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      Mia Carlisle flinched. She and her mom shot each other wide-eyed looks as the clattering of several objects hitting the kitchen floor echoed into the living room. Exasperated mutters, mixed with a curse or two, immediately followed. When silence finally fell, Mia stifled a laugh as her mother called out.

      “Are you alright, dear?”

      “Everything’s fine!” came the response, along with the clanking and banging of objects being gathered. 

      “Are you sure you don’t want any help, Dad?” Mia asked.

      “I’ve got everything under control, ladies.”

      They giggled quietly. Her dad had insisted on making dinner for everyone that night. Though he was a good cook, Mia had helped her mother rearrange the kitchen the day before, and he was still trying to figure out where everything was.

      Another shout came from the kitchen a moment later. “Julie, where’s Mom’s casserole dish?”

      “Coming!” Mia’s mom smirked as she stood and placed her wine glass on the coffee table. “Be right back,” she whispered.

      Mia grinned and sipped her merlot, turning her attention back to the Christmas movie on TV. Rom coms weren’t exactly her cup of tea, but her mom loved them, and it was a holiday tradition to sip wine and get sappy. As the male lead chased after the female lead to make amends, he slipped and fell into a pile of powdery snow, making both characters laugh. 

      “Ugh, I wish we could have snow for Christmas,” Mia mumbled. 

      Her mom reappeared. “You know what happens when we get snow down here. Orangeburg would suddenly be out of milk and bread, and the drivers would become a menace to society. Have you seen your grandma’s special casserole dish? The one with the sleigh picture in the bottom.”

      “I don’t remember seeing it when we moved everything.”

      Mia’s dad came around the corner, wearing an apron and armed with a spatula. “It’s gotta be around here somewhere,” he said. “I need it to make your great-grandmother Abigail’s spoonbread authentically.”

      Mia furrowed her brows. “You’re making that tonight? I thought we only have it at Christmas dinner.”

      Her parents looked at each other before her dad responded. “We’ll be having it then too. We just thought it would be nice for your grandma to have it twice this year. You know it’s her favorite and something easy enough for her to eat.”

      Mia knew that look. They weren’t telling her something. Even if she wasn’t almost done with her bachelor’s in psychology, she would have been able to read their expressions. “What’s going on?”

      Her mom moved back to her spot next to Mia on the sofa. “Honey, I—”

      Mia’s grandmother rolled into the living room in her electric wheelchair and parked in her usual spot next to the sofa without a word. Ever since the car accident his parents were in when Mia’s father was seventeen, the woman had said very little. His father died on impact, and his mother’s head injury left her with amnesia; she would forget things like having turned on the stove only minutes prior. One day, she almost burned the house down after flooding it the week before when she left the tub running for hours. Mia’s dad and aunt took turns living with her since then, and her health declined further over the years, recently developing into dementia.

      “Mia, can you please check in the attic?” her father asked, glancing at her mother. “Maybe we missed one of the Christmas boxes up there.”

      Mia’s mother patted her leg. “Thanks, honey. I wish I still had the knees of a twenty-two-year-old. Getting all that stuff brought down this year was killer on our old bodies.”

      “No problem, oh ancient ones,” Mia said with a laugh. She eyed her mom before getting up, letting her know the conversation wasn’t over.

      Mia kissed her grandma on the top of the head as she passed by, then bounded upstairs to the attic hatch in the hallway. With a strong tug on the cord hanging from it, she opened the hatch, then slowly lowered it and unfolded the attached wooden ladder. Once Mia secured it, she climbed carefully until she could reach the string to activate the light. She’d only been up there twice before, and it was even dustier than she remembered.

      Her aunt had lived with her grandma from the time Mia’s dad got engaged and moved out to be with her mom until a few weeks after Mia started at NC State. Aunt Belinda suffered a pulmonary embolism and passed away the same night. Mia’s parents started making arrangements immediately, eventually selling their home and moving in with her grandma. Though she visited her aunt and grandma frequently throughout her life, Mia never needed to go into the attic until after her parents moved back in.

      Dust particles drifted in the light rays, and Mia sneezed twice before she’d even fully climbed inside. The floor behind her was nothing more than wooden beams sandwiching pink insulation, so she stayed in the finished section where the majority of boxes were stacked. She looked at the neatly written labels on the side of each box, moving through the piles on the left half of the room first. At the bottom of the second to last stack, Mia finally spotted a box at the bottom marked OLD XMAS.

      “Bingo!” she said as she hurried to unbury it. 

      As she set aside the top box and reached for the next, a giant wad of fluff sprung at her. Mia cried out as she stumbled back, landing on a box that made a cracking sound before she tumbled to the floor. She twisted her body around in time to see a squirrel race across the attic and disappear into the rafters. Heart still pounding, she collapsed onto her back and lay staring at the swirling dust particles while she caught her breath. 

      “Well, thanks for that,” she mumbled when she finally sat back up, brushing herself off and shaking the dust from her light brown curls. Several more sneezes launched an attack. Mia sniffed and looked at the crumpled box she’d fallen onto, remembering the sound it made. “That’s just great. Let’s see what damage my butt did this time.”

      Unlike most of the other boxes, it wasn’t taped shut; instead, the four flaps were folded into each other to keep it somewhat closed. When she pulled the flaps apart, Mia was both thrilled and bummed. The inside was filled with old audio cassette tapes, most in their own plastic cases. That was what caused the noise she’d heard—some of the cases had long cracks in them. 

      “Crap!”

      She rifled through them, looking at the musicians and wondering who they’d belonged to. After moving some aside, she gasped. Underneath the cassettes sat a silver boombox branded with Panasonic, making Mia squeal in excitement. Over the past several years, her passion for retro items from the eighties and nineties had continued to grow, and she’d just struck the mother lode.

      “Is everything okay up there? We thought we heard a thump,” came a voice from the hatch.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” Mia made her way there and peeked over the edge to see her father looking up at her from the bottom of the ladder.

      “Any luck?”

      “I think so. There’s one box marked OLD XMAS.”

      Her dad’s eyes lit up. “Fantastic! If you want to bring it over and hand it down, I’ll take it downstairs.”

      “You’re on.”

      Mia returned a moment later with the box. She sat on the edge and braced herself, then carefully passed the box down. Her father took it, but as he turned away, Mia stopped him.

      “Hey, Dad. There’s something else.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I was dive-bombed by a huge squirrel that ran and hid in the roof.”

      He sighed. “Wonderful. I hope it hasn’t nested up there. Have you seen any more?”

      “No, but I wasn’t exactly looking for any.”

      “Okay. I’ll call someone to check into it. Don’t tell your mother.”

      Mia laughed. “Yeah, no kidding.”

      “This box is getting a little heavy. Meet you downstairs,” her father said before disappearing from view.

      After a glance back at the mangled box, Mia decided to take it with her and find out more about it. She pushed herself up from the floor, folded the box flaps back together, then slid it to the hatch. After backing partway down the steps, she lowered it down and cautiously descended the rest of the way. Once the attic was closed again, she headed downstairs.

      Her parents had cut open the Christmas box and were pulling items out, then setting them aside. As Mia plopped back down on the sofa and put the box between her feet, her father cried out in triumph.

      “Ah-ha! Now we can eat properly,” he said before returning to the kitchen while Mia’s mom continued emptying the box, pausing to unwrap various items from newspaper and bubble wrap. 

      Mia opened her discovery and pulled out a handful of cassettes. “Hey, Mom, whose are these?”

      The woman looked up from the deer figurine she held, and when she saw what Mia had, she rolled her eyes with a smile. “Those were your father’s. He refuses to get rid of them, swearing they’ll come back in fashion some day.”

      “You never know,” Mia said, reaching in for the boombox. “And check this out.”

      “Don’t hold your breath that it still works. It’s been sitting in that box for a couple of decades.”

      Mia started reading off the names of the bands on the cassettes. “Green Day, Pearl Jam, Red Hot Chili Peppers . . . these are great!”

      Her dad walked back in. “What’s great?” When Mia held up the cassettes, he hurried over. “Oh, wow! I haven’t seen these in ages.”

      “You mean since we moved here, and you fawned over them for days before finally putting them back in the attic?” Mia’s mom asked. 

      “Well, it feels longer.” He turned to Mia. “There’s some amazing music in here. Actually, there should be another box up there with even more tapes. This one I got from a yard sale a few streets over, so most of the music in it came from there. A young woman died, and her parents sold some of her belongings to help with funeral costs. The whole neighborhood went to support them. They moved away not long after.”

      “Oh man, that’s really sad. How did she die?” Mia asked.

      “She . . . well, she was murdered. By an intruder.”

      Mia’s eyes widened. “Oh, my god! Did they find her killer?”

      “Unfortunately, no. It appeared to have been a random break-in, and she was home alone while her parents were away for the weekend. They were devastated.”

      “I can only imagine,” Mia’s mother said, throwing a look at her daughter and smiling weakly.

      “Oh, Mom, I’m not going anywhere,”

      Suddenly, a new voice spoke up. “Everybody dies.” 

      They all turned to Mia’s grandma, who was looking at them with crystal clarity. “Death comes for everyone.”

      She turned back to the TV, her eyes glazing over again. No one said anything for a minute until Mia’s dad finally broke the silence. 

      “Geez, Mom,” he muttered.

      To change the subject, Mia reached into the box and pulled out a few cassettes with cracked cases, then held them up. “I kinda cracked these when I tripped and landed on the box. I’m sorry about that.”

      “Don’t worry about it, pumpkin,” her dad said. “A little butt crack never hurt anybody.” He grinned, and his wife rolled her eyes before everyone burst out laughing.

      “That was a terrible joke, Dad.”

      “Yeah, butt it made you laugh.”

      Mia groaned. “You are the worst.” She examined the tapes more closely. “What are these?” she asked, passing them over.

      Her mom reached over and grabbed them, then passed the tapes to her husband before leaning back and taking another sip of wine. He flipped them over in his hands.

      “These must be mixtapes. Ah yes, this one says mixtape on the label. Honestly, I never got a chance to listen to most of these. CDs were already getting big by then, so before I got through listening to everything, I kinda just switched to CDs. Packed these up and put them in the attic for safekeeping.” He handed them back to Mia.

      “Mind if I listen to them? I mean, if this boombox works, that is.”

      “Knock yourself out, kid.” A timer went off in the kitchen. “Oops, gotta go!”

      He returned to the kitchen to finish dinner while Mia and her mother watched the rest of the movie. Shortly after dinner, Mia tested out the boombox and was thrilled to find it still worked. She texted her best friend, Daphne Kotsopoulos.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, what are you up to? You wanna come over? I’ve got a surprise to show you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ugh, I wish I could. I have to close up the deli tonight. How bout tomorrow after lunch? I have a surprise for you too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You bet!

      

      

      

      

      

      Mia didn’t want to wait and figured it couldn’t hurt to test things out a little more. She slid in a Nirvana tape and imagined herself jamming out at a concert, wearing ripped jeans, a flannel shirt, and combat boots until she drifted off to sleep.
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      Mia took the last bite of her chicken club sandwich and washed it down with a few sips of sweet tea. As she placed her dishes into the dishwasher, the doorbell rang.

      “I’ll get it!” Mia said as she hurried past her parents and grandma, who were still finishing up lunch. 

      When she opened the door, she was greeted by a grinning Daphne, her long brown hair whipping around her in the wind. She carried a plate covered with tin foil. Even though Mia had just finished eating, her mouth watered in anticipation. Daphne’s family owned the Diaspora Deli across town, and every Greek dish they made was authentic and fantastic.

      “Come in, come in,” Mia said, pulling her friend inside before quickly shutting the door against the cold air. 

      Daphne handed Mia the plate and climbed out of her scarf, hat, jacket, and boots, then took the plate back and kissed her friend on the cheek. “Hey, hot stuff, how ya doin’? It may be fifty degrees out there, but that wind is murder. Smells good in here. Where is everybody?”

      Mia laughed. “Just finishing lunch.” She walked into the dining room with Daphne following behind.

      “Hello, family!” Daphne declared as she made her rounds, giving a light one-armed hug to each person at the table. Mia loved her friend’s ability to instantly light up a room.

      “Hello, dear,” Mia’s mom said. “How are your parents doing?”

      “Oh, you know them.” Daphne plopped into the seat Mia had vacated and set the plate on the table. “Work, work, and more work.”

      “And how’s business?” Mia’s dad asked. 

      “We’ve had a great year, but it’s making closing the books out take forever. Stavros has been helping so he and our parents can feel more comfortable closing the deli for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. Natalia’s coming into town tomorrow evening. I can’t wait to spoil my nephews. Oh, by the way, I brought a fresh batch of melomakarona for everyone.”

      She pulled the foil off the plate, revealing the walnut-topped cookies in all their honey-gingerbread goodness. Mia and her parents dove shamelessly for the plate, each grabbing one. Her father took two and broke the second into small bites, then placed them on his mother’s plate.

      Daphne laughed. “Looks like I might have to bring some more later this week. Otherwise, someone might pull a muscle!” 

      Mia patted her on the shoulder. “Hey, you want anything to drink?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Mia went to the fridge and grabbed two bottles of sparkling water, then headed back to the dining room and held them out to Daphne. “Strawberry kiwi or watermelon limeade?”

      “Ooh, that’s a tough one . . .” She put a finger to her lips, concentrating. “Watermelon,” she said, reaching for the bottle.

      “Let’s go upstairs. I have to show you what I found.” Mia tugged at her friend’s arm.

      Daphne stood and saluted with a grin. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

      Mia rolled her eyes and gave her a little shove toward the stairs. Before following her, Mia snatched another cookie from the table and gave her best evil cackle, then ran away as her parents laughed. 

      Once upstairs, the ladies went to the room Mia stayed in every time she visited her parents, which happened to be her father’s old bedroom. Her parents had purchased a new mattress and bedding, but almost everything else was exactly as her father had left it decades earlier. A wooden dresser with Goo Goo Dolls, Barenaked Ladies, and Smashing Pumpkins stickers down the side sat next to the window, and a single Starship Troopers movie poster hung on the wall behind the headboard of the bed.

      With a mouthful of cookie, Mia plopped onto the floor by the nightstand and dragged the cardboard box in front of her crossed legs. Daphne followed suit and set her water down next to Mia’s. 

      “Is this the special thing you wanted to show me?” Daphne asked, reaching for the box.

      Mia yanked it back with a grin. After swallowing her last mouthful, she said, “Not so fast. You need to really appreciate the awesomeness of what I’m about to show you.”

      Daphne held up three fingers on her right hand and air-drew a cross over her heart. “Scouts honor.”

      “You were never a girl scout,” Mia said with a raised eyebrow.

      “Open the box already, woman!”

      “Okay, okay, Miss Impatient. Excuse me for building suspense!”

      They laughed as Mia unfolded the box flaps again, then she pulled out a single cassette. Daphne looked less than enthusiastic.

      “That’s it? Just some old cassette tape?” she asked, snatching it from her friend’s hand.

      “First of all, I found this box in the attic—it belonged to my dad when he was a little younger than us. Secondly, that is an original Nirvana tape, thank you very much.”

      “You are way too obsessed with vintage and retro stuff.”

      “Says the woman who collects old Cabbage Patch dolls?”

      “Touché.” 

      “Anyway, this box is full of them! And besides that, some of these are mixtapes, so who knows what could be on them. My dad got these from some garage sale, so even he doesn’t know. It’s like finding a secret treasure chest.”

      “Ooh, mixtapes? That could be interesting! Wait, how are we supposed to listen to them?”

      Mia grinned as she pulled the crown jewel out of the box—the silver boombox. “Well?”

      “Does it still work?”

      “Yup! Tried it out already to be sure.”

      “Well, let’s rock and roll then,” Daphne said.

      Mia plugged it in, grabbed a tape, and slid it into the slot. They listened to music for hours, only pausing to use the bathroom or fetch more snacks and drinks, and Mia filled her friend in on her dad’s story about the tapes. While listening to Pearl Jam, a disturbing sound like the fast-forwarded squeaks of chipmunks startled them, and they quickly stopped the tape. When Mia pulled it out, a large section of ribbon unspooled behind it. 

      Daphne’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Oh, no!”

      “Wait, wait—I know how to fix this!” Mia said as she set the cassette aside and jumped up. She ran down the hall to the office, then reappeared twenty seconds later and sat back down. With a smile, she showed off her secret weapon.

      “Seriously? A pencil?” Daphne asked.

      “Just watch.” Mia inserted the pencil into one of the holes and slowly twisted. The tape unraveled farther. “Oops! Wrong way.” She turned the pencil in the opposite direction, eventually rewinding the ribbon. “Ta da!”

      “But will it still play?”

      “It should, but it is old, so maybe we’ll try it again some other time. There are plenty more to choose from.” She reached into the box and sifted through the cassettes before pulling one from the bottom that wasn’t in a case at all. On the label, the words “My Love in Song” was followed underneath in smaller letters with “from Saffron.”

      “I think this is a mixtape,” Mia said. “Or maybe somebody recorded their own music?”

      “Only one way to find out.” Daphne grabbed the cassette and put it in the player.

      The contents turned out to be various love songs recorded off the radio from the eighties and nineties. After each song, a young woman—presumably Saffron—would say what the song meant to her, and then after a short pause, the next track started. Most of the way through “I Swear” by All-4-One, the lyrics became garbled as a female voice spoke over it, the words jumbling together.

      Mia and Daphne leaned in, trying to make out what the person was saying. The radio announcer cut off the end of the song and introduced the commercial break, but before he could finish speaking, the woman screamed. The ladies jerked away from the boombox, then looked at each other in horror. As the radio announcer ended his transition and silence fell before the commercial started, the scream was followed by two thuds. A second later, a previously unheard voice spoke, and then the commercial break started. 

      “What the hell was that?” Daphne asked.

      Mia stopped the tape. “I . . . I don’t know. Let’s play it back again and turn it up a little?” Daphne nodded, so Mia rewound the tape and started it, then stopped it almost immediately. Her friend’s eyebrow arched in confusion.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I wanna write this down,” Mia said. She reached backward onto her nightstand and grabbed her phone, then opened a note-taking app to jot everything she could make out. “Okay, here we go.” She hit play once more and turned the volume up.

      “You scared me! What are . . . doing here? I mean . . . happy . . . see you, but I thought you . . . still mad at me. I . . . terrible about . . . fight. . . . we make up? I never want . . . again. Can I . . . a hug?” There was a long pause. “Now . . . sit over here on . . . with me.” A short pause. “What . . . you doing?”

      The woman screamed, and goosebumps raced across Mia’s skin, then the scream was cut short, followed by the two thumps that were separated by only a couple of seconds. Mia brought her head closer to the speaker to make out the distorted voice that followed. 

      “Hip . . . ice”

      Mia let the tape run. A moment later, they heard glass shatter, followed by various sounds of objects being knocked over or thrown. Then the noise stopped, leaving only Celine Dion’s vocals belting out “Because You Loved Me.”

      Daphne’s face had drained of color. Mia stared at her, wide-eyed, and Daphne shook her head. “Should we listen to the rest of the tape?”

      Mia sighed. “Yeah, we probably should before we jump to any conclusions.”

      Unfortunately, the rest of the cassette contained nothing other than music from the radio. When it finished, the tape stopped automatically; the loud click of it shutting off made both ladies jump. They only looked at each other for a long time before Mia finally broke the silence.

      “So, are we both thinking the same thing?”

      “That we just heard that girl get murdered?”

      “Yeah.”

      Silence fell over them again as Daphne’s words sunk in. Mia took the cassette from the boombox and looked at the label: from Saffron.

      “Saffron.” Mia made eye contact with Daphne. “Her name was Saffron. Remember my dad said he got these tapes at a yard sale for some people whose daughter was murdered? They were selling some of her belongings to pay for her funeral.”

      “Then that was probably Saffron’s voice.”

      “And the person who killed her.”

      “How come the police didn’t bother taking the tape?”

      Mia took a sip of water as she thought about it. “I’m not sure, but remember how the tape automatically shut off at the end?”

      “Yeah . . .”

      “Well, the person who interrupted her didn’t seem to know she was recording anything. So, the tape just kept going. Her parents were gone for the weekend, and if no one else was around, the tape would run until it ran out and shut itself off.”

      Daphne nodded. “Meaning that by the time the police showed up, the tape had stopped.”

      “Right. And they must not have bothered looking at the boombox beyond turning the radio off. I mean, I never would have thought to check.”

      “Me either.”

      “I guess we need to get this turned over to the police. Come on.” Mia started to stand, but Daphne stopped her.

      “Hang on a sec. Your dad never heard this?”

      “He never got a chance to listen to them all before putting them in the attic.”

      “Do you think the police will believe that?”

      Mia hesitated. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a murder on that tape. A murder that supposedly happened in this neighborhood while your dad lived here. He happened to buy the tapes and just never listened to them, then hid them away in the attic for decades.”

      “But that’s what happened—”

      “It doesn’t matter if it’s the truth. It sounds suspicious to someone who doesn’t know your dad, and don’t you think they’d be thrilled to get a good lead on such an old case?”

      Mia crossed her arms, and her body tensed. “Are you saying you don’t think we should go to the police?”

      “I’m saying”—Daphne scooched next to her friend—“that we need to be smart. Do you really want the cops thinking your dad could be a suspect?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then maybe we should see if there’s something else we can do.”

      “Like what?” Mia got up and sat on the bed instead, clutching the tape. Daphne joined her, each girl with one leg under them and the other dangling off the side.

      “Like . . . solving the murder.”

      Mia rolled her eyes. “Don’t be stupid.”

      “What’s stupid about it? We’re smart. We’ve got resources. And you’re into all that psychology stuff. Why couldn't we?”

      “Because we aren’t cops or PIs or mystery book detectives.”

      “Hear me out.” Daphne put a hand on her friend’s knee. “What’s the harm in trying? If we manage to solve it, we’re heroes. If we can at least get a suspect or two, then that would take potential heat off your dad. But if we do nothing, five minutes after we walk out of that police station, they’ll be sending out a car to interrogate your dad.”

      “Interrogate seems like a strong word.”

      “I’m just saying there’s nothing to lose by trying. Just for a little while?”

      Mia gave Daphne her best frown. She knew her dad was innocent, and the police would probably see that, too . . . but what if they didn’t? “New Year’s Day.”

      “What?”

      “New Year’s Day,” Mia said. “If we don’t have the whole thing wrapped up by then, we talk to my dad and turn the evidence over to the police.”

      Daphne grinned, then glanced down at their phone. The smile fell from her face. “Oh, crap.” She snatched her phone and started furiously typing.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My mom has sent a million texts. I guess I have to cover the morning shift tomorrow. Dang—I really wanted to get started on the case.”

      “Why can’t we start now?”

      Daphne stood. “Because it’s already almost six.”

      “It is?” Mia checked her phone to confirm. “Oh, wow. You’re right.”

      “Yeah. If I don’t get home, I won’t have time to get ready for dinner at Enzo’s mom’s house.” Just as she said those words, her phone beeped. “And there’s my reminder for dinner. Nice timing!”

      “I’ll walk you out.”

      After saying goodbye to the family, Daphne headed to her car, and Mia waved goodbye from the porch as her friend drove away.
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      Mia finished setting the table for lunch and returned to the kitchen to refill her water glass. They all sat down to eat, and Mia’s mother served up the green beans while her father cut a rosemary chicken breast into small pieces for her grandma. Conversation was light-hearted, but Mia’s mind kept returning to the cassette tape. The night before, she’d dreamed of being in her room alone, listening to the tape, when a shadowy figure entered. She’d sat frozen in place as the room went cold and the figure approached her. Then she woke up.

      The dream left her unsettled all that morning, only fading hours later. Mia still felt guilty about not turning the tape over to the police, but protecting her father was more important. Besides, it’s not like she was destroying evidence or anything. Just . . . postponing things.

      “Is that a no?”

      Mia returned to reality. “What?”

      “I asked if the mashed potatoes were okay. I left them chunkier than usual tonight,” her mom said.

      Mia shoveled a forkful of potatoes in her mouth and nodded. 

      “Are you okay? You seem like you’re on another planet today,” her dad said. 

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just . . . still trying to decompress from school, you know?”

      A clattering made Mia jump, and her dad reached down to pick up the fork her grandmother had dropped. “You really are on edge, aren’t you?” he asked.

      “I guess it’s all just finally hitting me that I’ll be graduating soon.”

      “We’re very proud of you,” her mom said, stabbing a piece of chicken. 

      “I know, Mom. Thanks.”

      After lunch, while they were clearing dishes and putting away leftovers, Mia turned to her dad. “You remember those cassette tapes I found in the attic?”

      “Of course. Are you enjoying them?” He plopped a large spoonful of mashed potatoes into a plastic storage container.

      “Oh, definitely. They’re very . . . interesting.”

      Mia’s mom laughed as she rinsed their plates. “Interesting, huh?”

      “No, no—I didn’t mean it like that. They’re great. I was just wondering if maybe you remember where you got them from? The actual house?”

      Her dad clicked the lid down over the potato container and leaned against the counter. “Hmm . . . I’m not sure.”

      “Anything about the house at all? Something that stood out?”

      Mia’s mother glanced at her. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious.” She handed her mother a pot from the stove. “I was thinking about taking a walk, and it could be cool to see the house where the music came from.”

      “It’s not because of the young woman who died there?”

      Mia’s face paled. “Well . . .”

      “I think I got it!” her dad said. “It was definitely a corner lot—Blackberry Street and something else. And the house had a silly little balcony that sat under a miniature attic window that probably didn’t open. Even if it did, the balcony was only a few inches wide. Completely unusable.”

      “I’m sure it was just for aesthetics, dear,” her mom said. 

      Mia’s phone dinged. It was a text from Daphne.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, come over for dinner tonight. Just you and me cuz Enzo has to work. Six o’clock.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll be there!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bring the tape so we can listen to it again after dinner. We got some new furniture in the living room that I want to show you anyway.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mia sent a thumbs up emoji and stuck her phone back in her jeans pocket. Her phone buzzed. Everyone had finished in the kitchen, so she excused herself and checked the message from Daphne.

      
        
          
            
              
        By the way, I asked my mom if she remembered anything about a murdered girl back then, but she was traveling with college friends at the time. That’s where she met my dad.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I just asked my dad about it too. Great minds think alike. He described the house—sorta—so I’m gonna see if I can find it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I thought the family moved.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        They did, but I just feel like I need to see it. Get a feel for the place.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay, cool. I gotta run, so tell me about it tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure thing.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mia’s dad took her grandma to her room for a nap. Before her mom could ask her to do anything, Mia said she was going to take a quick walk.

      “Don’t make any plans for tomorrow morning,” her mom said as Mia started up the steps. “We need to have a mother-daughter, last-minute shopping trip.”

      “Sounds good to me!”

      Mia went upstairs, put a green striped sweater over her top, and headed back down to put on her shoes. She stepped outside into the chilly air. 

      The sun felt good on her face, even though it didn’t offer much warmth. Mia took a deep breath and savored the scent of cinnamon and baked goods that lingered on the light breeze. Wreaths hung on doors, plastic and wire reindeer perched on roofs, and inflatables of every shape and size swayed in the yards. She made a mental note to go out during the evening some day to see all the lights in their full glory.

      A few intersections later, Mia reached Blackberry Street. Unfortunately, she had no idea if she should turn left or right, so she did a quick eeny-meeny-miny-moe and took a left, intending on making a loop. It turned out that she didn’t need to go far. Blackberry Street ended after only more cross street, so Mia hurried across the road and headed back down the sidewalk.

      Two young kids raced past her on bicycles, streamers from their handlebars whipping wildly in the air as they muttered a cursory, “Excuse me.” Mia jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding a mailbox collision. With a barely audible sigh, she continued up the street. After a few more cross streets, Mia was certain she’d found what she was looking for.

      Directly across from her, on the corner of Blackberry Street and Fetson Way, stood a small two-story house with navy-blue shutters and white siding. The yard was fully fenced as far as she could see, with a gate at the sidewalk that led to the porch steps. On the opposite side of the roof from the chimney was a small, round window with a balcony, just like her dad had described.

      Mia tried to study the house discreetly for a minute before crossing the street again and pausing in front of the gate as she pretended to be on her phone. She was about to snap a sideways picture when a tan dog the size of a small pony bounded down the porch steps and jumped on the gate, its head well above the top of the fence. She stumbled back a couple of steps, her heart racing. The dog barked once, then just stared at her, panting and drooling. 

      “Nice . . . doggy,” Mia said, still taken back by its size. “Good dog. I’m not here to bother you.”

      The front door of the house opened with a jingle as the bell in the center of the holly wreath shook. A middle-aged woman with curly blonde hair peered out.

      Mia called out to her. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t mean to disturb anyone. I was just passing by. Have a good day!” 

      The woman said nothing. Mia cleared her throat and walked away, the dog trotting beside her until she passed the end of the fence. As she did, the door jingled again, followed by a thud. Mia pulled up the picture she took by mistake, which showed a crooked image of the porch and a large tan blur taking up most of the picture. 

      “Ugh,” Mia mumbled, stuffing the phone back in her pocket as she hurried home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four
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      “Welcome to my updated humble abode,” Daphne said as she led Mia into her apartment.

      “Ooh, me likey!” Mia ran her fingers over the arm of the large gray sofa before flopping down onto it. “It’s so soft.”

      “Right? It’s perfect for snuggling under a blanket and watching movies.”

      “The coffee table is beautiful. I love the glass top. Did it come with the set?”

      “Yup,” Daphne said as she headed for the kitchen. “Drink?”

      “You up for making some tea?”

      “Sure thing.” 

      Daphne started pulling out everything for tea. On the bar separating the living room from the kitchen sat a large model sailboat decorated with lights in the traditional Greek Karavaki style. A three-foot artificial Christmas tree in the corner of the room twinkled and glistened. Mia loved how Daphne and Enzo displayed both of their holiday traditions—it made the decor feel that much more festive and homey.

      “Need any help?” Mia called out.

      “No, I’m good. But you can go ahead and get the tape set up so we can have another listen.”

      Mia plugged the boombox into the wall, but the cord didn’t stretch very far. She had to put it on the black end table that matched the rest of the furniture set. Not long after rewinding the cassette to the beginning of Saffron’s interlude, Daphne returned with two cups of steaming tea. 

      “Okay, let’s hear it.”

      Mia played the tape, and they listened through until after the crashing sounds stopped. Then they rewound the tape and played it again. And again. After half a dozen plays and a bunch of notes, they could both quote the entire conversation by heart. They’d also made out a few more words, including those of the mysterious voice. 

      “So, here’s what we’ve got,” Mia said. “You scared me! What are you doing here? I mean I’m happy to see you, but I thought you . . . still mad at me. I . . . terrible about our fight. Can we make up? I never want . . . fight again. Can I have a hug? Now come sit over here on . . . bed with me. What are you doing?”

      “We can probably assume the rest of the words. And we finally have what Mr. Stranger said.”

      “Yeah. ‘Hippie Spice.’ Sounds like a nickname, maybe? Are you sure it’s a guy’s voice, though? I can’t really tell.”

      Daphne shrugged. “I guess we can’t be a hundred percent sure, but it sounds like a guy to me. I wonder why he called her Hippie Spice. I mean, is it a friendly nickname or a mean one?”

      “Mr. Stranger sounded pretty nasty to me, so it feels like he meant it to be derogatory. Especially since Saffron was already dead—or dying—by then.”

      “Good point.” Daphne finished off her tea and grimaced. “Ugh, it’s cold. I hate that. Round two?”

      Mia nodded and handed her empty cup over as Daphne stood. “Please and thank you. Okay, so they obviously knew each other and had a fight. Could be her boyfriend?”

      “And it sounded like Saffron was anxious to make up.”

      “Obviously, Mr. Stranger wasn’t.”

      Both ladies fell silent as her words sank in.

      Daphne leaned on the counter and peered around the sailboat at Mia. “So, the two of them got into a fight—probably recently—and Mr. Stranger breaks in, walks into her room while playing all nicey, then kills Saffron.”

      Mia sat quietly, her face scrunched in thought. “I don’t think so.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “I don’t think he broke in. When he entered the room, Saffron said that he’d scared her, then asked what he was doing there.” Mia leaned forward. “She didn’t seem all that surprised that he was actually in the house. Just that he had suddenly appeared.”

      Daphne’s eyes widened. “Meaning he had a key!” 

      The kettle whistled, making both girls jump. Mia gasped and clutched her chest. “Oh my god, that scared me to death.”

      “Don’t die on my new couch. I don’t want to deal with all that police paperwork and crap.”

      The ladies laughed off the adrenaline, and Daphne refilled their cups before returning to the living room. 

      Mia took her cup and set it on the coaster to let it cool off a little. “Here’s the other thing. If Mr. Stranger had a key, why did the cops think it was a break-in? He obviously trashed her bedroom, but I wonder if there was something else they found.”

      “One way to find out,” Daphne declared as she snatched her phone off the coffee table. “Google to the rescue!”

      Mia leaned over, and Daphne scooted closer as she typed away. 

      “What was that address again?”

      “1209 Fetson Way,” Mia said.

      Daphne entered the address and added “murder” and “90s” to the search bar. Within seconds, the results popped up. There weren’t many. They clicked on the first result—an ancient-looking website with long stretches of simple text down the middle. 

      “What the . . .” Daphne started. 

      Mia laughed. “Oh, wow. This page clearly hasn’t been updated since the nineties.”

      “It looks like there are posts as recent as ten months ago!”

      “Maybe they just like the old-school vibe? I mean, look there. Says they’ve had this site since 1995. That’s kinda impressive.”

      “It hurts my eyeballs with all this weird text and formatting. But I guess it’s cool that it’s still around.”

      “Go back up to the article,” Mia said.

      They read through the oldest blog post they’d ever seen, which was a one-year anniversary article about Saffron’s murder. It recounted the reported events before stating that no new information had come to light, leaving the murder still unsolved. The small tidbits they found in the few other posts that discussed the case merely verified what the first article said.

      When they clicked on the next-to-last link on the page, they were surprised to find images of the original newspaper article that the poster scanned onto the site. By the time they finished reading it, the ladies knew they had struck gold.

      “This is great!” Daphne said. “There’re names here and everything. We can look them up and talk to them about the murder!”

      “I want to take some notes down about everything. Can you read the part about her friends out loud?”

      “Sure.” Daphne scrolled up until she got to the section right below the description of the crime, which had several interview statements from those who were close to Saffron. “Okay, ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      “‘Laura Brennan, a friend of the victim, had this to say: “Saff was the most passive person you could ever meet. Why would anyone want to hurt her? Just for some stupid stuff in the house? She would give a complete stranger the shirt off her back, even if it hurt her in the process.” Many of Saffron’s friends expressed similar sentiments regarding the victim’s kind, forgiving nature. 

      “‘Her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Gregory Reardon, echoed their thoughts. “It was just the way her parents raised her—like some kind of flower child. Even her name was a hippie name. I used to call her Hippie Spice when we argued, though I was usually the one arguing while she sat there and listened. She hated it and made me swear to never mention it in public. She’d probably be mad now that I told our little secret, but she would have forgiven me anyway. Because that’s the kind of person she was—always forgiving people. Even ones who didn’t deserve it.”’”

      “Stop a sec,” Mia said as she scribbled furiously, trying to get everything down. A moment later, she caught up, then stretched out her fingers and took a sip of tea. “Alright, go.”

      Daphne picked back up where she left off. “‘The police do not have any suspects at this time. Though Gregory Reardon was an initial suspect, his alibi was corroborated by his mother, Helen Reardon, and his cousin, Rodney Price, stating they were watching a movie they had rented from Blockbuster earlier that day. No suspicious fingerprints were found at the scene. The trail of glass from the broken downstairs window led up to the victim’s bedroom, which was in shambles from an apparent struggle. After the murder, the killer appears to have fled the scene.’”

      “That’s good. We have the names now. I don’t think we should contact her parents—”

      “If they’re even still alive.”

      “Okay there, Captain Doom, settle down,” Mia said with furrowed brows. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Anyway, let’s save them for last. Maybe we’ll have helpful information by then instead of just rehashing horrible memories for them.”

      “Good idea.” Daphne grabbed her tea and leaned back on the sofa.

      “So, not including them, we can try to find Laura, Greg, Helen, and Rodney. But you know something?”

      “What?”

      “They said there was a struggle, but that would have been on the recording.”

      Daphne sat up, nearly spilling her drink. “You’re right!”

      “Mr. Stranger didn’t mess up the room until after she was dead. Either he was looking for something . . .”

      “Or he was trying to make it look like a break-in because he also smashed the window, even though it’s likely he had a key.”

      “Exactly.”

      “We’re geniuses!” 

      Mia laughed. “We also have evidence that no one else did, so luck has something to do with it.”

      “Hey, don’t sell us short. We make a great detective team!”

      “Okay, okay—you win. So, next thing is trying to track down these people.”

      The front door rattling made them glance up. A few seconds later, the door opened, and Daphne’s boyfriend walked in with a bouquet of flowers.

      “Enzo!” Daphne said as she jumped up and went to hug him. “You’re home early.”

      “Surprise!” He leaned for a kiss, then handed her the flowers. “Did I interrupt something?” he asked, noticing Mia.

      “Of course not,” Daphne said. “These are beautiful—thank you!”

      He turned to Mia as Daphne took the flowers to the kitchen. “How’s it going?”

      “Not too bad. Just visiting for the holidays.”

      “You’ve only got one semester left, right?” Enzo slipped his backpack onto the floor, then kicked his shoes into the corner. His short, black hair was ruffled from the wind, and he smoothed it down as he plopped onto the sofa.

      Mia smiled. “Yup! Then it’s out into the scary world of the American workforce.”

      “Got that right.”

      “Mia is staying for dinner,” Daphne called from the other room. “Who’s up for spaghetti and meatballs?”

      “Me!” they said in unison.

      Mia got up and headed for the kitchen. “I’ll help.”

      Enzo stood, but before he could take a step, Daphne ordered him to sit down. “You just got home. Sit and watch TV for a bit. We got this.”

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “Of course.”

      Enzo sat back down and turned on the television. The ladies started pulling out dishes and ingredients.

      Daphne leaned next to Mia’s ear and whispered, “Looks like we’re going to have to put the murder thing on hold.”

      Mia nodded. “I’m going shopping with my mom tomorrow, but maybe we can split up the names and do some searching, then exchange details?”

      “Sounds good. We’re gonna figure this out,” Daphne said. “I can feel it in my bones.”
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      Mia’s alarm went off at nine o’clock the next morning, and she woke up feeling refreshed for the first time since summer break. She wasn’t into the party life, but Mia did sometimes attend events; between homework and her very part-time job, she didn’t get much sleep regularly. After a brief stretch, she headed to the bathroom and turned on the shower. Once the water was nice and steamy, she stepped inside and let it stream over her, relishing the warmth. As she conditioned her hair, Mia’s thoughts turned to Saffron.

      What had the girl really been like? What were her hopes and dreams? Had she wanted to have a family one day? Did she have a good relationship with her parents? What would she be doing right now if she were still alive? Endless questions that Mia would probably never have the answers to flooded her mind. By the time she’d gotten out of the shower and dried off, she was more determined than ever to get to the bottom of what happened to Saffron all those years ago.

      Mia donned her favorite light sweater—the lavender one—and a pair of jeans before going downstairs. She grabbed a hold of the banister and jumped over the bottom step, then swung around the rail and beelined for the kitchen. Her mom was pouring a cup of coffee as Mia entered.

      “Aren’t you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning! Slept well?” her mother asked.

      “As a matter of fact, I did. But that doesn’t mean I’m not after a cup of coffee.”

      Her mom grinned and handed her the mug she’d already filled, then fetched another from the cabinet. When both cups were prepared to their liking, they started on a light breakfast. Mia was responsible for the toast, and her mother took charge of the cheesy scrambled eggs with ham and spinach. With full bellies and empty dishes, they cleaned up after themselves and gathered their shoes and jackets from the hall closet. The chilly forty-four degrees would eventually warm to the upper fifties, so they’d shed the extra layers later in the day.

      “Ready for a girls’ day out?” Mia’s mother asked.

      “Ready!”

      “You two have fun,” her dad said, appearing from around the corner. He kissed his daughter on the head, then pecked his wife’s cheek.

      “Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do,” Mia said.

      He opened the door and started ushering them out. “Not a chance. Now, you two go have some mother-daughter time. Go on now—you’re letting the cold air in.”

      The ladies laughed as he waved, then quickly shut the door behind him. 

      “How long do you think it will take for him to take his first nap?” Mia asked.

      “I’m surprised he even got out of bed to see us off.”

      “He probably just wanted to make sure we actually left so he could have his day of peace and quiet.”

      They climbed into the blue Toyota and started toward the mall, jamming out to eighties rock. When Mia’s mother went in the wrong direction, Mia gave her a funny look.

      “Uh, are you feeling okay? You just passed the turn.”

      A sheepish look crossed the woman’s face as she continued gazing straight ahead. “About that . . . I was thinking we could head to Northwoods Mall today.”

      Mia glanced at her mother in surprise. “In Charleston?”

      “Yeah. We can be there in an hour . . . unless you have someplace else you need to be. I don’t want to bore you or take time away from your friends.”

      “Mom.” Mia smiled when her mother looked her way. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be. I was just surprised. Today’s gonna be great, and we have the whole day to hang out. I’ve missed you.”

      Her mother gave her a pat on the leg. “I’ve missed you too.”

      Halfway to their destination, Mia’s mother cleared her throat and sighed. “Mia, we need to talk.”

      A knot formed in Mia’s stomach at the formal way she’d said those words. She wiped her dry palms on her jeans, then looked at her mother. “Okay.”

      “This . . . this isn’t easy to say.” She paused for a long moment. “Well, I guess it’s best to just say it—your grandmother’s most recent doctor visits haven’t gone as well as we’d hoped. She probably won’t . . . we . . . we’re not sure she’ll make it to see another Christmas.”

      Mia’s throat closed, her chest and stomach tightening. 

      Her mother cleared her throat again, and her voice wavered. “I know it’s not the news you wanted to hear at the holidays, but it would have been wrong of us to keep it from you.”

      Mia swallowed hard and reached into her bag to pull out a tissue. She looked at her mother as a tear trickled down her cheek, so she handed one to her too. As she dabbed her own eyes, she sniffed and took a deep breath. It wasn’t as though Mia thought her grandmother would live forever, but she hadn’t realized the woman’s health had taken a turn.

      “How long have you known?” Mia asked.

      “Just for a couple of weeks. We didn’t want to distract you with it when you were wrapping up your classes.”

      “How’s Dad?”

      Mia’s mother gave a weak smile. “About what you’d expect. I told him I would tell you so he didn’t have to talk about it. He’s trying to avoid facing it until after the holidays, so we’re just trying to stay in the spirit.”

      “Is that why he’s making Great-Grandma’s spoonbread twice?” Mia’s mother nodded. “Then we just have to make sure she has a great Christmas, don’t we?”

      Mia’s mother glanced over at her daughter and smiled. “That’s my girl.”
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      About thirty minutes later, they pulled into the lot and parked near Belk not long after the mall opened. After perusing the anchor store, they started their usual loop. Their third stop was Bath and Body Works, a shared favorite; by the time they left, they each had heavy bags full of lotions, soaps, creams, and mists. After dropping the bags off at the car while they were still somewhat nearby, they picked up where they left off. 

      Mia threw a nostalgic glance at Claire’s on their way past, remembering the first time she got her ears pierced there. They wandered through the candle store, sniffing as many as they could, and Mia’s mother bought a big one for the living room that smelled like Christmas. When Mia stepped into Hot Topic, she was surprised her mother came along but not as surprised when the woman actually purchased a T-shirt. 

      “What? I used to be cool, you know,” her mother said, hands on her hips and a quirked eyebrow.

      “You’re still cool . . . just like, a classic cool.”

      “That sounds like a nice way of saying old.”

      They laughed, and spur-of-the-moment, Mia decided to buy a matching shirt, plus one for Daphne. As the pair strolled past Victoria’s Secret, Mia’s mother gave her a nudge.

      “So, is there anyone in your life you want to buy something special for?” she said with a nod at the store.

      Mia groaned internally. Though she hadn’t been actively seeking out a relationship, she wasn’t opposed to it if one fell in her lap. She’d been single for the last two years. “Nope.”

      “You know, it’s okay to date, dear. You’re young—live a little.”

      “I know, Mom. I’m just . . . I’ve been really busy. There’s plenty of time after I graduate.”

      Her mother seemed to notice the hint of sadness in Mia’s voice and didn’t press the issue. “I guess I won’t ask if you want your picture taken with Santa, then.”

      Mia laughed. “I think I’ll pass.” Her stomach growled, and she checked the time. “Oh wow . . . time flies!”

      “I’m getting a bit hungry myself. Before we grab a bite, do you mind stopping at the bookstore? I still need a gift for your cousin Deborah.”

      “It’s almost Christmas—you’ll never get it to her on time.”

      “She’s out of the country for three weeks, so she knows she’ll be getting it late.” With that, the women made their way to Books-A-Million and perused nearly every aisle and shelf.

      Having happily spent far too much time and money on books, they decided to just hit the food court for a late lunch. Mia chose a stromboli from Sbarro without hesitation. Her mother opted for a chicken Philly cheesesteak, and they shared a batch of ultimate fries from the same place. 

      When they were almost finished eating, a light shadow fell over the table. They glanced up to see an extremely tall elf in the stereotypical uniform—red and green striped stockings under a green tunic and shiny, black shoes. Wisps of curly brown hair poked out from beneath the fluffy white border of his green hat. The quintessential pointy ears finished his ensemble. 

      His unusually long fingers held a tray containing a white carryout container overflowing with food from the Chinese restaurant: two egg rolls, a fortune cookie, and a large beverage. Mia wondered how someone that skinny could eat so much food.

      “Can we help you?” her mother asked with a smile.

      “Oh, uh . . . hello. My name is Dave. I was just wondering . . . um, well I just wanted to say that you are the prettiest sisters I’ve seen all day.” 

      A light pink flushed his cheeks, and his grip on the tray tightened. Mia and her mother exchanged amused glances before the latter woman responded.

      “That’s very kind of you, but this is my daughter.”

      “Wow, you must have excellent genes.”

      “Thank you.”

      An awkward silence hung over the group, and Mia stifled the groan she felt fighting its way out of her mouth. Dave cleared his throat and shifted his feet.

      “So, um, do you guys come here often? I mean, girls . . . not guys. Women!”

      Mia bit the inside of her lip to keep from laughing, and a thin line of sweat formed at Dave’s hat line. She felt bad for how nervous the young man was; he seemed very sweet.

      “No,” Mia said. “Not very often. We don’t live in Charleston—just doing a day of Christmas shopping.”

      “Oh, that’s nice. That you’re shopping, I mean. Not that you don’t come here often . . .  I’m just working here for the Christmas season.”

      “Where do you work?” Mia asked, and her mother kicked her under the table. “Just kidding. I’m guessing you’re with Santa?”

      Dave laughed. “Yeah. Hey! You should come by and get your picture taken.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’m a little old for that. Wouldn’t want to take time away from the little kids and all.”

      “You’re never too old for Santa,” her mother interjected, and Mia returned the gentle kick.

      Dave shifted back to his other foot. “Well, maybe I could buy you dinner sometime?”

      Mia smiled. “That’s kind of you, but I’m only visiting over my winter break from college, and I don’t think a long-term relationship would be a good idea.”

      Dave’s face fell briefly, but then he plastered on a smile—probably the same one he used for hours upon hours of kids and parents waiting in line to see Santa. “Yeah, I forgot you said you didn’t live around here. Well, uh, you two have a great day and . .. um, Merry Christmas!”

      “You too,” the ladies said in unison. 

      With that, Dave the Elf hurried away.
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      “I just want to swing into Sephora real quick,” Mia’s mother said as they approached JCPenny, where the small beauty store was located. 

      “Sure.”

      They turned into the store and found their way to Sephora, where the ladies split up. Mia went to look for her favorite lip gloss while her mother searched for a new face scrubber. Having both been successful in their hunts, they checked out, then headed for their last stop—GNC—to pick up more vitamins for Mia’s father. As they completed their lap and approached Belk once again, Mia’s mother grabbed her arm. 

      “Ooh, I have an idea!” she said, eyes sparkling.

      Mia couldn’t help but smile at whatever the unknown source of her mother’s excitement was. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “Let’s get our nails done—my treat!”

      It had been years since they’d been to a mother-daughter manicure. Mia looked down at her fingernails. Slightly uneven tips, unkempt cuticles, a little dry skin from the cooler weather, and one hangnail remnant that was finally starting to heal. She grimaced.

      Her mother glanced down, then back at Mia’s face and grinned. “Lookin’ a little ragged there.”

      “Don’t rub it in,” Mia said with a smile.

      “I won’t, but we can let those wonderful salon employees rub all kinds of healing liquids in instead.”

      Mia shrugged. “Why not?”

      Fortunately, they didn’t have to wait long to be seen. Soon after, they exited the mall with matching flamingo pink nails decorated with silver swirls. 
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      Just over an hour later, the ladies returned home. Mia stopped her mother on the porch, just before she put her key in the lock.

      “Five bucks says Dad’s taking a nap,” Mia said quietly.

      “Only a fool would take a bet like that. But five bucks says he’s stretched out on the sofa, remote in hand.”

      “Hmmm . . . I’m gonna say he’s in his chair.”

      Mia’s mother opened the door, and they snuck into the house as quietly as they could with their bundle of bags. As they entered the living room, her mother said, “Honey, we’re home!”

      Startled, Mia’s father dropped the remote, and he flung forward from his reclined position in his chair. “Back so soon?” he said, rubbing an eye.

      “It’s practically evening. Did you enjoy your nap?” Mia’s mother asked.

      “I was just resting my eyes.”

      “Sure, Dad. Look at our nails!”

      They held out their hands and wiggled their fingers for him to see.

      “Very nice!”

      The ladies proceeded to show off everything they’d purchased while Mia’s dad smiled and nodded. When Mia’s phone buzzed, she pulled it out and saw a text from Daphne.

      
        
          
            
              
        How’s shopping with Mom?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We just got home. Had a great time and got our nails done!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ooh, send me a pic. Anyway, I had a thought. See if your dad has any yearbooks. Maybe he and Saffron went to high school together. Couldn’t hurt to try.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good idea. I’ll do that and search my half of the list this evening. Wanna come over in the morning to go over our findings?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll be there bright and early.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Well, it’s you, so about 10 a.m.?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You know me so well.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mia put her phone back in her pocket. “Hey, Dad—do you have any high school yearbooks around?”

      “There should be a box in the attic with some old stuff like that in there.”

      “He’s right,” Mia’s mother said. “It’s got a yellow label on one side. I remember having him take it up there because it was too heavy. Come on—I can show you exactly where it is.”

      She stood from the sofa, but Mia and her father simultaneously called out, “No!”

      Mia’s mother glanced between them. “Why not?”

      Images of giant squirrels leaping at her mother as she ascended the attic ladder flashed in front of Mia’s eyes. She exchanged looks with her father. He was obviously thinking the same thing.

      “Because, um . . . “ Mia’s brain raced for an answer. “Because it’s almost Christmas! Maybe there are hidden presents up there that you can’t see yet.”

      “Exactly!” her father added.

      “Ooo-kay . . .” Mia’s mother still looked skeptical. 

      “You can just tell me where it is, and I’ll go grab it. I have to go put this stuff away anyway,” Mia said, holding up one of the shopping bags.

      Crisis averted!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Without further squirrel encounters, Mia located the box in the attic her mother described. It was too heavy to risk carrying down the ladder, so she opened it, found two yearbooks from her father’s high school years, and took them back to the living room with her. When she sat down on the sofa beside her dad, her grandmother came rolling in and parked in her usual spot. After locating her father’s senior picture and harassing him for his goofy haircut, Mia flipped to the back of the yearbook to look through the picture collages and photos of clubs, groups, and miscellaneous events and activities.

      As her father pointed out various people and reminisced, Mia only gave him part of her attention. She was too busy discreetly searching for pictures of Saffron; to her surprise, the girl appeared in a lot of the images. It seems Saffron went to many school events and harnessed a great deal of school spirit. She was even in several clubs: journalism, drama, and bowling. But after several pictures, something caught Mia’s attention—the same girl was right next to Saffron in most of the shots. 

      I wonder who that is?

      Mia leaned closer to the yearbook to see the names printed below the pictures. The girl was Laura Brennan, the same friend who’d been interviewed in the article about Saffron’s death. Since Laura was on Mia’s list of people to research, she decided the yearbook would be a great conversation starter—if she could even find the woman.

      “Ah, that day was a lot of fun,” her father said, pointing at a picture near the bottom of the page.

      “What is it?” Mia asked.

      “That was Fall Festival day. It was held every year, right before Halloween. The event took place right after school and lasted until the evening. There were games and contests and all kinds of food—kind of like a mini carnival.”

      Mia took a closer look at the picture. “Is that you doing a three-legged race? Who’s that woman you’re racing with?”

      Her father laughed. “That’s your grandmother!”

      Mia’s head popped up in surprise, and she glanced at the woman sitting a few feet away. “It is?”

      “Yup. It was a mother-son event. They had another race that was for fathers and daughters and then a few that were for anyone and everyone. I remember Principal Palmer and Ms. Jacoby doing the race together my sophomore year. Rumor had it that they were secretly dating each other. Not sure if it was true, but I heard they got married a year after I graduated. “

      “Grandma looks so . . . energetic.”

      Her father’s grin faded into a sad smile. “That race wasn’t long before the accident. I’m fortunate to have those memories to look back on.”

      Mia’s gut twisted violently as she remembered what her mother had said about her grandmother’s condition. Desperately trying to keep tears from forming, she cleared her throat. “Well, did you win?”

      “Almost. We came in second. I may or may not have stumbled and took your grandmother down with me.”

      Mia laughed. “Oh, I bet she loved that!”

      “The next day, she made a mud pie—made with real mud—as a joke.”

      “Mud is dirty,” Mia’s grandmother suddenly said. “Take off your shoes before coming into this house. I just mopped the floor.”

      Mia and her father glanced at each other.

      “Okay, Mom. Will do,” he said.

      “Don’t back-sass me, young man,” Mia’s grandmother said, glaring at her son.

      “I’m not. Everything’s fine.”

      Mia’s eyes darted back and forth between them, amused at the small glimpse of her father’s childhood she was getting.

      “Go to your room.”

      Mia’s father took a deep breath. “Mom—”

      “I’ll call you for dinner. Now get!”

      After a brief pause, Mia’s father sighed and stood. With a sheepish glance at his daughter, he left the room. Just a few seconds later, Mia’s mother entered, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel.

      “Dinner’s almost ready . . . where’s your father?”

      Mia busted out laughing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven
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      “So, Mom tells me you turned down a date with an elf while you guys were at the mall yesterday,” Daphne said as she entered Mia’s room and handed her a hot cup from one of their favorite coffee shops.

      Mia rolled her eyes and took a tentative sip, immediately burning her tongue. She’d singed more than a few taste buds on those mocha lattes over the years. 

      “I need the deets,” Daphne said, taking a seat next to Mia on her bed. “Was he hot? Wait . . . was he a troll in elf clothing?”

      Mia laughed. “No, he was perfectly fine. Just terribly nervous.”

      “He had enough guts to ask you out.”

      “Agreed. I felt bad turning him down, but I’m not trying to start some random long-distance relationship going into my last semester of college.”

      Daphne shrugged. “Whatever floats your boat . . . just don’t let too many boats pass you by. Otherwise, you’ll find yourself lost and alone in open water.”

      With arched brows and one squinted eye, Mia looked at her friend. “Where did you read that crap?”

      “Horoscopes. Oh, hey—did you ask your dad about the yearbooks?”

      “Yup. He had some in the attic so I grabbed a couple from high school. I started going through them last night. Check it out.” 

      Mia set the cup on her nightstand and grabbed the yearbooks off her desk. She’d used little green arrow stickers to mark all the pages where Saffron appeared. After moving closer to Daphne, she opened the first book across their laps.

      “All these pages have Saffron’s picture—various clubs and activities. Here’s the thing, though. In a lot of these pictures, the same girl appears. Laura Brennan.”

      “That’s one of the people in the articles, right?’

      Mia nodded. “They said she was ‘a friend’ of Saffron’s, but this looks more like they were best friends. They appear together quite a bit, laughing and having a good time.”

      “If anyone knows more about Saffron’s life, it would have to be her.”

      “Exactly. Lucky for us, it looks like she never changed her last name. It took ages, but I was able to find her under Laura J. Brennan, and she lives about an hour and a half away. I’ve got a couple of potential phone numbers to try, but I haven’t called them yet.”

      “That’s great! I did some digging on Saffron and her family. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to find. I got the same articles about her death, plus a few extra we didn’t read before. Apparently, her parents moved soon after she died, but there was no mention of where they went. I couldn’t find anything under their names either. There were a few mentions of them being hippies, so it makes me wonder if maybe they just decided to go off the grid or something.”

      “It’s definitely possible,” Mia said, reaching for her drink. “Can’t really blame them if they did.”

      “Nope. What about the boyfriend?”

      “Ex-boyfriend, you mean? They were actually in a couple of pictures together in my dad’s junior yearbook but nothing in the last one.”

      Daphne closed the yearbook and lay back on the bed, arms behind her head. “I wonder how long it was before Saffron was killed that they broke up.”

      “I didn’t find anything about that either. But it turns out that he was a star player on the football team. Defensive tackle—whatever that is—Greg ‘The Keg’ Reardon. Came with quite a bit on him, and not all of it was pretty.”

      “Oh? Sounds like we both came up with some juicy tidbits. You first.”

      “Well, he was obviously popular in school for his athleticism. Unfortunately for him, he was in a car accident halfway through his senior year. His right knee was destroyed, taking a lot of surgery to put it even vaguely back together, and I guess it was enough to end what was a promising career. He lost his scholarship options and ended up going to a community college a semester late because of his recovery but dropped out before he even finished freshman year.”

      Daphne propped herself up on her elbows. “Wow, that really sucks.”

      “Yeah. But that’s not even the worst of it, which I’m guessing you found out since it looks like our research crossed paths.”

      “You mean all the prescription addiction stuff?”

      “Yeah. I need to soothe my throat with mocha goodness. Tell me what you found out and let’s see if our stuff lines up.”

      “Sure.” Daphne got up and faced Mia, sitting cross-legged with a serious expression. “At the time Saffron was murdered, we know that Greg’s alibi was that he was watching a movie with his mom and cousin. But when I looked into his mom, it turns out she passed away a few years ago from lung cancer, so that’s a dead end—pun intended.”

      “Oof . . .”

      “Anyway, I turned up interesting information on Rodney, the cousin, though nothing recent. It’s like he disappeared off the face of the planet, though there wasn’t anything indicating he died. I guess we found some of the same articles, but from what I read, Rodney was always a bit of a bad apple. Turned out to be a pretty bad influence. After Greg’s injury, it seems he got addicted to prescription drugs, which Rodney was more than happy to facilitate.”

      “Yeah, that matches what I found. That Greg started out getting more meds from Rodney, and then they teamed up and started selling drugs together,” Mia said, sipping her drink as she leaned back against the headboard.

      “Mmhmm. And then they had that deal that went bad—”

      “And Greg ratted Rodney out to get a better deal from the prosecutor—”

      “So, Rodney ended up doing quite a few years before getting out of prison, while Greg did half the time.”

      “That’s really rough, selling out your cousin like that just to save your own butt.”

      Daphne shrugged. “Some people will do anything to save their skins. What do you want to bet that they only offered a plea deal to Greg because of his popularity?”

      “I had the same thought. Rodney the criminal, ruining the life of a former football star. Greg was more than old enough to know that what he was doing was wrong. They’re both equally guilty.”

      “I can’t imagine how ticked off Rodney must have been.”

      There was a long silence as they contemplated the thought. Mia suddenly shot upright, spilling coffee on her sweater.

      “Crap!”

      “Here, give me your cup and go soak it.”

      Mia passed the drink over, then pulled her sweater over her head as she hurried to the bathroom. After a quick rinse, she took it to the laundry room and put some stain remover on it to sit before she returned to her room. Chilly in just the cami she had on underneath, Mia grabbed another long-sleeved shirt out of her closet and slipped it on. Daphne was in the middle of texting someone, her thumbs flying across the screen. Mia plopped back down on the bed.

      Daphne finished her message and set the phone next to her. “What the heck was that all about?”

      “I just had an idea! You know how Greg said Rodney was his alibi? What if that was a lie? His mom might have been the kind of person who’d lie for her son to cover up a crime. And if Greg and Rodney were in ‘business’”—Mia made air quotes to emphasize the word—“together, then it would be in Rodney’s best interest to keep Greg out of trouble.”

      “Oh  . . . oh, wow . . . you’re absolutely right! See? I told you we could figure this out. You’re a genius!”

      “Well, it was just an idea. Settle down. It’s not like we have proof, and I could be totally wrong. Maybe the alibi is solid.”

      “Maybe, but it’s somewhere to start, right?”

      “Only one problem, though.”

      “What?”

      “You said you couldn’t find anything on Rodney about where he is currently.”

      Daphne’s shoulders slumped. “Dang. You’re right again.”

      “Why don’t we try it together this time? Maybe we can find something.”

      The two ladies spent the next couple of hours searching every locator site they could think of, even looking for more articles that could give a clue as to Rodney’s whereabouts. Nothing gave them anything useful. When Daphne’s stomach growled, they decided to take a break and have a late lunch.

      After making quick sandwiches and grabbing beverages and a large bag of chips, they returned to Mia’s room to eat and continue the hunt. By the time they finished eating, they weren’t any further than when they’d started.

      “Ugh, this sucks,” Daphne said, shoving another potato chip in her mouth.

      “I think I need a break. My eyeballs hurt, and I’m starting to get a headache.” Mia put her phone on the nightstand and rubbed her eyes.

      “My phone’s getting low. Can I use your charger?”

      “Sure.”

      Daphne plugged in her phone and sighed. “Now what?”

      “Well, we have potential contact info for Laura and an address for Greg. Maybe we could try calling Laura?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Mia turned on the speakerphone and dialed Laura’s number. After four rings, a woman picked up.

      “Hello?”

      The ladies glanced at each other, and Daphne crossed her fingers.

      “May I please speak with Laura Brennan?” Mia asked. 

      “Speaking.”

      “Hi. My name is Mia Carlisle. I hope I’m speaking to the right Laura. I . . . well, I was wondering if you knew someone named Saffron Jones about twenty years ago?”

      The ladies held their breath as silence filled the other end of the line.

      “I’m not trying to pry,” Mia quickly said. “I just . . . well, we might have discovered some evidence in a crime, and we were hoping you could help.”

      More silence. Then a quiet sniffle. When Laura spoke again, it sounded as if she was trying not to cry.

      “Yes.” Laura cleared her throat. “Yes, I knew Saff. She was my best friend.”

      Mia frowned. “I’m so sorry for your loss. It must have been very difficult for you.”

      “It was devastating. At the time, I was having trouble with family life, and Saff was always there for me, inviting me over all the time so I could get out of my house. I don’t believe I’ll ever be able to fill the hole her death left in my heart.”

      “We—I’m here with my best friend, Daphne—saw a news article where you’d said what a kind person Saffron was.”

      “You did? I can’t believe something that old could still be around. I only ended up talking to two reporters before I just couldn’t take it anymore. Everyone and their mama wanted interviews with anyone who knew her, and it was just . . . it felt disrespectful.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “How did you even find me?”

      “Oh, well . . . just a lot of searching on the internet.”

      “What do you want? I’m not interested in giving you some kind of interview. Are you a reporter?” Laura’s voice tightened.

      “No, no! We’re not reporters. We’re just college students who stumbled onto Saffron’s story, and you seem like the person who was closest to her—you and Greg, that is.” Mia glanced at Daphne and shrugged. She was starting to regret not thinking about what she would say before making the call.

      Laura gave a cold laugh. “Greg Reardon. That piece of . . . yeah. They were close.”

      Mia picked up the sarcasm. “Can you tell us anything about him?”

      “Oh, sure. Charming, attractive, athletic. He was the big, fancy football star until his friend’s car was T-boned with him taking the brunt of it. So, everyone felt sorry for him, acting like he was God’s gift to the planet—which he lapped up like a newborn baby. I had to sit back and watch as he slowly dug his claws into Saff, and she fell for it, hook, line, and sinker. He dated practically every girl in school before finally going after her.”

      “Did you date him too?”

      Laura snorted. “Me? Hell no. Greg Reardon wouldn’t have been caught dead with a mousey little nerd like me. And by the time he worked his way into our neck of the school, he only had eyes for Saff. They broke up and got back together more times than I can count. He’d come over with flowers and puppy-dog eyes, and she’d take him back every damn time.”

      “I was under the impression that they weren’t dating at the time of her death. Was that because they’d gone on to college?”

      “If only. They kept on dating. At least, that’s what Saff wanted to believe.”

      “What do you mean?” Mia and Daphne shared a quizzical look.

      “He was cheating on her. Probably had been the whole time they dated, but I finally caught him. While Saff was away at school, I saw Greg walking and holding hands with another girl, so I followed them. They went to the movies, and they spent most of the time making out.”

      “Do you know who the girl was?”

      “Not really. She transferred to our school senior year. Not long before Greg’s accident—they’d probably been seeing each other since then. Her name was Allison something, I think. Can’t remember her last name.” 

      “So, that’s why Saffron broke up with him?”

      Laura laughed again. “Nope. They had some idiotic argument because he accused her of seeing other guys while she was at college. Can you believe the nerve? I tried for weeks to convince her what a jerk he was, but I couldn’t prove he was cheating. She couldn’t see that he didn’t love her, and we argued like crazy about it. Just before she died, she was actually planning on taking him back—he just didn’t know it yet. Got a stupid idea to make a mixtape for him as an apology.”

      “Oh . . . funny you should mention that . . .”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, long story short, I think we found Saffron’s mixtape in a box of old cassette tapes my dad had stored in the attic. He bought them at her parent’s yard sale after she passed away.” Mia motioned for Daphne to grab the boombox, which she did.”

      “How do you know it’s hers?”

      “Would you be willing to listen to it? Maybe if you hear it for yourself, you can tell us for sure. She wrote her name on the outside, and the first part of the tape is a bunch of songs recorded from the radio. But later, someone visited her by surprise, and the tape caught what happened.”

      There was another long pause. After a deep sucking in of breath on the other end of the call, Laura said, “Play it.”

      Mia turned up the volume on the boombox and held her phone a little closer to the speakers, then started the tape. After it had run through the altercation, Mia stopped the tape. They waited for Laura to say something but got no response. Mia checked the phone to make sure the call was still in progress, and just before she was about to say something, Laura spoke, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “You . . . those were her last words. You have them on tape.”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you told the police?”

      “Uh . . . well, not yet. We were trying to do a little digging first. I guess we hoped they’d take us more seriously.”

      “And the other person there . . . it sounded like they said something at the end?”

      Mia cleared her throat. “We’ve played it back quite a few times. I’ll rewind it and turn it up.” She played the end again.

      “That . . . did they say ‘Hippie Spice?’ It’s hard to tell over the phone, but it kind of sounds like Greg,” Laura said.

      “We came to the same conclusion. In an interview, he’d said that Saffron hated it when he called her that?”

      “She despised it. He only used it when he was deliberately trying to get under her skin. No one else even knew about the name because he never said it in front of anyone. I told you he was a jerk.”

      “Do you think he would have been capable of killing Saffron?”

      “I’m certain of it. But he had an alibi, so the police had to drop it.”

      “You don’t sound like you believe it.”

      “I don’t. His cousin and momma would have lied for him in a heartbeat.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know where we could find Rodney Price, do you? Our searches all hit dead ends.”

      “Why in the world would I have any contact with a drug dealer?”

      “I apologize. I wasn’t trying to imply—”

      “It’s fine.” Laura sighed. “If you find him, you just ask him about that night. I think I better go now. This little trip down memory lane has left me with a headache and an upset stomach.”

      “Before you go, can I give you my information? Just in case you think of anything?”

      “I guess.”

      Mia gave her phone number to the woman before they hung up. She looked at Daphne, who was grinning. “What’s so funny?” Mia asked.

      “While you were finishing up with Laura, I had a brilliant idea. I think I know how we can find Rodney.”
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      “How?” Mia asked. “We’ve looked everywhere.”

      “We have. But there are people out there who know how to dig deeper.”

      “You mean like a PI?”

      “Nope,” Daphne said, still grinning. She made a call on speakerphone.

      “Hey, babe,” the voice said. 

      Mia immediately recognized it was Enzo. She arched a brow as she looked up at her friend.

      “Hey. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      “Nah. Just been playing some games. What’s up?”

      Mia heard distant gunfire and shouting from whatever Enzo was playing. Probably that zombie game he and Daphne discovered the previous summer and became obsessed with.

      “We were wondering if you could do some spying for us.”

      The game sounds silenced, and his voice betrayed his intrigue. “Oh? And who is this person you want more information on this time?”

      This time? Mia would have to remember to ask Daphne about that later.

      “His name is Rodney Price.”

      “Rodney, huh? New boyfriend of yours?” he asked playfully.

      “Ha ha. Actually”—Daphne threw an apologetic look at Mia—“he’s this guy that Mia’s been talking to, and we want to see if she’s being catfished. Ow!”

      Daphne rubbed her leg where Mia had smacked her before crossing her arms and furrowing her brows. She smiled and shrugged.

      “You okay?” Enzo asked.

      “Yup. Just bumped my leg. So, do you think you can help?”

      “Of course, I can. Gimme a sec to log in . . . I haven’t used that site in ages.”

      “What site?” Mia asked. 

      “Trust me—you don’t want to know,” he said. A minute later, he was ready. “Okay, tell me what you know.”

      They gave Enzo very little to go on, leaving out the part about the drug dealing and prison time. When he finally narrowed it down, they pretended to be surprised by how old Rodney was.

      “Mia, this isn’t good.” Enzo said. “I hope you didn’t give him any personal information.”

      “Of course not. But . . . what did you find?”

      “Looks like this guy’s done time for dealing drugs and one count of assault. You need to ghost this guy big time.”

      “Oh . . . wow . . . yeah, that’s a big surprise,” Mia said. She was terrible at lying.

      Daphne rolled her eyes, clearly used to her friend’s poor acting skills. “Do you have an address there for him? Or a real phone number—the one he gave might be fake.”

      “Why would you need that? Mia isn’t planning on meeting him, is she?”

      “Good grief, no. She’s not stupid. But . . . you know, just in case he’s hard to shake off, it would be nice to have all the info ready. In case she . . . has to go to the police. Better safe than sorry, right?

      “Hm, that’s true. Okay, ready?”

      Enzo rattled off the information, and Mia quickly noted the details in her phone. They thanked him and hung up.

      “Ta da!” Daphne said.

      “Well, that was pretty smart, even though you could have warned me. How does Enzo know how to do that stuff?”

      “Back when he worked for that security firm. Someone told him about this site that gives a disturbing amount of details with very little information. It comes in handy for stuff like this.”

      “You’ve had him search people before.”

      “Just once. Some jerk who was pestering me for your phone number a couple years ago. He turned out to be a real sleaze.”

      “Oh! Well, thank you very much then.” Mia laughed.

      “So, should we give Cousin Rodney a call?”

      “Might as well!”

      Mia pulled up the number in her phone and hit the button to connect. As the seventh ring started, the line picked up, but it was a female voice. The standard voicemail greeting, with Rodney inserting his name at the prompted section.

      “Hello. You’ve reached the voicemail box of . . . Rodney Price. Please leave a message after the tone.”

      “Hello, Mr. Price. You, uh, you don’t know me, but my name is Mia Carlisle, and me and my friend stumbled across an audio recording that implicates the real killer in the death of Saffron Jones back in 1996. We have it on good authority that this information would interest you very much. We’ll try you again later.”

      Mia hung up. “Well, I guess that’s that.”

      “What do you want to do to kill time?”

      “Umm . . . listen to some more of those cassette tapes?”

      “You’re on.”
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        * * *

      

      They tried once more—without leaving a message—before Daphne finally headed home. When they realized it was likely that Rodney would have Mia’s phone number now, Mia decided that if things got ugly, she would change her phone number. It was too late to do anything about it, so she just crossed her fingers that everything would work out okay. She loathed the idea of having to update the thousand places that had her phone number, friends and businesses alike.

      That night, she was sitting in the living room with her family when her phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway.

      “Hello?”

      “Mia Carlisle?” a scratchy voice asked.

      “Yes?”

      “Rodney Price.”

      Mia’s blood ran cold. She hadn’t expected him to call her, and Daphne wasn’t even there for support. She glanced at the phone, but it was a different phone number.

      “I, uh, didn’t recognize your number,” she said, stalling as she casually got up from the sofa and rounded the corner before sprinting up the stairs and shutting her bedroom door behind her.

      “I’m calling from a burner phone.”

      “A . . . what?”

      “A throw away? Look—no offense, but I don’t know you or how you got my information, so I’m not takin’ no chances. You said you had information that would interest me. I don’t have all day, and if this is some kind of gag—”

      “No, Mr. Price. I promise this is no joke.”

      “Rodney.”

      “Okay, Rodney, I’ll get to the point. I found a box of old audio cassette tapes in my parent’s attic. He bought them just outside of Orangeburg, South Carolina, in 1996 off of a couple who was selling some of their daughter’s belongings after she was murdered by an intruder. 

      “One of the tapes was a mixtape, and the label said, ‘from Saffron.’ Partway through, a young woman can be heard speaking to someone, followed by screaming, thuds, and a lot of crashing and banging, like objects being knocked over and thrown around. Then a man’s voice said two distinct words. The rest of the tape is just radio recordings until it runs out.”

      Mia paused, letting her words sink in. The silence dragged on, so she quickly continued for fear of him hanging up on her.

      “What I’m trying to say is that we appear to have a recording of Saffron Jones’s murder and the person who killed her.”

      “Listen here, little girl, I don’t know what you’re trying to pull here, but I barely knew the girl.”

      “What? No, I—I wasn’t accusing you. How ’bout I just play the tape for you?”

      “Make it quick.”

      Mia scrambled for the boombox on her desk and pulled out the Foo Fighters cassette and replaced it with Saffron’s. She rewound it from the call with Laura and played it back. When Mr. Stranger spoke, Mia thought it almost sounded a little like Rodney, but his voice was a little raspier than the one on the tape. When it finished, she stopped the tape.

      Rodney laughed.  “Hippie Spice.”

      “Are you . . . familiar with the term?”

      “Of course. Good ole Greggy-boy called his girl that behind her back. Well, one of his girls. The one who died.”

      “I was under the impression no one really knew about the name.”

      “Oh, well . . . like I said, Greg told me. She was always coming over and trying to get him to clean up and go straight. I had to talk sense into him more times than I could count. We had a damn good thing goin’ there for a while.”

      “So, she was interfering with your . . . business?”

      “Her and her hippie parents were all sunshine and rainbows. She didn’t understand reality. She lived with her head in the clouds and seemed dead set on draggin’ Greg along with her. She was a damn nuisance. Until they broke up that last time.”

      “Why did they break up?”

      “‘Cuz I told him to! We were making good money back then, finally livin’ on easy street when there was the two of us.”

      “Selling drugs?”

      “Yeah. Got a problem with that?”

      “No, I—”

      “I don’t care what your opinion is. I did my time, got it?” His voice lowered, and Mia heard shuffling. “Where are those cigarettes? Oh, got ’em.” The distinct sound of a lighter flicking on was followed by a deep inhale and exhale. “Yeah, I still smoke. I don’t need some lecture about how they’ll kill me. They’ve already done a number on my throat.”

      “I wasn’t going to—”

      “Why did you call me? Have you already told the police?”

      “Not yet. I—”

      “How did you get my information?”

      “Mr. Pr—Rodney. Please just give me a moment to explain.” Mia took a deep breath. Rodney said nothing. “Earlier today, I spoke with Laura Brennan, Saffron’s best friend at the time. I played the tape for her, and she thought she recognized the voice as Greg Reardon.”

      “I said I didn’t . . . do you say Greg?”

      “Yes.”

      Rodney laughed. “Well, now that you mention it, I agree with her. Thought it sounded real familiar.”

      “The major problem with that theory is that his alibi seemed pretty solid. That he was with you and his mother, at home, watching a movie. Laura suggested I contact you to confirm that.”

      “Simple. We lied.”

      “You lied? All of you?”

      “Find that hard to believe, do ya?”

      “No . . .  I mean—”

      Rodney laughed again, followed by a throaty cough. “Girl, you’re too easy. Yeah, we lied. His momma heard him come home late that night, and when the cops started sniffin’ around, she told him what to tell ’em.”

      “Were you there?”

      “Me? I was out taking care of some business.”

      “Why did you get involved in the alibi?”

      “Why not? Might as well cover myself in the process, and three people all sayin’ the same things sounds better than two.”

      “When Greg ratted you out to get a shorter sentence, why didn’t you come clean then?”

      Rodney was silent for a moment. Another big puff in, followed by a long exhale. “Do you think the cops woulda believed me? After he sold me out? It just woulda looked like I was tryin’ to get back at him. And it woulda been a dealer’s word over his momma’s.”

      “Well, now I have this tape. If you come forward with your side of the story, they’ll probably believe you now.”

      “Can’t say it wouldn’t be nice to give that rat a taste of his own poison.” He chuckled.

      “I didn’t really mean revenge. Saffron’s killer should be brought to justice.”

      “Right. Justice.”

      “So, are you in when I go to the police?”

      “You’re damn right I’m in. But don’t ever call me at these numbers again.”

      With that, Rodney hung up.

      Mia flopped down on her bed and shivered. Her nerves finally started to relax; she hadn’t even realized how tense she’d been. A few minutes later when Mia had calmed down, she called Daphne and gave her a brief rundown. 

      “I say we wrap this up and go see Greg tomorrow,” Daphne said.

      “Tomorrow? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not? Because he’s probably the guy who killed Saffron? Because he might not like that we broke his alibi? Because he might not have a problem killing a couple more people?”

      “I know all that. But there’s two of us, and one of him. We can just play him the tape from outside at a distance with 911 ready to go. Laura knows, and Rodney knows, so there’s too much evidence against him.”

      “This is how people get killed, Daph. We can just take all the evidence to the police now.”

      “And miss out on being the heroes who solved a cold case? I promise that as soon as we get his reaction—because you know I’m recording the whole thing on my phone—we will go straight to the closest police station.”

      Mia hesitated.

      “He’s not going to try to hurt us on camera. I’ve got Christmas Eve lunch with Enzo’s parents tomorrow, but I’ll come over at two, and we can drive up. It’s only an hour.”

      Another call suddenly came through. This time, Mia recognized the number. 

      “I gotta go! Laura’s calling.”

      “Great! See you at two tomorrow!”

      Mia rolled her eyes and answered the other call.

      “Laura?”

      A pause. “Yes.”

      “I’m glad to hear from you.”

      “I was wondering if you’d be willing to meet up in person so I can hear the tape better? The killer’s voice, I mean. Not now. But maybe after Christmas? I don’t want to interfere with your holiday.”

      “Actually, I think that’s a great idea. We can use the backup. I spoke to Rodney, and he confirmed our suspicions. Not only did he agree that it sounded like Greg’s voice, but he confessed that the alibi was bogus. My friend and I are driving up to talk to Greg in person tomorrow. He’s only about an hour from where we live.”

      Laura gasped. “I knew it! I knew they were lying about that ‘watching a movie’ crap! Look—I have to be there when you confront him.”

      “We’re not exactly confronting him. Seems a bit antagonistic. We’re just going to see what his reaction is before we go straight to the police after.”

      “Please, please let me see his reaction in person. I want to see his face when his world comes crashing down around him just like mine did all those years ago.” Laura’s voice became almost a whisper. “I-I need this. I need to finally heal . . .”

      Mia thought about it, her heart aching for the woman. Surely, one more person would be a good idea, just in case things took an unpleasant turn. The more witnesses, the better. 

      “Okay. We can meet you there tomorrow at three.”

      After giving Laura the address, they hung up, and Mia texted Daphne with the update. She then slipped into her pajamas and sat in bed, trying to read a book, but her mind raced as thoughts of the next day kept pushing to the front of her mind. Mia had the feeling she wouldn’t be getting much sleep that night.
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      “It’s getting a little chilly, Grandma,” Mia said. “Maybe we should go inside now.”

      The old woman didn’t say anything. She just stared out into the yard from the back patio, where Mia perched on the bench swing next to her wheelchair. Mia rested a hand on her grandmother’s shoulder and left it there. Suddenly, all she could think about was the fact that the woman probably wouldn’t be around for another Christmas Eve, and tears stung her eyes. As she silently cried, her grandmother reached up and placed a wrinkled hand over hers.

      “I love you, Mia.”

      Mia wept and knelt in front of her grandmother, resting her head on the woman’s lap.

      “I love you too.”

      They sat that way for several minutes until Mia’s phone rang. She almost ignored it, but the ringing persisted. 

      Sniffling, she answered. “Hey.”

      “Hey, I was . . . are you okay?” Daphne asked. “What’s wrong? Do I need to kick someone’s butt?”

      “No. I’m fine, really. Just sitting here with my grandma.”

      “Oh. I guess I called at a bad time.”

      “I . . . I don’t think I can go with you today. I just . . . I think I should stay here and spend time with the family, you know?”

      “Go.”

      Mia looked up at her grandmother, surprised by the continued clarity in her grandmother’s face. It wasn’t often she stayed lucid for more than a few moments.

      “Grandma?”

      “Go,” the woman said. “Your friends are family too. We’ll all still be here when you get back.”

      “But I—”

      “Do it for me. I don’t have the means to get around on my own anymore. Enjoy it. Don’t let an old woman stop you from living your life. Please.”

      Mia grasped her grandmother’s hand and nodded. With another sniff, she turned her attention back to Daphne, who had remained uncharacteristically quiet during the exchange. “Okay, I’ll go.”

      Her friend’s voice softened. “Well, I was calling because Enzo’s parents had some sort of minor disaster with their oven, and his mom was in a panic. They postponed lunch to dinner, so would you want to make our little trip about an hour early?”

      Mia looked at the time. “Oh, that’s quick! Sure. My parents will probably appreciate me being back sooner than later anyway. I, uh . . . haven’t exactly told them I’m leaving yet.”

      “Oh, brother. Well, you better get on it. I’ll come pick you up in a bit.”

      “Will do.”

      Mia ended the call and looked back at her grandmother, who was staring blankly again. The woman mumbled something.

      “What did you say?”

      “I’m cold. You work here, don’t you? Take me inside.”

      A sad sigh escaped Mia’s lips. “Sure thing. Let’s go in.”
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      Daphne stood in the foyer, holding the boombox, while Mia slipped into her jacket.

      “Okay, we’re heading out,” Mia called into the living room. Her mother appeared a moment later.

      “I still don’t like that you two are leaving. It’s Christmas Eve,” she said.

      “I know. And I’m sorry. But I promise that this is really important.”

      “With a boombox?” her mother arched a brow in the same way Mia often did.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll get Mia back safe and sound in a jiffy,” Daphne said.

      “Well, get on then so you can hurry back.” 

      Mia’s mother closed the door behind them as they hurried to the car. Light raindrops fell, adding an extra chill to the air.

      “Did you tell Laura we’re heading there early?” Daphne asked as they buckled their seatbelts.

      “I called her and left a message. Hopefully, she can meet us on time because we can’t really wait for her to arrive.”

      They listened to the radio, cranked up high during their favorite songs, and talked about everything except what they were about to do. Mia got the feeling Daphne was just as nervous as she was but was a little better at hiding it. Just after two o’clock, they pulled up across the street from Greg Reardon’s house.

      “Well . . . we’re here,” Daphne said, turning off the engine. Neither of them moved.

      “Yup.”

      A heavy silence filled the car.

      “We can totally do this,” Daphne said.

      “Yup.”

      “It’ll just take a few minutes. Play him the tape, record his reaction, and peace out.”

      “Yup.”

      The ladies looked at each other and giggled nervously, which then turned into a full-blown laughing fit until they were both in tears.

      Daphne pulled a tissue from her glovebox and wiped her eyes; Mia followed suit. “Okay,” Daphne said. “Now that that’s out of our system, let’s get this over with. If Laura shows up, she shows up.”

      “Let’s do this.”

      They got out of the car, and Mia retrieved the boombox from the back floorboard. After a quick dash across the street, and thankful it wasn’t raining there, Daphne climbed the porch steps, rang the bell, and retreated back down the stairs to stand next to Mia. Daphne pulled out her phone and started recording. 

      A moment later, the door opened to reveal a tiny, plain-looking woman who appeared to be in her mid-forties with mousey brown hair. She wore a pair of navy sweatpants with a dark brown sweater and fuzzy slippers.

      “Yes?” the woman said in a quiet voice that matched her appearance.

      “Um, hi. My name is Mia, and this is my friend, Daphne. Is this the home of Mr. Gregory Reardon?”

      “It is.” The woman eyed them suspiciously as she peered through the half-open door.

      “Would Mr. Reardon happen to be at home?”

      “He’s busy right now. Is there something I can do for you?”

      “Oh. Uh . . .”

      “Are you his wife?” Daphne blurted out. Mia’s head whipped around to look at her, wide-eyed.

      “Not that it should be any of your concern, but I am. Allison Reardon. What do you want?”

      “It’s really quite imperative that we speak with Mr. Reardon right away. It’s very literally a matter of life and death. Does the name Saffron Jones mean anything to you?”

      The woman’s face drained of color, and she braced herself on the doorway. Before she could say anything, a booming voice echoed from inside the house.

      “Who is it?”

      Allison flinched. She lowered her voice. “You two better just get on out of here, if you know what’s good for you. Don’t be bringing that name around this house. Got it?”

      The door suddenly swung wide open as it was wrenched from the woman’s grasp. A large man filled the doorway as Allison stepped aside. He stood nearly a foot taller than her, with broad shoulders and a plump belly. His curly hair was unkempt, and a shaggy, graying beard covered his chin and neck.

      “Is there a problem out here?” he asked.

      Mia noted how similar his voice was to Rodney’s, except for the raspiness. Must be a family thing. “Are you Gregory Reardon?” she asked, gaining courage from Daphne’s hand on her arm.

      He looked between the girls, noting Daphne recording them, then at the boombox and back to Mia. “I’d say that depends on what you want.”

      “We want to talk about Saffron Jones.”

      He bristled, nostrils flaring. “Then I have nothing to say to you.” He started to shut the door, but Mia stopped him. 

      “Wait! Just listen to this.” She hit play on the boombox and turned the volume up, glancing around to see if anyone was wandering by.

      The tape played, and when Saffron screamed, Allison flinched, and Greg’s jaw tightened. After the important part was through, Mia turned the tape off. Both she and Daphne stared at Greg, waiting for him to explode.
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      Greg looked at them with furrowed brows. “What’s that supposed to be?” 

      “That,” Daphne said, “is a recording of you murdering Saffron Jones.”

      After a brief pause, Greg burst out laughing. “You’re joking, right?”

      “I hardly think murder is funny, Mr. Reardon.”

      He shook his head. “Not sure how you jumped to that conclusion, but that isn’t me. I was nowhere near her house that night. I have an alibi, as the police would tell you.”

      Mia spoke up. “That was you . . . at the end of the tape. You called her ‘Hippie Spice,’ and you were the only one who knew that nickname.”

      “And who told you that?” Greg said, crossing his arms. 

      Mia hesitated, realizing he obviously wasn’t the only person who knew. “Well, Laura—Saffron’s best friend. And . . .”

      He raised his brows, waiting.

      Mia and Daphne turned to each other and spoke at the same time. “Rodney.”

      “Not exactly world-class detectives, are you?” he asked.

      “Hey, we weren’t looking to get involved in some cold case murder, pal,” Daphne snapped. “It just fell into our laps. And it’s more than the police had.”

      Greg smirked, and Mia started to feel stupid. She knew Daphne’s defensiveness was for the same reason. They had jumped to conclusions and let the evidence support their theory instead of looking at it objectively. But that didn’t mean Greg’s smugness wasn’t starting to get on her nerves.

      “Fair enough,” he said.

      “So, you think it was Rodney who killed Saffron?” Mia asked.

      Greg shrugged. “He never liked her. Always accused her of getting in the way of his plans—as if he was some criminal mastermind. He thought we were spending too much time together.” He leaned against the doorway, and his wife put her hand on his arm in support. “To be fair, I did bail on him a lot to spend time with . . . those of the opposite sex.”

      “Yeah, we heard about that too,” Daphne said.

      “I’m not proud of it,” he said, frowning. “I was a different person back then. Even so, I knew underneath that all the lies and cheating and Rodney business was leading me down a bad path. I just didn’t know how to get out from under it all. Jail time can really change a person—for better or worse—and I’m lucky I came out better than I went in.”

      “Well, it seems like you got back at him,” Mia said.

      “I suppose. I didn’t just roll on him to get less time, ya know. We’d gotten into a small fistfight, and he ended up implicating me in a robbery he’d done with a friend of his, saying if he went down, I’d go down too. So when everything hit the fan, I’d had enough. Even then, I’d wondered if he killed Saffron. Hell, that’s probably why I was so ready to deck him.”

      Mia’s arms were getting tired from holding the boombox, and she shifted her weight. “If you thought he killed her, then that means your alibi was a lie.”

      “And don’t bother trying to deny it. Rodney already said it was bogus,” Daphne added.

      Greg laughed. “I guess you ladies are pretty smart after all.” After glancing around, he said, “If you two want to come inside, I can prove that’s not me on the tape—and tell you exactly where I was that night.”

      “Do you think we’re stupid?” Daphne asked. “We’re not stepping foot in your house.”

      “Well, I’m not exactly interested in neighbors knowing my business.”

      “Why don’t we go out back?” Allison suggested. “Greg can sit on one side of the patio, and you two can stay as far away as you’re comfortable?”

      Daphne glanced at Mia, who nodded. “Okay. But I’m going to keep recording everything, and I’ve got 9-1-1 pulled up and ready to go if you try anything.”

      Greg rolled his eyes and went back inside. Allison went down the steps and led them to the backyard, leaving the gate unlocked and partially open. Mia appreciated that the woman was trying to make them feel safe and comfortable and wondered if Rodney really had fooled them or if Greg was just trying to make them think that.

      Allison waved to the chairs surrounding a glass-topped, umbrella-covered patio table, then she took the other two and moved them into the yard, far away from the ladies. Mia carefully set the boombox down on the table and shook out her arms, glad to get rid of it for a while.

      “Can I get either of you something warm to drink? Coffee, tea, hot chocolate?”

      “Probably better if we don’t,” Daphne said, and Mia nodded in agreement.

      “I understand. Let me know if you change your minds.”

      Greg returned, carrying his laptop, a mouse, some cords, and a set of headphones. He parked himself in one of the chairs without a word, opened his computer, and put the headphones on over just one ear. After a minute of silence, as he clicked and typed, Greg looked up at the ladies.

      “I need that boombox.”

      “That’s evidence. You think we’re going to let you destroy it?” Daphne asked.

      “You two are the most infuria—”

      “Dear . . . calm,” Allison said.

      Greg groaned and took a deep breath. “I need the tape so I can run the audio through this program. It will separate the sounds and let me make the radio broadcast quieter so we can hear everything else more clearly.”

      Daphne leaned in toward her friend and gave the man a suspicious glare. “I don’t trust this guy. What do you think we should do?”

      “I . . . I’m not entirely sure he’s guilty. What if Rodney was playing us the whole time? We should check out all angles instead of just assuming. I have an idea.” Mia turned to Greg and his wife and raised her voice to be heard across the yard. “My friend is still recording all of this, so the police will know if something happened. Now, what if you just record the recording on your own phone. Can you still separate everything that way?”

      “I doubt it but let’s give it a try. Allison, can you go record that, please? That way I can stay way over here?”

      Mia didn’t miss the light sarcasm in his tone.

      “Sure.”

      Allison stopped a few feet away from the table, and once Mia rewound the tape, she played it back. As an extra precaution, Mia also recorded the audio on her phone, then emailed the file to herself and Daphne for security. She noticed a missed call from Laura, but that would have to wait. When they finished, Allison gave her phone to Greg, who plugged it into his computer and started working on it. He spoke to them without looking up.

      “By the way, the night Saffron was killed? I was with Allison.”

      They looked at the woman, who flushed. Until that moment, Mia hadn’t made the connection. Laura had mentioned that Greg cheated with someone named Allison. Looks like it wasn’t just a fling, Mia thought.

      “It’s true,” Allison said. “I know we can’t prove it, but I swear it’s the truth.”

      “Sorry,” Greg said. “It’s not working. Look—see this? This is a digitizer. I just need to get the tape in here so I can put it through the software to equalize it. Nothing will happen to the original.”

      “Okay, but your wife needs to do it. Right here,” Daphne said.

      Greg looked about to say something nasty, but he closed his eyes and sucked in another breath. “Fine.”

      After he walked Allison through the steps, Mia played back the tape again, and everything was fine. She sighed silently in relief. As Greg worked on the file, he further explained his alibi. 

      “Saffron and me had broken up again—for the last time. And, no, not because she died. I knew things would never work out between us, and I was ready to be with Allison.”

      “Well, she was making you a mixtape for getting back together,” Daphne said.

      A pained expression shadowed his face. “I had no idea she would do that. I never told her about Allison, so I suppose I should have been more clear that it was over over. As far as I was concerned, it was. Do you think the police would have seen it that way? That a drug dealer cheating on his girlfriend, who had recently broken up with her and claimed the girl he was having an affair with was his alibi, didn’t kill Saffron?”

      “I don’t know,” Mia said. “Seems like some people still held you in high regard. They offered you a plea deal, after all.”

      “I got the deal because I was small potatoes, as the saying goes. They wanted Rodney, and I was happy to play ball. Hang on—I think everything’s ready. Let me test it.” He slipped the headphones on fully and played the file. 

      Mia closed her eyes and replayed the recording in her mind. With as many times as she’d heard it, she even had the timing down. When her brain got to the part where Saffron screams, she looked up at Greg. He winced, then furrowed his brows, clicked a button, and squeezed his headphones tighter over his ears. Greg’s eyes widened, and he leaned back in his chair. Still staring at the screen, he spoke to his wife as he slid the headphones around his neck.

      “I need a drink.”

      “Oh,” she said, apparently surprised by his response. “Sure. I was going to make some hot choco—”

      “Whiskey.”

      “Okay . . . I’ll be right back. Do you ladies want anything yet? I’m making some hot chocolate for myself.” They shook their heads, so she turned and headed inside.

      “What’s wrong?” Mia asked him.

      “Listen for yourselves.”

      Greg unplugged his headphones and must have cranked up the volume before spinning his laptop to face them. He hit play.

      The familiar recording played through but with surprising clarity. Saffron’s voice sounded different without the background noise clogging everything; she sounded much lighter, with a softer, higher-pitched voice than had previously come across. Perhaps the recording was a bit degraded . . . unless he altered the sounds. But it still sounds just like Saffron, so maybe not?

      The woman’s scream pulled Mia from her thoughts. It was even louder and more disturbing when it stood alone, and goosebumps raced up her arms and down her spine. When Mr. Stranger’s heartless voice said the words “Hippie Spice,” Mia’s mouth dropped open. She looked at Daphne, whose expression reflected her own. The voice was instantly recognizable, but Mia could hardly believe her ears.

      “That . . . that can’t be right,” Mia said. 

      “You heard it yourself,” Greg said, waving at the screen.

      “But why? Why would Laura Brennan kill her best friend?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. But she’s the one who did it. Not me.”

      “They got into an argument,” Daphne said.

      Mia cocked her head. “What?”

      “Laura said they’d gotten into an argument. About him.” She nodded at Greg. “Saffron wouldn’t believe that he was cheating, so they fought. Laura made it sound like it had happened long before, but I bet it was more recent.”

      “And as her best friend, she’d probably have a key to Saffron’s house, so she wouldn’t have been all that surprised to see Laura there.”

      “Remember on the recording where Saffron said she was sorry they’d fought and never wanted to fight again? That must have been what she was talking about. Her fight with Laura—not her breakup with Greg.”

      “But why kill your best friend over one argument that happened hours or days before? It doesn’t make sense.” 

      The voice from the fence gate startled them. “Perhaps I can explain.”

      A woman came around the corner into the cold sunlight, holding a gun.
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      “Laura Brennan?” Mia asked. 

      “In the flesh,” Laura said as she approached the ladies. “Keep your hands where I can see them—all of you.”

      “How long have you been standing there? Daphne asked.

      “Fortunately for me, I heard voices coming from the backyard. I got here just in time to hear what I assume is most of the recording. The important part, at least.”

      Greg spoke up. “You mean the part where your voice proves you killed Saffron.”

      “Ah, good ole Greg ‘The Keg’ Reardon. Long time, no see. Cheated on anyone good lately?” He remained silent, so Laura turned her attention back to the ladies. “Which one of you is Mia?”

      Mia waved. 

      “Thanks for the voicemail letting me know you were coming early. I would have hated to miss you. Took me a little longer to get here because I was busy borrowing my stepdad’s gun while him and my mom are in Vegas for the holiday. I tried calling you back to get you to wait, but I guess it doesn’t matter now. However, I must insist that we take this little party inside before anyone happens by.” She waved the gun, indicating Mia and Daphne should get up, which they slowly did. “You can leave your phones right where they are. You, too, big guy. Leave everything there except the cables—bring all those. I’ll take care of the rest later for you.”

      The four of them went inside, with Laura bringing up the rear. The door led directly into a living room that had the same cozy vibes as a grandparent’s house when you’re a kid. Lots of wood furniture and neutral tones. 

      “Park it in that chair, Greg. Mia’s friend—kneel there in the middle of the room and keep your hands above your head.” Laura turned to Mia. “You, use those cables and tie Mr. Football to the chair.”

      Mia did as she was ordered, trying to keep knots loose as she tied cords together without looking suspicious. As she worked, she tried to keep Laura talking. “What happened all those years ago?”

      Laura snorted. “It was an accident, believe it or not. I went over there to try one more time to talk some sense into her. I wasn’t exactly the most popular girl in school, so arguing with her meant I didn’t really have anyone to talk to.”

      “But you were in a lot of the same clubs together.”

      “Yeah, and I sat in her shadow everywhere she went. She wasn’t in the popular groups, but that was by choice. Saff liked to do her own thing and be ‘free.’ I’m not really sure why she even befriended me when everyone who knew her thought she was the sweetest thing in the world but looked at me like dog crap.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t exaggerating a little?” Greg asked.

      “What would you know?” Laura snapped, her voice turning icy. “Did you ever look twice at me? When you were dating every girl at school, did it ever cross your mind to ask me out? Of course not. I was too scared to make a move on Mr. Football Star because you only knew I existed once you had your eyes on Saff. Using me to see what she liked, just to turn around and cheat on her once you’d conquered her.”

      “I’m not gonna pretend that you’re wrong. I was a jerk then. I know that.”

      “Yes, you were. And that’s what I wanted to prove to Saff.” Laura looked at Mia. “Hey—make that loop tighter. Hurry up and get to work on your friend. I want her hands behind her back.”

      “Okay, I’m trying. My hands are a little shaky. This is my first time with a gun pointed at me.”

      “And it’ll be your last—that I can promise you.”

      Mia sucked in a breath and glanced at Daphne, then up at Greg. She tried to use her eyes to indicate that she left room for him to wiggle free if he got the chance but had no idea if she’d communicated the message at all.

      “So, Saffron still didn’t believe you?”

      “You heard the tape. She’d probably been in her room for hours, waiting for just the right sappy songs to record for him. After everything I’d told her, she still wanted him back. It was pathetic. I heard the music when I got to the top of the stairs, and—okay, that’s good enough. Start on your friend now. The ties don’t need to hold for long.”

      Mia used the last cord to start tying Daphne’s hands behind her back. “Saffron seemed happy to see you that day. Even though you’d been arguing and telling her Greg was trash. She still cared about you as a friend.”

      “Don’t start that with me, okay? I didn’t intend to kill her when I went over. But as I stood outside her door, listening to the songs and thinking about Greg with that girl . . . then knowing that she always had everything, while I was lucky to get leftovers . . . it was just too much. I walked into her room, furious before she’d even said a word.

      “She came over with her big, clueless smile and hugged me. I just . . . I just hated her so much in that moment that everything went red. I barely heard her talking, like everything was muted. She started walking toward her bed, and I . . . I grabbed the stupid frog statue off the top of her dresser, but she turned at the last second and saw me coming. And I just hit her. I hit her as hard as I could. She dropped like a rock, and the statue fell from my hand next to her.”

      “Why did you wreck her room?” Mia asked, stalling as best she could in the hopes that Greg could get free.

      “I was still so angry and, well, I just started grabbing things and throwing them, wanting to destroy everything she’d touched. After I left, it occurred to me that I had to make it look like a break-in since I had a key and her room was a mess. So, I went back to the house and broke the window. What’s taking so long?”

      “Nothing,” Mia said, pulling the knot and standing. “All finished. Laura, please don’t do this. I’m sure things can be worked out under the circumstances. I know you wouldn’t want three more senseless deaths on your conscience.”

      “You don’t know anything about me!” she yelled. “Now, get on your knees.” 

      Movement behind the woman caught Mia’s attention. It was Allison, and she was holding a shotgun pointed at Laura as she crept into the room. Apparently noticing Mia looking elsewhere, Laura turned. Without thinking about it, Mia dove at her, knocking her to the ground and making the gun skitter across the floor.

      “Don’t move, lady, or I’ll have to hire professionals to clean up the room,” Allison said.

      Laura stopped struggling under Mia and held her hands out next to her head. “Okay! Relax.”

      Mia pushed herself off of the woman, and a huge pair of hands landed on her shoulders.

      “Good job, kid,” Greg said. He’d managed to free himself, and Mia sighed in relief.

      He used the cords to tie up Laura, then stood and threw his arms around his wife in a bear hug, spinning her around. Mia was worried the shotgun would go off, but they didn’t seem to be. Greg put Allison down and kissed her on the top of her head.

      “You were great!” he said.

      “I agree,” Mia added. “You got here just in the nick of time.”

      Allison grinned. “I heard the car door when I was in the kitchen, so I peeked out front. When I saw her walk around back, I hurried to tell everyone there was a strange woman, but I saw her with the gun. So, I called 9-1-1. I was supposed to stay on the line, but she would have heard me, and I wasn’t going to just sit back. I hung up and went for the gun but had trouble with the stupid lock. I’m just glad I got here when I did.”

      As she finished speaking, sirens wailed in the distance, and all three of them shared a nervous, relieved laugh.

      “Um, if you don’t mind,” Daphne said, “I’d love to join the party!”

      They all turned to see her lying on her side like a fish out of water, trying to get loose.

      “I completely forgot!” Mia ran to her friend and untied the knots. 

      Multiple police cars pulled up in front of the house as Mia helped Daphne to her feet and gave her the biggest hug she could.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Mia followed the smell of cinnamon rolls, eggs, and sausage down the stairs and into the kitchen.

      ”That smells amazing,” she said, wrapping her mother in a sideways hug as the woman flipped sausage patties.

      “Food’s almost ready if you want to pour some juice for your father.”

      “On it.”

      Mia started a cup of coffee for herself, then got a tall glass out of the cabinet. Once the coffee was brewed and the juice poured, she took the drinks to the table. Her father rolled her grandmother into her spot at the table and tucked a napkin into the top of her nightgown. Then he went to the kitchen, giving Mia a pat on the head as he went by, causing her to roll her eyes and chuckle.

      After breakfast and clean-up, they all moved to the living room to open presents to the sound of Bing Crosby’s Merry Christmas album—a yearly tradition since before Mia was born. 

      “It’s so nice to be sitting here together as a family,” her mother said, throwing a look at Mia. “Last night, I wasn’t sure we would be.”

      “I know, Mom. I’m really sorry.”

      “I’m glad we won’t be posting bail as your Christmas present. Or planning a funeral,” her father said. 

      “I know.”

      Mia had been lectured for hours after the incident at Greg’s house—both from the police and from their parents—and she knew Daphne hadn’t fared any better. Both sets of their parents had met them at the police station, and emotions ranged from fear to anger to relief and back around again. Mia and Daphne had given their statements to the police and passed by Greg and Allison on their way out. Their parents thanked the couple for saving their daughters’ lives before ushering their children out and heading home.

      It was already late by the time they finally got home, but Mia’s mother made a quick dinner from leftovers. When dinner was over, she cleared the plates by herself. Mia went to check on her and caught the woman crying over the sink, hands soapy and apron damp.

      “Oh, Mom, it’s okay. I’m okay. Please don’t cry.” She went over and hugged her mother from behind, resting her head on the woman’s shoulder.

      “I know. I guess everything finally just hit me. I almost lost my baby.”

      Right before going to bed, Mia and Daphne texted back and forth, sharing their similar evenings with their families, then confirmed meeting up the next day.

      Mia looked at her parents and her grandmother, then smiled. “It’s a Christmas Eve we’ll never forget, at least.”

      Her mother frowned at her, but her father just rolled his eyes. Soon after, the doorbell rang. Mia jumped up to let Daphne and Enzo in. They were joining the festivities for a little while but would also be doing a Greek Christmas on New Year’s Day with Daphne’s family, which Mia would be attending.

      “Merry Christmas, Carlisles!” Daphne said as she entered the living room.

      After all the presents were opened, Mia’s father put his mom down for a nap because she looked exhausted and was getting cranky. Then they all sat around the living room, singing Christmas songs, watching movies, and fiddling with their new gadgets. Not long before lunch, Mia’s grandmother rolled herself back into her favorite spot and stared at the TV. Mia went over and gave the old woman a hug.

      “I love you. Merry Christmas, Grandma.”

      She looked over at Mia with recognition in her eyes, then looked at the rest of the people there. Lights on the tree twinkled, Daphne’s bell earrings jingled, and snow fell in the movie playing on TV. Everyone paused and looked back at her.

      She grinned at the group. “Merry Christmas!”

      All Mia could do was give the woman another hug and laugh.
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