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Chapter 1
In a small town there's not a lot of money in the ghost business.
I thought running a Laundromat in Lottawatah, Oklahoma was about as low on the career ladder as I could get. I was wrong.
The candy section at the Lottawatah Homeland had been temporarily expanded to encompass a complete aisle in anticipation of Halloween sales. The store manager had miscalculated. Now a week past the holiday, there was almost half of it left. I know because I'd been staring at it for the last three days. I could see most of the chocolate choices from the small table where I was stuck handing out free samples of a locally made Italian sausage. I love chocolate. I hate sausage. Once again fate was laughing at me.
My seasonal, less than minimum wage job, was to stand near the meat cases and snip fat rolls of spicy sausage into bite sized chunks, grill the chunks in an electric skillet without catching the store on fire, stick a decorative toothpick in each, and tempt shoppers to taste test. While the victim...uh customer...had his or her mouth filled, my mission was to give the 30 second pork promo pitch written by Lee Bob Billings, the store manager, and press a greasy $1 off coupon in each customer's palm. After three days of this mind numbing task, even after a shower and complete change of clothes, I still can't walk down the street without attracting the devoted attention of every canine within a mile of town.
My name is Brianna Sullivan. This job was a mistake, but not my first and probably not my last. I'm a psychic trying to make ends meet in a poor economy and a very small town. If my ghost hunting business doesn't pick up soon, I just might give into temptation, steal a supersized bag of Butterfingers and make a run for the city limits.
***
Saturday
"I hope you don't mind. I was going to swing by Tiny's and feed them lunch before doing the shopping but I ran out of time. Ashley and I got into it over a concert she wanted to go to in Tulsa. Twelve years old and she thinks I'm going to let her go with some of the high school kids to see Lady Gaga."
I gave Beverly Heyman a quick glance. The police dispatcher and mother of six was standing with her over-filled shopping cart watching as her twin seven-year-old boys ate sausage bites as fast as I could grill them.
"Not a problem. As soon as I give out ten pounds worth, I'm done for the day." I opened another container of the meat. "Mild or Extra Spicy?"
"Either. They have cast iron stomachs." Beverly gave Mort III a bottle of apple juice. "All my kids do."
As if to prove the point Mort III wailed and threw his bottle into the electric skillet.
I fished it out before the plastic melted, mopped up the grease splatter with paper towels and handed the baby his own sausage bite. Mort III shared his brothers' appetites, gummed it down with gusto, and eagerly snatched another nibble from either Jason or James, I could never tell the two apart.
Beverly grabbed one of the remaining bits of sausage. "You better give me some of those coupons. Looks like Lee Bob is heading this way."
"Don't mind him." I gave Lee Bob a smile and wave. "You've got a couple of hundred dollars worth of groceries in your cart. He's not about to say anything that might have you taking your business to the big supercenter in Muskogee."
I gave Jason, James, and Mort III the last of the sausage. "Where are your girls today?"
"Mom has them at her house. Sophia and Melissa are making cookies. Ashley is pouting and probably texting the world about how mean her mother is."
Mort III grabbed for his bottle of apple juice and started chugging it, the spicy sausage catching up with him. The older boys walked down the candy aisle, investigating the bags with the thoroughness of jewelers checking out the Hope Diamond.
"I haven't had a chance to talk to you much since you got back from Las Vegas," Beverly commented as she cleaned the baby's hands. "I take it you didn't win big?"
I sighed. The vacation that wasn't one or maybe the vacation that convinced me that Cooper and I had a ways to go to make this relationship work, if that's what I even wanted.
Beverly was still waiting for an answer.
My reputation and Cooper's hung in the balance. I went for the short version. "Don't ask him who won the jackpot at the nickel slots. He insists I got the good machine because some gambling ghost gave me the lowdown on the hot one-armed bandit. He still whining that I dragged him from the casino just when he was about to hit it big, but since at that point, he was down $123 and the buffet line for dinner was about to close...."
I shrugged and Beverly nodded in silent agreement. Men. Big babies.
Speaking of big babies, the belch from little Mort III rivaled his father's after a six-pack afternoon. But it was the smell that quickly followed that had Beverly hustling to the checkout line.
She yelled over her shoulder. "Brianna, keep an eye on the twins, okay?"
Fran, the cashier, agreed to process the order while Beverly took Mort III to the car for a diaper change.
James and Jason were still debating the merits of Snickers versus Twix bars, when Clara Hodges, Beverly's mother, charged through the supermarket's automatic doors, Sophie and Melissa running to keep up.
The older woman was barely able to catch her breath. "James, Jason, where's your mother?"
The twins looked confused and answered as one. "Out in the car with Morty. Can't you tell from the stink that he...."
Clara pivoted on her heel and headed for the exit.
I dropped the sponge I was using to clean up the electric skillet and raced after her. "What's wrong?"
Beverly was on her way back in to pick up her groceries, a very satisfied baby on her hip, when she passed her mother going out the exit door.
"Mom?" Beverly backed out of the entry door and came closer to her mother.
The old lady bent over, clutching her knees, trying to get air into her lungs. I could barely hear what she was trying to say, but it sounded like, "She's been kidnapped."
Beverly shoved Mort III into my arms and grabbed her mother's arm. "Who? Who's been kidnapped?"
The older woman started to cry. "Ashley. The Eufaula Killer is back. He kidnapped our Ashley."
***
"Who is the Eufaula Killer?"
Lee Bob Billings handed me my paycheck. "Urban legend."
"In Lottawatah? I didn't think the town was big enough to have one of those." I glanced at the total on my check. It wasn't big enough either. But since I didn't have another job at the moment, I kept my opinion to myself.
Lee Bob harrumphed. "About every five years, around Halloween, a teenager goes missing and the good citizens of Lottawatah blame it on the Eufaula Killer."
"That doesn't explain the 'killer' part." I was only asking Lee Bob questions because Cooper was busy trying to get a statement from Beverly's mother. Clara was hysterical, the kids were crying, and Beverly looked like she was about to explode.
I had my hands full of Mort III, who kept threatening to lend his voice to the chorus.
Acting as though he had something better to do, which I knew he didn't, my temporary boss began an elaborate explanation of a 30-year-old unsolved murder of a miner's teen-aged daughter. He also mentioned something about a couple of more recent unidentified bodies, but I couldn't hear him clearly. A fire engine pulled up, sirens blaring.
Mort III threw his bottle down and placed his hands over my ears.
I got his meaning. The noise was deafening. We headed for the backdoor. Don't get me wrong, I wanted to help find Ashley, but the one place I knew she wasn't was inside Homeland.
***
I took a chance and entered the Miners Memorial Park across the street from the grocery store. I normally avoided the park. I'd only been in Lottawatah about three weeks when I'd made the discovery that the memorial with its colorful azaleas and etched stone wall attracted a lot of unfortunate souls who'd been lost in the underground coal mine disasters of the early 1900s. Most of the miners were Italian immigrants. They were confused about their situation and desperate to communicate with anyone who could see them. Which, as far as I could tell, was limited to a sum total of one living person in Lottawatah–me. I'd be happy to help them, but I don't speak Italian, which makes for a frustrating experience for me and them.
Mort III and I sat on a concrete picnic table and watched the drama playing out in front of Homeland. After a few minutes Beverly's twins spotted us and made their way over.
"Momma said for us to come find you." I think the speaker was James. James usually did most of the talking when the two were together. Jason wasn't shy. He just didn't waste his words when his brother was willing to spend his so freely.
I nodded and patted the spot next to me on the table. The boys climbed up. Taking a chance, I asked, "Do you know where Ashley is?"
The boys looked at each other and then me. "She's supposed to be at Grandma's house."
Not exactly an answer to the question I'd asked. Keeping in mind that they were just seven- years-old and not represented by counsel, I tried again.
"Did Ashley go somewhere she wasn't supposed to?"
James nodded. "She must have or Grandma wouldn't have lost her."
"The kid's got you there."
The young woman standing in front of me looked to be about 15 or 16 years old. She had on torn jeans and a faded Mickey Mouse t-shirt. Her hair was a dark brown mess. Much worse than mine. Of course I was alive and had access to styling tools and conditioners.
"What's your name?"
"I'm James, he's Jason. That's Morty." The boys stared at me in consternation.
Whoops.
The ghost smiled. "If you keep talking to me, they'll think you're crazy. I'm Lisa. If you come back to the park alone some time, we'll hang out."
"You're not Italian?"
"We're Baptists," James answered, tugging on my arm."We got dunked and everything."
Lisa shook her head. "I'm not a miner either. They come and go. We don't get in each other's way. They visit, I'm stuck here."
"Brianna! Will you take my kids home and wait in case Ashley calls?"
Beverly had herself under control and she was dispatching orders to the troops just like she did in her day job. She tossed me a set of keys when she got close, her two youngest daughters with her."Lee Bob already put my groceries in the trunk. I've got $300 worth of food that we can't afford to lose. Sophia and the boys will help you unload and get the perishables in the fridge before they spoil."
I nodded. "Are you going to the police station? Are the police putting out an Amber alert?"
"Yes to the police station. No to the Amber alert. It's too soon and we don't have enough information." She glanced over her shoulder. "Look, Cooper is waiting, I've got to run. Mort is meeting me at the station. The EMTs want to take Mom to the hospital in Eufaula for observation. Her blood pressure is sky high. My sister is going with her in the ambulance. If you can just keep my kids–"
"Don't worry about us," I said. "We'll be fine. Just go find Ashley."
Beverly nodded. "Thanks. As soon as Laura can leave Mom–"
I glanced at the kids. They didn't seem too happy with being left with me, but they weren't arguing. "We'll be fine."
I'd missed seeing Laura Mitchell, Beverly's older sister, join the crowd across the street. I'm guessing that I was only getting the babysitting gig because Laura was going to be busy dealing with Clara. I'm not saying Beverly didn't trust me with her kids, she just knew I'd had limited experience with them.
"Do you think...." Beverly didn't finish her question. She just stared at me.
I shook my head. "Probably just off somewhere with her friends. Cooper will find her."
Chapter 2
Time may stand still for the dead, but not the living.
Saturday afternoon
It was more than an hour later by the time the kids and I had unloaded the groceries, put them away, and I had changed two of Mort III's diapers (note to self, never again give this baby a piece of sausage). The kids were all camped in front of the television watching some cartoon marathon and the baby had passed out.
I wandered into Ashley's bedroom. She shared it with her younger sister, Sophia. There literally was a piece of tape down the middle of the room. Since the door was on what appeared to be Ashley's side (the monster-sized Lady Gaga poster being the giveaway), there was a little zigzag at the end of the tape, presumably marking neutral territory, to permit Sophia to exit the room. Sophia's side was all purple unicorns and stuffed pink bears.
I opened Ashley's nightstand drawer, but found nothing but a collection of old movie stubs, including ones from The Princess and the Frog and another from Tangled. Sure she was into Lady Gaga, but Ashley was also still a kid. Ashley's desk was strewn with books, papers, and teen magazines, but again nothing of interest.
I checked under her bed and discovered a moldy bathing suit and some socks. I was frankly searching for a diary, but maybe kids didn't write in them anymore. Everything seemed to be done on computers.
"What are you looking for?"
Sophia was standing in the doorway.
Busted for snooping by a ten-year old.
Direct is best, with ghosts and kids. "I was hoping I'd find something that would tell me where Ashley had gone."
"Ashley doesn't let anybody go on her side of the room. She says it's her own private country. Mom says it may be Ashley's country but it's Mom's world so she gets to make the rules." Sophia jumped onto the neutral territory marked by the tape and then hopped onto her bed. She clutched a well-worn teddy bear to her chest.
I moved from Ashley's territory to Sophia's and sat beside her.
"Do you know where Ashley went?"
The little girl kept her eyes glued on her bear.
I turned her face to me. "Sophia, your Mom and Dad are really worried about Ashley. Do you know where she is?"
The little girl shook her head "no."
"Do you think you know where she went? Maybe she didn't tell you, but you found something or overheard Ashley talking to a friend?"
After a moment, the little girl pulled me closer and whispered in my ear. "I didn't mean to listen. Mom says it's bad to eavesdrop, but I didn't know that Ashley was on her phone in the closet when I came in....
"That's okay. Your Mom won't mind that you overheard Ashley's conversation. This is important. What did you hear?"
"Not much because Ashley got off the phone as soon as she heard me, but I think she told someone that she was going to see Lady Gaga or...."
"Or what?"
Sophia started to cry. I'm not that good with kids and certainly not with ones who are losing it. But I picked her and the teddy bear up and put them on my lap.
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