lady? Her father’s face was red with anger. Get home.

She almost hit me—

Don’t lie. You fell, I saw it. Pick up your bike.

Julia didn’t understand. He’d seen what just happened, so she didn’t know why he’d be mad at her. It wasn’t like him. He mostly ignored her. But Daddy—

Get up. Her father grabbed her bike, righted it, and set it down so hard it bounced. Get on this bike and get home. Tell your mother how you fell. You weren’t looking where you were going.

My knee hurts. Julia took the bike.

You scraped it. Don’t be such a baby.

Julia got on the bike, wincing. Blood ran down her calf and soaked her anklet with the pink pompom.

And if you lie about this to Mom, I’ll punish you. You understand? You fell! Don’t blame others for your mistakes.

Okay, Daddy.

Julia accelerated, shaking her head in wonder that her father’s scheme had worked. Of course she knew now that her father was cheating with the blonde in the Mercedes. But Julia never told her mother what she’d seen in the parking lot that day, only that she’d fallen off her bike. She and her father never spoke about it again, which wasn’t hard, given that they barely spoke anyway.

She realized now that he’d gaslighted her, but she hadn’t had the term to understand it back then. She knew only that her father told her that she hadn’t really seen something that she saw. She believed his version instead of her own eyes because she loved him and trusted him, though he deserved neither.

Julia tried to shake off the memory, which she hadn’t thought about in ages, if ever. She’d suppressed it, maybe even erased it, forcing it from her mind. The realization just destabilized her, and she needed a lot more therapy to figure out how it had affected her today, but she didn’t have time for that now. And she never, ever blamed others for her mistakes.

Julia put the thought away, trying to focus as the exit came up. She steered off the highway and drove onto a two-lane road winding through woods and countryside, with almost no houses. Most were well-kept with front yards that sported lawn furniture, aboveground pools, and American flags. She passed bony cows on grass yet to turn green. More than one yard had firewood for sale and rusty old cars propped on cinderblocks.

GREENTREE COUNTY read a sign with an antiquated picture of a man in a mining cap. She drove up and down hills and passed through small towns that became more rundown. Attached three-story rowhomes with vinyl clapboard siding lined the street, many only one room wide. Satellite dishes and telephone wires sagged overhead like an electrical canopy. She spotted closed Dollar Stores, thrift shops, and check-cashing agencies, and there were fewer grocery stores but more motorcycle repair shops and smoke shops.

Julia found herself driving behind a truck carrying live chickens in flat cages, their white feathers blowing into the street, as the sun dipped below the treeline. The sky clouded over, casting a premature gloom. The terrain thickened to woods, and Julia put on her highbeams. The wind picked up, and the trees moved stiffly, their brittle limbs devoid of leaves.

She felt herself getting drowsy and reached for her coffee, but the cup was empty. She fumbled in the passenger seat for the bag of glazed doughnuts, but she’d eaten the last of three. The sugar crash wasn’t helping her jet lag, and she fought a wave of exhaustion. She tried the radio, but it was set on a sports station. She pressed the buttons to change it, but the presets were all sports, so she turned it off.

She caught herself dozing for a microsecond, which scared her. She clenched the wheel, did some neck rolls, and willed herself to stay awake. She’d be at Courtney’s grandmother’s soon, and Courtney was waiting for her. Julia kept going rather than pull over.

Boom! Suddenly an orangey red fireball exploded in front of the car. A massive fire erupted with an ungodly roar. Flames blasted her windshield.

“Nooo!” Julia’s hands flew up reflexively. Her heart jumped out of her chest.

The blaze raged everywhere, igniting the branches. The car careened off the road, heading for the trees.

Julia grabbed the wheel and slammed the brakes. The car didn’t stop. Frantic, she pressed the brake again and again. Flames licked at her windows.

The burning car kept going, sliding into a muddy skid. The interior superheated. Grayish smoke filtered into the car. The trees zoomed closer. Six feet, five feet, then four. She’d crash head-on.

Screaming, Julia wrenched the wheel. The car whipped wildly around, then lurched to a stop. Fire engulfed the car and trees in a terrifying conflagration.

She gasped for breath. She fought terror to think. She’d burn to death if she got out of the car. She’d burn to death if she stayed in. She had to drive through the fire. It was her only hope.

Julia reversed to get back on the road. The steering wheel seared her palms. Smoke filled her nostrils.

She threw the car into drive. She couldn’t see ahead. The windshield wipers were smoldering, their rubber burning.

She floored the gas and aimed for the conflagration, not knowing if it would save her or kill her.

Suddenly Julia was speeding down a country road lined with thick woods. There was no fire. No flames, no smoke. She could see out her windshield and her windows. The interior of the car was fine.

She looked at her rearview mirror, stunned. There was no fire behind her, either.

There was no fire anywhere. The conflagration had vanished as if it had never been there at all. She hadn’t driven through anything but air.

She looked at her palms but didn’t see any burns. She squeezed her hands. They felt normal. She didn’t know what was going on. She didn’t understand what had just happened. It hadn’t been real, there was no fire. It had been in her mind.

She didn’t know if she’d fallen asleep at the wheel and dreamed the whole thing. She was jet-lagged, sugar-crashed, exhausted. She hadn’t slept on the plane. She’d lost track of how many hours she’d been awake.

Her gut twisted at her next thought—it could have been a vision, like the ones she had before. This was how it had started last time, and visions followed the premonition. She felt shocked, frightened, disoriented.

But she couldn’t believe this was a vision because it didn’t mean anything. It didn’t tell her anything. And last time, there had been an eerie blue light before she got a vision, like the aura warning of a migraine. She’d come to believe that the blue light was the spirit of Duchess Caterina Sforza herself, but no blue light appeared to Julia here. Plus she was in central Pennsylvania, not Tuscany.

She must have fallen asleep at the wheel, for just a moment.

She accelerated, barreling into the darkness.
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After her fiery dream, Julia had no trouble staying awake until she reached the single-lane road to Kay’s farm. It was pitch black, but lights from the farmhouse shone through tall trees ahead. There were no other houses in sight, and it looked as if an expanse of pasture surrounded the house, but it was too dark to see anything.

She kept going past an old mailbox with reflective letters that read THE PATTERSONS, then Julia pulled up in front of the white Victorian farmhouse, two narrow stories of clapboard with green trim and matching filigree, with a sharply peaked roof. A ceiling fixture on the porch illuminated two uniformed cops taking yellow crime-scene tape from the railing and Courtney sitting in a wide cedar rocker on the front porch.

Julia’s heart leapt at the sight of her best friend, looking so forlorn in a black parka over her sweater and jeans. The last time they’d seen each other was five years ago, and Julia felt so glad that she’d come. She parked behind Kay’s white Honda Accord with its Notre Dame bumper sticker, an interlocking ND that had to be for Courtney. Next to it sat a brown-and-yellow Buckley Police Department cruiser, a jarring note in a bucolic setting.

“Jules!” Courtney rose and hurried down the steps as Julia cut the ignition, got out of the car, and threw open her arms.

“Courtney, I’m so sorry, honey.”

“Thank you… for coming.” Courtney clung to her, shuddering with a new sob. “This is so… hard. I can’t believe… this happened.”

“I know.”

“She didn’t deserve this… she was so great.”

“I know, I know. I know how much you loved her.”

“She was such… a great person, she loved everybody… and they loved her.”

“I’m so sorry about this, Court.”

“Who would… kill her? Who? Why?”

“God knows, honey.”

“Thanks.” Courtney released Julia and wiped her eyes. Sorrow strained her expression, and she pushed a strand of hair into her ponytail, trying to recover. “I can’t believe I didn’t catch him. I was right there.”

“Honey, you tried.”

“Not hard enough.” Courtney sniffled.

“Don’t say that. You had just found her. It was so awful.”

“Still, I’m so mad at myself.” Courtney looked over as the cops approached, then cleared her throat, gesturing to them.

“Julia, meet Officers Harbor and Quinton. Gentlemen, this is Julia Pritzker, the friend I told you about.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Julia shook their hands. Officer Harbor had a mustache and Officer Quinton a cleft chin, but she couldn’t make out their other features under the black patent bills of their caps. They wore black insulated jackets with nameplates, badges, and a heavy utility belt holding holstered Glocks, collapsible batons, and tall radios with stiff rubber antennae.

Officer Harbor turned to Courtney. “Ms. Horan, I know a guy who can remove the carpet in the living room. I left his card on the kitchen table. If I were you, I’d call him tonight. You don’t want to see it the way it is.”

Courtney nodded, sniffling. “Thanks, but I saw it when I found her.”

“Yeah, but you don’t want to sit with it. We should be going now. We’re releasing the house. Again, sorry about your grandmother.”

“Thank you, for everything.”

Officer Harbor took a step back, starting to leave. “Good night now.”

“Good night.” Officer Quinton followed him, and Julia and Courtney bade them goodbye and watched as the cops piled into the cruiser and drove off, their red taillights burning through the night.

“Oh, man.” Courtney sighed, rubbing her face, then lowered herself to the porch step. “Can we sit down a minute?”

“Sure.” Julia sat next to her, putting an arm around her.

“I’m still mad at myself. If I hadn’t tripped, I would have had him.” Courtney shook her head. “I could’ve caught him.”

“Let’s hope the cops do.” Julia gave her a sideways squeeze. “Do they have any idea who the guy is?”

“No, I met with a Detective Kowalski and looked through mugshots, but I couldn’t identify him. I never saw his face, and I only have the basic description that I told you.” Courtney kept shaking her head. “I didn’t get the license plate on the pickup because of the brushwood. She used to have the back pasture hayed by a local farmer, but he moved away years ago and it’s scrub now. I told Kowalski to check the tire tracks because it’s not easy to drive through, and he said he’d follow up.”

“Do the cops have any motive?”

“They think it was a robbery. She used to keep cash in her jewelry box upstairs, and it’s gone.” Courtney looked over, her eyes glistening and her features contorted with grief. “That man, he killed her for, like, a hundred bucks.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t believe this is how her life ends. She was so vital and strong. She still had her health. She loved her life. She didn’t deserve this, not at all.”

“I know, honey.” Julia rubbed her back. “It’s shocking and awful and horrible.”

“You know how it is from Mike, right?”

“Yes, it’s awful.”

“Awful.” Courtney exhaled heavily, trying to rally. “The worst part is, Detective Kowalski has never even handled a murder case. He’s new on the job. They’ve only had two murders here in the past thirty years.”

“Wow. I guess there’s not much crime out here.” Julia’s late husband, Mike, had been one of 250 homicides in Philly that year, a heartbreaking statistic.

“Kowalski told me there’s mostly drug offenses and domestic disputes. He works out of Weaverton and covers three counties. This county doesn’t have the budget to justify a detective anymore. I never really realized this before, but police services aren’t automatic. There has to be a budget to pay for it, and when the density goes down, especially in rural areas, there isn’t the need or the infrastructure.” Courtney straightened. “But, hey, do you remember that story I told you, that there was a murder at the neighboring farm? The neighbor’s name was Bill McKenna, and the cops found a man’s body in his well. It happened about thirty years ago.”

Julia shuddered. “I remember the story, but I thought the murder was more recent.”

“No, Grandma Kay only told me recently, but it happened a while ago. I remember her telling me the man was a drifter. Then McKenna disappeared. They never found him to charge him. I thought there was a new owner but the place burned down.”

“That’s suspicious.”

“Right?”

“So your grandmother’s neighbor could’ve been a murderer.”

“Yes, and the victim’s name was James Shoemaker. I looked it up on my phone.”

“Did you know McKenna? You must’ve been around ten at the time.”

“I was, and I never met him. He hadn’t been there long, and the farms here are large, so it’s not like a neighborhood.”

Julia mulled it over. “Are you thinking the murders could be related?”

“I don’t know, but I’m not ruling it out. It’s unlikely, given they’re so far apart in time, but it’s weird that there’s so few murders here and two of them were next door to each other.” Courtney shook her head, mystified. “I raised it with Kowalski anyway, and he said he’d investigate.”

Julia looked around. “Where’s McKenna’s house? There’s nothing here but trees and pasture.”

“That way, pretty far.” Courtney waved to her right. “You can’t see anything anymore. It’s all overgrown since the fire.”

Julia startled, flashing on her fiery dream, or vision. “You know, on the way here, I think I dozed a little and had a dream about a fire—”

“Wait, you fell asleep at the wheel?” Courtney’s eyes flew open. “Shit, Jules! That’s dangerous.”

“I know, I’m jet-lagged.”

“Still.” Courtney straightened. “You have to pull over when that happens.”

“I know, I will, but it was just weird.” Julia felt fatigue wash over her again. “I was having all these strange thoughts, even remembering a time my father gaslit me that I hadn’t thought about in, like, ever.”

“But still, pull over.”

“Let me tell you about the fire though, in the dream.” Julia described the fire, the deafening explosion, the burning car and trees. When she was finished, her mouth had gone dry.

“Jesus.” Courtney grimaced, then cocked her head. “Wait. Where did this happen?”

“About half an hour away, on Route 61.”

Courtney blinked. “That’s around where Centralia used to be, before the mine fire.”

“What mine fire?”

“Back in the sixties, Centralia was a mining town, and the town started a fire in a landfill to get rid of the trash before some holiday, but the fire fell through the ground to an abandoned mine. The town council covered it up, and by the time it came to light, the fire was out of control, underground.”

“Like it was burning?”

“Yes, and it kept burning, fed by the coal. It’s anthracite coal, so it burns for a long time, that’s why it’s so valuable. The state EPA got involved, and the feds. They tried to stop it, but nothing worked.” Courtney frowned. “The fire sent toxic gas up through the ground. People got sick. They gave everybody monitors, alarms for carbon monoxide. There was a sinkhole that almost killed a little boy. Bottom line, it was an environmental disaster.”

“Oh my God.”

“The government moved everybody out of their homes and paid them almost nothing. It divided the whole town. A lot of people thought it was a government conspiracy to seize the land by eminent domain, for the coal.” Courtney sighed. “In the end, Centralia became a ghost town. They paved a highway bypass around the town. Byrnesville was the next town over, and it became a ghost town, too. I know it sounds like I’m making it up, especially given the town’s name, but the fire’s still burning.”

“From the sixties?” Julia asked in disbelief.

“Yes, and it’s coming to Buckley. The town is directly in its path. Everybody’s moving away, given what’s coming. There’s no reason to stay and watch your house value go to zero. Businesses left, too. Good luck trying to sell any property in town, even now.”

“That’s terrible. Is the fire coming here, to your grandmother’s?”

“No, this farm is outside town, so it’s out of harm’s way. Still, she didn’t want to leave. She loved this place, it’s thirty acres. She and my grandfather grew soybeans out back. His great-great-grandfather was one of the first Black farmers in Pennsylvania. Grandma Kay always said you can’t separate a Black farmer from the land, the ancestors would never allow it. She loved this place, that’s why she volunteered at the clean-ups.”

“What’s that?”

“A local group holds clean-ups because people dump tires and trash in Centralia and Byrnesville. She just went to one.” Courtney’s eyes narrowed. “Jules, you say you dreamed about a fire? Do you think it was the mine fire, or even the fire at McKenna’s? Was it a vision, like what happened last time?”

Julia swallowed hard. “I don’t know, I hope not. It could have been anything.”

“But you tried to warn me before I went inside the house. You told me not to go in. You knew something was wrong. How?”

“I don’t know.” Julia had expected the question, but resisted the answer. “I just sensed you shouldn’t go in.”

“Do you think this is, like, your psychic powers, coming back?”

Julia’s gut twisted. “Hold on, I’m not totally sure I have psychic powers.”

“But last time you thought you might have.”

“Yes, but this is so different. Last time, I was seeing a weird blue light, too, and I thought it was related to Caterina Sforza. Now I’m not seeing anything like that. Plus I’m not in Tuscany anymore, I’m in Pennsylvania.”

“Does that matter?”

“I don’t know, but I haven’t had anything weird happen in years and I don’t want to jump to any conclusions.” Julia felt like she was talking to Gianluca, all over again. “I just need to keep myself grounded. Normal, okay?”

“Of course.” Courtney nodded. “And just so you know, I asked you to come as a friend. I didn’t ask you to help me catch the guy who killed her, or because you might be psychic.”

“I know that, and I’m glad I’m here. I’ll help you any way I can. Whatever you need, I’m here for.” It felt right to be here, but she’d keep her promise to Gianluca. She didn’t know enough yet to be sure the fire was a vision and she had no idea what would happen next. If things got dicey, she’d call the police.

Courtney’s eyes glistened in the darkness. “Let’s go inside, huh?”
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Julia braced herself and entered the house, which had a small entrance hall covered with daisy-patterned wallpaper. In one corner was a brass umbrella stand and a matching tray that held Kay’s grass-stained Keds, red Crocs, and green Hunter rainboots, a poignant sight.

Julia followed Courtney into the living room, where her best friend froze. A large, hideous bloodstain blackened the mint-green rug, and blood dried in stiff bristles. The air smelled sickeningly metallic, and Julia flashed on the awful scene of Kay lying on the floor, her eyes gazing sightlessly at the ceiling, her bifocals on the floor.

“I still can’t believe it.” Courtney began to cry, and Julia held her until her tears subsided, knowing that the only cure for grief was love. They stood together in the still, silent room, among the agonizing evidence that Kay had fought hard for her life. A green sofa, its cushions askew. An end table, turned over. A lamp broken on the floor, its ceramic base in shards. An entertainment center with a small flat TV, its books spilled out onto the hardwood.

Courtney released her, wiping her eyes. “Why did he kill her? He could’ve taken her money and knocked her out. I mean, she was skinny and little, five-two. Why kill her?”

“Maybe he didn’t want to be identified.” Julia thought it over. “You know, that suggests she could’ve known him.”

“That’s true,” Courtney said, anguished. “She’s lived here all her life. So maybe she did know him.”

“Did she lock her doors?”

Courtney pursed her lips. “Only at night. No one here does.”

“Do the cops know where she was that day? Before she came home?”

“I didn’t think to ask.” Courtney sighed, her shoulders sagging. “They wouldn’t let me in the house. I saw the coroner take her away, in a body bag.”

“You poor thing.” Julia let the moment pass, out of respect.

Courtney set her jaw. “I wish I knew what happened here. She obviously put up a fight. Maybe she went for the gun.”

“Would she do that?”

Courtney nodded sadly. “Yes, she was feisty.”

“What happened to the gun? Did the cops take it?”

“No, they looked out back but couldn’t find it.”

Julia thought a minute. “Was the killer holding the gun when he ran to the pickup?”

“No, but he could have put it in his pocket.”

“Can you run fast with a gun in your pocket?”

“If you have to.”

Julia tried to visualize it. “Did he get in the driver’s seat or the passenger’s?”

Courtney blinked. “The driver’s.”

Julia mulled it over. “Do the cops think it was one guy or two?”

“One,” Courtney answered, frowning. “I saw only one guy. I was too focused on catching the killer, then I fell. One could’ve gone upstairs, too. The cash was in her bedroom. Why do you ask?”

“What if there was another guy first and he’s the one who killed her? Maybe he had the gun. He could’ve already been in the passenger seat.”

“I suppose you’re right, but I didn’t see him.”

“Did the cops check any tire tracks in back? The brush is tall, so I would think anybody driving through the field would’ve left an imprint.”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you been upstairs yet?”

“No, they wouldn’t let me come in, only the crime techs and the detective. They dusted for fingerprints, see?” Courtney gestured to a black smudge on the end table. “Maybe we should go to her bedroom.”

“Okay, if you’re up to it,” Julia answered, but Courtney was already heading that way, and Julia followed to the staircase. Framed photographs hung along the wall, adorable school pictures of Courtney, a heartbreaking candid of Kay with Courtney’s grandfather, a wedding photo of Courtney’s mother and father, and Kay holding a pot of beautiful daisies with a blue ribbon.

They reached the landing, and Julia followed Courtney to Kay’s bedroom, where they both stopped, stunned. The bedroom was a wreck, the mattress was dumped on the floor, its yellow coverlet in a pile. The drawers of the oak dresser hung open, and bras and underwear were scattered on the rug amid jars of Cetaphil, deodorant, and perfume bottles, one broken, emitting a floral scent. A lacquer jewelry box lay on its side, its glittering contents strewn atop the bureau.

Courtney gasped. “Bastard! He destroyed this room!”

“It’s a lot, if you’re looking for money.”

“She kept it here.” Courtney crossed to the jewelry box, which was marred by black fingerprint dust. “Most of her jewelry was costume, and it’s still here. She didn’t like it when I gave her real gold jewelry. She was one of those people who liked experiences rather than material things.”

“He took no jewelry?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Is it obvious it’s costume?”

“I don’t know. Do men know stuff like that?” Courtney kept looking through the jewelry. “It’s disgusting to think her killer was in here, touching her jewelry. They better get this animal. I’ll get him myself, I swear to God.”

“I wonder if he knew she had money in her jewelry box. Did she ever hire kids to help her around the house?”

“The detective asked me that, too, but not that I know of. She didn’t mention hiring anybody, and her circle was small. She doesn’t go to church anymore, but she still has her church friends, Susan and Mona. I’ve been in touch with them.” Courtney glanced over. “For what it’s worth, I keep money in my jewelry box, too. Also Mass cards, my passport, my birth certificate, anything important.”

Julia found herself trying to reconstruct the crime. “So did he come up looking for jewelry and found the money?”

“Yes, the cops think she interrupted him when she came home. He must have already been upstairs.”

“Then when she came home, they must have run into each other in the living room.”

“Yes, and the cops say he parked around the back, so she wouldn’t have seen him when she pulled up.” Courtney’s lower lip puckered when she picked up a pair of silver spoon earrings. “Aw, I gave her these. I got them at some street fair in Asheville.” Courtney’s expression collapsed into sorrowful lines, so Julia crossed the room and gave her a hug.

“I’m sorry, honey.”

“I am, too.” Courtney sighed, setting down the earrings. “How much money could he have gotten? A hundred bucks for her life?”

Julia’s heart hurt for Courtney, and her gaze fell on the ransacked jewelry box, a thicket of tangled chains. “Let’s check out the guest room.”

They crossed the hall to a second bedroom, which contained a daybed with a denim coverlet and a pine night table that held a ginger-jar lamp and vase of silk daises. Nothing was out of order. Courtney leaned on the doorjamb. “This is my room when I come to visit. I spent every summer here all the way through high school.”

“I remember. We wrote each other actual letters.”

Courtney smiled, bittersweet. “I used to love the summers here when I was little, playing out back or riding my bike around. Grandma Kay was fun. She had chickens back then. I used to clean the coop, which was gross.” She wrinkled her nose. “She loved her hens and her garden.”

“And daisies?” Julia asked, because of the daisy motif throughout the house.

“Yes, she loved them. She won prizes at the garden club out of York. She could’ve competed in Philadelphia, but she wasn’t interested.” Courtney sighed, brushing her hair back. “Let’s go check the kitchen.”

They went downstairs, bypassed the living room, and headed into a small galley kitchen with white cabinets and a Corian countertop on one side and on the other, a round table overlooking a window to the backyard. Botanical prints covered the walls, which were a pale green paper with a white trellis. The back door was in the middle of the kitchen, and Julia visualized the killer racing through it to the backyard, which was pitch-black now.

“Oh, look, she went food shopping the day she was killed.” Courtney peered into two reusable shopping bags that sat on the kitchen table. “It’s groceries to make potato salad and short ribs, my favorite.” Courtney hung her head, grief stricken. “She even got pineapple for the barbecue sauce. That was her secret ingredient.”

“I’m sorry, Court.” Julia felt for her, but was becoming increasingly preoccupied with the murder. “So I’m thinking she must’ve come into the kitchen from outside and saw the pickup out back. Or maybe she heard a sound from upstairs, or he was coming downstairs. Or she went to the stairway to see what was going on, and he must’ve backed her up into the living room. Either way, they fought, then he shot her and left with the gun.”

“Right.” Courtney sagged, still focused on the groceries. “She was such a wonderful cook, such a nurturing person. She gave the barbecue sauce recipe to my mother, but my mother could never make it as well. I think she secretly let my grandmother shine. My mother went to college and medical school thanks to my grandparents.”

Julia’s attention strayed to the window over the kitchen table. “Is there anything out back?”

“No, just the pasture.”

“Do you mind if I go look outside?” Julia heard herself ask.

“Why? You can’t see anything. It’s dark, and she didn’t have lights out there.”

“I’m just curious.” Julia eyed the window, without knowing why.

“Okay, let me get the flashlight. I know she has one around here.” Courtney crossed to a kitchen cabinet, but Julia went ahead, drawn to the back door. She stepped outside into the night, its blackness complete except for ambient light from the house. Clouds covered the moon and stars.

Her eyes struggled to adjust, and she could make out an expanse of scrubby brushwood, its raggedy tops shuddering in a chill wind. The darkness was impenetrable, with no demarcation between land and sky.

Julia found herself moving toward the left, oddly, without understanding where she was going. She came to a stop and looked up, and just then she heard a woman screaming for her life, a primal shriek for survival.

The horrific sound blasted Julia’s ears, then she heard herself screaming, too.

Abruptly the screaming stopped, and everything went black.
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Jules!” Courtney hovered above her, her frightened expression illuminated by a phone flashlight. “Holy shit, are you okay?”

Julia came to her senses, astonished to be lying on her back. The ground was hard, the tall grass scratchy on her neck. Bugs flew in and out of the light from Courtney’s phone. She didn’t know what had happened. She didn’t understand. She must have fainted. She didn’t know why.

“Come on, get up! Here we go!” Courtney hoisted her to her feet, but Julia felt wobbly. They walked to the house, where Courtney got her into the kitchen and Julia flopped into a chair. Courtney pulled out the other chair and sat opposite her. “Jules, what happened? You screamed at the top of your lungs! It was freaky!”

A freak. Julia swallowed hard. Her throat hurt.

Courtney’s eyes widened. “You were reaching for the moon like a lunatic!”

A lunatic. Julia tried to think, to understand what had happened.

“You were acting crazy!”

Crazy. Julia felt that way.

“I called you but you ignored me, like you didn’t even know I was there. I tried to get you back in the house, but you pulled away. Then all of a sudden you, like, dropped.”

Julia hadn’t felt any of that. She looked down at her clothes, which were disheveled. She didn’t even know where her own body had been.

“Did you see fire again? Was that it?”

“No.” Julia answered hoarsely, her voice strained. She knew she’d heard a scream, but it didn’t make sense. It hadn’t come from anywhere. It could have been an auditory hallucination. Maybe she was just tired. Really, really tired.

“Why did you scream? What scared you?”

Julia didn’t know if she should tell Courtney. She didn’t want to upset her further.

“Julia, talk to me. What happened?”

“I’m not sure. I could have just imagined it. I’m so tired—”

“Nobody’s that tired. Please, tell me, I want to know.”

Julia hesitated. “I don’t know if you need to know.”

Courtney recoiled, frowning. “What? We tell each other everything.”

“Listen, you’re going through it, with your grandmother’s murder, the cops, the bloodstain—”

“I can handle it. I need you to tell me.” Courtney placed a hand on Julia’s shoulder. “If you tell me, we can figure it out together, and we need to. Whatever’s going on, I want to help you with it.”

Touched, Julia realized that Courtney was worried about her. “I don’t need help.”

“Yes, you do, girl. You were screaming like somebody was trying to kill you.”

Oh no. “Okay,” Julia agreed, reluctantly. “I heard a scream.”

Courtney’s eyes flared. “Who was it? Who was screaming?”

“I don’t know.”

“Was it Grandma Kay?”

“I only met her a few times. I don’t know her voice well enough to say for sure.”

Courtney bit her lip. “But did you think it was her? Because you really did sound like you were about to be killed. Were you hearing her, about to be killed?”

“I don’t know that.” Julia could see Courtney’s lower lip beginning to tremble and worried she was doing her more harm than good. Maybe there were things no one was meant to know.

“But what do you think? I mean, what’s your gut telling you, or your psychic powers—”

“Again, I don’t have psychic powers. If I did, I’d know more than I know now, wouldn’t I?” Julia tried to reason it out, even though it didn’t stand to reason. “If I were psychic, I would’ve known I’d hear a scream when I went outside, right?”

“But what if it’s like the premonition, like you’re knowing something without knowing how, or why?”

“Okay, but it’s not—”

“So did you know it was Grandma Kay’s scream?”

“Honestly, I did,” Julia answered, reluctantly.

“Oh no.” Tears sprang to Courtney’s eyes.

Julia touched Courtney’s arm. “Don’t be upset, I don’t know if I’m right. It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t know why I wanted to go outside. I don’t know why I wanted to stand in that spot. I don’t know why I heard her scream outside and not inside, in the living room, or her bedroom—”

“You were standing in her garden.”

“What?” Julia didn’t understand. “I didn’t see any garden.”

“Because it’s only March. Nothing’s growing yet. You can’t see it at night anyway. She mows around the garden, then it goes to pasture, but you walked directly to her garden.” Courtney wiped her eyes, and her intense gaze burned into Julia. “Do you understand what I’m telling you? You’ve never been here and you knew where her garden was, even though you’d never seen it. Grandma Kay’s garden was her favorite place in the world.”

Julia fell silent. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to understand what she was beginning to understand. It was a conclusion she had to resist. She remembered what Helen Davenport, the medium in Florence, had taught her. “It must be her thin place.”

“What’s that?”

“A place in nature, where the line between the spirit world and the material world is thin. I feel that way about the well in our vineyard, back in Tuscany.”

“Yes, totally, her garden was her thin place. So the scream you heard was her. That proves it.”

“It doesn’t prove—”

“Yes, it does.” Courtney pursed her lips. “Did she scream for help?”

“No.”

“Did she say ‘no’ or ‘don’t shoot’?”

“No.”

“What about a name? Did she say a name? If she knew the killer, maybe she would have.”

“No.”

“But if it happened right when she was about to be killed, maybe she was trying to tell you who killed her.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Why did you scream?”

“Because I was scared? I’m scared?” Julia realized it was true the moment the words left her lips.

Courtney cringed, her regret plain. “Oh my God, what am I doing? This isn’t good for you. You’re scared, and here I am, pumping you for information.”

“You’re just asking me.”

“No, I’m sorry, I’m pushing it. You just got here. First, you see a fire, now this. You didn’t sleep on the plane. You probably didn’t eat anything. I love you, and I don’t mean to do this to you. This is a lot.”

“It’s okay, I’m fine. I love you, and I don’t mean to upset you, either.”

“We’ll figure this out together.” Courtney set her jaw. “We did last time and we’ll do it again.”

“I got you, like you got me, before.” Julia shuddered at the memory. “And what about that guy, back in college? That was bad.”

Courtney squeezed her arm. “We should go back to the motel. I’m spooked.”

Me, too, Julia thought but didn’t say.
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Julia couldn’t sleep, even though she was exhausted. She felt haunted by the scream in Kay’s garden. She tossed and turned, but her mind echoed with the shriek. The motel was no-frills, the pillow thin and the mattress hard. The room was dark because she’d drawn the curtains with their plastic wand, effectively blocking out the lights from the parking lot. The air was dry and warm, and the only sound was the thrumming of the in-room heater, which she’d put on low.

Julia reached for her phone, wondered what time it was, and the screen came to life with an adorable picture of her daughter. Leni’s round, dark eyes danced with animation, and she looked positively impish with her upturned nose and Cupid’s-bow lips like Gianluca’s. Thick, dark curls framed her round face, with short bangs that Julia cut herself, not very well.

Julia realized it was a good time to call Gianluca, who’d be driving to work, so she pressed his number, and he picked up on one ring. “Honey?”

“Cara,” Gianluca purred, which still made Julia’s heart skip a beat. She loved when he spoke Italian, especially in bed.

“Hey, how are you guys doing? Better, I hope?”

“Why are you up? It must be the middle of the night there.”

“Jet lag.” Julia noticed that he hadn’t answered her question. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing big, don’t worry, I have it in hand.”

“Is it Leni?”

“Yes, she had a rough night. She didn’t sleep.” Gianluca hesitated. “She said she was afraid. I read to her, and she finally fell asleep, but she wet the bed.”

“Really?” Julia felt a wave of guilt. Leni was completely potty-trained.

“My mother says not to worry, it’s normal. She’ll nap today.”

“How was she at breakfast?”

“Cranky, and she didn’t eat. My mother will try again later.”

“This isn’t like her. Do you think I should talk to her? I could call your mom.”

“No, don’t. If you can’t get her on FaceTime, it’ll upset her again. My mother’s going to take her out today. Octavia down the road has a new calf, so that will be fun to see.”

Julia mulled it over. “I don’t understand what she’s afraid of.”

“I think I do, but I’m not sure.” Gianluca hesitated. “I think she overheard my parents talking after dinner. They were in the dining room, and she was lying on the couch in the living room. They were saying they were worried about you.”

Julia groaned, inwardly. “Why would they be worried about me?”

“You know, for the same reason I was. You getting involved with a murder, like before. They know it can be dangerous.”

Julia’s heart sank. “Now Leni thinks I’m in danger?”

“There’s still a chance that she didn’t overhear them. They’re not sure.”

“She must have. Why else would she be afraid for me? It’s one thing to miss me, but it’s another thing to be afraid.”

“My mother’s going to talk to her today and ask if she overheard.”

Arg. “Really? I wish she wouldn’t. Talking more just makes it bigger, and I’m the one who should be talking to her. Can’t we let it be, for now?”

“Okay, I’ll call my mother. I’m sorry I wasn’t more careful.” Gianluca sounded genuinely regretful. “How are you?”

“Fine,” Julia lied. She wasn’t about to tell him the truth, especially now.

“And Courtney?”

“She’s hanging in.” Julia hated lying to him. She wanted to hang up. “You must be at work by now.”

“Yes, I’m parked.”

“So you should go.”

“Yes, I love you, Julia.”

“I love you, too. Goodbye.” Julia pressed End, upset. She hated to think Leni was worrying about her. It wasn’t a burden a young child should bear. She could only hope she’d be home soon.

She closed her eyes, holding her phone like a security blanket. The scream in the garden reverberated in her ears. She couldn’t explain what was going on, and she was starting to worry that Kay was trying to contact her. Julia wanted to help Courtney, and it was the only way to get back home.

Julia realized she could use some advice, and she knew an expert.

She scrolled through her contacts for the phone number.
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Julia listened to the phone ring. She was calling Helen Davenport, the psychic medium she’d met with in Florence, five years ago. Helen’s bona fides were well established, and she was consulted by the Italian police and Scotland Yard. Helen had offered her “mediumship lessons” to help her explore her “gift,” but Julia had been so disturbed that she hadn’t accepted the offer, a choice she hadn’t regretted until now.

“Helen Davenport,” she answered, her voice familiar, with an Irish lilt, and Julia pictured the chic seventy-something woman with her large hazel eyes, lovely, lined face with delicate features, and grayish-white hair cut in a hip bob. The last time Julia had seen her, Helen had on a black turtleneck and black slacks, and they’d met in Helen’s classy Florentine apartment.

“Helen, this is Julia Pritzker. I don’t know if you remember me, but I came to see you, about five years ago?”

“Yes, I remember you.” Helen’s tone warmed. “How have you been?”

“Not good, that’s why I’m calling. Do you have a moment to talk?”

“Yes, briefly. I have an appointment in a few. How can I help you?”

“Well, I’m calling you from the States, in Pennsylvania. I’m here visiting my best friend. Her grandmother Kay Patterson was murdered.”

“Oh no, I’m sorry.”

“Thank you, and tonight I heard a scream in Kay’s garden, which she really loved, and before that, I saw a fire while I was driving, but nothing was there. What does this mean?” Julia didn’t know where to start, so she got to the point. “Was the scream Kay trying to communicate with me?”

“What do you think?”

“I’m asking you.”

“It’s not something I can answer. It’s something you have to interpret.”

Julia remembered that Helen always wanted her to figure everything out for herself, like therapy. “But you’re the expert. Police consult you on murder cases just like this one.”

“You’re not working with the authorities, are you?”

“No. I’m just here as a friend.”

“Good. You shouldn’t hold yourself out in that capacity. It takes experience in mediumship.” Helen paused. “Let me begin at the beginning, as a refresher. We think of life and death as binary, as in when you’re alive, you experience things, and when you’re dead, you don’t.”

“Okay.”

“Right now, we’re alive in a waking state of consciousness. There’s also a subconscious that governs some of what we do, like smoking, and that’s why people can be hypnotized to stop smoking. A skilled therapeutic hypnotist communicates with the subconscious. When we sleep, or we’re in a coma, we’re in different states of consciousness.” Helen’s tone turned professorial. “So there are different states of consciousness, a spectrum, if you will. Death is merely another state of consciousness on the spectrum. It’s the sensation of brain activity, but not of soul activity. Your soul lives on as a consciousness, and some people have the ability to access that consciousness. That’s the essence of mediumship.”

“I understand.”

“I believe that you have some abilities as a medium.”

Julia swallowed hard. “Are you sure?”

“No, this is not a science, and the answers aren’t absolute. I myself know people who experience a premonition or one or two visions, then never have another one. I don’t know if that’s you or not.” Helen cleared her throat. “But for present purposes, if you believe you were hearing Kay Patterson, then you were. You must trust yourself. This could be an initial contact, at her thin place.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Then you were correct.”

Julia took it as bad and good news, combined. “But I don’t understand why I didn’t see any blue, like before, with Caterina Sforza.”

“Not all souls communicate in the same way, with the same manifestations. Kay’s soul is communicating with yours in her own way. Heed her. Honor her.”

“How?”

“You know that answer. Simply allow her to reach you. You can’t force it. You’ll see. You’ll know.”

“But why didn’t she appear at the fire?”

“I don’t know.” Helen paused. “You may not be prepared to have a vision—”

“I don’t know if the fire was a vision,” Julia interrupted.

“You are the only one who knows for sure. That said, I must be frank with you. What I’m hearing from you now, and what I remember from our meeting, is that you have an unwillingness to accept your gift.”

No shit, Julia thought, then worried Helen could read her mind.

“That is not uncommon. The gift is a responsibility, and you must acclimate yourself to accepting it.”

“But what if I don’t want it? Or don’t know what I’m doing?”

“It’s of no moment whether you want it or not. Souls have an agency of their own. One cannot control other people, even after they’ve transitioned.”

Julia swallowed hard. “So you’re saying Kay will try to communicate with me, whether I like it or not?”

“I’m saying that she may try, and you would do well to allow her. She may have a reason to communicate with you.”

“She probably wants to tell me who killed her, right?”

“That seems possible.”

Julia’s chest went tight. “Has that happened to you in your cases?”

“Yes, of course.”

“How? And what do you do about it?”

“Well, every case is different. I won’t divulge details, but I will say that it’s rarely cut-and-dried. Sometimes a soul will offer you a piece of information or something akin to a clue, like a piece of a puzzle you have to put together.”

Great. “Look, I want to help my friend, but at the same time, I don’t understand what I’m seeing, like with the fire. If that’s a clue, I don’t know what it means. And I don’t want to mislead her or give her false hope.”

“I must say, I wish you had followed up with me. I could have helped you. We could even have done it over the phone.” Helen tsk-tsked. “That said, you can do it yourself, on your own, but it is harder. Begin with making peace with the uncertainty you feel. Open your mind to the soul enlightening you, as time goes on.” Helen’s tone darkened. “You’re entering a new world and you don’t feel ready, able, or even willing, correct?”

“Exactly.”

“I have one word of caution. When Kay’s soul communicates with you, or when you experience one of these visions, you are living whatever is happening in the vision. You are not a passive onlooker, like a person watching a TV show. You are a participant. The vision will feel real to you because it will be real. It can thus induce trauma.”

Julia swallowed hard. It must be why she’d fainted in Kay’s garden.

“Take care of yourself. Expect it to be difficult. Let the trouble come and let it pass through you.”

“Will it?” Julia asked, nervous all over again.

“I can’t know that. I’m a medium, not a fortune-teller. But forward is the only way for you now. Trust yourself and your gift. Discover its reach and limits.” Helen cleared her throat, with finality. “I’m sorry, I have to go. Goodbye, now.”

“Thank you, goodbye.” Julia hung up, her thoughts swirling. She tried to understand what Helen had told her. She couldn’t control whether Kay’s spirit spoke to her, and the notion frightened her. But at the same time, she had to admit that she wanted to help Courtney, and the only way to do that was to accept her abilities.

Julia felt struck by an idea. Maybe it wasn’t too late to take the mediumship lessons. Helen had said they could do them over the phone, and maybe they could start soon. Maybe Helen could even consult on Kay’s murder.

Julia was about to call Helen back, then remembered she had an appointment. Julia didn’t have Helen’s email but she knew the medium had a website. She took a guess on HelenDavenport.com, plugged it in, and clicked.

The website popped onto the screen with Helen’s photo, but it was surrounded by a thick black frame.

Julia blinked, confused. She read the website:


HELEN CLARE DAVENPORT

NOVEMBER 15, 1952 – AUGUST 2, 2024

We’re sorry to say that our beloved Helen has passed away, from blood cancer. Her transition was peaceful, surrounded by family and friends. All of us who knew Helen loved her for her skills as a medium but, more importantly, for her warm heart, her steady guidance, and her loving-kindness. Not to mention her wonderfully wry Irish sense of humor. She mentored so many of us…


What? Julia gasped, thunderstruck. Helen was dead?

Julia didn’t understand. Her heart started to pound. It wasn’t possible. They’d just had an entire conversation. She’d heard Helen’s voice. She’d called Helen’s phone number. She could prove it.

Julia scrolled to her phone function, then to Recents.

She gasped, shocked. The truth was staring her in the face, glowing in the dark. Julia’s last outgoing call was to Gianluca. The one before that was to Courtney.

She hadn’t called Helen, at all.
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Courtney’s eyes flared wide. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“No.” Julia sat opposite Courtney at a local diner, having told her about the call to Helen. They’d met for breakfast, but their scrambled eggs cooled on plates in front of them. Courtney looked put together in a fresh shirt, light blue sweater, and jeans, and Julia was dressed the same but looked raw and tired. She hadn’t slept after learning that Helen was dead.

“You’re telling me that Helen’s dead, but you talked to her on the phone?”

“Exactly.”

“Did you try calling her back?”

“Yes, and there was no answer. I texted her, too. No answer.” Julia shook her head. “Also, I found plenty of obits. Scotland Yard even issued a statement.”

“So how did this happen?” Courtney asked, dumbfounded.

“I think I dreamed the whole thing.”

Courtney blinked. “Why do you think that?”

“It’s the only explanation.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Sure it is. I was in bed. I haven’t slept in, like, two days. I thought I was awake, but I wasn’t. I must have dozed off and dreamed the whole thing after I spoke with Gianluca.”

“What if you were communicating with her, even though she’s dead? I think you can communicate with her spirit.”

“No, I can’t, I don’t.”

“But you’re a medium.”

“Court, a medium is someone who can summon spirits and communicate with them. Talk to them, deliver messages to them and from them. I’m not like that.”

“Yes, you are, or you might be. How else do you explain the scream you heard in the garden? Or the fire?”

“I dozed off at the wheel, that’s how I saw the fire. And the scream, well, I think I heard that, but even so, it doesn’t mean that I can have an entire conversation with the dead person. That’s next-level mediumship.”

“So maybe you’re an entry-level medium?”

“I’m not.” Julia’s thoughts were jumbled, and her head pounded. “Helen is. She’s legit. The police consult her. She even said I shouldn’t hold myself out as an expert, she said that in the dream.”

“But she had to start somewhere. Maybe this is how.” Courtney moved her plate aside and hunched over. “Besides, Helen told you things you couldn’t know, like about the levels of consciousness. You couldn’t have dreamed that.”

“She told me that the first time I met her, too.”

“But how did you remember so well, after all this time?”

“Please, you think that can’t happen?” Julia snorted. “I was driving here and I remembered something about my father that I hadn’t thought about ever. He gaslit me, and now I’m gaslighting myself.”

Courtney frowned. “But you can’t dream an entire conversation, can you? It’s so detailed, so vivid.”

“Sure, why not? I dream things all the time that are vivid but aren’t true. I still have those dreams I’m in class and I didn’t study for the final.”

“But Helen said you were a medium, didn’t she?”

“Yes, but I only dreamed her saying it. She didn’t really say it.”

“What about before, when you met with her?”

“She said she thought I had some abilities, but I never explored or understood them. I never took the lessons.”

“But you thought you had abilities, back then.”

“I know, but that was a different time and place. It isn’t happening now the way it did before, and there’s other explanations. Helen even said people can experience premonitions and visions but it never happens again. So we don’t know what’s happening now.”

Courtney cocked her head. “What if Helen’s spirit is trying to help you?”

“If that’s true, why didn’t she just go directly into my mind? Like the scream did? Why do it in the form of a phone call?”

“You were thinking that you wanted to call Helen, like you formed the intention to call her, then her spirit knew you had that intention and began communicating with you.” Courtney hunched over. “You perceived your conversation with Helen as a phone call because you intended to call her, so it became something you understood, like a phone call.”

“I’m not buying it.”

Courtney’s pretty features softened. “Jules, let me ask you something. Isn’t it possible that you just don’t want to believe it, so you don’t?”

Julia had thought of that, too. “Honestly, yes. Helen said the same thing, in the dream or not in the dream, whichever it was.”

“So then you’re in denial.”

Julia wasn’t ready to go there just yet. “But can I ask you something, in return? Isn’t it possible that you want this to be true, because it can help with Kay’s murder?”

Courtney puckered her lower lip and didn’t speak for a moment.

“I don’t mean to make you sad.” Julia reached across the table, touching her hand. “I’m just saying, even if it is true and I have these abilities, I’m really bad using them. If I get visions, like if the fire was a vision, I have to interpret these things myself, like a puzzle.”

“Okay, so?”

“So what if I’m trying to help you find Kay’s killer and I get it wrong?” Julia felt tears come to her eyes, knowing that she was speaking her deepest truth. “I don’t want to get this wrong for you. I don’t want to give you false hopes that I’m going to magically find Kay’s killer. I don’t want to take you on some stupid joyride or wild goose chase.”

“You wouldn’t be.” Courtney blinked, nodding slowly. “I see what you’re saying, but you don’t have to do it alone. We’ll do it together.”

“How?”

“We’ll stop wondering about whether you have psychic abilities or not. You just tell me anything you think, and we’ll try to put it together.”

“But shouldn’t we leave it to the police?”

“We’re not stopping the police from doing anything. I want to cooperate with them as much as humanly possible. I want them to do their jobs.” Courtney frowned. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to sit on my hands when that guy killed Grandma Kay. The guy that I let get away.”

Julia felt like she was traveling down a road she didn’t want to go, getting in deeper and deeper, but she’d come for a reason and Courtney was making sense.

“You can’t know everything in advance, Jules. Sometimes you have to play it by ear.”

“I know, that’s true,” Julia said, meaning it. Helen had said she had to live with uncertainty. Maybe that was her problem, even if Helen was a dream.

“It’s like sales, when I go in to sell a certain product. I have to listen to what the buyer wants and change on the spot.”

Julia smiled. “It’s not like sales, Courtney.”

“Everything is sales, Jules.” Courtney smiled back. “Okay, it’s like a marriage. You think it’s going one way but it’s going another. You have to be able to respond and pivot.”

“Fair enough.” Julia noticed a new tension around her mouth. “Why, what’s going on? Something up with you and Paul?”

“He’s driving me crazy. He’s not coming in until tomorrow. He can’t get away yet.” Courtney rolled her eyes. “He has a bug up his ass about everything I do. I work too hard, I travel too much.”

“Since when?” Julia asked, surprised. Paul was her late husband Mike’s best friend, and Courtney and Paul’s marriage had been happy since college days.

“Since my promotion. I’m not sure he likes me making double what he does. He measures his self-worth by his income.” Courtney snorted. “I wish he’d measure it by his dick like everybody else.”

Julia chuckled. “That’s tough. I have that with Gianluca because of my inheritance.”

“Now he’s talking about having a kid, even though we decided against.”

“Whoa.” Julia knew it had been hard for Courtney to admit she didn’t want children, but Julia understood. She knew from experience that it was no fun being an unwanted child.

“He doesn’t really want a kid. He just wants me to stop being a regional sales manager. I don’t know how good a father he’d be anyway. He’s fun, you know that, but lately, he’s stalled out at work and it makes him unhappy.” Courtney shook it off. “Anyway, we have to get going.” Her gaze fell on her breakfast. “Is this edible anymore?”

“No, and the coffee’s cold.”

“You want Dunkin’ Donuts, don’t you?”

“You’re reading my mind.”

“Hey, I’m a medium, too!”
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Julia and Courtney turned onto the road that led to Kay’s farm, surprised to see a line of Pennsylvania State Police cruisers parked along the shoulder, their black-and-gold trim glinting darkly in the sun. State troopers were walking through the middle of the pasture in rows, and their black knit caps stood out against the brownish-green grass.

Julia straightened in the passenger seat. “This has to be about the murder, right?”

“I’ll ask.” Courtney drove to a state trooper emerging from one of the cruisers. He was young, and his nametag read SYLVESTER in white letters. He had on a black insulated jacket over a bulletproof vest, and his thick belt held a matte-black holstered gun, handcuffs, keys, and a radio. His black knit cap showed the Keystone emblem.

“Please keep moving, Miss,” Trooper Sylvester said with a professional smile.

“I’m Courtney Horan. My grandmother was Kay Patterson.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Trooper Sylvester slid off his cap, revealing a bristle of brown hair.

“Thank you, but can you tell me what’s happening here?”

“Okay, since you’re the victim’s family. We’re conducting a manhunt.”

“But the murder was Monday. Why now? Did you get a tip?”

Julia was thinking the same thing. It seemed late for a manhunt, and she doubted Kay’s killer would still be in her backyard.

Trooper Sylvester hesitated. “No tips. We were just called in by Buckley.”

“Well, thank you. I had no idea.”

“It’s up to Buckley to keep you informed. Unfortunately, they don’t have a Comms department like the bigger forces. We lend a hand when needed. It’s mutual aid, and the locals don’t have the manpower to cover ground.” Trooper Sylvester gestured over his shoulder. “We’ll probably be at this all day. It takes time.”

Courtney gestured at the line of troopers. “So they search, like that?”

“Yes, quadrant by quadrant. It’s standard procedure, and it works. You probably remember the Cavalcante manhunt, a couple years ago.”

“No, I’m not from around here.”

“It was a big one. Cavalcante escaped from Chester County Prison and eluded capture for two weeks. Before him was Eric Frein, who killed one trooper and wounded another at the Blooming Grove barracks. We worked with the locals, ATF, FBI, and DEA on that one. It took forty-eight days, but we got him. The problem is the terrain in the area. Woods, ravines, caves, abandoned outbuildings. Lots of places to hide.” Trooper Sylvester gestured behind him, to his right. “You probably know this, but there’s a creek back there in the woods.”

Courtney nodded. “I haven’t been back there since I was little, but I believe you. Will you tell me if you find him?”

“We’ll inform Buckley, and they’ll inform you.”

“Do you know if they have a suspect?”

Trooper Sylvester pursed his lips. “Unofficially, I’ll tell you they do not.”

“Okay, thanks. My grandmother’s house is at the end of the road. Please come by if you need anything.”

“Will do. Thanks.” Trooper Sylvester stepped back, waving. “Take care now.”

“Bye.” Courtney gave the car gas, shaking her head. “I don’t get something. Why would the Buckley police wait so long to call in the state troopers?”

“I don’t get it, either. He said Buckley doesn’t have Comms, but they can pick up a phone, right?”

“I’m telling you I have no confidence in these guys.” They reached Kay’s house and Courtney pulled into the driveway to find two older women sitting in a double rocker on the front porch, holding foil-covered Pyrex trays on their laps. “Oh no, I forgot they were coming.”

“Who are they?”

“Her best friends. Mona’s the one on the left and Susan’s on the right.” Courtney parked behind an old blue Subaru with an I LOVE MY MALTESE bumper sticker. “They weren’t supposed to be here until ten.”

“Aw.” Julia eyed the women, who were sitting close together, comfortable in the way that only old friends can be. They were both short, slim, and white-haired, as cozy as two salt shakers. “That’s us, years from now.”

“Except for the casseroles.” Courtney cut the ignition and grabbed her phone. “Come on. We can’t let them see that carpet.”

“Oops, right.” Julia got her purse, and they hustled out of the car and hurried to the porch steps to meet the women.

Both women rose, setting the casseroles aside, and Courtney and Julia hustled up the steps. They met on the porch, when Mona and Susan gathered Courtney into a motherly hug. Mona was Indian American, with amber-framed glasses that coordinated with a tan cotton sweater, loose jeans, and suede Birks, while Susan was white with a styled coif and dressed more conventionally, in a navy sweater set with black pants and black Hokas.

“We’re so sorry,” Mona and Susan said in unison.

“Thank you.” Courtney let them go, her eyes filmed. “I’m so sorry for you, too. I know how much you loved her.”

Mona’s hooded eyes glistened behind her glasses. “She was everything you could ever want in a friend.”

“I thank God for her, I truly do.” Susan turned her palms heavenward. “She helped me through so much in my life. My husband’s death, my breast cancer. She was there for me, every step of the way.” Susan touched Courtney’s cheek. “You were everything to her, too. She talked about you nonstop. But you know that already.”

Courtney nodded, sniffling. “I do, she was the best.”

Susan shook her head. “I can’t believe we lost her, this way. We have to find who killed her. Did you see the state police finally showed up? What took them so dang long? The first twenty-four hours are the most important.”

Mona turned to Courtney and Julia. “She watches all the crime shows. Dateline, all that.”

Susan nodded, frowning. “Even I could get away by now. Not to mention a killer is on the loose. Everybody’s afraid. I was on the phone all night with my prayer group. We’re going to say a special Mass for Kay.”

Mona put an arm around Courtney. “Let’s not yammer out here. I brought my tuna fish casserole and Susan made pasta salad. Let’s go inside.” Mona turned to go, but Courtney stopped her.

“We don’t need to go through the living—”

“That’s okay,” Susan interrupted, her tone gentle. “We saw the rug through the window. We didn’t go in. We didn’t want to contaminate the scene.”

Mona shook her head. “We don’t mind seeing. We owe that to Kay.”

Later, the four women made a heartbroken huddle in the living room, standing a respectful distance from the bloodstain. Susan made the Sign of the Cross, and Mona dabbed her nose with a Kleenex from her sleeve. Courtney hung her head, and Julia kicked herself for not putting the room back in order last night. The furniture was still upended, and the air smelled faintly of blood.

Susan cleared her throat, her mouth draped by soft cheeks. “When you get to be our age, you’ve seen so much, you can handle anything. You get stronger when you get older, not weaker. Life makes you strong.”

Mona bunched up her Kleenex. “But this is a test.”

Courtney turned to them with brimming eyes. “My grandmother loved both of you. Thank you for being such good friends to her.”

Susan dabbed her nose again. “It was our pleasure. She was our pleasure.”

“That’s the truth.” Mona sniffled. “You know, we used to talk about getting older, even dying. She was brave enough to look it in the eye, she really was. She named our book club the Right-Side-of-the-Daisies Book Club.”

Courtney smiled sadly. “That sounds like her. She planned her whole funeral. She picked out the readings, the music, even the restaurant for the repast. She told me she didn’t want me to have to plan another funeral, after my parents.”

Mona nodded. “She told us that. She wanted to be cremated because it was better for the environment. She wanted her ashes scattered over her garden.”

Susan sighed. “Ladies, let’s eat. We need to keep up our energy. Food helps, take it from me.”

Courtney nodded. “Julia and I didn’t have breakfast. We could really use a tuna casserole with pasta salad.”

All through breakfast, Julia was preoccupied. She felt moved by being with Mona and Susan, seeing them so bereft and hearing them talking about Kay with such love. Julia’s gaze kept straying to the window overlooking the backyard, and she felt drawn to see Kay’s garden again, even after last night. So when the meal was over, and they picked up the dishes, Julia exchanged a meaningful glance with Courtney, excused herself, and went out back.

Julia stepped outside, closing the screen door behind her. The air felt fresh and cool, and she breathed it in. She could see the lay of the land now that it was daytime, and the area directly behind the house had been mowed, but beyond it was the pasture, overgrown with rippling grass.

She walked left to the garden, now simply a large rectangle of hard earth, yet to be planted. Little silver signs with embossed lettering that read SHASTA, GERBER, and GOLDEN were posted here and there. The sight touched her, and her heart ached at the thought of Kay lovingly cultivating the earth, anticipating a Spring she would never live to see.

Suddenly Julia spotted police cruisers racing across the overgrown pasture. Birds and insects flew squawking from the scrub, flapping their wings in panic.

Julia felt a bolt of excitement. Something big was happening. The cops could have found Kay’s killer.

“Courtney!” she shouted, running for the house. “Get the car!”
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Julia burst through the screen door. “The cops are in the field! I think they got him!”

“Holy shit!” Courtney set down the dishtowel. “Let’s go!”

“We’re coming, too!” Mona and Susan said from the table.

“Are you sure?” Julia asked, hoping they’d say no. She knew it would take longer if they came, and there wasn’t a moment to lose.

Susan rose. “Of course!”

Mona recoiled. “When did we stop counting?”

Julia felt a guilty pang. “I’m sorry. Let’s go, ladies. Courtney, you go and turn the car around, and we’ll meet you at the steps.”

Later, Courtney stepped on the gas, with Julia in the passenger seat and Mona and Susan in the back. “I hope they got him!”

“Me, too!” Julia hung on to the strap as they bounced across the pasture, flattening the underbrush. Deer bounded away, and birds and bugs flew in all directions.

“I can’t wait to get a look at him!” Susan called out.

Mona added, “I can’t wait to kick him in the balls!”

Julia’s heart pounded when she spotted uniformed troopers and police cruisers parked at the edge of the pasture near a raggedy treeline. Courtney headed for them and reached the cruisers in no time, then braked and jumped out of the car with Julia on her heels.

Troopers were emerging from the woods, among them Trooper Sylvester, who began calling and motioning them back. “Ladies, you’re not permitted here! Please, return to your vehicle!”

Courtney hustled to him. “Did you catch the guy?”

“Is it him?” Julia hurried to stand beside her.

“Please, return to your vehicle.” Trooper Sylvester extended his arms, blocking their way. “You breached the perimeter. You could jeopardize the prosecution. This is police business and the investigation is confidential. I need you to—”

“We won’t tell anyone.” Courtney shot back, craning her head to see beyond him. “Nobody wants to see this killer brought to justice more than I do.”

“She’s the victim’s family,” Julia added. “She has a right to know what’s going on.”

Mona came up from behind. “Kay Patterson was our best friend, son. Courtney is her granddaughter, her only survivor. You’re standing on her property.”

Susan came over, too. “I’m very familiar with procedure, Trooper. We would never interfere with the apprehension of a suspect, but Courtney is entitled to basic information.”

Just then more troopers emerged from the woods, and the women turned to watch in silent anticipation. Courtney kept craning her neck and Julia held her hand as a cadre of troopers left the woods and started walking toward them, led by a short trooper. The others dispersed, heading back to their cruisers, but there was no suspect.

Courtney frowned. “What’s going on? Did he get away?”

Trooper Sylvester pursed his lips. “We did not apprehend anyone.”

“Why didn’t you say so? What’s going on?”

Trooper Sylvester hesitated. “We found what we believe could be the murder weapon.”

Courtney gasped. “Back there? So he threw it when he drove away?”

“You’ll have to talk to Buckley PD. They’re conducting the investigation.”

“Can I see the gun?”

“No, it could be evidence, and—”

Suddenly Courtney broke past him and bolted to the short trooper.

“Court!” Julia ran after her, and the short trooper edged away as they reached him, followed by Trooper Sylvester. Mona and Susan hustled after them.

“I want to see the gun that killed my grandmother!” Courtney reached the short trooper, whose nameplate read ARROYO.

“I need you to back away, Miss.” Trooper Arroyo frowned.

Julia interjected, “Trooper Arroyo, if you don’t let her see it, I’m going to post that the state police trampled the rights of a victim’s family on her own family farm.”

Trooper Arroyo glanced at Trooper Sylvester, who nodded slightly.

“Fine.” Trooper Arroyo held up a large, transparent baggie holding a small black gun that looked like a toy.

“Is that even real?” Courtney squinted at the gun.

“It’s a ghost gun,” Susan pointed, and the troopers turned to her in surprise.

Julia looked over, surprised. “What?”

Susan cleared her throat. “It’s a gun made with a 3D printer. You buy the frame and print the parts. There’s no serial number, so it’s untraceable, like a ghost.”

Courtney turned to Trooper Sylvester. “Is she right?”

“Yes,” Trooper Sylvester answered, blinking.

Susan smiled slyly. “I taught physics at Ashland High for forty-one years.”

Courtney turned to Trooper Sylvester. “How typical is a ghost gun around here? How many do you usually see in a year?”

“You’d have to ask Buckley PD.”

“Okay. What does that mean for the manhunt? You continue it, don’t you?”

“We’ll await orders from Buckley. Now, please return to your vehicle.”

Another trooper stepped forward, raising his hand at Susan. “Ms. Turner, remember me from Physics Club?”
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Julia, Courtney, Mona, and Susan pulled up in front of the house, noisy with chatter about the murder weapon. They parked behind an old white van that read SHERMAN’S HOME SERVICES, and their mood changed instantly, their yakking subsiding.

“That’s the rug guy.” Courtney cut the ignition, turning to Julia. “We called him while you were outside.”

“Good.” Julia wanted to spare Courtney the heartbreaking task. “How about you go in the kitchen while I take him into the living room?”

Courtney nodded, grateful. “Thanks, I want to call Detective Kowalski.”

Susan nodded. “I’ll do some research on ghost guns.”

Mona chimed in, “I’ll help Julia. We’ll put everything back the way it was.”

Courtney winced, an expression that said nothing was going to be back the way it was, ever again.

Julia and Mona stood silently by while Sherman rolled up the bloodied rug, wrapped it in a blue plastic tarp, and dragged it to his van. The blood had stained the floorboards, but Sherman replaced them with new floorboards that almost matched.

After he’d left, Mona nodded. “Let’s whip this place into shape.”

“I’ll get the heavy stuff.” Julia righted the end table.

“It’s hard to imagine that we’re cleaning up after a murder.” Mona brushed ceramic shards of the broken lamp into the old-fashioned metal dustpan.

“It sure is.” Julia hadn’t had to clean up after Mike’s murder, which had taken place on a Philly streetcorner. She never walked anywhere near that corner again, and a neighbor told her that nobody from the city ever washed the sidewalk. The rain had done the job, rinsing the last of her husband away.

“In one way, it feels mundane, but it’s… I don’t know.”

“Horrifying?”

“Yes.” Mona swept the last of the shards, then arched her back with a grunt, and Julia put the cushions back on the couch.

“I can take it from here, if you want.”

“No, I’m fine. My back gives me trouble. Chair yoga helps.”

“I bet.” Julia felt a guilty pang. “I’m sorry I cut you out of going with us. I don’t want you to think I’m ageist.”

“You are,” Mona shot back, without rancor. “Everybody is.” She blinked her large brown eyes, with slightly milky edges behind her glasses. “I never used to matter much, but I never mattered this little. Except to Susan and Kay. We matter to each other. We see each other. But nobody else does.” Mona set down the brush and dustpan. “Mark my words, it will happen to you, too.” She crossed to the entertainment center and started reshelving books. “People forget you have talents, and views. Thoughts. Beliefs. A lifetime they don’t even know about. Sometimes they don’t even see you at all. It’s like they’re looking through you. Like you’re a ghost.”

“I’m sorry,” Julia said, meaning it.

“Don’t be, it’s a fact of life. JFK said life isn’t fair. He was right.” Mona lined up the books. “History is fascinating, but the way I learned it in school, memorizing dates and everything, this treaty and that pact, was boring. I tried to teach it differently.”

“I didn’t know you taught, too.”

“Yes, that’s how I met Susan, and she met Kay at the gardening center, and we three became friends.” Mona smiled briefly at the memory. “People ignore history. That’s why they ignore old people. We’re walking, talking history.” She stopped at an empty spot on the shelf. “This is strange.”

“What is?”

“Kay used to keep her basket here, but it’s gone.”

“What basket?”

“Kay volunteered at the clean-ups, you know. She used to find interesting things, like arrowheads or pieces of old plates. She called them her found objects. She kept them in a basket, right here.” Mona turned to Julia, her expression mystified. “The basket should be here. I know, I’ve been in this room a million times.”

It struck Julia that a clue could be the absence of something, as well as its presence. “Maybe she threw it away?”

“No, she’d never do that.”

“Do you think she moved it?”

“Why? Where? It’s been on the shelf forever.” Mona’s hooded eyes flared suddenly. “You know, I just remembered something. She told me she found something at the last clean-up.”

“She did? What was it?”

“She didn’t say.”

“When was that?”

“Sunday. The day before she was murdered.”

Julia’s mouth went dry. “Did you ask her what she found?”

“No, she just said she wanted to show it to us.” Mona set her jaw. “This seems significant, doesn’t it?”

“It might be.”

Mona turned to the kitchen. “Let’s go tell the others.”
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Here’s what I’m thinking.” Julia sat at the kitchen table, where the women regrouped. Her thoughts had been racing, and she could feel them forming a theory. “Let’s review. Kay went to a clean-up last Sunday and told Mona and Susan she found an object she wanted to show them.”

Mona nodded. So did Susan, from behind Courtney’s laptop.

“The day after the clean-up, Kay was murdered. The police say she interrupted a burglary because cash was stolen from her jewelry box. But what if that wasn’t his real motive?” Julia gathered the facts. “It makes sense that it wasn’t because we don’t know how he knew the cash was there, and it wasn’t that much anyway. Also, if robbery was really his motive, he didn’t take any of her jewelry. Admittedly, most of it is costume, but you can’t tell that just by looking. But he left the jewelry.”

“Right.” Courtney nodded slowly.

“So I’m thinking that whatever was in the missing basket was what he really wanted. In other words, the killer came to steal the object and took the cash to hide his real motive. We know there was a confrontation in the living room, where the basket was.”

“Why not just take the object?” Courtney frowned in thought.

“Maybe there was no time to fish it out. The killer could’ve asked her where it was and taken the basket.”

Courney nodded, following. “So that means she could’ve told people what she found, maybe in passing. She talked to everyone. She was so friendly. She loved people. That’s why people called her Okay instead of Kay.”

Julia felt a pang, touched. “Right. She could’ve told anyone, wherever she went. The grocer. The dry cleaner.”

Mona interjected. “We don’t have a dry cleaner anymore.”

Susan nodded. “We don’t even have a grocer. The nearest one is in Ashland.”

“Okay, and we know she went to the grocery store, maybe in Ashland, because we saw the bag of food. She could’ve mentioned it to someone there who wanted the object or told somebody else who wanted it.”

“It’s possible.” Courtney shot Mona a grateful look. “Thank God you noticed the basket was missing. I remember she had it, but I never really looked in it.”

Julia’s mind was racing. “Courtney, is it possible that’s why she wanted you to visit?”

“Wait, yes, come to think of it.” Courtney’s lips parted. “She called me Sunday night and suggested I come see her, but usually, she visits me, like we go to dinner, and we plan it weeks in advance. I didn’t think anything of it because I needed the break.”

“Maybe she was asking because of whatever she found at the clean-up.”

“My God, she could’ve been. What could she have found?”

“What would someone kill to get?” Julia thought aloud. “A nice watch? A ring?”

“Remember, the cops don’t think the killer killed her to get it. They think that somebody came to steal cash and jewelry, and she interrupted him.”

“Right. He didn’t expect to kill her, but he had to after she recognized him.”

Susan raised a finger. “No, something doesn’t work. Courtney, you chased the killer to the truck. Did he have a basket in his hand?”

Courtney grimaced. “No, and I didn’t see him throw one away.”

Julia put it together. “So maybe there was another guy in the truck. Maybe he had the basket and the gun.”

“Right, that could be true.”

Mona clucked. “I’d never throw away a basket. They have so many uses.”

Susan nodded. “There’s nothing like a good basket. Remember that Longaberger you gave me? I use it for bills.”

Julia got back on track. “How many objects were in Kay’s basket, do you know?”

“I do.” Mona thought a moment. “Fifty, at least. She’s been collecting a long time. I don’t think they would fit in anybody’s pockets.”

“So maybe he takes the whole basket, finds the object he wants, and throws the rest in the field?”

“Possible. Look at this.” Susan turned the laptop around, and the screen showed a bewildering array of black plastic pieces. “This is a ghost gun. It has components that anyone can print to assemble one. All you need is a 3D printer.”

Courtney clucked. “The irony is, my company sells 3D printers.”

Julia turned to Susan. “This is a dumb question, but what about the bullets? You don’t print those, too, do you?”

“No, those you buy, and as I used to tell my students, ‘There are no dumb questions, only dumb people, and I’m not looking at one.’”

Julia smiled. “I wonder if the police will investigate the gun shops and see who’s bought bullets lately.”

“The answer is everybody,” Susan shot back, pursing her lips. “This is gun country.”

Courtney nodded. “I’ll ask the detective when he calls back.”

Julia’s gaze fell on her phone, which gave her an idea. “Court, where’s your grandmother’s phone? I wonder if she took pictures of the objects she found.”

“Damn, you’re right, I bet she did, but the cops have her phone. Her laptop, too.”

Mona brightened. “Hold on, she sent me pictures from clean-ups.” She picked up her phone. “I think I even have some from last weekend.”

Susan started scrolling her phone. “Wait, she sent them to me, too. It was a group text. Here we go.” She held up the phone and showed them a series of pictures, a bent fork lying in the grass, a deer antler, and a beaded Taylor Swift friendship bracelet.

Julia eyed the photos. “Do you think she put these things in her basket?”

“Hard to say. That stuff was special.”

Mona nodded. “The basket was a collection.”

Courtney sighed, her gaze still on Susan’s phone screen. “It’s so sweet to see what she thought was interesting. All these little things that people overlook, she treasured.”

“Just like the daisies,” Julia heard herself say.

Courtney caught her eye, with a sad smile.

Susan checked her phone. “She sent those pictures last Sunday at 3:20, while she was still at the clean-up.”

Julia’s thoughts skipped ahead. “Courtney, did she back up her photos, like in the cloud?”

Courtney’s eyes lit up. “She did, she told me. She was computer literate for her age.”

Mona shot Julia a look, on Ageism Watch.

Julia let it go. “Court, do you know her password?”

“No.” Courtney grimaced. “I bet she kept them in her phone. She used Notes.”

“I use Notes, too, but I have a written password list. You don’t think she wrote it down anywhere?”

“She could have. Let’s try to find a list before we start guessing.”

“Okay, if she had a list, where would it be?”

“In her desk upstairs, in the guest bedroom. Even if she paid a bill down here, she filed it upstairs. Any junk mail, receipts, or random crap, she threw away. She always said, ‘When in doubt, throw it out.’”

Julia rose. “Let’s go.”
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The women spent the next few hours searching a white wicker desk that held medical files, bank statements, a deed, and printouts of gardening blogs. They found no password list or the missing basket, so they widened the search to Kay’s bedroom, the kitchen, the living room, and even the car, but still had no luck.

“Okay, gang,” Julia said, when they were back in the kitchen. “It’s time to play guess-the-password.”

“On it.” Courtney sat down at her laptop, which she’d gotten from the car. “I know she backed up to the cloud, so we can get into her account if we guess right. We should be able to figure out her password. We’re the closest people to her.”

“You sure you feel up to it?” Julia asked, since Courtney had teared up going through her grandmother’s desk.

“Yes. I just wish Detective Kowalski would call back. I want to tell him about the basket, too. We could be onto something.” Courtney’s troubled gaze returned to the laptop screen. “You know what worries me? What if we guess wrong and get locked out of the cloud? Does that lock out the cops, too? We could mess up the investigation.”

Julia hadn’t considered that. “I think three bad guesses locks you out. Let’s stop at two to play it safe.”

“Okay. So I’ll think about her most personal stuff, right?” Courtney sighed. “Like her birthday, my grandfather’s birthday, my mom’s birthday. Mine, too.”

“Right, and anything else that mattered to her, like daisies. Shasta. Gerber. Golden.”

Susan added, “Or her old dog, remember Fleur? Such a pretty name.”

“It means flower in French,” Mona called from the counter, where she was making more coffee. “She used to have a cat, too. Viva, like the paper towels.”

Courtney typed in the username. “Her username was her email. Okay, password time. Let’s try my grandfather. They were so happy together, and I know she missed him. His name was Morris, but she called him Mo or Mojo. Or when she was mad at him, she called him Nono.” Courtney smiled sadly at the memory. “I would go with Mojo.”

Susan nodded. “I agree. Mojo. He was such a dear.”

Mona called back, “The only man good enough for her.”

Courtney started typing. “His birthday was October tenth. I’ll give it a shot.” She hit Enter, and they peered at the screen. Invalid Password.

“Strike one.” Susan pursed her lips. “Courtney, what about you? She adored you.”

Courtney sighed. “Then let’s try my name. She called me Coco when I was little. I used to think she was saying cocoa for my skin color, because she was darker, but it was to rhyme with my grandfather. He was Mojo, and I was Coco.”

Julia felt for her. “So maybe try Coco and your birthday.”

Courtney started typing, then hit Enter.

Invalid Password. The women eyed the screen with collective consternation.

Susan puckered her lip. “Strike two. We gave it the old college try.”

Courtney folded her arms. “We can’t stop now. You know what I want to do next?”

“Have lunch?” Mona asked, heading for the fridge.
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Julia drove while Courtney was on her laptop, reading about ghost guns in the passenger seat. They were heading to the police station in Buckley because Detective Kowalski still hadn’t called back and Courtney had lost patience, for which Julia didn’t blame her. She remembered how maddening it had been not to hear anything about Mike’s case from the D.A.’s office.

Courtney looked up. “Susan sent me links about ghost guns. She’s baller, isn’t she?”

“Yes, Mona, too.”

“They were my aunties growing up. I can’t imagine losing a friend I had that long.”

“I can’t imagine losing you.”

“I know.” Courtney’s eyes flared. “I want to die before you.”

Julia cringed. “Stop, this is a crazy conversation.”

“Plus you’ll live forever in the astral plane.” Courtney gave her a playful shove, and Julia flashed on her visit to the garden earlier.

“By the way, when I went out to your grandmother’s garden, I didn’t hear anything else, like a scream. Nothing weird happened. Plus I didn’t hear, see, or feel anything when we saw the murder weapon.”

“So no ghost at the ghost gun.” Courtney glanced over with a grim smile.

“Besides that, I didn’t get any vibe about the missing basket or the empty place on the shelf either, or the bloodstain.” Julia had been thinking it over. “So if I’m psychic, I’m not doing that great.”

“Yes, you could still be psychic. You just have spotty reception, but it doesn’t mean you’re not on the call. Besides, I thought we weren’t going to fuss about this anymore.”

“I’m just saying, for the record.” Julia let it go. “By the way, I don’t think we should tell Mona and Susan about my alleged psychic abilities. They already think I’m ageist, I don’t want them to think I’m crazy.”

“Look, we’re entering Buckley. Don’t blink.”

Julia could see the small town up ahead, with a single traffic light on the road. There were a few houses flanking the street, directly on the curb, the way homes were built in colonial times. Most had vintage brick facades and peaked Victorian roofs. Some clapboard needed painting or was replaced with ever-white vinyl siding. A few had plastic awnings over the windows. The prettiest house had a wraparound porch, but Julia realized it was a funeral home.

“My grandmother got along here, but she and my grandfather were always on the outside. Everybody glorifies small towns, like it’s so wonderful that everybody knows everybody else. But it doesn’t mean that everybody likes everybody else.”

Julia looked over, not completely surprised at the bitterness in Courtney’s tone.

“Grandma Kay was the last one to think it was because she was Black. She tried not to let it get to her. She always said it didn’t change anything she did. She lived her life as if she had every right to be here. Because she did.” Courtney paused, gesturing out her window. “The police station’s on the left.”

Julia spotted a converted Victorian house on the corner, with white shutters and a white front door. An American flag hung over its entrance.

“It bothers me that my grandmother didn’t get the justice, or the equality, she deserved in life. I’m not about to let it happen to her in death.”

“I’m with you,” Julia said, and they drove together into Buckley.
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BUCKLEY POLICE read the sign, and Julia and Courtney stepped inside an entrance hall that was retrofitted with a bulletproof window framed by stainless steel with a metal grate in the center and a tray at the bottom. A bulletin board held random notices for hunting permits, prescription drug drop-offs, and a MOST WANTED chart of mugshots that made Julia shudder. Underneath was a list of Buckley police officers, and she noted that the Buckley PD was a five-man force, with a chief of police, a corporal, and three officers. There was no mention of Detective Kowalski.

Courtney went to the bulletproof window and introduced herself. “Is Detective Kowalski in?” she asked a uniformed cop on the other side.

“No,” the cop answered, his voice muffled by the grate.

“Isn’t his office here? His business card says it is.”

“He has a desk here. You should call him.”

“I did, but he didn’t answer.”

“I can give him a message. Don’t know when he’ll be in, though.”

“Is there anyone else I can speak to about my grandmother, Kay Patterson? She was murdered.”

“Sorry to hear that. No one’s in but the Chief.”

“Could I speak with him? The state police were in my field today, and I wanted to make sure he knew about it.”

“Hold on a minute. I’ll buzz you in and take you back.” The cop left the window and returned a few moments later, then gestured to a white door with a POLICE ONLY sign.

Julia and Courtney were buzzed into an empty squad room, its old pine floorboards covered by a ratty black all-weather runner. Four gray desks were topped with boxy monitors, and old-school wooden mail slots sat next to battered gray file cabinets stacked with boxes. The windows were covered by lopsided blinds.

The cop dropped them off at a medium-size office in the back, where an older heavyset man rose behind a cluttered desk, smiling tightly. He had small grayish eyes and he was bald, with a bulbous nose and a large mouth. His uniform was a white shirt and black pants, with a gleaming gold badge and a nameplate that read GLUSHENKO.

“I’m the chief. Nice to meet you, ladies.” Glushenko reached a meaty hand across the desk, and they shook, then he sat down in a black pleather chair and gestured them to wooden chairs opposite him. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

“Thank you.” Courtney sat down, and Julia followed suit, looking around. The office was a square with dingy white walls, and his desk held an old Dell computer, mugs of pens and pencils, and stacks of papers atop a blotter-and-calendar insert, and a large black-and-orange grip strengthener. Behind him was a shelf that held family photos, mounted badges under glass, and a signed Pittsburgh Steelers football deflating in a cardboard holder.

Glushenko eased back in his chair, linking his hands over his belly. “Tell me how I can help you today.”

“I guess you heard about the ghost gun.”

Chief Glushenko blinked. “What ghost gun?”

“The state police found a ghost gun they think was the murder weapon. They said they were going to keep you informed and you were going to keep me informed. I’m assuming Detective Kowalski knows, right?”

“Did you call him?”

“Yes, but he hasn’t called back yet.”

“How do you know about the gun?”

“I was there when they found it in my grandmother’s field.”

“I’m sure I’ll hear about it in due time.”

Julia was surprised that he hadn’t been told, but Courtney pressed on.

“Chief, how often do you see ghost guns around here?”

Glushenko shrugged, his expression impassive. “Not often.”

“Have you ever?”

“No.”

“So does that tell you anything, that a ghost gun was the murder weapon?”

“Tell me anything?” Chief Glushenko shrugged again. “I don’t know what you’re asking me.”

Julia thought he was being difficult, but Courtney took it on the chin.

“I guess I mean, can you draw any conclusions from the fact that it is a ghost gun and that you have not ever had a case involving one?”

“No.”

“Why not?” Courtney asked, her tone even.

“You’re making the assumption this ghost gun is the murder weapon. It goes to Ballistics, and that takes time. Until we get a match on the tests, I wouldn’t say it’s the murder weapon. I never speculate.”

“How do ballistics tests work with a ghost gun? Do they test it the same way as a regular gun?”

“I don’t know.”

Courtney shifted in her chair. “Well, if it wasn’t the murder weapon, why would it be on my grandmother’s property? Obviously, it’s not a typical gun, and you’ve never had a case with one. I mean, what are the odds?”

“I don’t want to speculate.”

“It didn’t look like it had been there that long. There was no moss on it.”

“I don’t want to—”

“I understand,” Courtney said, interrupting him, and Julia knew she was getting frustrated, so she took a turn.

“Chief Glushenko, do you know if anybody checked the tire tracks around the farmhouse? The grass is tall, so the pickup truck would’ve left an imprint.”

“That’s up to Detective Kowalski. If he discussed that with the state police, I have no knowledge.” Chief Glushenko pursed his lips. “I’m not in charge of the investigation.”

“I thought you were. The state police said Buckley PD was in charge.”

“No, Detective Kowalski’s in charge. He’s Homicide.”

Julia hated the institutional runaround, which had also happened with Mike’s murder back in Philadelphia. “Well, do you exchange information with him at all?”

“I’ll pass along what you ladies tell me here today. But he doesn’t update me. He’s busy and he doesn’t have time for phone tag.”

“So you’ll ask him about the tire imprint?”

“I said I’d pass it along, so I will.” Chief Glushenko frowned, newly testy.

Courtney interjected, “The other thing I wanted to talk to you about was a lead we came up with, a basket missing from my grandmother’s house.”

Chief Glushenko lifted a skeptical eyebrow, and Courtney launched into the explanation about the missing basket. Chief Glushenko listened coolly.

“So what do you think?” Courtney asked, when she was finished. “I know you don’t want to speculate, but it does seem like a good lead, doesn’t it?”

“You’re speculating.”

“How? The basket is gone. It was taken.”

“Your grandmother could’ve decided to throw the junk out.”

“It wasn’t junk to her.”

“Did you check the trash?”

“No, but she wouldn’t have thrown it out.”

“See, that’s speculation. She coulda decided to clean house. Spring cleaning, like my wife. Last week she threw out my favorite sneakers.” Chief Glushenko shook his head. “They were perfectly broken in.”

Julia didn’t think they were getting anywhere, but she had a last nagging thought. “Chief Glushenko, we understand that the neighboring farm was the site of a murder about thirty years ago. It was owned by a McKenna, who disappeared. A drifter named Shoemaker was killed, and his body was found in the well. Do you know anything about that?”

Chief Glushenko nodded. “That’s a cold case.”

“Did you investigate?”

“No. Homicide did.”

“Was that Detective Kowalski’s as well?”

“No, it was too long ago. He’s new. It was another detective.”

“Do you remember his name?” Julia felt like she was pulling teeth.

“I want to say Kovich, but he died.” Chief Glushenko paused. “Why?”

“There’s not that many murders in Buckley.”

“There’s not that many people, either. We’re down to two hundred.”

“Still it seems unusual that two murders occurred on adjacent properties. We’re wondering if they’re related.”

“Why would they be? They’re almost three decades apart.”

Julia let it go. “There must be a case file. Where is it?”

“Archives. We have to retain them on murder cases.”

“Can we get it?”

“Up to Detective Kowalski.”

Courtney retook the floor. “Okay, one last thing. If my grandmother found something at the clean-up, the next step would be to contact people who were there and see if she told them about it or showed it to them. We also think she went to the grocery store in Ashland after the clean-up, probably on Monday. I would appreciate it if you asked Detective Kowalski to follow up.”

“He doesn’t need me to tell him how to do his job.”

Courtney bristled. “Chief, I came here with information that might be useful to Detective Kowalski. You say you’ll pass it on. But when I ask you to pass it on, you tell me you won’t tell him how to do his job. Which is it?”

Chief Glushenko’s eyes narrowed, just the slightest. “I’m not going to dignify that with an answer.”

“Okay, who runs the clean-ups, do you know?”

“A bunch of do-gooders.” Chief Glushenko shot back, and Julia could see that Courtney was getting angry.

“Named?”

“Shenandoah Preservation.”

Courtney started scrolling on her phone, and Chief Glushenko shifted forward, peering over the desk at her.

“What are you doing? Are you looking them up?”

“If we can’t tell Detective Kowalski how to do his job, I’ll do it for him.”

Chief Glushenko clenched his jaw. “Do not contact Shenandoah. If Detective Kowalski thinks they should be contacted, he’ll contact them.”

“When?” Courtney looked up from her phone, her eyes flashing. “He doesn’t have the time to call me, so when’s he going to call them?”

“He can’t have you interfering.”

“I can call anybody I want to.”

“Not when it’s police business, you can’t. I’ve been in law enforcement fifty years. I’m chief for twenty-nine. This job is for professionals, not civilians. You are totally disrespectful.”

“Because I have questions?”

“Not questions, attitude.” Chief Glushenko’s eyes hardened, and Julia had to stand up for Courtney.

“Chief, really, put yourself in her position. She just lost her grandmother and she’s not getting any answers. I understand how frustrating that can be, and you should, too. Her grandmother is just a case to you, but her grandmother will never be just a case to her. Her grandmother was someone she loved her whole life, and you should show some compassion—”

“Spare me.” Chief Glushenko rolled his eyes, dismissing her with a wave. “I don’t have to take this crap. Time for you to—”

“What? Are you serious?” Julia jumped up, outraged. She felt herself losing control. “How dare you say something like that to her! She’s the victim’s family! Can you know what that’s like? You should! You’re the disrespectful one, not her!”

“Get out of my office!” Chief Glushenko bellowed, pointing at the door. “Go back to Philly, the both of you!”

Courtney rose, taking Julia’s arm. “Let’s go.”

Julia ignored her. “Chief Glushenko, you should be ashamed of yourself!”

Chief Glushenko kept pointing. “Out!”

Julia felt Courtney tugging her away. “Court, he can’t do this! It’s wrong!”

“Now,” Courtney said, tugging Julia from the office.
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Jeez!” Julia tried to recover her composure outside on the sidewalk. She raked a hand through her hair and smoothed down her sweater. “Man! Court, I’m sorry I lost my temper.”

Courtney grinned. “Are you kidding? I loved it!”

“Really?” Julia laughed with relief.

“Totally! For once, I wasn’t the Angry Black Woman. You were the Angry White Woman!”

Julia smiled. “I couldn’t help it. What a jerk!”

“Right?”

“You think it’s racial? Is that why?”

Courtney snorted. “Duh, and we’re women.”

“Strong women.”

“Hot women.”

They both laughed again. Julia exhaled, feeling looser. “God, I would kill for a decent cup of coffee right now.”

“Here? Good luck. There’s no DD, and the only restaurant around is May’s, in Ashland.”

“Too bad.” Julia could see that the street was practically desolate. Dingy attached rowhomes lined the block, some boarded up. There were almost no parked cars, and the sidewalk was broken in places. Nobody was on the street, and two storefronts were boarded up and graffitied over. “It really is a ghost town, isn’t it?” The breeze carried a whiff of a bad odor. “Do you smell that?”

“Yes, we’re downwind from the mine fire. There’s an open vent not far from here.”

“A vent? From the earth?”

“Yes. You just breathed toxic gas, but no worries.” Courtney sighed. “I remember when this town was hoppin’. I used to get Snickers at the Qwik-Mart, and Grandma Kay got my hair cut at Jay’s, there.” She pointed to the boarded storefronts, shaking her head. “Only Jacie’s is left, the drugstore. We can get ice cream there. Old-school, not bougie.”

“I can deal with that.”

“Great minds.”

Jacie’s drugstore turned out to be narrow and empty, with flickering overhead lights and a jaundiced linoleum floor. There were four aisles of white metal shelves half-full of dusty products, with old signs like FEMININE ITEMS. In the back were refrigerated cases of beverages and a case of ice cream novelties.

Julia looked through the frosty glass at Strawberry Shortcake bars, Bomb Pops, Fudgsicles, and Nutty Buddy cones. “Are we in finals again?”

“Yes, and you’re my Nutty Buddy.” Courtney glanced over with a smile, her pretty face illuminated by the lights from the case, and Julia’s heart lifted to see her happy, even briefly.

Later, they sat on a bench in front of the drugstore. “Okay, this is delicious,” Julia said, eating her ice cream sandwich. “All we have in Italy is gelato.”

“Poor you.”

“Seriously, this is better.” Julia wasn’t kidding. She licked the side of the sandwich.

“You can’t beat Strawberry Shortcake.” Courtney raised her bar, embedded with pink and gold bits.

“What’s the stuff on it, anyway?”

“Straight-up carcinogens?” Courtney winked. Her phone rang, and she checked the screen, brightening. “Good, it’s Paul, probably at the airport.”

“Put him on speaker so I can say hi.”

Courtney pressed the button. “Hey, honey, how are you?”

“Bad,” Paul answered, sounding miserable. “I missed the flight.”

Courtney grimaced. “How?”

“I got held up at the conference, then traffic sucked and the Uber driver missed the exit.”

“When’s the next flight?”

“There isn’t one. There’s connections, but I won’t get there in time.”

“What?” Courtney’s mouth dropped open. “You can’t miss the funeral.”

Oh shit. Julia’s heart sank.

“I can’t help it, babe. I’m sorry, I really am—”

“Paul, you can’t.” Courtney frowned, hurt.

“Maybe I can make the lunch after? Is there a lunch?”

“Then don’t come.” Courtney snapped, hanging up. “Do you believe him?”

The phone rang again, but she silenced it.

Julia felt terrible for her. “It’s not like him.”

“It is now, Jules. You remember College Paul. You don’t know Asshole Paul.” Courtney fumed. “You associate him with Mike. He’s not Mike, he was never Mike. They were both basketball players, but they were different men. Mike was the scholar-athlete, and Paul was the dumb jock.”

“No, don’t say that. Paul’s not dumb.”

“I have a dumb husband. I know it.” Courtney sighed, pained. “He can’t miss the funeral. Grandma Kay loved him. She was so good to him. She treated him like a son. She deserves better from him.” Her eyes filmed with bitter tears. “You know, I manage sales reps. When the lousy ones want out, they don’t say so, they just screw up. That’s Paul. If he were my rep, I’d fire his ass. It’s like he wants to get fired.”

“No, he doesn’t.” Julia worried that things were worse than she’d thought.

“No rep of mine would miss a flight.” Courtney shook her head. “It’s ironic when you can rely on your employees more than your husband.”

“You don’t want to fire him, do you?”

“I don’t fucking know.”

“You’re upset now. Let yourself cool down.”

“Right, let’s let it go for now. We have things to do.” Courtney finished her ice cream, subdued again, and Julia could imagine how hard this was for her, with her grief so fresh.

“Do you still want to see Shenandoah Preservation? If you don’t, I get it.”

“I do, I want to.”

“What is it anyway?” Julia finished her ice cream. “I can’t believe he told you not to look at your phone.”

“I know, right? I have a constitutional right to google.” Courtney read from her phone. “‘Shenandoah Preservation is a coalition of local conservation districts, watershed groups, and the mining industry. Our mission is to reclaim and redevelop land that was harmed by the past practices of the mining companies. Anthracite, semi-anthracite, and bituminous coal fields mark northeastern and north central Pennsylvania. Abandoned minelands and polluted mine drainage are all over the Susquehanna region, one of the six major watershed basins in the Commonwealth.’”

“Sounds good. What’s the contact info?” Julia folded up her sticky wrapper. “We can go meet the guy if he’ll see us.”

“Oh, he’ll see us.” Courtney’s gaze shifted slyly. “He was my first boyfriend.”

“Whoa!” Julia burst into astonished laughter. “Really?”

“Yes.” Courtney’s eyes lit up. “Remember I told you about the guy from Penn State? The one with the long hair?”

“He’s the Nittany Lion?”

Courtney snorted. “Don’t tell him I call him that. His name is Alex Dudek.”

“Let me see his picture.” Julia tried to grab the phone, but Courtney held it away.

“No, keep your hands to yourself. It’s not on the website.”

“Google Image him.”

“No, I refuse. Chill. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

“Is he married?”

“I don’t know. I finally stopped stalking him online. He never posted anything personal anyway.” Courtney smiled. “Not gonna lie, I loved the guy. It wasn’t just a fling.”

“Not ‘summer lovin’, had me a blast’?”

“Don’t make me sing.” Courtney grinned. “You know I want to.”

“So do I.” Julia grinned back. “Were you hopelessly devoted?”

“Hopelessly.” Courtney sighed theatrically. “We parted friends when he left for college. We wrote each other for a while, then let it go.” She perked up, startled. “Uh-oh. If Alex runs the clean-ups, he must’ve known Grandma Kay.”

“Did she ever mention him?”

“No, but she didn’t know about us. We snuck around.” Courtney pursed her lips. “His uncle had a hunting cabin in the woods, and that’s where Alex lived. He was doing volunteer work, collecting samples of the watershed.”

Julia gave her a playful shove. “So the Nittany Lion got your Strawberry Shortcake?”

“Grow up.” Courtney shoved her back.

“Does Paul know Alex was your first?”

“No, I told him I didn’t have sex till I was eighteen.” Courtney smiled. “It’s sex math.”

Julia chuckled. “What’s sex math?”

“You add to the age you lost your virginity. You subtract from the number of lovers.”

Julia laughed. “Not me.”

“No, because you were a nun. Now leave me alone, I’m calling Alex.” Courtney stood up and stepped away from the bench, raising the phone to her ear.

Julia waited on the bench, watching Courtney talking on the phone. They’d been through everything together, and she couldn’t even remember them fighting, except for this one time in college. She flashed on it now, thinking of the time they’d been studying at a table in Hesburgh Library, which was watched over by Touchdown Jesus. Julia noticed a guy at another table looking over at them. He was handsome, with reddish-brown hair, dark eyes, and nice smile, and he had a preppy look in a brown sweater and jeans.

Julia glanced back at him, shyly. She didn’t have a boyfriend, unlike Courtney and every other girl she knew, and her gaze kept straying to the guy.

Courtney nudged her, then whispered, That guy keeps looking at you.

Julia reddened. I think he’s looking at you.

No, it’s you.

It could be you. Crazier things have happened.

No, they haven’t. I’m a virgin for life.

They both laughed, but Julia wished she were kidding. She and Courtney were both pretty, but Courtney was the extrovert, a typical Leo. They’d met in drama club in high school, and there was a reason Courtney was the stage manager while Julia painted sets, literally behind the scenes.

Jules, he’s definitely looking at you. Courtney chuckled. Dude, take a picture, it’ll last longer.

He’s so cute.

You think? Courtney wrinkled her nose. I don’t.

Are you nuts? He looks like Zack in Saved by the Bell.

So? Mario Lopez was hotter.

I’m Team Zack.

Anyway, forget this dude. He can’t be your first. I’m Quality Control.

Julia stole another glance at the guy, and he was closing his textbook, slipping it in his backpack, and beelining for their table. Holy shit. He’s coming over, isn’t he?

Yes, he’s coming for you. Look alive.

No, he’s coming for you.

They’re never coming for me.

This one is. Bet me ten bucks.

Julia’s mouth went dry when the boy arrived at her side of the table.

Go Birds, he said, flashing a dazzling smile.

What? Julia asked, flustered. She looked into his eyes, which were a thoughtful brown, if that were biologically possible.

You’re wearing an Eagles shirt.

Oh, right. Julia looked down at her rumpled T-shirt, wishing she’d dressed better. All her friends dressed up to study, like the library was a display case. Julia usually tried to look nice, too, just in case she met somebody. Unfortunately, she’d picked the wrong day not to dress just-in-case.

I’m from Radnor. Went to the Haverford School.

Oh, cool, Julia said, becoming aware that she had no game whatsoever.

My name’s Matt Winger. What’s yours?

Uh, Julia Pritzker, she answered after a moment, like she forgot her own name.

I’m in the business school. How about you?

I’m, uh, only a freshman.

Undergrad? Wow, you look older. Matt’s eyebrows lifted, and his dark, shiny bangs feathered against his forehead. I’ve seen you here before.

You have?

Yes, you study here, don’t you?

Right, of course, I do. Julia studied here all the time. She couldn’t get it together.

Meanwhile, Courtney was scribbling on a piece of paper, ripping it out of her notebook, and handing it to Matt.

Dude, this is Julia’s number. She’s too shy to give it to you. Call her. She likes you and she’s totally free.

Julia burst into astonished laughter. Courtney!

Thanks, will do. Matt grinned, palmed the paper, and walked away, his backpack hanging on his shoulder. Bye for now, Julia.

Courtney winked, grinning crookedly. You owe me ten bucks.

Why’d you give him my number, if you didn’t like him for me?

I gave him a fake number, rookie.

Julia came out of her reverie, looking up as Courtney pocketed her phone and came over with a grin.

“Okay, we’re good to go. Ready to meet Alex?”

“Totally.” Julia could see Courtney was excited, which lifted her spirits.

“And don’t call him the Nittany Lion.”

“Don’t tempt me.”
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SHENANDOAH PRESERVATION read an orange-and-white sign hanging in front of a rundown house sandwiched between other skinny rowhomes, their windows boarded up. Its sagging front porch held a few PVC chairs behind a wrought iron rail, and its gray floorboards were broken.

“No frills, huh?” Julia eyed the place when they parked at the curb.

“It’s a nonprofit.” Courtney cut the ignition. “He runs it with an assistant and lives above it.”

They got out of the car and climbed rickety steps to the porch, then the screen door opened and Alex appeared, beaming, in the threshold. “Courtney!”

“Hey, Alex!” Courtney opened her arms, and he swept her into a hug. They clung to each other briefly, and Julia stood aside, unsurprised that Alex Dudek was handsome in a relaxed way, with blue eyes, a long, fine nose, an easy grin, and thick dark blond ponytail that struggled to tame a vaguely leonine mane. He had a blocky build in a corduroy jacket, work shirt, and jeans. He wore no wedding band.

Alex released Courtney, his smile turning sympathetic. “I’m so deeply sorry about Kay. She was so wonderful, and we all loved her. What a terrible, terrible loss.”

“Thank you.” Courtney wiped her eyes, newly shaky, then gestured to Julia. “This is Julia Pritzker.”

“Great to finally meet you, Julia.” Alex met her gaze and extended a big hand. “I remember hearing a lot about you.”

“Me, too.” Julia shook his hand, which felt warm and rough. “We go back to your Penn State days.”

Courtney shot her a behave-yourself look.

“Yes!” Alex grinned. “Let’s go inside.”

Alex’s office was the house’s former living room, a long rectangle that contained a worktable covered with a laptop and neat stacks of papers. Bookshelves held black binders of EPA and PaDEP regulations and textbooks about environmental science, geology, and mining. Topographical maps of the region lined the walls, along with cheery posters reading “Kids, ask us how to paint with Abandoned Mine Drainage!” “Nitrogen, Phosphorus, and Potassium are the BIG THREE elements of soil!” “Restore your stream, and the brook trout will thank you!”

“Please, sit down.” Alex showed them to two ergonomic chairs opposite his desk, then he took his seat, his expression pained. “Courtney, this must be so hard for you. Everyone’s in shock, and the kids in our enviro-camp are taking it hard.”

“Oh no.” Courtney sipped her water. “How did they know her? I thought she just did clean-ups.”

“No, she also volunteered with the kids, mostly from the local elementary and middle schools. It’s a free afterschool program, once a week, and we do art projects to get them involved. They paint with iron oxide sediment, if you know what that is.”

“No.”

“The runoff from the mines has iron oxide, and it’s orange. We teach the kids to paint with it. Your grandmother was the only one who would fingerpaint. She was so good with kids.”

Aw. Julia felt touched and could see Courtney was, too.

“So you two got to know each other?”

“Yes, I try to get to know all of the volunteers, but you know she was special to me.” Alex’s expression softened, his thick blondish eyebrows tilting down. “She talked about you all the time, so I realized she was your grandmother pretty early. I’m glad for your success and your marriage and everything.”

“Thanks.” Courtney nodded, newly teary. “And thanks for seeing us, too.”

“Of course, but I’m sorry about the circumstances. I’m going to the funeral, if that’s okay. The volunteers, too.”

“Yes, of course, so let me explain why we’re here. I know Kay was at the last clean-up, and we think she found something that may have to do with her murder.”

“What?” Alex asked, alarmed, and Courtney told him about the missing basket of objects. “So do you know what she found last Sunday?”

“No.” Alex shook his head, nonplussed. “I can’t imagine what it would be. All we ever find is trash. People dump trash here, Centralia, and Byrnesville. They don’t want to drive to New Dover and pay the fee. It’s random stuff, but it’s nothing valuable.”

“Damn.” Courtney pursed her lips. “Did she say anything to you about finding something last Sunday?”

“No, sorry.” Alex frowned. “I barely talked to her except to say hello. I’m so busy at the clean-ups. I work with the younger people hauling tires. We had nine volunteers last weekend, mostly regulars and a few newbies.”

“The state police found a ghost gun they think was the murder weapon. Have you ever found anything like that?”

“Whoa, hi-tech,” Alex said, taken aback. “No, we never found a ghost gun, but we’ve found conventional guns that we turned over to the police. Last one we found had the registration scraped off, so it could have been used in a crime. The cops never called me to testify, so I don’t know if they followed up.”

“Did she have any friends at the clean-ups?”

“She was friendly with everybody, but her big buddy was Samuel Palkovich. He’s about her age, and most of the people who come are younger. Hold on, I take pictures at the clean-ups to post on social and I have one from the clean-up at McGlinchey’s.” Alex started typing on his laptop, then turned it around. “This is Kay and Samuel, last weekend.”

Courtney and Julia eyed a photo that showed a grinning Kay sitting atop a mound of black tires with an aging hippie with a long gray beard, a gray sweatshirt, baggy jeans, and a jaunty red beret. Behind them was a rusted blue dumpster.

Courtney sniffled. “Oh, look at her, so cute.”

“I’m sorry, that was insensitive.” Alex’s face fell, and he turned the laptop away.

“No, it’s great to see her. I bet that’s the last photo of her.” Courtney wiped her eyes, and Julia took over to give her a break.

“Alex, do you think that Kay told Samuel whatever it was she found?”

“It’s likely. He comes as regularly as she does.” Alex paused. “I love Samuel, but he’s quite a character, not that easy to get along with. He’s from an old mining family, here for generations. Kay was the only person who put up with him. Sometimes his advocacy slid into zealotry, given the history of this place. You know about the mine fire, right?”

“Yes.” Julia thought back to her fiery vision but let it go.

“To his credit, Samuel was instrumental in helping us enact a no-dumping ordinance, with conviction punishable by a twenty-five-thousand-dollar fine. He chronicled every dump site for over eight years. We even have a hotline now, so people can report illegal dumping.” Alex’s generous mouth fell into sad lines. “This place breaks your heart. It’s not easy to see your hometown wiped off the map. I grew up in Byrnesville, and now all that’s left is the shrine to the Blessed Virgin Mary. By the way, I’m Jewish.” Alex forced a smile, then it faded. “We ended up being a prime example of how negligence and corruption in dealing with an environmental disaster causes an even worse disaster. When politicians sell out to corporations, residents are left holding the bag, then it turns out to be empty.”

“I’m sure,” Julia said, meaning it. She’d found herself thinking a lot lately about the importance of hometowns, and whether hers was here or in Tuscany.

“The point is that Samuel was angry at the government and at people who dump trash in our towns, and sometimes, at the world in general. He’s a contrarian, I guess you would say.”

“Can you give us his contact information?”

“Sure, but if you want, I’ll call him now. He still has a flip phone. He doesn’t text, either.” Alex smiled in an indulgent way. “I’ll introduce you, then you can talk to him.”

“Great, thanks.” Courtney rallied, and they both shifted forward as Alex scrolled through his phone, then pressed Call. The phone rang and rang, then went to an automated voicemail.

Alex frowned. “He’s probably outside. I’ll leave a message but God knows if he’ll get it. He never checks them.” He continued, into the phone, “Samuel, this is Alex, please call me back ASAP. It’s important. I’m here with Courtney, Kay’s granddaughter, and her friend Julia. Thanks. Bye.”

Julia felt disappointed, thinking that if Samuel and Kay were at the clean-up together, it was more than likely that she had told him what she found.

Alex ended the call. “On second thought, the best way to reach him is to go there. He lives alone, and his cabin is at the top of Mount Skye. He calls himself the fool on the hill.” He rose, with a hopeful smile. “If you have the time, I can take you there.”
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Samuel!” Alex knocked on the old wooden door, and Courtney and Julia stood behind him. The cabin was small and decrepit, with weathered cedar shakes, missing shutters, and a sagging roofline. The property was barely cleared in front, clumped with underbrush. Thick evergreens blocked the sun, so the air felt cool and oddly damp.

“Samuel?” Alex knocked again, then nodded toward an old black Prius parked on a patch of crumbling asphalt. “He should be here, that’s his car.”

Courtney frowned, worried. “Do you think he’s okay? Maybe something’s the matter?”

“Okay, let’s go in.” Alex opened the door, and they entered the cabin, but Samuel was nowhere in sight. They found themselves in a living room that was full of books that overflowed a bookcase and sat stacked on a battered plaid couch, a ratty ottoman, an old coffee table, and the floor. The walls were paneled and held no art. There was no TV or computer. The air smelled musty.

Courtney turned to Alex. “So he reads a lot. What does he do for a living?”

“He’s a retired geologist and has a master’s in engineering. He knows everything about this part of the state and remembers everything. When things go wrong, like they did here, that’s unfortunately not the best trait.” Alex looked around. “He’s got to be around here somewhere.” Alex walked into the kitchen, at the back of the cabin. “Samuel?”

Julia and Courtney followed him into a kitchen that was a small square ringed with knotty pine cabinets and butcher block countertops. The appliances were outdated, and there was a toaster but no microwave. Near the window was a single chair and a wooden table cluttered with papers, mail, and bills.

“Should we check the bedroom?” Courtney peered to the right, where another door was ajar.

“Okay.” Alex came over, and they entered the bedroom, but Samuel wasn’t here either. There was a messy double bed against the wall and more books stacked on the night table, oak dresser, and floor. Alex shrugged. “Maybe he’s out in the woods and didn’t hear us come up.”

They left the bedroom for the kitchen, which had a back door. They opened it on to a large, rocky clearing that had a paddock with a rusted metal gate. An old bay horse stood at a hayfeeder with a large green water bucket.

Alex nodded. “Okay, I bet he went riding. He has two horses, and one’s missing. He rides out for hours. Sometimes he camps overnight.”

“Oh no,” Julia said, disappointed. They didn’t have time to wait.

“Oh my God, look at this.” Courtney was turning to the kitchen table, where there were a slew of photos. “Whoa. These are pictures of Grandma Kay.”

Julia recoiled, scanning the photos. “Wait. Jeez. They’re all of her.”

“Really?” Alex asked, shocked, and Courtney picked through the photos, then looked up, her lips parting.

“Alex, were they seeing each other?”

“I have no idea.” Alex’s blue eyes flared in bewilderment. “Do you?”

“No. She didn’t say anything, if they were. I kind of doubt they were. She loved my grandfather. She never had any interest in dating after he died. She was fine being on her own. She actually liked being alone.” Courtney returned her attention to the photographs. “If they weren’t dating, Samuel obviously had a crush.”

“He never said anything to me. And they would be the oddest couple ever. Samuel’s a mountain man, and Kay was so sociable.”

Julia eyed the photographs. “Her death must have hit him hard.”

Alex nodded. “I knew it would. I haven’t spoken to him since her murder and I don’t know how he found out. I found out from a student’s mom, who heard it in town. I sent out an email to the Shenandoah list but Samuel doesn’t have a computer.” Alex shook his head, nonplussed. “Maybe he found out in town. Word travels, and everybody knows him.”

Julia thought it over. “Maybe he was so upset he took off for a few days. Does that sound like him?”

Alex nodded. “Yes. He isolates, big-time.”

“Look at this one.” Courtney picked up a photograph that showed Kay pulling weeds in her garden. “This is at the house, but taken from far away, maybe from the treeline beside the pasture.” She turned to Alex, her eyes narrowing. “Did he have a telephoto lens?”

“Sure.” Alex blinked. “He had an old Nikon SLR with all kinds of lenses. It was with him all the time. He probably took it with him now.”

Julia put it together, aghast. “Kay didn’t know he was there. He must’ve been hiding in the treeline, taking pictures of her.”

“Fucking asshole!” Courtney threw down the photo and started rooting through the others, then Julia and Alex joined in.

Half an hour later they had gone through all of the photographs and sorted them into ones taken with Kay’s knowledge and those taken without. Thirty-two of fifty-five photos were taken at Kay’s house without her knowledge, snapped from various vantage points and at different times. Most were of Kay weeding, planting, or tilling the beds in her garden, and others were her reading outside in a chair or talking on the phone.

Courtney’s eyes flashed with fury. “He took pictures of her on the phone? She’s probably talking to me! That fucking freak!”

“I can’t believe it.” Alex rubbed his face. “He’s a gentle guy. I’m sure he didn’t mean any harm.”

“This is harm, Alex,” Courtney shot back. “It’s an invasion of her privacy. It’s stalking, too. What if he killed her?”

Alex recoiled, frowning. “What? You told me you saw the guy who killed her, you chased him. It wasn’t Samuel.”

“No, but there could’ve been more than one man. He could’ve been in the truck already.”

Julia agreed, her mind begging to race. “Maybe he’s the one with the missing object from the basket. He could have been with her when she found it. Or she told him.”

“Right.” Courtney nodded, agitated. “He could have had a motive, if he made a move and she rejected him.”

Alex exhaled, stepping back and raising his hands. “Courtney, slow down. I know why you’re upset. I’d be upset, too, I am upset. But I don’t think he’d ever hurt her.”

“You don’t?” Courtney pursed her lips. “I’m not so sure. He could have, or he could be in cahoots with somebody who would. Maybe he went there to get the object, whatever she found, and things went wrong and she ended up dead?”

Alex shook his head, setting his jaw. “No, I’ll tell you why. Another thing about Samuel. He couldn’t work with anybody. He can barely participate in a group project, much less be an accomplice to murder.”

“Is that supposed to be a comfort?” Courtney asked, incredulous. “That he hates people?”

“He didn’t hate people, he just kept to himself. Kay was friendly enough to reach him. I swear, he wouldn’t hurt her or cooperate with anybody who would.” Alex gestured at the photos. “Look how many pictures he took of her. He could have hurt her any one of those times. He obviously cared about her, all this time, like he carried a torch.”

Julia swallowed, wondering if Alex wasn’t talking about Samuel anymore.

Courtney arched an eyebrow. “Does he have a gun, do you know?”

“He doesn’t. That’s another good point. He’s a peaceful guy.”

“He could still have a gun.” Courtney eyed the photos again. “You know what? The pictures are taken from the south side of the pasture, in the woods. That’s where the state police found the ghost gun.”

Alex shook his head. “Samuel doesn’t have a 3D printer. He’s a Luddite. Do you see any tech here, at all?”

Courtney shook her head, slowly. “I hear you, Alex, but I’m taking the pictures with me for evidence and I’m telling the cops.”

Julia nodded. “I agree.”

Alex pursed his lips. “I think you should tell the cops, too. But let’s take pictures of the pictures, rather than taking them. I wouldn’t feel comfortable taking his property.”

“Fine, I’ll call Kowalski.” Courtney slid her phone from her pocket, scrolled to the number, and made a call. She put the phone to her ear. “Of course, it’s going to voicemail.” Then she said, “Detective Kowalski, I may have important evidence in my grandmother’s case. Please call me as soon as possible. I’ve called you several times.” Courtney ended the call, angry. “Jesus.”

“Hang in there,” Julia said, touching her arm.

“I’ll try Glushenko.” Courtney scrolled to the Buckley police website, found the number, and placed the call. “Chief Glushenko please,” she said, giving her name, then put the call on speaker.

“How can I help you?” Chief Glushenko asked, but his tone said, What now?

Courtney filled him in. “These photographs are evidence that Samuel was stalking my grandmother, and they look recent. That makes him a suspect. You need to start looking for him—”

“What in God’s name are you up to? Detective Kowalski is conducting this investigation. You had no right to enter Samuel’s cabin. You’re trespassers. Alex, you should know better.”

Alex interjected, “Chief Glushenko, we thought something was wrong.”

Chief Glushenko scoffed. “Horseshit! Those ladies wanted to search the place. If you’re still in Samuel’s house, you need to exit immediately.”

Courtney shook her head. “I’m going to take pictures of the photos—”

“No. Leave the premises. You’re interfering with police business.”

“This is my business. It’s my family—”

“Your grandmother’s funeral is tomorrow morning. That’s your business.”

“How dare you!” Courtney hung up, her lips pursed. “I hate that guy!”

Julia touched her arm. “Do you want to go, or do you want to take pictures of the photos?”

“Have we met?” Courtney answered, defiant.

Twilight had fallen by the time they finished taking pictures, and Samuel hadn’t returned. Detective Kowalski hadn’t called Courtney back, so she’d emailed the photographs to him and Glushenko. They left the house and closed the door behind them, crossing the porch.

Alex took Courtney’s arm, his expression soft. “Hey, would you like to get dinner? We can catch up. Julia can take your car back to the motel, and I’ll give you a ride home.”

“Sounds great,” Courtney answered, with a shaky smile.
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Back at the motel room, Julia turned on the light, shed her jacket and bag, and flopped onto the bed, thinking about Courtney. She felt terrible for what Courtney was going through and she knew that her friend’s grief had to be complicated by what was learned today, about Samuel stalking her grandmother. Julia slid her phone from her pocket and texted Courtney: Wake me when you get back. Adjoining door’s unlocked. Love you. She pressed Send, and her next thought was of Gianluca. He was a night owl, so it wasn’t too late to call home.

Julia called, and he answered on one ring. “Honey, how are you guys?”

“Okay, hold on. Let me leave the room a minute. She’s asleep in our bed.”

“Not in her room?”

“Not for the time being. She doesn’t sleep as well there.”

Julia felt a guilty twinge, familiar by now. “Is she okay?”

“She’s still wetting the bed. My mother thinks it could be a bacterial infection, so I made an appointment. I couldn’t get Dr. Isabella, but I got her partner.”

“Oh, Jeez.”

“You don’t think I should be taking her?”

“No, it’s a good idea, it makes sense. I’m just sad I’m not there. She’s never been to the pediatrician without me.”

“I have her, don’t worry. I’m leaving work early.”

“So she’s not sleeping that well?”

“No, she’s still worried about you, from that night with my parents.”

“Did you ask her if she overheard them?”

“Yes, and she said no. But I doubt she understood the question.”

“What did you say to her?”

“I said, ‘Did you hear Nonna and Nonno talking about Mommy last night after dinner?’ She said no, but Julia, she doesn’t understand ‘last night after dinner.’ She misses you.” Gianluca hesitated. “Tonight when I was reading to her, she started crying. She only wanted to read the one book, your favorite. The Sendak, Where the Wild Things Are.”

“Aw, we love that book.” Julia felt a tug at her heart.

“You talked to her about it?” Gianluca asked, his tone sharper, which Julia didn’t understand.

“Of course, why?”

“She says that wild child is her friend. I think she made her up to take your place. Obviously she misses talking to you, especially at bedtime.”

“What do you mean, her friend?” Julia blinked. “You mean, an imaginary friend?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Since when does she have an imaginary friend?”

“Since you went away, I assume. I’m going to ask the doctor about it, too.” Gianluca paused. “I don’t like it in connection with the bedwetting and the sleeplessness.”

Julia didn’t like it, either. “Does she talk to the friend?”

“Yes, a little. She whispers to her.”

“What does she say to her?”

“I can’t make it out, but she speaks English. I think she replaces you.”

“What does the friend look like, does she say?”

“She says she doesn’t know. She says she lives in her ear.”

“What?” Julia shifted upward in bed. “That means she hears her.”

“I know, she’s imaginary. Isn’t that the definition?”

Julia swallowed hard, wondering. She flashed on the scream she’d heard in the garden. “What does it say to her?”

“I don’t know. We can’t know. Not all questions have answers, Julia.”

Tell me about it.

“So how is it going? How’s Courtney?”

“As well as can be expected.” Julia didn’t know how much she wanted to tell him.

“What are you up to?”

“You know, the usual. Some old friends of Kay’s came over, and it was touching to see them, friends for decades. We got the house in order, things like that.”

“How are you doing?” Gianluca asked, his voice gentler. “You don’t sound so good.”

“I’m okay but I’m not sleeping that great. I’m totally jet-lagged, and it’s horrifying what she’s going through. There was a bloodstain on the rug, and I think it’s bringing back a lot of Mike’s murder.”

“I understand that, cara. It’s PTSD. It’s to be expected. Take care of yourself.”

“I’m okay though.” Julia felt guilty telling him only half the truth.

“Do the police have any suspects?”

“Not officially, but we found out there was a friend of Kay’s who’d been stalking her.” Julia chose her words carefully. “Courtney’s worried that he might have been the one who killed her.”

“Oh no. Why don’t they arrest him?”

“Well, they just found out about it,” Julia answered, without telling him how they’d found out about it.

“So you’re not having any visions?”

Uh-oh. “I’m having some weird dreams, but not visions.”

“What weird dreams? Wait, hold on.” Gianluca fell quiet a moment. “I think she’s awake, I hear her, she’s calling to me.”

“Should I speak with her?”

“No, it will just wake her up and I’m trying to get her down. I’m going in early tomorrow because it’s a short day.”

“Okay.”

“I have an idea. I’ll call you on FaceTime when I take her to the pediatrician. It will be late morning, your time. Can you take the call?”

“Of course. The funeral is tomorrow but it should be over by then.”

“When are you coming home?”

“I don’t know. Soon. Paul should be in tomorrow, so Courtney won’t be alone.”

Julia’s throat thickened. “Just take care of her, honey. She’s so precious.”

“I know, I love you. Get some sleep.”

“I love you, too. Good night.” Julia set the phone on the charger, undressed, then went to the bathroom and washed her face, trying to shake off her anxiety over Leni. It worried her that her daughter was still wetting the bed, and that she’d heard an imaginary friend made things worse. Julia could only hope that it wasn’t like her hearing the scream in the garden, but even she knew she was jumping to conclusions, catastrophizing her therapist would have said. Maybe they were both exhausted, stressed, and disoriented at being apart.

Julia padded out of the bathroom and checked her phone to see if Courtney had texted back, but she hadn’t. Her Eagles shirt was on the bed, and she slipped into it, loving its softness from years of wear. She’d had this shirt since college, and she remembered when she wore it to the library, the first day that she met Matt Winger. He was the last thing she wanted to think about now.

Julia turned off the light, climbed into bed, and pulled up the covers, which felt vaguely spongy. The mattress was hard, and a whitish glow filtered through the curtains from the lighted sign by the road. A wave of edgy exhaustion swept over her, and she felt like she wasn’t going to be able to fall asleep.

She closed her eyes, and her thoughts drifted back in time, and a memory came to her. She remembered that night back in college, when she and Courtney were at a party off-campus. Julia hadn’t known anyone there except for Courtney, who was with a date. The party was big, smoky, and packed with people talking and dancing to “Hey, Soul Sister.”

She was lingering by the wall, trying to find somewhere to look when she spotted Matt Winger, the preppy guy from the library, across the room, standing alone. Their eyes met through the crowd, and he flashed her his dazzling Zack smile, then crossed to a silvery beer keg, filled a red Solo cup, and, to her surprise, made his way through the crowd to her.

Hey, Julia. Matt handed her the beer. You look thirsty.

Thanks. Julia took the cup, feeling a rush of excitement.

I’m Matt. We met in the library the other day, remember?

Of course, yes. Julia could barely hear him over the noise.

You got me so distracted, I couldn’t study.

Julia giggled, nervous.

I did terrible on my analytics exam and it’s all your fault.

Oh, no, sorry.

What did you say? I can’t hear with this music. Matt leaned closer, and Julia could smell his spicy aftershave, which set her tingling.

I only said sorry.

You want to go outside on the porch, where we can talk? It’s a nice night.

Courtney snapped her head around. Hi, I’m Courtney, and we were just leaving.

Julia looked over. We were?

Courtney took the beer from Julia’s hand and set it on the windowsill. Yes, we have to get back. We have Stats tomorrow morning.

Julia didn’t get it. I know, but it’s not that late.

Yes, it is. Courtney took her arm. Time to go.

Matt waved, making a comically sad face. Goodbye, Julia, see you at the library!

Bye! Julia let Courtney tug her through the crowd and out the front door, then stopped on the porch. What are you doing, Court? Why are you being so weird?

I don’t like him.

I do.

You don’t know him.

I’d like to get to know him. He’s really nice and he’s in business school.

I know, that’s too old for you.

Not really.

Courtney put her hands on her hips. He’s creepy. Can’t you see? It’s like you have a blind spot.

You’re being ridiculous. I’m going back in.

I’m leaving.

Then leave, Julia said after a beat. I’ll see you back at the room.

Courtney threw up her hands. No, I don’t want to leave you alone.

Whatever, I’m going back in. Julia turned around to reenter the house, just as Matt was leaving with a pretty redhead on his arm.

Mortified, Julia did an about-face. Matt and the redhead crossed the porch behind her. She turned to watch him go, her throat catching. She’d missed her chance with him and didn’t know when she’d get another one. It bummed her out the next day, and she went to the library, dressed up just in case, hoping to run into him. But no luck.

The memory faded as fatigue crept through her body. She couldn’t hold off sleep any longer, and in the next second, she drifted off.

Boom! Boom!

Julia jumped at the sound. The door was jolting in its hinges. Noises and shouting came from right outside the room. Somebody was trying to get in. Unless it was a vision. Her heartrate zoomed. Her mouth went dry.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Julia scrambled out of bed, yanked the sheet off, and pulled it around her. She ran to the far side of the room just as the door burst open, slamming against the wall. Backlit shadows invaded the room.

Julia gasped, realizing she wasn’t having a vision, at all.
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Julia stood aside, shocked. Uniformed police swarmed her room and began tearing it apart. It was the New Dover police, and they flashed her a search warrant and commanded her to stay out of their way. She couldn’t believe it was happening. It was so unreal it felt like a vision.

“Why are you doing this?” Julia backed against the wall, her heart hammering. She wrapped the sheet tighter around her body, feeling exposed in the Eagles shirt with no underwear. The door hung open on broken hinges. The cold night air blasted into the room.

The cops ignored her. One went through her purse and dumped her wallet and makeup on the rug. Her blusher rolled out, open. Another cop upended her suitcase. Her clothes and toiletries tumbled to the rug.

“What are you looking for?” Julia’s thoughts flew, panicked. “You don’t have any right to do this!”

The cops didn’t answer. Julia could hear cops next door in Courtney’s room, doing the same thing. Courtney would be terrified, too.

Julia watched appalled as cops pawed through her panties and bras. They uncapped her shampoo, poured it out, and stuck their fingers inside. They yanked the coverlet off the bed and dumped it on the rug. They searched inside the pillowcases and tossed the pillows. They pulled the mattress off the boxspring and left it askew. They took out flashlights and shone them under the bed.

Her chest tightened with anger. Her mind raced to understand. She figured that Glushenko had to know about this, or he had ordered it. It had to be payback for her and Courtney pissing him off at the meeting and going into Samuel’s cabin. Glushenko was telling them to back off. It was lawless and, worse, heartless to Courtney, on the night before her grandmother’s funeral.

Meanwhile the cops were opening every drawer and throwing them on the floor. They tore open the door to her empty closet, pulled out the spare blankets, and threw them on the rug. A cop went into the bathroom, and Julia could hear him pulling back the shower curtain.

Fifteen minutes later, they piled out of the room, leaving Julia furious and shaken. She picked her way to the door to see what was going on. Cruisers started their big engines and drove off, leaving a line of red taillights. She tried to close the door, but it wouldn’t close all the way.

“Courtney!” Julia headed to the door between their rooms. She opened it to find Courtney’s room torn apart. Her suitcase had been dumped, her sheets lay on the rug, and her mattress sagged against the wall.

But Courtney wasn’t there.

She hadn’t come back last night.
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Julia spent a few hours putting both rooms back together while an all-night locksmith fixed both doors. The motel keeper told her there would be an extra charge for the damage caused by the cops. She showered and dressed for Kay’s funeral and was almost finished blow-drying her hair when she heard a car engine outside. She went to the window and saw Alex’s red VW Beetle parking in front of their rooms, then Courtney getting out and hustling to the door of her room.

“Court?” Julia walked to the adjoining door and knocked.

“Hey.” Courtney opened the door, her smile sheepish. Her hair was messy, and she had on the same clothes as yesterday. “Before you ask, I didn’t sleep with him.”

“I didn’t ask, and we have bigger problems. Notice anything about your room? I put it back together.”

Courtney scanned the room, frowning. “It’s different. What happened?”

“I’ll tell you while you get dressed.” Julia launched into the story while Courtney showered and changed into a black pantsuit and a white silk blouse with a pussycat bow. Courtney listened with increasing anger, and by the time Julia had finished, they were both worked up.

“You’re right, it’s harassment, it’s payback for going to Samuel’s.” Courtney ranted, fussing with her bow in the mirror. “Meanwhile does Glushenko call me about the stalker photos? No. Does Kowalski? No. They search our rooms! Not only do they not do their job, they harass us when we try to do it. We should sue these assholes.” Courtney redid the bow, squinting at her reflection. “Alex is going to Samuel’s house today to see if he’s back. If Samuel’s not, then I think he’s on the run. You heard those state troopers. You can hide forever in these woods. If Samuel killed my grandmother, I want him brought to justice.” Courtney straightened the knot on the bow, then undid it again. “They call these pussycat bows because only pussies wear them.”

Julia let her vent, knowing it was easier for Courtney to deal with anger rather than grief.

“I still can’t believe Paul’s not coming to the funeral. That’s crossing a line, and it comes at the worst time, with me seeing Alex. I didn’t sleep with him, but if you ask me, I cheated.”

“What happened?”

“We talked all night, about everything. Grandma Kay, old times, my job, Buckley cops, racism, the environment, even Paul.” Courtney’s eyes welled up, her bow trailing loose ends. “Alex understood what I was saying, he always did, he got me. He listened to me in a way Paul hasn’t in years.” She wiped a tear away. “Did we make out? Yes, totally. Do I regret it? Yes, but whatever, I stopped myself from going further even though I felt all the feels. All the love, it came back.”

“Oh no,” Julia blurted out.

“Oh yes. Hell, yes.” Courtney whirled around, her wet gaze newly intense. “He’s a great guy, I admire him. He’s committed to the community and the environment. He formed Shenandoah Preservation all by himself. He bought that house that they have their office in with his own savings. He’s fixing it up, also using his own money. I respect him, and I didn’t realize it before, but respect matters. It’s hard to really love someone you don’t respect.”

“You respect Paul, don’t you?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know if I do anymore.” Courtney shook her head, bewildered. “Last night I felt all that love for Alex. I never stopped loving him. He made me happier in one night than I can remember. Paul’s not coming to the funeral might be the last straw.”

“Really?” Julia swallowed hard.

“I don’t know, I can’t tell. Do I want a divorce? Maybe I do?” Courtney threw up her arms, flustered. “Oh, guess what, Paul texted me that he’s driving in. He expected me to see it as some big sacrifice, but he does that all the time. So now he has to drive here and he thinks I’m going to kiss his ass, when all I can think is, why’d you miss the flight? Can’t you read a watch? Leave earlier, dude. It’s not rocket science.” Courtney shook her head. “You know what? You live with a bad marriage and you think it’s normal. Then one day, you realize you’ve been on your own so long, it’s like you’re not married. And you say to yourself, it can’t get worse, so I need a divorce.”

Julia could see Courtney was getting more upset. “Take a breath. Now’s not the time to make big decisions.”

Courtney puckered her lower lip. “You want me to stay with Paul.”

“That could be true, but you’re in fresh mourning and that’s hard enough. Plus the cops tore your room apart, your husband let you down, and your old boyfriend came back. Your emotions are all over the place.”

Courtney blinked, her eyes glistening.

“Whatever you want, I want for you. But right now, let’s focus on what’s ahead. We have to go to the funeral home.” Julia felt a familiar wrench in her chest, remembering the morning of Mike’s funeral. “You say your final goodbye, and we honor the life of your amazing grandmother.”

“Right, good point. I need to get it together.”

“You got this. One foot in front of the other.”

“It’s going to be a beautiful ceremony.” Courtney wiped her eyes, straightening, and her troubled gaze met Julia’s.

“Everything’s going to be okay, honey.”

“Is it?”

Maybe. “Yes.” Julia managed a smile. “Now let me fix your bow, you pussy.”
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The morning sky had clouded over by the time they reached the funeral home, a neatly kept Victorian of white clapboard with black trim, situated in an open field outside Buckley. The two friends had been silent on the ride, which wasn’t like either of them.

“Court, how are you doing?” Julia asked, driving.

“I’m okay. Thanks for the talk in the room.” Courtney looked over, her expression strained. “One foot in front of the other.”

“Right.” Julia steered into the parking lot, where one of the cars was Mona’s. “Are Mona and Susan here early, too?”

“Yes, they asked, and I told them yes.”

“Of course.” Julia imagined how hard this would be for Kay’s oldest friends. They parked, got out of the car, and walked together to the funeral home. They entered, looking around. There was a hallway with a graceful wooden staircase and to the left was a rectangular parlor with old-fashioned floral wallpaper, a patterned rug, and brown metal chairs in rows.

The funeral director appeared, walking down the hall toward them. He was a short, middle-aged man in a dark suit, with puffy gray hair, wire-rimmed glasses, and a nice smile. “Good morning, ladies. I’m Mel Vitali, and you must be Courtney. I’m sorry about your loss.”

“Thank you.” Courtney introduced Julia, and they shook hands.

“Now is your private time for a final goodbye. Please, come this way.” Mel linked his fingers in front of him, and Julia and Courtney followed him down a long, softly lit hallway and into an anteroom that held a weepy Mona and Susan, dressed in black.

“Courtney, we’re so sorry.” Mona enveloped Courtney in a teary hug, and Susan joined her.

“Courtney, thank you for letting us come.”

“Of course.” Courtney released them, wiping her eyes. “You were sisters to her.”

“We loved her.” Mona sniffled, wiping her nose.

Mel gestured to a closed door. “Courtney, please feel free to go in alone or with Julia. There are no rules. We have some time before guests begin to arrive for the funeral.”

Courtney straightened. “Jules, would you come with me?”

“Of course.” Julia took Courtney’s hand, and they opened the door, then walked into the room together.

A tall bronze urn of Kay’s cremains sat atop a black velvet cloth on a table flanked by lilies and a lovely framed photo of Kay, her eyes dancing behind her glasses and her smile animated with happiness. Julia’s throat caught, and Courtney began to cry. Julia hugged her while deep sobs wracked her body and finally began to subside. Julia spotted a box of tissues, got one, and gave it to Courtney, who wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

“My poor grandma. I’ll miss her forever. I love her so much.”

“She loved you, too.”

“One last thing.” Courtney straightened, her bright eyes glistening with grief. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a note. “I’m going to put this in with her. It says, ‘I love you and I promise you I’ll find whoever stole the rest of your life from you, no matter what it takes.’”

“Good.” Julia’s throat thickened, hoping it was possible.

Courtney opened the urn, tucked the note in, and put the lid back on. “Goodbye, Grandma Kay,” she whispered, hushed.

“Ready to go?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” Julia took her arm, guided her to the door, and opened it onto Mona and Susan, who beelined for her with outstretched arms.

“Oh, dear, come here,” Mona cooed, as Courtney fell into her embrace, and Susan joined in, hugging her.

Just then Julia experienced the flash of a man’s face, cloaked in shadows. His dark eyes burned with ferocity. The image came out of the ether, shocking, terrifying, an inch in front of her, blotting out the anteroom. She froze, stunned.

Just then she felt an agonizing blow to her chest, knocking the wind out of her. She grabbed the doorjamb to steady herself. She couldn’t breathe for a moment. The pain was excruciating.

Suddenly the man’s face began to dematerialize, then vanished, leaving Julia shaking. She was in the anteroom again, her mind reeling. Mona and Susan didn’t notice, their backs turned as they wrapped Courtney in a teary hug.

Julia couldn’t deny it this time. She’d just had a vision. Somehow she knew she’d seen Kay’s killer. She’d felt the gunshot that killed her. She still felt it.

And she’d breathed Kay’s dying breath.
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Julia took her hand from the doorjamb, stunned. She’d just had a vision of the man who murdered Kay. She’d felt the gunshot that mortally wounded her. The agony in Julia’s chest subsided enough that she could breathe. Courtney, Mona, and Susan were drying their eyes, too preoccupied to notice.

Julia masked her pain. She decided this wasn’t the time or the place to tell Courtney. She hadn’t seen the killer’s features through the shadows, so she couldn’t identify him. She walked slowly over to the others.

“Ladies?” Mel the funeral director appeared in the hallway. “The guests have arrived, and it’s time for you to take your seats.”

“Thanks.” Courtney straightened, wiping her eyes, and so did Mona and Susan.

“Please, follow me.” Mel turned, and Mona, Susan, and Courtney followed him down the hallway to the large parlor. Julia took up the rear, trying to compose herself.

Heads began to turn when they entered the parlor, and Julia was touched that the crowd was so large. There were about eighty mourners dressed in black, and each wore a button with Kay’s face on a daisy background. She spotted Alex off to the side, somber in a dark tie and suit, sitting with the Shenandoah Preservation group, which included a class of adorable schoolchildren in matching orange T-shirts. Paul was nowhere in sight.

Julia could see Courtney scan the crowd for him, then they went to their chairs in the front row, next to each other. A white program was on the seat, and its cover showed the same lovely portrait of Kay. Julia bent over and picked it up, feeling the residual ache of the gunshot. She hid it from Courtney and sat down next to her.

Julia’s head roiled with questions. Was Kay trying to tell her who the killer was? If so, why not give a clear picture? Or send a name, even? Or was it Julia’s fault? Maybe she wasn’t able to interpret or receive whatever communication was being sent? What would Helen Davenport do? What would she know that Julia didn’t?

“Everyone, thank you for coming.” Mel stood in front of the gathering. “We’re here to celebrate the life of Kay Patterson, a beloved member of the Buckley community. Everyone here knows of her kindness, her gardening skills, and her volunteerism with Shenandoah Preservation. She made Buckley a better place, and we will miss her dearly. She is predeceased by her husband Morris, her daughter Lily Horan, and son-in-law Ralph Horan, but we are blessed today by the presence of her loving granddaughter Courtney Horan.”

Suddenly there was a commotion at the back of the room. Heads wheeled around to the noise. Everyone burst into alarmed chatter. People started standing up. Somebody gasped. Susan and Mona turned, recoiling. Mel’s eyes flew open.

“Courtney Horan!” Uniformed police were charging toward the front of the parlor. “Is Courtney Horan present?”

“What?” Courtney rose in astonishment, turning around. Julia stood up beside her, shocked at the sight.

“Courtney Horan, we have a warrant for your arrest!” The cops reached Courtney, swarmed her, and hoisted her to her feet, spinning her around.

“No, stop!” Julia reached for her, but a cop elbowed her off.

“You can’t do this!” Susan shouted, and Mona’s hand flew to her mouth. Mel edged backward, aghast. Alarmed chatter rippled through the crowd.

“What’s going on?” Courtney gasped, horrified. “This is my grandmother’s funeral!”

“You have the right to remain silent.” One cop grabbed her purse from her shoulder while another patted her down. Two others wrenched her arms behind her back and handcuffed her. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. Should you wish counsel, one will be appointed for you—”

“Let go of her!” Julia tried to get to Courtney but the cops dragged her down the aisle. Chaos erupted in the parlor. People gasped, craning their necks to see. Somebody fainted in the Shenandoah Preservation group. Children burst into terrified tears. Alex and a teacher rushed to comfort them.

“No, please!” Courtney wailed. “What did I do?”

“No, stop!” Julia hurried after Courtney.

“Why are you doing this?” Courtney shouted, anguished. “You have to tell me—”

“You’re being arrested for the murder of Kay Patterson.”
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Julia hustled down the aisle after the cops. Her heart pounded, her mind reeled. It horrified her that the cops could arrest Courtney for Kay’s murder. She was incredulous that it could happen, that it was happening.

The cops hurried Courtney out of the funeral home to a Buckley cruiser, its big engine idling in a line of others. The show of force shocked Julia. Courtney burst into tears. Mourners piled out of the funeral home, stunned at the sight.

The cops shoved a handcuffed Courtney in the backseat of the cruiser. They took off, their sirens erupting into deafening sound, startling everyone. The noise electrified Julia, spurring her into action. She bolted to her car, fumbled in her purse for her keys, and jumped in. She started the engine and took off after the cruisers.

Julia tried not to panic. Courtney needed her now. There was no one else to help. She accelerated behind the line of cruisers, their sirens rattling her brain. They traveled down winding roads like an emergency caravan. Drivers pulled over as they sped by.

Julia clutched the wheel, accelerating to keep up. She struggled to think, then remembered her lawyer from Mike’s case, Daniel Gross. Daniel would know what to do. She reached for her phone, scrolled Contacts, and pressed the number.

“Daniel Gross here.”

“Daniel, it’s Julia Pritzker, I have an emergency. My friend Courtney was just arrested for murder—”

“I’m sorry, I can’t help—”

“What?” Julia could barely hear him over the blare of the sirens. She pressed the phone against her ear.

“—I’m in the hallway at the courthouse, about to pick a jury.”

“Can you send somebody else from your office?”

“No, my partner’s with me.”

“Do you know anybody who could help me?”

“Yes, a great criminal lawyer who owes me a favor. I’ll text you the contact info, and you follow up. I’ve gotta go now. Good luck.”

“Okay, thanks.” Julia hung up. Her phone pinged with Daniel’s text. She opened it and read the name: Bennie Rosato, Esq. Julia prayed Bennie was a good lawyer. She called the number, and it rang once before it was answered.

“Rosato,” said the voice, clearly a woman’s, which took her by surprise.

“I’m Julia Pritzker, and Daniel Gross said you owe him a favor—”

“Fair enough, what do you need?”

Thank God. “My best friend Courtney just got arrested for her grandmother’s murder, and that’s crazy. I swear to you, she didn’t kill her grandmother, she’d never kill anybody.” Julia could hear her words running together. “And they arrested her at the funeral—”

“Excuse me, tell me where you are.”

“Outside of Buckley somewhere. I’m following the police wherever they’re taking her.” Julia sped up when the cruisers accelerated onto a wider road. Trees whizzed by, and billboards for McDonald’s and Parx Casino.

“I’m online and I think you’re going to Weaverton. It’s a bigger police station than Buckley.”

“That sounds familiar.” Julia remembered somebody saying Detective Kowalski worked in Weaverton. “Will you meet me there? I don’t know what to do—”

“I can’t get there till tonight. I’m in Philly and I have a hearing this afternoon.”

Shit! “What do I do until then? We can’t just let them take her! This is a nightmare!”

“Here’s what happens next.” Bennie’s tone remained steady. “They’re going to book her and formally take her into custody. When you get there, tell the police I represent her and give them my number.”

“But I doubt they’ll give her the number, I think they’re crooked. They searched our rooms as payback for—”

“They’ll give her the number. They have to.”

“How do I get bail? Where? I have money, I’ll pay anything!” Julia squeezed the wheel, driving fast. The cops zoomed ahead like a motorcade. Cars pulled over to let them pass.

“Unfortunately, murder is not a bailable offense in Pennsylvania.”

“What?” Julia asked, shocked. “Does that mean what it sounds like?”

“Yes, it means she can’t get bail. She stays in jail until trial.”

“Oh my God!” Julia cried, distraught. “This is wrong, so wrong! She has a job, she has a life!” Suddenly her phone screen showed a call from Gianluca on FaceTime. He’d be with Leni at the pediatrician’s. Her gut wrenched. She had to let the call go to voicemail.

“You can help her.”

“How?” Julia wailed, the sirens scrambling her thoughts. She tried to keep it together, driving too fast.

“They’re going to interview her there. A detective will do the interviewing, whoever’s on the grandmother’s case. Do you know who that is?”

“Yes, Detective Kowalski. Courtney’s been trying to get him on the phone—”

“Kowalski might interview her with another detective, a cop, or the on-call A.D.A. Courtney can’t talk to them, not a word. You know that, right?”

“Yes, right.”

“But you can talk to them. I want you to get yourself in that interview room.”

“Okay.” Julia got a grip. “I’ll go in with her, I don’t want her to go alone. She must be scared out of her mind.”

“The issue is it won’t be easy to get in. They don’t have an obligation to admit you because you’re not a lawyer and Courtney’s not a minor.”

“So how do I get in?”

“They’ll let you if they think they can’t get the interview otherwise.”

“Okay, what do I do?”

“Convince them.”

“How?” Julia gritted her teeth, driving at speed.

“Use your common sense. Tell them she needs her best friend. You’re two young women, freaking out because one of you was arrested. You’re upstanding citizens with no criminal records, I assume—”

“Of course!”

“—and we’re going to use that to our advantage. They’ll underestimate you. They’ll think they have the upper hand, but they don’t, right?”

“They don’t?”

“No. She has you and me. We’re going to fight for her, starting now.”

Whoa. Julia rallied, racing after the cops. “Okay, so you want me to get into the interview. Why?”

“First, make sure that she doesn’t say anything. If she does, tell her to shut up and—”

“I would never talk to her like that.”

“Okay, tell her that her lawyer said shut up.”

Julia let it go. “Okay, but again, why am I doing this?”

“Your job is to find out what they have that supports the murder charge. Any facts at all. Ask them any question you can think of.”

“Why can’t this wait until you get here? You’re the expert.”

“I know, and that’s why you’re the one to do this. We have a unique opportunity here. The cops will want to interview Courtney and hear everything she’s going to say. They would love to do it without her lawyer. That’s where you come in. They’ll tell you more about their case than they’d tell me. The more we know, the better for Courtney. Understand?”

“Yes,” Julia said, swallowing hard.

“If you’re not up to it, say so. Do you want to do it or not?”
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Julia parked in front of the Weaverton police station, which was a long rectangle of well-maintained brick with windowed wings on both sides and a flat roof. The cruisers bearing Courtney passed through a cyclone gate in a fenced-in yard to the right, topped with concertina wire. A sign read Official Vehicles Only.

Julia grabbed her purse and jumped out of the car, trying to ignore the residual ache in her chest. She had no idea when it would go away, but she couldn’t worry about it now. She hurried to the entrance past uniformed cops flowing in and out, newly aware of their handcuffs, nightsticks, and holstered guns. She’d looked to the police after Mike’s murder, praying they’d find his killer. Now she feared their power and its trappings. They could lock up an innocent woman, and no one could stop them.

Julia entered the station and found herself in a waiting room that was more modern and institutional than the one at Buckley. It was a square of dingy white drywall lined with bucket seats of blue plastic, all of which were empty. Official plaques, portraits, and notices hung next to a bulletin board covered with laminated memos and bulletins. An American flag and the blue Pennsylvania flag flanked a grayed-out window of scratchy bulletproof glass, behind which sat a uniformed cop.

Julia crossed to the window and introduced herself. “My friend Courtney Horan was just arrested. I need to talk to the detective on the case. His name is Kowalski.”

“Take a seat. I’ll let him know you’re here. If she’s in Booking, it will take a while.”

“Okay, thanks.” Julia stepped away from the window and sat down, nervous and preoccupied. She hated to think that Courtney was being fingerprinted like a common criminal, accused of the murder of her own grandmother.

Julia felt shaken to her foundations. This was beyond payback; something else had to be going on. The Buckley police had to be framing Courtney. Julia didn’t know how or why. She felt like the police station was enemy territory.

Julia glanced reflexively at her phone and remembered that Gianluca had called from the pediatrician’s office. She felt guilty, then realized she could catch the end of the visit. She stepped outside, stood a distance from the entrance, and FaceTimed him.

Gianluca popped onto the screen, frowning. “Julia, you missed the call.”

“I’m sorry.” Julia felt taken aback. He didn’t usually anger easily. “You won’t believe this, but—”

“It doesn’t matter, we have a problem here. Leni’s in with the doctor.”

Please God. Julia felt her heart stop. “What is it?”

“She’s fine, but the doctor demanded I step out of the room. He claims they have to examine her for signs of sexual abuse. They suspect me of molesting her.”

“What?” Julia said, shocked. “What are you talking about?”

“I told him she slept in our bed while you were away, then she started bedwetting. I told him she wasn’t sleeping or eating well and about the imaginary friend.” Gianluca reddened, furious. “He said those are typical symptoms of sexual abuse, and with you away, he suspects me.”

“Are you serious?” Julia felt outraged for him. “That’s insane!”

“You should have heard the questions he asked me! The thought turns my stomach.” Gianluca’s lip curled in disgust. “She doesn’t know this doctor. She’s in there crying. I don’t even want to think what he’s doing to her. Do you hear her? Listen!” Gianluca held the phone against a closed white door, and Julia’s heart lurched at the sound of Leni wailing at the top of her lungs.

“Oh my God!”

“A pompous ass!” Gianluca’s florid face reappeared. “He’s traumatizing her. He’s putting her through that for nothing, absolutely nothing. I hope he’s pleased with himself. You bring a child in for a routine exam, and they accuse you of the most heinous thing. My parents are beside themselves.”

Julia’s heart sank. She hadn’t known his parents were there. They’d be mortified, too.

“Dr. Isabella never would have made such an absurd accusation. She’d know it’s ridiculous.” Gianluca raked back his hair. “Hold on, the idiot doctor’s calling me. I assume he’s finished torturing our daughter.”

The white door opened, and Gianluca took a sobbing Leni from a young doctor and they started arguing in Italian. Julia couldn’t hear them over Leni’s crying.

“Bravo, dottore! Grazie!” Gianluca said to the doctor, sarcastically. “Julia, he’s letting us go now. Their ridiculous and intrusive examination of our daughter showed no physical evidence of molestation, yet he maintains he has to file a report about his suspicions with the authorities.”

“My God, I’m so sorry.” Julia felt horrified. If she’d been there, it never would have happened.

“They’ll be following up with me. They need to schedule interviews with Leni and me.”

“I don’t believe this!”

“Nor do I, but I need to calm down. I don’t want to upset her more than she already is.” Gianluca started walking, struggled to hold the phone and a weeping Leni. “Also the test results came back showing no urinary tract infection.”

“Can I talk to her?”

“Of course.” Gianluca held the phone in front of Leni, and her little face came onscreen, her eyes puffy and her pink skin mottled.

“Mommy!” Leni smiled and cried at the same time, and Julia choked up, realizing they hadn’t spoken in days.

“I’m so happy to see you, honey!”

“When… are you… coming home?” Leni asked between sobs.

Oh no. Julia’s heart felt torn in half. She wanted to be with Leni, but that would have to wait. Now that Courtney had been arrested, Julia didn’t know when she could leave. She reminded herself that her daughter wasn’t sick and she was in excellent hands.

“Leni, I’ll be home soon.”

“Mommy, are you… okay?” Leni’s lower lip quivered, and her chest heaved in her flowered dress.

“Of course, I’m fine!” Julia put on a grin, but behind her, a fleet of cruisers zoomed from the parking lot, their sirens bursting into ear-splitting sound.

“Mommy!” Leni cried harder, since even a toddler knew sirens meant danger.

“I’m fine, Leni!” Julia shouted over the sirens. “Gianluca, I’m sorry, I’m at the police station.”

“I hear,” Gianluca shot back, coming onscreen. “What are you doing there?”

“Courtney’s been arrested for her grandmother’s murder.”

“What?” Gianluca’s mouth dropped open. “How can that happen?”

“I think the police are—” Julia stopped herself. “I think the police are crazy.”

“They must be! Poor Courtney! How is she feeling?”

“I’m waiting to speak with her. She’s upset, I’m sure.”

“How horrible, after the death of her grandmother.”

Julia could hear Leni crying louder. “You should probably go.”

“I should. Call me later?”

“Of course, yes, goodbye. Love you.”

“Goodbye.”

Leni cried, “Mommy, come home!”

“Love you,” Julia said, but Gianluca had already ended the call. She stood for a moment, trying to absorb everything that was going on. The sirens receded into the distance, and uniformed cops hustled in and out of the station, puffy in their insulated jackets and bulletproof vests.

Suddenly her phone rang, and she didn’t recognize the number, but she picked up. “Hello?”

“Julia, it’s Susan. Is Courtney okay? I can’t believe they arrested her!”

“I can’t, either. I haven’t seen her yet.”

“Why do they think she killed Kay? Have they lost their minds?”

“I know, it’s awful. We got her a good lawyer though.”

“Well done. Listen, I’m calling about the funeral. Everyone is still here, and they will stay if we’re going to hold it. Mel doesn’t want to go forward without Courtney’s permission. I think it should be her decision, too. That’s what Kay would want.”

“I agree. Can we postpone until I speak with her? I’m hoping to within the hour.”

“Yes, I’ll tell him.” Susan clucked. “My Lord, what are the police thinking?”

“I don’t know.” Julia noticed through the window in the door that two men in suits were approaching. “But I’m about to find out.”
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Detective William Kowalski turned out to be a tall, taciturn man in his fifties with sharp blue eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses and salt-and-pepper hair in a neat cut. He had on a gray suit with a patterned tie, making a trimly professional appearance. He retrieved Julia from the waiting room, escorted her through another door that read OFFICIAL PERSONNEL ONLY, and took her aside. He introduced her to his partner, Detective Joe Brennan, who was stocky with hazel eyes set close together, big freckles on fair skin, and shaggy brown hair. His nose was gouged at the tip, as if he’d had something removed.

“Thank you for seeing me.” Julia acted braver than she felt. “I’m Courtney’s best friend, and she’s being represented by Bennie Rosato, who should be here later tonight.”

“Rosato?” Detective Kowalski frowned slightly. “Out of Philly?”

“Yes.” Julia could tell he recognized the name. “Can I see Courtney?”

“No. Only immediate family until she’s in prison and submits a visitors’ list.”

“Did you interview her?”

“Not yet. She’s still in Booking.”

“Do you interview her even if her lawyer said she shouldn’t talk?”

“Yes. We need to hear that from her. If she tells us she doesn’t want to talk to us, we end the interview.”

“I wish I could be there when you do.” Julia remembered Bennie’s advice. “She’s upset, and this is so hard for her. She didn’t do anything wrong, and she was arrested at her grandmother’s funeral, for God’s sake. Her husband isn’t even here.”

Detective Kowalski said nothing.

“I’ve known her all my life, and I knew her grandmother. I probably have a lot of information you could use, if you want to interview me.”

Detective Kowalski’s eyebrows lifted. “Fine.”

“But I don’t want you to interview me without her, and I don’t want you to interview her without me.”

Detective Kowalski pressed his thin lips together. “For your information, we can interview you anytime we want.”

Gulp. “Don’t you need a subpoena or a warrant?” Julia asked, trying to remember any criminal law from before.

“No. We need neither for an interview that’s noncustodial.”

“But I could say no, couldn’t I?”

“Yes.”

Julia saw an opening. “Well, I would say yes if I could be there when you interview Courtney. Together, maybe we could hash it out, even with her not talking. I know a lot about her grandmother’s murder.”

Detective Kowalski blinked.

The interview room held a metal table and a few blue bucket chairs. Blank waiver forms sat on the table, along with a chewed-up pen. There was nothing on the walls except an embedded mirror. A videocamera was mounted near the ceiling. The fluorescent lighting was harsh, and the air smelled like stale cigarettes.

Julia sat next to Courtney, trying to stay in control. She’d tried not to cry when she first saw Courtney, but it wasn’t easy. Courtney’s eyes were bloodshot and puffy. Her hands were handcuffed in front of her, so she had to bend over to scratch her face. Her black suit was wrinkled, and the bow of her blouse was undone again.

Detective William Kowalski sat erect, with a legal pad in front of him. Detective Brennan slid a stenographer’s pad and a Cross pen from the pocket of his navy sportjacket as the interview began.

“I don’t understand why I’m here,” Courtney blurted out, her lower lip trembling. “You really think I killed my grandmother? My grandmother who I love?”

Julia touched her arm. “Courtney, the lawyer told me to tell you not to say anything.” She turned to Detective Kowalski. “I told you, she’s not going to speak.”

Detective William Kowalski nodded. “Ms. Horan, are you exercising your right against self-incrimination?”

“Yes,” Courtney answered, nodding shakily.

“Fine, but I believe in laying my cards on the table.” Detective Kowalski kept his gaze on Courtney and opened his palms. “I can explain your situation, and you might understand why it would be in your best interest to cooperate with us.”

“Okay.” Julia answered for Courtney, preparing herself to remember everything he said. “But talk to me, not her.”

Detective Kowalski ignored Julia, eyeing Courtney. “This morning, we conducted a search of your motel room. We discovered what we believe to be the weapon used to kill your grandmother.”

Courtney gasped. “That’s not possible!”

Oh my God. Julia shot Courtney a warning glance. “I don’t understand. The state police found the murder weapon in the field. It was a ghost gun.”

“That wasn’t the murder weapon. The gun recovered from Ms. Horan’s room was the murder weapon.”

What? “How do you know?”

“It’s been tested.”

“Was the murder weapon a conventional gun or a ghost gun?”

Detective Kowalski hesitated. “The latter.”

Two ghost guns? Julia couldn’t process it fast enough. “Courtney had nothing to do with the murder of her grandmother. She loved her grandmother. She’s heartbroken that she died.” Julia bore down. “The cops must’ve put it there. They planted it. They’re framing her. That’s the only possible explanation, and it fits everything they’re doing—”

“Why would they frame her?”

“I don’t know, but something really bad is going on here. The cops are in some kind of conspiracy.” Julia controlled herself, but her heart was pounding. “I’m telling you, she wouldn’t have anything to do with her grandmother’s murder. Why would she want her grandmother dead?”

“To inherit money and land, like you.”

Julia felt taken aback. Courtney’s wet eyes flared. They both fell silent a beat.

“Ms. Pritzker, we understand that you inherited an estate in Tuscany when your grandmother died a few years ago. The related case was international news. There was a police conspiracy against you, like you’re claiming here.” Detective Kowalski’s eyes narrowed. “So maybe you’re running the same play. Maybe you gave your friend here some ideas.”

“No.” Julia recoiled, shocked to hear her past used against Courtney. “That’s just not true.”

Detective Kowalski remained impassive. “The Patterson farm is worth money. That’s motive enough.”

Julia swallowed hard, trying not to panic. “She didn’t do it. She would never do such a thing.”

“I didn’t kill my grandmother!” Courtney interjected, newly teary. “I told you I saw the guy who killed her, he ran out the back door, I chased him to a truck, and he took her basket!”

Julia worried that Courtney was talking too much.

Detective Kowalski frowned. “Ms. Horan, we have your previous statement. We have questions about whether it’s true.”

“It’s true!” Courtney raised her voice.

“Court, please, let me do the talking.” Julia prayed she would clam up.

Detective Kowalski faced Courtney. “You work for a company that sells office equipment, including 3D printers. You printed a gun, went to your grandmother’s house, and shot her. You staged the scene. You concealed the gun on your person. Then you called 911 and fabricated the story about seeing the killer and chasing him to the truck.”

Courtney opened her mouth, but Julia cut her off. “If she did that, why would she call you?”

“To set up the false story. Do you know how many perpetrators call 911 after they commit a crime? We had a burglary last year, and the perpetrator did that.” Detective Kowalski eyed Courtney, linking his fingers. “In addition, your actions since that day have been consistent with guilt. You breached the perimeter search by the state police. You demanded to know what they were doing and see what they recovered.”

Julia spoke quickly, so Courtney wouldn’t. “I don’t know what’s wrong with that. It was about her grandmother.”

“You met with Chief Glushenko and quizzed him extensively.”

“We asked him what was going on.”

“He told you he had no information, but you wouldn’t let it go.”

“We wanted to know. He was hostile to us, and at the very least, he was passing the buck. She called you several times but you didn’t answer.”

“You didn’t stop at gathering information, though. You obstructed justice.”

“What? How?” Julia asked, increasingly anxious. She was starting to worry that an innocent set of facts could be twisted to make Courtney look guilty.

“You trespassed on Samuel’s property and entered his home. You searched his home and sent his pictures to me. How do we know what evidence you took away, or added? You’ve interfered with the investigation and continued to do so, even after you were told not to by Chief Glushenko.”

“It’s because we cared about finding Kay’s killer!”

“Or because you were tracking our investigation to find out if we were closing in on you.” Detective Kowalski spoke to Courtney directly. “Or to deflect suspicion from yourself.”

“That’s not why,” Julia answered, for Courtney. “She did those things because you didn’t call her back and the cops weren’t acting quickly enough. She’s been trying to get your attention. She told you the truth.” Julia had a thought. “You have Kay’s phone, don’t you? Her friends Mona and Susan think Kay took a picture of the object from the missing basket. We told Glushenko, I hope he told you. Have you looked on Kay’s phone?”

“We did, and we didn’t see a picture of any strange object.”

Shit. “Maybe it wouldn’t look strange. It could look like something she found at a clean-up. It could be any photo she took that day.”

“We looked at her photo library on Sunday, the day of the last clean-up. There were none taken.”

No. “They could’ve been deleted by the Buckley cops. Isn’t that possible?”

“We’ll look into it,” Detective Kowalski said in a tone that suggested otherwise.

“Plus you should be investigating Samuel Palkovich. He was stalking Kay. You have the proof. Did you put out an alert for him?”

“He’s not the one who had the murder weapon in his room.”

Julia wanted more information. “What about the Shoemaker murder, at McKenna’s? McKenna went missing. What if the murders are related somehow?”

“I’ve heard of that case. It was way before my time, in 1999. It’s cold. We have a long-standing warrant out for McKenna. We haven’t had any calls or hits on him in any databases.”

Detective Brennan interjected, “You have no idea of the number of fugitives walking around, every day. People evade arrest warrants, bench warrants. We don’t have the manpower to chase them down. We have to rely on other jurisdictions. It’s not like on TV.”

Julia couldn’t let it go. “Glushenko told us there was a file in the archives. Maybe you could look into that?”

“That’s not what’s concerning us right now.” Detective Kowalski folded his arms. “What’s concerning me is that there’s no evidence substantiating Ms. Horan’s story, and after the discovery of the murder weapon, we find her unworthy of belief. There’s no other witness or any other corroboration, and without it, her word is worthless.”

“There’s me,” Julia blurted out, not knowing where she was going. “I could be a witness for her. I was on FaceTime with Courtney when she found Kay in the living room.”

“You’re her friend, so you’re impeachable.”

“I saw the killer’s face.”

Courtney looked over, confused.

“How?” Detective Kowalski asked. “You weren’t there at the time of the murder, were you?”

“No, but I saw him, in my mind,” Julia answered, hiding her nervousness. “Today, when Courtney was saying her final goodbye, I saw who killed Kay.”

“You did?” Courtney gasped. “You had a vision, a real vision? I knew it! I knew you could do it!”

Julia cringed. “I wasn’t trying. It just happened.”

“Was it Grandma Kay, sending you a message?”

“I don’t know,” Julia answered, feeling exposed in front of the detectives, who were watching them in disbelief. “And I felt a pain in my chest, right where she was shot, too. It still hurts. It was horrible.”

“Oh my God!” Courtney’s bloodshot eyes flared wide open.

Detective Kowalski threw up his hands. “What the hell are you two up to? Is this a joke?”

Detective Brennan started laughing. “Are you both crazy?”

“No, I think I have psychic abilities.” Julia heard herself say, realizing she was speaking her truth. She knew she hadn’t imagined the vision or dreamed it this time. “I saw Kay’s killer in a vision, but I couldn’t see his face clearly.”

“In a vision? What does that even mean?”

“I saw his face in front of me. I saw darkness and shadows, like black shards—”

“So he’s Black?”

“No, I think he’s white but I couldn’t see his features well enough to give you a description.” Julia went on, despite their reaction. “Some people do have psychic abilities, you know. My mentor was a medium who worked with Scotland Yard.”

“You have a medium mentor?” Detective Kowalski asked with a smirk.

Julia ignored it. “Yes. Helen Davenport.”

“Can we call her, to substantiate this?”

“No, she passed away.”

“How convenient,” Detective Kowalski wisecracked.

Detective Brennan snorted. “Call her on the psychic hotline.”

Julia let that go, too. “Google her. She was prominent.”

“We’ll get right on that,” Detective Kowalski said dryly.

Detective Brennan snickered, turning to Julia. “If you think you’re helping your friend right now, you’re doing the exact opposite.”

“But it’s true.” Julia bore down. “I realized I had these abilities when my first husband was killed, in that case you read about in the papers.”

Detective Kowalski arched an eyebrow. “It didn’t say so online.”

“They kept it out, on purpose. The Italian police didn’t want the press to know I helped solve the crime.”

Detective Kowalski suppressed a smile. “Why didn’t Ms. Horan mention it in her statement then?”

“I didn’t think I had to,” Courtney interjected, sniffling. “There was no way in the world I thought you would suspect me of killing my grandmother. I loved her!” She moved to wipe her eyes, but the handcuffs stopped her. “You disrespected her funeral! It would break her heart to see what you’re doing and—”

“Detectives, this interview is over.” Julia interrupted her, for her own good. “We’re not going to talk to you anymore. I need to speak with Courtney alone about how to proceed with her grandmother’s funeral.”

“Fine, but make it quick.”

“Thank you.” Julia and Courtney exchanged glances as Detective Kowalski rose and Detective Brennan left the room. Only when the door was safely shut did Julia hug Courtney, who broke down.

“What do we… do…” Courtney couldn’t hug her back, handcuffed. “I’m in jail… you can’t bail me out… what about Paul… and work… What if I’m here… for good… I could get… a life sentence…”

“I’m so sorry, honey. We have a great lawyer now. We have to have hope.”

“Jules… listen… you had a vision…” Courtney hiccupped a sob, then met Julia’s gaze directly, her eyes reddish and filled with tears. “You saw who killed her… you felt the gunshot…”

“I know, I didn’t get a chance to tell you before, I’m sorry.”

“So that means you can… solve this… you can use your power… you can get me out of here…”

Julia gasped, stricken when she realized what Courtney was asking her to do. “Courtney, hold on, I want to, but I don’t know if I can.”

“Why not… of course you can… you got a vision… it’s for sure now…”

“But I didn’t know I was going to get that vision. I don’t know why she didn’t show me the whole face. It doesn’t make any sense—”

“You have to… believe in yourself… you have to figure it out…”

“No, I can’t, it’s not like that—”

“Yes… it is…” Courtney’s eyes burned with desperation, and Julia tried to figure it out on the fly, just as desperate.

“But there’s so many things I got no vision of, no premonition of. I didn’t know the cops were going to search our rooms, plant a gun, or arrest you. I didn’t even know about the pictures in Samuel’s cabin. I didn’t know any of it. I had no warning whatsoever—”

“Still… you got a vision today… and you have to make yourself… keep them coming… communicate… with Grandma Kay… find out who killed her… and get me out of here…”

“Courtney, I can’t summon her, I can’t conjure her, I can only allow—”

“I know I said… I didn’t want you… to help… but I need you now… Jules, if you don’t… I could be here forever… I don’t need a lawyer… I need a psychic…”

“Okay, okay, I’ll try, I swear—”

“Please…”

“I will, I’ll try, I promise.”

Just then the cop opened the door, motioning them apart. “That’s it, ladies! Time to go, Miss Pritzker. Break it up.”

“One last thing, sir.” Julia released Courtney, trying to collect her thoughts.

The cop nodded curtly. “Make it fast!”

“Courtney, the funeral home needs to know if they can go ahead with the funeral. What do you want them to do?”

“Yes, I guess… all those people… she deserves that… but now I can’t go…” Courtney couldn’t wipe her eyes, so Julia brushed a tear from her cheek.

“I think it’s the right choice, and—”

“She wanted me to… scatter her ashes… in her garden…”

“We’ll scatter them when you get out.”

“Okay.” Courtney tried to rally, straightening. “Jules… get me out.”
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Julia left the interview room shaken, her thoughts in utter turmoil as she followed the cop down the hall. She’d just made a promise to Courtney that she had to keep, but she didn’t know how. She flashed on a time back in college that Courtney had done her the solid of the century, for which Julia would owe her forever. It was a chit that Courtney would never call in, but one that Julia would never forget.

They’d been studying in their dorm room when someone had knocked on the door. Who is it? Courtney called out, rising.

Campus police, answered an authoritative male voice.

They’d exchanged looks, and Courtney crossed to the door and opened it to find a campus cop standing with two men in suits and ties.

We’re here to speak with Julia Pritzker. I’m Officer Jefferson and these are Detectives Ryers and Backe.

I’m Julia, she said, already on her feet.

We need to speak with you about someone. Do you know this man? The campus cop pulled a piece of paper from his pocket, unfolded it, and showed it to Julia, who was alarmed to see it was a photo of her crush, Matt Winger.

Oh yes. His name is Matt Winger. I met him at the library and just saw him again at a party.

When was the party?

Sunday night. Julia still felt cranky at Courtney for making her leave.

Where was the party?

Off-campus.

And what happened between you and Winger at the party?

We talked a little, that’s all.

What about?

He asked me to leave with him, but I didn’t. Julia glanced at Courtney. Then I went back in, but he was already leaving with another girl.

Can you describe her?

She was pretty, with long red hair.

Courtney interjected, Officer, what’s this about?

The campus cop pursed his lips, folding up the photo. Matt Winger is not this man’s real name.

What is? Julia asked, confused.

I can’t divulge that information. He uses several aliases. He’s posing as a student at the business school, but he’s not registered there.

Julia felt shocked. Why are you looking for him?

We have reason to believe he sexually assaulted a woman that night, a redhead at the same party.

Julia gasped. Courtney looked over, stricken.

Ms. Pritzker, would you come with us to make a statement? It would be what you just told me, nothing more. We’d also like to show you a photo of the victim and see if you can identify her.

Of course. Julia realized that she’d had a near-miss that night. If not for Courtney’s making her leave, she could have been assaulted.

Courtney grabbed her coat. I’m coming with.

Thanks. Julia caught Courtney’s eye. Really, thank you for everything. I owe you, big-time.

Nah. Courtney smiled, softly. I got you, girl.

Julia’s throat caught at the memory, as she headed for the exit door. She never found out if Winger went to jail because she was never called to testify against him, but she owed Courtney so much for saving her that night.

Julia felt the weight of her promise to Courtney and, at the same time, realized that she’d come to a turning point. Maybe she wasn’t an experienced medium who could summon a vision or conjure up a soul, but she knew now that she had some psychic ability. She just had to figure out how to wield that power to free Courtney.

Julia pushed through the door, entered the waiting room, and paused to text Susan about the funeral, then left the station. She was hurrying down the steps to her car when she noticed Alex hustling toward her, his forehead creased with concern.

Julia’s heart lifted at the sight of him, knowing how much he cared about Courtney and grateful to have an ally. She flagged him down, and they met at her car. “Alex, thanks for coming.”

“Of course, sorry it took me so long. The kids were upset. I heard you got in to see her.”

Julia blinked, surprised. “Yes, how do you know?”

“A friend on the force, Tim Pavalka. How is she?”

“Not good. Sorry you can’t get in to see her.”

“Me, too, but I knew I couldn’t. I came here for you. Tim told me you were here and that the cops found a ghost gun in her room.”

“Yes, I think they planted it to frame her.”

“Of course they did.” Alex set his jaw. “They’re corrupt as shit.” He glanced over his shoulder, his wary gaze following a cruiser passing through the fenced gate. “They don’t want her to keep asking questions about Kay’s murder.”

“That’s what I think, too.” Julia felt validated, which was somehow worse. “Or they could have been worried that Courtney found out what the missing piece was, after we met with Glushenko.”

“True. They know she went to Samuel’s and found the stalker photos, but they don’t know what else she learned there.”

“Or we could have gone to the grocery store where Kay shopped that last time. We told Glushenko to task Kowalski with that.”

“Right, so that could be it, too. By framing Courtney, they get her out of the way and they discredit her.”

“So who do you think is doing this, and why?”

Alex leaned over, lowering his voice. “Tim says there are white supremacists on the Buckley force. Like, neo-Nazis.”

“What?” Julia gasped.

“It’s not a big surprise if you grew up around here. The fed and the state mishandled the mine fire, so nobody trusts the government here. They never will. They lost their homes because of it, and their hometowns. They’ll feel betrayed forever.” Alex shook his head. “Believe me, I get it. I feel the same way.”

“So how does that get to be neo-Nazi? You’re not a neo-Nazi.”

“Some people pick up a gun, I picked up a shovel. I’m a science guy. For a better answer, you’d have to ask a shrink.” Alex shrugged. “All I know is Pennsylvania has the second most active neo-Nazi groups north of the Mason-Dixon line. We’re home to the Keystone United, a group of neo-Nazis founded in Harrisburg, the state capital. They have branches in Carlisle, Wilkes-Barre, Scranton, and Pittsburgh. Philly, too.”

Julia recoiled. “They have branches, like a bank?”

“Yeah, they marched in Harrisburg a few years ago. They carried red and black flags, the Nazi colors, with an American pitbull in the center.” Alex moved a strand of long hair from a furrowed brow. “Keystone United is Pennsylvania’s biggest neo-Nazi group and they’re growing. I don’t know if the Buckley cops are Keystone United or any other group.”

Julia shuddered. “Who do you think is a neo-Nazi? Is Glushenko?”

“Tim doesn’t know for sure and he can’t prove anything. I always hated Glushenko, and the feeling is mutual. He jokes about me being a Marxist, like he knows what it means.”

“Do you think that’s another reason they framed Courtney, because she’s Black?”

“I don’t know that, but it could be a factor.”

“What about Kay? Did you think race was a factor with her?”

“Maybe, but if so, why now?”

“Then the main reason is the missing piece from the basket, it has to be.” Julia tried to sort her thoughts, grateful for a sounding board. “So we’re really saying that the Buckley police killed Kay and are framing Courtney?”

“If they didn’t kill Kay, I can’t explain why they’d plant a gun on Courtney. So either they did it, or they know who did it and are protecting them.” Alex’s blue eyes hardened. “Tim was one of the arresting officers. Even he thinks the case is bogus.”

“Why’d he arrest her then?”

“He had no choice. Weaverton has to offer mutual aid when Buckley asks for the assist. Their only role is to help execute the arrest warrant. I called a lawyer I know to see if he’d represent her.”

“We got Bennie Rosato,” Julia told him, filling him in.

“That’s good. Also I came to tell you that I went to Samuel’s house this morning. He still wasn’t there. His car is gone but the horse is back, so he came back and swapped.”

“So he took his car. That suggests he wanted to go farther, right?”

Alex nodded begrudgingly. “There’s more. I went inside, and the photographs of Kay are gone, too.”

“Shit.” Julia tried to understand how Samuel fit in. “He was stalking Kay and he just removed the proof. That’s hiding evidence. He has to be trying to get away with murder. Somehow, he was in cahoots with the police.”

“That’s not possible.” Alex pursed his lips. “I told you, he’s in cahoots with nobody, least of all the Buckley cops. He hates cops. He’s Wavy Gravy, for God’s sake.”

“Why do you keep defending him?” Julia asked, mystified. “He’s running away for a reason. He might be gone for good.”

“But I know him. He’d never hurt Kay. He’d never hurt anything.” Alex shook his head. “Any stray animal we find on the clean-ups, he takes to the wildlife rescue, hours away.”

Julia couldn’t process it fast enough. “I don’t have all the answers, but I still think he’s involved. But I admit, an unrequited crush doesn’t square with my theory about the missing object.”

“Not at all.”

“We should go. Courtney wants the funeral to go ahead, so let’s go back.”

“Before we go, give me your contact information. This way we can talk without everybody seeing.” Alex glanced over his shoulder again. “You never know who’s watching.”
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Julia took a seat in the back of the funeral parlor, and Alex left to join the volunteers and kids from Shenandoah Preservation. They’d arrived in time for the last speaker, a young teacher who spoke about Kay’s personality, sense of humor, and service to the community. The mourners listened, their heads bent in grief, and there was an undercurrent of shock and confusion in the aftermath of Courtney’s arrest.

Julia tried to keep it together, her emotions all over the place. She felt terrified to think white supremacists were the ones who framed Courtney. She wracked her brain, going over their conversation with Glushenko, trying to suss out if he was behind some sort of conspiracy. Meanwhile thoughts of Samuel and his stalker photographs flashed through her mind. She couldn’t help but suspect him of killing Kay and wondered if Alex liked Samuel too much to be objective about him.

The funeral ended, and Mel and his staff handed Shasta daisies to the mourners, a poignant touch that Kay herself had arranged. Each mourner went to the front of the room and placed a daisy at the base of the urn, and Julia watched as the pile of flowers grew higher, the cheery yellow centers, soft white petals, and verdant green stems of the daisies a beautiful natural tribute to a loving gardener.

Alex led the Shenandoah Preservation group to the urn, where they placed their daisies, then helped the children do the same, each one on tiptoe to reach the pedestal, a sight that set everyone’s eyes brimming. Mona and Susan went next as a bittersweet pair, and Julia fought to remain in emotional control. She was waiting respectfully until last, since she felt as if she were standing in Courtney’s shoes.

She flashed on the vision of the killer she had at the urn last time. Her heart began to beat faster at the prospect that it could happen again, in front of everyone. She didn’t know if she would experience the same agonizing chest pain, feeling the impact of the mortal gunshot wound. She never knew what to expect.

The notion terrified Julia until she realized that maybe she could get a different vision, one that could show the killer’s face. She felt mentally pulled in different directions, both afraid of another vision but at the same time, welcoming one.

She thought of Courtney’s note in the urn and her vow to find Kay’s killer. Maybe Julia could solve the crime right now.

She approached the urn, holding her breath. She felt Alex, Mona, Susan, and everyone else watching her, knowing she was Courtney’s best friend. Julia placed her daisy on the pile before the urn, on tenterhooks. She had no vision and experienced no chest pain. She turned away slowly, ready for anything, but nothing happened. She felt a wave of sadness that she was no closer to finding Kay’s killer than before.

“Julia,” Mona said, coming to her side with Susan. They opened their arms for a hug, and Julia hugged them both, sharing their grief.

The sun was setting by the time Julia left the funeral home. She’d regained her composure, but she was reeling from Courtney’s arrest. She felt like half of her was missing, with her best friend behind bars. It was topsy-turvy that she’d gone to Kay’s funeral without Courtney. It was even strange to be in Courtney’s hometown without Courtney.

Julia walked to her car, climbed inside, and closed the door, realizing that her chest didn’t hurt as much as it had before. The ache was finally going away. On impulse, she peeked under her blouse and checked her skin. There was nothing there, not even a bruise. She shook her head, confounded. Her psychic ability was a puzzle with missing pieces.

Reflexively she started to turn on the car ignition, then caught herself. She had nowhere to go. She wasn’t sure what to do next. She sat a moment, trying to collect her thoughts. So much had been happening that she couldn’t wrap her mind around. There was no pattern to what she foresaw and what she didn’t. She felt more confused than ever, but she had to find a way to use her powers to free Courtney.

Her thoughts turned to Gianluca, and she worried about him, too. It struck her that his being accused of sexual abuse was yet another thing that she hadn’t foreseen or gotten any premonition of. She could only imagine how upset he was, how shaken. She wanted to check in on him, and it would be evening in Tuscany. She called him on FaceTime, and he picked up after one ring.

“Hi,” Gianluca said, curtly. He was sitting in the living room on the couch, and the lights were low.

“Honey, how are you? I’m thinking of you.”

“I’m trying but it’s not easy.”

“What’s happening?”

“Where to begin?” Gianluca shook his head. His expression was strained, and his olive skin had gone pale. “Leni finally settled down, but it took forever. My mother’s crying in the next room. My father feels guilty that he told me to go to the doctor. I can’t breathe a word of this at work. I’d die of shame if they found out. They’d never think of me the same way.”

“I’m so sorry, honey.”

“Meanwhile the authorities are beginning an investigation on me. They already called and told me to get a lawyer. So then I had to find a lawyer, and I did, but can you imagine, me calling lawyers about such shameful allegations?”

Julia felt heartsick for him.

“I had to tell a complete stranger that I’m suspected of sexual abuse. I told him I didn’t do it, but I’m sure all of his clients say that.” Gianluca raked his fingers through his hair. “I found out that one of my old classmates practices family law. He could help me, but he’s the last one I’d call. I was at the top of my class, Julia. I have a reputation to uphold. My family has been in Florence for generations. I’m the director of the city’s finest historical library. Now I’m a molester, of my own child? That’s incest! What’s worse than that? Murder? Maybe that, maybe that one thing.”

“My God, honey, this is so awful, and I’m so sorry.”

Gianluca straightened in the chair. “The authorities have to schedule an interview, an initial interview that is, and they want to interview the both of us. You have to give background information and also show that our marriage is a happy one.”

“Of course, of course I’ll do anything.”

“So when are you coming home? They need to schedule it.”

“When do they want to do it?”

“They said this week or next.”

Julia swallowed hard. She thought of her promise to Courtney. “Can it be next week? Or later?”

“Julia, really?” Gianluca frowned, his lips parting. “There’s a Sword of Damocles hanging over my head. Why the delay?”

“Yes, but I told you Courtney was arrested. I can’t leave her alone.”

“Courtney is a married woman. Where’s Paul?”

“He’s not here yet.”

“Excuse me, he should be.” Gianluca’s dark eyes widened, incredulous. “Everything is out of order. Paul should be with his wife. You should be home with me and your daughter.” He shook his head. “What can you do there now? You said she has a lawyer. Let the lawyer help her.”

“This is an emergency.”

“So is this!” Gianluca frowned. “I’m sorry about Courtney, but she can’t be your problem. I need you, Leni needs you. You can’t put a child on simmer, like Bolognese sauce.”

“She has you guys. She has three adults taking care of her, who love her.”

“Sometimes, there’s no substitute for a mother. This is one of those times.”

Julia felt it like a knife wound. She had no immediate reply.

“I don’t know why you would choose your friend over your family.”

Julia realized that Gianluca’s closest friends were his family, which was very Italian, but that wasn’t the case with her and never could be. “Gianluca, not everybody has a wonderful family like yours. I had a troubled family, and Courtney got me through it. She was there for me every step of the way, growing up and in college, where she practically saved my life, from that guy from the library. And after Mike died, she made sure I fed myself, got out of the house, and survived. Courtney is my family.”

Gianluca shook his head. “Family is blood.”

“Really? Well, I’m an adoptee, remember? Fiamma is my blood, and I didn’t meet her till five years ago. Same with my birth father, whom I never see.”

Gianluca seemed to take it in. “Okay, I understand that. It’s not an easy choice, but you’re making it the wrong way.”

“I’m making it the only way I can.”

Gianluca’s dark eyes narrowed. “Julia, I know you. You were at the police station all afternoon. Don’t tell me you’re not looking into Kay’s murder.”

“Just a little,” Julia had to admit.

“This is exactly what I was afraid of. Are you having visions?”

“I had one, that’s all.”

“Are you following it up? Are you going to unravel, like last time?”

“This is different from last time. I feel stronger, I can do this, I have to.”

“Julia, this is everything I warned you about.” Gianluca shook his head in anguish. “You promised me.”

Julia’s gut wrenched, torn between her promises to Gianluca and to Courtney.

“I know, but I never dreamed that Courtney would be arrested for Kay’s murder, never in a million years. I’m doing the best I can, and you have to trust me and let me do what I need to do.”

“Okay, I hear that, but then what’s the plan?” Gianluca asked, resigned. “When can I tell the authorities my wife will be joining me to attest to our happy marriage?”

Julia winced. “I’m not sure. I’ll get home as soon as I can.”

“Is that a promise? Another promise? Is it more reliable than the first promise?”

Ouch. “I love you and I’m trying.”

“So am I, cara,” Gianluca shot back, wounded, his dark eyebrows sloping miserably down. “Enough, I don’t want to fight anymore.”

“I don’t, either. Just know that I love you and I’ll be home as soon as I absolutely can.”

“I love you, too. Goodbye.” Gianluca ended the call, and Julia hung up looking at her home screen, which was a beautiful picture of the three of them smiling in the vineyard. Tears came to her eyes. Her family was hurting on two different continents, and she prayed they would all get through this somehow.

She set the phone and purse on the passenger seat, then noticed a white piece of notepaper on the cushion. She picked it up and read its handwritten scrawl, stunned:


I DID NOT KILL KAY
 SAMUEL
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Julia started the ignition, instinctively wanting to head back to the motel, for safety. Samuel’s note gave her the creeps, making her suspect him more. Its very presence meant that he had been stalking her just like he stalked Kay. Chalk up another thing that her supposed psychic powers hadn’t warned her about.

Julia called Bennie as she drove from the parking lot, but the lawyer didn’t answer, so Julia left her a message about the note, then called Alex, who did answer. She filled him in as she hit the main road.

“Are you sure it’s from him?” Alex asked, sounding surprised.

“I’ll send you a picture.” Julia snapped a photo and texted it to him when she stopped at a light.

“Got the pic.” Alex groaned. “Oh no, that’s his handwriting.”

“How does he know we suspect him of killing Kay? Even if he noticed the photos were out of place when he went back, how would he know it was us? Unless somebody told him.”

“He could’ve listened to the message I left him. He could’ve assumed I’d go see him. He’d know he left the photos out, like you say, and it’s not illogical to suspect him.”

“But you don’t, still?”

“No. He’s trying to tell you he’s innocent.”

“An innocent stalker?” Julia wasn’t buying. “What if Glushenko told him? Or another cop, or even Kowalski?”

“More likely, people gossip. You’re not the only person who suspects him. I’m on my way back to the office and I’m getting texts from everybody, talking about Courtney’s arrest and who killed Kay.”

“Or maybe he was watching the cabin. Is that possible?” Julia passed the sign for the city limits, relieved to be getting out of town.

“No, there would be no reason to.”

“Could he have cameras?”

“No.”

Julia let it go. “I called Bennie and left her a message about the note.”

“Good, are you going to tell Glushenko or Kowalski?”

“I’ll ask Bennie. The communications should go through her from now on.”

“Good point. Stay in touch. Will you text me if you hear anything from Courtney?”

Julia could hear the wistfulness in his voice. “Absolutely.”

Julia pulled into the motel lot and spotted Paul in a blue oxford shirt with tan Dockers, getting out of a white Honda. Paul Prescott had been her late husband Mike’s best friend, and seeing Paul brought back Mike so acutely that it hurt. Both men were tall and athletic, having played intramural basketball at Notre Dame, but Mike had been lean and lanky, where Paul had a heavier frame with bigger bones.

Julia could see that the expensive layers of Paul’s sandy brown hair had begun to thin, and crow’s feet wrinkled at the corners of Paul’s round brown eyes. She realized with a twinge of grief that he had gotten older, but Mike would be forever thirty-two. Paul had gained a few pounds, which showed in ruddy cheeks sporting a year-round golfer’s tan, which left his left hand a shade lighter from his glove.

Paul spotted her pulling in and rushed over, distraught. “Julia, my God, what the fuck’s going on? I went to the funeral home and they told me Courtney was arrested for Kay’s murder! That’s insane! She’d never kill anybody! She loved Kay!”

“I know—”

“I got a call from a lawyer named Bennie Rosato. I can’t even believe Courtney has a lawyer now, a criminal lawyer. She told me you guys were staying here. This is crazy!” Paul shook his head, his brown eyes flaring with incredulity. “How in the world could this happen? Why didn’t you call me?”

“I’m sorry, but everything happened so fast, and I remembered you changed your number and I don’t have the new one.”

“Bennie called me.”

“Maybe Courtney gave her the new one.”

“Okay, well fill me in, would you?” Paul huffed, still shaking his head. “Jesus, I can’t believe this is happening. I need to move, I’m so stiff. I’ve been driving for hours. Let’s walk, okay?”

“Okay.” Julia got out of the car and fell in step beside him, as they walked through the lot for the sidewalk. The main drag in New Dover was a busy one, its two lanes of light traffic lined with well-maintained rowhomes interspersed with commercial buildings like a mechanic’s garage, a vape shop, a medical supply store, a busy McDonald’s, and her favorite, Dunkin’ Donuts.

Julia started by telling Paul about her FaceTime call with Courtney and finished with bringing him up to date on Samuel’s note left in her car. He listened as they walked, his head slightly down because he was so tall. Mike used to do the same thing, calling himself the Hunchback of Notre Dame.

Paul mulled it over. “So the Buckley cops are white supremacists?”

“Some are, but we don’t know who. I suspect Glushenko.”

“Did they kill Kay because she was Black?”

“Maybe, but I think it’s because of whatever she found at the clean-up.”

“What could it be? Did this Alex guy say?”

“No, he doesn’t know more than Courtney or I do.”

“But he lives here. Could he be more helpful?” Paul snorted, and Julia thought he was acting selfish.

“Can I just say that you haven’t been very helpful?”

Paul stopped, his mouth downturned. “Look, I’m sorry I’m late.”

“You missed the funeral, even the delayed funeral.”

“I couldn’t help it. I got held up.”

“What could be more important than your wife, at the worst time of her life?”

“I didn’t know she’d get arrested,” Paul said, with a defensive frown.

“You knew she was going to Kay’s funeral. How’d you miss that flight? You know how important Kay was to her. She needed your support.”

“She had you, Jules.”

“You’re her husband, and she needed us both. Kay was the last family member she has besides you.”

“I didn’t think about it that way.” Paul spread his palms in appeal. “I thought she had it under control.”

“What, her emotions? How could she? She walked in on her grandmother, who was shot to death.”

“I tried to make the funeral.” Paul pursed fleshy lips. “I drove all the way here.”

Julia recalled what Courtney said. “If you’d made the flight, you wouldn’t have had to drive.”

Paul threw up his hands. “Okay, so I’m a terrible person.”

“No, you’re not a terrible person.”

“Yes, I am.” Paul’s brow furrowed. “For real, I am. You just never realized it before. You saw me the way Mike saw me. You think things are easy for me? They’re not. Courtney. Work. Everything, it’s all hard as hell.” Paul looked away, his throat catching. “Everything has gone to shit since…”

“Since when?”

“Since Mike died,” Paul answered, looking surprised by his own words. “My life sucks since Mike died.”

Julia swallowed hard. “I know what you mean.”

“No, you don’t. You remarried. You moved on.”

“That’s not fair,” Julia said, stung.

“Wait, sorry.” Paul put up his hands like a traffic cop. “That came out wrong. Look, all I’m saying is, you have things that make you happy now. New things, different things. Money, a villa in Tuscany, a kid, a new family. Isn’t that right?”

“So?” Julia’s heart hurt. “That doesn’t replace Mike. Nothing does. Grief is loss, forever and ever.”

“But what do I have since Mike died? What? Mike’s gone and there’s nothing.” Paul shrugged, crestfallen. “We shot hoops. We ran. We did a million things, ever since freshman year. We talked about you guys, when he met you. I know all your issues from him, and I bet you know all mine from Courtney. I’m sure you know we haven’t been doing that great lately.”

“Yes.” Julia realized that her relationship to Paul had been through Mike or Courtney. She’d never spoken with him alone about anything important.

“It’s so weird for me, seeing you without Mike. Really, it’s weird.” Paul’s eyes widened, looking down at her, and Julia looked up at him, feeling the exact same way.

“I was just thinking that. It’s weird for me, seeing you without Courtney. We never talked like this.”

“No, we didn’t. We never had to. You and me, we were never one-on-one. We had them. They were our human buffer zone.” Paul hesitated. “You know what Mike’s issues were with you? Silly stuff. He was crazy about you, and you were crazy about him. It was like you were made for each other.”

Julia felt the truth of it inside. “We were very compatible.”

“I know. I was, too, with Mike. He was the universal donor, he fit any blood type. Remember I used to call him that?”

“Yes.” Julia felt another pang of grief. Meanwhile twilight was descending, with a new chill in the air. Traffic had decreased, and the town quieted. A brassy sunshine tarnished behind the treeline.

“I’m starting to think that since he’s been gone, I haven’t felt good. I can’t remember the last time I felt really happy, like, complete.”

Julia recognized it as grief. “You miss him.”

Paul nodded, sealing his lips. “I miss him a lot. I miss stuff he would’ve said or done. Shots he would’ve made or missed. Every March Madness pool, every Final Four, we were on the phone. Every time I watch the Masters, I remember when we went. I remember everything, like all the time, it’s like he’s with me.”

Julia realized that in her own grief, she’d overlooked Paul’s. Maybe she’d been the selfish one, not him.

“Julia, I loved him. I’m a guy, but I did love him.”

Julia felt touched. “Guys are allowed to love other guys.”

“Not according to my father, but whatever.” Paul shrugged his broad shoulders. “And since Mike’s gone, it’s like I don’t know where I fit. Courtney called me his second banana and she’s right. Where’s the second banana without the first?”

“I’m sorry.” Julia put a hand on his shoulder, and Paul swallowed visibly.

“Courtney’s a badass at work now. They love her, and the sky’s the limit. She makes twice what I do. She moved on, and so did you. Your worlds are different, but mine is the same except Mike’s gone.” Paul’s eyes filmed. “My life, it closed down. I’m nothing.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I am, Julia.” Paul cleared his throat. “I’m not anybody, anymore.”

Julia felt for him. “Maybe therapy will help.”

“Oh, please.” Paul rolled wet eyes.

“No, truly. I had therapy after Mike died. It helped me deal with my grief.”

“I dealt with my grief.”

“What if you haven’t, really?” Julia asked, gently. “You said you haven’t been happy, and maybe that’s what’s making you unhappy. You’re making Courtney unhappy.”

Paul frowned. “Did she say that?”

“Did she have to? When you missed the flight, weren’t you pushing her away? Aren’t you saying ‘I want out’? We know Courtney. She’s not going to pretend it didn’t happen, because you matter to her. You may think you don’t, but you do. She kept hoping you were going to come. She kept checking her phone.”

Paul groaned, looking away and shaking his head.

“She was arrested, and you weren’t even there. Do you really want her to be so alone? Did you want her to figure out how to live without you, even if she gets out of jail? Because that’s what you’re teaching her.”

Suddenly a police cruiser glided down the street, passing them slowly. It was the brown-and-yellow paint job of the Buckley police, and the cop turned in their direction, the bill of his cap moving.

Julia’s mouth went dry. “Why are Buckley police patrolling here? New Dover has its own police force.”

“He’s going way slow, isn’t he?”

“He’s making sure we see him. If he just wanted to see what we were up to, he would have followed in his own car or an unmarked car. He’s trying to intimidate us.”

“Shit, you’re right.” Paul clenched his jaw.

Julia didn’t feel safe here, either. “Let’s get back to the motel.”
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Julia, Paul, and Bennie opened a pizza box in Courtney’s motel room, releasing a tomato-and-cheese steam. Everybody took a slice on a paper plate, and she tried not to notice her best friend’s mascara or gold hoops lying on the bureau. She closed the curtains, paranoid after seeing the Buckley cruiser, and sat down on the bed with her pizza. She tried to set her emotions aside as she sized up Courtney’s lawyer.

Bennie Rosato turned out to be an imposing presence at six feet tall, still trim and ripped in her fifties, like a former athlete. Her face was pretty but devoid of makeup, and she had clear blue eyes set wide apart, with deep laugh lines around them, a strong nose, and a full mouth. Her unruly blonde hair was in a messy topknot, and she was dressed in a no-nonsense navy suit, a white oxford shirt, and a pair of Gucci loafers that looked well worn.

Bennie chewed her pizza. “First, the good news.”

“There’s good news?” Julia asked, hopeful.

“Everything is relative.” Bennie wiped her hands on a napkin, then set it aside.

“The good news is we’re going to win. They have a weak case.”

“How so?”

“To put it simply, they have to prove motive and opportunity. Their claim of motive will be Courtney inheriting Kay’s farm and estate, which is about four hundred seventy grand combined. Also she’s the beneficiary on Kay’s life insurance, but Courtney’s not sure of that amount. Either way, that’s enough for motive.”

“Hold on.” Julia set her pizza aside, realizing she had no appetite. “I know it’s a lot of money, but Courtney didn’t need it. She just got a promotion. She was making great money.” Julia didn’t know how much exactly, so she turned to Paul. “Right?”

“Right, $225,000 a year, with commissions.”

Bennie nodded. “I know, and that will be our argument. But you have to remember that this will be tried to a jury of locals who make a lot less than that, and they’ll think it’s an amount worth killing for. In my experience, it’s certainly sufficient for motive.” Bennie crossed her muscular legs. “The Commonwealth’s proof of opportunity is also adequate, since Courtney placed herself on the scene by calling 911. It becomes a credibility contest as to whether you believe she killed her grandmother for the money.”

Julia’s heart sank. “So why do you think their case is weak?”

“The weakness in their case involves the murder weapon. They can’t have her prints on the gun because they didn’t have her prints until they booked her. Her prints aren’t in any federal or state database because she has no priors.” Bennie took the lid off her fountain Coke, then took a gulp. “That means they arrested her solely based on where the gun was found, namely here. That’s too circumstantial, and I don’t think that’s enough to prove reasonable doubt. They can’t prove she touched the gun, either, because she didn’t.” Bennie turned to Julia. “The fact that your room is connected to hers almost got you charged as a putative co-conspirator. They verified that you were in Italy at the time of Kay’s murder, so you didn’t get charged. We’ll talk more about your role later.”

“Okay.” Julia wondered if Courtney had told Bennie about her alleged psychic abilities.

“Secondly, and it’s a related argument, is that they can’t prove Courtney fired the gun because they didn’t do a residue test on her hands. A residue test retrieves certain chemicals from the skin after someone has fired a gun. There are some differences with a ghost gun, but they’re minor and the cops didn’t do any residue test.”

“Good,” Julia said, heartened.

Paul said nothing.

“In addition, they’ll have to prove the bullet that killed Kay came from the ghost gun they found in this room. Those ballistics tests take time, especially with ghost guns. The cops didn’t have those results before they recovered the gun, so they really rushed to judgment in arresting her. It’s super fishy and suggests a police conspiracy to frame her. I’ve never seen an arrest move so fast on evidence this slim.”

Julia felt encouraged. “Okay, that’s good, but I have a question. If they planted the gun and they know who killed Kay, or they were actually involved in killing Kay, then it will be the murder weapon and the bullet will pass the ballistics test.”

“Understood.” Bennie nodded. “But the fact that they arrested her without waiting for the test results only makes my argument stronger, proving that they were rushing to judgment. It raises the question why and sets up my argument that she’s being framed by the police. But don’t let me get ahead of myself.”

“Okay, one last thing. Can you just explain about ghost guns?”

“Sure, in Philadelphia we have a fair amount of experience.” Bennie cleared her throat. “In conventional ballistics, you can do tests to determine whether a bullet came from a particular gun. How? The barrel of a conventional gun has spiral rifling grooves because of the way a bullet spins when it’s fired, which gives it stability during flight. Those grooves make lines around the circumference of the bullet. The number, angle, and direction of the lines match the gun that fired it. That’s with a conventional gun.”

“Okay.” Julia nodded, following.

“Plastic gun barrels don’t have rifling grooves. Even if they did, the plastic would be too soft to dent the bullet. But 3D printers leave what experts call a ‘fingerprint,’ though obviously it’s not a ‘fingerprint’ per se.” Bennie made air quotes. “You can use it to trace 3D-printed weapons through digital forensics. Analysts look at the marking on the 3D-printed gun to find which 3D printer produced it. A printer can possess a unique fingerprint because of vagaries that occur during the manufacturing process, like with any product. These imperfections can affect the bullet. But testing is not as certain as conventional ballistics, which is another reason why ghost guns pose problems for law enforcement.”

“So, is that good for us?”

“Yes. I don’t know if they’ll be able to prove that the bullet that killed Kay came from the ghost gun.” Bennie raised an unpolished fingernail. “However, I spoke with the detectives, and they’ll make much of the fact that she sells 3D printers.”

Julia’s heart sank. “But she doesn’t use them.”

“True, but their argument has jury appeal. She can’t claim ignorance, and it won’t look good for her. She spoke to me knowledgeably about the 3D product line. She just got a promotion.”

“So the fact that she’s good at her job will hurt her?”

“Unfortunately, yes. She told me she has a 3D demo printer in her office. I’m sure they’re going to issue a search warrant for that, if they haven’t already. They’ll test it to see if the bullet came from a gun that would have been manufactured by that printer.” Bennie glanced at Paul, who was still quiet, then she continued. “The other weakness in their case, which also involves the gun, arises out of the other failure in their investigation. Not only did they not conduct any residue test, but they didn’t search Courtney. Their theory is that she concealed the gun on her person or somewhere in the house. They searched the house but didn’t find a gun. They didn’t search Courtney, so they can’t prove that either.” Bennie straightened. “These are significant proof problems for them, and I don’t think they can meet their burden of proof beyond a reasonable doubt. I’ll use these arguments to support our position that the gun was planted by the police. I wish I knew why they framed her, but I don’t, yet.”

“I don’t either,” Julia said, nonplussed. “Alex Dudek, who runs Shenandoah Preservation, said that some of the Buckley cops are white supremacists.”

Bennie arched an eyebrow. “It wouldn’t shock me, but I don’t think the fact that Courtney’s biracial and her grandmother’s Black is sufficient to convince a jury that’s the reason the cops planted the gun. And it doesn’t answer the question, why now?”

“That could be answered by whatever she found at the clean-up, like I told you.”

“True.” Bennie paused. “And you think this Samuel character, who’s gone missing, would know what she found?”

“Yes, Alex thinks Kay would have told Samuel. He had a crush on her, judging from the photographs in his cabin. Wait, hold on. Let me get the note he left in my car.” Julia fished the note from her purse and handed it to Bennie.

Paul looked over, reading the note.

Bennie nodded. “So he knows he was suspected.”

“That was my thought, too. He could’ve figured it out from a phone message Alex left him, or heard it in town, or was told it by Glushenko and Kowalski. Alex thinks he heard it through the grapevine.” Julia thought a moment. “What do we do with the note? Do we give it to the police?”

“I’m not sure yet. We don’t have to. They have an obligation to turn over exculpatory evidence to us, that is, evidence that points to Courtney’s innocence. But we don’t have a similar obligation.” Bennie shook her head, eyeing the note. “I don’t believe Samuel anyway. If he didn’t kill her, why’s he on the run?”

“That’s what I said. But Alex said he isn’t the type.”

“Not all murderers seem like the type.” Bennie frowned. “I need to know more about Samuel because he’s the likeliest suspect. He’s known Kay a long time, he’s taking photographs without her knowledge, then he goes missing? Sometimes the most obvious answer is the right one. He’s a major suspect for me, whether he turns up or not.”

“What do you mean?”

“If we have to try this case, Samuel is the man I’ll point to as a much more likely suspect than Courtney. They pinned this on Courtney for reasons we don’t know and they’re avoiding arresting the obvious killer. They could have reasons for protecting Samuel. Who stands to benefit if he’s untouched? Is he giving money to someone? Does he have money?”

“Not from the looks of his place.”

“That’s another thing you can’t tell by looking.” Bennie paused. “By the way, Courtney told me there was a murder on the neighboring farm, owned by a McKenna, almost thirty years ago. A man named Shoemaker was killed, and McKenna went missing afterward. Shoemaker was a drifter, and they found his body in the well. The house burned down. Tell me what else you know about that.”

“Nothing more.”

“I’ll put my investigator on this. I want to know when that house burned down, how, and who owns the property now. Somebody has to be paying property taxes. I won’t know if their murders are related until I have the facts.” Bennie shifted position. “Now. Courtney will be arraigned tomorrow, which means that she’ll be formally charged with first-degree murder. She’ll plead not guilty. She made that decision when we met.”

“First-degree murder,” Julia repeated, reeling. “This is a nightmare.”

Paul looked down.

“Next, about two weeks after the arraignment, there’s a preliminary hearing. Normally a preliminary hearing is pro forma, in that all the Commonwealth has to show is that they have enough proof to keep somebody locked up. Mind you, not enough to convict them, but keep them locked up until trial. Understand the difference?”

“Yes.”

“I like preliminary hearings because we hear the proof they have, and by then, they’ll have ballistics tests.” Bennie’s blue eyes lit up. “Usually, I can’t get anybody out of jail after a preliminary hearing, but this time, I have a shot. If they have these proof failures, they’re going to have a hard time. I don’t know how they got the D.A. to charge this case unless he’s very friendly to the Buckley cops.”

“Maybe he’s in on the conspiracy, too?”

“Possible.”

“So you’re saying you can get her out after the preliminary hearing?”

“Yes, I’m going to try, but the bad news is that Courtney’s in jail until after then.”

“When is the preliminary hearing?”

“Within fourteen days after the preliminary arraignment.”

“When’s that?”

“That’s anytime, even tonight.” Bennie checked her watch. “A preliminary arraignment can happen whenever they get a magistrate judge, even after hours. It’s a routine proceeding, and they’ll probably do it from the county prison via closed-circuit TV.”

“Not in person?”

“No.”

“Can we go watch?”

“Yes, of course. I go as her counsel, and you can come with. We’ll have to wait for them to call. Stay in touch with me.”

Julia thought it over. “So you’re saying that Courtney could be out in two weeks?”

“Yes, if we win.”

“Thank God.” Julia felt a wave of relief. She wondered if she’d get a vision sooner than that or if she could cause one.

“That’s good news,” Paul said after a moment.

“Happy to help.” Bennie paused, her expression turning grim. “But we have to talk about the worst-case scenario. If we lose the preliminary hearing, she’s in jail until trial, which can take a year or two.”

No. Julia felt tears come to her eyes.

Paul looked down.

“She doesn’t want to plea bargain, and the Commonwealth didn’t make an offer yet anyway. If their reason for arresting her is corrupt, they won’t. If we lose the preliminary hearing, they’ll transfer her to Muncy, a women’s prison. It’s minimum security, but it’s still prison.”

Julia shuddered. “Can we visit?”

“Yes, after they intake her. I can always see her and I’ll let you know how she’s doing. She asked me to notify her company. She’s worried she’ll lose her job but I’m going to get her put on leave.” Bennie looked at Paul. “You okay? You’ve been pretty quiet.”

“I’m shocked that this can happen.”

“Anything can happen,” Bennie shot back, matter-of-factly.

Just then Julia’s phone rang, and she checked the screen. “Hold on, it’s Alex. I should take it.” She answered the call. “Hi, how are you?”

“Not good,” Alex answered, his voice shaky. “Samuel’s dead.”
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Magnolia Road was a single lane of asphalt winding through the woods, and Julia, Paul, and Bennie got out of the car across from a half-circle of smoky red flares flickering in the darkness. New Dover police cruisers and a black coroner’s van were parked on the other side, their red-and-white lightbars flashing silently. Two uniformed cops with long flashlights stood by the perimeter, directing traffic away from the scene.

Julia spotted an eerie whiteness emanating from the woods, making the trees look etched in black. Shadows shifted behind their limbs, silhouettes against the ghostly light. That had to be where they’d found Samuel. Alex hadn’t known how he’d died, just where he’d been found.

“Let’s find out what happened.” Bennie hustled across the dark street, and Julia and Paul fell into step behind her as she approached the first cop and introduced herself. “Officer, I represent a Courtney Horan, and Samuel Palkovich was involved in her case. Do you know what happened here?”

“You have to call the Comms office.” The cop was somber under the patent brim of his cap.

“Was it an accident?”

“Like I said, call Comms. I need you all to go back to the other side of the street. You’re blocking traffic.”

“There’s no traffic.”

“Step back, please.”

“Is your captain here?”

“No. Now are you going to step back or not?”

“Fine, I’ll call Comms.” Bennie started scrolling through her phone, her strong features lit from below by the screen. Julia and Paul returned their attention to the woods while Bennie stepped away, spoke for a bit, then hung up and rejoined them, slipping her phone into her pocket.

Julia asked, “Well?”

“He died by suicide. That’s all they’ll tell me. They won’t say how and they won’t say whether there was a note.”

“Oh no.” Julia felt it like a weight, and there was a moment of silence.

Bennie shook her head. “Well, this is a shame, for a lot of reasons. It’s tragic that he felt that despair, but I was hoping to get him on the stand. It would have helped Courtney’s case.”

“Why?”

“Because I would’ve thrown those photos in his face and it wouldn’t have been pretty.” Bennie shook her head. “It would’ve easily raised reasonable doubt about Courtney’s guilt. He really was the most likely suspect, and the cops should’ve picked him up. I really don’t know why they didn’t. If they had, he’d be alive now.”

Julia mulled it over. “We still don’t know what the missing object was.”

“I have thoughts that I won’t air now.”

“Is it that Samuel was murdered? Because I was thinking that, too. If Kay told him what the missing object was, then the conspiracy would have killed him to silence him.”

Paul looked over but said nothing.

Bennie nodded. “Yes, but there are too many missing facts to form a coherent theory. In any event, my job isn’t to find out who killed Kay. It’s to get Courtney out of jail.”

“So what do we do now?”

“I’m going to make the same argument that I would have if Samuel were still alive, that Samuel’s the killer. If anything, my argument is stronger now. I’m going to use the fact that he died by suicide as evidence that he felt remorse over killing Kay.”

Julia noticed Alex’s red VW pulling up behind the line of police cars. “Excuse me, that’s Alex. I’ll be right back.” She hurried to Alex as he got out of his car, his face in grave lines, barely visible in the ambient light. “I’m so sorry.”

“Julia,” he said hoarsely, hugging her. “I can’t believe this, I really can’t.” He released her, raking his hair back from his face, his gaze on the woods. “I found out he died by suicide, a gunshot wound. I didn’t know he even had a gun.” Alex shook his head, anguished. “I think he couldn’t take losing Kay. It was just too much for him.”

“Did you hear if he left a suicide note?”

“I heard he didn’t.”

Julia thought a minute. “He left the note in my car, I told you. Why would he leave a note for me, and not for himself?”

“I don’t know. Maybe that was his way of leaving a note about what he was going to do. He just wanted the world to know he didn’t kill Kay, and I believe him.”

“What if it was murder?”

“What makes you say that?”

“A lot is going on that’s hard to explain. Kay’s murder, the missing object, Courtney’s being framed, and now this. I don’t trust the Buckley police, I don’t know what they’re up to. What if they’re all hiding something, like one big cover-up?”

“God, I pray you’re wrong. I loved that guy, I really did.” Alex sighed heavily, his eyes returning to the woods. “I still haven’t told everybody. I had to come, first. I felt like I had to be here. Samuel didn’t have anybody except for me, and Kay. Somebody needs to be here for him.”

Julia felt touched. “I get that.”

“They’re bringing him out. Look.” They both turned to see cops making their way through the woods, their flashlights casting jittery beams on the ground. Men in white paper jumpsuits carried a stainless-steel gurney that held a black body bag. They watched the cops take the gurney to the back of the coroner’s van, where they opened the door, lowered the gurney’s wheels, and rolled it inside, closing the door with a harsh ca-chunk.

“Man, oh man.” Alex hung his head, and Julia patted his back.

“I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” Alex straightened, looking over. “Who are those people by the car?”

“Courtney’s husband Paul and—”

“So that’s him? I have to meet this dude.”

“Wait, what? Alex, no—” Julia started to say, but Alex stalked off, beelining for Paul.

“Hey Paul!” Alex waved at him. “Where the fuck you been?”

“Whoa.” Paul recoiled, turning to Alex. “Who are you?”

“I’m the guy who actually gives a shit about Courtney.”

Paul recoiled, shocked. “How do you know my wife?”

“You don’t deserve her.”

“What?” Paul’s eyes flared in outrage.

“You heard me. She deserves better than you!”

“Fuck you!” Paul exploded, taking a swing at Alex, who side-stepped the blow.

“Paul, no!” Julia shouted, but Alex was already throwing a right hook that connected with Paul’s cheek.

Paul rocked backward. The skin over his cheekbone split, spraying blood. His hands flew up reflexively, covering the gash.

Bennie shoved Alex. “Yo, dude, get out, right now!”

“Not a problem.” Alex turned back to the car, chuckling. “God, that felt good. See you later, Julia.”

“My God!” Julia put a hand on Paul’s back, steadying him. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Paul bent over, cupping his cheek.

Paul started after him, but Bennie grabbed him by the upper arm.

“Don’t even think about it. They’re watching us, see?” Bennie nodded toward the cops across the street, who were exchanging amused glances.

“I don’t care.” Paul yanked his arm free.

“You want to help your wife or you want to prove your manhood?”

Paul stopped, breathing hard. Blood dripped onto his shirt and tie. “The guy—”

“Let’s go. We have something important to do.”
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Julia stood with Bennie and Paul in front of the new floorboards in Kay’s living room. Paul had calmed down after the fight with Alex and returning to Kay’s house, the scene of her murder, had affected him. Julia found herself staring at the floorboards and remembering the bloodstains that had been there, and the sight renewed her determination to find out who killed Kay. Not only to free Courtney, but for Kay’s own sake.

Bennie slid out her phone. “I’m going to take pictures. You never know what will become important.”

Julia nodded. “I guess I shouldn’t have put the room back together.”

“It’s okay, I’ll take your pictures from before, too. It’s good to compare. Where was the missing basket?”

“Right there.” Julia pointed, and Paul remained silent, gazing at the new floorboards.

“Thanks.” Bennie started taking pictures, but Julia caught a glimpse of Paul, whose face looked ashen under his bloody cut, which had begun to swell.

“Paul, you okay?”

“Fine. Excuse me, I want a glass of water.” Paul headed for the kitchen, and Julia followed him, leaving Bennie behind.

Paul went to the cabinet, then filled a glass with water, gulping it thirstily.

“Paul, are you okay? Does your cut hurt?”

“No, it’s not that.” Paul finished the water and set the glass down with finality. “It’s not about me. ‘For once,’ Courtney would say.”

“Then what’s it about?”

“I just got a wake-up call, and I’m waking up. Courtney walked in on Kay’s killer. She could have been killed, too. I could have lost her. I should have been with her. I should have been here.” Paul shook his head, stricken. “I didn’t need to go to that conference. I only go to hang with our accounts.”

Julia didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing, and she could see Paul needed to talk.

“You know, I work for my father in my grandfather’s business. Fire suppression and damage restoration. We install sprinklers, foam. It almost runs itself. My father runs it to hand it to me. You know what my job is? Not to fuck it up.”

Julia didn’t know much about Paul’s business because he never talked about it.

“So I think I got used to maintaining. Going with the flow. Doing no harm.” Paul shrugged. “I never was a go-getter like Courtney, I never had to be. I mean, we’re both in sales, but she sells. She hustles. They say if you can sell a copier, you can sell anything. What I do is glad-hand. Drink and golf with the accounts. Let them win when it’s credible. That’s why my marriage is failing, and Julia, it’s failing.” Paul looked her sharply in the eye, as a revelation dawned on him. “I maintain, and I’m a great maintainer, but I just figured out you can’t do that with marriage.”

Julia didn’t interrupt him, and Paul spoke with uncharacteristic vehemence.

“Everybody says you have to work at marriage. What they don’t tell you is that if you don’t, it dies. Maybe that’s what ‘grows apart’ means, but I don’t think so. I think it means you put your marriage on autopilot, then one day, you realize your wife could have been shot to death because you thought it was more important to order another round of Maker’s.”

Julia realized he was right. She’d been happily married, but it was work. She thought of her in-laws in Tuscany, wanting to move in.

“If I had been here, I could have protected her.” Paul’s eyes glistened. “I could have told the cops what I saw. They would’ve believed me. She would’ve had a witness. She wouldn’t be in jail if I had gone with her.” Paul met her gaze, pained. “Julia, what’s up with that Alex guy? Is there something I should know?”

Uh-oh. “Alex runs the clean-ups. He’s an old friend of Courtney’s, from summers here.”

Paul blinked swollen eyes. “Tell me, is something going on with them?”

Julia didn’t know how to answer. “You have to talk to Courtney about that.”

“While she’s in jail? How?”

“It can wait until later.”

Paul frowned, his bruise buckling. “She wouldn’t cheat on me. I know that.”

Julia needed a subject change. “Did you have to hit him?”

“Yes, totally. I missed anyway, which is so fucking embarrassing.” Paul shook his head. “This is it. I have to change; I’m going to change. I’m going to get Courtney out of there, no matter what it takes, no matter how long.”

Aw. “I’ll help you.”

“You mean you’ll stay in the U.S.?”

“I have to.”

“What about Gianluca?”

Julia felt a twinge. “My marriage is on the line, and so is yours.”

Paul’s eyes met hers. “Then we better get it done.”

“Right.” Julia’s gaze strayed to the window, which was dark with night. She felt drawn to go out to the garden again, wondering if she could make something happen. She had promised Courtney she’d try, and the garden was Kay’s thin place.

“What are you looking at?”

“Stay here. I’ll be back.”

The night was cool, and a breeze wafted across Julia’s face. It was too dark to see much behind the house, and the only ambient light came from the kitchen, casting amber rhomboids on the grass. The garden was invisible in the gloom, and the air was filled with the sounds of crickets, birds, and squawks she couldn’t identify. She spotted bats flapping above her, but tried not to let them distract her.

Allow.

Julia walked to the left, and the garden came into focus. She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. She emptied her mind of every thought. She wanted to allow any vision to come to her.

Kay, I’m here.

Julia tried to visualize the photo of Kay in the frame by her urn, happy, smiling, and so full of life. But then she remembered Samuel, and Glushenko, and Courtney sobbing at the station. The thoughts kept intruding, and she couldn’t empty her mind.

Allow deeper.

Julia tried to focus on Kay and summon her, but nothing was coming, no visions or premonitions. She knew she was trying to force it, but she had to. She wished for the umpteenth time that she’d taken the mediumship lessons. Courtney’s life was on the line, and Julia didn’t know what she was doing.

Shit!

She gave up, opened her eyes, and found herself lifting her gaze across the field, to the distance. She didn’t know why she was looking there and she couldn’t see anything because it was so dark, but she felt undeniably drawn there.

Something was compelling her, and she knew what she had to do next.
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Julia drove Paul and Bennie to the middle of the field of tall grass behind the house, bordered by the treeline where the ghost gun had been found. It was pitch black everywhere but in the long cones of their headlights. Insects buzzed crazily around them, flying in and out of the beams.

“Are you sure it came from here?” Bennie glanced at Julia from the passenger seat, her expression dubious in the dashboard lights.

“Yes, I think so, I felt it from this direction.” Julia felt the strange sensation again, somewhere inside her. It wasn’t the dread of a premonition, and she saw no vision, but it was more like she was compelled to do something, it carried even the urgency of compulsion. “Bennie, did Courtney tell you that I have some psychic abilities?”

“Yes, she did.”

“Okay, so I know it sounds a little crazy, but you have to trust me on this. I might be a rookie, but I do have this power, and I have to start letting it help Courtney.”

Bennie nodded. “Go for it. What do we have to lose?”

“I believe you, Julia,” Paul said from the backseat. “What’s it telling you?”

“I don’t know, but we need to look around.” Julia got out of the car, and Paul and Bennie followed suit, cutting the ignition but leaving the doors open and the headlights on, so they could see.

Bennie scanned the scene. “I don’t see anything except a pasture.”

Paul turned. “Wait a minute. I think this is where the neighbor’s house was.”

Julia sensed he was right. “Bill McKenna, with the neighboring farm?”

“Yes, I remember one of my earliest visits, Kay told me the house used to be here.”

Julia’s heartbeat quickened. “Maybe there is a connection between Kay’s murder and Shoemaker’s.”

Bennie flicked on her flashlight and shone it on the grass. “I wonder where the house used to be.”

Paul parted some tall grass. “We should be able to find a foundation, don’t you think?”

A half an hour later, they’d managed to locate a rough concrete foundation shaped like a long rectangle with a square in the back, like an addition. It was overgrown with grass, but it created a platform taller than the surrounding grass.

Bennie put her hands on her hips. “So what does this tell us?”

“I’m not sure.” Julia walked around, hoping to get a vision. She didn’t see anything, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave just yet.

“They found his body in a well,” Paul said, musing.

“Let’s find the well,” Julia said, half to herself, remembering back in Tuscany.

Bennie nodded. “That shouldn’t be hard.”

Paul pointed. “Okay, I’ll go left. Julia, go up the middle. Bennie, you go right. One of us will find it.”

“Bingo!” Paul cried, and Julia rushed over with Bennie behind her. There, some three feet above ground and hidden in the tall grass, stood the brick rim of an old well. On impulse, Julia tore out some grass to see it better, and so did Bennie and Paul. They cleared enough to expose patchy concrete that filled the well.

Julia stopped. “Why did they fill it in?”

“Safety?” Paul answered.

Bennie snorted. “Or destroying the evidence?”

“We have to find out more about McKenna.” Julia turned to Bennie. “The cops told us they have an arrest warrant out for him, but people walk around all the time with warrants out for them. Is that true, Bennie?”

“Yes. It’s surprisingly easy to avoid a warrant. The key is to keep your nose clean.” Bennie shook her head. “But why would McKenna come back to kill Kay?”

“The missing piece from the clean-up?” Julia asked, thinking aloud.

“We don’t know enough yet.” Bennie slid out her phone. “Understood. I’ll get my investigator working on this. No reason to wait. We need to step it up.”

Paul nodded. “We’ll get online at the motel and see what we can find out.”

“Good,” Bennie said, texting. “I’ll go back and get this case in hand. If we win at the preliminary hearing, Courtney goes free and none of this matters.”

If we win, Julia said, praying.







36

Julia and Paul sat side by side at the desk in the motel room, surrounded by the debris of Wawa cheese hoagies, Diet Cokes, and Herr’s potato chips. The air smelled like saturated fats.

“Begin at the beginning, right?” Julia typed “William McKenna Buckley PA” into Google on her laptop. A slew of entries piled on to the screen, and she clicked the oldest first:


MCKENNA RE-UPS SPONSORSHIP

William McKenna, owner of McKenna Realty in Buckley, has agreed to sponsor the boys’ and girls’ softball leagues for a 9th year. Department of Recreation Head John Salvey said, “We could not be more grateful to Bill for his loyal support. McKenna Realty has been a proud sponsor of our leagues…”


“So he was a realtor.” Julia thought a minute. “That had to be a tough gig, with the mine fire on the way.”

“But don’t forget, people were selling to the government. I’ve talked to Kay about how it was then. She told me that people were rushing to get the best deal and realtors jumped on the opportunity, bundling houses for sale. Kay told me she got a ton of phone calls from realtors.”

“Hmm. Oh, here he is.” Julia scrolled to a color photo captioned William McKenna, and he was an attractive man with dark eyes, a largish nose, and a broad grin. His hair was thick and black, his hairline receding.

“He looks in his forties, and the piece is from 1996. So he’d be in his late sixties or early seventies now.” Paul cocked his head. “When was the Shoemaker murder?”

“1999.” Julia clicked the next article, noting that it was also older, as if McKenna got a lot of publicity back then:


BUCKLEY FIREHOUSE #1 OPENS TODAY

Today the Buckley Fire Department hosted a ribbon-cutting to celebrate the renovation of Firehouse #1 on Grove Street. The renovation, which took three years and cost $2 million, includes safety upgrades. Present was Mayor Gus Jablonsky, Fire Commissioner Bob McCloskey, Asst. Police Chief Pete Glushenko, Public Property Commissioner Joanne Rumanoff, and major contributors Cal Cooley of Buckley Bank and Bill McKenna of McKenna Realty.


“Wow, so McKenna knew Glushenko.” Julia clicked through the next few entries, and they were of McKenna hosting a first-time home buyer seminar, sponsoring a community welcome wagon, and setting up a local collection for the food bank, coats, and school supplies. “McKenna was a veritable pillar of the community.”

“Yeah, right. I want to know about the murder.”

“Me, too.” Julia typed “William McKenna murder Buckley” and hit Enter. A few entries appeared, and she picked the first, a newspaper account dated April 22, 1999:


SEARCH FOR LOCAL MAN ENDED

Authorities have ended the search for William McKenna, 42, of Buckley, after seven days. McKenna was sought by authorities as a person of interest in connection with the murder of James Shoemaker, 40, of Tallahassee, Florida. Shoemaker was found dead on McKenna’s property at 75 Crowley Rd. on April 15. The county coroner has ruled the death suspicious and the cause of death as blunt force trauma. Authorities cited limited manpower as the reason for discontinuing the search.


“Blunt force trauma, so he wasn’t shot.” Julia mulled it over. “It’s hard to see the connection to Kay except that it’s next door.”

“So to speak, but the farms are so big.”

“The murder was on April 15, and they stopped the search after seven days. Why? A state trooper told us that they searched for Cavalcante for two weeks and Eric Frein for forty-eight days.”

“Seven days is enough to keep up appearances.”

“Right.” Julia clicked the next few entries, accounts about the lack of progress on the manhunt for McKenna, then went back in time to the original account of the murder, which contained no new information. “Damn.”

“Can we fast-forward to the house fire? I’m curious.”

“Okay.” Julia searched “William McKenna Fire Buckley,” and onto the screen popped an article from a local online newspaper, dated April 30, 1999:


FIRE DESTROYS MCKENNA PROPERTY

The abandoned farmhouse and garage belonging to William McKenna, the Buckley man missing since April 15, was destroyed by fire last night. The property is located at 75 Crowley Rd. Authorities report that the suspected cause was vandalism. Chief of Police Peter Glushenko commented, “Hay bales were unattended after the property was vacated. Teenage vandals set fire to one, and it spread to the house and outbuildings. Buckley residents should remain vigilant against random acts of destruction.”


Julia clucked. “Glushenko again. He won’t say the cause is arson. I’m telling you, this is a cover-up. Did McKenna get a free murder because he knows Glushenko? Did they get away with murder?”

“It’s fishy.” Paul eyed the screen. “You know, I’m in the fire suppression business. If a house burns to the ground, there’s a lot more investigation than this, mostly for arson. It has legal, insurance, and tax implications. It doesn’t make sense that this is the last word.”

“Let me double-check.” Julia plugged “fire McKenna Buckley PA” into the search engine, but nothing else came up. “So there’s nothing else.”

“There has to be something in public records, especially here, because fire is such a big deal. There’s usually reporting from the local fire department.”

“Let me check.” Julia plugged in “Buckley Fire Station.” The screen filled with the no-frills website and a banner reading Buckley Station #1 above a red firetruck. On the left side was a list that read “Home, About, Contact, Responses, Fund Raising.”

“Click Responses.” Paul pointed. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

Julia clicked, and onto the screen came a current list with the heading Responses, in reverse chronological order:


April 7—Working Structure Fire—812 Chestnut Street—Manpower from 723 and 726 responded and assisted with suppression, overhaul, and salvage on the fire that destroyed three rowhomes and damaged several others. Cause and origin under investigation.

April 4—Possible MVA with Injuries—262 Doe Rd.—Upon arrival 726 and 725 found MVA Toyota Tercel w/ 2 Occupants self-extricated and ambulating about the location. Both PTS transported to regional trauma center by ground. Also responding was Buckley PD. Cause under investigation.



Julia got the gist. “So this is a reporting of every call that comes in.”

“I would go back to 1999 and see what they say about the McKenna fire.”

“If they have it.” Julia scrolled backward for a time, then started skimming entries to 1999 and stopped when she got to April 29:


April 29—Structure Fire (Abandoned Farmhouse and Outbuildings)—75 Crowley Rd.—Upon arrival 725 and 726 staged out and crew was immediately put to work. The crew provided primary search and suppression operations. All searches were negative for Occupants. Fire was found throughout two floors and outbuildings. Crews worked on suppression and then overhaul prior to being released. Also responding Buckley PD and PSP. Origin of the fire abandoned hay bales. Cause was vandalism.



Julia blinked. “Interesting. It says the origin and cause of the fire was ‘hay bales’ and ‘vandalism.’ The other entries say the origin and cause is ‘under investigation.’ For this one fire, they added origin and cause later.”

“And it’s ‘vandalism,’ the same thing that Glushenko said in the article. They buttoned up the loose ends.”

“So it confirms our suspicions, but we didn’t learn anything new.” Julia thought a minute. “You know what, we’re forgetting the victim. Shoemaker was the one who was killed that day.”

“Good point.”

“Shame on me.” Julia thought of her late husband Mike. She’d just made the same mistake the press did. The media coverage was all about the killers, but never the victim. She plugged in “James Shoemaker Buckley PA 1999 murder,” and a few listings appeared on the screen. She skimmed them, but they were the same entries as before.

“Nothing new. Wonder why everybody calls him a drifter?”

“I guess if you’re not from here, you’re a drifter. Let me try another way.” Julia typed “James Shoemaker Tallahassee,” and there were a lot of James Shoemakers in the Tallahassee area. She read through them, eliminating those that were too young, too old, or had died of natural causes. There was only one entry she couldn’t eliminate because this James Shoemaker was the right age:


James M. Shoemaker; Caucasian Male, Age 38, ARRESTED; Assault; Battery; Culpable Negligence, 3/2/1999 Tallahassee, FLA, Pursuant To Florida Statute, Title XLVI, Chap. 784, Sec. 0493 (4). CHARGE DISMISSED 4/10/1999.



Underneath was a mugshot, showing Shoemaker’s hair color, brown, his height, 5′10″, and his weight, 160 pounds. He had a heavy brow, wide-set brown eyes, and a large mouth with prominent front teeth.

“Whoa,” Julia said, surprised. “So he was arrested for assault in Tallahassee.”

“The charge is dismissed less than a week before he gets murdered in Buckley.”

“I wonder what the assault was in Florida. Let me see.” Julia copied and searched the Florida statute, then read: “He was charged with ‘harassment or intimidation based on religious or ethnic heritage.’”

Paul frowned. “It’s a hate-crime statute.”

“Yikes.” Julia recoiled.

“Strange. Shoemaker’s a thug, hanging with an apparently upstanding citizen like McKenna.”

“McKenna was upstanding until he committed a murder.” Julia sensed something beginning to gel. “Hear me out. We know that the government bought a lot of houses after the mine fire spread through Centralia. So McKenna, as the local realtor, would’ve been negotiating with the government. We also know that the government missed opportunities to put out the fire, so that ruined everybody’s housing values, and there’s anti-government sentiment here because of the mismanagement.” Julia mulled it over. “Do you think McKenna was anti-government? Like, could he have been a white supremacist, too?”

“I have no idea. I know Kay never felt super comfortable being Black here, but it never occurred to her there were white supremacists next door.” Paul frowned. “So are you thinking McKenna killed Kay? What about Shoemaker? You think McKenna killed them both?”

“I don’t know, I can’t put the puzzle together yet.” Julia looked away from the laptop, thinking. “But what if whatever Kay found at the clean-up links McKenna to Shoemaker’s murder? And McKenna resurfaces to get it from her?”

“But if McKenna’s gone, why would he resurface? It’s risky. And how would he know about the missing piece, if he’s on the run?”

“What if he’s not really on the run? He could still be here, hiding. Glushenko could be protecting him.”

“It’s a stretch, but it’s possible.”

“There’s a lot of secluded places to hide here, that’s what the trooper told us. Caves, woods, abandoned outbuildings. There’s more abandoned places as people keep leaving.” Julia felt more intrigued as she spoke. “Or somebody could’ve found out about whatever Kay found at the clean-up and told McKenna. We don’t know that they’re not in contact with him. Maybe the object implicates them, too. Who knows?”

“I suppose that’s true.”

“They could have killed Samuel and made it look like suicide.”

“Why?”

Julia realized Paul hadn’t been here for that part. “Because Samuel knew what the object was. Kay probably told him. They were friends and used to talk during the clean-ups. She didn’t know he was stalking her.”

Paul leaned back. “You could be right, but we don’t know enough and I don’t know where else to look.”

“I have an idea. Let’s try Kay’s friends Susan and Mona.” Julia reached for her phone. “I hope they’re up this late.” She called Susan, and the call went to voicemail. She tried Mona, and the call was answered after one ring. “Mona, hi.”

“Julia? What are you doing up so late?”

Julia smiled inwardly. “I’m trying to learn as much as I can about Bill McKenna and James Shoemaker, who was found murdered in McKenna’s well. Did you know McKenna or Shoemaker?”

“I know of McKenna, but I never met him. I never heard of Shoemaker until the murder.” Mona paused. “But I know a woman who might be able to help you.”

“Great. I’d like to speak to her tonight. Can you give me her name and number?”

“I can do better than that.”
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I’m Kimberly,” said the older woman with a smile. She had short gray hair, pink reading glasses on a red cord, and a white T-shirt on with cargo pants. She rose from a folding chair in a circle, in which other women were sitting in folding chairs and sewing buttons onto garments, their handiwork illuminated by floor lamps with magnifying lenses. “You must be Julia and Paul, Mona’s friends.”

“Yes,” Julia answered, shaking her hand. “Thanks for seeing us.”

“Yes, thanks,” Paul added.

“Not at all.” Kimberly smiled sadly. “I’m sorry to hear about Courtney. Please give her my condolences, if you talk to her. It’s so unjust that she’s in jail, on top of losing Kay.”

“We’re working on getting her out, that’s why I called you.”

“Okay, well, welcome to our community center.” Kimberly gestured around the room, which was a long rectangle lined with tagged piles of clothes on tables. Navy blue jackets, white shirts, and tan britches sat in sorted stacks next to rows of black tricorner hats and tall brown boots. Muskets were mounded next to fifes, drumsticks, and drums. American flags hung on the walls, from Betsy Ross’s to today’s. “It’s not used much anymore, so we have it to ourselves. It’s the home base for the local regiment.”

Paul asked, “Is that for battle reenactments?”

“Yes, we’re a reenactment club for the War of Independence. We started in the late eighties. We still have a large regiment, sixty reenactors with approximately two million buttons.” Kimberly chuckled, and everyone looked up from their work, their lined smiles lit by the fluorescent rings. Kimberly gestured to them. “These are my fellow camp followers.”

Paul chuckled. “I thought camp follower meant something else.”

“Everyone does.” Kimberly smiled. “Please meet Jean, Jane, Gail, Linda, Michelle, and Mary.”

“Great to see you all.” Julia realized she could be looking at a collective oral history of the town, which might come in handy.

Kimberly continued, “During the Revolutionary War, a camp follower was anyone who followed the Continental Army and supported them. They gave first aid to the sick and injured, sewed uniforms, made baskets and candles, and wrote letters for illiterate soldiers. Martha Washington was a camp follower.”

“I’m Martha Washington this weekend,” interjected Linda.

“I’ll be churning butter,” Gail chirped up.

Jane chuckled. “Gail got the short straw. All I have to do is write letters.”

Kimberly turned to Julia. “So, how can I help you?”

“Almost thirty years ago, a man named James Shoemaker was found dead on Bill McKenna’s property.” Julia addressed the sewing circle, too, so they’d feel free to add anything. “We’re trying to find out everything we can about McKenna and Shoemaker.”

Paul added, “We know McKenna was a realtor and Shoemaker was from Tallahassee. But we’re trying to understand what those two men had to do with each other. Does anybody have any info?”

“I know Bill McKenna was a member of the regiment back then,” Kimberly answered, nodding. “He was an officer, I think. He went on reenactments and tacticals from time to time.”

Paul asked, “What’s a tactical?”

“A tactical is when you’re not reenacting a battle, you’re demonstrating battle tactics that the commanders improvise. The officers base it on the military tactics of the time. That’s what we’re doing this weekend at Valley Forge, reenacting the Battle of Monmouth.”

Julia’s thoughts were on McKenna. “Who else was active with Bill McKenna? Who were his friends here?”

“In the regiment? His running buddy was Chief Glushenko.”

Whoa. “Was Chief Glushenko in the regiment?”

“Not strictly, but he hung around the reenactments. They were friends.”

“Did Chief Glushenko know James Shoemaker, too?”

“I don’t know.” Kimberly thought a moment. “This was a long time ago, but I seem to remember Chief Glushenko and Bill used to have buddies they recruited for the reenactments and tacticals. I know because we had to make uniforms for them, quick. Maybe Shoemaker was one of them. I don’t know him.” Kimberly rolled her eyes. “Now it’s coming back to me. I’ll tell you, I don’t miss Bill. He wasn’t very nice.”

Michelle frowned. “I remember him. He made me alter his jacket over and over.”

“He loved being in uniform,” Linda added. “He forgot it was pretend.”

Julia smiled, encouraged. “What about Shoemaker? Did any of you know him?”

“No,” Linda answered, and everyone else shook their heads.

Julia tried again. “Is it possible that Shoemaker was one of the men you were just talking about, the ones you didn’t know where they were from? There has to be a connection between McKenna and Shoemaker because Shoemaker was found murdered in McKenna’s well, then McKenna disappeared.”

Kimberly’s eyes flared. “It was the talk of the town back then. But I don’t know anything about it.”

Julia braced herself. “May I ask, did you ever hear anything about McKenna or Chief Glushenko being a white supremacist?”

Kimberly recoiled, and the others went silent.

Julia didn’t have time to mince words. “I know this is a sensitive topic, but we’re trying to help Courtney. We’re trying to figure out if Kay’s murder is related to Shoemaker’s, even though they’re decades apart.”

Kimberly cleared her throat. “I don’t know anything like that about Chief Glushenko.”

“I don’t know anything about Chief Glushenko, either,” Mary rushed to add. “I just didn’t like Bill, is all.”

“Same here.” Michelle shrugged. “I don’t know anything about that.”

Jean remained silent, her lined mouth sealed and her expression grim.

Julia could see they were afraid and she appealed to Kimberly. “Please, tell me. You were friends with Kay, weren’t you? She would want you to help us.”

Kimberly didn’t reply.

“I’ll say that I think Chief Glushenko is like that,” Linda volunteered, quietly. “I heard that he made a comment about Black—”

“Lin, wait, it’s only gossip,” Kimberly interrupted, turning to Julia. “Listen. We’ll help you, for Kay, but only if you keep it to yourself.”

“We will,” Julia spoke for her and Paul. “So what do you think? Even if it’s gossip, it could help find Kay’s killer.”

Kimberly exhaled, visibly. “Okay. I think Bill McKenna had certain… views and Chief Glushenko did, too. The other men were younger, like teenagers, not from here. One of them, I never knew his name, he collected Nazi pictures and memorabilia.”

“She’s right,” Linda added. “Not everybody who gets into reenactments does it for the right reason. Some are—”

“Stop runnin’ your mouth, Lin!” Jean interjected, raising her voice. “Everybody in our regiment is a patriot.”

“I know that,” Linda said, taken aback. “I was talking in general.”

Jean turned to Julia, flushed with anger. “You’re not from here. You don’t know Chief Glushenko. He’s done more for Buckley than you ever will.”

Uh-oh. “Jean, I’m sorry if I offended you.”

Paul nodded. “We only wanted—”

“I know what you want. You want trouble. I’ll have no parts of it.” Jean returned pointedly to her sewing.

An awkward moment passed, and Kimberly touched Julia’s arm. “We have records that can help you, upstairs. If you want to look.”

“Sure, thanks,” Julia answered, glad to escape.

“Follow me.”

Julia and Paul trailed Kimberly upstairs and into a cramped room lined with old file cabinets of all shapes and sizes. Each drawer was labeled, and there were accordion files stacked haphazardly on top of the cabinets. An old-fashioned glass fixture hung from the ceiling with a curly yellowed flypaper.

Kimberly gestured at the file cabinets. “I know this looks messy but there’s a method to our madness. These aren’t just regiment records. They belong to the gardening club and the quilters’ league, from a long time ago. We don’t have those clubs anymore, but the files are still here.”

“Okay.” Julia felt encouraged. “Where are the files for the regiment?”

“Right here, only one cabinet, and I helped organize it.” Kimberly crossed the room to a brown file cabinet with three drawers and pulled out the top drawer, which held manila folders stuffed with papers. “The top drawer is general info. The second is waivers. The third is miscellaneous, mostly photos and programs. It’s in rough chronological order, most recent in front. I don’t know who keeps up with the filing these days. I sure don’t, so there’s that.”

“But we’re looking for papers before 1999.”

“So you might be in good shape, but the records only go back to 1990. That’s when the lawyer came in, I forget his name. That’s when we started keeping official records, like for real. Before that, some of the members were pack rats, but we didn’t have our act together.”

Julia understood, except for one thing. “What are the waivers for?”

“Anybody who participates in a reenactment has to sign a waiver, whether they’re a member of the regiment or not. That lawyer made us do it in case somebody hurts themselves. We used to be better about it, but now, whatever. We still have those waivers. We just never throw anything out.” Kimberly shrugged. “So you can see the names of anyone who was at McGlinchey’s back then.”

McGlinchey’s? Julia knew she’d heard that somewhere. “What’s McGlinchey’s?”

“McGlinchey’s Plateau is where the regiment practices, since we started. They’ll be there tomorrow afternoon.”

Julia remembered it was Alex who’d mentioned McGlinchey’s. She felt her heartbeat quicken. “Isn’t McGlinchey’s where Shenandoah Preservation had a clean-up last weekend?”

Paul looked over, perking up.

“I don’t know about Shenandoah Preservation, but that’s where the boys practice.”

“Okay, thanks.” Julia felt like they were finally onto something.

“Good luck. Stay as long as you like.” Kimberly leaned closer. “By the way, watch what you say downstairs, with Jean. We call her Mean Jean. Her husband is friends with Chief Glushenko.”
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Julia started going through the top drawer. “Let’s work backward from McKenna’s disappearance in 1999 and try to find out when he first joined the regiment and when or if Shoemaker shows up. I don’t know how long Shoemaker was in the picture or whether he lived in Buckley. Plus we don’t know how long they knew each other.”

“Okay, let’s split the job. You take 1999 and work back to 1995. I’ll take 1994 and work back to 1990. That’s efficient, don’t you think?”

“Yes.” Julia grabbed the front half of the folders, Paul grabbed the back half, and they sat down on the floor with their respective piles and got busy.

Julia opened the 1999 file and went through flyers, programs, and various bills relating to tacticals and reenactments in Luzerne, Pike, and other area counties, drawing conclusions on the fly. “It looks like the regiment does an event, either a reenactment or a tactical, every month starting in springtime.”

“Yes, I see that, too.”

Julia stopped at a list titled “Officers and Positions, 1999.” She skimmed down and struck gold. The top line read “Bill McKenna, Corporal.” “I got him.” She thought a minute. “I wonder what event they held that month, since it’s the year Shoemaker was killed.”

“Good point.” Paul looked up, his expression newly animated. “I got him, too. He starts with the regiment in 1992, as quartermaster. McKenna held the office of treasurer, too, in 1996. But no mention of Shoemaker.”

“So McKenna is active in the regiment from 1992 to 1999, when Shoemaker’s killed and McKenna vanishes. Hold on.” Julia recalled a flyer she’d just seen of a reenactment in Butler County. She paged back and retrieved it, checking the date. “The reenactment that March was on the fourth. That’s a week before Shoemaker’s murder.”

Paul shifted over and read the flyer. “Interesting. Any mention of Shoemaker? I found nothing on him.”

“Me, neither. Shoemaker may or may not be involved.” Julia thought it over. “So this is the critical time period, and if Shoemaker was there, he would have signed a waiver. So would McKenna have. I want to see those waivers.” Julia set the papers aside, then they both got up, went together to the file cabinet, and opened the second drawer.

“So this is a waiver form.” Paul pulled out a blank from the front, and they both read it:


FULL WAIVER AND COMPLETE RELEASE

I __________________________ assume the risk of any and all activities I engage in during any tactical, reenactment, or any other activities I take part in during today’s reenactment and/or tactical. I am fully aware of the risks of harm by accident, firearms, explosive device, and any other hazard. I agree to hold harmless the Regiment and any of its officers, my fellow reenactors, or anyone else associated therewith. I have accepted no money in return for this full waiver and release.

Signature and Date __________________________

Name and Address __________________________



Julia blinked, surprised. “Explosive device? I thought they used blank guns.”

“It’s probably for fake bombs. I know they have them from my cousin. It’s just legalese, trying to cover everything.”

“Probably.” Julia started at 1999 looking for a waiver from McKenna or Shoemaker, then hit paydirt. She found McKenna’s waiver from March 4, 1999, which had his signature and his address at 75 Crowley Road.

“One down, one to go.” Paul thumbed through the other waivers, then stopped. “Here’s one from Shoemaker, so he was there, too.”

“Really?” Julia read the waiver, which was signed James Shoemaker, and the address was 75 Crowley Rd., Buckley. “Shoemaker lists McKenna’s address. He had to be staying or living with him.”

“So Shoemaker came up from Tallahassee, stayed with McKenna, and did the reenactment.” Paul frowned. “What does that tell us? Anything?”

“A little, right?” Julia took the waiver and was about to set it aside when she noticed another waiver underneath, which also had a 75 Crowley Road address. Her astonished gaze dropped down to the signature, which read Patrick Novak. She showed it to Paul. “Look. Who’s Patrick Novak and why was he staying at McKenna’s, too?”

“I wonder if he’s also from Tallahassee. Let me see.” Paul got out his phone and started scrolling.

Julia thought aloud. “So Shoemaker and Novak were both staying at McKenna’s when Shoemaker was murdered. What’s up with that? Where’s Novak now?”

“Don’t know.” Paul looked up from his phone. “I think this search is better done on the laptop later. There’s a lot of Patrick Novaks in Tallahassee.”

Julia tried to put it together. “So they’re here for an event that they signed the waiver for. What’s special about that event? Or maybe it’s not?”

“Let’s keep going.” They continued going through the waiver files, and Julia was surprised there was no other waiver signed by either Shoemaker or Novak, though there were others signed by McKenna.

“So Novak and Shoemaker came for only one event.”

Paul nodded. “Looks that way.”

“Okay, let’s move on to the last drawer, the photographs.” Julia put the files back in the second drawer, then went to the third drawer. It was a yearly collection of photographs, going backward in time. “Let’s start with 1999, since it’s the only year we know for sure that McKenna, Shoemaker, and Novak are involved.”

“Agree.”

Julia reached for the 1999 folder and opened it to find it was stuffed with old photographs, some black-and-white and others in color. “Whoa, this is a lot.”

“Keep going.”

Julia started going through the photos with Paul, and there were about a hundred. They were random, some color and others black-and-white, showing men in costume, tricornered hats, navy blue jackets, and britches, and the bright red coats of the British. She didn’t see McKenna, who she’d know from the newspaper photo, or Shoemaker, who she’d know from his mugshot. She had no idea what Novak looked like. Then she flipped to a photo near the bottom.

“Finally.” Julia found a photo of McKenna in his regimental uniform, standing between two other men in T-shirts and jeans. The man on the left was James Shoemaker, and he looked skinny with a narrow face, his eyes set close-together, and large front teeth.

“That’s Shoemaker.”

“Correct, and do you think this is Novak, on the other side of McKenna?” Julia took a second look at maybe-Novak, who was much younger than the others, possibly in his teens. He was good-looking, with brown eyes, brown hair, and a nice smile that seemed oddly familiar. “This young guy must be Novak, right? We don’t know the date of the photo, but from the waivers we know there was one time when the three of them did an event together, and it’s the March event, which is the one we care about. So it’s a fair assumption this teenager is Novak, do you agree?”

“Agree.”

“And we know from the waivers that they lived together at the time, or stayed together, at McKenna’s house.” Julia flipped the photo, hoping for a notation or identification, but there wasn’t one. “Damn.”

“Most likely it’s Novak.”

“Let’s go with that assumption, then.”

“We’re getting somewhere.” Paul smiled. “We’ll tell Bennie when we get back.”

“I know, right?” Julia took a second look at Novak, and something tingled at the edges of her memory. Suddenly she realized, with a startled shock, that she recognized him. “Oh my God, I know Novak!”

“What? How? Who is he?”

“I met him at college, in the library with Courtney. He told us his name was Matt Winger, and Courtney gave him a fake number for me.” Julia felt her words rush out as the memory came back, astonishing her. “Then I saw him at a party, and it turned out that he assaulted a redhead at the same party. If not for Courtney, it could’ve been me that night.”

Paul’s lips parted. “Wait, I know that story. Courtney told me. You guys had a fight over it.”

“Right, she warned me off, and I was so mad at her, but she was right. She knew he was a creep, but I couldn’t see it. I gave a statement to the campus police and South Bend detectives. I don’t know if they ever arrested him.”

“So is Pat Novak his real name, or Matt Winger?”

“Matt Winger’s an alias, that’s all I know.”

“Do you think he’s here on purpose, for some reason? Like he traced you or Courtney here? Or is it just a coincidence?”

“I think it’s a coincidence, but it’s not that crazy.” Julia’s thoughts raced, and details came back to her. “He told me he’s from Philly and he mentioned an Eagles shirt I had on. He had a history of violence, so I’m not completely surprised he’d hang with thugs like Shoemaker, and McKenna.” Julia was beginning to formulate a theory, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it, just yet. “Something about the fact that I know Novak, or whatever his real name is, makes me think that he matters, like it has to do with my gift. Maybe this is the reason I had to come here. Maybe it wasn’t only about Courtney, maybe it was about Novak, too.” Julia found herself closing her eyes, trying to remember her vision of Kay’s fight for her life. “When I saw Kay’s killer in my vision at the funeral home, I didn’t see his face or any of his features, only shards of black and white. Courtney said that I had a blind spot for Novak, and I still have that blind spot.” Julia felt her own words resonate as she heard herself saying them. “What if I’m here for a reason, and the reason is staring me in the face? What if Novak killed Grandma Kay?”

“Whoa.” Paul’s eyes flared, and Julia gathered her thoughts, which were all over the place.

“But I still have questions. Where does Novak fit in, if the cops are in a conspiracy with McKenna and Chief Glushenko? Maybe the murder of Shoemaker is okay with Glushenko and McKenna, but what about Novak? If he lived at the same address, where was he the night that Shoemaker was killed? Did he help kill Shoemaker, then disappear like McKenna?”

Paul shook his head, mystified. “I don’t know, but this is good stuff. We’ll learn something if we keep going, but even if we don’t, we can give it to Bennie for her investigator.”

“Right.” Julia dived back in, going through the rest of the photos a few years back, but none showed Shoemaker or Novak. There were more of McKenna, but they told her nothing new. “I have a working theory that McKenna was permanently here, maybe Shoemaker off and on, and I get the sense that Novak was kind of a Johnny-come-lately. He’s so much younger than them. He’s a teenager, and they’re like in their forties.”

“That makes sense.” Paul checked his watch. “I think we’re done, don’t you? I think we’ve gone through everything.”

“Yes. Let’s clean up and go.” Julia got out her phone and took a picture of the 1999 officers list, the waiver forms for McKenna, Shoemaker, and Novak, and the photo of the three of them, just in case. They picked up the photographs, straightened the folders, and returned them to the drawer, then went downstairs, where only two women were left in the sewing circle, Kimberly and Mean Jean.

Kimberly looked up with a smile, her face illuminated from below by the harsh magnifying light. “Have any luck?”

“Yes, we found a nice photo of Bill McKenna.” Julia didn’t elaborate because Jean was eyeing her, hard.

Paul knocked over a group of muskets leaning in the corner at the bottom of the stairway, and they fell to the hardwood floor with a loud clatter. “Oh no. I’m sorry.”

“I’ll help.” Julia started picking up the muskets, surprised at their heft. “These things are heavy.”

“Sure are.” Paul picked up an armful of muskets and set them back in the corner. “They’re not real, are they?”

“They’re replicas. They fire blanks.” Kimberly set aside her sewing and rose, and Julia picked up the last musket and noticed it was much lighter than the others, then took a second look. The last musket was made of plastic painted to look like wood and metal.

Holy shit. “What’s this one musket, Kimberly? Is it fake?”

“Yes, our budget lately doesn’t always allow real guns. Some are plastic. I think they look real enough, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Julia felt Jean’s eyes on her, so she kept her tone light. “Where did they buy it? Or did they make it?”

“I have no idea. The men in ordnance handle that.” Kimberly shrugged. “If you want to watch the regiment, they’re practicing for Valley Forge tomorrow at McGlinchey’s. Come by around three. That’s our deadline for getting these uniforms done.”

“Thanks, sounds like fun.” Julia headed for the door. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” Paul said with a nod.

“Goodnight.” Kimberly waved, but Mean Jean stayed silent, watching them go.

Julia couldn’t wait to talk to Paul alone, and they left, stepping into a downpour. They hurried down the porch steps to the car and they jumped in. She started the ignition and the windshield wipers, then took off. “Hey, are you thinking about the musket? It must’ve been made on a 3D printer.”

“Yes.” Paul nodded, excited. “If they can make a ghost musket, they can make a ghost gun.”

Julia felt excited, too. “It connects the murder weapon to this group. We have to find out who made that musket. I say we go to the practice at McGlinchey’s tomorrow. We can look around and ask a few questions. Maybe we’ll even figure out what Kay found. It’s where the last clean-up was.” Julia drove through town, which was deserted. House after house was abandoned, and the rest were dark and shrouded with rain. “Things are coming together.”

“Agree, but I think I should go to the reenactment without you.” Paul frowned. “One of those guys could’ve killed Kay, and McKenna and Novak are out there somewhere.”

“I’m going, too.” Julia pressed the gas. Rain pelted her windshield.

“We’ll fight about it tomorrow.” Paul glanced out the window at the storm. “You know, my cousin’s a Civil War reenactor. They’re mostly history buffs and former military. We’ll tell Bennie about the muskets if she’s still up.”

“Ghost muskets in a ghost town,” Julia said, half to herself, as she steered out of Buckley to the motel. The terrain turned wooded and hilly, and they drove up a narrow road that shot through the trees. A metal guardrail flanked the stretch. The shoulder vanished. A reflective sign read SPEED LIMIT 15. It was pitch-black out, with no streetlights or houses anywhere.

Julia checked the rearview mirror to see a car behind them, its highbeams on. She didn’t know where it had come from. It accelerated quickly, riding her bumper. “Do you see this car on my ass?”

Paul looked back. “Yes.”

Julia sped up but the car sped up, too. “There’s one guy on the road and he tailgates?”

“Let him pass,” Paul said, newly tense.

“I’m trying but there’s no room.” Julia gritted her teeth. She clenched the wheel and drove close to the guardrail. Gravel sprayed from her tires on the passenger side. The tailgater had room to go around her. He dogged her.

Suddenly powerful highbeams blasted their car interior from behind, blinding her.

“Jesus!” Paul wheeled around, shielding his eyes from the highbeams. “Drive!”

“I am!” Julia was already accelerating. Their car shot forward in the rain, underpowered. The tailgater sped up to them and slammed into their fender.

“He hit us!” Julia’s head snapped forward and back. She squeezed the steering wheel to stay in control of the car.

“What the fuck!” Paul lurched forward, grabbing the hand grip.

Julia floored the gas pedal, her heart pounding. Her speed increased from seventy to eighty, then eighty-five miles an hour.

The tailgater stayed glued to her, blinding her with highbeams. She raced up the side of the road, trying to get out of the way. Rain sluiced down her windshield. Tree branches splintered against their car, scratching its exterior as they blew past.

“He’s trying to run us off the road!” Paul shouted, but ahead, Julia spotted the end of the guardrail. They were heading through the overpass and back to level ground. The shoulder of the road reappeared, lined by thick dark woods.

“Hold on!” Julia steered for the shoulder and drove off the road, braking with a lurch just before they crashed into an oak tree.

The tailgater zoomed past them, spraying rainwater and gravel.

Julia gasped, out of breath, realizing what she’d just seen. “That wasn’t a car, it was a black pickup! That’s the type of truck Kay’s killer drove!”

“For real?” Paul asked, his eyes wide as he raked back his hair.

“Yes.” Julia sagged in her seat, her hands on the wheel. “Did you get the license plate?”

“No, but there was a flag sticker in the back window.”

Julia tried to gather her thoughts. “I don’t think the pickup at Kay’s house had a flag sticker, but I could be wrong.” She was too freaked to remember details of that day or her vision. “I only see some details and not others.”

Suddenly her phone rang, and Julia fumbled for the cell, saw the call was from Bennie, and answered it on speaker. “Bennie, you’re not going to believe this! We were just tailgated by a black pickup truck. It could’ve been the guys who killed Kay. They tried to hit us!”

“Oh no, are you okay?” Bennie asked, alarmed.

“Yes, but he tried to run us off the road and—”

“Tell me later. I’m on my way to the prison and you need to meet me there. They’re holding Coutney’s preliminary arraignment tonight.”

“Tonight?” Julia felt caught off-balance. “When? Is there a fixed time?”

“No, they schedule them when a magistrate judge is available. Usually it’s sooner, but this is the boonies.”

“But we’re twenty minutes away. Will they wait until we get there?”

Bennie snorted. “Julia, it ain’t brunch.”
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Julia knew they were getting closer to the prison because an unnatural brightness emanated from the woods. The rain had stopped, leaving the night sky thickly black and heavy with humidity, and a ghostly white light illuminated droplets of moisture in the air, like a spectral haze hovering over the trees.

Julia felt worse as they got closer, and her stomach knotted. She realized that it was one thing to know Courtney was in prison, and another to go see her there, even on a closed-circuit screen. Paul must’ve felt the same way because he’d been utterly silent since the tailgater. She didn’t want to think about any dents on the bumper or scratches on the rental. She had bigger worries, like whether the driver of the pickup was Kay’s killer trying to intimidate or hurt them, or if he was just a good ole boy making trouble for out-of-towners.

They reached a small sign that read NEW DOVER COUNTY PRISON, then turned onto a road through the woods, which ended abruptly in a vast clearing that contained the prison. New Dover County Prison was an aging concrete complex shaped like a massive H, surrounded by security lights mounted on the perimeter. Double rows of cyclone fencing topped with concertina wire surrounded the edifice, and there were peaked turrets at regular intervals with silhouetted guards inside, visible through greenish glass.

Julia had never seen a prison this close, and the sight struck her as horrifying in a uniquely institutional way. Her best friend was locked behind bars for a crime she hadn’t committed, and that utter injustice was lawful.

“This scares the shit out of me,” Paul said quietly.

“I’ll say.”

They passed through an open gate in a cyclone fence, entered prison property, and stopped at a narrow guardhouse to show their IDs to a corrections officer in a black uniform. He checked their names on a list and raised a reflective bar to let them drive through. They traveled down a long asphalt road and into the visitors’ parking lot, which was empty except for Bennie and Alex, who stood talking next to their cars.

Uh-oh. Julia hadn’t expected Alex. “Paul, be nice.”

“This fucking guy,” Paul muttered. “What’s he doing here?”

“Just ignore him, okay?” Julia parked next to them, and Bennie came over before they got out of the car.

“Leave your phones and purse. Bring your car keys and driver’s licenses.”

“Okay.” They obeyed, then got out of the car.

Alex flashed Julia a tense smile. “Good to see you.”

“Good to see you, too. I’m sorry I didn’t think to call you.”

“No worries. I know a few C.O.s, and one gave me a heads-up.”

Julia blinked. “What’s a C.O.?”

“Corrections officer.”

Paul sniffed. “You know everybody, don’t you? You’re like the Mayor of Shitsville.”

Alex snorted. “What, no stitches, bro? Better luck next time.”

Bennie snapped, “That’s enough, you two.”

“Oh, come on, Bennie.” Paul gestured at Alex. “What’s he doing here, anyway? Is he even allowed?”

“Arraignments used to be held in courtrooms, so it’s technically public proceeding. Now, follow me.” Bennie turned away and led them to the prison as an uneasy group. Mercury vapor lamps cast hazy pools of light along the road.

Julia felt worse as she got closer. She shuddered to think how Courtney would be feeling right now, expecting them but knowing that they couldn’t visit her. It would make everything harder for her than it already was.

Bennie turned to them as they walked along. “Any of you ever visited a prison?”

“No,” Julia and Paul answered together.

“I spent a night in lock-up.” Alex smiled crookedly. “You stage enough protests, sooner or later they try to make something stick.”

Bennie smiled, then caught Julia’s eye. “I know this place looks intimidating but it’s only minimum security. Nobody’s here longer than two years, and it houses about nine hundred men and fifty women. There’s also temporary holds and inmates awaiting hearings or trial, like Courtney.”

Julia gathered her thoughts. “Will we get to see Courtney?”

“Only onscreen, on closed-circuit television.”

“Will she be able to see us?”

“No, only me.”

They continued down the road, reached a large circular driveway, and passed a black prison bus with grates covering the windows. They reached the entrance, which had metal doors of pitted green paint under a flat roof, and entered the prison. There was a large, windowed entrance hall with a dirty black mat in front of double doors of smudged glass.

They entered to find themselves in a waiting room, large and harshly bright, with fifty or so black bucket seats in fixed rows. The walls were dingy white cinderblock, and the tile floors a grimy gray. A glass divider painted with smiling cats and dogs walled off a play area for children. A floor of polished concrete shone dully, and the air felt hot and dry.

Bennie led them to a counter with a bulletproof screen behind which sat an older C.O. in a black uniform. They produced their IDs with a minimum of conversation, then a female C.O. appeared, showed them a small locker for their IDs and keys, then ushered them through a metal detector and a sally port that contained three sets of locked and barred doors.

Julia felt her stomach twist as they got farther inside the prison. The halls were empty and silent except for faint echoes of voices. The air felt hotter and smelled worse. The foursome was funneled together through a cattle chute to another locked door, which the C.O. unlocked, pulled open, and slammed behind them with a clang, then locked with a large, crude key.

Julia swallowed hard. She sensed they were passing the point of no return. The C.O. led them into a long hallway that seemed to run the length of the prison, evidently one of the sides of the H. The hall was wide and dim, lined with grimy, scuffed cinderblock walls.

They passed a glass-enclosed room on the right, with a sign on the glass door that read SECURITY CENTER. It was dark inside the room, and two C.O.s sat before a wall of closed-circuit screens glowing gray. One of the C.O.s looked over as they passed, then rose and opened the door, poking his head out. He was beefy and Black, and he smiled at Alex.

“Dudek the Dude! As I live and breathe!”

Alex grinned, and they slapped hands. “Hey, Curtis.”

“What brings you here?”

“The usual oppression by the state.”

Curtis chuckled. “Never change, bro.”

“Never. Give my best to Denise.”

“The hell I will!” Curtis shot back, laughing.

Paul rolled his eyes but said nothing. There were a few meeting rooms on the left, and Julia could see inside the rooms because the top half of the wall was glass and the lower was cinderblock.

“This way.” The female C.O. unlocked the door to the middle meeting room, and they entered. It was a small rectangle containing three black bucket chairs in front of a table of audiovisual equipment and a medium-size monitor, its screen dark. The air in the room was hotter than the hallway, bringing up the odor of institutional disinfectant.

“Thank you,” Bennie said for all of them, then the C.O. closed the door and locked them in.

“We’re locked in?” Julia grimaced, sitting down.

“Yes, for security.” Bennie took the seat in front of the monitor.

“Bennie, now what happens?” Paul took the last chair, which forced Alex to stand, but if it bothered him, he didn’t let it show.

“First, the magistrate judge will come on, then Courtney. She’ll be asked if she read the charge against her, has a lawyer, and wants to waive her preliminary hearing, to which she’ll say no. The judge will set a date for the preliminary hearing, which will be within fourteen days.” Bennie smiled in a reassuring way. “This is all routine. It will take five minutes. Remember, I’m hoping to get her out at the preliminary hearing.”

“That would be great.” Alex brightened, and Julia realized that he hadn’t been privy to the previous conversation.

Bennie raised a warning finger. “Keep that to yourself, friend.”

“I will.” Alex glanced at the screen, which was still black.

Bennie shifted her chair closer to the screen. “I emailed them when we arrived, so we should start any minute.”

Suddenly a siren sounded an earsplitting alarm. The announcement system blared a mechanical voice: “We are in lockdown! Repeat, we are in lockdown!”

“Oh shit.” Bennie rose, looking around.

“What’s happening?” Julia jumped to her feet, trying not to panic.

“Oh no!” Paul got up.

Meanwhile a SWAT team carrying long guns and curved body shields poured into the hallway and thundered past. C.O.s hurried this way and that, shouting into walkie-talkies. Shouting and radio chatter echoed throughout the prison, drowned out by sirens and the lockdown announcement.

“There’s Curtis!” Alex bolted to the door and banged on it as his C.O. friend hustled by. “Curtis! Curtis!”

Curtis hurried over, unlocked the door quickly, and talked through the opening. “Alex, get back! I can’t let you guys out!”

“Why the lockdown? What’s going on?”

“Somebody got shanked, a female!”

Oh my God. Julia felt a bolt of fear for Courtney.

Alex gasped. “Curtis, who? It’s not Horan, is it? Courtney Horan?”

“I don’t know, I gotta go!” Curtis turned away, letting the door begin to close behind him and running down the hallway.

Alex caught the door at the last minute and darted from the room. Paul ran after him into the melee.

“No!” Bennie followed, with Julia on her heels.
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Stop! Hold it right there!” A cadre of C.O.s caught Paul and swarmed Julia and Bennie, then pushed them toward the security center. “You’re civilians, you can’t be here!”

“My wife is back there! Let me go!” Paul struggled to free himself, and Julia turned to see Alex escaping down the hall. Her heart lurched, knowing he was going after Courtney.

“Get into security!” the C.O. shouted. “Get in! Now!” The C.O.s muscled Paul, Julia, and Bennie into the security center, slammed the door closed, and locked them inside. The room was empty, the guards gone. It was dark, the only light emanating from the grayish glow of small black-and-white monitors, thirty of them covering one wall. Each screen had a digital timeclock at the bottom next to a location caption.

“Let me out!” Paul banged on the door, and Bennie picked up a black security phone from the desk.

“Hello, I represent inmate Courtney Horan and I need to know how she is. We’re in the security center. We were here for her hearing. Yes, I know we’re in lockdown but we heard there was a female inmate knifed. I’m entitled to know the status of my client. Okay, okay, I’ll hold.”

Julia’s panicky gaze flitted across the array of monitors, showing views of the cafeteria, the laundry room, and hallways. Suddenly she spotted a screen showing C.O.s and a SWAT team running down a hall with long guns and body shields. Standing out from the dark helmets and black caps was a blond ponytail and a jean jacket. “Oh my God, there’s Alex!”

Bennie looked over, phone in hand. “Oh no!”

“Where?” Paul turned, Julia pointed to the screen, and the three of them watched as Alex ran with the SWAT team and C.O.s past a row of cells. Male inmates appeared at the bars. The screen went abruptly empty and still, then the screen next to it came to life as Alex and the SWAT team and C.O.s blew through a set of double doors and ran down another hall past cells of female inmates.

Suddenly a group of male inmates brandishing homemade knives, metal rails, and sharpened chair legs raced toward the SWAT team, the C.O.s, and Alex. The scene exploded into violent chaos. The inmates attacked the guards, who beat them back with tactical batons and body shields. Flash-bangs exploded, releasing chalky smoke that obscured the action.

“Jesus Christ!” Bennie gasped.

Julia watched in spellbound terror, then lost sight of Alex. “Where’s Alex?”

“Oh God,” Paul said hushed, then they watched as a stick was swung toward the camera and the screen went black.

Julia’s mouth dropped open. “They broke the camera!”

Bennie put the phone to her ear. “What did you say? Which pod is Courtney Horan in? Just tell me which pod! All the women are in Pod C? Thank you, but I still want to know her status. Yes, I’ll hold.”

“Courtney’s in Pod C?” Julia spotted a Pod C screen on the far end, and Paul hustled there.

“Oh no! Look!” Paul groaned, and they all watched as SWAT team members ran across the screen, evidently heading toward the fight. The screen emptied but the next screen showed the SWAT team running down the hallway past cells of female inmates, still heading toward the fight.

The screen went empty, but Julia found her attention shifting to another screen underneath, captioned “Temp Holding.” She noticed that the barred door to one of the cells hung open, which made no sense. She looked closer and spotted a discoloration on the wall above the sink, then a dark blotch on the concrete floor.

“That has to be blood,” Julia blurted out, shocked.

“It’s not Courtney’s cell, is it?” Paul whirled around to the screen. “She’s in Pod C. That screen says Temp Holding.”

Bennie grimaced. “Temporary Holding is typically where she’d be.”

“But you said Pod C!” Paul shot back. “The guy on the phone said Pod C.”

“Right, but all the female inmates are in Pod C. When I asked him about Courtney, maybe he heard that the name was a woman’s and answered me without checking.” Bennie picked the phone receiver off her shoulder. “Hello, are you there? Hello? Hello!”

Paul turned to Julia, his face a mask of desperation. “Is it Courtney’s cell?”

“How would I know?” Julia recoiled, taken aback. “I don’t know.”

“Why not? You’re psychic! You should know!”

“No, I don’t, I don’t know—”

“Oh, come on! Julia, is it her cell or not?” Paul grabbed Julia by the shoulders. “You have a gift, why the fuck can’t you use it—”

“It doesn’t work that way!” Julia wrenched herself free, and Bennie grabbed Paul by the elbow.

“Paul, leave her alone!”

“Why?” Paul threw up his hands. “She’s psychic! You saw her, last night! She took us to McKenna’s! She’d never been there but she knew where it was! Why can’t she tell us if that’s Courtney’s cell? I want to know if my wife is dead or alive!”

“Get a grip!” Bennie shot back. “You’re bullying her!”

Meanwhile Julia watched them argue. Anguished tears sprang to her eyes. It broke her heart to think Courtney could be dead. She couldn’t even hold the thought in her brain. The last spirit she would ever want to summon was Courtney’s.

“Can’t she try?” Paul shouted at Bennie. “That’s all I’m asking!” He whirled back to Julia, opening his palms. “I’m sorry I lost my temper, but I’m asking you to try! You love Courtney, don’t you want to know if she’s dead or alive?” Paul made praying hands. “Can’t you try? Please, I’m begging you!”

“Okay, I’ll try. Please, be quiet.” Julia stepped back, turned away from Paul and Bennie, and faced the wall. The room felt like a pressure cooker. She tried to ignore the commotion in the hall. The shouting, the radio chatter, the lockdown announcement. The sirens blaring a continuous state of emergency.

Julia squeezed her eyes shut, then covered her face with her hands. She tried to slow her breathing and her heartrate. She told herself to banish every thought. She let herself open her mind and allow herself to receive whatever came.

Julia found herself turning back to the monitors, removing her hands from her face, and looking again at the blood on the concrete floor of the open cell.

Suddenly she stood in horror as her view focused on the blood, and the stain grew larger and larger in her mind’s eye, revealing a long, dark hair.

Julia knew it was Courtney’s. She felt it inside her soul.

She stifled a scream.
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Julia, was it her cell?” Paul grabbed her arms, frantic.

“I think so,” Julia reeled, tears filling her eyes. Her heart thudded in her chest. Her gut twisted. She felt sickened by what she had seen in the empty cell. She never wanted to have a vision, ever again. She didn’t want any psychic powers. She didn’t want to know anything she wasn’t supposed to know, anything that humans weren’t supposed to know.

“Was it her blood? Was she injured? Is she alive?”

Suddenly everything went dark in the prison, and they all fell silent, stunned. The monitors blinked off. Julia couldn’t see anything. The security room went pitch black. The hallway was completely dark. There were no windows anywhere, so not even ambient light. Shouting intensified outside the room. Radios chattered and sirens screamed.

Julia gasped. “It’s a power outage! What do we do?”

Paul let Julia go. “Would they have a generator?”

“Yes, they—” Just then was an electrical crackling, then a droning whine. Emergency lights blinked on in the hallway, but they were dim and red. C.O.s and cops in the hallways became reddish silhouettes. Suddenly a C.O. materialized at their door, unlocked it, and hustled them into the hallway.

“You have to evacuate! This way!”

“My wife’s in Temporary Holding!” Paul shouted over the din, but the cops ignored him, rushed them down the hall toward the exit, then to the sally ports. A C.O. unlocked the doors, then two more C.O.s hustled them through the waiting room and from the prison, closing the exit doors behind them and locking them out with a heavy set of keys.

“Go to your vehicle!” another C.O. shouted, pressing their IDs and car keys on them and closing the glass door.

“My wife’s in Temporary Holding!” Paul pounded on the door. “I have to get in!”

Bennie stood with him. “I need to know about my client Courtney Horan!”

The C.O. shouted back, “Go to your vehicle or I’ll arrest you both!”

The scene outside the prison horrified Julia. Firetrucks barreled toward the prison entrance, followed by ambulances. Police cruisers idled everywhere, their sirens screaming and red-and-white lightbars flashing. Emergency lights pulsed across the night sky.

Paul whirled around, stricken. “Julia, is Courtney okay? Was she injured?”

“I don’t know!” Julia cried, distraught.

“Look, over there!” Bennie pointed, and they turned to see an ambulance racing from the back of the prison toward the exit road. Julia realized the ambulance was coming from the area where Temporary Holding must be located, and Paul was already in motion, running down the steps.

Julia ran behind him, followed by Bennie. The three of them streaked toward the ambulance, which had to stop for a firetruck, giving Paul time to flag them down.

“Stop! I wanna see if that’s my wife! Stop!”

The EMT slid down the window. “Your wife?”

“Yes! Let me in back!”

“Okay!” The EMT jumped out of the cab as Paul bolted to the back of the ambulance. The EMT twisted open the back doors, and Paul climbed inside just as Julia and Bennie arrived, looking in the ambulance.

Julia gasped. A young biracial woman lay unconscious on the gurney, hooked up to IV fluids, but she wasn’t Courtney. She had short hair and blonde tips. Blood drenched her chest.

“That’s not my wife! Where’s my wife?”

Julia whirled around, reeling. She didn’t know what was going on. She’d seen blood in the cell. She’d seen Courtney’s hair in the blood. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe the vision had been wrong. Maybe she’d misinterpreted it.

Julia turned to the sudden blare of another ambulance that appeared from behind the prison, coming at them.

“That has to be her!” Paul jumped out of the first ambulance and ran to the second, waving his hands. “Stop, Stop!”

Julia felt a bolt of knowing, a dread deep within her. Whoever was inside was no longer alive. She felt it in her chest, a deep, dark void, a soul departing in agony and fear, having died a horrible death.

Julia couldn’t move a step. She didn’t know if she could even stand anymore. She fell to her knees, breaking down. She found herself looking up into the night sky, and she remembered that tonight was the lunar eclipse of the Blood Moon, a cataclysm of upheaval and tumult.

Bennie reached her side. “Julia, are you okay?”

Julia shook her head, unable to speak. She could feel a soul crying from its very depths, being yanked from this life and resisting its rupture, too young to pass. She looked over to see Paul standing behind the ambulance, his anguished expression illuminated by the bright light from inside.

The EMT closed the doors, and Paul turned away in mute shock and walked stiffly toward them.

“Paul?” Bennie straightened, shaking her head. “Is it Courtney—”

“No, it’s Alex,” Paul answered hoarsely. “He’s dead.”
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The next hour was pandemonium as Julia, Paul, and Bennie tried to locate Courtney and find out how Alex was killed. Julia and Paul asked cops and C.O.s while Bennie worked the phones. Nobody had any information or was willing to answer. Julia looked for Glushenko among the Buckley police, but didn’t see him, which made her more suspicious. Every cop in three surrounding towns was here, and Glushenko was conspicuous by his absence.

Bennie hung up the phone, hurrying over. “Okay, I have news from the assistant warden—”

“Is Courtney okay?” Paul asked, anxious.

Julia wiped her eyes. “Please say yes.”

“Yes.” Bennie smiled, her relief plain.

“Thank God!” Paul’s eyes glistened. “What happened?”

“Where was she?” Julia joined in. “How was Alex killed?”

Bennie raised a hand. “This is preliminary info, and the assistant warden won’t tell me much. He said that Courtney had a stomach problem, right before the arraignment. She was in pain and throwing up.”

Julia knew what it was. “She has IBS, but she hasn’t had a flare-up in years.”

“Like six years,” Paul added. “Then what happened?”

Bennie put up her hand again. “She was taken to the infirmary, but the nurse wasn’t in at night. They’re way understaffed. Typically, a prison doctor does med checks and routine care for more than one prison. Anyway, they called around for the doctor, which involved more waiting in the infirmary.”

Julia tried to put it together. “So who was stabbed?”

“The woman we saw in the ambulance was Courtney’s cellmate, whose name they won’t tell me. Next-of-kin hasn’t been notified. She was pronounced dead on arrival at the hospital.”

Julia gasped. “Oh no, how horrible.”

Paul looked grim. “Did the assistant warden say how that happened?”

“No, and he won’t, not to me. They’re going to have an investigation, and there’ll be jobs on the line.” Bennie shook her head. “But I can tell you the way I think it happens. A crooked C.O. leaves the cell door open, then another inmate slips inside with a shank. It takes only one dirty C.O. They don’t make much money.”

Paul asked, “Could a C.O. have stabbed her?”

Bennie nodded. “I suppose that’s possible, too. I’m just glad Courtney wasn’t there.”

“I think she was the intended victim,” Julia blurted out. “I think it was mistaken identity, and they meant to kill Courtney.”

Bennie blinked. “Is your vision telling you that?”

“No, my gut,” Julia answered firmly. “What are the odds? The cellmate was the only one in the cell because Courtney had been taken to the infirmary, and let’s say whoever came to kill her didn’t know that. He, or she, saw that the cellmate was biracial and assumed she was Courtney.” Julia paused. “It’s more likely the killer was a male inmate because a female inmate might have seen Courtney before. A male inmate might not have. She’s only been here a few hours.” Julia met Bennie’s eye. “I bet the thought occurred to you.”

“It occurred to me,” Paul interjected.

Bennie nodded. “It did occur to me, but I’ll play devil’s advocate. They already had Courtney framed. Why kill her?”

“They think she knows something. My guess is they think she knows what that object Kay found is and they’re worried she’s going to tell somebody.”

“But you and Courtney told Glushenko you didn’t know what it was, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but maybe they think we found out since then. Or they don’t want to take chances.”

“Then why frame Courtney in the first place? Why frame her, then kill her?”

“Maybe they couldn’t get to her before.” Julia was thinking aloud. “Or maybe they thought framing her would end her investigating Kay’s murder. She would have to deal with her own defense, and she would be her husband’s main concern. They’re trying everything they can to intimidate us, to shake us loose. I told you a black pickup hit me from behind tonight, and earlier, a Buckley police cruiser followed us. They thought we would give up. Instead, we showed we weren’t going anywhere. That meant they had to kill Courtney to silence her.”

“I want her out of prison,” Paul said abruptly, turning to Bennie. “Can’t we get her out now? She’s obviously not safe there.”

“I asked the assistant warden for a transfer, but he said no, so I requested ad seg, where they put prisoners at risk.”

Julia’s thoughts strayed to Alex, heartsick. “So what happened to Alex? How did he die?” She couldn’t even believe she was saying the words. She’d come to like and admire him. “What did the assistant warden say about him?”

“The assistant warden won’t officially call what happened a prison riot, but it was. There was a breakout by four male inmates, all members of an Aryan gang. They attacked the SWAT team, C.O.s, and Alex in the hallway.” Bennie paused, shaken. “Alex was killed by a blow to the head. He didn’t have the helmets, vests, or shields the others did. That’s why all the ambulances are coming. C.O.s and inmates were injured, some seriously.”

“Oh my God.” Julia felt sick to her stomach. She lost focus for a moment, mentally dropping out of the conversation. She flashed on how she’d experienced Alex’s soul departing his body, not wanting to leave his earthly life, maybe not wanting to leave Courtney. It wasn’t something she wanted to know, and there was nothing she could do about it except share his agony and anguish.

Paul was shaking his head. “Was the riot a part of the attempt on Courtney’s life or unrelated?”

“I asked the assistant warden, but he wouldn’t answer, and they can’t know yet. They won’t know until they investigate, but if you ask me, I think the answer is yes. I think the inmates conspired with the killer to murder Courtney and wanted to kill whoever came to help.” Bennie’s upper lip curled in disgust. “That’s the truly evil part. It’s like an arsonist who sets a fire and kills the first responders who come to put it out.”

“I agree with you.” Paul hung his head. “Jesus.”

Julia struggled to think through her emotions. “I think it was related, too. We know there’s white supremacists on the police force, so there must be some inside, right?”

Bennie nodded. “It’s likely. You know, the Aryan Nation began as a prison gang. The prison system is rife with gang activity, and inmates don’t give up their friends and connections on the outside when they’re behind bars. That’s why the system cracks down so hard on contraband cell phones. Connections to the outside can be used for too many things, not only gang activity but running drugs and other illegal businesses.”

Paul looked up. “So a crooked C.O. doesn’t care if other C.O.s get killed? What about loyalty?”

“Loyalty to what? To whom? I’ve met a bunch of C.O.s and they’re usually great people, but they don’t check their political or other beliefs at the door. If they’re white supremacists at home, that’s what they are at work, too. They factionalize like gangs. Whichever C.O. helped the inmates who rioted and tried to kill Courtney was fine with killing other C.O.s. Alex was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Unless he was a target, too,” Julia said, as the thought entered her mind.

“How?” Bennie looked over. “He couldn’t have been. How would they have known he was here?”

“Alex said he had friends here. We saw the one C.O., Curtis, and Alex said he had a friend who tipped him off. The friend could have told another C.O. who wanted to harm him.”

“But nobody could have predicted Alex would try to get to Courtney.”

“They might have, or even if they didn’t, they could’ve seized the opportunity when he did.”

Bennie blinked. “You might be right.”

“I think she is.” Paul frowned. “We should tell the assistant warden.”

Bennie glanced away, distracted. “Look. This case is about to get bigger.”

Julia and Paul turned to the scene. Newsvans with multicolored logos and white microwave towers were arriving. They pulled into the visitors’ lot, and technicians jumped out and began setting up portable generators, klieg lights, and makeshift tents. Videographers hoisted cameras to their shoulders, and anchorpeople emerged from vans in fresh makeup, with paper towels still stuck into their collars.

Julia realized this was a sensational story for them, but her best friend was still inside, more scared than ever.

Paul put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry I lost my temper earlier.”

Julia felt touched. “It’s okay, I get it. It drives me crazy too.”

“It isn’t easy, having a gift like that, is it?”

“No,” Julia had to admit. “But I have to get better at it.”

“If Courtney were here, she would say she loves you just the way you are.” Paul smiled warmly. “So do I.”

“Thanks,” Julia said, but she didn’t feel that way herself. The stakes were even higher, and the responsibility weighed on her. Paul had been right that Courtney was in greater danger than before.

Bennie checked her phone. “New news. Courtney’s arraignment will be held tomorrow morning at the courthouse.”

Paul looked over. “Will we get to see her in person?”

“Yes. You won’t get to talk to her in court, but I made a request for you to visit her tomorrow at the prison. The assistant warden agreed, given the circumstances. It will be a no-contact visit, that’s self-explanatory. At least you get to talk to her.”

“That would be great.” Paul smiled with relief.

“You’ll have to wait at the prison because they don’t know the exact time.”

“No problem, thank you.” Paul paused. “Does Courtney know that Alex died, and her cellmate?”

“I don’t know. I’m sure she will by then.” Bennie turned to Julia. “I tried to get you in to visit her, but you’re not immediate family. Is there anything you want me to tell her in court tomorrow?”

“Tell her we’re going to get her out of there.”

“This isn’t your psychic gift talking, is it?” Bennie lifted an eyebrow, her expression uncharacteristically confused. “You don’t know how this story ends, do you?”

“No,” Julia answered, wishing she did. She thought back to earlier, when she and Paul had searched the waivers of the regiment. It seemed like ages ago, after the awful events of the night. “We did get a good lead tonight, on a man named Patrick Novak.”

Paul rallied. “Yes, we got info on him, McKenna, and Shoemaker.”

Bennie smiled, surprised. “Excellent. Fill me in on the way to the car.”
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The morning sun glinted on the coppery dome of the county courthouse, a majestic building of white marble with a keystone that read 1909. Pillars flanked an arched entrance retrofitted with modern glass doors, and its marble facade was marked by tall, mullioned windows covered by decorative iron scrollwork.

Julia approached the entrance with Paul and Bennie, the three of them subdued. She’d barely slept, and it killed her to think that Courtney had spent the night in isolation, terrified for her life. The story of the murders at the prison had broken overnight, and media flocked outside the courthouse, shouting questions and holding up cameras, videocameras, and cell phones.

“Ms. Rosato, any comment on the events of last night? Were you there? Did you get to meet with your client?”

“Bennie, how’s your client this morning? Have you talked to her?”

“Bennie, any comment on the murder of Alex Dudek? Were you at the prison with him?”

Bennie ignored them, barreling ahead with her head down, and so did Julia and Paul. One reporter shoved a microphone in his face. “Is your wife guilty of killing her grandmother? Why did she do it? Do you have any comment?” Another reporter thrust a cell phone at Julia. “Were you at the prison last night, Ms. Pritzker? What’s your role, anyway?”

Julia felt shaken but didn’t let it show as they hurried along. Lawyers in suits and dresses hustled past them, giving them and the press wide berth. Court staff did the same, their laminated IDs swinging as they hurried into work holding Yetis.

Julia, Paul, and Bennie entered the graceful arched door of the courthouse, leaving the press behind. They climbed wide marble steps into a spacious lobby, illuminated by lighted globes on bronze stalks. The clacking of heels on marble and the chatter of conversation filled the air, which smelled dusty. Pillars ringed the space, and there were offices at every arch under a marble balcony. They passed an office door with frosted glass that read DISTRICT ATTORNEY JIM WILSON, FIRST ASSISTANT JENNIFER LONG-FITSON, DEPUTY DISTRICT ATTORNEY SARAH KUO. Julia wondered which prosecutor was assigned to convict her best friend for a murder she hadn’t committed.

They climbed the marble staircase, passed several courtrooms on the first tier, and entered the last one, which was large and lined with rich mahogany panels and maroon curtains. A carved mahogany dais awaited the judge, and the gold seal of the Commonwealth hung on the front wall, flanked by flags.

The gallery was packed with spectators and members of the media, but Julia kept going, her face front. Bennie showed her and Paul to the first pew, where they took seats on the smooth wood, then Bennie walked through the bar of court to counsel table, since Courtney’s case was docketed first.

Julia glanced at Paul, who sat rigidly still, pale under his morning shave and stiff in his suit. She patted his hand, and he held hers, which touched her. Meanwhile court personnel hustled to their desks, uniformed bailiffs stood against the wall, and the stenographer took her seat behind her machine.

A preppy in a gray suit hustled up the aisle and through the bar of court, and Julia realized he must be the prosecutor. “Jim Wilson,” he said, shaking Bennie’s hand quickly, then sitting down at counsel table and pulling a thick red accordion file from a leather briefcase. Julia recognized the name as the district attorney himself, and he gave off the requisite camera-ready vibe, with a professional smile and brown hair slicked back.

Suddenly a panel door opened at the front of the courtroom, and uniformed marshals escorted Courtney into the courtroom in an orange jumpsuit, with handcuffs attached to a thick leather belt at her waist and shackles around her ankles. She looked around in dazed shock, her lovely green eyes moving back and forth, as if her bewildered gaze didn’t know where to rest.

Julia felt tears spring to her eyes. Instinctively, she raised her hand, and Courtney spotted her, bringing tears to her eyes, too. Their gaze connected across the courtroom, and Julia could feel her best friend’s pain and grief in that moment. Courtney had to know about Alex’s murder, in addition to the murder of her cellmate, and Julia couldn’t imagine how Courtney was bearing up.

Paul cleared his throat as Courtney was led shuffling to counsel table, where her handcuffs were taken off and left jangling from the thick belt. Bennie helped Courtney sit down in her ankle shackles, which made Julia want to cry.

The bailiff shouted, “Oyez, oyez! Court is now in session! Please rise for the Honorable Kenneth Ericsson!”

Julia rose next to Paul as Judge Ericsson entered the courtroom. He was tall, thin, and older, with gold-rimmed bifocals and snowy white hair. He ascended to the dais, then he sat down, his hooded gaze sweeping the courtroom.

“Good morning, please sit down,” Judge Ericsson said, his voice ringing with authority. He began reviewing papers amid a tense silence and scattered coughing. He passed some papers to a bailiff, who crossed the bar of court to give copies to Bennie and Courtney, then returned to his post as Judge Ericsson read off a docket number, then said, “This is Commonwealth versus Horan. Whom do I see before me, counsel?”

Bennie rose. “May it please the Court, I’m Bennie Rosato in for defendant Courtney Horan.”

District Attorney Wilson stood up. “May it please the Court, Jim Wilson for the Commonwealth.”

“Please sit down, Counsel.” Judge Ericsson nodded. “Will the defendant please rise?”

Courtney stood up, and Bennie steadied her by the elbow.

“Miss Horan, you are here on a general charge of murder in connection with the homicide of Kay Patterson. Do you understand the charge against you?”

“Yes,” Courtney answered, her voice thin and shaky.

“Your attorney has been given a copy of the complaint accepted for filing pursuant to Rule 508. Have you been provided with that copy?”

“Yes, I have.”

“Your attorney has also been provided with copies of the warrant for your arrest and supporting affidavits. Have you been provided with that copy as well?”

“Yes.”

“Are you aware that you have the right to secure counsel of your choice?”

“Yes. Bennie Rosato.”

“Are you aware that you also have the right to a preliminary hearing?”

“Yes.”

“Are you waiving your right to a preliminary hearing?”

Courtney hesitated, looking down at Bennie, who shook her head. Courtney answered, “No.”

“Then the Court shall fix a day and hour for your preliminary, not to be later than fourteen days from today. Your counsel will be duly notified, and you will be given notice both orally and in writing. You may sit down.”

Courtney sank into the chair, and Bennie popped up.

“Your Honor, we request that bail be granted in this matter. The prosecution’s case is so thin I cannot fathom how the district attorney could charge my client at all. There’s no evidence linking her to this crime—”

“May it please the Court,” District Attorney Wilson stood up. “We request that bail be denied in this matter. Murder is not a bailable offense in the Commonwealth.”

“Ms. Rosato.” Judge Ericsson waved her into silence. “Please save your argument for the jury. The prosecution is quite correct.”

“Your Honor, regardless of the rule, to keep Ms. Horan in custody would be manifestly unjust.” Bennie stood tall. “Ms. Horan owns a home in Philadelphia and is a regional sales manager at a national company and has no criminal record. If you incarcerate her pending trial, she will lose her livelihood. She poses no flight risk whatsoever. She will return for the preliminary hearing and any other dates the court may set.”

Judge Ericsson frowned. “Ms. Rosato, as I’m sure you know, bail is not available in the Commonwealth for these very grave charges.” He picked up the gavel and tapped it. “Bail is denied. Defendant is remanded into custody at county jail until further notification. The date for the preliminary hearing will be—”

“Your Honor, this is a travesty of justice!” shouted someone in back. “Courtney is innocent! You’re putting her through hell!”

Julia turned, shocked to see Susan rising in the gallery. She had on light makeup and was dressed in a black knit pantsuit, with her hair in its stylish silvery coif.

Bennie’s eyes flew open. Courtney whirled around, her lips parting.

Judge Ericsson craned his neck. “Did somebody say something?”

“Your Honor, please!” Susan made her way out of the pew and straightened as she turned up the center aisle. “Kay was one of my oldest friends, and you can’t do this to her granddaughter! She could have been murdered in prison! Her cellmate was murdered but it could have been her! She doesn’t belong in prison!”

Julia felt a surge of pride in Susan, who looked mad as hell. The gallery burst into excited chatter.

“Your Honor, she shouldn’t be behind bars! I know her, she’s innocent!” Susan didn’t stop shouting even when the bailiffs reached her, took her arms, and started moving her backward. “Judge, you need to look into this! There’s a conspiracy to cover up whoever killed Kay! The local police are in on it! Chief Glushenko is, and probably the district attorney, too!”

Wilson reddened. “Get that crackpot out of here!”

“How dare you!” Susan shot back, trembling with anger. “You’re supposed to serve the public! You should be spending your time finding out who killed Kay! It certainly wasn’t her granddaughter, and you know it! You don’t fool me for one minute! You think I was born yesterday?”

Crack! Judge Ericsson banged the gavel. “I’ll have order in my courtroom!”

“Judge, you can’t do this! Judge! Judge!” Susan shouted as the bailiffs hustled her out the double doors of the courtroom.
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The arraignment ended, and Courtney had been taken back into custody, teary and frightened. It had been all Julia could do not to cry, and Paul was stricken. They left the courtroom as a threesome, descended the stairs, and exited the courthouse, just as Bennie got a phone call, which she took in the lobby.

Julia and Paul lingered at the entrance waiting for her. Susan and Mona were nowhere in sight, and Julia texted Susan to ask if she was okay, with three applause emojis.

Bennie ended her call, coming over with a frown. “Sorry, I have to get back to Philly right away. I wish I could have done more inside, but the law was against us. I hate to go because I know you guys are in the thick of it right now. I wouldn’t leave if I didn’t have to.”

“We understand,” Julia answered, for them both.

“Julia, I gave Courtney your message before they took her away.”

“Thank you,” Julia said, but she didn’t know if Courtney could take any comfort in the words.

Paul hesitated. “Bennie, Courtney wasn’t wearing her engagement ring or wedding band. Did she say anything to you about that?”

Julia blinked. She hadn’t noticed.

Bennie shook her head. “If they had stones, they would’ve been confiscated. Rings with stones aren’t allowed in prison.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that.” Paul’s relief was evident, and Julia felt for him, wondering whether he still had a marriage.

Bennie stepped closer to them, lowering her voice. “Let’s talk about the plan for today. Paul, you should go to the prison and wait there. It might take all day, but be patient. Sooner or later, you’ll get a visit with her.”

“I’ll wait as long as it takes.”

“Good.” Bennie turned to Julia. “Listen, I’ve been thinking about what you told me last night, about that reenactment today on McGlinchey’s Plateau. Are you still planning on going?”

“Yes. I want to see what I can find out. The guy who makes plastic muskets has to be the guy who makes ghost guns.”

Bennie frowned. “I really don’t think you should go. If they followed you last night, they’re sending a message to back off.”

“But it’s such a good lead.”

“I agree, and that’s why I have my investigator moving this case to the front burner. He’ll be here Monday. He’s former law enforcement. He knows what he’s doing.”

“Why can’t I just go and look around?” Julia couldn’t let it go. “I’m not going to sit on my hands, after last night.”

“Fine.” Bennie pursed her lips. “If you insist on going, don’t ask a whole lot of questions. Don’t draw unnecessary attention to yourself. Just observe and document. That’s it. Understood?”

“Got it.”

“Are you going to listen?”

No. “Yes.”

“Julia?” Bennie narrowed her eyes. “You remind me of me.”

Julia smiled. “Is that good?”

“No, not in the least.”
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Half an hour later, Julia was in the car driving to McGlinchey’s. Her cell phone rang, and she checked the screen to see Gianluca’s smiling face. She realized with a stab of guilt that so much had been going on, she hadn’t called him. She picked up. “Gianluca, hi, I’m sorry I didn’t call. How are you?”

“I’m fine,” Gianluca answered, tense. “My lawyer’s been in touch with the authorities. The meetings are getting scheduled for late next week, so I bought you some time. Leni’s still not sleeping well, she’s missing you and worried about you, but that’s not why I’m calling. I want to know how you are.”

“I’m fine.”

“Julia, really? Tell me the truth.” Gianluca’s voice went hushed, so Julia knew he was getting upset.

“I swear, I’m fine.”

“But I see you were at a prison riot, and there were two murders. Injuries, police. Is that the prison where Courtney is?”

Oh shit. “How do you know that?”

“I checked your location on the app. I googled it and got the news. Julia, what’s going on? I’m asking, are you truly okay?”

“I’m fine. Paul and Courtney’s lawyer were there, too, and we weren’t in any danger.” Julia didn’t want to lie to him anymore or tell him half the truth. “But a friend of Courtney’s was murdered, Alex Dudek.”

“Oh no, how horrible. Is he an inmate, too?”

“No, he was with us.”

“But I thought you just said you weren’t in any danger.”

“We weren’t. We were there for a legal proceeding when the riot broke out. Alex ran off to see about Courtney, got involved, and was killed in the melee.”

“Oh no, that’s so tragic.” Gianluca moaned. “And what about the woman who was killed? I saw her name online.”

“She was Courtney’s cellmate.”

“Her cellmate? Was she in the melee, too? Was Courtney?”

Julia braced herself. “No, the cellmate’s murder was a case of mistaken identity. She was biracial, too, and I think someone was trying to kill Courtney.”

Gianluca gasped. “Why? Why would they do that?”

“I think there’s a conspiracy trying to stop her from looking into her grandmother’s murder. That’s why they framed her, too. She had a medical emergency last night, so she wasn’t there when her cellmate was murdered.”

“So it could’ve been her? These people are that dangerous?” Gianluca’s voice stayed quiet, but he talked faster, his frustration raw and undisguised. “Julia, what are you doing? You’re getting too involved, and it’s getting more and more dangerous. This is worse than what I worried about, worse than I feared would happen. Are you getting more visions, using your gift—”

“Only a little,” Julia interrupted, but even she knew it sounded lame.

“You’re a little psychic now? Julia what are you thinking? What are you doing? Please stop now, please come home.” Gianluca paused, collecting his thoughts. “It’s not the time you’re taking anymore, or even that Leni needs you, or that I need you. It’s that you’re putting yourself in danger, willfully. Why would you do that? Can you think of no one but yourself?”

“I’m not thinking of myself.”

“Yes, you are. You’re acting like a free agent, but you have a family, me and Leni. You’re a mother. Remember, you told me when I became a father that I shouldn’t ride motorcycles, it was too dangerous? So I sold my bike. The same principle should apply to you. You’re a mother now. You can’t put your life in jeopardy any more than I can.”

“It’s not the same thing, Gianluca.” Julia’s thoughts began to clarify. “Riding motorcycles was a hobby, and this is not. This is me trying to get to the bottom of what’s going on, to get Courtney out of jail. If I can help free her, Gianluca, I have to try.”

“But at what cost? I thought we understood each other. I thought we loved each other.”

“We do!”

“What does love mean to you? You gave me your word. Can’t you just stop? Can’t you listen to me, the way I listened to you?”

“No, I can’t.”

“Why not? Tell me, what are you doing right now? It’s afternoon there, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I’m going to watch a reenactment, a public event that will probably have a hundred people. There should be no danger.”

“Reenacting what?”

“The War of Independence, for the country.”

“Since when an interest in American history?”

“It’s for the case, I admit it.”

Gianluca groaned. “Who’s with you? Paul?”

“No, he’s at the prison.”

“What about the lawyer?”

“In Philadelphia. I’m alone, in the car. The lawyer’s investigator will be here Monday, but I don’t want to lose the weekend. The end is in sight, I’m trying my best to make it be.”

“Julia, please, stop now. Don’t do whatever you’re about to—”

“Just trust me.”

“I don’t trust you anymore, Julia. I don’t. I think you knew this would happen. You just wouldn’t admit it to me.” Gianluca fell silent, and Julia realized he was partly right. She hadn’t admitted it to herself, either. She had a sudden revelation, and it was time to face it herself.

“Gianluca, I’m doing this because it’s the right thing to do, and it’s more right than all the other things I have to do. You, Leni. This is right for me, right now. You have to understand.”

“Well, I don’t understand,” Gianluca said, his tone carrying a final note, like a weight.

Julia felt her gut wrench. She didn’t know if he was right, but she didn’t have time to parse her emotions. She knew what she was doing, finally in full possession of her senses, even her sixth sense. She spotted a sign for McGlinchey’s Plateau ahead. “I’m sorry, I love you, but I have to go.”

Gianluca hung up without another word.
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Julia reached the sign for McGlinchey’s Plateau and pulled off the road into a crowded parking lot. Families were opening tailgates, taking out wheeled coolers, and slinging beach chairs over their shoulders. Kids squealed, chasing each other, and teenagers grouped together, laughing over phones.

Julia got out of the car and followed the crowd heading from the parking lot to an unpaved trail that rose through the trees, which echoed with their chatter. She guessed that Glushenko had to be here among his buddies. She wanted to get eyes on them, take their pictures, and ask enough questions to find out anything she could. Any information she could turn over to Bennie and her investigator could help the cause.

Julia popped out of the woods onto a large, sunny plateau, among a throng of about a hundred spectators. She walked up a few paces and lingered under a tree, sussing out the scene. The regiment was beginning to practice, and the plateau buzzed with activity. Men holding muskets milled on one side in navy blue jackets, tan britches, and boots, which they wore with hats, anachronistic glasses, and the random cigarette. On the other side were the British in redcoats with black hats, some marching to a drumbeat and others wiping down muskets.

Julia checked out the other side of the plateau, which was a staging area. People milled around, carrying equipment back and forth in front of parked horse trailers, cars, vans, and pickup trucks. She scanned for the black pickup, but it was too far to see.

Julia spotted an elderly man nearby wearing binoculars, so she went over to him. “Excuse me, may I borrow your binoculars?”

“Of course, I’ve seen it all before,” the man answered, with a gentle smile. “My name’s Herman Newman.”

“Thanks, Herman, I’m Julia Pritzker.” Julia accepted the binoculars and adjusted the focus to see across the plateau. She scanned the faces of the men milling around, but didn’t see Glushenko. She looked at the cars and pickups, but didn’t see a black pickup or a Buckley cruiser.

“I come to all the reenactments. I’m an expert on George Washington.”

“Really?” Julia smiled, keeping an eye on the staging area through the binoculars. There was a sudden parting of the men as a Buckley police cruiser pulled up, and she wondered if Glushenko was inside. Then it struck her that Herman could be helpful, given his age. “Herman, did you know a Bill McKenna, from about thirty, forty years ago? He was in the regiment? A realtor?”

“No, I wasn’t up here then. I lived in Roanoke. I had a horse I named Blueskin, after one of Washington’s horses. He was a good old boy. Lived till he was thirty-one.” Herman shrugged. “I live in Ashland but I come back for the reenactments. We got a big crowd today because Valley Forge is too far a drive for most folks. I can fill you in on what’s going on, if you want to know.”

“I do, thanks,” Julia answered, knowing she was less conspicuous with him rather than alone. She kept the binoculars trained on the Buckley cruiser. People were walking in front of it, so she didn’t have a clear view.

“Tomorrow’s going to be special at Valley Forge, a celebration of the country’s 250th anniversary. They’re calling it Really Revolutionary, but that’s a gimmick.” Herman pursed his lips with disapproval. “The park is hosting reenactments of the most important battles by regiments from Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Delaware. The first one is the Battle of Trenton, then the Battle of Princeton, which were victories for us. But then there were defeats at the Battle of Brandywine and Paoli. Our regiment is reenacting the Battle of Monmouth.” Herman pointed. “See that lady over there?”

“Yes.” Julia glanced over, where a woman in colonial garb gave a Continental soldier a drink from a canteen.

“She’s supposed to be Mary Hayes, who was the wife of a Continental soldier. It was so hot at the Battle of Monmouth that she had to give the soldiers water, so she became known as Molly Pitcher. She didn’t use a pitcher. She used a canteen. That’s what you learn at an authentic reenactment.”

“Interesting.” Julia raised the binoculars again, but the view of the Buckley police cruiser was obstructed.

“Monmouth was an excellent choice for a reenactment because it was the first battle after Valley Forge.” Herman smiled, warming to his topic. “We were losing for three years until we got to Valley Forge, and it was a terrible winter at the encampment, as you probably learned in school. We lost a lot of men to dysentery and typhus, but Valley Forge ended up being the turning point of the war.”

“How so?” Julia stayed patient, waiting for the view of the Buckley cruiser to clear. “I should remember, but I don’t.”

“At Valley Forge, General Washington realized our army needed to be retrained. So he enlisted General Knox, General Greene, and Baron von Steuben to whip the troops into shape. We entered Valley Forge a mob, but we left an army.”

“Wow,” Julia said, meaning it. Meanwhile the view of the cruiser had just cleared, and Glushenko was getting out.

On the field, one of the Continental Army officers yelled, “Prime and load!” The men took cartridges from their black pouches, put them in the muzzles, and took aim. The officer yelled, “Ready, Present, Fire!”

Boom! The blast startled the crowd, making people cover their ears and babies cry. Flames sparked from the guns, and smoke puffed from the barrels, hazing the air. The crowd oohed and aahed, clapping and laughing.

Julia lost sight of Glushenko and lowered the binoculars. “Herman, they’re not using real guns, are they?”

“They’re replica guns, so they are real. But they’re shooting blanks. You have to know what you’re doing. They have flints and sometimes the flints fall off. Some have machine flints. You have to keep the prisons dry or they don’t spark.” Herman glanced at the sky. “I hope the weather holds out for tomorrow. If it rains, we’ll get a lot of misfires. Water’s no good for a flintlock musket.”

“Where do they get the guns?”

“Collectors, gun shows, or their families.”

“I was at the clubhouse the other night when they were making costumes, and one of the muskets was plastic.”

“What a shame.” Herman frowned. “I don’t approve. We’re trying to teach people history, so we must hew to the authenticity. There was no such thing as colonial plastic.”

“I agree.” Julia kept her tone casual. “Do you know where they get the plastic ones from? Don’t they have to run that by somebody, since it’s not authentic?”

“I’m not sure. They probably got it from the militia. They do explosives, too, for the cannons.”

“Really?”

“Don’t worry. They have experience. You can’t be an amateur, or somebody gets hurt.” Herman pointed. “I think that’s the truck they keep the ordnance in, locked up. You don’t want the kids in there, playing games. It’s not fireworks.”

“Right.” Julia raised the binoculars and looked across the plateau at a boxy U-Haul truck. She tried to see the license plate, but the back end was facing away.

On the battlefield, Redcoats fired, and several Continental soldiers died theatrically. The Redcoats shouted, “Huzzah! Huzzah!” The crowd booed and hissed, then laughed.

“Who are the militia? Is that the same thing as the regiment?”

“No, not at all. The regiment was the regular army.” Herman licked his lips, eager to elaborate. “A militia unit is a group of citizen soldiers.” He pointed across the field to the right. “See, look over there. They’re getting out of the van now.”

Julia looked through the binoculars and saw a group of men in ragtag colonial costumes. She couldn’t see their faces or take pictures from this distance.

“The militia doesn’t have to come to the practices year ’round. That’s why they’re not in uniform. That’s authentic, too. They don’t have to know the formations and commands.”

Julia eyed the militia through the binoculars, and Glushenko emerged into view, talking to them. She felt her heartbeat quicken. It was just what she’d been hoping for. Some of the militia could be his co-conspirators.

“We need a big group today and tomorrow because we outnumbered the British at Monmouth, two to one. The Continental Army didn’t have mercenaries like the British had the Hessians. We had the French and the militia.”

“I see.” Julia kept watching the militia, but she was too far away to see their faces or get decent pictures.

“The Battle of Monmouth took place on June 28, 1778, the longest single-day fight of the war. Stirling’s men were on the left flank, General Greene’s were on the right, and Mad Anthony Wayne’s were in the center. There’s George Washington, charging up the middle, leading the attack. See?”

Julia looked over as a man dressed as George Washington appeared on a white horse. The Continental soldiers surged forward, shouting. The crowd reacted, cheering and applauding.

“Washington lost his temper at General Lee and relieved Lee of his command, then and there.” Herman pointed at the field. “Here they go.”

Julia pretended to watch as General Washington reached General Lee on horseback, shouting. The soldiers stopped, play-acting surprise. General Lee trotted away on his horse, hanging his head. The spectators hooted and clapped.

“Now he’s going to bring on General Lafayette from France. He was only twenty years old and didn’t speak much English, but he inspired the men.”

Julia’s thoughts raced. She had to get over to the staging area. A trailer of Port-A-Johns was parked on the right side of the plateau, halfway to the staging area. It would put her close enough to Glushenko and the militia to get some good pictures.

“The Battle of Monmouth was a draw, but we proved that we were able to take on the British and win. We claim victory because of Washington’s bravery and the bravery of our men. It was his finest moment, in my opinion.”

“That’s fascinating. Excuse me, I think I see a ladies’ room. I’ll be right back.” Julia lowered the binoculars. “May I keep these, just in case?”
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Julia walked to the end of the plateau and turned left toward the trailer of Port-A-Johns. Families milled everywhere, and she threaded her way to the restroom trailer, giving her a better view of the staging area. There was a long line of women waiting to use the bathroom, and for once in her life, she didn’t mind.

Julia joined the line, raised the binoculars, and scanned the staging area, facing the field to avoid suspicion. She had a good peripheral view and saw the Buckley cruiser, then kept looking for Glushenko and the militia.

Suddenly she spotted Glushenko in profile, talking to a smaller group of militiamen. She counted four of them, two with their backs to her and two facing her. The brims of their caps shaded their faces.

Julia moved with the line, watching Glushenko and the foursome through the binoculars. Her view kept getting obstructed by men leading horses or carrying drums, oranges, and water.

She moved again, keeping her eyes on the men. There was more chatter around her as she got closer to the restroom, and she tuned in to two young women ahead of her in line.

“You’re going to Blaine’s with me after?” one asked the other.

“Why, so you can hook up with Laird?”

“Whatever, Tom will be there. They all will.”

“Oh, the militia? Miss me with those losers.”

Julia made a mental note, left the restroom line, and edged closer to the staging side. The area buzzed with activity, and she raised the binoculars to her eyes, looking for Glushenko. Reenactors checked their muskets and talked in groups as they waited to go on. She couldn’t see Glushenko because they kept blocking her view.

She kept edging to the staging area, glad to have the binoculars covering her face in case Glushenko spotted her. Finally, she spotted him in profile, his arms folded as he talked to the four men. Quickly she lowered the binoculars, grabbed her phone, scrolled to the photo function, and found Glushenko and the foursome.

Julia started taking pictures, then enlarged the screen so she got a better view of their faces. She snapped a few more pictures, then realized that one of the two militiamen facing her looked familiar. He had brownish hair and was older than she’d seen him in the photo at the clubhouse, when he was only a teenager, or even back at college, when he’d told her his name was Matt Winger.

The man was Patrick Novak.

Oh my God. Julia’s mouth went dry. Her heart started to pound. She’d never expected to see him here. Novak could be the missing link, tying McKenna of thirty years ago to the present, connecting Shoemaker’s murder to Kay’s.

Julia looked around for McKenna, but she didn’t see him near Glushenko, Novak, or the other militiamen. She didn’t know if he was still alive, and if so, it would be too brazen for him to surface in Buckley, where he was supposedly wanted for murder.

Julia took a few more pictures, pocketed her phone, and raised the binoculars to her face before Glushenko happened to look in her direction. Her view of Novak was blocked by passing people, but then she spotted parked cars shifting behind the staging area. A black pickup came suddenly into view.

Holy shit. Julia didn’t know if it was the same black pickup that had tried to run them off the road. She couldn’t see from here if it had a flag sticker on the back window. The pickup was parked among the others behind the staging area.

Julia looked through the binoculars, her thoughts flying. She was so tempted to go over to the staging area and see if it was the same pickup truck. She could get better pictures of Glushenko and Novak from a closer vantage point.

Julia remembered Bennie’s warning, and Gianluca’s, and she wasn’t completely crazy. Glushenko, Novak, and the militiamen were dangerous. On the other hand, Courtney was behind bars for a murder they could have committed.

Julia spotted a vendor selling bottles of water, made a beeline for him, and bought two, figuring she’d look like somebody’s wife bringing water, like a Molly Pitcher disguise. She kept her head down and walked to the parking lot, scanning the line of cars and trucks.

The black pickup was four cars ahead, its cabin empty and its bed full of black Hefty bags that covered the back window on one side. She kept walking, then she saw it. A flag sticker on its back window.

Gotcha. Julia tucked the water bottles under her arm, took her phone from her pocket, and snapped a picture of the license plate. She left the staging area, passed the restrooms, and headed to the spectators’ side.

She picked up the pace, excited. She had a phoneful of incriminating evidence. She was this close to figuring out who killed Kay, and why.

But she wasn’t leaving the reenactment.

She had a better idea.
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The afternoon wore on, and Julia rejoined Herman for the rest of the reenactment, keeping the binoculars on the staging area. She lost track of Glushenko and Novak, but the black pickup hadn’t moved.

The reenactment ended, and Julia still didn’t see Glushenko or Novak. The black pickup remained parked. The spectators around her folded their chairs, picked up their blankets, and gathered their children to leave. She expected Glushenko, Novak, and any legit reenactors would take longer to leave, and she would wait in the parking lot to avoid suspicion. Her plan was to follow the black pickup. She could only hope that Novak was inside.

Julia helped Herman to the parking lot, then bade him a quick goodbye and went to her car. The exit road went past the parking lot, so she would bide her time. They wouldn’t suspect she was following them because they didn’t know her car. They used Courtney’s car for their sleuthing.

Julia called Paul, but his voicemail came on, so she left a message: “Paul, I’m at the reenactment, and I saw Glushenko and Novak, plus the black pickup. I’m going to follow it and I’ll keep you posted. I’m texting you the license plate. Bye.” Julia hung up, then texted him the photo of the license plate.

The parking lot was emptying onto the main road. She spotted trucks that she’d seen in the staging area on the road, which told her that the reenactors were leaving, too.

She checked her phone. 7:15 p.m. Her battery was at twenty-two percent. She didn’t have her charger. She put it on low power mode.

Suddenly the black pickup appeared on the main road, and Julia spotted the flag on its back window. So she knew it was the pickup that had followed them last night, but she couldn’t be sure that it was the pickup used by Kay’s killer. Still she was working on a hunch. She started her engine, left the parking lot, and joined the traffic. It was go time.

Julia kept an eye on the pickup two blocks ahead and remembered that the militia was partying at Blaine’s Bar. She checked Google Maps for the place, and it was three miles up ahead.

She kept going, following the pickup from a safe distance and passing a few houses, then spotting a lighted sign that read BLAINE’S. The pickup turned into the lot, and she breathed a relieved sigh. So Novak and the others were going to party. She followed, hoping to tail them when they emerged.

She watched the pickup park and could see men getting out, but it was too far away to see any details. She scanned the parking lot as she pulled in, and it was packed. She spotted a space near the dumpster and headed that way, realizing it would give her a good view of Novak and the others when they left.

She reversed into the space and cut the ignition, slinking down in the seat. She had no idea how long Novak and the others would stay, but she was here for the duration. Twilight fell, washing the sky with indigo fringed with gold from the last of the sun.

Julia watched darkness come on, and the noise inside the bar got louder, mostly music and laughter. Paul hadn’t called back, and her battery was down to fifteen percent, so she didn’t call him again.

She waited in the car, watching people flowing in and out of the bar. One hour passed, then two. She stayed alert, still energized. The light over the bar’s entrance was bright, so she should see Novak and whoever was with him when they left. These would be even better pictures than before. She could barely wait.

Hours passed, and soon it was past midnight. The black pickup was still in its parking spot and most of the other cars stayed, too. The laughter and music stayed loud until almost two in the morning, when things finally began to wind down. Groups left the bar, couples with their arms around each other, and there was more than one drunken regimental soldier.

Julia shifted up in the seat and kept an eye out for Novak. In the next moment, her patience paid off. A man with brownish hair left the bar with three other men, visible in the light cast by the fixture. It was Novak.

She grabbed her phone and took a photograph of him and the others. Her battery ticked down to eight percent.

Excitement surged through her. She watched as Novak got into the driver’s seat and the others piled into the pickup, then Novak left the space and turned right down the main road.

Julia took off.
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Julia followed the black pickup as it left Buckley, taking Route 42 South. It was pitch black, and she couldn’t see anything except what was in the path of her highbeams. Insects buzzed in crazy patterns in jittery cones of light.

They drove until they turned onto Route 61, continuing south. In time they turned onto Route 901, then 183, going farther south. The area was wooded and rural, with modest houses clustered around small towns.

Julia checked the clock. 4:30 a.m. They were continuing southeast, but she didn’t know why. Maybe Novak lived this far from Buckley. Her battery was four percent. She prayed it would last.

She followed the pickup onto a highway and passed signs for state game lands. The terrain was a patchwork of farms, silos, horses, cows, and woods. They were heading far enough south that she began to wonder if they were going directly to Valley Forge.

Suddenly the pickup took an off-ramp onto a single-lane road and eventually wound its way through thickening woods. The asphalt became rutted with potholes, and the other traffic disappeared.

Julia checked her car’s GPS screen. She was in the middle of the woods, cut through with private roads. She spotted a black mailbox and realized that the roads led to houses that she couldn’t see.

She kept going but there were no other cars, leaving her exposed. It felt too risky to follow any longer. Novak would wonder why he was being tailed. She checked the GPS and spotted an alternate route that came close to wherever Novak was heading, presumably a house or a farm.

She took the left turn on the alternate route as soon as she reached it, breathing easier, then traveled that way. It took her to two right turns farther north, and she found herself on a dirt road through woods. She drove the road and realized that she was approaching the same property from behind.

She turned off her headlights to avoid being seen. She kept going on a dirt road that dead-ended as it left the woods. She emerged before a wide swath of overgrown grass and raggedy bushes, situated above a valley.

She cut the ignition and got the lay of the land. The closest building was an old Pennsylvania bank barn built into the side of the hill, with a crumbling stone foundation and rusted sides of weathered blue corrugated metal. She was level with its hayloft and assumed she was on an old service road used to deliver hay, in the past.

The barn’s ground floor was in the valley below, across from a dilapidated white farmhouse, a tenant cottage, and storage sheds of rusted corrugated metal. Bright security lights shone on the corners of the buildings, illuminating the area. Julia wondered why a property so poorly maintained had such bright lights.

She looked for the black pickup truck and spotted it in front of the farmhouse, along with a few compact cars and a boxy white U-Haul truck. She didn’t know if it was the same truck that had been at the staging area.

Men clustered around the truck, and she assumed one of them had to be Novak. She counted five men and gathered that the fifth man must’ve been at the farm already. They were doing something, but it was too dark to tell what at this distance.

Her chest tightened. She picked up her phone to use the photo function as a telephoto lens. She scrolled to the phone function, but just then the home screen flashed on and her phone started to ring.

Shit! Julia silenced the call. The home screen read Sherry Moretti and showed a photo of her mother-in-law, grinning in a flowy caftan. The phone rang silently in her palm. Julia didn’t know whether to answer it. She realized the call could be about Leni. It was morning in Tuscany.

The phone rang again. Julia decided to take the call and get off quick. She was far enough away that the men wouldn’t hear her. She pressed Answer, put the phone to her ear, and cupped her hand around the screen, just in case.

“Sherry, what is it?” Julia whispered.

“Talk to Leni, you have to!” Sherry shot back, distraught. Leni wailed in the background, screaming at the top of her lungs, a shriek Julia had never heard from her before.

“What’s going on?” Julia asked, horrified. Her heart began to pound.

“She’s screaming for you! She’s been this way all morning! She insists on talking to you, not Gianluca! I’ve never seen her like this!”

“Put her on,” Julia said, panicky.

“Mommy… Mommy!” Leni came on crying, trying to speak between sobs. “I’m afraid… Mommy… I’m afraid… Mommy…”

“Don’t be afraid, honey. There’s nothing to be afraid of. You’re fine—”

“No, I’m afraid… about you… Mommy… you—” Leni’s voice cut off. The call ended.

The phone screen went black. The battery was dead.

Julia exhaled, shaking. Leni sounded like she was trying to warn her, and the timing of the call was so coincidental. It struck her that Leni could have inherited her psychic gift, which was a thought Julia hadn’t allowed herself to acknowledge, until now. She’d been so ambivalent about her psychic ability, not knowing if it was a blessing or a curse, and the last thing she wanted was for her daughter to grow up with the same struggle.

Julia resisted the notion, reflexively. She didn’t want to jump to conclusions. She wasn’t completely sure you could inherit a psychic ability and she knew that her birth mother, Fiamma, had none, which was one of the reasons why Julia questioned her own abilities. Besides, Leni was a kid, and kids had tantrums for their mothers. The timing of the call could have been coincidence. Leni had been stressed for days and could have reached her breaking point. It didn’t mean anything.

Julia’s gaze went to the shadowy men clustered around the U-Haul. She knew that if she got out of the car, she’d be putting herself in mortal danger. Tears came to her eyes. She didn’t know if she should keep going. She could just stay here until the men went to bed and drive safely away. She thought of what Gianluca had said on the phone.

You’re a mother now. You can’t put your life in jeopardy, any more than I can.

Julia knew he was right. She would never do anything to hurt Leni and loved her child with every fiber of her being. She felt a sudden surge of strength in the bond between mother and daughter, a connection that began deep inside her very body, even soul level, and one that stretched across land and water, across time and space, reaching all the way to her daughter’s soul.

It felt like a moment of truth, and Julia made a decision. She realized she couldn’t turn away from what she had to do next. She wasn’t about to quit, even if it put her life in jeopardy. She hadn’t come this far just to come this far. She had to go forward. She hoped she could make Leni understand later, or that someone else would.

Julia set the phone on the passenger seat, her thoughts sharpening to a focus that was surprisingly crystal-clear. She’d spent so much of her life puzzling over the decisions her mother made, both her birth mother and adoptive mother. She’d never really understood why her birth mother hadn’t kept her, or why her adoptive mother had stayed with her adoptive father. Sometimes the hardest task of a daughter was to understand her mother’s decisions.

And just then, in this moment, Julia understood both women, and forgave them. Because she herself was about to do what was right for her, and maybe only her. She could only hope that Leni would forgive her, in the end.

Julia opened the door and got out of the car.
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Julia scurried toward the barn. She reached its back wall, shielded from view. She stopped, bracing herself against the corrugated metal, which was gritty, rusty, and scratchy under her hands. Light from within the barn emanated through the rust holes, and she realized she could use them to see inside.

She looked in the first one and saw a hayloft that stored boxes and equipment. It was too dim inside to tell what the equipment was or read the boxes. There was no hay, grain, or anything for animals.

She scurried to the next rust hole and got a parallax view inside the barn. She could see some of the ground floor, which was brightly lit with fluorescent fixtures. She went to the next rust hole and got a sharply-angled view of the front of its ground floor.

The barn door was open wide, and men were carrying boxes out. She counted five of them. She didn’t see Novak among them, but a few of the men had on ballcaps and he could’ve been one. She couldn’t see anything else. She had to get closer.

She walked farther, turned the corner, flattening herself against the side wall. The men couldn’t see her because the side wall was situated beyond its center door. Still, her heart was leaping out of her chest.

She crept down the hillside, feeling her way along the wall in the darkness. She ran her fingers along its side, flaking with rust. She could hear the men’s voices inside the barn but couldn’t make out what they were saying. She kept going a quarter of the way down the wall, then a half, then three-quarters. There was a large rust hole, and she put her eye to it, shocked at the sight.

The ground floor looked like a huge office. Rows and rows of laptops and 3D printers sat on folding tables. There were scores of workstations and chairs, empty now, each with its own bin of black plastic pieces. Chunks of black plastic overflowed wastebaskets. Wires plugged into surge protectors snaked across the floor. Boxes and trash lay everywhere. A large table with a bank of laptops stood at the head of the room, with bins of plastic guns.

My God. Julia realized that she was looking at a gun factory. This must be where they’d made the ghost guns. She’d discovered a massive illegal gun-manufacturing operation.

Horrified, she watched as men picked up boxes from the barn, carried them to the truck, and loaded them. The boxes had to contain guns, and the men were taking them somewhere for delivery or even for use. The five men must’ve been involved in printing ghost guns, but they couldn’t have been everyone who did. There were dozens of workstations in the barn.

Julia’s mind raced. She formulated a plan. She could hear the men talking but she had to know what they were saying. Once she found out, she could get back to the car and find a phone to call 911.

She told herself to wait until they were finished loading the truck. They had to go at some point, and then it would be safe to get back to her car. She couldn’t leave now because it was too dangerous. Even opening her car door would make the light go on and draw their attention.

She wished she knew what they were saying. She needed to get closer. She flattened herself against the wall and made her way down the hill, running her fingers along the wall. She got as far as she dared, almost all the way to the front. She could hear the voices. She didn’t need to look inside because the action was outside.

One of the men hopped in the U-Haul and drove it a short distance away from the barn. Its head and taillights cast light around the men, who were grouping around a pile of wood, debris, and junk that the truck had hidden from view. The lights switched off when the truck parked, plunging the area into darkness.

One of the men shouted, “Okay, light it up, Pat!”

Pat. Julia realized Patrick Novak had on a backward-baseball cap, facing her on the far side of the pile. He bent over and lit the wood. The men hooted, hollered, and cheered, then started passing out beers.

Flame began to flicker in the pile, and one of the men poured gasoline on the fire. Others threw wood and cardboard from boxes. The bonfire burst into a conflagration, its orange and red streaks sending off tendrils of smoke into the night.

Julia couldn’t leave her hiding place yet. The blaze illuminated the hillside next to the barn. The men were in constant motion, drinking, cheering, and partying. She’d have to wait until their celebration was over.

Finally the men began to settle down, their laughter and hooting subsiding. Julia thought the party was over, but the men began to assemble near the bonfire, forming a line in front of a bald man holding a cardboard box.

Julia scrutinized the man’s profile. It looked familiar, then she recognized him, with a shock. It was McKenna. She flashed on the photo she’d seen of him with Novak and Shoemaker, then the online headshot from his realty business. He was older and bald, but it was definitely him.

McKenna faced the men like a commander directing his troops. “Men, this is it! What we’ve been planning for, for so long! It’s almost dawn! Today, we strike!”

“Hell, yes!” “We’re in!” the men cheered, their black silhouettes frightening against the fiery orange of the conflagration.

“For far too long, we watched the corruption of the powers that be take our hard-earned tax dollars and line their pockets! The government is run by the billionaires and the corporate class that suck the blood out of your body and the bodies of your wives and children! You hear me, men?”

“Yes!” “We do!” “We’re sick of it!” “It’s payback time!”

“We watched politicians turn this country into a whorehouse. Any government not of the people, by the people, and for the people is rotten to the core. We can’t take it anymore. We won’t stand by while rich scum destroy what’s rightfully ours, this great country of ours. It’s about to end, am I right? We will end them!”

“Yes, yes!” It’s over!” “Time’s up, fuckers!” “White men, fight back! White men, fight back!”

“Men, who’s country is this?”

“Our country!”

“I can’t hear you!” McKenna bellowed. “Whose country?”

“Our country!” the men responded, shouting louder.

“Yes, our country! Men, we’re the tip of the spear, a new, nativist movement blazing a path, leading the way! Now’s the time to lay down our calling card. To make known our presence and our will. Today’s the beginning. Today we accept the mission! Our movement is the Two-Fifty Brigade! Two-Fifty! USA!”

“Two-Fifty! USA! Two-Fifty! USA!” The men cheered.

Julia trembled, terrified. These men weren’t just gun manufacturers. They were domestic terrorists. They had an ideology. They were planning something. She held her breath as McKenna reached into the box he was holding, took out a small round object, and raised it high, like a priest raising a Communion wafer.

“Now, see this, men? This coin symbolizes our mission. Each coin has our proud American flag and today’s date, the date of our first attack! We’re kicking off the two hundred fiftieth anniversary celebration with a bang! It’s only the beginning, men! One of many! Two-Fifty! USA!”

“Two-Fifty! USA! Two-Fifty! USA!”

“Yes, men! Each of you has earned this coin, as a member of the Two-Fifty Brigade. This coin is an honor and a thing of beauty, thanks to Pat, who designed and printed them.” McKenna nodded in Novak’s direction, then turned back to the men. “I award this coin to each of you. Treasure it, as it symbolizes not only your mission, but also your honor, duty, and patriotism. We love this country and if necessary, we’ll save it with our blood. This is your last moment in the shadows, men! Today we lay down our marker and our lives, if need be! Are you with me, men?”

“Sir!” “Sir, yes, sir!” “Fuck, yeah!” The men hooted and hollered, and Julia’s heart thundered. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing, hearing, witnessing. She held her breath in terrified silence. A dark chapter in American history was unfolding before her very eyes. She would never have guessed that investigating Kay’s murder would have brought her to this horror.

“This morning, we strike at Valley Forge!” McKenna’s voice boomed against the rumbling of the bonfire. “We stand up for this country against the tyranny of the government! Against the bloodsuckers who prey on true patriots! Tomorrow morning, we start the Second American Revolution! Two-Fifty! USA! Two-Fifty! USA!”

“Two-Fifty! USA! Two-Fifty! USA!” The men chanted again, but Julia felt stunned tears. She was watching the planning of a terrorist attack. She could only imagine how many innocent people would be killed at Valley Forge. She stood frozen with mute shock against the barn.

“Men, do you accept this mission? Would you pay for it with your blood?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” The men roared in agreement, shaking their raised fists.

“Then accept this coin.” McKenna handed a coin to the first man in line, then to the second, then to each of the six. Novak was the last to receive one, then McKenna stepped back, taking a last coin from the box. “I accept this coin and the command of this sacred mission. I am honored to serve with you men to save our homeland.”

“Two-Fifty! USA! Two-Fifty! USA!” The men cheered.

“Dave, look alive!” McKenna said, pointing at a man in the middle. “You have the most important job tomorrow. You’re the driver. You know where to park.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Laird!” McKenna pointed to the next man. “You’ll meet the others by the encampment.”

“Yes, sir!”

McKenna faced the men. “Men, you know the plan. We’ve been over it a thousand times. The crowd will be getting ready to watch the first reenactment, which is the Battle of Trenton. The truck with the ordnance will already be in place. You’ll move at 0750. Act natural. Don’t run but don’t delay. When you’re a minimum safe distance away, I’ll hit the remote detonator, and at 0800, ba-boom!”

“Ba-boom!” “Yes!” “Fuck, yes!” “Boom!” the men cheered, raising their fists. The fire raged behind them, an infernal blaze in the night.

Julia stifled a horrified gasp. She realized the details of the plan. They were going to blow up the U-Haul at Valley Forge. They were going to kill innocent people. Families who’d come to have fun. History buffs who wanted to observe reenactments. Patriots who celebrated the historic day. Spectators would be in the thousands, so would participants. The scheme shocked her to her very soul. It was unthinkable. She had to stop them. She had to tell the cops as soon as she could get to a phone.

“Okay, we have to get ready. There’s not much time. I have one last task.” McKenna checked his watch, then looked up. “Pat?” McKenna looked over at him. “You know you screwed up when you lost the prototype. That was the model for our coin. You coulda blown up our mission. You coulda gotten us in a world of trouble.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Novak said, his voice newly shaky. “It fell out of my pocket at McGlinchey’s. Accidents happen.”

“You were wrong to have it on you, son. You were careless. Undisciplined.”

“But I fixed it, sir. I got the coin back. I wasted that Black bitch.”

My God. Julia realized with horror that Novak meant Kay. So Novak had murdered her to get the coin. She must’ve found it on the clean-up at McGlinchey’s.

“No, Pat, you didn’t fix anything.” McKenna shook his head. “You made it worse. You overreacted. You caused loose ends. Everybody came nosin’ around because of you. The granddaughter, the friend. The husband, the lawyer.”

Julia’s eyes flew open, realizing McKenna meant Courtney, Paul, Bennie, and her.

“It’s not on me, sir. I didn’t—”

“Shut up! Yes, it is on you, Pat. Nobody woulda known anything if you hadn’t fucked up with the coin. We woulda been on a glide path. You committed a fatal error. You suffer from the sin of pride. You’re so fucking proud of your coin that you carried it around. It was supposed to stay here, eyes only, but you breached operational security. Your carelessness threatened our mission. You made yourself a danger to the team.”

“Wait, please, Bill!” Novak edged away, raising his hands defensively. “You know me, we go back! Don’t do it—”

McKenna whipped a gun from behind his back and fired it pointblank at Novak’s chest. The muzzle spit flame. The shot rang out, echoing in the valley.

Novak collapsed as his body absorbed the bullet’s impact. He emitted an agonized groan. His arms flew up reflexively. He collapsed, dropping to the dirt. The other men recoiled. No one spoke. Gunsmoke filtered through the air, an acrid odor.

Julia reeled, stunned. She covered her mouth not to scream. Her horrified gaze went to Novak’s face. He was definitely Matt Winger from college, the man in her blind spot.

“Don’t turn away. Look at Pat, men.” McKenna pointed down at Novak’s body, bleeding gruesomely from the wound. “This kill was necessary and righteous. Operational security exists for a reason. Procedure guards our safety and our sacred mission. Let this be a lesson. We’re on the one-yard line. Nothing can go wrong tomorrow. Now, nothing will.”

The men exchanged nervous glances. “Yes, sir,” one answered slowly, then another joined in, and the rest nodded.

“We’ll bury this trash in the woods. Let’s go.” McKenna started heading toward the trees. “Laird, get shovels and a tarp. John, finish loading the truck. Dave, help him, then take the truck and hit the road. Get moving, men. Now!” McKenna took off and started walking directly past Julia. If he happened to look over, he would see her.

Please, God help me. Julia squeezed against the barn.

And stood perfectly still, praying.
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Julia plastered herself to the barn as McKenna crossed in front of her. The men followed him and dragged Novak’s body up the hill on a tarp. One man carried shovels that clanked together as he climbed the hill. The men didn’t say anything to each other, their mood subdued. If any one of them looked back, they would spot her.

Julia didn’t dare move. Dave was going in and out of the barn with bigger boxes, cursing under their weight. She tried to think but her thoughts flew in panic. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t run back to the car while Dave was active because he could see her.

She peeked to see McKenna and the men finally disappear into the woods. Dave went back and forth with boxes, loading them into the truck, then hopped into the cab and drove off. Another man lit a cigarette and got into a white Altima, smoking and listening to the car radio while he scrolled his phone. She wondered if he was trying to calm himself down, too, having witnessed Novak being shot to death and facing the prospect of killing hundreds more. Or maybe he thought he was doing the right thing, killing in the name of patriotism.

Julia waited for what felt like hours. She had no idea how long it would take them to bury Novak, but she didn’t move a muscle. Her body ached and her arms felt heavy but she ignored the discomfort. She’d put together all the pieces of the puzzle. She had to prevent the carnage at Valley Forge.

In time she heard the voices of the men in the woods. They must’ve finished their grim task. They would be leaving the forest. The man in the Altima crushed out his cigarette, turned off the radio, and got out of the car.

Dawn was breaking, the sky lightening imperceptibly, every second. Julia couldn’t stay here another minute. Morning would give her away. She couldn’t take a chance that one of the men would see her when they came back.

Run, she heard a voice say, and she didn’t stop to wonder if it was Kay’s or her own. She had to trust herself. She waited until Laird was walking away to meet the men, then raced off.

She took a sharp angle up the hill away from the men. She reached the back of the barn and ran directly along the ridge. She ran as fast as she possibly could.

She plunged into the woods, which were lighter now. She ran around trees in her path and dodged limbs. Thorny underbrush scratched her arms and tore her clothes. She could hear the men’s voices echoing in the forest behind her. As soon as they found the car, they would come for her. She ran harder, her breath ragged from exertion and fear.

She threaded her way between the trees. Old leaves and twigs crunched under her feet. She almost tripped on a downed limb but kept going. Her terrified gaze scanned for any other lights at all. There were houses in the woods. All she had to do was get to one. She ran for her life.

Suddenly she heard men shouting in the woods behind her. They must have discovered her car. The rental contract was in the glove box with her name on it. She was a loose end. They would hunt her down and kill her.

Julia looked wildly around. She spotted a pinpoint of light in the distance. It had to be coming from a house. She raced that way, smacking twigs out of her way and ignoring scratches from thorns. The trees thinned. The area around the house grew brighter.

The men sounded closer. She wasn’t ahead of them by that much. She had to get help. She spotted a small split-level in a clearing. She didn’t scream for help because she didn’t want the men to know where she was. She got closer and could see a red Toyota parked in front.

She thought fast, trying to formulate a plan on the fly. She’d run to the house, borrow a phone, and call the police, then they’d get away in the car. She didn’t want to endanger the homeowner or leave them behind.

She made it to the house and ran to the front door. It was open, and she bolted inside and was just about to call out when she saw an old man asleep in a hospital bed in the living room. A nightlight was on next to him, on a table cluttered with pill bottles. He was obviously unwell. She wondered if the man had a wife but it would take too long to wake her.

She looked around for a cell phone or a landline to call 911. She didn’t see either and didn’t have time to look. Then she spotted a set of car and house keys on a table beside the door.

Julia grabbed the keys, left the house, and bolted to the Toyota. She jumped in the car, started it, and flew out of the driveway.
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Julia tore out of the driveway and followed the road. Her heart hammered. She clenched the wheel. The car had a GPS system. She glanced at the map screen. The main road wasn’t far ahead. She checked the rearview mirror but didn’t see anyone following yet.

She accelerated on the twisty road, wrenching the wheel to the right, then left. She didn’t need her headlights. The sun was rising and the sky bright and clear. She spotted the main road ahead. It was the way she’d come in. She accelerated, spraying dirt and gravel. There wasn’t a moment to lose.

She reached the main road, veered left, and fed the car more gas. There was no one on the road and the woods were dark. She glanced in the rearview mirror. Still no one following her, but then she realized she wouldn’t recognize their car unless they took Novak’s black pickup.

Julia had to come up with another plan. She checked the GPS. The main road led back to the highway. Once she got there, they’d have no way of knowing that it was her driving the red Toyota. McKenna and the others wouldn’t recognize her.

Julia kept her eyes on the road, gritting her teeth. She could see the highway ahead, a clearing in the trees. She glanced in the rearview mirror again. Still no headlights. She kept going. She could see cars in the distance.

She reached the highway and veered left onto the on-ramp, faster than she’d ever driven before. It struck her that she was driving a stolen car. If she got stopped by a cop, even better. She scanned the traffic. No one seemed to be tailing her. Maybe she’d made it. She let herself feel a brief thrill of relief.

She raced down the road, thinking ahead. She had to tell the cops what she knew. She remembered the U-Haul was going to explode at 8:00 a.m. If she could gain enough time, she could stop and make the call. She couldn’t keep the information to herself, no matter what. Innocent people would be killed.

She zoomed past billboards for casino gambling, local realtors, and finally, one for a twenty-four-hour truck stop. Her heart lifted. She sped to eighty-five, then ninety. The Toyota wheezed. She reached the exit for the truck stop.

She flew down the off-ramp and raced to the place. A neon sign flickered OSCAR’S OPEN 24/7 next to a nondescript brick building with a flat roof and smoked glass windows. A few cars and a tractor-trailer were parked in the lot.

She ran a red light and headed straight for the parking lot. She veered inside, parked, then jumped out of the car. She ran for the restaurant and flew through the door. The restaurant was long and narrow, with an old-fashioned counter, empty except for a grizzled trucker chatting with an older waitress holding a phone.

“Please help me!” Julia bolted to her. “I have to call 911! I saw a group of men kill someone! They’re going to blow up a U-Haul at Valley Forge—”

“Whoa!” the waitress recoiled, taken aback. “You need to settle—”

“No, I don’t have time. I had to steal a car to get away. They loaded a U-Haul with explosives—”

“What?” The waitress scoffed. “You must be high—”

“Just let me have your phone.” Julia lunged for the phone, but the waitress snatched it away.

“Get out of here or I’ll call the—”

“Good, yes, call them! Tell them what I told you!”

“Oscar, we got a nutjob!” The waitress turned to the kitchen, but a burly man in a long white apron was already on his way.

“Lady, did you say you stole a car?” he demanded, his dark eyes incredulous.

“Please believe me, they’re going to blow up a U-Haul in Valley Forge. Please let me use a phone—”

“Get out or I’ll throw you out!!” Oscar lumbered toward Julia, and she edged away, putting up her hands.

“I’ll go, but please call 911! I swear, they’re terrorists, I saw it!”

“Get out!” Oscar boomed, almost upon Julia, but the trucker at the counter turned around with a concerned frown.

“Miss, are you for real?”

“Yes, I swear!” Julia almost cried with relief, backing up against the door. “Just call 911! Tell them what I said. It’ll blow up before the first reenactment!”

The trucker picked up his phone just as Oscar shoved Julia out the door. She staggered backward, reeling, but kept her balance. She ran back to the Toyota, jumped inside, and took off, following the signs back to the highway.

She checked the clock: 6:50 a.m. The truck would already be there. If she kept this speed, she could get to Valley Forge in time to warn the cops about the bomb.

Julia zoomed up the on-ramp and joined the traffic on the highway. She got onto 422 and raced east to Valley Forge. It was her against the clock. She glanced in the rearview. Three cars back was a black pickup.

She didn’t know if it had an American flag on the back window, but she wasn’t about to find out.

She hit the gas.
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Julia watched the speedometer climb. The Toyota began to rattle. She clutched the wheel as hard as she could. She zoomed down Route 422 past billboards for the Pennsylvania Lottery and casino gambling until one popped up for Valley Forge National Park.

She checked the clock. 7:10 a.m. She’d be there just in time. Her heart jumped to her throat. The terrain turned from rural to suburban sprawl. The traffic got heavier.

“Move, move, move!” Julia yelled behind the wheel. She threaded her way through traffic, passing everyone to keep her speed. She had to get to the park.

Her head pounded from pressure. She zoomed past a sign that read Valley Forge National Park with directional arrows.

Her heart lurched with hope. She was almost there. Two lanes of traffic flowed down Route 422. The park exit was to the right.

She joined the line of traffic, cars full of families heading to the park. A little girl waved a flag from the window of an SUV in front of her.

Julia shuddered to think that all these people were in danger. She rejected the idea of running to one of the cars to borrow a cell phone. She didn’t know if the driver would believe her.

She checked the clock. 7:38 a.m. She didn’t have time to waste on half-measures. She had to get to a cop and fast.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry!” Julia moved along with the traffic, through the intersection, and toward the park. The entrance road funneled to a single lane, and her heart started to pound harder. She looked for a cop but didn’t see one.

She checked the clock. 7:41 a.m. This was taking too long. She kept going and finally spotted a cop ahead, directing traffic into the park.

“Officer!” Julia yelled out the window, waving her hand to get his attention. The cop looked over but didn’t move. She braked, opened her car door, and flagged him down. “Officer, please help me!”

The cop lumbered over. “Miss, we need to keep this traffic moving. Please—”

“Officer, a U-Haul’s going to blow up today in the park. They’re from the Buckley regiment. They’re terrorists posing as militiamen.”

“Wait, what?” The officer frowned under the patent bill of his cap, but Julia couldn’t tell if he believed her.

“I know it sounds crazy, but it’s the truth. They have explosives—”

“Pull off the road,” the officer said grimly, motioning. “Wait in your car. I’ll radio my captain.”

Thank God. Julia pulled onto the grass, and the cop stepped away, turning his back while he spoke into a walkie-talkie. She tried to stay patient, scanning the action. A steady stream of families walked from the parking lots up the hill to the main area of the park, where the reenactments must be.

Julia was practically bursting. The cop was still on his walkie-talkie. Meanwhile the clock read 7:48. Families carried backpacks and rolled coolers, oblivious to the carnage about to occur. Kids ran around in tricorner hats. Couples walked hand-in-hand, and dogs with flag bandanas strained at their leashes.

Julia couldn’t wait another minute. “Officer! We’re running out of time!”

The cop turned around, slid his walkie-talkie into its holder, and strode toward her.

“Officer, we’re wasting time! The bomb goes off before the first reenactment!”

The cop gestured at the windshield. “Your inspection is out of date, Miss. Were you aware of that?”

“No, but there’s a bomb!” Julia shouted, losing it. She hadn’t come this far to be stopped here. People were streaming into the park. Families were hurrying to the reenactment area. Disaster was about to strike. She was the only one who knew.

“Miss, let me see your license and registration.”

“I don’t have it with me!”

“Miss, step out of the car.” The cop edged backward, frowning.

“Officer, please.” Julia jumped out of the car. “I’m trying to tell you something! You have to believe me!”

“I do believe you. You need to tell it to my captain. I will escort you to Command & Control so you can make a statement.”

“There’s no time for statements. I’m telling you now!”

“It won’t take long. Command & Control is in the administration building.”

Julia could tell he was newly suspicious. He must’ve found out the car was stolen. She couldn’t go with him or she’d risk arrest. There was no time anyway.

She ran.
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Julia raced across the lawn, running toward the people streaming up the hill. The cop shouted for her to stop. She kept running, her heart in her throat.

People looked over and heads turned. She bolted across an asphalt road blocked off to traffic by sawhorses. She kept running up the hill. She had to get to the reenactment area. The truck would be there.

Her breath was ragged. Her legs churned. She checked behind her. The cop wasn’t chasing her. She didn’t see any other cops. She didn’t know if they would help or arrest her. She was on her own.

She ran alongside the crowd walking uphill. There had to be a thousand people of all ethnicities, shapes, and sizes. She wanted so badly to warn them but stopped herself. The way to save them was to find the truck and start yelling. If she raised the alarm now, she could panic everybody and send them running toward danger.

She ran past an encampment of log cabins on her right. Families flowed in and out of the cabins, read informational signs, and posed for selfies. Across the street in another lot was a picnic area in the dappled shade of surrounding trees, with tables around a semi-circle of food trucks.

REALLY REVOLUTIONARY read a printed sign. Julia kept going, racing toward the noise and commotion on the other side of the hill. She ran as fast as she could. Her breath came in ragged bursts. She got a side stitch she ignored. She crested the hill to the reenactment area.

Oh no. Julia stopped, aghast at the sight. Crowds lined all four sides of the field, which was immense. Costumed reenactors and spectators milled around U-Hauls, Ryder, and other rental trucks parked around the entire perimeter. She had anticipated there would be more than one U-Haul, but not so many or so far apart.

Quickly Julia counted that twenty of the trucks were U-Hauls. It would take her forever to get to each regiment and find Buckley’s. It could be among the first few. She couldn’t stand here dithering. She took off, beelining for the first U-Haul.

She reached the first regiment, where men in red coats were unloading horses from trailers. Her frantic gaze found a sign, New Jersey Regiment. She took off running.

She raced through the crowd, ignoring the turned heads and curious glances. She threaded her way through the men, women, and children running everywhere. She almost collided with another woman but stopped short.

She raced to the second regiment. The crowd slowed her down. Her side stitch was killing her. She looked wildly around for the sign. Maryland Regiment.

Julia tried to catch her breath. Some of the regiments were already organized. The spectators were settling into chairs and blankets. Soon the first reenactment would start.

She realized with terror that her plan wasn’t working. There were too many U-Hauls to check. She couldn’t run around this entire field fast enough.

She turned around and ran back. She had to get back to the cops. They would arrest her, but she would make them believe her. There was no other way. She couldn’t do it alone.

She ran from the reenactment area, across the street, and toward the administration building, a different route from the way she’d come. People were milling everywhere, wandering in random directions, and looking at their phones while they walked. She dodged them, looking around for a cop. She didn’t see any.

The terrain changed, and she started running downhill. She turned when she thought she saw a park ranger. She was wrong but went barreling into a group of men leaving the food court.

“Oh my, I’m so sorry.” Julia stepped back, out of breath. They were three men in black polo shirts that read PHILLY BBQ.

“Not a problem,” one said brusquely, then they kept going.

Julia stopped, frozen. She recognized the men. She’d seen their faces at the farm last night and outside Blaine’s Bar. It was them.

She whirled around, astonished. They’d disappeared into the crowd. She didn’t understand. She turned back and found herself facing the food court, which was mobbed. Trucks sold funnel cakes, hotdogs, hamburgers, pizza, coffee, and fresh-squeezed lemonade. The Philly BBQ truck was in the middle. Hundreds of people stood in lines at the food trucks, densely packed in the parking lot. The picnic area beyond was equally crowded.

Julia looked wildly around. Families filled the picnic tables, enjoying their snacks and meals. Children played or chased each other. Mothers rocked strollers, and grandmothers blew bubbles for babies. Men played catch with kids, and dogs snoozed under chairs.

Oh my God. Julia realized she’d been looking for the wrong truck. The bomb wasn’t in a truck with the Buckley regiment. It was in the Philly BBQ truck in the food court, among all these people. She remembered what McKenna had said last night.

When you’re a minimum safe distance away, I’ll hit the detonator—and ba-boom!

Julia flashed on the vision of the fire from before, realizing it hadn’t been about the mine fire. It was about the fire that was going to kill these people. And her, if she didn’t run. The fiery vision had been a premonition of her own death.

Everything until now had been leading up to this moment.

Run, said a voice.

“Run!” Julia ran toward the food trucks, shouting to the crowd, “There’s a bomb in the food truck! Run away from the trucks! Run!”
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Run away from the food trucks!” Julia shouted at the top of her lungs, racing into the parking lot. The crowd reacted instantly, terrified. Heads whipped around. Women screamed. Children cried. The lines at the food trucks erupted into chaos. Mothers grabbed toddlers and ran. Couples raced off together. People fled in fear.

“Run away from the trucks! There’s a bomb!” Julia kept shouting, hustling away as many people as she could. An older man tripped over an abandoned stroller. She lifted him up, and he kept running.

The crowd fled the parking lot in pandemonium. Workers piled out of the food trucks and took off. Families jumped up from the picnic tables and started running.

Suddenly Julia saw Paul racing over with a cadre of uniformed police. “Paul, the bomb’s in the BBQ truck! Get everybody out of here!” she shouted, but the police were already in action.

“Leave the area immediately!” The cops shouted, fanning out in the parking lot and picnic area. They gathered people and rushed them from the scene.

“Everybody, run!” Paul bolted to an older couple and hurried them from the lot.

“Run, run, run!” Julia yelled, hurrying a panicked woman away.

BA-BOOM! The BBQ truck exploded with a deafening blast. A percussive wave propelled Julia backward. An orange fireball burst into flame, throwing off heat and light. Metal chunks of the truck flew into the air.

Julia looked up from the asphalt, dazed. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t hear. A fireball raged a super-heated orange. Smoke billowed around her.

She couldn’t catch her breath. She gasped, coughing. People lay on the asphalt around her, bleeding. She tried to scramble backward.

Another food truck exploded, then another and another, igniting each other. Debris flew from the trucks, shooting splinters of wood and shards of metal.

Julia raised her arms to shield her face.

In the next moment, everything went black.
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Julia wondered if this was heaven. She felt suffused with good feeling, lying somewhere soft. She couldn’t see anything but she didn’t mind. She knew whitish light surrounded her because she could see it through her eyelids. She couldn’t hear anything except for a sweet sound too far away to identify, but she listened as if it were music, feeling its notes comforting her deep inside, so profound they could be heard only by her soul.

Her thoughts wandered, and she could feel her brain trying to puzzle out what was going on and where she was and what had happened, but none of that seemed pressing. She felt herself floating along in a channel of spiritual flow, a pristine and peaceful river that led to another world, a place of joined spirits.

Thoughts crossed her consciousness like birds flying in a clear blue sky, on their way to somewhere else. She remembered Kay Patterson and Helen Davenport, who connected with her and through her, and she began to understand that she was among them now, a spirit free of her physical self, disembodied, at one with the ether, truly ethereal. She had become her own breath, then air.

Suddenly her thoughts seemed to darken, like the sky before a thunderstorm. An image of Kay popped into her mind, but this time the woman was lying on the floor, having been shot to death. Courtney was crying over her grandmother, screaming in shock.

No, no, no!

Julia didn’t know if she was asleep or awake. She didn’t know if she was alive or dead. She flashed on an image of Samuel, bleeding to death at the wheel of his car, a sight that she’d never seen but came to her as if she had.

Julia felt herself turning this way and that, trying to get away from the images in her own mind, and she didn’t know if she was really moving or dreaming, but her entire body pulsed with adrenaline, wanting to flee but unable to.

Crack! went the gunshot, and Julia was reliving the horrific scene at the farm. McKenna was taking brutal aim at Novak and firing a bullet into his head. Novak collapsed to the ground, the bonfire raging behind him.

She tried to scream but no sound came out. She was trapped in a nightmare that showed no signs of stopping. She braced herself for what was to come, filled with a sense of dread that she couldn’t stop something horrific that was about to happen, then the world exploded in a deafening combustion of flame and smoke.

Julia saw people running for their lives, and she was screaming and screaming, and blood was everywhere, and cries of sheer terror.

She begged God to let her wake up.
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Wake up!” said a child’s voice, and Julia opened her eyes to see Leni, smiling at her.

“Leni?” Julia whispered, confused. Her mind reeled. She didn’t know if it was her daughter or a vision. She didn’t know what was going on. She couldn’t collect her thoughts.

“Mommy, you’re okay!” Leni smiled sweetly, laying her head on Julia’s side.

Julia blinked. She felt oddly frozen. Her body was in some residual state of fear. She couldn’t leave terror behind yet. It was in her.

“Cara.” Gianluca took her hand, which was bandaged, and Julia looked into the rich brown of her husband’s eyes, his tanned, handsome face, and his rich brown hair, all of him so darkly vivid against the pale white around him. She felt herself come back to herself, as her mind and heart eased, and she returned slowly into the present, to her husband and daughter. Julia realized she was in a hospital, and Gianluca and Leni were here with her, at her bedside. She was awake, alive.

“Gianluca,” Julia said hoarsely, amazed. “How did you get here… so fast?”

“I was already on my way, darling. All’s clear with those allegations, I’ll explain later. I love you.”

“I love… you, too,” Julia told him, struggling to think, and Gianluca stroked her hand.

“You’re okay, Julia. You had a concussion and cuts, that’s all. You’ve been asleep for about four hours. People were injured at Valley Forge but no one died. Everyone survived, because of you.”

“Is Paul… okay?”

“Yes. He’s fine. He’s at the prison now. He called the police when he got your phone message.”

“How did he know where… I was?”

“Your rental car had GPS. The police traced it to the farm. They arrested the men who set the bomb. All four are in custody.”

Thank God. “So is… Courtney out of prison?”

“No, the police need a statement from you—”

“I’m… fine.” Julia felt dizzy but tried to get up. “Courtney… can’t stay in prison. I know who killed… her grandmother.”

“Julia, no.” Gianluca placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You can’t go yet, darling. You need to stay for observation—”

“Then get the police… I can give my statement… here.”
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They waited for the detectives to arrive, and Julia ate a meal of mac and cheese and watched the TV news. Her head was pounding, and she wasn’t supposed to be watching TV, according to the concussion protocol, but she had to know what was going on. Gianluca sat in a chair holding Leni, who slept on his shoulder. Their daughter was jet-lagged, which turned out to be lucky, given the news coverage. The attack at Valley Forge dominated every channel, with chyrons like DOMESTIC TERROR STRIKES HALLOWED GROUND, BOMBS BURSTING IN AIR, and MIRACLE AMID THE HORROR.

Julia set down her fork, watching as an attractive Asian female reporter holding a microphone came onscreen, saying, “Good evening, I’m Christine Shi with the latest on the heinous attack of domestic terrorism at the Really Revolutionary event this morning, at Valley Forge Park. Details are breaking, and authorities tell me that over 150 people have been treated for injuries caused by flying debris when a Philly BBQ truck exploded in the picnic area, at eight clock this morning. The cause of the explosion has been confirmed to be an improvised explosive device in the truck. The explosion ignited propane tanks in six nearby food trucks, causing a series of potentially deadly blasts.”

Julia shuddered as the screen switched to shaky cell-phone video of the attack. Massive fireballs and fleeing people flashed by, blurry. They were screaming, and there was crying in the background.

“Authorities say that approximately five thousand people were in the blast radius of the explosions when they were detonated. The event had the potential to be the single biggest attack of domestic terror in the United States since the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah building in Oklahoma City. Fortunately, that awful prospect did not come to pass this morning, here in historic Valley Forge. Thousands of innocent men, women, and children were saved from serious harm by the actions of one Julia Pritzker, age thirty-eight, formerly of Philadelphia.”

Julia shuddered to hear her name. Her photo popped onto the screen, a six-year-old headshot taken from her old website. Mike had taken that picture for her small business designing websites, which she closed after he was killed. It was like seeing a ghost of herself from the past.

“You okay?” Gianluca glanced over with a worried frown. “You want me to turn it off?”

“No, I want to see if they got McKenna and the others.”

“I just checked the phone, and no word.”

“Let’s watch, I’m okay.”

The reporter continued, “Ms. Pritzker notified local police of the suspected terrorist attack and joined them and park rangers to escort citizens to safety, mere moments before the explosive device in a Philly BBQ truck went off. Her heroism saved so many families from further injuries and even death. Thankfully, she’s recovering in Valley Forge Hospital with only minor injuries.” The reporter brightened with a photogenic grin. “So folks, if you see something, say something!”

Gianluca smiled, turning to Julia. “You’re a hero, cara.”

Julia managed a smile back, then the TV screen switched to a cellphone video of her running to the food trucks, yelling and waving her hands. Her smile faded, her mouth went dry, and her body began to tremble, as if she were reexperiencing the explosions. But she couldn’t turn away because she wanted to know more.

“Information provided by Ms. Pritzker resulted in the thwarting of the plot and led to the apprehension and arrest of the alleged domestic terrorists. Currently in custody are William McKenna, age 69, of Mottsville, Pennsylvania; Laird Tomlinson, 42, of New Brighton, Pennsylvania; David Schefsky, 45, of Valeo, Pennsylvania; and John Uvert, 55, of Tinson, Pennsylvania.

“So that’s who they are.” Julia felt her spirits lift, just a bit.

Gianluca grinned. “They really got them!”

The reporter continued, “The motive for the attack has not yet been revealed by authorities. A press conference will be held later, at an as-yet-undetermined time. Keep it here for breaking news of events as they occur.”

Julia looked away, realizing that the Valley Forge news obliterated any coverage of Alex’s murder, as well as Courtney’s cellmate’s. Her mood deflated, and she didn’t need to see any more.

Suddenly there was a knock on the door, and her young nurse popped her head inside the room. “Julia, Detectives Kowalski and Brennan and a Bennie Rosato are here for you. Are you okay to see them?”
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Julia sat propped in bed and gave a complete statement to Detectives Kowalski and Brennan. They were on one side of the bed, taking rapid notes on skinny pads, and Bennie and Gianluca were next to her, with a sleeping Leni. Julia told them everything. Beginning with the missing coin from Kay’s basket, then her trip with Paul to the regiment’s clubhouse, where they’d found the pictures of McKenna with Shoemaker and Novak, then how she’d seen Glushenko, Novak, and the militia at the reenactment at McGlinchey’s. She told them how she followed the black pickup to the farm, where she’d discovered McKenna, the barn full of 3D printers, and the U-Haul truck. The detectives weren’t surprised by anything until she told them that McKenna murdered Novak.

“Run that by me again?” Detective Kowalski raised an eyebrow. “Did you actually hear McKenna say to Novak that he’d lost the prototype and that’s why he had to die?”

“Yes, I saw and heard the whole thing.” Julia sickened at the memory. “McKenna shot him in front of the other men, and I think they were too afraid to say anything. Then McKenna told Laird to finish loading the truck and Dave to take the truck away. That’s why I thought the U-Haul was going to Valley Forge, but I was wrong. With the size of the operation they had, they must have been delivering guns elsewhere.” Julia still regretted the mistake. “Let me ask you, did you find Novak’s body?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Detective Kowalski hesitated. “Given the circumstances, I’ll share some of the details. It goes without saying that you cannot divulge this information to the press.”

“Of course I won’t,” Julia said quickly. The media thronged in front of the hospital, and she’d also noticed hospital personnel walking past her room and peeking curiously through the glass.

“We did find Novak’s body. We learned that the farm belongs to McKenna under an alias. We found blood in the dirt and followed it to where they buried the body. McKenna and the others didn’t cover their tracks very well. We think your appearance threw a monkey wrench into their plan. When they discovered you, they went after you and never went back to the scene.” Detective Kowalski’s expression softened. “You caught a tiger by the tail when you started asking questions. We frown on civilians getting involved in investigations. They can be stepping into a hornets’ nest, like here. I’m glad it ended safely. Thanks for the assist. In other words, you did good, but don’t do it again.”

Detective Brennan eyed Julia, with concern. “I’m glad you survived it, and Courtney, too.”

“Thanks.” Julia felt touched but couldn’t begin to process her emotions now. “So now can you charge McKenna with Novak’s murder?”

“That will be up to the lawyers, but I think so.”

“I should mention that I’d met Novak, one time before. I was in college at Notre Dame, and he came up to me and Courtney at the library. He said he was from the Philly area, too. He told me his name was Matt Winger but it was an alias. Pat Novak could be, too.”

Detective Kowalski made a note. “Did you have a relationship with him?”

“No, not at all, thanks to Courtney. I only remember his name because he ended up assaulting another girl at school. The campus and South Bend police were looking for him, but I don’t know if they found him or what happened. But you should look into that, too.”

“Anything else?” Detective Kowalski made another note.

“What about the fact that there must’ve been somebody else in the pickup on the day Novak killed Kay? Novak was driving, but somebody could’ve been in the passenger seat with Kay’s basket of found objects. I’m guessing it was maybe one of the other militia members, Laird or Dave, or maybe another friend of Novak’s, if Novak didn’t want the others to know he’d lost the coin. I don’t think it was McKenna. He wouldn’t have shown his face at Kay’s farm, given that he was officially a fugitive.”

“That will be part of the investigation.” Detective Kowalski looked up from his notes. “I wonder how Novak knew that Kay found the coin. Can you enlighten me?”

“Yes, I don’t know for sure, but it wouldn’t be hard for him to find out. Kay and Samuel were at the clean-up together, and I think he was with her when she found the coin, so she could have mentioned it to him or anyone, or he could have. She ran errands that day, getting groceries, and she could have mentioned it to a cashier or someone who could have mentioned it to someone else who had a link with the militia. It’s a small town, and everybody knows everybody else.” Julia thought a minute. “I remember McKenna said the coin had today’s date and the American flag, so it didn’t look obviously incriminating, but if Kay or anybody else started asking questions, it could have thwarted the plot. I heard him say they couldn’t risk anything that would jeopardize the attack.”

“We’ll run that down,” Kowalski said, writing away.

“And I don’t think Samuel’s death was a suicide. I think Novak killed Samuel after he killed Kay because Samuel knew about the coin. Samuel could have even had a picture of it in his camera. We didn’t see his camera in his place.”

“We’ll look for it.” Detective Kowalski pursed his lips.

“So can you charge McKenna with Samuel’s murder?”

“In my humble opinion, it might be hard to charge him with conspiracy in Samuel’s murder or Shoemaker’s murder because McKenna isn’t talking. The lawyers might be able to flip him or somebody else, then make a deal, but that’s above my pay grade.”

“What about Alex?” Julia asked, her gut wrenching. “He died trying to get to Courtney. His death was caused by whoever was trying to kill Courtney. Is there anything new in that investigation? And is the cellmate a part of that?”

“It’s part of the same investigation. We will see it through. You can’t expect results this fast. This is a comprehensive investigation with a lot of moving parts.”

“Now you have to let Courtney go, don’t you? I told you I heard Novak say that he killed that ‘Black bitch.’ That’s proof that Novak killed Kay and Courtney is innocent.”

“Sorry, it’s not procedure to release her yet.”

Bennie leaned forward over her laptop, interjecting, “Why the hell not? Courtney should be released immediately. Julia’s testimony proves that Novak killed Kay. You have no basis to hold my client another minute. Now we know that anything can happen to her inside that prison. Besides, I don’t want to wait until the case gets caught in a jurisdictional clusterfuck. You’re not going to keep this case, the feds are. ATF, the FBI, and the Joint Terrorism Task Force will be all over it, if they’re not already. They’ll charge first, given that it’s high profile and took place on federal property.”

Detective Kowalski scowled. “Until then, your client is in state custody, and we have procedures. I told the same thing to her husband, who’s at the prison raising holy hell. We’ll finalize Julia’s statement, then get approvals up the chain. It will take a day or two until your client can be released.”

“No, not acceptable,” Bennie shot back. “You have a big problem, Detective, and I’m about to make it bigger. You’re estimating your downside risk right now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Julia’s statement proves police corruption with respect to Glushenko and others on the Buckley force. I’m not sure how high up the conspiracy goes, but if you don’t release Courtney right now, I’m going to file suit not only against Glushenko and the Buckley police, but against you both.”

“Us?” Detective Kowalski scoffed. “For what?”

“For being co-conspirators.”

Detective Brennan paled. “Are you serious? We’re not dirty.”

“How do I know that?” Bennie’s sharp blue eyes fixed on them. “Are you involved? Or just covering it up? Have you arrested Glushenko? Interviewed him? How about other members of the Buckley force?”

“That’s police business,” Detective Kowalski shot back. “It’s confidential.”

“Why? You just admitted we’re entitled to the information, and we are. You wouldn’t know any of this but for Julia. She risked her life and discovered an illegal gun manufacturing operation that funded a white supremacist organization and put God knows how many ghost guns on the street.” Bennie spoke with authority, yet her manner remained cool. “Valley Forge could’ve been the site of one of the biggest attacks of domestic terrorism in this country. Julia prevented it. Courtney helped with the legwork until she got framed for murder and was almost killed herself. You didn’t protect her in prison. Why?” Bennie folded her arms. “So, are you going to make me go to the feds to get my client released? Where are they?”

Detective Kowalski’s expression hardened. “I’m not at liberty to divulge that.”

“Or are you just unwilling to? Funny, you were willing to charge Courtney with murder on evidence so meager it wouldn’t have survived a preliminary hearing. Now you have proof of her absolute innocence, yet she’s still in prison. If you ask me, that’s highly suggestive of complicity.”

“We’re not complicit,” Detective Kowalski spat out.

“Tell it to the judge. Better yet, tell it to the jury. Your inaction will damn you in court, believe me, I try official corruption cases for a living. The scope of any conspiracy is a fact question, which means it gets to the jury. You’ll be in litigation for the foreseeable future. With me.” Bennie glowered. “And if anything happens to Courtney while she’s still behind bars, I’ll file suit against you both in your personal capacity. That means you pay damages out of your own pockets.”

Detective Kowalski reddened. “But these things take time and—”

“Keep up. I can prepare the complaint and file it tonight, electronically. Or not. Your choice.” Bennie cocked her head. “What’s it going to be, gentlemen?”

Detective Kowalski blinked.

Detective Brennan turned to him. “Let’s make a call, boss.”

“Thank you.” Bennie closed her laptop. “Let’s go get Courtney, shall we?”

Julia sat up, excited. “I’m coming, too. I feel fine.”

Gianluca smiled indulgently. “We should ask the doctor first. It’s his decision.”

Julia snorted. “Good luck with that.”
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Julia hurried with Gianluca to Bennie’s car, which was idling in front of the hospital. Incredibly, Leni remained asleep on his shoulder as reporters surrounded them, shouting questions at Julia and thrusting microphones in her face.

“Ms. Pritzker, is it true you tipped off the police about the attack at Valley Forge?” “How did you know about it?” “How did you discover the gunrunning? What about the secret gun-manufacturing operation?” “Julia, look over here!” “Julia, was McKenna the mastermind?” “Ms. Pritzker, were you at a truck stop on Route 422?” “Julia, how does it feel to be a hero?”

Julia ducked into the car next to Gianluca, closed the door behind her, and they took off.

“Good job.” Bennie checked the rearview mirror as she drove way. They left the hospital parking lot and turned onto a main drag among several strip malls, closed now. “Shit. They’re following us.”

“Really?” Julia turned around to see a line of newsvans behind them.

“It’s going to be the same way at the prison. Just keep your head down and keep walking. You’re doing great.”

Gianluca looked over and took her hand. “You sure you feel okay?”

“Yes, thanks,” Julia lied. Her head hurt more than she’d told the doctor, but she’d wanted to go get Courtney.

“You’ll feel better after you rest, like the doctor said.”

“Agree,” Julia said, but she felt vaguely unsettled. Maybe it was the concussion, affecting her mood.

“I’m so proud of you.” Gianluca smiled gently at her, his face handsome in the shadows of the car.

“Thanks.” Julia felt another twinge. She knew she should feel satisfied, but she didn’t. She touched her daughter’s sweet, warm head, with its filmy dark curls. “Can you believe she’s still sleeping?”

“Yes, because she barely slept on the plane.”

“She seems back to normal, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, to me, too.”

“I missed you both.” Julia leaned over and gave him a light kiss. “I’m so sorry I didn’t keep in better touch with you. I want to know what’s happening with your lawyer and everything.”

Gianluca broke into a relieved grin. “I’ve been meaning to tell you, it’s over.”

“It’s over?” Julia asked, surprised. “Why? What happened?”

“It turns out this doctor reported three other fathers this month. Something’s wrong with him, and they fired him.”

“My God, that’s incredible.”

“Doctor Isabella said she’s sorry, and I got an apology from the practice. I’m just glad it’s over, so are my parents. The lawyer’s not going to charge me, so it’s all good.” Gianluca paused. “So I came here, and I’m taking two weeks off of work.”

“Really?” Julia blinked, surprised. “Why so long?”

“Tell you later,” Gianluca whispered, with a wink.
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They pulled up in front of Weaverton police station, which was alive with activity. Every light burned inside the building, illuminating the night, while newsvans, regular cars, TV trucks, and police cruisers clogged the parking lot, idling chalky exhaust fumes. Reporters yakked into phones and camera crews milled around setting up TV lights, temporary tents, and other equipment. Klieg lights ran on thick black cables that snaked to thrumming portable generators. A slew of uniformed cops tried to maintain order and keep entrances and exits to the station open.

“There she is!” Julia spotted Courtney leaving the police station with Paul, and her heart leapt. Courtney was back in her suit with her little bow undone, but at least she wasn’t in a prison jumpsuit anymore.

“She looks good!” Gianluca grinned. “Thank God!”

Bennie parked and cut the ignition. “Before you get out, we need a plan. You guys go to Courtney and Paul, and I’ll run interference with the press. Keep moving, don’t answer any questions, then head back to Paul’s car. I have to run inside for some papers before I leave. Understood?”

“Yes, thanks!” Julia got out of the car with Gianluca and Leni, who woke up in the commotion. They beelined for Courtney and Paul, who were coming down the steps, and heads began to turn among the media, who started to recognize them. Reporters and cameramen surged toward them, and Bennie fended them off as they shouted questions and raised phones, microphones, lights, and cameras to film them.

“Ms. Pritzker, are you alleging a police cover-up?” “Ms. Horan, any comment on your indictment? Why were you charged with your grandmother’s murder?” “Are you suing the Buckley police?” “What’s your relationship to Alex Dudek? Why was he at the prison?”

Julia left Gianluca to run to Courtney, throwing open her arms, and Courtney left Paul to run to Julia. The two women met in a glorious hug, and Julia burst into joyful tears. “Courtney, thank God! I’m never letting you go!”

“Me, neither! You got me out! You did it!”

Bennie took off for the station, followed by reporters, who kept asking questions. “Ms. Rosato, will you be filing suit against Buckley for official corruption?” “Bennie, please, a comment!” “Bennie, how did you get involved? Will Mary DiNunzio be co-counsel?”

Julia released Courtney, then Gianluca hugged her, too, with Leni falling back to sleep in his arms, despite the reporters who kept shouting questions.

“Julia, how did you know they were manufacturing ghost guns?” “Give us a quote!” “Courtney, look over here, look over here!”

Meanwhile Paul hurried to Julia, shouting over the din. “Thanks for all you did, but come with me to the car!”

“Okay!” Julia and the others tried to move as uniformed officers and their staff gathered around them, squeezing the media aside and forming a beaming circle. Suddenly the cops and their staff burst into applause, and Julia didn’t understand what was going on.

Courtney grinned. “Jules, this is for you! You saved all those people! It’s incredible!”

Whoa. Julia felt overwhelmed. “Thank you!” she said, her face flushing.

Gianluca looked around the circle, his eyes shining. Leni woke up.

Bennie emerged from the station and hustled toward them through the throng, smiling and waving a set of papers. “Courtney, you’re officially a free woman!”

“Thank you so much!” Courtney gave her a hug, then Paul hugged Bennie, too.

“Yes, thank you, Bennie! You sure you can’t come back with us?”

“Thanks, but I have to go.” Bennie hugged Julia and Gianluca. “Goodbye, it was great meeting you. We have to stay in touch.”

“Yes, thank you,” Julia said, meaning it, as Bennie headed off.

Courtney caught Julia’s eye, and they held each other’s teary gaze for a moment. There was so much to say, and Julia wondered if they’d have the chance to say it, now that they weren’t alone. She experienced a deep sense of loss over so much death, and she knew Courtney would be feeling even worse, having lost her beloved Kay, and Alex.

Meanwhile the cops were still applauding, like a standing ovation.

It looked like a proverbial happy ending.

But oddly, it didn’t feel like one.
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An hour later, they’d settled down in Julia’s motel room, having ordered pizza that turned out to be free after the restaurant realized it was for her. Her name had become public, which made her uncomfortable, and she ignored photos of her that flashed by on the muted TV, or the closed caption that read PRITZKER CURRENTLY RESIDES IN THE CHIANTI REGION OF…

They’d run the gauntlet of reporters when they arrived back at the motel, and the media was staked out in the parking lot in front. The noise filtered into the room, but luckily Leni was back asleep, stretched out on the other bed.

Julia, Gianluca, Courtney, and Paul ate pizza sitting on the bed and two chairs. They all pieced together the awful events of the night, with Julia and Paul recounting what had happened with Alex when he left the room in the prison, which made Courtney cry. She’d composed herself, then told them what had happened when she’d gotten sick, then been taken from her cell to the infirmary, leaving Soroya behind in their cell. The conversation was gut-wrenching, and they all grieved Alex and Soroya, even though they felt relieved that Courtney had been freed.

Courtney looked exhausted, her expression pained and her eyes puffy. “I am glad to be free,” she said, trying to rally. She hadn’t eaten because her stomach was still bothering her. “What scared me was that I didn’t know if I’d ever get out.”

“It must’ve been awful.” Paul touched her arm.

Courtney nodded, rubbing her face. “It kills me to think that Alex and Soroya were murdered because of me.”

Paul frowned. “Don’t say that, honey. Don’t put that on yourself.”

“But it’s true,” Courtney shot back, agonized. “Alex died trying to save me and Soroya was killed in my place, mistakenly. It’s on me.”

Julia interjected, “No, it’s not, Courtney. The people to blame for their deaths are the people who killed them, not you. We’re going to get to the bottom of whoever killed them and make sure they get punished.”

Courtney’s face fell into heartbroken lines. “I won’t rest until they do.”

“I won’t, either,” Julia said, feeling for her.

“I’ll say a prayer for them,” Gianluca added.

Courtney’s mournful gaze met Julia’s. “Girl, I’m going to be thanking you the rest of my life. You got me out. You caught Grandma Kay’s killer.”

“Not just me.” Julia couldn’t begin to process what had happened before Valley Forge. “You and I did some girl-sleuthing together, and Paul helped, too.”

Paul looked over. “No, it was you, Jules. All I did was knock over the muskets. You were the one.”

Courtney nodded. “Julia, don’t be modest. He’s right. Now we know that Novak did it and we know why.” Her eyes narrowed. “It sounds harsh, but the fact that Novak is dead feels like justice to me.”

Julia didn’t reply, flashing on Novak being shot point-blank. It was a horror.

“He was totally the man I chased out of the house. The detectives showed me his picture, and I recognized him as Matt Winger. Did you, Julia?”

“Yes, but not for sure until he took his cap off.” Julia hadn’t recognized Novak from the photo in the files, either, but his ballcap had covered his hair. She didn’t know if she would ever understand why her gift would show her some things and not others.

“He killed Grandma Kay. He took her life.” Courtney’s eyes welled up, and Paul put his arm around her, but she kept talking, thinking aloud. “I can’t wait to testify against McKenna and the others. They deserve to rot in prison. They have to pay.”

Paul nodded. “They sure do. Bennie will be all over it, we discussed it.”

Courtney straightened. “But some good has to come out of this, I swear. I’m thinking, I have to do something, somehow, to honor Alex and Soroya.”

“What?” Gianluca asked, his tone gentle.

“Well, for Soroya, I know exactly what to do. She asked me a lot of questions about my job because she was going to be out in a year.” Courtney swallowed hard. “She told me that she didn’t know how to act in the business world, and I thought, I can tell her. She mentioned it to two other women who were up for parole, so I told them how to act as a job applicant or when you meet a boss, a customer, or an account.” Courtney’s eyes shone. “Parole is more common than I knew, and these women deserve a second chance. I’m thinking about doing something to help female inmates and parolees enter the workforce. It could be, like, a tribute to Soroya’s memory.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Julia said, touched.

Paul blinked. “So would you quit work?”

“I don’t know if I still have a job anyway.” Courtney shook her head, mystified. “If I do, I don’t care about work the same way I did before, not after this. I don’t want to be a regional manager anymore. Maybe I’ll just go back to sales. I can do well and there’s a lot less travel. I feel like my perspective has changed.”

Paul looked over. “I hope that’s not because of me. I told you, I realized I’ve been such a jerk because I was missing Mike. I was taking it out on you.”

Courtney put an arm around him. “No, it’s not because of you. It’s because of this, it’s because of everything I just went through. I want to live my life better than I have been. I need more meaning, more balance.”

Gianluca smiled. “Courtney, perhaps maybe you turned Italian?”

Courtney chuckled, only briefly. “As for tomorrow, I heard from Alex’s friend Tim that his burial and his service was private, but Shenandoah Preservation arranged a public memorial at the firehouse, tomorrow morning. I’d like to go.”

“We will, too,” Julia said, and Gianluca nodded.

“After, I want to pick up Grandma Kay’s ashes and scatter them over her garden, the way she wanted. Would you guys want to be there, too?”

“Of course,” Julia answered, then flashed on her vision at the funeral home. The shadowy face. The agonizing blow to her chest.

“We’ll be there,” Gianluca answered with a sympathetic smile.

Paul took Courtney’s hand. “You must be exhausted. Let’s call it a day, okay, babe?”
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So, how are you feeling?” Gianluca asked Julia, his dark gaze soft. They were alone in their room, lying on the bed while Leni slept on the other bed.

“I don’t know,” Julia answered, since it was exactly how she felt.

“You seem upset, and I understand that.” Gianluca met her eye. “Between Alex’s death and the murder of Courtney’s grandmother, you’ve gone through a very difficult time.”

“Compared to Courtney, I haven’t been through anything.”

“There’s no need to compare. You’ve been through a great deal.” Gianluca searched her face. “You don’t seem like yourself.”

“I don’t feel like myself.”

“It could be the concussion, so you should rest. The doctor said so. We can talk another time.”

“Okay.” Julia wasn’t up to reliving everything right now.

“We have plenty of time to sort it. Two weeks.”

Julia remembered he’d mentioned that. “What’s that about?”

“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, since we’ve been having such difficulty on the phone. I’m sorry about that. I’m sorry about a lot of things.”

“Thanks,” Julia said, touched. “I’m sorry, too. I know I was touchy.”

“No. This is down to me.” Gianluca frowned with regret, shaking his head. “It got me thinking about our relationship from the beginning. How it hasn’t been typical. We’ve been happy, but we had so much to deal with, then Leni came, then we fixed up the villa and the vineyard, and my parents were around, so we’ve hardly been alone. We never even had a honeymoon.”

“That’s true,” Julia said, without rancor. They’d decided after the baby was born that they’d had no time for a honeymoon.

“I think the problem was that everything happened so fast. You learned you have a Tuscan mother, and Tuscan blood, and you embraced it. You moved to Tuscany. You learned Tuscan dialect. You learned to cook Tuscan.”

Julia knew it was true, but she wasn’t sure where he was going.

“But there’s also an American side to you, one I forgot.” Gianluca touched his chest. “On the phone, I kept asking you, ‘When are you coming home?’ Then I realized you were home. America was your home longer than Tuscany. But that side of you, I don’t know. I never knew. Nor does Leni. It was your life before me, Julia. We should know it, for you.”

Julia listened, feeling the truth in his words.

“So I rented an Airbnb in Philadelphia, where you lived for so long. I thought it would be fun to have a honeymoon here, with Leni.”

“Really?” Julia asked, surprised.

“Yes, you like the idea?” Gianluca smiled. “I know you had heartbreak in Philly, but also happiness.”

Julia swallowed hard. She’d missed this country more than she’d realized. Gianluca knew what she needed, almost better than she did.

“And it’s the birthplace of America. You could show us the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall and all the other things.”

Julia felt tears come to her eyes.

“It will be just the three of us. Real Americans, eating hotdogs and dressing badly.” Gianluca chuckled, and so did Julia.

“You can’t dress badly.”

“I’ll try.” Gianluca grinned. “I want a sweatshirt that says ‘Eagles.’”

“All the sweatshirts say ‘Eagles.’”

“I want to learn the cheer, too.”

“Can you spell Eagles? That’s the cheer.”

“Then I speak Philly!” Gianluca laughed, and so did Julia, feeling the spark between them reigniting to a warm glow. Gianluca touched her arm. “Also, one last thing, about my parents moving in. I decided you were right. I discussed it with them, and they agreed that we need more time alone, as a family. They’re still going to sell their house, but they’re buying an apartment in Paris.” Gianluca smiled, in a satisfied way. “They’ll visit us, of course, but they won’t live with us.”

“Does it have to be one way or the other?” Julia let her heart speak for her. “They really stepped up for Leni, and I couldn’t have stayed here and done what I did without them, and you. Before I thought I could do it alone, but why would we want to?”

Gianluca smiled softly. “So what would you suggest? Because I think you were right. I don’t know that I want them living with us either.” He chuckled. “And truly, after everything, I’m not sure they want to be with us full time anymore. They’re cured.”

Julia laughed again. “Okay, how about a compromise? What if they spend half the year in Paris, but live with us for the rest? Then they’d have two homes, one with us.”

Gianluca blinked, brightening. “You mean it?”

“Yes.” Julia did mean it, to her own surprise. Maybe facing death made her understand the blessings she had in life. And maybe marriage was work and she needed to get busier.

“Knowing them, they’d love to be with us for fall and winter, with the holidays.”

“That works for me, too.”

“I love you.” Gianluca leaned over, kissing her warmly, then deeply, and Julia kissed him back, feeling a rush of love for him.

“I love you, too.”

“Let’s go to bed,” Gianluca whispered after another kiss.

“Yes, let’s,” Julia said, with a smile.

Just then Leni stirred in the other bed, opening her eyes. “It’s morning, Mommy!” she said, waking up.

Julia and Gianluca looked over, wondering if their daughter really was psychic.
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The bathroom in the motel room was cramped, and Julia settled down on the tile floor next to the bathtub, giving Leni a bath. It was late for one, but Leni’s schedule was messed up, and bathtime was a time they relaxed and talked about the day, so Julia thought it was a good time to try and find out whether Leni had inherited any of her psychic abilities.

Julia trailed her hand in the bathwater. “Nice and warm, right?”

Leni nodded, playing with a pine-scented soap in sudsy water. Her dark wet hair dripped onto her slick little shoulders.

“Let me ask you something, honey. When I was away, Nonna said you were worried about me.”

Leni nodded, holding the soap.

“Was there something you were worried about?”

“No.”

Julia sensed Leni was telling the truth, not being evasive. “Well, you don’t have to worry anymore. Everything is okay.”

Leni looked down, examining the soap.

“I also wanted to talk to you about that time on the phone, the last time we talked on the phone, do you remember?” Julia would never forget that phone call at McKenna’s farm, with Leni screaming, terrified for her. “You were with Nonna, and you called me? Remember?”

Leni nodded, then looked up, her dark-eyed gaze direct.

“Why did you tell Nonna you were worried about me, that time?”

“I was scary.”

Julia knew scary meant scared. “Why were you scared?”

“I don’t know.” Leni rubbed the soap with her palm.

“And what happened?”

“I told Nonna.”

“And that’s when she called me?”

“Yes.”

Julia wanted to try it another way, because she knew she got different answers sometimes, depending on the question. “So you called me because you were worried about me. Why were you worried?”

“Wild Child.”

Julia masked her concern. “Who’s Wild Child?”

“She’s my friend. She said in my ear.”

“She told you in your ear?”

“Yes, that’s her house.”

Julia thought it jibed with her theory that Wild Child was what Leni called the voice she heard, but it didn’t necessarily mean that Leni had any psychic abilities. “Leni, you know what, sometimes I hear something I don’t understand, or I feel like I know things, but I don’t know why.”

“You do?” Leni looked up, letting the soap float away, and Julia could see that her daughter was listening with her usual calm. It charmed Julia that she could tell her anything, even something an adult would find outlandish, but Leni would receive the information without judgment. It was probably an example of how children could be naïve and trusting, but Julia thought it showed they could be wiser than adults.

“Yes, I do get those feelings, and sometimes that makes me feel scared, too. So what I want to say is if you think Wild Child tells you something you don’t understand, or if you’re scared, or if you think you know something, just tell me.”

“Okay.”

“And you should believe yourself.”

Leni blinked, eyeing her. “Can we get more pizza?”

“Of course.” Julia smiled.

“Well, is she psychic?” Gianluca asked, after Leni was asleep in the other bed. He was stretched out on their bed with his phone, back from his run in a T-shirt and gym shorts. A skinny black headband held his hair off his face, which was a European man thing that Julia found sexy.

“I couldn’t tell.”

“Right. Because she’s three.”

“We’ll just have to see how it goes.” Julia flopped onto the bed beside him, and Gianluca set down his phone, shifted toward her, and kissed her on the forehead.

“Do you wish she was?”

“I don’t know. Do you?”

Gianluca hesitated, then smiled. “I think we already have enough drama for one family, don’t you?”

Julia laughed, then gave him a kiss.
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The next morning dawned sunny, and Gianluca drove them through the countryside, pointing out cows and horses for Leni. Julia sat in the passenger seat, feeling like a wife again, back with her family, her world order theoretically restored. She’d slept terribly, and her headache persisted. Somehow she knew it wasn’t the concussion. Something was unsettling her, deep within.

They were heading to Alex’s memorial service at the Buckley firehouse, and her heart felt heavy at the memory of him. She kept seeing him running down the hall in the prison, then feeling the moment that his soul left the earth, far too young. It would take her time to process his death, and she could only imagine how hard it would be for Courtney.

They entered the Buckley city limits, and she could feel her body tense. She heard Gianluca and Leni chattering, but the sound seemed oddly far away, even remote. She didn’t bother pointing out the sights, such as they were, and Gianluca caught her eye, tacitly understanding.

They drove past the police station, and Julia wondered if the authorities had arrested Glushenko yet. She’d checked her phone but there had been no news, which added to her uneasy feeling. Maybe that would explain the headache.

She straightened in her seat as they approached the firehouse, which was a multistory brick building with three bays for firetrucks with an attached converted rowhome that served as an office. She had never seen so much activity in town before, or so many people. Families filled the sidewalks, heading to the firehouse. Traffic was congested, and parked cars and newsvans lined the street for blocks.

Gianluca braked, looking around. “I should park here. I don’t know if we’ll get any closer. This is quite a crowd.”

“It sure is,” Julia said, touched. She spotted a class of kids dressed in orange-and-white T-shirts, like at Kay’s funeral. She was seeing everyone whose lives Alex had touched. She realized something she hadn’t before, that the land was about much more than the environment. It was about the people whose lives were rooted in the soil, many for generations. Alex had built and served an entire community who cared about Buckley, and it had turned out in force to honor his memory.

Julia felt tears come to her eyes, feeling his loss. She couldn’t wait until his killers were brought to justice. She’d be first in line to testify, if need be.

It wasn’t over until it was over.

The happy ending would have to wait.
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Julia held a dozing Leni on her lap, sitting next to Gianluca, Paul, and a weepy Courtney near the front of the firehouse. There had to be over two hundred people in folding chairs, standing room only in the long rectangular hall, which was clean and bright, its painted brick walls covered with a huge American flag, and large posters advertising Lithuania Days, an ATV Run, and a Memorial Day Pig Roast.

Julia listened, her throat thickening as speaker after speaker got up to honor Alex, beginning with a young geologist named Benjamin Morris, who’d assume the mantle of running Shenandoah Preservation. Benjamin was followed by Alex’s older brother Neil, who looked heartbreakingly like Alex, then Alex’s environmental sciences professor from Penn State, and a little girl who showed an orange-and-white flag she’d painted for Alex, signed by all the other kids.

Benjamin retook the lectern. “We have one last speaker, Ms. Courtney Horan. She isn’t mentioned in your program because she reached me only this morning and asked to speak.”

Julia looked over in surprise as Courtney left the row and strode to the front of the firehouse, then reached the lectern, where she stood tall, her eyes glistening. She had on the black suit she’d worn to Kay’s funeral, with a white camisole.

“My name is Courtney Horan, and some of you may know me from the summers I spent here with my grandmother, Kay Patterson. You may not know that I’m an old friend of Alex’s, and I’m very grateful that the Dudek family allowed me to speak briefly today.” Courtney wiped away a tear, composing herself. “You’ve all heard what a truly good brother, man, and member of the community Alex was, but I wanted to add something very personal.” Courtney smiled shyly. “Alex was my first true love. Don’t worry, my husband knows all about it.”

There were sniffles and chuckling, and Paul smiled, too. Julia looked over, proud of them both, and realized that they must have discussed whatever Courtney was going to say.

“I wanted to say that out loud because Alex deserved it, and more. When we were dating, we snuck around the way teenagers do, hiding it from my grandmother, who you may know was tragically murdered last Monday.” Courtney swallowed hard, her eyes brimming. “Since then, Samuel Palkovich died by suicide, and our most recent loss was of our dear Alex. All of these losses, these three beloved human beings, are still under investigation, and I’m committed to doing everything I can to get justice for my grandmother, Samuel, and, of course, Alex.”

Everyone straightened in their seat, and heads nodded in approval.

“But that’s not why I’m here today. I loved Alex because he was a relentlessly good man, and above all, he was completely committed to doing good for others. That’s why he put his money where his mouth was, putting all his time and resources into Shenandoah Preservation. It’s also why he befriended my grandmother Kay, whom everybody adored, and Samuel, whom, I think it’s fair to say, only Alex and my grandmother adored.”

There were chuckles and sniffles, and Courtney managed a smile. If she was bitter about Samuel taking his stalker pictures of Kay, it didn’t show.

“What I wanted to say today was that I’ve made a decision to honor the memory of Alex and my grandmother. Grandma Kay was kind enough to leave me her farm outside of town, with a beautifully maintained farmhouse that she loved, a garden she cultivated, and thirty acres of open pastureland. I’ve decided to transfer the deed to her house to Shenandoah Preservation to be used as an office, in perpetuity.”

There were delighted gasps, and the mourners erupted in excited conversation.

Julia felt a rush of love for Courtney, and pride on her behalf. It was such a classy thing for her best friend to do, and Julia should have known that Courtney would do it and not waste any time announcing the decision.

Courtney smiled shakily, wiping a tear from her eye. “In addition, my grandmother’s estate also included two hundred and twenty thousand dollars, which she left to me. I’m donating the money in its entirety to Shenandoah Preservation. Alex told me that he wanted to hire more staff and geological experts to continue his good works. Now, because of him and Kay, Shenandoah Preservation will have everything it needs.”

Benjamin looked over in shock, and Julia burst into spontaneous applause, then so did everybody else, all of them joining to share a moment of joy amid their grief, a healing that bound them all together.

Courtney waved to end the clapping. “Thank you so much, this is exactly what my Grandma Kay would’ve wanted me to do with her estate. She loved her farm, her land, and especially her garden. To my thinking, Shenandoah Preservation is a group of people who try to make sure that our special little corner of Pennsylvania, which has been so mismanaged and abused in the past, will become a garden for everyone.”

Mourners nodded, sniffled, and wiped their eyes.

“I know this would’ve made Alex happy, and I hope Alex’s good works go on forever, under the loving eye of my grandmother. That’s all I wanted to say, and to the Dudek family, please accept my deepest sympathy.” Courtney paused. “And after this service, I will be scattering my grandmother’s ashes in her beloved garden, according to her wishes. It’s my personal belief that both Alex and my grandmother are with us still, and always will be.”

Courtney caught Julia’s eye, and Julia knew Courtney was right.

“Thank you very much.”
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They reached Kay’s farm, and Gianluca pulled up in front of the house behind Paul’s car. The place looked peaceful and still, and Julia’s throat caught to think of Courtney’s generous gift of the property and the estate. Still her headache intensified the moment they parked in the driveway.

Gianluca cut the ignition. “What a pretty place!”

“I know.” Julia managed a smile. She got out of the car, then went around to the back to get Leni out of her child’s seat.

“Wheee!” Leni began running around as soon as Julia set her down, happy to be in open space again.

“Hey, guys,” Courtney said wearily, coming out of the house. She looked drained, and Julia climbed the steps to give her a warm hug.

“You are so wonderful to give the farm to Shenandoah.”

“Thanks.” Courtney released her. “How could I not?”

Paul snorted, with a dry smile. “I can think of two hundred and twenty thousand reasons why not, but I agree with you, Julia. She did the right thing.”

“Bravissima, Courtney!” Gianluca kissed her on both cheeks, Italian-style.

Courtney smiled. “Ooh, I love when you do that.”

“I hate it,” Paul wisecracked.

“Auntie Courtney!” Leni raised her little arms, and Courtney hoisted Leni up.

“Hello again, baby girl!”

“I’m a big girl,” Leni corrected her.

“Oops, sorry.” Courtney put Leni down, then she ran off again.

Courtney brightened. “Jules, guess what, Bennie says I still have a job and they’re going to let me job share if I want. They knew they’d look like jerks if they fired me now.”

“That’s wonderful.”

Gianluca smiled. “It was fast, too.”

“Right?” Courtney’s eyes lit up. “I think Bennie roughed them up.”

Julia’s gaze fell on the bronze urn of Kay’s ashes, which sat atop the kitchen table. Her head pounded, and she swallowed hard, flashing on the vision at the funeral home.

“Okay, here goes,” Courtney said, picking up the urn. “Let’s go out to the garden.”

Julia stood with Gianluca while Leni ran off to play underneath a tree, and Courtney was next to Paul, holding the urn. Sunshine flooded the garden, which was filled with pink primroses just beginning to bloom and peonies with their green buds still tight-fisted, as if holding their secrets. The air smelled fresh and green, with the hint of a milder spring. Tall brush and grasses rippled across the pasture toward them.

Julia’s head ached, and she felt newly uneasy, but she had no idea why.

“I should say a few words.” Courtney cleared her throat. “It’s a funny thing, but everybody talks about how much grandmothers love their grandkids, but you don’t hear about how much grandchildren love their grandmothers. Grandma Kay was my bestie, and I could see in my mother all the goodness that came from her mother.”

Tears filled Courtney’s eyes, but she stood tall. “Grandma Kay always said that women were stronger than they knew. She always told me that I could do whatever I wanted to do. She lived her own words, moving here and farming with my grandfather, and she loved this land and this country. She always said to me, ‘Don’t let anybody tell you that you don’t belong here,’ and when I think about it now, that was so brave of her, because nobody around her was telling that to a little Black girl from South Carolina.”

Courtney’s lower lip trembled. “I loved her very much. She was the most wonderful woman I ever met. She nurtured everybody and everything in her life, and her garden is all about that, so I’m very honored to return her to the earth that she cultivated with her own hands.” Courtney started to cry as she walked along the rows, bending low to bury the ashes and her note in the soil. “I love you, Grandma Kay, and I will always love you.”

Julia’s heart went out to Courtney, who sniffled, wiped her eyes, and returned the lid to the urn.

“I’m not going to say goodbye to you, Grandma Kay, because I know you’ll always be with me, watching me from wherever you are, and loving me just as much as I love you.” Courtney hugged Paul, and he held her until her sniffles subsided.

Gianluca blinked tears from his dark lashes and placed an arm around Julia. The two of them went to Courtney, and Gianluca gave her a big hug. “Courtney, you have my deepest sympathies. Your grandmother Kay sounds like my nonna on my father’s side. Strong and good, from Abruzzo.”

“Thank you.” Courtney sighed, holding the empty urn and wiping the last of her tears from her cheeks.

“I’m so sorry.” Julia rubbed Courtney’s back. Suddenly she found herself turning toward the house, and her gaze strayed to the window in Kay’s bedroom. She didn’t know why she was looking in that direction. She hadn’t been thinking about the house or the bedroom. She felt strangely as if she weren’t in control of her own body.

Courtney handed Paul the urn. “I hope I did her justice.”

“You did, honey.”

“Thanks.” Courtney straightened, managing a smile for Julia and Gianluca. “Thanks for being a part of this, guys. I really appreciate it. I guess we should probably go upstairs and look through her things. There’s some jewelry I don’t want to leave behind. Julia, will you come with me?”

“Yes, of course,” Julia heard herself answer.

Rather, the words came out of her mouth.

But she wasn’t sure who was saying them.

Or why.
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Julia entered the bedroom behind Courtney, looking around. There was nothing odd here, and she didn’t know if she’d get a vision, or why, nor did she know if she welcomed or dreaded one. The room was the way they’d left it, with the mattress askew and yellow coverlet on the floor. The dresser drawers hung open, and Kay’s clothes lay on the rug amid toiletries and a broken bottle of perfume, its floral scent faintly wreathing the air.

Courtney puckered her lower lip. “Jules, you’re so nice to do this.”

“Of course, honey.” Julia answered, realizing she was speaking as herself again, which she couldn’t explain.

“The main thing is the jewelry. I don’t want to leave anything here that has sentimental value. I’m not ready to pack up the house just yet. We’ll come back with boxes and do it later.” Courtney crossed to the black-lacquered jewelry box, which still lay on its side atop the bureau, its contents scattered. “Now that we’re alone, we can catch up. I had a great talk with Paul for, like, the first time in a long time. I think we needed to sit down and talk. We decided to go to counseling.”

“That’s really great.” Julia felt tentative without knowing why. She got the urge to make herself useful and started muscling the mattress back into place on the boxspring. “I’ll put things back together.”

“Thanks.” Courtney kept going through the jewelry. “I really don’t think his jealousy was his being competitive with me. I think it was grief about Mike. He lost his way since Mike died. I think it’s like a delayed grief, and depression.”

“I agree.” Julia picked up the bedclothes, smoothed out the coverlet, and set it back on the bed with the top sheet. “I thought the same thing. We talked about it, did he tell you?”

“Yes, and he said that you really helped him, so thanks for that.” Courtney sorted bracelets and necklaces into piles on the bureau. “Paul’s been having a hard time, and I didn’t get it before. I was thinking about you so much and everything you were going through.”

“So was I.” Julia made the bed, which felt oddly right, as if she were restoring Kay’s world order, despite her death.

“I even talked to him about Alex. I know the two of them had some back and forth, and I still can’t believe that Paul even tried to hit Alex, but Paul really was grateful that Alex did everything he could to save me. I think he admired Alex, just like I did. Like everybody did. You saw the turnout for his memorial service. It was amazing. He was amazing.” Courtney shook her head, then inhaled slowly. “It’s awful, so much death. Him and Soroya, both.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” Julia felt a pang, then picked Kay’s underwear off the floor and returned it to the top drawer, which she knew was the right one. It was only common sense, after all. She put her underwear in the top drawer at home, and so did most women. Then she closed the other drawers, so the dresser looked like it should again.

“Alex was such a great guy, and he was so committed to doing good, like Grandma Kay.” Courtney sorted a third pile of brooches. “What about you and Gianluca? You two seem like you’re in a better place.”

“We are. We worked it out.” Julia picked up Kay’s deodorant and other toiletries, then put them back on the dresser.

“Gianluca told Paul you were going on a honeymoon. That’s good.” Courtney kept sorting jewelry. “What did you decide about your in-laws?”

“They’re going to live with us half the year.” Julia picked up the shards of the broken perfume bottle, then dropped them in a wicker wastebasket beside the dresser.

“A compromise, I like it. Look at you, showing maturity.” Courtney started putting jewelry back in the box. “One last thing, we can’t go so long without seeing each other. I won’t be working my ass off anymore, so we can fly over and invade your guest cottage. I want to spend more time with you guys and Leni.”

“Totally, I agree.” Julia found herself looking at the floorboards, noticing that there was a slight stain where Kay’s perfume had spilled. She flashed on the bloodstain downstairs, for some reason. She didn’t understand why her mind had put those two things together, but instinctively, she took a tissue from a box on the dresser and knelt to clean any residual perfume.

She swiped the stain, and a trace of concentrated perfume appeared on the tissue. She breathed in its scent with a pang, still sitting on her haunches. She didn’t know why, but she didn’t want to get up for a moment. She looked over and wondered what was under the bed, which was covered by a matching dust ruffle.

“Okay, I’m done.” Courtney turned from the bureau, some jewelry in her hands. “What are you doing down there?”

“What’s under the bed?” Julia blurted out.

Courtney shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Can we check?”
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Julia knelt on the floor, her heart beginning to pound as Courtney slid a long plastic storage container from under the bed. It had a blue lid and its sides were opaque white, so they couldn’t see what was inside.

“Whoa.” Courtney turned to Julia, her eyes flaring. “I didn’t know she kept anything under here. How did you?”

“I’m not sure, I just wondered. Look, it’s not that unusual. People store things under beds. Maybe it was just a good guess.”

Courtney waved her off, excited. “Julia, stop with the denial. Did Grandma Kay tell you? Is she communicating with you?”

Julia felt her chest tighten. She couldn’t quite believe it was true. “Possibly.”

“Where is she?” Courtney started looking wildly around the room. “I don’t see her! Grandma Kay? Grandma Kay!”

“Courtney, no.” Julia put a hand on Courtney’s arm, and Courtney nodded, jittery, wiping her eyes.

“Okay, let’s open the box.” Courtney wedged the blue lid off the container and shoved it aside. Inside were a bunch of crumpled white paper bags that had the address of an online needlepoint store in San Francisco. “Oh, I know what these are. These are her pillow projects, she called them. She loved stitching pillows and she gave them away as gifts, but her arthritis would act up and she couldn’t always finish them. She said they would take a lifetime.” Courtney blinked puzzled tears from her eyes. “She wants us to see her needlepoint? Why?”

“I don’t know,” Julia answered, puzzled yet feeling a preternatural calm. “Let’s look through the bags.”

Courtney reached for the first bag and opened it. Inside was a rolled-up needlepoint scrim and a variety of yarns in different colors, each wrapped with a rubber band. She unrolled the scrim, a floral pattern with bright yellows, oranges, and whites completed, but the rest undone. “I don’t get it.”

“I don’t either. May I?” Julia opened a bag that held another needlepoint scrim, a small farmhouse that had only the white clouds and pale blue sky finished.

“What does this mean? Why does she want me to see her needlepoint?”

“Let’s keep going.” Julia reached for the next bag and opened it to find another needlepoint scrim of a bucolic scene, and Courtney did the same thing. No vision came and nothing odd happened, so they kept going, opening bag after bag, and in no time an array of unfinished needlepoint pillows lay on the rug.

Courtney looked up, hopeful. “Well? What was the point?”

“I don’t know.” Julia’s heart sank. She didn’t know why she’d felt the urge to look under the bed anyway. Maybe she wasn’t a real medium, after all.

Then her gaze fell on one of the last few bags.

“What are you looking at?” Courtney asked, breathless.

“That one,” Julia answered, pointing. “Open it.”
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Julia watched as Courtney opened the bag and took out its contents, but it wasn’t another needlepoint. It was a Black Barbie doll with tangled dark hair and a torn dress layered with pink sparkly ruffles.

Courtney gasped. “This is my doll! It’s Holiday Barbie, a special edition and everything. Grandma Kay gave it to me for Christmas when I was little.”

Julia felt her chest tighten.

“I loved this doll. It came with a pink star that was a Christmas ornament. We put it on the Christmas tree.” Courtney turned the doll over, and the gauzy pink dress was ripped in two, as if it had been torn off. “What happened? The dress used to be perfect. So did her hair.” She shook her head, bewildered. “I loved this doll, but one day it disappeared. Grandma Kay told me she lost it. I used to play with it all the time. I kept it on my bed when I wasn’t here. Why would she hide my doll? Why rip the dress?”

“I don’t know,” Julia answered, mystified.

“She told me she lost it, like, two years after I got it. Out of the blue, it was gone. It didn’t even make any sense.” Courtney shook her head, confounded. “How do you lose a doll? She must have lied to me. Why? I was so upset when she told me, we had a fight.”

“Let me have the doll.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know that, either,” Julia heard herself say, holding out her hand.

“Okay.” Courtney gave her the doll, and as soon as Julia had it in hand, her fingers closed around it and she felt a resonance inside her chest, a vibration as palpable as a tuning fork, once struck. Just then she felt strange, sensing herself leaving the present, slipping out of place and time, and beginning to experience a vision.

“Jules?” Courtney asked, her voice sounding far away.

“Shhh.” Julia closed her eyes, and the vision materialized to her in dark fragments, coming together slowly to reveal that it was twilight outside this very house at an earlier time, maybe decades ago, then she saw in her mind’s eye a much younger Kay, her petite silhouette emerging from the darkness.

Kay was getting out of her car with her purse and a small bag of potting soil. She closed the car door and turned to the front lawn, only to face a sight that stopped her heart—there was a naked Barbie doll in front of her house, tied to a stick by her long hair. The doll’s dark legs were scissored open like she was doing a split.

Sweet Jesus, no!

Kay dropped the potting soil, shocked. She didn’t understand what she was seeing. The Barbie doll was Courtney’s favorite. Her granddaughter played with that doll all the time and kept it on her bed. Its hair was ruined now, tangled around the stick. Its sparkly pink dress had been torn off and was lying on the ground, dirty. But it was the fact that its legs were crudely open that terrified Kay.

She trembled. Her mind struggled to make sense of it. Someone must have gone into her house while she was in town. They had gone upstairs to Courtney’s bedroom and taken the doll off her bed.

Kay could barely control her fear. Whoever did this was threatening her granddaughter. Whoever did this was saying that they could get to Courtney anytime they wanted. They could go in her house. They could even go upstairs. They could go to her very bed. Her precious Courtney.

Kay knew what she had to do. She jumped back in the car, started it, stepped on the gas. Her heart was pounding, her breath ragged. She drove directly across the mowed field. It was too dark to see in front of her but she knew where she was heading. To Bill McKenna’s, the new neighbor. She’d seen lowlifes going to and from his place. It had to be one of them who did this.

Her fingers clenched the wheel. Her thoughts raced. She couldn’t call the cops, they wouldn’t do a damn thing. McKenna was a big-time realtor in town, friends with Glushenko. She could handle this on her own. She had to, now that Mo was gone. She was still strong, only in her fifties. She wasn’t going to let anybody threaten that baby girl.

Kay tore across the field, reached McKenna’s house, and lurched to a stop. His truck wasn’t in the driveway, a blue car was. A skinny white man in an undershirt and jeans was in a lawn chair out back. He looked about forty, drinking beer and smoking a cigarette, his legs propped up on an old well. He had to be the one who did it. Kay wasn’t afraid of him. She would tell him to stay away from her granddaughter.

Kay got out of the car and stalked across the lawn, yelling, You went in my house? You took my granddaughter’s doll?

Nice to meet you, neighbor! The man chuckled, then rose, wobbling like he was drunk.

You trying to threaten me? Kay charged straight for him.

You gotta be kidding. The man backed up against the well, still chuckling. Can’t take a joke?

Who are you? What’s your name?

James Shoemaker. Why? Got your panties in a twist? What about that little girl’s? I hear her name’s Courtney! She’s damn cute—

Don’t you dare! Get her name out of your mouth!

Oh yeah? What are you gonna do about it, you n—”

Kay pushed him. Shoemaker laughed, dropping the cigarette and beer, then suddenly hauled off and punched her hard in the chest. The blow sent Kay reeling backward, knocking the wind out of her. She gasped for air, doubling over. The pain brought tears to her eyes.

Shoemaker cocked his arm to punch her again, laughing now. His eyes glittered with glee. He waited for her to straighten up. He would enjoy hitting her again, hurting her, maybe beating her to death. Kay found her footing, summoned all her strength, and shoved him back with everything she had, catching him by surprise.

Shoemaker staggered backward, his arms pinwheeling. He slipped on the mud. His feet slid out from under him. He lost his balance against the well.

Kay screamed as Shoemaker fell in, striking his forehead on the well. His head bent back at the neck with a sickening crack. His top half vanished as he flipped over, tumbling upside-down into the well. He hit the bottom with a splash and a disgusting thud.

No, no! Kay rushed to the edge of the well. A clump of Shoemaker’s hair and skin stuck to the rim. Blood glistened darkly on the brick, dripping down the side.

Kay peered down the well. It was too dark to see inside. Shoemaker didn’t make any sound, not even a moan. No sound at all came from the bottom. The water didn’t move. There wasn’t much there.

Kay shouted into the well. Her anguished voice echoed inside. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t get him out. She waited to hear something from the well, but there was nothing. She realized with horror that Shoemaker was dead. She had killed him. She had committed murder.

Kay cried out and backed away, in disbelief. She hadn’t meant to kill him. She only wanted to tell him to stay away from Courtney.

Kay turned around, ran to the car, then took off. She drove home, crying so hard she could barely see, terrified that she had broken the First Commandment, done the worst thing one human being could do to another. She could never face God in church or pray to him for forgiveness for her eternal soul.

Kay reached home in tears and flew from the car. She took the doll off the stick and hid it because she could never look at it again. She’d have to make up a story to tell Courtney. She could never tell anyone what she had done, and at the end of her life she would have to confess her sin and would accept whatever punishment God gave her. And only then would her spirit be free.

The harrowing vision began to ebb away, and Julia felt herself leaving the dark, horrible scene behind. Tears filled her eyes, and she knew they were Kay’s tears even as she returned to her own time and place, coming back to herself, sitting stunned on the bedroom floor across from Courtney.

“Julia, what just happened? Are you okay? I was calling you, but you didn’t answer!”

“I’m fine.” Julia heard her own voice in her ears. Her headache vanished. Her thinking clarified.

“Did you just have a vision?” Tears filled Courtney’s eyes. “Was it Grandma Kay? Did you see her?”

“No, I was her, I saw what she saw,” Julia answered, full of wonder. She’d just channeled Kay. She’d become a medium, in full. “She wants me to tell you something.”

“My God, she told you that?”

“No, she showed it to me.”

Courtney gasped. “What happened?”

Julia hesitated. She didn’t know if she should tell Courtney the truth, but then she realized it was Kay’s choice, not hers. “I have to tell you something, but it’s not easy to hear. I think it’s something she couldn’t be free of, unless you knew. It’s like a confession.”

“What?” Courtney asked, astonished. “What could she have to confess?”

Julia braced herself, then told her.
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Julia finished telling Courtney the vision, and she looked completely drained.

“I can’t believe this,” Courtney said, her tone hushed. “We thought McKenna killed Shoemaker, but it was really Grandma Kay? She killed him?”

“Yes, but she didn’t mean to. She went to McKenna’s because Shoemaker threatened you. He came in her house when she was out and took your doll. It was a threat that he could get to you anytime he wanted.”

“And she couldn’t go to the police because they’re racist.”

“Exactly, she just reacted and defended you herself. Now we know she was right. Glushenko was in league with McKenna. They’re white supremacists.”

“My God.” Courtney’s lips parted in shock. “Do you think we should tell Detective Kowalski?”

“No, we need to let it rest and let her rest. It’s not as if McKenna’s going to be wrongly charged with Shoemaker’s murder. He’s being charged with the Novak murder, and I hope they convict him, with my help.” Julia thought a minute. “I guess McKenna came home that night and found Shoemaker in the well. He could’ve thought it was an accident since Shoemaker was drunk. Or maybe McKenna thought he’d be blamed or his link to Shoemaker discovered. Either way, McKenna destroyed the evidence and took off, changed his name, and bought a new farm. He kept his supremacist buddies, though.” Julia thought aloud, finally figuring it out. “I guess I was wrong before, when I had that vision at the funeral home. I misinterpreted what I saw. I thought I was seeing Novak shooting Kay and I thought I was feeling that gunshot. But really, I was seeing Shoemaker punch Kay in the chest, at McKenna’s house.”

“Oh, man.” Courtney shuddered, stricken.

“The Shoemaker death was the one she felt so guilty about, that weighed on her soul. She couldn’t be free unless she told you about it.”

“It must be why she stopped going to church. She didn’t think she could face God.”

“You might be right.”

“But God would have forgiven her.”

Julia thought a minute. “I think she was worried about whether you would forgive her. That’s what she needed to rest her soul.”

“I do forgive her,” Courtney said, with new tears brimming in her eyes. “She didn’t mean to kill him. She did it to protect me. Do you think she’s okay now?”

“I know she is.” Julia smiled, finally at peace.

Courtney smiled back, shakily. “I hope she knows I love her.”

“Of course he does.” Julia gave Courtney a hug, holding her for a moment. Just then, she felt a powerful, life-giving warmth spread throughout her entire body, and she knew it was the depth of a grandmother’s love.

Thank you, said a voice. Take care of her.

I will, Julia told her. I will.
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Julia and Courtney lingered behind on the porch, locking up Kay’s house and taking a moment to say goodbye, alone. Gianluca was putting Leni in her car seat, and Paul was packing their car. Julia felt a twinge of sadness at separating from Courtney, and she had something to say before they parted for good.

“Court, I’ve been doing some thinking. I’m really sorry that I haven’t had you over and I haven’t been back to visit. I put us last.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s mine, too.”

“Whatever, I put it all before you, and me.”

Courtney puckered her lower lip. “I put work before everything. I know that now.”

“What I realized is that if I’m not seeing you, I’m missing something important in my life. Friends are not second-class.”

“Right? So we have to make time for each other. If we don’t schedule our visits, it won’t happen.” Courtney’s eyes lit up. “We need a plan. I love a good plan.”

“Okay, so, my in-laws will be in the cottage in fall and winter, but spring and summer are free. Pick a month, or two weeks, or any time you have, and we’ll lock it in.”

“Okay, and you do the same thing. Maybe you guys can come to Philly in summer? We can get a house down the shore together.”

“I’d love that!” Julia’s heart lifted. She’d missed the ocean, the boardwalk, and the french fries of her childhood. The one thing Tuscany didn’t have was water. “We have to get into each other’s lives again, the way we used to.”

“Boys or no?”

“Boys or no.” Julia felt like they’d accomplished something. “Plus I’ll be back to testify, I’m sure. It’s not over until McKenna and the others are in jail.”

“Yes.” Courtney’s expression turned grave. “It’s so awful that it was Novak who killed my grandmother.”

“I know. I can’t believe I didn’t recognize him in my vision that day. I’m supposed to be a medium, but I couldn’t see it was Novak?” Julia didn’t completely understand. “After what happened at college? Fake Matt Winger and all?”

“He was still in your blind spot.” Courtney snorted. “You definitely have a gift, you proved that now. I never would have looked under that bed. That was the key to everything.”

“So was Novak.”

“So you have a gift, but you’re only human.”

“And you don’t have a gift, but you knew Novak was a creep from day one.”

Courtney smiled. “Maybe that’s what girlfriends are for, to fill in your blind spot.”

“And maybe we all have some abilities, shall we say. They used to call it women’s intuition.”

“I call it genius.” Courtney smiled, and Julia smiled back, feeling her heart resonate.

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Courtney gave her a big hug, and Julia hugged her back.

And over Courtney’s shoulder, Julia could see the faintest vision of herself and Courtney as much older women, sitting in the double rocker on the porch, the way Mona and Susan had been when they first pulled up, and the two of them were girlfriends who had shared a long life together, from first loves to last loves, through decades of jobs, illnesses, ups and downs, children, grandchildren, and everything else that had come their way. They’d weathered it together, without ever losing sight of each other, with a deep and unique love known only by the best of friends.

The single constant in every woman’s life.

Truly, forever.
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Julia and Gianluca headed east toward Philadelphia, but he suggested they take a scenic route. She felt herself begin to relax as they left Buckley behind, and Leni sang tunelessly in her car seat. Julia felt blessed to be back with her family, after everything that had happened. She banished any flashbacks, and they put away their phones to stop checking the news.

The afternoon turned sunny, and her mood lightened. She found herself leaving thoughts of visions behind and enjoying the ride. In time she began to recognize the terrain, eyeing it through the window as they rolled past. “You know, I grew up not far from here.”

“I know.” Gianluca looked over with a grin. “Where do you think we’re going?”

“Wait, what? I thought you said Philly.”

“That’s tomorrow. I got us a room for the night in New Gilbert.”

“My hometown?” Julia asked, surprised. “Why?”

“Why not?” Gianluca shrugged happily. “This is the Julia Tour. I thought you could show me where you grew up, lived, and went to school. You ended up in Philadelphia, but you didn’t start there.”

Julia smiled, touched. “For real?”

“Yes. I’m here to learn about your American side.”

“Don’t get too excited. New Gilbert is not Florence.”

“That goes without saying, cara.” Gianluca winked, and Julia gave him a playful shove.

“Okay, then, yes, if you want to learn about me, then let’s do this. My high school is just around the corner.”

“Tell me which way to turn. I want to see it.”

Julia warmed to the idea. “It’s where I met Courtney.”

“I know, in drama club.”

Julia smiled. “In Italy, every club is drama club.”

Gianluca rolled his eyes. “Here we go.”

Later, they toured her high school and elementary school, ate lunch in town, then ended up in Julia’s old neighborhood, driving to her house. She surprised herself by enjoying every minute, feeling New Gilbert’s warm familiarity, even though it looked like any other Philly suburb, with all types of houses, strip malls, corporate parks, and chain stores.

Julia’s chest got tighter as they got closer to her old house. She didn’t have the happiest memories of her upbringing, but it was still good to be here and she wanted to see her childhood home.

“Turn right?”

“Yes,” Julia answered, straightening in her seat. McIntosh Road looked the way it always had, a wide street lined with well-kept three-story houses, most with clipped hedges lining the front of the property. She could remember the family names; the Cohens, the DeValerias, the Owing-Kates, and the Marcos, who inexplicably still had wagon wheels for a fence.

“It’s number 410, right?”

“That’s it.” Julia’s heartbeat quickened when she spotted her old house, which looked exactly the way it used to, with a brown-and-tan stone facade and a front porch painted white with gray floorboards. It was three stories tall, and its roof was steeply peaked with real slate shingles that her father never would have sprung for. The trim and shutters were a sunny yellow she remembered her mother choosing.

“What a pretty house!” Gianluca slowed as they reached the house. “You say your room was on the third floor?”

“Yes, it was small, but I had it to myself.”

“Do you want to stop in? We can knock.”

“No, thanks,” Julia answered, already getting another idea. She didn’t have good associations with the house and didn’t want to intrude. She realized there was only one thing she really wanted to see in her hometown.

“Where to, then? Philly?”

“Not yet. Go up and take a left.”

New Gilbert Memorial Park was quiet, beautiful, and almost deserted except for an older woman off in the distance. There were no headstones, since all of the memorial plaques were recessed into the grass, which was just coming in a youngish light green. Here and there were spray-colored bouquets wrapped in Wegman’s paper, homegrown flowers wilting in tinfoil, and mementos like a red poker chip and a blue Penn State jersey. Heartbreakingly, in another row, lay a child’s pink teddy bear. Trees grew in groves, making a lovely backdrop.
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Julia, Gianluca, and Leni stood before the plaque, and Julia felt surprised that she didn’t feel like crying. She adored her mother, who died suddenly of an aneurysm on Julia’s tenth birthday, a coincidence that wrenched her gut for years. Julia hadn’t visited her mother’s grave since her father passed, not because she didn’t care but because she cared too much. She didn’t know if that made sense to anyone, or even to herself, but she always assumed that if she visited her mother’s final resting place alone, when she could be truly herself, she’d be too bereft to leave.

But that wasn’t happening, at all. In fact, it was just the opposite.

Amazingly, Julia felt suffused with a wonderful feeling, one uniquely familiar to her—it was exactly the feeling she’d always had around her mother. Julia sensed it was her mother’s spirit, visiting her this very minute, filling her with love and telling her that they were together again, now that Julia knew finally how to receive her.

Julia realized she may have felt this feeling before, but hadn’t been able to identify it, and she wondered how many times her mother’s spirit had visited her without her knowing, trying to communicate with her. If Julia was right, then every moment of joy before this one had included her beloved mother, all along.

Tears of happiness sprang to Julia’s eyes at the revelation. She let herself feel the feeling, soaking it in like the rays of the sun, warming every cell in her body. There was no outward manifestation of her mother’s spirit, no vision of any kind. Julia was channeling her mother’s spirit, from her own heart out to her very skin, and it felt like a salve. She felt healed by the simple, secure love that only the best of mothers can give a child.

Leni bent over and picked a dandelion. “Mommy, look.”

“That’s great, honey.” Julia smiled, still feeling the wonderful feeling, knowing that her mother was meeting her daughter and her husband, this very moment.

“What’s this?” Leni pointed at the plaque.

Gianluca took Leni’s hand. “Julia, I can take her to the car to give you some private time.”

“No, please, stay.” Julia caressed Leni’s head. “Remember, Leni, I told you about my mother?”

“Fiamma?” Leni looked up, screwing up her face in confusion.

“No, not Fiamma. I came out of Fiamma’s belly, just like you came out of my belly. You remember we talked about that?” Julia realized that her life had been messier than most, especially from a toddler’s point of view, but she’d learned that real life could be messy. “Well, I had another mother, and she took care of me because Fiamma couldn’t. Her name was Melanie, and I loved her very much. That’s why we named you after her. Your real name is Melanie, but we call you Leni.”

“Oh.”

Julia kept her head on Leni’s soft hair, thinking of her mother. “I love you, Mom.”

Leni looked up. “I love you, JJ.”

“What did you say?” Julia must have misheard her.

“I love you, JJ,” Leni repeated matter-of-factly.

Julia blinked, taken aback.

Gianluca frowned, puzzled. “What’s going on, Julia? Did she call you JJ?”

Julia was almost afraid to give it voice. “JJ was my mother’s nickname for me, but I never told Leni that. I hadn’t thought about it in ages, not until this very minute.”

Gianluca’s lips parted in surprise. “You never told me, either. I didn’t know it, so how did she?”

“There’s only one way.” Julia felt amazed, putting it together. They were standing at her mother’s graveside, an undeniably thin place, and she’d been feeling her mother’s spirit. The only way Leni would know her JJ nickname was if Julia’s mother had communicated it to her.

“So we have our answer?” Gianluca asked, an astonished smile spreading across his face.

“We sure do.” Julia looked down at Leni, and her daughter looked up at her with the guileless gaze of a toddler—a psychic toddler.

“Mommy, Papa, can we go now?”







Epilogue

It was a balmy September evening, and the Tuscan sun was just beginning to sink behind the treeline. Julia, Gianluca, and Leni had just sat down to a fresh peach, buffalo mozzarella, and arugula salad topped with fresh mint, served on the patio. The pergola dripped with verdant wisteria, and a second flush of purplish flowers sweetened the air.

The vineyard made a gorgeous backdrop, having flourished during the hot, dry summer. Heavy bunches of Sangiovese grapes hung on its hilly, trellised vines, ripening to a lovely, richly reddish purple. The harvest was next month, and they’d succeeded in selling their entire crop, so the family was celebrating. They’d done their share of the labor and hired workers to do the rest when Julia had to travel back to Pennsylvania for appearances in the prosecution of the conspiracy that murdered Kay.

She watched Gianluca uncork a bottle of their favorite Chianti and felt herself begin to decompress. The long ordeal that had begun last March was almost over. Bill McKenna had pleaded guilty to the murder of Patrick Novak, conspiracy to murder, attempted murder, illegal gun manufacture, and domestic terrorism charges arising out of the attack at Valley Forge, in addition to insurance fraud in the destruction of his farm in Buckley. Authorities were still identifying and charging all of the others involved in printing the 3D guns. Glushenko and two Buckley cops had pleaded guilty to conspiracy to murder Samuel, who had not died by suicide. The other militia members were going to trial for conspiracy to murder, attempted murder, illegal gun manufacture, domestic terrorism, and related charges. Four inmates and two C.O.s were also awaiting trial on murder and conspiracy charges in Alex’s death and the death of Courtney’s cellmate Soroya.

Justice had turned out to be a long process, not a single event, but Julia was in it for the duration. Courtney was, too, and she was working fewer hours and building her nonprofit for parolees. They made long weekends of every trip Julia took to Pennsylvania, seeing plenty of each other. Leni came along every time, so she and Courtney were getting to know each other. Paul entered therapy and even joined a bereavement support group.

“To the grapes!” Gianluca hoisted his glass.

“To the grapes!” Julia raised her glass and took a sip, marveling again at the fruity, full-bodied taste of Chianti Classico, with just a hint of red berry.

“To grapes!” Leni raised her cup of juice.

“And to the villa!” Gianluca said, making another toast.

“The villa!” Julia raised her glass to the beautifully restored villa, aglow in this magic hour. The late-day sun glazed its facade of yellow, brown, and gray alberese stone, its typically Tuscan red-tiled roof, and its gleaming copper gutters just beginning to verdigris.

“The villa!” Leni cheered, good-naturedly.

“One last toast, to the new shutters!” Gianluca was grinning, holding his glass high.

“Yes, the new shutters!” Julia smiled, taking in the freshly painted shutters of butterscotch yellow, like the ones on her childhood home. The color had been Leni’s idea after their trip to New Gilbert, and Julia would always wonder if their daughter had thought of it herself or followed a suggestion from her namesake, Melinda Pritzker.

Julia eyed the shutters, finally at peace. She’d remember her adoptive mother whenever she saw them, and she realized that America would always be with her, even here in Tuscany. She felt more whole than ever before, both American and Italian, and she’d redefined normal for her. She hadn’t had any more visions, but she didn’t fear them the way she used to. She was getting along better with Fiamma and looked forward to the return of her in-laws, who’d be moving into the cottage for the holidays. If it took a village to raise a child, she’d been lucky enough to marry into one.

And Julia felt fully, and finally, home.
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