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Praise for Happy Medium

‘A perfect romance novel . . . funny, hot, smart, and so full of love. I can’t wait to devour everything Sarah Adler writes’

Jasmine Guillory, New York Times bestselling author of Drunk on Love

‘Ridiculously charming and irresistible. This delightful slow burn romance has it all: sizzling chemistry, phenomenal banter, a voice that’s both hilarious and vulnerable’

Lana Harper, New York Times bestselling author of In Charm’s Way

‘Happy Medium is a sincere and sincerely funny romance populated by a higher-than-average number of goats and ghosts. I stayed up late to finish it and fell asleep smiling’

Alix E. Harrow, New York Times bestselling author of Starling House

‘Adler dazzles yet again with a voice that leaps and twirls off the very first page. Equal parts hilarious, whimsical, and utterly unique in the best way, Gretchen, Charlie, Everett, and the goats stole my heart and ran away with it’

Amy Lea, international bestselling author of Exes and O’s

‘Hilarious! This is exactly the kind of rom-com I love to read – the perfect alchemy of romance, humor, and quirky originality. Gretchen is now one of my favorite heroines. This book is going to be huge’

Sophie Cousens, New York Times bestselling author of This Time Next Year

‘A total delight from the first sentence to the last . . . an utterly winning romance . . . Sarah Adler knows how to spin a story that’s exactly what her audience wants – and needs – to hear’

Laura Hankin, author of The Daydreams

‘What an absolute delight. Happy Medium is quick, clever, and fantastically fresh. Sarah Adler just earned herself a spot on top of my auto-buy list’

B.K. Borison, author of Lovelight Farms

‘I loved Happy Medium! Gretchen is such a great character, warm and witty and complex. I loved seeing her character grow and mature, and her chemistry with Charlie was off the charts!’

Kate Johnson, author of Hex Appeal
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MRS. NASH’S ASHES




For my parents

Thank you for setting me up for success
while always letting me define it.




Author’s Note

This book has scenes involving a relative living with dementia. If this is a potentially sensitive topic for you, please read with care.
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GRETCHEN ACORN IS A BULLSHIT ARTIST.

The talent for it runs in her family—her daddy’s a bullshit artist, as was his daddy before him, and his before him. And so on, all the way back to Fritz Eichorn, who scammed his way into first class on the ship that carried him to the US by posing as a recently heartbroken Austrian count. But while great-great-great-grandpa Fritz and most of his male descendants gravitated toward the hasty brushstrokes of shell games and selling landmarks to tourists, Gretchen has found her own, more sophisticated medium.

No pun intended.

“Ah.” Gretchen presses two fingers to each of her temples. She winces as if her mental call to the spirit realm has conjured nothing except a headache. “I feel Ronald trying to be here with us, but the connection is fragile. Too fragile to make anything out, I’m afraid.”

“It’s my aura, isn’t it?” The elderly woman across the table unclasps her hands and sets them atop the plum brocade tablecloth. She still wears her platinum and diamond wedding set, the swell of her arthritic knuckle the only thing keeping the too-large rings in place. “I’ve been told before that it’s a problem, but no matter how many Reiki experts I’ve consulted—”

“No, no,” Gretchen interrupts. “You have a beautiful aura, Mrs. Easterly. The most gorgeous”—Pick a color, any color—“vermillion I’ve ever seen. Don’t let anyone do a thing to it.”

The idea of some opportunistic asshole swindling a nice old lady like Janice Easterly makes Gretchen’s jaw tense. Perhaps that seems hypocritical given that she herself relies upon dishonesty to make her living (and that she can’t even remember if vermillion is a shade of green or red). But the difference is that Gretchen only takes people’s money if she’s certain she can leave them better off than she found them. That’s the one Rule that governs everything she does. Her singular guiding principle. It transforms her work from a con into a business transaction, her morally gray impulses into something mutually beneficial. That’s why she turns away potential clients if she knows she won’t be able to provide what they need, and why she’s building up to telling Mrs. Easterly that her telephone line to the spirit world is currently generating nothing but a busy signal.

Her code of ethics may not win her a Nobel Peace Prize, but it’s been something of a compass since Gretchen struck out on her own almost seven years ago. She has the skills of her forefathers in her back pocket at all times—her father made sure she could lie, cheat, and steal with the best of them before she could even spell her own name—and it would be easy enough to fill the rest of Mrs. Easterly’s half-hour session with the cheap tricks that make up the bread and butter of most supposed spirit mediums and psychics. No doubt Mrs. Easterly would confirm, tears cutting through her caked-on face powder like an icebreaker navigating the Baltic, that the two-story house with a chimney Gretchen describes (not too specifically, of course) must be her husband’s childhood home. A woman with a name beginning with H? Well, her sister’s name was Harriett, could that be it? And oh my word, she does indeed own a heart-shaped piece of jewelry! A long-ago gift from her late husband, in fact, from before he made his fortune buying and selling laws or whatever it is people in this town do to get so damn rich.

But Gretchen Acorn didn’t become the most sought-after spirit medium among Northwest DC’s high-society set by throwing generic guesses at the wall, assuming something would be bound to stick. It takes extra effort—extra artistry—to win over the rich old ladies who reside in this part of the city. Gretchen’s clients know that when they come to her, they aren’t going to get the preschool crayon drawing version of a séance, where you have to squint and tilt your head to make out what the medium is telling you they see. No, they can rely on her to paint them a vivid picture, full of detail and symbolism that gives them permission to fully buy into the belief that they aren’t as alone as they feel. She’s the bullshit artist equivalent of a Renaissance master, and as long as what she produces is pretty and reassuring, her clients never think too deeply about the process that went into creating it.

Unfortunately, Mrs. Easterly barged in without an appointment, which Gretchen allowed only because the woman introduced herself using the magic words: “I’m a good friend of Deborah Van Alst.” So she went into this séance without the usual mental dossier of information that acts as her canvas.

She drops her chin as if the weight of summoning Mrs. Easterly’s dead husband has become too heavy for her mind to bear. Her head lolls for effect, which also has the added bonus of stretching out a little twinge in her neck. “I’m almost certain the problem is me,” she says wearily. “I’m feeling . . . weakened this afternoon.” Also hungry, according to the growl of her stomach. Mrs. Easterly’s unscheduled appearance at her little basement-level shop on MacArthur Boulevard interrupted Gretchen’s lunch plans. She thinks longingly of the Cup Noodles still sitting inside the microwave in the back room.

“I hope you’re not ill?” Suspicion sneaks into Mrs. Easterly’s voice, as if she’s now concerned that Gretchen may secretly be several infectious diseases masquerading as a spirit medium.

“No, nothing so mundane. There seems to be a disturbance in the veil.” Gretchen glances up as she speaks, but doesn’t meet Mrs. Easterly’s rheumy eyes. Instead, she stares slightly off into the distance, finding a cobweb in the corner that makes an excellent focal point for moments like this (the reason, she tells herself, she hasn’t cleaned it despite first noticing it weeks ago).

True Believers—of which Mrs. Easterly is clearly one—love this kind of drama, so Gretchen is unsurprised to see her lean forward and nod as if she’s all too familiar with the fickle whims of the veil between the living and spirit worlds.

“As a highly intuitive soul, I’m particularly sensitive to such fluctuations. Especially on Thursdays.” Thursdays don’t have any particular occult significance that Gretchen is aware of, but it sounds good.

“Oh. I see. Yes, now that you mention it, I also feel that something is quite out of alignment.”

“Out of alignment, exactly! Of course you sense it, given that lovely vermillion aura of yours.” The large emerald and diamond brooch at Mrs. Easterly’s throat twinkles in the candlelight, and the mink stole draped over the woman’s bony shoulders prompts Gretchen to add, “But it always falls right back into place in time. Perhaps we can try again next week?”

By then, Gretchen can gather enough information on Ronald Easterly to make this worth his widow’s two hundred bucks. Maybe she’ll even cultivate her as a long-term client. Because while her initial instinct might’ve been to turn Mrs. Easterly away (and only partially because she’s currently hangry), the old woman’s penchant for real fur and gaudy-but-fine jewelry acts like a siren song, calling to all of Gretchen’s . . . ahem, artistic instincts. Surely, she can find a way to make herself useful.

“Of course,” Mrs. Easterly says. “That sounds— Yes, next week. I’ll call to make an appointment.”

Calling ahead, Gretchen thinks. What a novel concept.

When the woman reaches for her vintage Chanel purse to pull out her wallet, Gretchen takes her hand to still the action. Mrs. Easterly’s skin is fragile and clammy, as if it’s made of half-dried papier-mâché.

“No charge for today, ma’am. I cannot accept payment when I was unable to provide you with the requested service,” Gretchen says, flashing a rueful smile.

An answering expression stretches across Mrs. Easterly’s thin lips, emphasizing the tiny estuaries of red lipstick traveling outward in every direction. “No wonder Deborah speaks so highly of you.” Gretchen allows her hand to be patted affectionately before she draws it away.

“I appreciate how many of Mrs. Van Alst’s friends trust me to assist them.” Considering Deborah Van Alst’s referrals make up almost a third of Gretchen’s business these days (and Mrs. Van Alst herself another third), this is not only sincere, but somewhat of an understatement. Gretchen allows her earnestness to show in her expression; it’s smart to lean into the truth whenever she can.

“Oh. Oh no, it is Thursday.” Mrs. Easterly’s smile falls, then transforms into a concerned purse of the lips. “Deborah is supposed to see you today, isn’t she? I hope the disturbance”—her voice drops to a whisper on the word as if trying not to offend the spirit realm—“doesn’t prevent her from speaking with Rachel.”

Gretchen guides Mrs. Easterly toward the doorway with a hand hovering over her back. “The veil to the spirit realm is notoriously capricious. But I’m certain if Rachel has anything to say to her mother this afternoon, she’ll find a way to come through. Those who pass young tend to be stronger spirits, and Rachel is even stronger than most. I barely need to exert any energy to get her chatting away most of the time.”

Rachel Van Alst died at age thirty-three in a skiing accident. She left behind Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter accounts, and never deleted the LiveJournal she kept from ages twelve to fifteen—a veritable buffet of personal information that’s made convincing her mother that her deceased daughter is communicating with her from the afterlife one of the easiest jobs Gretchen has ever pulled off.

“Yes, Rachel always was a big presence, you know.” Mrs. Easterly glances back over her shoulder as she shuffles forward. “Still had so much life ahead of her. Such a shame.”

Gretchen hums her agreement and at last wishes the old woman farewell. She retreats to the back room that serves as her office. It’s actually a closet with a beaded curtain for a door, but the size doesn’t matter as much as the fact that it’s somewhere she can be Gretchen Eichorn, twenty-nine-year-old (mostly) ethical bullshit artist, for brief moments in between being Gretchen Acorn, purported ghost microphone. Also somewhere she can finally reheat her Cup Noodles and shovel them into her mouth in peace before her next appointment.

While the container circles in the ancient microwave and Gretchen curses Mrs. Easterly’s interruption for making her pathetic lunch even more pathetic, she thumbs through the stack of mail that was piled under the front door’s slot when she showed the woman out. Bill, bill, bill. Swiss Colony catalog addressed to the accountant’s office on the house’s main floor. Envelope with a handwritten address . . .

The microwave beeps, but Gretchen’s stomach no longer growls so much as lurches.

Well. Her father was bound to track her down eventually. She just didn’t expect him to take so long. Then again, knowing Ned Eichorn, it’s all part of the plan. She originally braced herself for this moment fourteen months ago when she learned he was out on parole. But when no unknown numbers called and no letters like this one arrived, she slowly, slowly let her guard down until she forgot why she should have it up at all.

It’s the way she would have done it too, were she him. But she’s spent several years trying to prove to herself she isn’t. And she’s not. Her Rule makes sure of that. But there’s certainly a part of her that suspects that, without it, she wouldn’t be inclined to be much better.

Ned Eichorn is extremely skilled at spotting a person’s weaknesses, and hers are no exception. So she can predict with some accuracy what this letter says. Its arrival sends much more of a message than whatever words are inside. It’s pointing out her sloppiness, her complacency. It’s not a threat, exactly, but the suggestion of one. Yet instead of throwing it straight into the small trash can in the corner, Gretchen tucks it away under the bottom of the pile of bills before placing the whole stack of mail on the nearest horizontal surface.

As Gretchen twirls noodles around her fork, she forces her thoughts to turn from her father to her upcoming afternoon meeting with Deborah Van Alst—only a marginally less stressful topic. “Talking” to her daughter has been a crucial part of Mrs. Van Alst’s grieving process; Gretchen wouldn’t allow her to come in twice a week for the last nine months if she wasn’t convinced she was doing the woman some good in exchange for her money. But based on Yolanda’s reports, Mrs. Van Alst has turned a corner in her grief. The neighborhood chatter is that she’s come out of hiding, no longer only leaving her bijou mansion on Glen-brook Road to visit Gretchen’s shop. She’s been spotted at restaurants, charity events, the University Club. Then, this past weekend, according to the gossip Yolanda gathered for Gretchen at Salon Apolline, she participated in a bridge tournament in Potomac and was later seen getting drinks with a handsome (and much younger) man.

Getting the woman back out into the world was always the goal, but it’s a bittersweet development. It’s becoming more difficult to justify Mrs. Van Alst’s twice-weekly séances. Still, Gretchen keeps procrastinating on doing anything about it. Not because she’s learned to like the absurd woman or anything. It’s just that her landlord is unlikely to accept good deeds in lieu of rent on the basement space and the only slightly larger apartment on the converted house’s top floor, and without Mrs. Van Alst’s biweekly appointments, Gretchen’s monthly income will be reduced by several hundred dollars. Not exactly a drop in the bucket, especially in an expensive city like Washington.

Gretchen side-eyes the letter from her father hidden beneath the stack of bills. She can only see the corner of the envelope, the empty one where there should be a return address. Her father would advise her to keep up her current schedule with Mrs. Van Alst. Shit, he’d suggest she try to get her to come in more often. The woman has the money, and if she’s stupid enough to want to waste it like this . . .

Gretchen shakes her head. It’s certainly tempting, but that’s why she created her Rule in the first place. And said Rule dictates that it’s time to gently nudge Mrs. Van Alst into relying on her less.

Just maybe not so much less that Gretchen won’t be able to pay her bills.

The last time they spoke, her dad called her out for being on a high horse. But Gretchen’s always pictured it as more of a stubby-legged pony, elevated off the ground just enough to keep the worst of the dirt off. She’s above some things . . . but not all things . . . and even then, not by a significant margin.

So when the sixty-eight-year-old canned goods heiress-cum-ultra-wealthy divorcée arrives in the shop—her once gray-streaked hair now shiny, blonde, and meticulously coiffed—and takes her seat, Gretchen intends to call upon the Mother and the Father and the Heavens and her Spirit Guide to let Rachel come through like she has dozens of times before. Today, though, instead of reaching into the mental grab bag of information she’s compiled via Rachel’s amazingly thorough documentation of her life (the woman had recently started a podcast!), she fully intends to regale Mrs. Van Alst with the good news that her daughter has noticed her recent progress, and that now that she’s certain her mother will be okay, she’s going to go spend time enjoying everything the afterlife has to offer. She’ll be harder to reach from here on out, so Mrs. Van Alst shouldn’t take it personally if Gretchen can no longer deliver Rachel’s messages as regularly. In fact, might as well only come in once a month to preserve her strength and ensure the strongest chance of contact. No, better make it twice a month; Rachel will miss her too much otherwise (because, seriously: rent).

But, despite her intention to do the right—okay, rightish—thing, Gretchen doesn’t get further than greeting Mrs. Van Alst and making their usual small talk about the weather before the woman interrupts. “Instead of speaking with Rachel today, there’s something else I would like to discuss with you.”

“Oh?” Gretchen dabbles in palm reading, tarot, and the occasional psychic prediction when a client is amenable, but Mrs. Van Alst has never shown interest in anything except communicating with her daughter’s spirit. Unless . . . No. It’s unlikely Mrs. Van Alst has discovered she’s a fraud. Or who her father is. Gretchen’s heartbeat stutters at the thought.

Luckily, she isn’t left in anticipation for long. Mrs. Van Alst launches right in without further prompting. “I would like to hire you to help a friend with a particular . . . problem.”

The way she says it makes it sound like Gretchen’s about to be propositioned to cure someone’s impotence, and her eyebrows are hoisted by a mixture of curiosity and bemusement. Her interest is certainly piqued. “And the nature of this problem?”

“I would like you to perform . . . an exorcism.”

Well, that is certainly a less awkward request than where her mind initially went, but still not on Gretchen Acorn’s usual menu of services. Other than having seen The Exorcist (way too young, by the way, at one of the few sleepovers she ever attended), she doesn’t particularly have any experience with that sort of thing. Is an exorcism even something she could do? Or rather, pretend to do?

“You believe your friend is . . . possessed?” she asks, finding herself mimicking Mrs. Van Alst’s cadence. That pause does feel natural when discussing the topic. Obligatory, even.

“Goodness, no. As if I believe in that.” She says this dismissively, like she hasn’t paid Gretchen thousands upon thousands of dollars to channel her dead daughter. “My bridge partner, Charles Waybill, has a goat farm in Maryland. Historic little property that’s been in his family for eight generations. But personal and financial circumstances have convinced him it’s time to sell.”

“Ah, I see.” Gretchen isn’t entirely sure she does, but Mrs. Van Alst seems to be waiting for a response.

“He’s had several offers since he put it on the market in February, but they keep falling through at the last minute. There have been some . . . unexplained phenomena.” There’s that pause again. “Lights turning off during open houses, doors slamming in home inspectors’ faces, spots of extreme cold in otherwise warm rooms, a sense of being watched. It all points to a haunting. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Gretchen nods. That’s definitely some stereotypical ghost shit. Things for which there are also a million other, more rational explanations, of course. But it’s not really in her best interests to point that out when her business relies upon people believing in the afterlife.

“I told Charles about you and how you’ve been helping me communicate with Rachel since she passed. I assured him you would know how to rid the property of its spirits, or at least that you could speak with them to see if they have some issue with the farm’s sale and persuade them to allow it. That is something you could do?”

Could she? It’s been a long time since Gretchen used her skills outside the safety of her shop. Probably why she’s been feeling a bit stuck lately, like she’s just going through the motions. Maybe this is a chance to experience that excitement again, the feeling she fucking loves, the reason she does this instead of waiting tables or grooming poodles. The only way she can describe it is like the atoms that make up her body start a game of freeze dance, and when the music stops they’re in an entirely new arrangement that makes her feel a little bit invincible. Her father always called that high from successfully pulling off a con “gotcha euphoria.” And she hasn’t felt the full force of it in a long, long time.

If she can manage a convincing enough exorcism to help an old man sell his struggling farm? That just might be the pinnacle of her career as a bullshit artist. Her masterpiece. The gotcha euphoria would be overwhelming—a high she could ride for a good long while.

Also, she hasn’t forgotten the bills on the shelf in the back room. Those might begin to haunt her themselves soon, especially once she convinces Mrs. Van Alst to stop coming around as often. Which she really does still intend to do, just as soon as the right moment arises . . .

But then Gretchen also remembers the letter beneath those bills, the one she assumes says something like, We’re peas in a pod, kid, whether you want to admit it to yourself or not, and her selfish, mercenary thoughts make those words too close to the truth for her liking. So she clings to the resulting compunction, accepting it as a sign from her subconscious. “Mrs. Van Alst, I appreciate your faith in me, but I’m not sure if my schedule can accommodate such a—”

“Oh, but Charles is such a dear friend. If you don’t help him, I’m afraid he’ll never be able to move on with his life. He’s all alone now. It’s no way to live . . .” Mrs. Van Alst’s voice trails off, as if perhaps she’s unsure if she’s speaking about Charles Waybill or herself now.

A twinge of empathy makes Gretchen bow her head. Not that it’s the same, really. Gretchen is also alone, sure. But it’s by choice. Not having anyone is different from having them and losing them.

“I’ll of course compensate you for the trouble,” Mrs. Van Alst adds, reaching for her purse. Her instinct (like many other exorbitantly wealthy people’s, in Gretchen’s experience) is to throw money willy-nilly at every problem that arises, hoping the right amount of it will magically relieve her burden. And why not, when it nearly always works?

Except Gretchen’s supposed to be weaning Mrs. Van Alst off of her services. That is the right thing to do. And if she doesn’t do the right thing, then her dad wins the long, drawn-out battle that his letter reminded her is still quietly raging between them. “I’m not certain I’m—”

“I’d like you out there right away. I understand that it may take several days, and I know you usually have clients on the weekends. You’ll have to reschedule several appointments, find transportation and lodging.” She pauses a moment as if mentally calculating, then writes out a check. “I believe this will cover both your losses and expenses, as well as provide for your time and expertise.”

It’s slipped Gretchen’s mind that many of the people around here have an odd, detached relationship with the cost of things outside of property and fancy wine. So when Mrs. Van Alst slides the check over the brocade tablecloth toward her, she nearly chokes on the number she sees.

“Have I underestimated?” Mrs. Van Alst smiles, closemouthed, as if she’s uncomfortable with the vulgarity of speaking of money and would really rather be finished with this part of the conversation.

“No, you— That’s much too generous,” Gretchen forces herself to say through the odd combination of giddiness and nausea the number of zeros trailing the one inspires.

It could be nice to get away for a few days . . . give her time to think about how to handle her father before he comes barging into the life she’s so carefully constructed for herself. Time to get one more job in the books that she can point to as evidence that she’s able to survive without completely stomping on her moral compass.

“I assure you, Charles’s happiness is worth anything. He’s a dear friend.”

Well, then. If he’s that dear of a friend.

Gretchen starts making a mental packing list. Looks like she’s going to be spending her weekend in the countryside, making an old farmer very, very happy.
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