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				“Mom went to a séance last night.”

				As soon as the words were out of Kelly’s mouth, Emma Whitecastle wanted to kick her daughter’s leg under the dining table. They were having Sunday dinner at Emma’s parents’ house. It was Emma’s childhood home and where Emma had moved after separating from Grant Whitecastle, Kelly’s father, just over a year ago. Instead of a well-landed kick, Emma scowled across the table at her daughter. Kelly was eighteen going on thirty. Graced with the long, elegant legs of a colt and the face of fairy-tale princess, she was both smart and smart-mouthed, and even though Emma would miss her daughter, she was looking forward to when Kelly would leave for Harvard in the fall. The divorce proceedings had been hard on Kelly, and Emma was hoping the move east would help her daughter start a new life without the ugliness of her parents’ well-publicized relationship staring her in the face from the tabloids. Although she still would not be immune, at least in Boston her daughter might escape the Hollywood sideshow and gossip surrounding the divorce.

				“A séance?” Emma’s mother, Elizabeth Miller, asked, her knife and fork frozen in midair. She stared at Emma over the top of her glasses, prim and proper, waiting for an answer.

				Emma looked at each member of her family seated at the table. Besides her mother and daughter, her father, Paul Miller, a retired heart surgeon, was also waiting to see what her answer would be. She cleared her throat.

				“Yes, Mother, a séance.” Emma took a drink from her water glass before continuing. “Tracy asked me to go with her. It had to do with research for a class she’s giving in the fall.”

				Tracy Bass was Emma’s oldest and dearest friend. They had grown apart during the last years of Emma’s marriage to Grant. Tracy had never liked Grant and had not liked the way Emma had changed under Grant’s influence. And Grant, harboring a similar dislike for Tracy, had discouraged Emma from seeing her. Seeing that she lived with Grant and not Tracy, Emma had taken the easier path of acquiescing to her husband’s wishes. But in the past six months, with Emma’s marriage all but dead, the two women had started mending the fences of their friendship. 

				Tracy taught full-time at UCLA—the University of California at Los Angeles. She had begged Emma to join her the night before, saying it would be interesting. She had enticed her further with the promise of dinner beforehand at one of their favorite restaurants. Tracy had been right. It had been a very interesting evening, but outings with her flamboyant friend usually were. This one, though, had topped the list. Emma couldn’t stop thinking about it. It played over and over in her head like an annoying ad jingle.

				The table fell into a companionable silence as everyone resumed eating. A few minutes later, Emma asked, “Did someone from our family ever live in or around Julian, California?” 

				This time, Emma’s mother dropped her fork with a clunk. All eyes turned to Elizabeth, who lowered hers as she retrieved her utensil from the middle of the plate.

				“You all right, dear?” Paul asked his wife. His eyes, dark with concern, darted from his wife to his daughter and back to his wife.

				“Just a little clumsy, that’s all.” Elizabeth put her fork back down. “I guess I’m not very hungry.”

				“Where’s Julian?” Kelly asked.

				Emma turned to her daughter. “It’s a small town in the mountains east of San Diego—a historic gold rush town. I looked it up on the Internet this morning.”

				“A ghost town?” Kelly asked with rising interest.

				“No, it’s still a small but thriving community. In fact, it’s known for its apples. According to the man who led the séance, we have a black sheep in our family who came from there.”

				“Do tell, Mom.”

				“Would you believe our family tree harbors a murderer?”

				“No way!”

				“That’s what the man said. A woman who killed her husband. She was then promptly hung.”

				“That’s pretty wild. Is this on Grandma or Grandpa’s side?” Her young, eager eyes darted between her grandparents.

				“I didn’t do it.”

				In unison, Emma and her mother jerked their heads in the same direction but saw nothing. Kelly and her grandfather kept eating.

				Emma turned to Elizabeth. “Did you hear that, Mother? Sounded like someone whispering. How odd.”

				Abruptly, Elizabeth got up from the table. “Why don’t you all have dessert on the patio. It’s so lovely outside.”

				Paul left his place at the table and went to his wife. “Are you sure you’re okay, dear?”

				Elizabeth patted his arm. “I’m fine, Paul, just tired from the theatre last night, that’s all.”

				“Mother, why don’t you rest? Kelly and I will clean up and get the dessert.”

				“Thank you, Emma. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll skip dessert and go upstairs and read.”

				Emma and Kelly were just finishing cleaning the kitchen when Nate Holden, Kelly’s boyfriend, dropped by. 

				“We’re going to a movie,” Kelly announced. 

				“You kids want some pie before you go?” Emma cut into an apple pie and placed a slice on a dessert plate.

				“No thanks, Mrs. Whitecastle. The movie starts soon.”

				Emma smiled. Nate Holden was a polite young man from a good family and the same age as Kelly. He was tall and slim and wore his brown hair long. They had been dating for almost two years. Emma wondered what would happen to the relationship once Kelly and Nate went their separate ways in the fall. While Kelly was heading to Harvard, Nate was off to Stanford. Seldom did high-school infatuations hold up under long-distance stress and strain. Kelly had been torn about going to Harvard because of Nate, but in the end, she knew she couldn’t miss the opportunity. As much as Emma liked Nate, she had been relieved when Kelly had made her decision to go East. She didn’t want her daughter to plan her life around a man as she had.

				After Nate and Kelly left, Emma carried a tray holding two slices of warm apple pie with vanilla ice cream and two cups of decaf coffee out to where her father was relaxing on the patio. Emma took a seat in a chaise longue next to him. Beyond the patio, the family’s black Scottish terrier, Archie, rolled around on the grass. 

				“Apple pie?” her father asked as he readied to take his first bite. “Where did this come from?”

				“I picked it up from the bakery this morning.”

				Paul studied his daughter with interest. “I didn’t think you liked apple pie. Thought you were a lemon meringue kind of gal like your mother.”

				Emma shrugged. “Generally, I am.” She took a bite and chewed, savoring the homey flavor on her tongue. “It’s not that I dislike apple pie, I just never think of having it. Guess it’s because we never had it much while I was growing up. This, however, is quite tasty.” She took a sip of coffee between bites. “Funny thing—this morning, when I was at the grocery store, I got the most intense craving for it.” She laughed. “So much so, I’m surprised I didn’t stop the car and dig into it on the side of the road like some junkie.”

				The words startled her father. He stopped eating. “This morning? You got the craving for apple pie this morning?” 

				“Actually, the craving started last night during that silly séance. It was quiet, just the leader speaking, and suddenly I could smell apple pie or at least cinnamon.” Again she shrugged. “It was probably one of the candles they were burning. Some candles smell good enough to eat.”

				“Honey, how did Julian come up?”

				“Julian, California?” A bit of pie escaped from her fork and landed on her blouse. Emma dabbed at it while she thought about Julian. “It was something Milo said to me.”

				“Milo?” Paul’s graying eyebrows raised like two caterpillars snapping to attention. Milo wasn’t a common name, but it was one he’d come across before.

				“Yes, Milo, the leader of the séance. He said someone, a spirit, wanted very much to talk to me. Said it was important.” She glanced at her father. “How silly is that? Tracy was almost green with envy since no ghosts were speaking with her. Just me and two other folks had that dubious honor.” Emma’s tone was filled with amusement. “Milo asked me if I had family in Julian. Said the spirit was a woman from there.”

				“Did he say anything more about the woman? Any details? A name?” Paul tried to hold himself back. He didn’t want his daughter to sense how concerned he was, at least not yet.

				“Just a woman who’d been hung for murdering her husband.”

				Emma looked over at her father. He was sitting on the edge of his patio chair, watching her as if she were a child ready to take a nasty spill. 

				“You don’t believe this malarkey, do you, Dad?” When he didn’t answer, she continued. “For cripes sake, you’re a doctor—a scientist.”

				Paul took a big drink of his coffee. “As a doctor, I studied science, Emma. But during my years as a doctor, I witnessed many astonishing things. Unexplainable things. Things having to do with death and dying, and things that happen when people die. The idea that spirits of the dead, or ghosts, are among us and are trying to communicate with us is a fascinating one, is it not?”

				Emma gave it some thought. “Yes, it is, in theory. But I’m not so sure it’s real. Last night, except for me, the other two people Milo said had … well, visitors, is how he put it … were desperately looking for that contact. They attended the séance hoping, even praying, that someone they loved would speak to them from the grave. It would have been easy for them to grasp at any straw.”

				“But what about you?”

				“What about me?” Emma fidgeted in her seat. “I went to keep Tracy company. For me, it was an evening with a friend, nothing more. Maybe Milo was trying to make a believer out of me, to rope me into his scam. Considering it was fifty-five dollars a head last night, it really is quite a scam.”

				“Are you sure that’s the only reason you went?” 

				Her father had a knack for digging with questions like some folks worked with shovels. Emma always thought he should have been a psychiatrist instead of a surgeon. When she looked away without responding, he continued. 

				“Emma, I know things have been very unsettling since you and Grant split up. Your child is about to move away from home. You don’t have a career or real purpose in life, and you’re floundering a bit. Maybe, in some way, you went along with Tracy to look for answers, perhaps even a focus to your life.”

				This time, Emma looked directly at her father. “Really, Dad, does that sound like me?” 

				Paul Miller shrugged with frustration. His daughter had both hardened and softened during her marriage to Grant Whitecastle. She was more cynical these days, but she also lacked the spunky backbone she’d had growing up. He missed the inner strength that used to glow from within her like a candle in a jack-o’-lantern. 

				“Hard to say, Emma. You used to be much more determined and focused than you are now. I know you’re hurting, honey, but it’s time to move on.”

				“You trying to get rid of me, Dad?” Her tone was joking, but in her heart Emma was a bit scared.

				“No, honey, far from it. You’re welcome to live with us as long as you like. You know that. We love having you here.” He paused and studied his daughter before speaking again. “But I think it would be healthier for you to get on with your life. You are far too young to be holed up here with us old folks. Travel. Buy a home. Find a career. As soon as a fair settlement is reached, sign the divorce papers and get on with your life. Kick Grant Whitecastle to the curb like he deserves and be done with him.” 

				“You sound like Tracy.”

				“Tracy is a smart and charming woman. I’m very glad you two are spending time together again.”

				Emma laughed lightly. “I’m not so sure Mother agrees with you. I think she’s afraid I’ll adopt Tracy’s bohemian ways.” It was true. Elizabeth loved Tracy Bass like a second daughter but didn’t understand why Tracy preferred vintage secondhand shops to Saks. 

				“And I think Tracy rubbing off on you a little wouldn’t hurt.” He smiled at her. “And that’s a doctor’s opinion.”

				Emma and her father sat in silence, enjoying the evening. Archie brought over a tennis ball and dropped it at Paul’s feet. Paul picked it up and tossed it, and the dog scampered off in the direction of the throw. Archie brought it back, and Paul threw it again. After another throw, Paul decided it was time to tell his daughter about Ish Reynolds.

				“Your ancestors did come from Julian, Emma.”

				“So it’s true?”

				He tossed the ball again for Archie. “Yes, your mother’s people were originally from Kansas but settled in Julian in the mid to late 1800s.”

				“Is that what agitated Mother at dinner? That I found out?”

				“Partly, yes.”

				Paul Miller sat forward in his chair and studied his daughter, locking eyes with her. When Archie came back with the ball, Dr. Miller patted the animal and gently ordered the dog to lie down. Archie obeyed. 

				“How much do you remember about the time following Paulie’s death?” 

				Paulie was Paul, Jr., Emma’s older brother. He had been hit and killed by a car after dashing into the street to get a wayward ball. It was a tragic accident, both for their family and for the man whose car had struck Paulie. Emma had been nine years old when it happened. Paulie was eleven.

				“I remember how difficult it was on Mother—on all of us, but especially Mother.” Emma swallowed. “Mother always blamed herself, didn’t she?”

				“Yes. That’s nonsense, of course. Elizabeth was and is the best of mothers. It just happened so fast. No one could have prevented it except for Paulie. He was old enough to know not to run out into the street.”

				Emma watched as a gray film covered her father’s face like plastic wrap. She knew her parents had never gotten over the death of their son, no matter how many years had passed.

				“But what does Julian have to do with Paulie’s death?”

				“About six or seven months after Paulie died, your mother got it in her head to try and contact him.”

				“Contact him? You mean Mother went to a séance?”

				Paul shifted in his chair. “Your mother went to many séances and spent a great deal of money, most of it on charlatans, trying to reach your brother. She was obsessed with it—needed to know how he was and to beg for his forgiveness—but nothing happened. Then, almost a year to the date of Paulie’s death, she went to someone new: a young man recommended to her by someone she’d met at another meeting.”

				“Let me guess. Mother found Paulie’s spirit there like a pair of sunglasses waiting to be claimed at the lost and found?” Emma snorted softly and got up to clear the dessert dishes. A slight chill wafted through the patio. She was ready to go inside and forget about spirits and séances. 

				Paul put a hand on his daughter’s arm. “Please sit down, Emma,” her father gently ordered. “This is important.” Emma stopped fussing with the dishes and sat back down. 

				“Your mother never spoke to Paulie, but she was assured by another spirit that he was fine. It made all the difference to your mother. It brought her back to us.”

				“Another spirit?”

				“Yes. Another spirit.”

				“And you believe this, Dad?” Emma stared at her father, her mouth hanging open like a marionette with cut strings.

				“Like I said, there are a lot of strange things going on in the world, some we can see and explain, some we cannot. But I do know that it brought a lot of comfort to your mother and helped us get our lives back on track.”

				“Well, that’s a good thing, no matter how it came about. And did Mother stop going to séances after that?”

				“Yes, she did, but according to your mother, the spirit who helped her did not go away. She came to your mother over and over, following Elizabeth and speaking to her.”

				Emma’s eyes grew large. “Dad, that’s scary. That’s psychotic.”

				“It certainly could be taken that way.” Paul sighed, knowing the toughest part of the story was coming. “Finally, months later, I went to the man who had run the séance—a man named Milo.” He emphasized the name and watched as his daughter’s blue eyes widened further in disbelief. “I asked him to intercede in whatever way he could. We ended up having a private session, just he and I, during which he asked the spirit to leave your mother alone. And apparently it worked, or seemed to. Elizabeth’s never had a problem since, but she’s very sensitive about it, as you saw at dinner.”

				Emma’s mind buzzed with this new information, whining and whirring until her ears hurt. Her mother had once had a spirit, or ghost, following her around? Her father had gone to a séance to ask the ghost to stop? Her parents were two of the most grounded and intelligent people she knew. It hardly seemed possible. And what did Milo have to do with this? There was no way he could have known who her parents were. Maybe it wasn’t the same Milo, though she knew it had to be. 

				Emma cleared her throat and rolled her eyes, a habit of Kelly’s she hated. “So who was this ghost, Dad? Did you get her business card?”

				Paul let out another tired sigh. It was difficult to tell his daughter about this, but he knew she’d have to know, especially now. Whether she believed it or not would be up to her. “The spirit who helped your mother with Paulie was from Julian. An ancestor, supposedly Elizabeth’s great-great-grandmother.”

				“Are you kidding me?”

				Paul shook his head and pushed on. “Her name was Ish Reynolds. She was hung for killing her husband around the turn of the century.”

				Emma didn’t know what to think or believe. It would take time to digest it all and come to a logical explanation. Lost in her thoughts, she ran a finger around her dessert plate. She raised the finger to her mouth and licked off the crumbs while she processed everything her father had just told her.

				“One more thing, honey.” Her father got up to leave. “Ish—the ghost from Julian?—her nickname was Granny Apples. She was famous for her pie.” He winked at his daughter. “Guess which kind?”
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				Emma didn’t know about ghosts, but she did know she was being haunted by the leftover apple pie. It was calling to her from the refrigerator downstairs like a siren of Greek lore, enticing her with the promise of sweet, juicy fruit and comfy cinnamon.

				It was after two o’clock in the morning. Her parents had long gone to bed, and Kelly had returned by eleven thirty. The house was completely silent. Emma was in bed reading, hoping it would make her sleepy. So far, it hadn’t. Her mind kept drifting to the conversation she’d had with her father. She couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d said about moving on with her life, and she couldn’t stop thinking about her mother’s attempts to contact her dead brother. And then there was that bombshell about the dead woman her father called Granny Apples.

				That was it. She lightly rapped her head with her palm. That’s why she wanted more pie. It was the power of suggestion from the talk they’d had. That and her growling stomach.

				Restless, she padded into her private bathroom and looked at herself in the full mirror. She studied her face. In her opinion, for a forty-four-year-old woman, she wasn’t bad looking, not by a long shot. She had clear blue eyes, shoulder-length honey-colored hair, a straight nose, strong chin, and perfect white teeth. Emma poked and pushed at the deepening lines around her mouth and eyes. Grant had first brought them to her attention a few years ago and had suggested she have something done to remove them.

				Unbuttoning the front of her crisp white cotton nightgown, Emma took stock of the goods beneath. Although slender for her five-foot, seven-inch frame, Emma thought her figure, with its small belly pooch and soft buttocks, could do with more toning. Her breasts were average size and, like everything else, showed signs of gravitational pull.

				It had been her breasts that had driven the wedge between her and Tracy—or rather Grant’s obsession with her having breast surgery. It wasn’t the boob job itself that Tracy had objected to but Emma’s willingness to have surgery just because Grant wanted his wife to have large breasts. She had lectured Emma on the fact that it was her body, not Grant’s, and if she wanted larger breasts, then great, do it. But if Grant was the only one who wanted big boobs, then let him get his own implants. Tracy’s complaint had been that Emma was doing it just to please Grant. She had even gone so far as to say that Emma was addicted to pleasing Grant. In the end, Emma didn’t have the breast surgery, changing her mind about it two days prior to the surgery itself. Grant had sulked for weeks. Soon after, he started having affairs with younger women with huge bosoms, affairs he didn’t bother hiding. It had been humiliating. 

				Grant Whitecastle was Hollywood royalty. The grandson of two acting legends, the son of an award-winning producer and famous starlet, Grant himself had been a child actor from age four until he turned eleven and his changing voice and body weren’t so cute any longer. He and Emma had met in college and married within a year after graduation, right after Grant went to work for his father’s production company. It had been exciting to be in the swirl of show business and meet many of the celebrities and top actors at dinner parties and other social events. But Grant wasn’t satisfied. He itched to be back in front of the camera, not behind the scenes.

				He got a few gigs playing the odd neighbor or friend on a couple of sitcoms. That led to more work, including a small recurring role on a popular police drama. Emma had been happy for him. She knew Grant missed his time in the spotlight, and he had enough credentials and contacts to get back into acting. And he wasn’t a bad actor. Not award quality, but perfect for the type of work he was getting.

				Then came his big break. Four years ago, he had auditioned to be the host of a new, controversial daytime talk show, and he landed the job. In no time, he became the favorite of retirees, who remembered him as a child actor, and stay-at-home moms, who responded to his bad-boy sexiness, which the network played up and encouraged on air. Grant became the shock jock of daytime talk shows—the irreverent and rude host that brought scores of viewers to his shows like pigs to the trough of tacky and mean. It was after his first year as the host of the show that he began nagging her about tightening up her looks with surgery. And it was after she cancelled the surgery that his bad-boy persona invaded their private lives.

				The straw that had broken the back of their marriage was named Carolyn Bryant, a twenty-six-year-old, red-haired bombshell with capped teeth and fake breasts. She’d come to Hollywood from Texas to be a movie star when she wasn’t much more than Kelly’s age. She’d been a bit player in many low-budget films, mostly slasher and teen movies where she got to show off her physical assets, but was best known for being the gal pal to some high-profile starlets with a taste for the high life. She and Grant had met at a party, and soon their photos were splashed across the sleazy rags featured at checkout counters. 

				Emma tolerated the affair with a stoic belief that the fling would be short-lived, as the others had been, and that Grant would dump Carolyn. She believed her husband was going through a midlife crisis fueled by both age and his rampant success, and he eventually would return to the bosom of his family. She’d been wrong. She still remembered clearly the night Grant came home, still smelling of his bimbo actress, and announced that Carolyn was pregnant and he was going to marry her. That had been eighteen months ago. For a few more months, they stayed together, battling over details, until she couldn’t take it anymore and fled with Kelly to her parents’ home in Pasadena. Carolyn moved in with Grant soon after Emma left and had since had a little boy, whom she named Oscar. The joke around Hollywood was that it would be the only Oscar Carolyn or Grant would ever hold.

				Emma stared at her reflection in the mirror as she buttoned up her nightie. Grant deserved to be kicked to the curb, booted in the groin, and left naked in the gutter covered with fire ants. He could keep the house. She’d hated the pretentious mansion he’d insisted on buying right after his talk show became a hit. But she was hardly going to roll over when it came to the settlement. Grant had been very generous in supporting her and Kelly since she’d left, but she guessed that was more to avoid a court battle than a sense of duty on his part. Still, every time they came close to a settlement, it seemed it was Grant’s lawyer, not hers, who stalled. Emma wondered if that was the game plan: a cat-and-mouse ploy to keep her off-balance until she agreed to accept less than what she was entitled to. Before she left Grant, her father had suggested that she either take or copy all pertinent financial documents in the event Grant tried to hide assets. Reluctantly, she had followed his advice, and later, when settlement talks began, was glad she did. 

				Emma sighed. In spite of the fact that her share of their assets would keep her comfortable for the rest of her life if she were sensible, Emma knew her father was right. She did need a focus, a career, something useful and productive to do with her life. Once Kelly was gone, she’d have even more time on her hands, and she was far too young to be retired.

				Giving in to temptation, Emma slipped quietly down the back stairs and into the kitchen in search of pie. Happy to have a late- night visitor, Archie wiggled with joy as he left his bed by the laundry room to greet her. After heating up a small slice of pie in the microwave, Emma sat at the breakfast bar and savored each bite while thinking again about what her father had said about the ghost. Even though she trusted her father completely, she wasn’t so sure about his take on Granny Apples. Maybe she’d make an appointment to see this Milo character one-on-one. She could question and prod him until she figured out how he knew who her parents were and what he was up to. 

				She was almost finished with her pie when she felt a chill. It was the wee hours of the morning, and she hadn’t put on a robe before coming downstairs. She hurried to finish. As she took her last bite, Emma caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of her right eye—a shadowy movement near the door to the laundry room. Her next breath caught in her throat. Then she noticed that Archie, who was back in his bed, hadn’t budged except to wag his tail. Emma shook her head in annoyance.

				“Come on out, Nate,” she said in a loud whisper.

				It wouldn’t be the first time Emma had found Nate trying to sneak out of the house in the middle of the night. The small back stairway led from the second floor to the kitchen. It was on the opposite end of the house from her parents’ bedroom and next to Kelly’s—perfect for late-night comings and goings. Emma was realistic enough to realize Nate and Kelly were probably sexually active but not so open-minded to allow the kids to flaunt it under her parents’ roof. Even though, Emma reminded herself, Grant had done his own nocturnal traveling up and down the back steps.

				When she received no response, Emma got up and went toward the laundry room. “The jig is up, Nate. You’ve been busted.” 

				She snapped on the light to the laundry room. It was empty. She shook her head. She could have sworn she saw someone. Must be her tired mind playing tricks—or maybe it was Granny Apples paying her a visit. Emma tried to rub the chill out of her arms and laughed lightly.

				She looked down at Archie. “You’d get the nasty old ghost for me, wouldn’t you, boy?” 

				But even the reassuring wag of Archie’s tail didn’t dispel the nagging suspicion that she wasn’t alone.

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: three.eps]

				Emma looked at the numbers scrawled on the scrap of paper held in her hand and compared them to the numbers displayed on the front of the house. It was a match. The last time she’d been here, it had been dark, and Tracy had driven. She found a parking spot a few doors down and pulled her white Lexus sedan into it. The house—small, white, and without pretense—belonged to Milo Ravenscroft, the psychic who’d led the séance. It was located in a pleasant working-class neighborhood in Los Angeles that bordered the city of Santa Monica. The streets were narrow and cluttered with parked cars and seemed a million miles away from the manicured streets of Pasadena. 

				It had been a disturbing week for Emma. Ever since Sunday night, when she’d had that talk with her father about séances and ghosts, Emma had been sensing shadows moving near her, then dashing away, as if playfully spying on her. And not just at home, but almost everywhere she went. Just as disturbing was the scent of apple pie that always seemed to linger in the air, yet no one else could smell it. She dismissed it all as foolishness, but even so, she’d thrown the rest of the apple pie into the garbage. When she decided enough was enough, she made a private appointment with Milo Ravenscroft. She still didn’t believe in the existence of the ghost of Granny Apples but was sure if she could dig deep enough into Milo’s motives, perhaps she could prove him a fraud or receive some kind of explanation. 

				“Okay,” she said to herself audibly. “Just go in there and get to the bottom of this.” 

				Still, she sat, not making a move to turn off the engine and get out of the car. In spite of it being a warm May day, the car interior grew chilly. Emma felt goose bumps rise on her bare arms and tried to readjust the air conditioning, but it wasn’t on. 

				“Come on now,” she said to herself again. “You’re just being silly.”

				“Yes, you are.”

				Emma whipped her head around to see who was speaking to her, but saw no one. “Great, first I’m talking to myself. Now I’m answering myself. Next, I’ll be seeing things.”

				“Fraidy cat.”

				Unbuckling her seat belt, Emma twisted her head around to get a full view of the back seat and again saw no one. The voice she’d heard had been strong but not loud, like it was being filtered through gauze or whispered on the wind. She tried to convince herself that it was her own subconscious speaking to her and that it only seemed real. With nervous hands, she twisted the top off the water bottle she kept in the console and took a big drink. After all, what was she afraid of? Certainly not a fraud and scam artist. She took another drink and shivered. The inside of the car was getting colder.

				“I told you she wasn’t right, Kitty.”

				At the sound of the words, Emma sprayed the water in her mouth over the dashboard and windshield of the car.

				“Hush now, Granny. Our Emma’s a skeptic, but she’ll come around. She always was a smart, courageous girl.”

				Emma stared straight ahead out the car’s windshield as she replaced the cap on the water bottle with shaking hands. Once more she felt the presence of a shadow but stronger this time, as if the car was stuffed with something she couldn’t see but could definitely feel. Something cold and thick and smothering like dense ocean fog or a wet wool blanket. 

				“She don’t look so good.”

				Like lightning, Emma flung open the car door and fled. She stood in the street a few feet away from her car and stared at it. She was still staring a few minutes later when another car came slowly down the street. Emma stepped out of the way but still didn’t get near her own vehicle. The other car, an older Honda wagon occupied by a young couple with a toddler strapped into a car seat in the back, stopped and lowered the passenger-side window.

				“Are you all right?” the woman asked Emma.

				Emma slowly moved her eyes from her own car to them. “Yes, thank you.” As she spoke, her eyes wandered back toward the Lexus.

				“Are you sure?” The woman spoke slowly as her eyes noted Emma’s expensive linen dress, designer shoes, and pearls snuggled at her neck and ears. To her, Emma looked like she should be heading for lunch at the Bel Air Hotel instead of standing in the middle of their neighborhood.

				Emma turned and looked at the woman and saw that she was staring at her with open curiosity, then realized how crazed she must look. She forced herself to focus on the conversation, doing some quick damage control.

				“I’m sorry.” Emma peered inside the car at the couple and smiled. “I must look like I’m crazy, but there was a huge bee in my car, and I’m allergic.”

				The couple smiled back. The man leaned toward her across his wife. “We understand. My brother’s like that. One little sting and he’s in the ER. Want me to make sure the thing’s gone?”

				“Thank you very much, but I think it is. Besides, I’m visiting a friend. I’m sure he’ll check it out before I leave. But I really appreciate you stopping. It was very nice of you.” 

				They all waved goodbye, and the car continued down the street.

				Once the couple was gone, Emma cautiously stepped toward her car. Part of her wanted to hop back inside and take off for home to seek medical advice, voices or no voices. The other side of her wanted more than ever to keep her appointment with Milo Ravenscroft. Either way, her purse was on the passenger’s seat where she had left it, so she had to at least stick her arm back inside to retrieve it.

				Looking at her watch, she saw that she still had ten minutes before her appointment. Taking a deep breath, she resettled herself behind the wheel and shut the door. The air from outside had warmed up the interior. Leaning her head against the headrest, she closed her eyes and tried to think rationally about what had just happened. Hearing voices wasn’t normal for a healthy woman, she told herself. It just had to be an outcome of the stress she was under with Grant, not to mention the séance last weekend, coupled with her father’s story about her mother and Paulie and that darn Granny Apples character. If she’d never see, taste, or smell another apple pie again, it’d be fine by her. 

				And Kitty—where’d that name come from? The voices seemed to be in conversation—conversation about her—as if they knew her. Emma only knew one Kitty, and that was her aunt Kitty, her mother’s older sister, who was in a rest home in Palo Alto. Kitty had been there for the past two years following a horrendous stroke. Emma and her mother had just talked about planning a trip to visit Kitty. That must be it, she thought. Her subconscious was digging around, rooting up past conversations and piecing them together in some type of audible mirage. The theory calmed her down.

				Maybe she needed a rest? Maybe all the stress of the separation and pending divorce had finally gotten to her. Kelly would be leaving soon for a long trip with her father, part of her graduation present, and her parents were shipping out on an Alaskan cruise with friends. Emma promised herself a little relaxation.

				Feeling much better, Emma made her way to the front steps of Milo Ravenscroft’s home and knocked. The door was opened by Milo himself. He was a small man, barely five foot five, with a slight frame and stooped shoulders. His head was bald, with a half- circle fringe of brown hair. He wore thick glasses and appeared more like an aging accountant than a clairvoyant, or what Emma thought a clairvoyant should look like. He looked at her with surprise.

				“Mrs. Whitecastle,” he said to her, “you could have called to cancel. You didn’t need to stop by to do it.” His voice was soft and comforting.

				“Cancel? But why would I do that?”

				“I just assumed … with the death in the family …”

				Emma’s eyes shot open. “Death? You must be mistaken.”

				Her cell phone rang. Emma pulled it out of her purse and read the display. “I’m sorry,” she said in apology to Milo. “It’s my father.”

				“That’s quite all right. Please, answer it.”

				Emma flipped open the phone. “Hi, Dad. I’m about to go into an appointment. What’s up?”

				“Emma, I’m sorry,” her father began in a somber voice, “but we just heard from your cousin Marlene. Aunt Kitty passed away this morning.”
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				Her cousin’s house in Palo Alto was very large and beautiful, yet still maintained a homey, lived-in feel. Marlene had married an electronics executive who’d gone on to make it even bigger in the computer explosion. Her husband, Bob Singh, was the CEO of an Internet company that had managed not only to boom in the birth and growth of Silicon Valley but to survive the bloodletting of the dot-com bust that had followed.

				Everyone who’d attended Kitty’s funeral had gathered at Marlene’s home following the graveside service. Emma, Kelly, and Emma’s parents had flown up the two days before for the funeral. Elizabeth and Paul were staying over several more days, but Emma and Kelly were returning home in the morning.

				Emma entered the large, sunny kitchen with an empty platter. She placed it on a counter and began replenishing it with finger sandwiches from a nearby tray.

				“Let the caterer do that, Emma.” 

				Emma turned and saw Marlene, who was busying herself filling a coffee carafe. Marlene and Emma were close in age and size, though Marlene had dark hair and eyes and olive skin, thanks to her father’s Italian heritage. Emma noted the dark circles under her cousin’s eyes.

				“I like to keep busy at these things,” Emma replied. “And I see you do, too.”

				Marlene Singh finished filling the carafe and passed it off to one of the catering staff. She gave Emma a sad smile. They didn’t see each other often, but from childhood through college they had been close, almost like sisters. 

				Emma stopped filling the serving tray and wiped her hands on a nearby dish towel. “You look exhausted, Marlene. Let’s go find someplace quiet, just the two of us.”

				She took her cousin by the arm and gently guided her out of the kitchen and toward the patio door. Upon seeing people gathered outside, she steered her down a hallway and up the front staircase, saying a quiet hello to others as they moved through the crowd of mourners.

				Upstairs, they headed for the master suite. It was large and beautifully decorated with its own sitting area, complete with a small entertainment center. When Emma had first left Grant, Marlene had invited Emma to come for a visit. Bob had taken their two boys skiing for several days, so the women had the house to themselves. They had shopped, gone into San Francisco for a concert, and spent hours enjoying each other’s company. For three straight nights, they’d curled up in the intimate sitting area of Marlene and Bob’s bedroom, sharing a bottle of wine and talking about life.

				After guiding her cousin to the loveseat, Emma retrieved a box of tissues from the bathroom and placed it within Marlene’s reach. Then she sat next to her cousin and waited, giving her time, not wanting to shatter her grief with the usual words of condolence. Marlene and her family would hear plenty of that today from others. From her, she knew Marlene needed quiet time and love.

				After a few minutes, Marlene blew her nose and looked up at Emma. “Silly, you know, all this blubbering. Mom wouldn’t like it.”

				Emma nodded in agreement. Her aunt Kitty had been quite a woman, independent and full of sassy strength right up until her stroke. Emma’s mother, Kitty’s younger sister, was more quiet and reserved. When they were young, everyone said Emma took more after Kitty, whose real name was Katherine, while Marlene was more like Elizabeth. The family joke had been that the two girls had been switched as babies.

				“Remember that summer after my brother died, I came up to spend two weeks with your family? Your mother called us Kitty’s Kittens—like we were a special club, just you, me, and her.”

				Marlene smiled while dabbing at her tears. “That was fun.”

				Using her hands, Emma pretended she was straightening whiskers between her mouth and nose, first one side, then the other. Then she held up both hands like they were claws. “Meeooooow.” 

				Marlene laughed. Sniffling, she made the same hand gestures. “Meow.”

				The two grown women laughed and cried together. Marlene threw her arms around Emma’s neck and gave her a squeeze. “That is exactly how Mom would want to be remembered. Thank you.”

				Later, after all the mourners had gone, Emma started packing her things for the flight home the next morning. She was staying downstairs in Kitty’s old room. Originally maid’s quarters, the Singhs had converted it into a mini suite when Kitty’s health started failing and she came to live with them. Marlene, always hopeful that her mother would improve, had not changed one thing in the room since her mother’s stroke. Emma’s parents were staying in the guest room upstairs. Marlene’s boys were bunking together so that Kelly could have one of their rooms.

				Hearing a light knock at the door, Emma looked up to see Bob Singh standing at the threshold. He was of average height and built thick. Gray ran through his hair like silver threads through black silk. He had a dark, open face and gave her a warm smile. They had all gone to college together at UCLA—she and Marlene and Bob and Grant. Marlene and Bob started dating their sophomore year, while she and Grant met their junior year. The couples had been close at school and in the early years of their marriages. But Bob and Marlene were still together. Seeing their stability reminded Emma of her own failed marriage, no matter how happy she was for them. 

				“I have a proposal for you, Emma.”

				“Sorry, Bob, but I’m really not second-wife material.”

				After a short laugh, Bob came in and settled himself in a small rocking chair near a reading lamp. 

				“Kind of chilly in here, Emma. Want me to adjust the vents?”

				“Thanks, but it’s okay. Getting so I like it a bit cool. Maybe I’m having early hot flashes.”

				Bob gave her a grin. “I have a combination request and invitation for you.”

				“I’m all ears.”

				“You and Marlene have both been through a lot lately. I think it would be good for you to get away. How does a week or two sound? Just the two of you. No kids, husbands, parents, worries, or cares. Decide where, and my office will take care of everything. Shopping in Paris. Shows in London. Sunning in Tahiti. Just name it.”

				Emma sat on the edge of the bed and ran a hand over the lilac- print duvet. “That’s quite a generous offer, Bob, but I don’t know. Why don’t the two of you take some time together instead?”

				“We will, but I think it’s important for you and Marlene to get away. With your divorce and Kitty’s passing, I think you would benefit more from each other’s company than anyone else’s right now.” 

				“But Kelly’s graduating soon, and my parents are going away and expecting me to look after the house and Archie.”

				“I’m not talking immediately. More like later this summer, or maybe after school starts in the fall and the kids are off doing their own thing. Whenever it’s convenient. You ladies can go somewhere and get wild and crazy. You know.” Bob made a feeble attempt to do the whisker salute. “Meow.” 

				Bob’s attempt at a kitty meow came out sounding more like a Chihuahua with indigestion. Emma burst out laughing.

				“I’ll definitely think about it and talk it over with Marlene.”

				“Great.” Bob got up and started for the door.

				“And Bob?”

				When Bob Singh turned back around, Emma groomed her whiskers and showed him her claws.

				“Meow back at ya, big guy.”

				Following a quiet family dinner, Marlene’s boys, both teenagers, had taken Kelly out to a movie. All the adults turned in early, including Emma, who retreated to her room to sit in the comfy rocking chair and read. An hour later, she wished she’d taken Bob up on his offer to adjust the air conditioning in her room. It was getting cold. She wasn’t sleepy yet, so she got up to grab a sweater from her bag. When she turned back to the rocking chair, she let out a small screech, barely catching herself before it turned into a scream and woke the household.

				Sitting in the rocking chair, the very chair she’d just vacated, was her aunt Kitty—or at least a misty image of Kitty.

				Emma shook her head, quick and jerky like a dog shaking saliva from its jaws. She looked again at the rocking chair and once again saw a faint image of Kitty. The image was transparent and sat in the chair just as Emma had seen her aunt do so often. The figure wore a modest dark dress, the same dress Elizabeth had helped Marlene pick out for her mother to be buried in. Her hair was as Emma remembered it before Kitty had suffered her stroke, soft and white and pulled back at her nape. The only thing missing was Kitty’s knitting. Kitty’s hands had always been busy with one thing or another, but in the last decade her primary industry had been knitting. And Kitty had been an exquisite knitter. 

				Thinking it simply a mirage, a trick played on her by her mind after a day of remembering Kitty and her long life, Emma approached the chair, expecting the image of Kitty to disappear as reality took the place of fancy. Instead, the image turned its head slightly, knowingly, like a wise bird, and smiled at her. Emma jumped back, away from the chair, nearly stumbling over her suitcase in the process.

				“Yes, dear girl, it’s really me,” the image of her aunt said, her voice sounding like the voices Emma had heard that day in the car, whispery, with no more volume than a gentle breeze, yet audible to Emma just the same. 

				Dashing for the bedroom door, Emma jerked it open just as she heard a second voice. It was similar in tone, yet distinct from Kitty’s.

				“Told you she was a fraidy cat.”

				Emma spun around and studied the room she was about to flee. The image of her aunt was still sitting in the rocking chair, the head turned toward her, studying her, with an encouraging smile. It was the second image, the new presence, that caused Emma to gasp.

				Sitting on the bed was another filmy apparition, this one of a woman dressed in old-fashioned clothing—a simple, long-sleeved blouse and long, full skirt reminiscent of pioneer garb. Her build was small, even diminutive, but there was nothing frail about it. Her hair was pulled tight against her head with a braid circling her crown like a halo. Her face was lined and weathered. From her direction came the faint odor of apple pie. Both images were as colorless as steam, defined only by shades of gray and white.

				The new apparition squinted at Emma, scowled, then addressed Kitty. “I’m not convinced, Kitty. Maybe I should wait another generation.” She jerked a thumb in Emma’s direction. “Doesn’t this one have a girl?”

				Not exactly pleased at being talked about like she wasn’t there, especially by things that were not supposed to be there themselves, Emma became truly alarmed upon hearing a reference to her daughter.

				“Kelly? What about Kelly?”

				“Now hush, Ish. You’re scaring Emma.”

				Ish? Emma’s confused mind rooted around and didn’t want to believe what was becoming obvious, if unbelievable. With wide eyes, she looked from one misty image to the other. 

				“You’re ghosts?” Emma’s voice trembled as she spoke the words.

				The woman in old-time dress scoffed and addressed Kitty again. “Not very smart, is she?”

				“Ish, behave yourself,” admonished Kitty. “She’s in shock. I’m telling you, our Emma’s the one you want.”

				Emma pointed a manicured accusing finger at the image perched on the bed. “You’re Granny Apples, aren’t you? You’re the one who tried to contact me at Milo’s. The one who stalked my mother years ago.”

				“Ish didn’t stalk anyone, Emma. She was looking for help.”

				“I helped your ma, but she didn’t help me none.”

				“My mother had just lost a child. She was devastated.” Emma turned her faced upward to address the ceiling. “I can’t believe I’m speaking to something that doesn’t exist.”

				“If Kitty and I ain’t real, then why are you talking to us?” 

				Emma looked at Ish. Her filmy face was pinched with defiance and, Emma thought, disappointment.

				Was she crazy? Was she imagining these images? Maybe she was asleep and dreaming. Her aunt Kitty was dead. She’d seen her with her own eyes in the casket the night before at the funeral home. And Ish Reynolds, Granny Apples, was dead, too—had been for a very long time. Her tired mind and exhausted body were playing tricks on her. It was that simple. Had to be that simple. Anything else was impossible, something usually reserved for Grant’s low-life, trailer-trash-mentality talk show—like alien abductions and religious images found in slices of baloney.

				Emma walked to the bed. Holding out a hand, she waved it through the image of Ish Reynolds. Nothing but air. 

				“That’s not very polite,” the ghost snapped. “How’d you like someone sticking their paws through you?”

				Laughing, Emma yanked back the covers and dropped herself down onto the bed, falling through Ish to do so. She turned out the light and pulled the covers over herself against the cold that still filled the room.

				“A good night’s sleep will stop this nonsense,” she announced out loud as she closed her eyes.

				“You trying to convince yourself or us?” It was Ish again.

				Emma opened one eye. Even with the light out, she could still make out an image. It was Kitty, now glowing slightly like phosphorous. She was still in the rocker, but Ish was gone. 

				“One ghost down, one to go.” Emma turned over, determined to go to sleep.

				Just as she was drifting off, Emma felt something soft and fluttering and as delicate as a spider web brush against her cheek. She opened her eyes and was startled to see Kitty’s ghost standing over the bed. The spirit reached out a hand and stroked Emma’s cheek. It felt like the lightest of feathers. 

				“Where’s your friend?” Emma asked.

				Kitty’s ghost smiled down at her. “Open your heart to the unexpected, Emma. You used to be so full of adventure. So full of life.” 

				“That was a lifetime ago.” A tear rolled down Emma’s cheek. “If you’re real, Aunt Kitty, then please don’t go. Stay here with us.”

				“But I must go, dear. Your uncle Tony is waiting for me. He’s been waiting a long time.”

				Marlene’s father, her uncle Tony, had died of cancer twelve years earlier. While alive, he and Kitty had been inseparable. 

				Kitty bent down and brushed her ghostly lips against Emma’s forehead. For the briefest of moments, Emma could have sworn she felt a bit of warm breath against her skin. 

				“You’re the one, Emma,” Kitty whispered as her presence began to fade. “You’re the one Ish has been waiting for. She’s family, and she needs your help. You need each other.”
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