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CHAPTER ONE

DETECTIVE LEO SAMARAS IS A HUNK. He lives directly above me in the apartment building where I’m a homeowner and he is currently a renter, and the island’s only dwarf sleeps on his fold-out couch. Back in high school, he used to date my older sister, a problem she and I have yet to discuss. His eyes occupy that ethereal space between brown and green, and right now they were focused on me. The crumpled up forehead said he was worried about my mental state. My mental state was just fine, thank you, but his was in serious jeopardy.
“I don’t understand,” I said to the man who wasn’t my boyfriend and might never be at the rate we were going. “It’s right there.” My arms flailed, Kermit-style. “The Cake Emporium. Old English lettering. Fancy window display. More cake than anyone can eat in a lifetime, although I have to say I’m up to that challenge.”
The Cake Emporium is owned by the very British Honeychurch siblings, Betty and Jack. Jack bakes and Betty is responsible for sales and window dressing.
Leo dug in deeper. His hands burrowed into his jeans’ pockets. “And I’m telling you I don’t see it. My vision is great, and it’s telling my brain that there’s nothing there. This place has been empty ever since I got back to Merope.”
“Then where have I been buying all my cakes and sweets lately? You’ve eaten them. Sam has eaten them.”
“Sam?’
Sam is Sam Washington, my former boss and current friend. The American expat taught me everything he knew about the private investigation business after I finished high school and embarked on my mission to pester him non-stop about the nuts and bolts of investigating.
I waved my hand in front of the detective’s face. “Forget Sam right now. Have you eaten Cake Emporium cakes or not?”
“I ate cakes at your place once,” he admitted, far too slowly for my liking.
“Exactly!”
“But I don’t know where they came from. They were cakes. Merope has a lot of zacharoplasteios.”
Merope had several other confectionary shops, all good but not Cake Emporium quality. Jack Honeychurch, the baker, made magic when he spun sugar into desserts.
“Trust me, you’ve had Cake Emporium cakes. And you know why? Because it’s a real place.”
“Maybe it is, but not here.”
“You’re making me crazy!”
He grin, slow and lazy and infuriating. “You’re saying that like I’ve never heard it before.”
Ten minutes later, we were embroiled in the same circular argument. My hands were on my hips, and according to my reflection in the store window my face was an unflattering shade of purple. Not Leo’s. He was leaning against the window, muscular arms folded, not smiling exactly but the smirk was simmering below the surface. One of us was enjoying this and it wasn’t me.
“There’s an easy way to prove your point,” he said casually. “Go inside. Buy a cake.”
“I can’t.”
“Because it’s not there.”
“No, kolopetho, because it’s closed at the moment. There’s the sign. CLOSED.” I waved my hands at the pretty sign in the door’s glass panel, with its cursive font and unyielding elegance.
He tipped back his head and laughed. Normally his laugh made me melty and warm but today it ruffled my feathers and smooshed them.
“What’s so funny?” I demanded.
“Very convenient, don’t you think?”
I opened my mouth to toss out an insult with more heft than butt-child, when something whistled past my ear. Before I could duck, the Cake Emporium’s front window shattered. Glass fell out of the frame, tinkling as it landed on the cobblestones that made up Merope’s streets in the heart of the village. Beyond the village’s ragged border, the island’s roads are mostly dirt or gravel.
We stood there stuck on stupid, neither of us seeing the same thing. Leo was looking at a broken window in an abandoned store, and I was watching the demise of Betty’s impeccable staging. A brick had lodged itself in the forehead of one Jack Honeychurch’s Day of the Dead confections. Damn it, I’d been looking forward to buying one of those sugar skulls and cracking the shell open to see what kind of gooey goodness lurked inside. Now I knew it was dark chocolate and marzipan. The brick should have come wrapped with a note that read: Spoiler alert.
My first instinct was to rush into the store, but that was out of the question because, as I had told Leo, my new favorite confectionary shop was currently closed. Which was a problem. I couldn’t go in and I couldn’t call Betty. In the past when she called me her number always came through as anonymous. Not that unusual for a Greek phone, so I hadn’t thought twice. Now, when I really needed her number, it was nowhere to be found.
I did the only thing I could do.
Betty? We have a problem. Call me. The thought was as big and loud as I could make it.
Almost immediately my phone rang. “Oh dear,” Betty Honeychurch said in my ear, with her clipped British accent. “We do have a problem, don’t we, luv?”
Betty Honeychurch is a delightful woman with an unusual gift. At first I found her mind-reading disconcerting, but lately I’d begun to appreciate its usefulness.
“Your window broke. It had a run-in with a flying brick.”
“The window? A window is nothing. No, no, you have a much bigger problem than that, I’m thinking.”
   
Leo went off to investigate. He wandered into the main street, looking for brick-wielding vandals, while I talked to Betty.
“I’ll be there just as soon as I can,” she told me. “Right now my hands are tied.”
“Is everything okay?”
“Some personal problems, but it will all be as right as rain, you’ll see. The store will be a little late opening today, I’m afraid.” There was a longish pause as she peeled back the wrapper on my thoughts and read them one by one. “Ah,” Betty said. “Your policeman can’t see the shop, can he?”
My mind was jumping to all kinds of conclusions, including several where the real Allie Callas was locked up in a psych ward ala Buffy Summers in the Normal Again episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.
Betty gave a little laugh. “No, no, luv, you’re about the sanest person I know. The problem isn’t you, it’s your policeman. He’s about as non woo-woo as a person can get. You have to have a little spark of magic in you to see our little shop. The only thing he sees is the shell it used to be before we moved in.”
My mind was spinning in circles like a dog convinced its own tail was a bone thief. “Are you dead?”
“Gracious, no. I’m every bit as alive as you are.”
Interesting. I had questions but there wasn’t time to tackle the whole list—not at the rate it was expanding. “Is the Cake Emporium a …” I tried to formulate the thought without sounding like a nut. “Is it a ghost shop?”
“No, it’s quite solid and present. There are always bound to be a few bugs when something exists in thousands of places at once the way the Cake Emporium does. One of the side effects is that those without our gifts can’t always see it. How bad is the damage? Jack won’t be happy about smashed sweets. He puts everything into his work.”
Thousands of places at once? Was that possible? And how many laws of physics did the Cake Emporium have to violate to achieve omnipresence?
Despite Betty’s assurance, I felt several bananas short of a bunch.
I walked up to the shattered window to take stock of the confectionary casualties. Besides the brick was lying smack dab in the middle of the pink and white sugar skull with the chocolate and marzipan center, everything was varying degrees of undamaged and edible. Minimal casualties. Best case scenario.
“One sugar skull down. Everything else is intact.”
“Well, Jack will be relieved, won’t he? Otherwise he might sit down and have a good cry, and we can’t have that.
Something inside the Cake Emporium caught my eye. A foreign object on the shop’s floor. From my vantage point I couldn’t identify the anomaly. Everything else appeared to be normal. The large display cases where Betty showed off her brother’s baking skills. The walls behind them shelved and laden with myriad supernatural objects, all carefully and expertly crafted from sugar. A spun sugar crystal ball. Jars of candied newt eyes. Chocolate tarot cards. Although I couldn’t see them from here, I knew the opposing wall was a mirror of the candy wall, except it contained the real supernatural deals. On the counter sat one of the shop’s white boxes, prettily tied with ribbon. A sale interrupted, perhaps?
“Did you do some interior decorating?”
“Not yet, but I’ve got big plans for Christmas. Why do you ask?” There was a short pause. Then: “Oh dear. That must be the bigger problem I picked up on.”
My hand lowered all by itself, taking my phone with it. An icky feeling spread through my gut. I leaned in to get a better look at the object on the Cake Emporium’s floor. I spied with my little eye a human leg, encased in loose gray slacks and a worn black boot. There was second leg to go with it. Which meant if I clambered through the window, chances were high I’d find a torso and head to go with it. Human bodies being what they were, probably there were two arms as well.
I stuffed the yelp back down while I processed the situation. Yelping would draw attention. Right now I needed to think.
“Definitely a problem. There’s a body in your shop,” I told Betty. “Either someone is a deep sleeper, or—”
“Oh, he’s quite dead,” Betty said. “I’m getting nothing from anybody in the vicinity, except the detective. And he’s coming back your way.”
I swung around to see Leo reentering the street, his handsome face marred by a frown.
“Whoever it was, they got away fast,” he said. “Probably children.”
Probably. And their mothers would chase them around the island waving a wooden spoon and hurling slippers if they knew what their kids were up to. Greek mothers raised their sons to believe they were god, but even gods weren’t exempt from the slipper and spoon.
“You got nothing?”
“Someone dropped their salt.” He held up a generic white plastic salt bottle, the kind you could buy at any grocery store in Greece. “Lucky for me because I’m almost out.” As Greece’s most important seasoning, running out of salt would be dire.
“You can tell him,” Betty said into my ear. “I would never expect you to keep secrets from your policeman. Keeping secrets never goes anyplace good. I’ll be there just as soon as I can, although I’m not sure when that will be.”
The call ended. Not my questions; they kept on coming. But they would have to wait. I was standing within spitting distance of a corpse—provided I spat through the broken window. Lately, I seemed to be collecting bodies. Why couldn’t I collect knick-knacks or crappy ex lovers like a regular person?
“There’s a problem,” I said to Leo.
“What kind of problem?”
“It’s like a dead body.”
“What kind of problem is like a dead body except a dead body?”
“Exactly.”
He glanced over my shoulder. “In there?”
I nodded.
“How do you know?”
“I saw legs. In most scenarios, legs come attached to bodies. I bet it’s a murder. Who randomly dies on a confectionary store’s floor after hours?”
Leo stuck his head through the shattered window, then pulled it back out. He was already reaching for his phone. “Is it just me or are murders on Merope increasing?”
“Technically the Royal Pain murders didn’t happen here,” I said, referring to the homicide that had lead up to this moment where we were outside the Cake Emporium, bickering over its existence. “Who are you calling?”
“The cavalry. Then I need to open that door.”
“Not necessary.” I pulled off my coat, wrapped the material around my hands, just in case, and shimmied through the broken window before Leo could say, “Stop, you lunatic.” Without looking at the dead man, I shoved the door open and greeted Leo with a grim smile. He shook his head slowly.
“You and windows,” he said.
“Ah, but this one is different. Normally I shimmy out of windows. This time I climbed in.”
His lips quirked but his attention was on the inert body currently decorating the bakery floor with his inconvenient death. The deceased was sprawled out on one of Betty’s rugs, a Persian in deep reds and brilliant golds. My untrained gaze traveled over him, hunting for a cause of death. There was nothing apparent. His head was still attached. His blood was inside his body, where it was supposed to be. He didn’t appear to be wearing a necklace of bruises. No scissors stuck in his throat. No knives in body parts that weren’t knife-friendly. From where I was standing, by his feet, he appeared to be a regular dead person. Not a murder after all. No drama, just death.
Leo crouched by the dead man. He looked up at me--Leo, not the dead man. It was important for me to make that distinction because some of my earliest memories have ghosts in them.
My name is Allie Callas. I’m thirty-one-years-old, and I see dead people.
“Do you know him?” Leo asked.
Leo was born and raised on Merope, this tiny Greek rock in the Aegean Sea, wedged between Greece and Turkey. After high school, he moved away to become a cop. Recently, he had transferred back to Merope, but here on the island people had come and people had gone. The dead man on the floor was one of our imports. His name was Roger Wilson, an Englishman who decided Greece was a nice place to retire, which showed how little he knew about Merope before he packed up his English life to go Greek. On the outside, Merope is postcard pretty. Stark white buildings with their brilliant blue shutters. Winding cobblestone streets. Old men fiddling with their komboloi--worry beads--while they swill coffee at the local cafes and shout at their friends about politics. Like Santorini and myriad other Greek islands that wind up getting made into calendars, year after year, Merope has quaint donkeys that traipse around the village carrying various goods and senior citizens. This island has gorgeous wrapping paper, no doubt about it. But tear away some of that paper and you’ll find a whole lot of seedy underbelly. Poke that underbelly with a stick at your own peril.
I told Leo what I knew, which wasn’t much. Roger Wilson wasn’t one of Merope’s more sociable denizens. After arriving, he had secured a small cottage on the far edge of the island, away from the thriving metropolis that was Merope’s only village. When he came into town it was on a bicycle much like my own, complete with a basket up front and a rack on the back. Over the years, I’d witnessed him bumping along the island’s dirt roads on dozens of different occasions. He would tip his flat cap, rarely stopping to make even the most basic of conversation. Nobody really talked about him because no one really cared. He wasn’t one of Merope’s own, and, as far as people could tell, he wasn’t a suspicious character. His life appeared to be quiet and private. If he’d been Greek the whole island would have been up in his business, sticking their noses in every nook and cranny and listening at windows. Quiet and private weren’t options on the local social spectrum.
As previously mentioned, I see spooks, ghosts, ghouls, dead folks. Fantasma, as Greeks call them. Right now? Not a single ghost in the vicinity. There was no sign of Roger Wilson—no sign except his body sprawled on the ground. Translation: he didn’t die by someone else’s hand, foot, or weapon. Regular dead people don’t come back until their first forty days in the Afterlife’s waiting room are up. Recently I had learned an exception existed for spirits with urgent unfinished business, such as murder. They could pop right back into this mortal coil immediately if they chose, pestering somebody like me into figuring out whodunit and why, if they didn’t already know. Things tended to be hazy for newly deceased in those final, often violent moments. In my limited experience it made them less than helpful when investigating their murders.
Tires crunched to a stop out in the main street. Curses rolled out of a male mouth as a rubber wheels bumped over cobblestones. A lot of the village isn’t accessible by car. Merope’s citizens dug their foundations into the dirt and rock before cars were a thing. In those days the primary mode of transport was donkey, so wider roads had no need to exist. I ride a bicycle because bikes kick less and move whether there’s hay or not. Currently the narrow street situation meant that vehicles had to be parked elsewhere. The main streets could accommodate two cars moving in opposite directions at different speeds, as though involved in a math equation, but alleys and side streets were strictly pedestrian, bicycle, moped, or donkey.
Panos Grekos, the island’s coroner, appeared, hunched over a stretcher. He’s paler than the average Greek because he spends his time in the hospital’s basement, hanging with the dead. Although he doesn’t know it, his mother judges him from beyond the grave. When Panos heads to the periptero—newsstand—she goes full banshee, howling at his retreating back as he’s carrying home the current month’s editions of German Jugs and Tattooed Tail. Why he doesn’t get his porn online like a regular person is beyond me.
“What have you got for me?” Panos barked.
Leo stepped aside. “See for yourself.”
The coroner peered down at Roger Wilson’s remains, finger perilously close to exploring his nostril. He’s one of those men who never hesitates to blow a nose oyster on to the ground, leaving it to bake under the Greek sun. “This the English one?”
“Roger Wilson,” I said.
He looked up, noticing my existence for the first time today. “You again,” he said.
Guilty--although not of a crime. My job often depended on me being at the right place at the right time, and lately I’d managed to be the first warm, breathing body at the scene of two too many deaths. And now, a third one.
“Any idea about cause of death?” Leo asked the coroner.
“Spontaneous combustion of the kolos,” Panos said. He crouched beside Roger Wilson’s husk. “How would I know? I just got here.”
“Natural causes,” I said, though no one had asked for my opinion. “It had to be.”
Both men glanced at me, then they went right back to police business.
I was right—at least I thought so. Nothing brings a ghost back faster than a bit of murder. An absence of spectral Roger Wilson meant an absence of foul play.
Constable Gus Pappas was next through the door. From his disheveled appearance I could tell he’d thrown his uniform on in a hurry. Built like a pipe cleaner with a buzz cut, he’s the youngest cop on the island. Pappas is a good kid and a decent cop, but his stomach can’t handle death.
“Is he dead?” he asked me.
“Regular dead, probably not murdered dead,” I said.
The coroner’s head shot up. “Thank the Virgin Mary I have an expert here. Tell me, expert, what is the cause of death?”
“He overdosed on German Jugs,” I said.
Panos Grekos stared at me. Hard.
“I’m going over here,” I said, shuffling backwards until my back touched the door.
“Good idea,” he said.
My hasty retreat meant I was sharing space with Constable Pappas. Color had bled out of the young cop’s face. “Want to come vomit with me?” he asked. His hand slapped his mouth. He bolted into the street.
There wasn’t time to tell him about the Cake Emporium’s garbage can sitting just inside the entrance, in case customers needed to dump napkins on the way out. Would a garbage can work if you couldn’t see it? That was one of those philosophical questions that was bound to keep me up at night now that I knew about the cake shop’s quirk.
I went out into the street to check on him.
“Relax.” I handed him a packet of tissues from my bag. “It’s just a regular corpse, not gross or weird one.”
He took a tissue, wiped his mouth. “My stomach doesn’t know the difference.”
Lucky for him the island didn’t see much out-of-the-ordinary death; although, Leo was right, lately we’d had more than our fair share. Something about Merope was changing.
“Who was he?” the young cop asked.
“Roger Wilson, the Englishman.”
To my surprise, he rubbed his hands together. With the puking out of his system his skin had lost its pallor. “Great. Now I get to see what he’s collecting in that old place of his.”
“What do you mean?”
“He was a collector or something--at least that’s my cousin’s theory.” Pappas’ cousin was the local mailman. He delivered Merope’s mail on his motorcycle. “He was always taking packages out there. Kyrios Wilson used to snatch the boxes from him and scurry back into the house like a little rat.”
Kyrios is the Greek word for Mister. Kyria is the feminine form for a married woman. If you’re a single woman you get stuck with the considerably longer and harder to pronounce despinida. In Greek society if you don’t want to be gossiped about it’s safer to tack the correct one onto a person’s name if they’re five or more years your senior—unless you’re friends. I’d never call my client and almost-friend Angela anything except Angela, and she had at least twenty years on me, although she’d only admit to ten.
“Probably care packages from home,” I said. “Cans of mushy peas, rain, and sadness.”
When I’m not discovering dead bodies, I’m busy running my own company, Finders Keepers. Looking for something? I can find it. That heirloom plate that belonged to your great-grandmother, the one you dropped, the one you need to replace before your mother murders you? If a match exists, I can save you from filicide. Missing your beloved pet chicken? I can find Clucky before she or he winds up in someone’s cooking pot, backstroking amongst the chickpeas. Looking for proof your spouse is rubbing their smooshy bits on someone else’s smooshy bits? If smooshy bits are smooshing, I can get photos. I’ve always had a knack for finding things. People on Merope make things easier. Sooner or later--usually sooner--the local gossip finds its way to me. People love being the ones to tell me things. What I didn’t know until right now was that Roger Wilson was a potential collector—of what, I didn’t know—or that he received a higher volume of packages than most people. I filed the information away and promptly forgot about it because Leo and the coroner were lifting the dead man, and they needed a little help tucking him into the body bag. Pappas rushed over to help, refusing to make eye contact with Roger Wilson’s remains.
“Find anything yet?” I asked.
Leo tilted his chin up-down. Greek for no. My childhood happened in the USA. Then my Greek parents dragged our family to Greece at a low point, when my grandmother claimed she was dying of a--as she called it--”mouni disease”. The so-called vaginal disease turned out to be something easily cured with antibiotics. Thanks to our parents, my sister Toula and I could read, write, and speak Greek long before we landed on Greek soil. The nuances took longer to adopt, so sometimes I shook my head when I meant no.
“Just this corpse,” Panos Grekos said dryly.
“So Roger Wilson just wandered in here off the street and died of natural causes?” I said. “Like a stray?”
Then I froze.
Something in the shop stirred. My peripheral vision caught a flash of color and movement. I didn’t look at it. Not yet.
“Won’t know for sure until Panos checks him out,” Leo told me. Panos grunted in his direction. “But at this point it looks like that’s how it happened. There don’t appear to be external signs of foul play. None of the usual suspects, anyway.” He blew out a sigh. “I have to go write up a report, but how about dinner tonight?”
I eyed him warily. “Just us?”
“I hope so.”
I did, too. Somehow, Leo had picked up a pair of passengers he couldn’t see or hear. Lucky me, I saw his demon companions in full Technicolor when they were sniffing around him. Right now the succubi were hiding out elsewhere in their pocket dimension, or possibly bothering some other guy in their man candy collection of action figures.
“You don’t care that I can see a shop you can’t?”
He grinned. “I care that you show up to our date and don’t escape out of a window part way through.”
Good enough--for now. I shot my own grin at him and made a big show of shutting the Cake Emporium’s door.
As he angled into his car and rolled away, I waved.
It was all a big production, starring me.
As soon as Leo was out of sight, I ducked back into the bakery and closed the door. The air was still, quiet, sugar-scented. Whatever my peripheral vision snagged on moments ago had vanished. I did a circuit of the shop to make sure nothing was damaged besides the front window. Everything appeared to be normal and unbroken. My mouth watered the way it always did when I was enveloped between the bakery’s sweet walls.
Done with the shop, I wandered into the kitchen. Jack Honeychurch worked in a cleanroom worthy of the Umbrella Corporation before the breech and subsequent zombie outbreak. Appliances gleamed. Floors and counters shone. Dirt had no place here—a major miracle on an island where chickens and other domesticated birds routinely wandered in and out of shops.
Aha.
Standing in front of the bakery’s large pantry was a gaunt sixty-something man I recognized from when he was lying dead on the floor as recently as five minutes earlier.
“Looking for something?” I asked in perfectly serviceable American English.
“Jesus fooking Christ!” Roger Wilson yelped, then winked out of existence with a small audible pop.
I was wrong; this was murder.





CHAPTER TWO

I YANKED OPEN the pantry door and peered into the cavernous space, in case Roger Wilson had selected a new hiding place.
Nope. Empty. Unless ingredients counted. Who knew there were so many varieties of sugar and flour? Potato flour, corn flour, almond, brown sugar, browner sugar, sugar that sparkled like a disco ball in a bag.
“Mr. Wilson?”
Silence.
With a snick the pantry door closed. At the speed of tortoise, I turned in a tight circle. “Mr. Wilson?”
There was a small pop. He was back. Somewhere.
“I know you’re there,” I said. “I saw you.”
“Then hurry up and get your arse in here,” came his pale English voice.
Pantry.
I opened the door again and found the ferret-faced Roger Wilson hovering over a large paper sack on the floor.
“What’s so compelling about the pantry?” I asked him.
“Salt.” He prodded the sack with his shoe’s toe. The transparent leather wafted through the packaging without making a dent. Ghosts have no substance, especially when they’re fresh. “Sprinkle it around the whole shop. Hurry up then.”
“You want me to sprinkle salt all around the shop?”
“Are you bloody deaf or something? Sprinkle it in a circle.” His drew a circle in the air with his ghost hand. “In an unbroken circle. Don’t fook it up neither, or we’ll both be fooked,” he said.
Salt is the ultimate ghost trap. Put a ring of the grains around a ghost and they’re stuck inside until something or someone breaks the circle. This was recently acquired knowledge to me, but I’d witnessed the prison power of salt myself.
I asked the obvious question: “Why?”
“Because there’s a jolly great git out there who killed me, isn’t there? He’ll come back for seconds, you see if he doesn’t.” His expression turned sly. “Maybe he’ll get you, too.”
Deep breath. “You know you’re dead, right? You’re a ghost. Nothing can kill you now because the ferry to Dead as a Doornail already sailed.”
“Move your arse, you sodding cow!”
Wow. And here I thought Roger Wilson was milquetoast. As it turned out he was what Greeks called a kolotripas—an asshole.
Normally I’d balk at sprinkling salt all over someone else’s property, but the obnoxious jerk-face ghost was about to pop out of his skin—not that he had skin now, just the appearance of it. Living in Greece had given his corporeal face some color, but right now it see-through and stark white. The ghost of Roger Wilson was about pee its ghost pants. It couldn’t hurt to make a small salt circle. Once Roger Wilson and his shockingly foul mouth were safe inside, he might spew out a few useful answers. Betty of all people would understand, and besides, I would have the salt swept up before she returned to her shop.
I carpe’d the sodium and worked quickly and carefully, forming a circle in the Cake Emporium’s kitchen.
“I said around the whole shop,” Roger Wilson complained while he watched me work. “Are you deaf or something?”
I straightened up. “Do you want to do this?”
He had the audacity to look peeved. “I can’t touch anything without going right through it. It’s a right pain in the arse.”
“As the person doing all the work, I get to decide how big the circle is. If you have any complaints, take it up with my boss.”
“Your boss? Who’s that when he’s at home?”
Sexist much? “That would be me.”
“Tell your employee she’s a bloody moron.”
Yeah, I’d get right on that.
With a few more shakes of the sack, the circle was complete, and Roger Wilson and I were on the inside. I set the sack down and addressed the formerly alive man.
“Want to tell me what’s going on?”
Now that we were surrounded by salt, he had relaxed a little. Some of the color had poured back into his transparent face. He’d gone from milk to cream. “You can see me, then?”
“That or you’re a figment of my imagination,” I joked.
“No--you can see me. You can really see me.”
Most of the time I don’t let ghosts know about my little party trick. The post-living can be real pests, and that’s putting it politely. Death does something to a person, besides pulling their plug. It distills their personalities in ways I don’t quite understand, amplifying certain traits and dialing down their inhibitions. Alive, Roger Wilson was never personable. But dead he was an obnoxious ass. My grandmother, wherever she was, had to be the most insufferable creature in the Afterlife. She’d been a real character, frequently dispensing useful information such as “A hard man is good to find, but three hard men is better if you know what I mean,” and “If you go without underwear you will save time and laundry”. But I was glad, in some ways, that she had never come back to visit. I wasn’t sure I could handle whatever kind of force of nature she’d become post-death. Today I was okay with Roger Wilson knowing my secret. With luck he’d soon buzz off to the Afterlife and never bother me again.
I raised my hands, careful not to give the ghost the moutsa—a charming Greek gesture that means you’re rubbing metaphorical poop in the other person’s face and that you think they have a chronic masturbation habit that’s softened their brain to the consistency of pureed pumpkin. He wasn’t Greek so he might not even know about the moutsa, but old habits die the hardest, if they die at all.
“You’ve got me there,” I said. “I see dead people.”
His gaze darted left them right before settling on my face. “Go on then, tell me, do you see any one else right now?”
“Nope.”
“You didn’t look!”
I looked. Apart from Roger I was alone. “Still no. So about that explanation …”
“Are you sure?” His question slashed out like a knife. “That we’re alone, I mean.”
“Positive.”
He relaxed another inch. “All right. Someone tried to kill me--”
“And succeeded, by the looks of things.”
“Well aren’t you a clever clogs?”
Probably that was one of those rhetorical questions, so I didn’t waste time answering that I avoided clogs because I like my feet. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”
“One minute I was alive, wasn’t I? Going about my business, heart beating same as ever. Then next thing I know I’m dead and some silly bint is asking me stupid questions.”
Something told me I was the silly bint he’d mentioned. Was I supposed to be offended? And what was a bint anyway?
“Any idea who killed you?”
“A man, I suppose. Or a woman. That part is hazy, like I’ve had one too many pints down at the pub.”
“What were you doing when you were killed?”
“What do you think I was doing? Coming here, wasn’t I. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here. I don’t remember what happened so I suppose that’s it.”
There was logic in there somewhere. In his mind. Kind of a wherever you go, there you are thing. “Maybe you were looking for a hiding spot and this was convenient.”
“Bloody hell, does it matter? I’m fooking dead. From where I’m standing—”
“Hovering.”
“Fook! I can’t even touch the ground.” He poked the tile with his transparent shoe toe. The shoe vanished up to the laces. “Listen, you have to help me, otherwise I’m buggered.”
“Ghosts can’t do that, you know. At least I don’t think they can.”
His face went blank. “Do what?”
“The buggering thing.”
“Are you obtuse or plain barmy?”
“I’m going with obtuse since I know what that means.”
He shook his head. “You have to help me.”
“With what?”
“Find the arsehole who killed me and make sure they wind up in the clink.”
“The clink?”
“The big house. Jail. Behind bars.”
“So how am I supposed to do that?”
“I don’t know. Come up with something. Aren’t you the island’s private snoop?”
This was a road I didn’t want to take again. Solving crimes was police work. I liked to work on the sunnier, happier, less deadly side of the street, where there’s no grave dust and definitely no nagging, yapping ghosts.
“Not even close. Mostly my job involves shopping online and occasionally hunting for a missing sheep.”
“So do that then, but with a regular person who happens to be a murderer. How bloody hard can it be?”
My blood boiled. “Sorry, I only find things for people who are living. They’re much more likely to pay their bill when the job is done.”
“I can pay you.”
Yeah, right. “My bank doesn’t accept ghost bucks. But if you go on up to the Afterlife, I understand they have a whole organization devoted to helping the newly deceased acclimate. Whatever help it is you need, I’m at least sixty percent sure they can assist you.”
A shadow wafted across his face. “I can’t do that.”
“Sure you can. Click your heels and fly straight until morning. Or something like that.”
He clicked his heels together. Nothing happened. “Got any other ideas for me, you muppet?”
“Leave here and pop in to the Afterlife?”
He spat invisible specks onto the floor. “Bloody useless, that’s what your advice is.”
Two palms up. “I can’t help you. Sorry.” Not sorry.
Solving problems and finding things for ghosts isn’t my thing. I’d told him the truth, that Finders Keepers deals exclusively with the living. Okay, yes, I’d recently solved two other murders for the victims, but there were special circumstances. The first murder victim was my combination best friend, neighbor, and landlady’s murder. Olga Marouli zinged right back to see me while her body was still warm on the floor and demanded I get straight to work, figuring out whodunit. Because I loved her I complied with only a minimal amount of grumbling. The second was a Greek bread baron whose exit out of this realm happened on his yacht, with several passengers onboard. The freshly dead group had holed up in my apartment and refused to leave until I found their killer.
“Then you leave me no choice,” Roger Wilson said in a voice that was as tepid as the rest of him. “I wish there was another way.”
Huh?
Roger Wilson crouched until his head was level with mine, and then sprang forward with the grace of an intoxicated three-legged cat. He sailed into my body and kept on going, emerging from the middle of my back. The whole thing felt like being temporarily encased in a Jell-O shot.
Son of a gun, had the dead jerk tried to jump into my body?
Total failure, thank every deity ever. Instead of successfully hijacking my bag of meat and bones, he bounced off the ring of salt’s invisible protective barrier and fell panting on the ground. This from a guy who no longer had lungs.
“That was supposed to fooking work,” he said.
“Says who?”
“The movies.”
My eyebrows climbed as high as eyebrows could climb. Thank goodness I’d never succumbed to Botox or I’d be ninety percent less expressive. “By movies I presume you mean things like Ghost?”
He nodded.
“How did you get to your age without learning that what you see on TV isn’t always real?” How deep did the delusion go? “You do know there aren’t tiny people in the television, right? Please tell me you know that much.”
He pelted me with serious case of stink-eye. “Help me or else I’ll find another way to use your body as a puppet.”
Lovely guy. Appearances were so deceiving. He looked like a man who cultivated roses and drank milky white tea, but really he was a transparent sack filled with dicks.
“I can’t help you if you won’t help yourself. Check out the Afterlife, swing by some Council of the Formerly Living meetings, and get educated about what comes next. While you’re doing that, the police will be busy working your case. Detective Samaras is a good cop, so it won’t be long before we know the whole story—if there is a story.”
“I can’t leave this circle,” he said.
“You’re already dead,” I said as gently and firmly as I could. “What’s the worst that could happen?”
“Could be anything out there, for all any of us know. Supreme evil might poo in my soul.”
I blinked. “Again, like the buggering, I don’t think that’s possible.”
“You don’t know that it’s not, do you though? Thinking isn’t knowing. And who knows what that tosspot who killed me has up his or her sleeve. They had to have been shirty when they snuffed me.”
“Shirty?”
“Americans,” he muttered. “Angry! Shirt is angry! Angry is shirty! I’m starting to feel shirty myself!”
“Then you should have said that.” I glanced around at the kitchen and all the nobody in it. If there was a murderer lurking around, or anything else waiting to poo in Roger Wilson’s soul, they were invisible. “Okay, well, I can’t stick around all day, so I’m just going to step over this salt and mosey on home.”
“Don’t! Supreme evil might poo in your soul, too.”
“There’s nothing and nobody out there.”
“Ha! That’s what you think. But murderers get themselves a taste for murdering. Could be you’ll be next.”
Well. That was cheerful. “I doubt that. I’m not nearly as annoying as you.” But I did stick my nose in where it didn’t belong sometimes. Hazard of the trade. As recently as this week I’d been in an eBay fight to the death for a rare batch of wool. Knitting aficionados were brutal. I’d won the auction, but username: KnitOrDieScreaming had knitting needles and knew how to whip up souvlaki using a human face.
“Why would someone want to kill you?” I went on.
“There’s a homicidal bloody killer loose on the island and you’re asking what I did to deserve it? That’s victim-blaming, that’s what that is. Isn’t that what you women are always crying about?”
My teeth sank into my lip. I counted to ten. Then I counted to ten again. “That’s not what I was asking. Most homicides aren’t stranger-on-stranger.”
The grooves in his forehead dug deeper. “I don’t bloody well know, do I?”
“Well, what do you know?”
“Ghosts are stupid, and now I’m one of them.”
Bigotry against his own kind. Charming. “I’m leaving now.”
“Don’t come crying to me when the killer offs you, too.”
Like ripping off a Band-Aid, I stepped over the salt line. I held up both hands in supplication. “See? Perfectly fine. Now why don’t I smudge this line so you can toodle off, pip pip old chap to the Afterlife and get the help you need?”
Behind me, there was a light hollow clang, the sound of a lid lifting off a pot.
“You daft cow,” Roger Wilson said. “I told you. I distinctly remember telling you.”
I turned around in time to see a large stockpot colliding with my face.





CHAPTER THREE

WHEN I WOKE UP, I discovered I’d been making salt angels on the bakery floor. The circle wasn’t so much broken as it was scattered to the low-lying breezes that naturally occur in buildings that aren’t as air-tight as they should be.
Emitting a suitably pained sound, comparable to a wronged donkey, I rolled onto my stomach and scanned everything at eye level. There was no sign of Roger Wilson’s transparent feet. Could be he was hovering in the air higher up, but I didn’t think so. The absence of gloating was a giveaway.
The stockpot lurked in the corner, its heavy copper bottom dent-free. Lucky, I supposed, because that kind of cookware didn’t come cheap. Jack Honeychurch spared no expense when it came to equipping his kitchen. Alone on the Cake Emporium’s floor, I mangled a few lines of Eric Carmen’s All by Myself.
“You are not alone,” said a deep male voice that definitely wasn’t supposed to be present, especially while I was scraping the bottom of my talent barrel.
I jerked upright. He was there. I didn’t know his name, although I supposed he had one, on account of how most people wind up with a name sooner or later. In Greece, for instance, you don’t get a name until you’re three months old. Up until your baptism you’re simply named Baby. The man in black--he was always in black--probably had some kind of high faluntin’ name like Lord Fancy Pants the Third or Sir Muckety Muck Darcy Heathcliff. His hair was the color of midnight on a moonless night, and it curled where it touched his collar. He wore a long coat, the kind a man wears to march through the fog, across the moors, to claim a woman, whom he recently decided was worth traipsing through the fog for. His cheekbones were high, his lips full, and he always seemed swathed in shadows, even on a sunny day. What he was I didn’t know. Not a ghost; the man was solid. But he wasn’t fully human either, I suspected. He had a way of showing up unexpectedly, usually when I was in some kind of physical trouble, or when he assumed I was in dire need of a cryptic message. Although why he thought I enjoyed cryptic messages was beyond me.
I grimaced up at him. “Please don’t tell me it puts the lotion on its skin or else it gets the stockpot upside the head again.”
He bent down to pick up the pot, hooked his finger through one of the D-shaped handles. “Someone threw this at you?”
“Unless it flew by itself, and even in my experience things don’t whizz across the room unless someone is whizzing them.” I glanced around. “Did you see anyone else here?”
“The spirit is gone … for now.”
“You saw him?”
He took his sweet time answering, placing the pot back on its shelf before shifting his attention to my banged up cranium. “A person can see a great many things if they pay attention.” He crouched beside me, touched my head, where the pot had made contact. His fingers were cool. “Are you damaged?”
“Not permanently.”
He nodded once, then he stood, bringing me up with him, all business and stoicism and foggy moors. Probably he was on his way to stride across one right now. Not that Merope had moors. What we had was cliffs and donkeys.
“I am glad.” A smile left before it had even fully arrived. He turned away.
“You’re leaving?”
“Do you need further assistance?”
“No … But I do have a question.”
He waited.
“Where are we right now? I mean, what is this place? What do you see?”
“The Cake Emporium. That is what it has always been called, and I expect that is what it will always be called.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because that is its name.”
He walked out the kitchen door. A moment later I heard the front door open and close. Another sign the man in black wasn’t a ghost.
   
Head quietly throbbing, I took the time to sweep up the scattered salt. Roger Wilson didn’t reappear. Neither did the mysterious pot slinger, which was nice. I didn’t think my head could take a second beating today. When I was done, I sent out a silent message for Betty to call me. That window needed fixing, and I knew someone who could get the job done on regular time, not Greek time, provided I convinced him using tools like blackmail and bribery.
Greek time fully embraces words like “whenever” and “whatever”. Contractors show up when they feel like it, and they might not feel like it until after five cups of coffee, a game of tavli--backgammon--and several long, loud conversation about politics. An hour, a day, a week, all meaningless measures of time.
Betty didn’t call.
That didn’t mean I couldn’t help her out.
My next move was to drag some old boxes out of the alley and use them to patch the broken glass so that the weather wouldn’t sneak in while I was waiting for Betty’s instructions. Not too shabby. Okay, a little bit shabby. But not out of place among some of the island’s other storefronts. Greece’s financial problems meant shopkeepers couldn’t always afford things like glass, paint, or dusters to dislodge the thick crust of dust forming on their wares.
Something tickled my memory banks.
I stopped.
The broken window. It hadn’t broken all by itself. The large jagged hole was the result of a flying brick. Leo had gone hunting for the brick tosser but he’d returned empty handed, no vandal in custody. Who had thrown the brick? Roger Wilson’s killer? If so, was he or she alerting us to the lowest-key ever murder scene inside? Maybe it was a coincidence, but I’m not a fan of coincidences. Too often they’re the result of careful planning.
With the window as secure as I could get it with cardboard and tape, I jogged over to my bicycle. Nobody would rob the Cake Emporium, I was sure of that. Tourist season was over, and even the most nefarious of Merope’s denizens wouldn’t steal from another one of Merope’s own shops. Besides, I wasn’t sure the island’s worst could see the shop as anything other than an unoccupied shell. Betty’s comments about the Cake Emporium’s visibility had raised more questions than it had answered, and I was trying not to perish from all this curiosity. I have long suspected that Greek DNA contains at least one cat hair.
I grabbed my bicycle, slung my leg over, and pushed off. Something caught my eye. Something silvery and shiny in my bicycle’s basket. A small salt shaker, the neck circled with a pink ribbon tied in a bow. I read the accompanying note, penned in an old fashioned hand on cream colored parchment paper.
For your protection.
The shaker was full.
   
As recently as a couple of months ago I was not a homeowner. Now, thanks to a death I’d undo in a heartbeat if I could, I was the reluctant deed holder of the apartment I’d called home for years. When my best friend and neighbor was murdered, I discovered she’d been harboring a secret: the building where we were neighbors was hers. In Olga Marouli’s Last Will and Testament she left me the apartment I’d unknowingly rented from her since I was barely out of high school. Apartment 201, its four walls, and all its contents were mine now. The rest of the building went to her granddaughter Lydia, who was technically the family’s black sheep. After meeting Olga Marouli’s children and other grandchildren, I’d say Lydia was better off being a black sheep than one of those white-fleeced crazies.
My apartment is located in the village, a couple of roughly hewn blocks away from the waterfront and the main road. The building is basically a three-layer cake, smothered with white icing and the requisite blue shutters. It features a pretty garden in the courtyard, tended to by a couple of gardeners, one of whom is dead. Kyrios Yiorgos, the dead one, is the more reliable of the two. He works day and night to keep the garden in show worthy condition. The other guy just takes credit for the dead man’s efforts, even though he has no clue his dead counterpart exists.
Kyrios Yiorgos saluted me on the way past. I kept my wave down low where no one but the gardener could spot it. Merope’s favorite pastime is gossip. The eyes here are big and the mouths are bigger. I didn’t fancy being the main story of the day. Plus I didn’t want to advertise my ability to see the dead. If the dead knew, they’d do annoying things like engage me in pointless conversation.
I parked my bicycle in the small lobby and jogged up to the second floor. The building houses two apartments per floor. My closest neighbor now that Olga Marouli was gone was Lydia, and when Lydia was home music seeped under her door, flooding the hallway with German pop. Today the hallway was filled with shadows and silence. Winter was headed right for Merope, and the light filtering through the picture window at the end of the hallway was thinner and more anemic than a Victorian orphan.
I locked my door behind me and let out a long relieved breath. It was good to be home. My place was small but it was comfortable and it was mine. After dumping my bag on the end of my desk, I lifted the lid on my laptop and waited for the machine to spring to life. I checked my email, voicemail, text messages, my primary points of contact for the Finders Keepers business.
The first voicemail was from Angela Zouboulaki, one of my repeat clients, and someone I considered a friend-ish. A week rarely passed without Angela sending me off on a mission. Angela is a collector of men. It’s my job to vet her coveted acquisitions, checking them for wives and other defects. Her most recent conquest had shaved twenty years off his age and murdered a boatload of people, but it was really only the age thing that bothered Angela. Today she declared she was headed to England to meet a man who claimed he owned a castle, and she wanted to me check on the status of this castle before she boarded her yacht, which would carry her to the mainland and her private plane. I called her back because the curiosity was killing me.
“A castle?” I asked, incredulous.
“That is what he said, but you know how men are: they say a lot of things.”
Her men said a lot of things. Apart from her first two husbands, both of whom had left her a very rich woman, Angela’s taste in men is suspect at the best of times. I don’t know why she doesn’t just cut out the middleman--me--and do her hunting in dark alleys and prisons.
“What’s his name? I can find out right now if he really owns a castle.”
If the internet failed me there were other ways to uncover dirt. I had a network of databases I could sift through. For the tough, uncrackable nuts I turned to Sam Washington, my old boss and good friend.
“Teddy Duckworth. Sir Teddy Duckworth.”
My eyeballs performed a slow roll. Only a rich person could afford to have a name that ridiculous. “Sounds bogus.”
“Hurry,” she said. “If his castle is real he could be my true love, I feel it right here in my chest, just above the fifty carat diamond a man gave to me once.”
“Which man?”
“I do not remember him, only the diamond.”
I quickly sorted out the genuine historical figures from the Duckworths living today. Sure enough, there was a Teddy that matched the information Angela had given me.
“Huh. That’s his real name,” I said.
“Teddy Duckworth?”
I winced. “Technically his first name is Sir.”
There was a long, confused pause. “How can his name be Sir? That is a title, not a name.”
“I can only assume his parents hated him.”
“So he is not a a baronet or a knight?”
“No.”
“What about his castle?”
I pulled up his picture. Lo and behold, Sir Teddy Duckworth was approximately Angela’s age--Angela’s real age, not the fairy tale she told people--and he was single and without heirs. Attractive in a boyish, sandy-haired way. A pot belly that said he liked beer or meat pies. Or maybe beer with his meat pies.
“Nothing yet.”
“What is his financial situation? Is he a bum? I hope he is not a bum. Does he look like he kakas in bushes?”
“No, he looks like he uses a regular bathroom.”
I kept going.
Here was something interesting. A news story about this particular Sir Teddy Duckworth, who was area famous for his real estate interests.
I sat back, satisfied. “He wasn’t lying about the castle.”
Angela gasped. “A castle! Neither of my husbands gave me a castle. I can overlook the strange name for a man with his own castle.”
“You could build your own.” It wasn’t like she didn’t have the money. Angela owned a sizable chunk of Greece.
“Now I do not need to,” she said casually. “If Teddy has a castle I can have his.”
“Sir.”
“I cannot call him that ridiculous name. He will have to change it. Tell me more about this castle.”
While Angela was mentally acquiring real estate, I decided to give her the reality check, which was hefty.
“The good news is that he has more than one castle.”
“He must be very rich,” she said with a touch of awe. Boy was she about to be surprised.
“What did he tell you he did?”
“Construction. I assume he owns construction in England if he has more than one castle.”
The construction part was true. Technically ol’ Sir Teddy wasn’t a liar. Possibly he hadn’t even bent and stretched the truth at all. I knew for a fact that Angela had a knack for hearing what she wanted to hear and filtering out the rest.
“I’m emailing you something.”
“What is it?”
I cut, pasted, and shot an email across cyberspace.
“You’ll see. Check your email. Did you get it?”
There was a long pause. A pause jam-packed with goodies like disappointment and disbelief. The string of curse words was right there, coiled up on the tip of Angela’s tongue, each word filthier than the last. Angela was richer than Midas now, but she’d started life digging in the dirt along with Merope’s regular citizens.
“Do you see his castles?” I asked her.
In a flat voice: “I see castles.”
“He didn’t lie,” I said in Sir Teddy’s defense.
Sir Teddy Duckworth was a miniature model enthusiast. He had a thing for castles in particular. His home--not a castle--was filled with castles the size of snow-globes. I had to hand it to the man, his work was exceptional. He’d really nailed Windsor Castle.
“That is not the castle I was expecting,” Angela said.
“He’s attractive enough, at least.”
“If you like men who do not live in castles.”
I liked men who didn’t live in castles just fine. I really liked the one who lived upstairs, directly above me, in fact. Detective Leo Samaras was my neighbor, so if the dark middle of the night ever came where I had to perform the walk of shame, I wouldn’t have far to skulk.
Too bad Leo used to date my sister. My brain wasn’t over that hump yet, although Leo had already made the leap. Was Toula over it yet? Hard to say. The only thing more tightly buttoned that my sister’s neckline was her mouth. Toula is a good person; I just wish I wasn’t her favorite project.
Angela ended the call, muttering about castles and liars and a sale at her favorite store in Athens. She’d be fine. Angela always managed to land in the upright and seated position in her private plane. On some level it felt like it was my job to make sure she landed that way with her purse intact.
My inbox was often an interesting place and today was no exception. Someone on the island was hunting for old editions of a Greek teen magazine no longer in circulation. Within minutes I’d located and purchased the magazines and secured delivery for next week. A more delicate and complex problem came next.
Kyria and Kyrios Fasoulas. The married couple hated each others guts, publicly and unabashedly, so divorce was imminent and had been for years. Lately the animosity had ratcheted up another notch, and now there was an innocent party caught up in the skirmish: Hercules, their goat. Neither wanted to relinquish custody of the poor animal. Their children begged me to find a compromise. Normally a lawyer was the right woman or man for this kind of job, but here on Merope lawyers were regarded with more suspicion than funky smelling meat. (Besides being a great name for a band, funky smelling meat wasn’t a dealbreaker around here. If God hadn’t meant for Merope’s citizens to eat expired meat, He wouldn’t have invented herbs and spices.) Locals liked to solve their own problems without getting anything annoying like the law involved. In their minds, lawyers were only after one thing: money. So they turned right around and paid me to find solutions to their squabbles.
Merope is home to twenty thousand people, most of whom I know by sight if not by name. The Fasoulas family owned a parcel of land about the size of a postage stamp, not far from Roger Wilson’s place on the western edge of the island. I figured I’d ride over there to check out the goat in question, hear their arguments, and then afterward I’d swing by the Wilson house for no reason other than I was curious about where Roger Wilson’s ghost had scooted off to. Something told me the recently deceased Englishman knew more than he let one about who had clobbered me with the stockpot, and now that the pain was easing off I wanted to know, too—mostly for preventative reasons. There was no guarantee he’d be haunting his own home, but it was as good a place to start as any.
My stomach rumbled. I spent a couple of minutes staring into my cupboards, wishing I’d had the time and opportunity to acquire some of the Cake Emporium’s confections. In the end I settled on a thin slab of bread and a chunk of kasseri cheese—a Greek villager’s favorite snack. Small neighborhood bakeries nestle in narrow streets all over Greece and its islands. Before dawn, they fire up their wood burning ovens and spill hot, steaming loaves into the arms of hungry Greeks until lunchtime, the country’s main meal. My stomach growled thinking about the crackle of the crust, the softness of the crumb. As for the cheese, feta gets all the overseas attention, but in truth kasseri is the country’s best cheese. Smooth, mild, buttery, with a hint of sweetness. Feta’s sharp bite can be hit or miss, but kasseri never disappoints.
A cool breeze snaked around my ankles. I looked down to see Dead Cat rubbing his marmalade flank against my shins, the marble floor visible through his body. Dead Cat is the most opaque ghost I’ve ever seen, and when he’s lying on my chest during the night I’d swear he has heft. He was part of my inheritance from Olga Marouli. The enormous orange cat has a vicious underbite and fangs that look like they could sever an artery with one chomp. If he was a human he’d be a pirate—the “arrr, matey, have ye seen my parrot, you scurvy dog?” kind—and he is mine now, apparently. To be honest, the company is nice. He doesn’t eat and he doesn’t kick kitty litter all over the apartment, which makes him the perfect pet. One of these days I’d get around to giving him a real name but for now he is simply Dead Cat.
The huge marmalade feline leaped from the floor to the counter, where his nose began to twitch.
“Not sharing my food,” I told him.
He reared up, plonked his paws on my shoulder. He sniffed at the spot where I’d almost become one with the copper pot.
“I was going to be an adventurer like you until I took a stockpot to the head.”
He gave me a withering look before bounding away, headed to the living room where I’d placed a cardboard box in the corner for him. Even in death, cats love boxes.
“Back later,” I told my cat. Still munching on my bread and cheese, I jogged downstairs, confident that my sister would call within the next five minutes to scold me for eating while running.
My phone chirped.
“Do I have to tell you it’s not safe to eat and run?”
Toula. Always, predictably, Toula.
“I’m not eating,” I said through the crumbs.
“Kyria Irini saw you.”
No point asking which one. Throw a pebble and you’d hit a Kyria Irini with a big mouth.
“Tell her to mind her own business.”
My sister sighed like I was smushing her heart to smithereens. “You know I can’t do that.”
We both laughed because she was right. Reprimanding the gossips would only lead to more gossip.
In the background something broke. Toula’s eye-roll came across loud and clear. “Want a pair of wild beasts?”
“Thanks,” I said, “but I’m trying to quit.”
The truth was I adored my niece and nephew; and who knew, maybe one day I’d have my own destruction crew. Although, as my very Greek parents liked to remind me, my eggs weren’t getting any fresher. Fortunately they were on a world cruise and wouldn’t be back until they’d snooped on every continent.
Toula ended the call with vague threats involving “talking later” and “getting together for lunch”.
Across the street, the coffee shop was hopping. Merope’s Best serves Merope’s worst coffee. Their specialty is fancy coffee with Italian names and mystery ingredients. You can have any kind of beans you like as long as you want them scorched and possibly soaked in pesticides that cause cancer and birth defects. The older generations avoid the wannabe Starbucks, getting the good stuff from the island’s myriad other kafeneios. Merope’s Best does brisk business anyway, hawking their swill to tourists and Merope’s younger people. It’s the caffeine-ish source closest to my apartment, so most mornings I desperately throw my money at the baristas and beg them to poison me.
My aching head decided that now was a good time to take my life into my own hands, even though the day was sliding into afternoon territory. That’s how I found myself jumping into line behind a short string of alive and texting teenagers. In my life it was important to make the distinction. Merope’s Best was home to several ghosts, but as far as I could tell none of them had died because of the coffee. Yet.
“Do your worst,” I told the barista who looked like ennui was his first name. He wore guyliner and a T-shirt that said he’d had it up to here with midgets. The shirt came with a white line slashed across the stomach and English text. Did he understand his own fashion choice, or did he mistake the line and accompanying words for Must be This Tall to Ride?
“Single or a double?”
“Do you want me to die?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know.”
I didn’t take it personally. “I like your shirt.”
“Thanks. Some nanos came in earlier and threatened to sue me.”
That answered the translation question.
Nanos is the Greek pejorative for little people. There is only one dwarf on Merope and he lives directly above me, on Leo’s couch. The foul tempered munchkin is Leo’s cousin.
The poster child for apathy slid my coffee across the counter, took my money, and sighed as I moved aside and the next customer took my place.
Outside, something caught my eye.
A paper coffee cup hovering in the air.
Weird.
Not the weirdest thing I’d ever seen but definitely out of the ordinary. Normally hovering objects came with ghosts attached, and those ghosts had been around the block a few thousand times to get that far.
I gave it the side-eye as I passed by and crossed the street to retrieve my bicycle from the apartment building’s lobby. When I emerged, the cup was in the air, waiting.
“Mr. Wilson?”
It couldn’t be Roger Wilson because the Englishman had been dead all of a few hours and couldn’t possibly have developed the skill set in time. But he’d vanished unexpectedly earlier so my curiosity was running on the high side.
The paper cup swayed in front of me. Coffee sloshed over the rolled lip.
My eyes narrowed. “Don’t even think about it.”
The cup rose higher, higher, until it was bobbing above my head.
“Do it, and as soon as I figure out who or what you are, I swear I will desecrate your grave.”
SPLASH!
Coffee poured through my hair, down my face, and soaked into my shirt. The cup bounced off my head and hit the ground. Whatever had been steering the cup was a litterbug as well as a jerk.
My phone jangled. “Come,” I said, using the standard Greek phone greeting. Saturated, I stooped down to pick up the cup and pitched it into the garbage can outside Merope’s Best.
The line crackled. “I need a small favor if you’re in the position to give one,” Betty said.
“Anything for you,” I said. “I tried to get in touch earlier …”
“We’re just in a spot of trouble. It’s taking longer than I thought to get out of it.”
“Can I help?”
“You could be a luv and go to the shop this afternoon. There’s an important customer coming to pick up an order, and it’s vital someone be there to give it to him. As a thank you, help yourself to any of the goodies that strikes your fancy.”
She had me at free cake.
“What’s the order?”
No reply. Betty was gone again.
“I’m not done with you,” I told the thin air.





CHAPTER FOUR

I HAD time to kill before taking care of the Cake Emporium’s VIP customer, so I showered quickly, changed clothes, and rode to the Fasoulas family’s property to sort out the goat situation.
Kyria and Kyrios Fasoulas lived on a parched piece of land surrounded by a sparse forest of olive trees. Out on this slice of Merope’s rim, houses were few—and also barely houses.
The Fasoulas house had seen a lot of earthquakes and hadn’t been able to stand up to all of them. Built before the law requiring all new construction to be earthquake-proof went into effect, the stone walls tilted in every direction except straight. The faded orange tiles that formed the roof were cracked and crumbling. A crooked front porch had been divided into two separate camps. On one side, Kyria Fasoula—not a typo; most Greek women lose the s on the end of their last name—was rocking back and forth in her chair, crochet hook working furiously to make flowers out of yarn so white it appeared to glow. The stone faced woman wore a bob that made her head look like a flowerpot, and a black house dress with buttons running from a mid-calf hem to a high neckline, the regulation color for widows and other people whose family members had recently passed. (Widows are bound to wear black for life as a sign of respect to the dead and capitulation to the village gossips reporting on their every move. Failure to do so results in virulent gossip and a life of constant side-eyes.) On the opposite end sat her estranged husband. Most of him was hidden behind today’s copy of the Merope Fores—Merope Times—the island’s own daily newspaper. The paper is run by the Bakas family. Their family tree is a stick. Their gene pool is a cracked patch of dirt in August. Their physiology makes the Habsburg jaw seem modest. Compared to the Bakas family, The X-Files’ Peacock family’s genome appears downright diverse. Without thinking about it I began to hum Johnny Mathis’ Wonderful, Wonderful.
Today’s front page featured a picture of the Cake Emporium’s patched window. The headline bemoaned Vandals, Young People, and Tourists—the unholy trinity of whodunit. (Roger Wilson’s death was most likely a footnote on account of his English blood and consequently lowly status.)
Located somewhere between her fifth and sixth decades, Kyria Fasoula wasn’t an old woman. On the other hand, the ravines and ditches in her husband’s skin signaled that on the morning his wife was born the second thing he did in the morning was shave. He was a gourd of a man, left to dehydrate in the sun for decades. His stark white hair was a toilet seat around a mahogany tanned bald spot at the back of his head.
If local gossip was true—and it often was—the Fasoulas marriage was never a love match. The two families put their heads together and decided to unload their fifth daughter on someone who could afford to feed her. Although they’re dwindling, arranged marriages are still a thing in Greece, especially in areas where there’s a deficit of education and an overabundance of controlling parents.
Hercules, the goat at the center of this custody battle, was a black beast straight out of the Billy Goats Gruff, and he was currently trying to decide if I was a bridge troll that needed butting. He zeroed in on my bicycle’s basket and chomped down on the wire. When that didn’t work out the way he expected, he helped himself to a tissue sticking out of my pocket and swallowed it in one gulp.
I waved to couple on the porch, wished them a good morning, and told them who I was. In Greece it’s customary to announce lineage; family baggage demands to be hauled everywhere.
Kyria Fasoula stuck her nose in the air, inhaling through a sizable beak. “I smell coffee.”
“That’s just me. I collided with a coffee cup earlier.” A floating coffee cup, carried by a hand I couldn’t see.
“And how is your grandmother?” Kyria Fasoula asked me.
“Still dead,” I told her, which was true. “Did someone in your family pass? I hadn’t heard. Na zeises.” May you live. The polite thing to say when someone dies. If you don’t say it you’re publicly admitting you wouldn’t mind so much if they dropped dead, too.
“My husband.”
The newspaper twitched. The husband in question was very much alive and not a ghost. “I refuse to die before that old booboona.”
A booboona is a dummy. An idiot. A moron. Also apparently it was his wife.
“I hear you’re having a goat problem,” I said.
The husband snorted. “Goat problem. Xa!”
Xa is Ha. The Greek alphabet is missing a couple of letters, so sometimes they’re forced to compensate.
“There is no goat problem,” he went on. “What I have, like all Greek men—except sisters, who make love the way Ancient Greeks and the gods intended—is a woman problem.”
A sister is a sister. A sister is also a gay man.
“The only goat problem I have is this one.” Kyria Fasoula stabbed the air with her crochet hook, the pointy bit aimed in her husband’s direction.
“You see what I have to put up with?” He dropped the paper and showed me two upturned palms. “Decades of malakies.”
His wife took umbrage with that, and she took it with epic levels of eye rolling. “Decades, he says. That is because he is older than this dirt.” She stomped one black slipper on the porch.
“You are almost as old as I am,” Kyrios Fasoulas said without looking at her.
“Where? In your dreams?”
This train had jumped the rails and was barreling towards my last nerve.
“Goat,” I reminded them.
“My goat,” Kyrios Fasoulas said, stabbing his chest with one finger.
His wife wasn’t about to let that go. “Hercules is my goat.”
His eyebrows arched. He peered at her over the tops of smudge-covered reading spectacles. “Your goat, eh? Did you buy it with all the no-money you make?”
A ball of yarn sailed across the porch, nailing him on the ear. Kyrios Fasoulas picked up the yarn, hurled it back.
Wow. Hard to believe these two lovebirds weren’t going to make it. Finding an amicable solution was going to be tough and probably impossible until one of them keeled over, granting the other custody of the ruminant by default.
“Here’s an idea,” I said. “What about one of you giving up the goat in exchange for something else?”
Laughter. Howling laughter. Side-splitting, tear-streaming peals of mirth. Apparently I was a comedian. Who knew?
“He gets nothing,” Kyria Fasoula told me. “Nothing except his old Greek underpants. Those he can keep. The Virgin Mary knows I cannot stand to wash them one more time. I do not know what he does in his underpants. It looks like a yiftes nest in there.”
Yiftes is one of several derogatory words for the Romany people who dwell in Greece. Merope doesn’t have a Romany population, and Kyria Fasoula to my knowledge had never left the island, so she probably didn’t know Romany people don’t live in nests.
“I told you I was molting,” Kyrios Fasoulas said.
No amount of therapy could banish that mental image. “So who paid for the goat?”
“I did,” the husband said.
The wife gave me a pointed look. “But I got him a discount.”
“You nagged the poor man to death. He gave me the goat for next to nothing so you would skasmos.”
“Po-po … he was dying anyway.”
These two needed an intervention before they whipped out boxing gloves. “And who feeds and cares for the goat?”
Something seemed to occur to Kyria Fasoula. She flicked her gaze to me, onyx eyes hard, cold, suspicious. “Why are you here? We did not ask you to find anything for us.”
“Your children asked me to mediate and find a solution to this goat situation.”
“Those kolopetha! Do you know how long I was in labor with them, eh?” Must have been one of those rhetorical questions, because she kept talking without expecting an answer. “Days! I spent hours pushing them out into the world. My mouni will never be the same.”
Her husband nodded. Finally they agreed on something. “It used to be like a narrow pipe. Now it is only good for bowling watermelons.”
“Says the man with a green bean where his poutsa should be,” Kyria Fasoula said. “Those children break my heart.” She clutched her chest. “They never come to see their mother.”
“They were here yesterday,” her husband muttered.
“They almost never come to see their mother,” she said. “What if I died? Would they bother to come to the funeral, to mourn, to wear the black?”
“I have a good idea,” Kyrios Fasoulas said. “Die and we will see if they come.”
Kyria Fasoula set aside her crochet and rose from the chair with the grace of a one-legged pigeon. At the corner of the house-shaped hovel, a garden hose was coiled in loose loops. For some reason nobody understands, Greeks spend scads of time sweeping and hosing their yards. Their parents did it. Their grandparents did it. And their great-grandparents before that. When ol’ Xerxes rocked up with his Persian army they probably wondered why Leonidas stopped to hose the Thermopylae pass before the killing could start.
Kyria Fasoula picked up the squirty end of the hose and twisted the faucet from off to on. Water shot out of the nozzle.
“You want to hear my solution?” she said.
I did. I really did. That would save me time and trouble. But life experience and the mostly sensible head on my shoulders noticed the dangerous glint in her eyes. My feet began backing me up, past the Hercules the goat and toward my bicycle, propped up at the edge of the road.
“Maybe another time,” I said.
“How about never?” she said. “Never works better for me.”
On that note, she aimed the nozzle at me, unleashing a narrow, hard ribbon of water. A gasp popped out of my mouth as I rocketed back to my bicycle. On the porch, her husband laughed.
It didn’t last.
As I rode away, I heard his yelp, then a torrent of insults involving the Virgin Mary, a donkey, and a horn. The beloved trio of Greek swear words.
The afternoon was warmish with a stiff sea breeze blowing on the sun’s half-assed effort. I peddled harder to undo the damage done by the hose. Roger Wilson lived--or had lived--close by, so I took the narrow dirt road away from the Fasoulas hovel, down to his property. In life he had scored relative privacy, the road to his place meandering through a patch of parched wilderness. Sinister olive trees mingled with sprawling figs. There’s something about olive trees. At night they look like they’re on their way to a knife fight. During the day they act like they’re hiding a dead body beneath their roots. At ground level, huddling in patches of shade, stinging nettles waited for the local cheesemakers and chefs to show up with gloves and knives. Not only do nettles product decent rennet, they’re also delicious in pie with feta. They show up to the plate defanged.
The Wilson house was as waterfront as waterfront gets without being a houseboat. Its front windows looked down on the sea from a high rock ledge. At its back, more olive trees, gnarled and heavy with nearly ripe fruit. The house itself was white with peeling blue shutters, a stereotypical Greek island home like most of Merope’s construction. One floor. Shallow front porch, its once sturdy concrete crumbling. Wrought iron fence, painted a blue that matched the shutters. Door wide open.
Merope is the kind of place a person can leave doors unlocked, confident that they will return to discover everything in its original position. In contrast, Roger Wilson had hailed from England, where an unlocked door or window was an invitation for light-fingered folks to help themselves. I got it. After spending my childhood in the United States, locking doors was a habit I couldn’t break. Not that I wanted to. Erring on the side of caution doesn’t hurt when it comes to home security. I don’t have a lot, but what I do have I need.
So the open door seemed … off.
I leaned my bicycle against the fence. “Yia sou?”
Like ‘aloha’, ‘yia sou’ works for arrivals and departures.
The house’s owner was dead but my manners were still intact. Around here I never knew when someone might be listening, eager to report me to the social police for failing to be polite. Social homicide could happen in the wag of a tongue, and I really couldn’t afford to die. Being wired into the island grapevine was one of the pillars my business was built upon.
Nobody answered.
Nothing moved.
“Mr. Wilson? Are you here? It’s Allie Callas. We talked earlier, remember?”
Wind tiptoed between the olives and figs. I shivered. Being on the wrong end of a garden hose will do that.
Surely it couldn’t hurt to knock on the open front door. Dead or not, Roger Wilson’s ghost could be home, and he’d been raised on English customs, not Greek. The English, like Americans, were bigger fans of the “knock on my door and maybe I’ll answer if I can be bothered” approach, rather than the Greek “stand outside the yard and yell” approach to visitors.
The gate whined as I slipped through. I approached the front porch. On the mat, a package waited. Brown box. About the size used for shipping small goods like mugs. The shipping label said the package’s point of origin was London, England, one week ago. I remembered what Constable Pappas had said about the regular package deliveries to the Wilson house and his speculation that Roger Wilson was some kind of collector. Tampering with mail was illegal, but there was no law against photographing the shipping label, just in case. In case of what I didn’t know, but a man was dead, possibly murdered, and even a non-clue could be a clue.
“Mr. Wilson? Are you here? You’ve got mail, looks like. A package. Want me to open it for you?”
As a ghost he could theoretically peek inside the box, but tearing the tape was impossible at this stage of his development.
Silence.
Nothing except the crash of water striking rock as the high tide pounded the island.
I walked around the house.
A house. Not fancy, despite the view of forever from the front yard. On that lackluster note, I shut the gate behind me, straddled my bicycle, and pointed the front wheel toward the main village.
   
The Cake Emporium’s window was still broken. Nobody had swung by to repair the damage yet, and Betty hadn’t given me instructions, so I went ahead and called the local window repairman, who said he could be there a week from today.
So he wanted to play that game, did he? “How about today?”
Short pause. Then: “Next week.”
“Are you busy fixing another window right now?”
“Yes, that is exactly what I am doing.”
“Are you lying to me?”
Silence. I could almost hear him flipping through his book of lies and excuses, hunting for the most convincing story.
“Maybe,” he said slowly.
I left the Cake Emporium and stuck my head out of the narrow side street, peering down the larger, bustling main street.The road was lined with shops and tavernas and kafeneios—coffeeshops—painted in vibrant colors that clashed harder than Greeks and Turks. Sure enough, the window repairman was currently swilling coffee and filling out Pro-po forms—a kind of Greek lottery where you choose which sports team will kick the other team’s butt—outside one of the nearest cafes. He was partially hidden by a blue umbrella, but I recognized the back of every lying contractor on the island.
“Panathanaikos is always a safe bet,” I said into my phone, naming one of Greece’s biggest football teams. In Greece, and much of the world, football is what Americans call soccer.
Apparently that was hilarious. “Xa-xa-xa! What do you know about football?”
Then he quit laughing. He turned around, fear smeared across his face.
I wiggled my fingers in an innocent wave.
“I will be right there,” he said in a small, defeated voice.
“I’ll be waiting—and watching.”
I went back to the Cake Emporium to wait. Betty told me to help myself to the cakes as a thank you for doing her a favor, but I couldn’t bring myself to open the cabinets. So instead I sat in one of the comfortable chairs and checked my email while I waited. Kyrios and Kyria Fasoulas’ kids had heard about my visit—loudly and with venom—and they asked if I’d go back again to try to find a solution. I’d told them I’d do it if someone would kindly hide the hose before my next visit. Between now and my next visit maybe I could do some digging and find something to grease the negotiation. Not dirt—more like encouragement. A quid pro quo for both sides to make one of them give up the goat.
My phone rang. Leo was on the other end. At the sound of his warm, deep voice my stomach flip-flopped and my mouth curved up into smile.
“Find any more dead bodies?” he asked.
“Not since this morning. You?”
“I’m trying to quit.”
“Too much paperwork?”
“It’s so much easier when people die the regular way—in their beds or in hospitals. Which brings me to Kyrios Wilson.”
“He was murdered, wasn’t he? That’s okay, you can admit that I’m right.”
“Let’s talk about it over dinner.”
“So you can watch me do my victory lap?”
His voice had a smirk in it. “So I can watch you eat.”
“Dinner never goes well for us.”
“So let’s call it something else. Come up to my place later and we’ll consume food in the same general area.”
“Are you hitting on me?”
“Absolutely.”
“Will your cousin be there?”
“Jimmy? If he doesn’t have plans I’ll stuff him in a cupboard.”
“As small as he is, a drawer would work.”
There was a strangulated sound on the other end of the phone I recognized as Leo trying to stifle laughter.
My smile widened until it hurt. Despite the bumps in our road and the inevitable bridge we could fall off at any moment, I liked the stuffing out of the cop as a human being. It didn’t hurt that he had buns of steel and a face that could launch at least a few dozen yachts.
While I was busy grinning, the Cake Emporium’s door opened. The bell above the door gave a little tinkle, and then there was a soft whoof as it closed. A man had entered. Short. Mostly bald with a semi circle of hair around the lower half of his head. He was wearing a chiton and flat strappy sandals that went in and out of vogue. Someone was on their way to a costume party. I didn’t recognize the man, which was strange for this time of year. He reached into his chiton and retrieved several thick silver coins, which he placed on the counter. He picked up the box by its Cake Emporium ribbon.
“Erroso,” he said.
I blinked. The dual-language Babelfish in my ear failed me.
“Erroso?” I parroted.
This seemed to satisfy him. He beamed from ear to ear and strode toward the door. The bell tinkled again, then all was quiet as the door fell back into position. Evidently I hadn’t insulted him, which was nice.
“Allie?” Leo said.
My mouth closed. I shook my head. “Still here.”
“So dinner then?”
“Yes, but only if you don’t call it dinner and you promise to stuff Jimmy into a drawer.”
“I promise,” he said solemnly.
Smiling, I ended the call, just in time to hear a knock on the door. The window repairman was out there, hands cupped to the door, peering in.
“Why do you care about this window?” he said. “The place is a dump. Even the a drunk tourista would not stop to vomit here.”
“You don’t see anything?”
“Just you and this broken window.”





CHAPTER FIVE

BY THE TIME I left the Cake Emporium Betty and Jack Honeychurch had a new window and I had a napoleon frosted with tiny pink and yellow wizards. The voice in my head—my mother’s—didn’t want me to take anything unless I’d paid for it, but my stomach reminded me that the little pastry was payment.
I left money on the counter anyway.
On the way back to my apartment I stopped at the More Super Market, which was super in name only. The Triantafillous brothers owned the More Super Market and the nearby—and marginally closer to super—Super Super Market. Super or not, I hadn’t stepped foot in the Super Super Market since the night Andreas, my fiancé, died while I was contemplating bacon at the deli counter.
A couple of days ago Leo and had I almost died at the More Super Market. After the elderly Triantafillous brothers were arrested for murder and attempted murder, the sun rose and Stephanie Dolas, the world’s least enthusiastic cashier showed up for work and the store opened, just like always. Stephanie is barely out of her teens—a high school dropout. She’s built like a rail and paints her face on using stencils and the rainbow.
“You’re still working here?” I asked her.
With the Triantafillous brothers in prison I’d figured their businesses would grind to a halt. Somehow, like the old men themselves, their businesses managed to kick inevitability in the groin and live on.
“Someone has to,” she said. “And now I can pay myself as much as I like.”
“That seems fair,” I said. The Triantafillous brothers were notorious for underpaying and overworking their employees. No one could blame Stephanie from dipping into the till for a legal wage.
“That is what I said to myself.” A light came on in her eyes. “Is it true that you found a body?”
“Where did you hear that?”
She shrugged. “Everywhere.”
Of course. Nothing traveled faster than hot, fresh gossip. It made light speed look like a real slouch. I went over to look at the wine and picked out a bottle each of retsina and mavrodaphne. One for dinner, one for dessert. I hoped Stephanie would forget about the dead man.
“Is it true that he died playing with his salami?”
Nope. She didn’t forget.
“I didn’t see any salami,” I said. “Just Kyrios Wilson.”
She took my money, caressing the notes as she pressed them into the cash register. Then she dropped a bag on the counter. Stephanie enjoyed having a job but she didn’t believe in working hard.
“Not an actual salami,” she explained. “You know—his thing.”
“I didn’t see any of that salami either.”
More than one of Merope’s citizens had died during a fit of autoerotic asphyxiation gone wrong, but Roger Wilson wasn’t one of them. To me it had looked like he’d died mid-yoga. One of the lying-down poses. Downward corpse or collapsed London Bridge.
“Are you sure?” Her words were coated with a thin layer of disappointment.
“Positive. There was no salami involved. Not even a slice of mortadella. Heard any other interesting stories lately?” Sooner or later, at least half the island filtered through the More Super Market, which meant Stephanie overheard lots of things that were none of her business.
“They say Kyrios and Kyria Fasoulas want to get a divorce.”
“I know. They’re fighting over their goat.”
Stephanie’s thick black brows rose. “I heard there was an affair.”
I’d been hearing the rumors for a while now, because one time Kyria Fasoula talked to a man who wasn’t her husband, and she had the nerve to hold that particular illicit conversation with one of the island’s shadier characters. But it wouldn’t hurt to see if Stephanie possessed more information. Here in the market, she was in a prime position to overhear all kinds of sordid conversations and distort the facts accordingly.
“Him or her?”
“Her. They say she likes more than one flavor of salami.”
Someone was obsessed with cured meats. “Any idea who the other party was?”
Her face fell. “I was hoping you would know. But I bet it was someone with fresher sausage than her husband.”
“You need more protein in your diet.”
On that helpful note, I dashed toward home on my bicycle.
Dead Cat was waiting outside my second floor apartment, the transparent tip of his tail flicking. Not a happy boy.
“Is there a problem besides your attitude?”
He meowed once, and then charged through the locked slab of wood, possibly on his way to a slaughter.
I listened at the door. The TV was on and someone was watching sitcoms. The canned laughter was a giveaway.
Ghosts again?
No. They couldn’t work the remote—not unless they were long dead and had gained the ability to manipulate matter. There were levels of dead. Level up, get new ghost skills.
I swiveled and knocked on Lydia’s door. Heels clicked on the marble floor. The door flew open, revealing more of my neighbor than I wanted to see. Straps of black leather strategically covered her private parts, which were bordering on public. There was a skirt, I think, but on closer inspection may have been a wide belt.
“I have a date,” she explained. “He likes leather.”
“Then you should put more of it on.”
As soon as the words popped out of my mouth I groaned. That was pure Toula—not me.
Lydia grinned a red, glossy grin. “Yes, Mama.”
Her actual mother worshiped at the shrine of Valium, so I was an upgrade.
“I’m sure your date will love what there is of it.” I swung back to my apartment. “Did you hear or see anyone going into my place?”
“Like a burglar?”
“Like anyone.”
She tilted her chin up-down. “I had music on.”
Opening doors hadn’t gone well for me lately. There always seemed to be bodies or ghosts on the other side—sometimes both.
“I’m going in. If you hear screaming, call the police and an ambulance.”
“For you or for them?”
“Ha-ha,” I said weakly.
As quietly as humanly possible, I stuck my key in the door. Before I could turn the lock, the wooden slab opened and a hand reached out, seized my belt, and hauled me inside. The door slammed behind us.
My eyes dropped. And dropped. And dropped some more. Then they rolled up to the ceiling because today was the day the universe chose to test me. Standing in my apartment—my apartment—was Jimmy Kontos, Leo’s cousin and star of Tiny Men, Big Tools. For some inexplicable reason he was wearing Shrek pajamas and fuzzy bunny slippers.
“I have two questions for you,” I said. “Why are you in my apartment? And Shrek pajamas? Were they out of Superman?”
“That’s three questions, vlakas, and have you seen Shrek? It’s a classic.”
He had a point. Shrek is a modern classic. “It’s not nearly as good as Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory,” I said, deadpan.
“Take a deep breath with that big nose of yours.”
“Why?”
“Just do it.”
I inhaled through my nose. “I don’t smell anything.”
“Not even the blood of an Englishman?”
My foot shot out and nailed one of his fuzzy bunnies.
“Ay-yi-yi!” He hopped around on one fluffy foot. “What do you want?”
The last of my goodwill toward mankind vanished. “This is my apartment, what do you think I want?”
“Not food, I hope, because you’re all out.”
“It’s funny …”
He eyed me suspiciously. “What is?”
“I don’t remember the farm house or the tornado, and yet somehow I wound up in Munchkinland.”
“Get out. Now!” His arm shot out. The finger on the end had the nerve to point at the door.
“This is my place! Technically you’re trespassing! There are laws against that sort of thing.”
“I don’t think we have those here,” he said. “Anyway, forget it. I’m not going anywhere. What if Lydia sees me in my pajamas?”
Considering Lydia’s current attire I didn’t think she’d look down on Shrek pajamas, although she would definitely look down on Jimmy, seeing as how the guy was one-point-two meters tall—four-foot nothing to Americans.
I had so many questions, so I picked one as I followed him back to my couch. He did a little jump and landed butt-first on the plump cushion. After retrieving the remote, he wiggled until he’d made a nest in the pillows.
“What are you doing here?”
“Leo tossed me out. Said he had a hot date.”
So I was a hot date, eh? Despite my unwanted guest, I couldn’t help smiling.
“And you got in here … how?”
“You left the door unlocked.”
“Did not.”
“Did too.”
“Not.”
“If that’s true then how did I get in here?”
“Looking at you, I’d guess you shimmied through a drainpipe like a common rat. You’re about the right size.”
He pitched a pillow at me. One of my own pillows.
Dead Cat hopped up onto the couch. He sniffed Jimmy then turned until his hindquarters were lined up with Jimmy’s shoulder.
“No,” I groaned. “Not on my couch.”
Dead Cat didn’t care. Living cats have zero craps to give. Dead cats multiply their zero craps by a factor of ten.
Jimmy misunderstood. “Why do you care about the couch? It’s cheap and lumpy. Are you too stingy to spend money on a good one? Business not going well?”
Dead Cat sprayed the little guy, maintaining eye contact with me the whole time. Jimmy jumped up, glancing around.
“What was that?”
I feigned ignorance. “What was what?”
“Did you spray me?”
I showed him both hands. They were empty, of course. “With what? An invisible water gun?”
“I know you did something.” He touched his eye. “I’m watching you.”
“So watch me then.” I dropped my bag on the end of my desk and lifted the lid of my laptop. Whether Kyria Fasoula was having an affair or not I didn’t care, but I did want to find something that would resolve the goat problem. Both husband and wife appeared to want the goat out of spite, not genuine affection or financial necessity, so convincing one of them would be tricky.
Merope’s citizens got a kick out of delivering the hottest, freshest gossip, and they especially loved to be the first to get to me with a new story. I filed away snippets in a database in the event that I’d need them. There was no telling when one tiny aside would be the key to discovering a coveted item or information. I entered Stephanie’s tidbit about the affair in the space dedicated to Kyrios and Kyria Fasoulas, along with details about their volatile goat custody battle. As far as I could see there was no obvious way to get one of them to part with the ruminant. Using the affair against Kyria Fasoula was dirty and I wouldn’t stoop to that level. Something legitimate was the way to go.
Where to find it?
Jimmy launched another pillow at me. “So when do I get that date with your neighbor?”
“When you find a pair of balls and ask her out,” I said without looking up.
There was a small whoof as he flopped back into the remaining pillows.“That’s never going to happen.”
“Then you’ll never get a date with her.”
“You’re so negative,” he said. “I bet you hate puppies.”
“Nobody hates puppies.”
“You do, I can tell.”
I logged into an external database, hunting for a bargaining chip. Kyrios Fasoulas owned the land, which he had inherited from his family. Kyria Fasoula came into the marriage with little more than the clothes on her back. Her contribution to the family coffers was measured in child-rearing, cleaning, and maintaining her husband’s inherited strip of land while he headed out to sea each morning to catch fish. They had no debt, no major assets beyond the house and land. It was a clean, careful life. Until the pending separation and Hercules the goat.
“You could ask her out for me.”
“No.”
“Come on. You know you want to.”
“Still no.”
“I could pay you, like with the flowers.”
A couple of days ago, Jimmy paid me to have flowers delivered to Lydia. Of course when the time came for him to step forward and admit he was her secret admirer he’d choked. End result: Lydia mistook an old flame for the sender. Unfortunately, he had turned out to be a bit of a murderer.
Probably Jimmy would choke this time, too.
“Come on. You’re Jimmy Kontos, you’re kind of a movie star for people with certain fetishes and a few minutes to kill before the wife and kids get home.”
“Now you’re being prejudiced again. Most of my viewers are women of a certain age and situation in life.”
“What situation is that? Prison?”
Bam! Right in the face with death rays.
“My point is, you’re confident enough to use tools naked on camera—”
“Power tools.”
“—so asking out a woman should be easy.”
“This isn’t just any woman. Lydia is a goddess among women.”
I stifled an eye-roll. “She has two arms and two legs, like every other women who hasn’t been in an unfortunate accident.”
He flopped back on my couch with a pillow over his face. All my self control went into not giving it a good, hard press until his bunny slippers quit kicking.
My gaze skipped to the clock. Technically it was dinner time somewhere, and Leo had tossed his cousin out to get ready for a date. Which meant the wine and I needed to get ready for our short jaunt up the stairs to the third floor.
“Where are you going?”
“Shower.”
“What about Lydia?”
“What about her?”
He sat up. His fuzzy bunny slippers didn’t reach the ground. “My idea to pay you to ask her out for me. What do you say? You didn’t say no.”
“I didn’t say yes either. I find things. I’m not a pimp.” I squinted at him. “Haven’t we had this conversation before?”
“Maybe, but I don’t really listen when you speak. You get boring fast, did you know that?”
There are days when I try to be a mature adult, although my sister would be surprised to hear that piece of news. Today wasn’t one of those days. One of the best things about Greek culture is how it embodies an array of hand gestures for when someone is annoying the stuffing out of you. I selected one from the pile—a groin-chopping gesture that invited him to chew on a piece of anatomy I didn’t possess.
“Parta,” I said. Take it.
“I bet your neighbor would never do that.”
My neighbor was currently dressed in several straps of strategically placed leather, and I was willing to bet Jimmy’s life that Lydia’s main food group was protein. But I didn’t say that because Jimmy really seemed to like her, even though they’d never had more than one conversation.
“Every Greek woman does that sooner or later,” I said.
I showered, dried my hair, and contemplated my options as far as clothing went. My wardrobe was mostly limited to comfortable separates for things like stakeouts and bicycle rides. Heavy on jeans, pants, sweaters. For summer, shorts. Light on sexy ensembles for ensnaring cops. Since losing Andreas I’d dated nobody until Leo came along and messed up my plans to die old and alone, with or without cats and a soap opera addiction.
In the end I decided on a black V-neck sweater and clean jeans tucked into knee-high boots with a wicked high heel. My hair stayed down and my makeup was this side of non-existent. Leo knew what I looked like; the makeup wouldn’t fool him. Besides, this was a non-dinner thing. Informal. Casual. And hopefully this time we’d be audience-free.
Somewhere along the way Leo had picked up a pair of succubi who liked to ooh and ahh over his muscles. As far as I knew they were mostly harmless; contrary to pop culture belief, succubi were collectors of attractive men. They didn’t do anything except gloat about their collections the way geeks did when comparing Star Wars memorabilia. The problem was that I could see them—at least the pair who’d attached themselves to Leo. In the beginning they’d pretended to be ghosts, and did their best—pretty good performances actually—to convince me Leo was a serial killer so I’d buzz off and leave him to them. Now that the jig was up, they were mostly an annoying pair of bubbleheads who happened to be demons.
Jimmy looked me up and down before zeroing in on my face. “Are you going out in public like that?”
“Like what?”
“Put some makeup on, would you. You look like a corpse.”
“I was going for the natural look.”
“If God had intended for people to go barefaced He wouldn’t have invented makeup, would He?”
“That was the Egyptians.”
My tone was pure sarcasm but my confidence had the jiggle of rizogalo—rice pudding. I ducked into the bathroom for a lipstick upgrade, and then slipped out the door before Jimmy slapped me with another critique.
“Hey, you headed to a giants’ conference?”
Damn it. This close to success.
“Dwarf-tossing tournament,” I said.
The pillow hit the door.
These boots weren’t made for jogging, so I took the stairs at a normal pace, praying I wouldn’t trip and roll to the bottom. I didn’t want to be remembered as the woman who didn’t know how to use stairs. Leo’s apartment was directly above mine. In the beginning I’d mistaken him for a hump-happy playboy with a revolving bedroom door. Wrong. His door and my door were twins—no revolving. As for the playboy thing, the man liked to workout. Upstairs. Above my head. I didn’t always jump to conclusions, but when I did it was always about men and sex.
Tonight I knocked on the door of 302.
Footsteps crossed the marble. Then Leo opened the door wearing a smile. Maybe he was wearing clothes but it was hard to concentrate on anything except the dazzling smile that went all the way up to his eyes.
Aww. He was genuinely happy to see me. The butterflies in my stomach took another hit of the crack pipe.
I feebly held up the wine bottles. “I bought wine,” I said in case the wine bottles in my hand didn’t give it away.
“I bought dinner.” He opened the door wider. “I like your boots.”
My gaze broke away from his and slid down his body, barely processing the black T-shirt and faded jeans that were doing him all kinds of favors—not that he needed them. I stopped at his feet, which were also in boots. Nobody in Greece went barefoot, even in their own homes. What if someone was spying on them—entirely possible—and spotted their naked feet? The rumor mill would go wild. Bare feet meant you had less money than Greece’s government, so people would rather go naked than barefoot.
“I like your boots, too.”
His smile evolved into a wide, warm grin. “Come in.”
Wine in hand, I stepped past him. His place was mine but with more exercise equipment.
“Your cousin is infesting my apartment.”
“Jimmy?”
“Unless you have another cousin.”
We both laughed because Greeks had all the cousins. A fifth cousin removed twelve times and run over by a bus was still a cousin.
“Jimmy is the only one on Merope right now.”
I set the wine bottles on his kitchen table. “So are you going to tell me about Roger Wilson?”
“How about we eat first?”
“How about you tell me while we eat? I can handle a little murder with my food.”
He handed me a bottle opener and two wine glasses, then got to work emptying containers onto plates. True to our earlier discussion we weren’t having dinner; more like drinks and mezedes—appetizers. Enough mezedes for an army. The mouthwatering aroma and the absence of bugs told me we weren’t dining on “food” from Crusty Dimitri’s tonight. Crusty Dimitri’s only stays in business because the owner’s brother is the island’s health inspector. Otherwise the whole building would have been condemned and razed years ago.
“Looks good,” I said.
“Taverna, Taverna, Taverna doesn’t deliver but they’ll box everything up to-go if you ask nicely and slip them an extra twenty. Last time you missed out.”
Last time at Taverna, Taverna, Taverna, his succubi showed up and bled invisible-to-Leo blood all over the food. I’d lost my appetite for dinner and the date quickly after that—although the date ended sooner than Leo realized; I shimmied out the bathroom window and was home before the waiter told him I’d fled the scene.
I poured wine and carried the glasses and bottle to the table. Leo followed with plates of mezedes. Lucky me, he had managed to pick my favorites. Triangular parcels of tiropita—cheese pie; thick slabs of spanakopita—spinach and cheese pie; hortopita—greens and cheese pie. Basically a bunch of pie. The pie hadn’t come alone. We had tiny meatballs, zucchini balls, bites of sausage, and dolmades—rice wrapped in grapevine leaves. Leo had acquired a crusty loaf of bread, too, and got busy sawing off generous slices. He carried the breadbasket in with dishes of tzatziki and olive oil for dipping.
“Kyrios Wilson wasn’t murdered,” he said as we sat.
“Huh.” I sipped the wine and then forked a few bite-sizes bits of everything onto my plate. “You could have told me that over the phone.”
He raised his eyebrows. Below, his eyes sparkled with mischief and something else. That something else caused a commotion in my underwear.
“I like watching you eat,” he said.
“Then you’d better prepare yourself because I like eating.”
He grinned. It vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Too bad because I liked his happy face. “Panos said it was a myocardial infarction—a regular heart attack. Textbook.”
“Huh.” I stuck a piece of tiropita into my mouth. The phyllo had the perfect amount of crunch, the feta the perfect amount of bite.
“Nothing strange about it. It was just his time to go.”
I kept eating.
Leo was watching me across the table. “What are you thinking?”
“Who says I’m thinking?”
“There’s steam coming out your ears and there’s a faraway look in your eyes.”
“Roger Wilson was murdered.”
“Panos Grekos and his medical degree say he wasn’t.”
“Panos Grekos still buys his porn from the periptero instead of getting it for free on the internet like everyone else.”
“Really? That’s weird.”
“I know. Who does that?”
“Where do you get yours?”
My cheeks went up in flames. I sidestepped his question, postponing my answer for a conversation that didn’t involve death. “Roger Wilson was murdered, and that’s a fact.”
“How do you know?”
“Ghosts can’t bounce right back unless they’ve been murdered. Kyrios Wilson was in the shop after Panos wheeled his body away. We spoke.” I didn’t mention the pot that had connected with my skull. Leo had enough on his plate—literally and figuratively—without having to worry about my safety.
There was a long, comfortable pause while he shoved a meatball into his mouth. Followed by spanakopita. Then he ate bread.
Finally he said: “Do you have a living source?”
“Hey, ghosts might be dead people but that doesn’t mean they’re not alive-ish.”
“That’s exactly what it means.”
“Ooooh, they’re arguing again. I can’t stand the tension,” said a woman’s voice behind me. A second voice chimed in—also female.
“Just remember he is ours, little ghost whisperer.”
I rolled my eyes. Couldn’t we get through just one food-related event without these pair of demonic nitwits showing up? For some reason the succubi showed up for meals. Funny, because they looked like they existed on Saltines and cigarettes. They were whippet thin and beautiful, a designer’s idea of the perfect female coat hangers. Both demons embraced the less is more philosophy when it came to picking out bandage dresses. In the beginning I’d referred to them as Choker and Bleeder because that’s how they’d shown up to my first date with Leo: bleeding and choking. Since then they had abandoned the props but the names stuck. Something told me I wouldn’t be able to pronounce their real names without a weak gag reflex.
“Okay,” Leo said, oblivious to the succubi on the couch, “if Roger Wilson was murdered, who killed him?”
“He doesn’t know. Or at least that’s what he said.”
“You think he was lying?”
“I think he’s a malakas. Also he’s concerned that something will kaka in his soul.”
Leo stopped chewing. He stared at me.
“I know it sounds crazy, but he struck me as scared,” I said.
“I can’t base an investigation on that.”
The cheese pie in my mouth dried up to sawdust. The flavor vanished. No tastebud tickling from the wine either. This not-dinner was on the fast track to over. Pity; the food was excellent and the company was easy on the eyes. Leo was right and I knew it. But I wanted him to be wrong.
His eyes flitted to my mouth. “Do you have anything else?”
With the help of a mouthful of wine, I swallowed the sawdust. “Nothing.”
“If you find something that suggests it’s a homicide, committed by a human being I can arrest, let me know.”
“Are you saying I should put on my sleuth hat and investigate Roger Wilson’s murder?”
“I’m saying I can’t—not if there’s no evidence of a murder.”
“And if the killer doesn’t turn up?”
“Then Roger Wilson died of a heart attack, just as the coroner determined.”
Not the answer I wanted. But it was the answer I expected, so my disappointment level wasn’t off the charts.
I swiveled around in the chair. The succubi on the couch were flipping through magazines they must have brought with them from their pocket dimension. Leo didn’t strike me as a Vogue kind of guy. “I don’t suppose you two know who killed Roger Wilson?”
“Was he young, muscular, sexy?” Bleeder wanted to know.
The Englishman was thin, watery, with the sex appeal of paste. “Not exactly.”
Leo’s forehead crumpled. “Who are you talking to?”
“Your peanut gallery.”
Choker raised her hand. “I am allergic to peanuts.”
Bleeder elbowed her. “No, you are not.”
“You are right. I have never had peanuts.”
“Because we do not eat.”
Choker made a duckface worthy of MySpace. “Well, not peanuts.”
The pair collapsed in a pile of giggles and stiletto heels.
“I’ll take that as a no,” I said, tired of their routine.
Leo refilled the glasses. “The succubi again?”
“They like interrupting our dinner dates,” I said.
“I thought we weren’t going to call this dinner.”
Bleeder fanned herself with a magazine. “I love it when they argue. You should have sex with him.”
Her friend nodded like her head was going to fall off. “We want to watch.”
I raised an eyebrow at them. “You haven’t seen that before?”
“Not him and not with you,” Choker said.
“He’s new,” Bleeder said. Her skanky demon friend elbowed her. “Oww! That hurt. Just joking, I do not have feelings. Do it—”
Her words quit mid-sentence. The succubi jerked bolt upright, hissing. For a split second their pretty wrapping paper vanished, revealing the ick under the shiny. Rotten, lumpy ground beef pressed into humanoid forms. Vast wings of leathery skin stretched over bleached bone. Twenty liters of vomit packed into a pair of curvy eight liter bottles. One blink later they were woman-shaped again, although no human alive looked that good without Photoshop.
My eyes swiveled to Leo’s front door, the source of whatever was making them hiss. There was a soft pop and Roger Wilson appeared, disheveled and furtive, a spook on the run. He glanced around the room, zeroed in on me holding another forkful of sawdust shaped like a dolmada. When it came to food I wasn’t a quitter.
“Downstairs. Now. Your place.”
Pop.
Goodbye, Roger Wilson.
I stuck a vine leaf parcel in my mouth. Still dusty. Too bad.
Pop.
Roger Wilson was back. “Which part of now don’t you bloody well understand? You Greeks and your Greek time. How you wankers conquered most of the civilized world is beyond me.”
Pop.
The obnoxious little weasel vanished.
Chances were slim that he’d leave me alone anytime soon, so I excused myself. Someone was about to win a slap upside the head with a piece of my mind—the sharp piece I’d inherited from my grandmother.
Pop.
“Never mind. I’ll wait right here until you can be bothered getting up off your arse. Before I die of old age would be nice.”
“You’re already dead,” I snapped.
Roger Wilson’s ghost flipped me off, British-style, using two fingers instead of one.
Leo looked concerned. “Talking to yourself?”
“Ghost.”
He glanced around. “Here?”
“By your door.”
“Who?”
“Roger Wilson.”
I hoofed it downstairs as quickly as I could in these boots, wondering what the spook’s emergency was and whether or not Leo had bought my ghost excuse. As skeptical as he was he probably thought I needed the bathroom. And the longer I took …
“Thanks, Mr. Wilson,” I muttered. Just one date—just one damn date without ghosts, succubi, and arguments about their existence.
Jimmy was still hogging my couch, television blaring. Where was Wilson, and how was a conversation supposed to happen?
Right on time, Roger Wilson stuck his head out of my bedroom. “In here. I don’t want your friend eavesdropping.”
“Not my friend,” I muttered.
Jimmy barely glanced at me as I slid past. “Slow night on your usual corner?”
“Your mother was hogging the johns.” I walked away, whistling the Oompa Loompa tune.
By the time I reached the bedroom Wilson had vanished.
“In here.” His voice filtered through the closet door.
One of the best things about people is that you can shut a door to get away from them. Not ghosts. They wouldn’t know personal boundaries if those boundaries bit them on their transparent butts. I stepped into the closet, which was roomy, thank goodness. I’d never appreciated that until I was stuck inside one, chatting to a ghost.
“Why are we in my closet?” I whispered. I turned on my phone for light.
He hovered just above my shoes. My winter coats were visible though his body.
“Looking for Narnia, of course. What the bloody hell do you think I’m doing in a wardrobe? I’m hiding.”
“From the ghost buggering that’s physically impossible, or the soul pooping, which is also physically impossible?”
You have to do something for me.”
“No.”
“Why the heck not?”
“Because you’re what your fellow countrymen call an arsehole.”
“Arsehole,” he scoffed. “If I wanted to hear someone mangle the English language I’d fart God Save the Queen.”
“Well, you can’t fart because you’re dead, so I guess today is my lucky day! Now get out before I call an exorcist.”
“Ha-ha,” he said anemically. “I’m not leaving until it’s safe out there. What you need to do is put a ring of salt around this whole apartment so I don’t have to stay in a wardrobe.”
“You’re out of your mind. I’m not salting the whole apartment.”
“Why not?”
“My one and only pet is a ghost cat. If I salt the apartment he won’t be able to go.”
“Does it matter? Your cat is dead.”
“Newsflash: so are you.”
He pulled himself in a tight, indignant column. “So … are you saying you won’t help me then? Is that what you’re fooking saying?”
“Come back when you’re less of a dick, and your demands don’t put a crimp in my cat’s afterlife.”
Rat-a-tat-tat.
A tiny fist tapped on the closet door.
“Why are you talking in your closet? You got a girlfriend stashed in there? You do, don’t you? That’s okay. Nothing to be ashamed about. Lesbians are cool. They taught me everything I know.”
Unbelievable. If salt kept Jimmy Kontos out of my apartment probably I’d give it a whirl.
“They didn’t teach you how to be taller,” I said.
There came a scuffling sound, then scraping, then an ominous clash between metal and wood as Willow Ufgood jammed one of my chairs up under the closet’s handle.
“Hey!” I kicked the door. “You can’t lock me in here. This is my closet!”
Tiny footsteps shuffled away from the closet door. A moment later, the television’s volume rose. The little squirt was watching my TV, on my couch, while I was locked in my closet. Well, the joke was on him.
Okay, it was on me.
“As soon as I get out of here I’m going to go all Aragorn and toss you!”
Nothing—just the wall of background music as men pumped bullets into other men on the small screen.
Fabulous.
Good thing I’d ducked into the closet with my handbag. I pulled out my phone and fired off a text message to Leo.
I’m trapped in the closet. Help.





CHAPTER SIX

GOOD NEWS: I was out of the closet.
Bad news: Roger Wilson was still hiding out in my closet.
More bad news: Jimmy hadn’t left for King’s Landing to visit his incestuous kin. He and his Shrek jammies were a persistent infestation.
“Get out,” I said, shaking him by the ear. “Show up uninvited again and I’ll call the police.”
“Ha! My cousin is the police.” Jimmy hooked his thumb at Leo, who was somewhere between amused and exasperated.
“How much do you weigh?” I asked him.
“What?”
I shook him again. “You heard me.”
“Ow!” The little guy’s bunny slippers flailed. “Why?”
Without ceremony I scooped him up under the armpits, marched to the door, and tossed him into the hallway. Then I slammed the door.
Hands deep in his pockets, Leo laughed.
“He broke into my apartment,” I said in my defense.
“He broke into your apartment.”
“And locked me in a closet.”
“And locked you in a closet—wait, how did he get you into the closet?”
“Roger Wilson wanted to talk, and he wanted to do his talking in the closet.”
“I can hear you,” Roger Wilson said through the wood.
Leo rubbed his forehead. I had that effect on him. “Talk about what? I don’t suppose he happened to mention who allegedly murdered him.”
“Coppers on this island are even dumber than the coppers back home,” Roger Wilson yelled. “I bet he even thinks my murder was natural causes. Well, there’s nowt natural about my dying on that cake shop’s floor. You can tell him that.”
Color me confused. “Nowt? What’s nowt? Now with a t tacked onto the end?”
“Nowt is nowt,” Roger Wilson barked.
“I don’t know what a nowt is,” I told Leo, whose forehead looked like toilet paper in the hand of a three-year-old.
“I have no idea what is going on,” the cop said.
“Virgin Mary.” I grabbed my phone to Google nowt. “Nothing! It means nothing!”
“That I believe,” Leo said.
“Why couldn’t you just say nothing?” I aimed my words in the direction of my closet door.
“Daft cow,” Roger Wilson barked. “What’s wrong with you? All you have to do is open your trap and tell him he’s a git.”
Fine. If that’s what he wanted. “He thinks the police are stupid and that there’s nothing natural about what happened to him.”
“Is that what he thinks?” A light danced in his eyes. Someone—it was Leo—thought I was making this up. Still.
So much for progress.
“Ghosts are real,” I said.
“Of course they’re bloody well real,” Roger called out. “I should know, I am one.”
Leo shrugged. “Again, I can’t base an investigation on something that may or may not exist and that I can’t see.”
I liked Leo. I liked Leo a lot. I’d even liked him as a person when we were teenagers and he was swapping spit with my sister. Right now I wanted to poke him in the eye.
“Thanks for the rescue,” I said in a huff.
He folded his arms and rocked back on his heels. “Wait—are you angry?”
“Frustrated. I thought we’d moved on from this and that you were at least open to the possibility that ghosts are real.”
“It’s not that simple.”
I held my hands out, palms up, imploring. “Can’t you at least believe in me?”
“I do believe in you. That’s why I’m still standing here.” He glanced away, then back. “Why do you believe in ghosts?”
“Because they’re real and they talk to me. Sometimes too much.”
He raised his eyebrows.
“Ghosts have fewer social filters than the living.” I told him about Kyrios Moustakas, who spent his afterlife scooting across Merope’s main road with his walker, frank and beans hanging through the slit of his striped pajamas.
“He used to do that when he was alive, too,” Leo said.
“Yes, but at least he put it away when someone called him on it. Now it’s always out, swinging in the breeze.”
“Gamo tin panayia mou,” Leo muttered.
Was he boning the Virgin Mary because of my ghost-seeing abilities or Kyrios Moustakas’ unaltered penchant for flashing? Hard to say. Too many good arguments for both sides.
Leo increased the rubbing pressure on his temples.
“Kyrios Wilson wanted me to sprinkle salt around my whole apartment so he could hide out here safely. I said no, of course.”
“Why salt?”
“It’s a supernatural forcefield. Nothing spooky can come in or go out when they’re trapped in a salt circle. Probably it doesn’t have to be a circle. I bet a square would work fine.”
He fell silent for a moment. Then: “Want to come up and finish dinner?”
“No, but I’ll help you finish off the mezedes.”
“Deal.”
Roger Wilson had something to say about that. “Wait—are you leaving? That’s about bloody right. Should’ve known better than to go to an American for help. You can stick your salt up your fanny!”
I ignored the voice coming from my closet and let Leo hold my hand, which really helped with the high heeled boots situation on the stairs. He shoved open his front door. Jimmy was at the table, mouth furiously chewing, a tiropita in each hand. The plates were empty.
“You ate all that food?” I yelped.
“Sure did.” Crumbs sprayed in every direction.
“Where do you put it? You’re the size of a fourth-grader!”
He patted his crotch. “It all goes here.”
Leo laughed. Not me. I was too busy vomiting in my mouth.
The sawn-off malaka had the nerve to grin. “Don’t believe me? Watch my videos. I’m twenty-five percent poutsa.”
I swiveled on one boot heel. “On that horrifying note, I’m going to look at puppies and kittens on the internet until that mental image vanishes forever.”
“We could order from Crusty Dimitri’s,” Leo said.
The succubi flipped sassy little waves at me from across the room. I scratched my nose with my middle finger in their direction. They bent over and mooned me. Succubi aren’t big on class, apparently, but it was clear they never missed butt day at the gym, damn them.
Leo and I kept making plans, and those plans never worked out. We were a comedy of errors. I was beginning to think this was the universe giving me the side-eye for trying to date my sister’s high school boyfriend. A cosmic Haha, nice try, jerk. And what kind of sister are you anyway?
“I don’t think so,” I said. “Not really in the mood for food poisoning tonight.”
“Free weight loss,” Jimmy said, not even remotely helpfully.
“Awww, he’s the size of a butt plug,” Choker said. She and Bleeder dissolved in a pool of high-pitched giggles.
The date was over. These boots were useless now. One at a time I tugged them off my feet until I was in socks.
Leo looked at my cotton-clad toes, lips lifting slightly at the edges, as though being tugged upwards with a flimsy string. “Bare feet?”
“They’re not bare. I’m wearing socks.”
“If anyone sees you you’ll never hear the end of it.”
True story. On my deathbed I’d be hearing about that one time I ran downstairs in my socks. They’d be jawing about it at my funeral. My shoeless feet would be my legacy. Not Finders Keepers. Not the husband and children I would maybe one day have. Nobody would mention the time I found that one thing they coveted more than the fountain of youth itself.
Did that stop me?
No, it did not.
“I’ll hurry,” I said. I gave Leo one last longing glance and skidded down the hallway, boots in hand.
“Allie?”
I screeched to a silent stop, pausing at the top of the stairs. “What?”
A tiny romantic fragment of my soul reared its pink, lacy head. It wanted kissing, followed by a sprint to third base.
“Let me know if you find out anything about Roger Wilson that I can use. Something real and solid.”
Romance schmomance.
Crying wasn’t my thing. I could cry—and did—but random tear-ups were infrequent. Tonight though? Different story. The sudden heat in my tear ducts meant a quick cry was in my future if I didn’t distract myself. Time to drown myself in work. It’s hard to cry when you’re on the hunt.
I nodded once, then scurried down the stairs to do damage control before anyone witnessed my social faux pas.
My phone rang.
“Why are you running around barefoot?” my sister asked.
“I’m wearing socks! Wait—how did you know? Are you spying on me?”
“One of your neighbors was peeping out their peephole and saw you.”
My outrage was palpable. “I’m in my own apartment building!”
“That doesn’t matter to these people,” Toula said darkly. Most of the time I thought she’d gone completely to the Greek side, but occasionally I got glimpses of the Toula who grew up in the USA, same as me.
My sister made me promise to find slippers before bringing shame upon our family, then ended the call before I could make fun of her for caring about our social standing.
On the second floor it was just me and Lydia, and given her fashion tastes I didn’t think my socks would rate highly on her scandal meter. I let myself into my apartment, then, eyes closed, pressed my back against the door, willing the tears to scram. Crying over a failed date was silly. But then it wasn’t just one date, was it? It was all of them. And the part where he used to be Toula’s high school sweetheart. So I guess I was crying for the lost potential. In a different world Leo and I would be dating. No obstacles. No weird dinners that morphed into horror shows. Also his cousin wouldn’t be the world’s smallest couch-dweller.
The smell of scorched coffee and garbage hit my nose. My eyes popped open. Immediately my hand flew up to cover my nose and mouth. I didn’t gag but that was all down to my self-control.
I flicked on the light. If I was a real Greek I would have opened the light instead.
On my living room wall someone had written VANQUISH WILSON in garbage. Coffee grounds. Old napkins. Crushed cups from Merope’s Best. Bits of uneaten cake smushed against the paint. A mosaic of ick and ew.
Twin thunderbolts struck me at the same time.
Someone or something really wanted Wilson if they were willing to dig through Merope’s Best’s garbage. The coffee shop’s products were one step up from hot crap when the day was just starting. Second thing: The vandal could see ghosts—or at least they knew Roger Wilson was wafting around the island, dispensing his charm.
Vanquish Wilson? Was that even possible?
For someone who’d been seeing ghosts forever, my knowledge base contained gaps the size of the Sahara.
Dead Cat materialized by the wall. He stared up at the smelly message. To my surprise he rubbed his flank along the painted surface, the air vibrating with his train-like purr.
“No,” I said. “No purring. This is vandalism. We don’t validate vandals.”
A shudder started in my tailbone, radiating up and out until my body was one big shiver. Whoever had done this meant business. They’d worked fast while I was upstairs saying no to Crusty Dimitri’s, and they knew more than me about the dead.
How did they get in?
The windows were locked. The door had been, too. Yet Jimmy had managed to shimmy into my apartment somehow, too, so there was still a chance the garbage artist exploited the same loophole.
I messaged Leo.
Put your interrogation skills to good use and find out how your garden gnome got into my apartment.
The reply came back a moment later: Okay.
I sat in the same spot for what felt like forever, until a fist rapped on the door, shooting me out of my skin. I jumped up, pressed my eye to the peep hole.
Toula.
My sister is me but with a prim, proper personality and a wardrobe to match. Her bra size is bigger, too, which she used to crow about. Then she had two kids and now she’s put the boasting on ice. My nephew and niece were with her tonight. Milos—eight—and Patra—six—were having a dance off in the hall. Patra was performing moves that normally went with poles and glitter. Milos was dabbing, which is dancing for the uncoordinated and unmotivated.
Not sure what I’d been expecting on the other side of the door, I let my breath out with a whoosh and yanked the door open. The kids instantly spotted Dead Cat still rubbing against the wall and darted under my arm to get to him. Milos and Patra share my ability—a recent development—much to their mother’s chagrin.
“I didn’t realize you were coming over. Didn’t we just talk?”
She gave me funny look. “An hour ago.”
Had I been sitting there that long? “It’s not that I don’t love Milos and Patra, but isn’t it a school night?”
“Kostas broke his thumb. I have to take him to the hospital because he’s in the van, crying like a little girl. Can you watch them for a while?”
Could I? “Um …”
Her gaze slid past me, landing on the living room wall’s garbage art. “Redecorating?”
“Message from an intruder.”
“An intruder,” she said weakly. “Milos, Patra … time to go.”
“No, no,” I said, “it’s okay. Trash Banksy expressed himself all over my wall while I was scurrying home from dinner in my socks, and now he’s gone.”
Her gaze was on the move again. This time it latched onto the boots in my hand, then dipped to my socked feet. “Why are you shoes still off? What if somebody sees you?”
I clutched my chest in a performance worthy of an Ancient Greek melodrama. “Our reputation!”
Her focus shifted. “Wait—dinner? In high heels?
“They’re just boots.”
She raised an eyebrow until it was as sharp as a razor blade, a trick she’d inherited from our mother.
“It wasn’t a date,” I said.
“Who?”
I said nothing.
“Was it Leo?”
“It wasn’t dinner—just mezedes. And besides—”
“Mama, Thea Allie, look!”
Patra and Milos were laughing at my television, which was levitating around the living room. Dead Cat got in on the action. The oversized and very dead feline jumped onto my sofa, then pounced on the flat screen. Toula’s kids collapsed in a pile of giggles.
“I’m not seeing this,” Toula said. “This is not happening.”
I scooped up my niece, grabbed my nephew, and all but tossed them out the door. Behind me, the television kissed the marble floor. There was a sickening snap as the screen cracked. I winced.
“I’d love to take them,” I said, “but maybe now isn’t a good time.”
“A good time for what?” came a male voice in the hallway.
Toula’s face flushed the color of measles. “Leo,” she said.
Virgin Mary. This night had no place to go but up. Instead, it hopped on the elevator and punched DOWN.
I stuck my head out the door. “Perfect timing. Got a bit of vandalism happening here.”
“Was it Jimmy?”
“Not unless he can be in two places at once.” There was barely enough of the sawn-off twerp to be in one place.
“I don’t think he can do that,” Leo said. “But I did finally figure out how he got in.” He dangled a set of lock picks from one finger. “He said he was practicing for a scene in one of his, uh, movies.”
“Jimmy? Your cousin Jimmy? The …” Toula’s voice trailed off. Someone was hunting for the polite word for nanos. “…the short, blond one?”
Nicely done, Toula. Very diplomatic.
“You remember him?” Leo said.
She nodded. “I remember he wanted to be an actor. Did he make it?”
Leo grinned. “Something like that.”
Toula shot me a questioning look.
Great. Fabulous. Leave me the dirty work. “Jimmy is the star of such films as Little Men, Big Tools; Little Men, Big Tools 2; Little Men, Big Tools 3; and …”
My sensible, uptight sister closed her eyes. “Stop talking,” she said. “Please stop talking.”
“I know that movie,” Patra said.
Our heads all swiveled toward the tiny girl with the big mouth.
“What?” Toula said faintly.
“Baba was watching it in the bathroom.”
Color drained out of Toula’s face. “When was this?”
“The other day.” Patra shrugged. “I don’t think he liked it much because he was sad when I came in. It’s because of his naked mole rat. It was dying, I think, and he was trying to rub it alive. I told him I could make him a magic potion to bring it back to life but he told me to get out.” She looked up at her mother. “Mama, why doesn’t Baba let us play with his naked mole rat? We wouldn’t hurt it.”
My eye twitched, but overall I thought I was holding it together well. Probably because I knew Toula would decapitate me if even a sliver of laughter squeaked out.
“Naked mole rat,” Leo murmured.
“She means Baba’s poutsa,” Milos said helpfully. “I’ve got one of those but it’s not as big as naked mole rat yet.”
My sister found the wall. She leaned against it for support—mental as much as physical. “Somebody take my children. Please. Take them.” She closed her eyes. “Except you, Allie. You’ve got enough problems.”
Leo shot me a questioning look.
“Vandal,” I told him.
He peered in at my wall. “Vandal,” he agreed. “So much has happened since you first mentioned it a minute ago.” His gaze cut to Toula.“Why does someone need to take your children?”
“Toula’s husband broke his thumb,” I said.
Something told me Toula was going to break more than Kostas’ thumb. There was a strong chance she’d tell the doctor not to administer any pain relief.
“They can come with me,” he said.
Toula’s nostrils flared. She was this close to a thank you but no thank you.
“Perfect,” I said before she had a chance to reply.
Leo took another gander at the mess on the wall. “I’ll take them upstairs and call Pappas. He’ll check out your, uh, vandal situation.”
“Run along,” I told Toula. “Take care of Kostas. If you’re good he might let you pet his naked mole rat.”
“I hate you,” she said.
I blew her a kiss and winked at my niece and nephew, who were busy making fart noises on their arms. Patra was winning. For a tiny thing she was a master of fake flatulence.
Toula left. Leo left. I stood in the hallway waiting for Pappas to show, which he did about ten minutes later.
“I was on a date,” he said. The rookie cop was dressed down in gray sweat pants, sneakers, and a leather jacket over his white T-shirt.
“With who? Yourself?”
He hung his head. “My mama.”
“Close family.”
“She wants me to leave Merope to go back to school. She wants me to do something safe.”
“Like what?”
“The Church.”
“Then you’d be Pappas Pappas.”
Pappas is one of several words that means father. Greek Orthodox priests were all Pappas Whoever.
He rubbed his hand over his shaved head. “Can I look through your underwear drawer?”
“No.”
“It was worth a try. What is the problem? It’s not a murder, is it?”
“No murder. More like a bad piece of art that really doesn’t work with my paint scheme.”
He took a look at the wall. “It needs more coffee, fewer used diapers.” Using his phone, he snapped pictures. “Any idea who did this?” The stench of garbage didn’t appear to faze him. Only death made him yak.
“No.”
He indicated to the wall’s message. “Wilson? That is the one who died this morning, yes? The xenos?”
Xenos means other or foreigner, which is what you are if you weren’t born and raised on this tourist-a-rific chunk of Greek rock.
“I guess so. There aren’t any other Wilsons around here.”
“Vanquish him. Very strange. He already vanquished himself this morning. The coroner said it was a heart attack.”
There was no point correcting him. He didn’t know about my woo-woo ability to see ghosts. Greeks can be an enigmatic bundle of contradictions. On one hand, their minds are wide open to the possibility of otherworldly weirdness. On the other, the devil is cunning.
Vanquish Wilson.
What did that mean? It seemed to me like death was the last station on the train tracks, and there was nowhere for him to be vanquished to except the Afterlife. I couldn’t do diddly squat about that. The Afterlife was inaccessible to pulse-havers. I couldn’t even give the guy directions beyond “Go toward the light, Carole Ann”.
It struck me once again that Roger Wilson was a murder victim, which meant someone on this island had done the dastardly deed. Was the vandal Wilson’s killer, taunting me? Boy, he or she must have really hated the Englishman. Wasn’t enough to kill the man; now they wanted him permanently scrubbed from the mortal coil.
Maybe this vanquishing had put the wind up Wilson. Yes, he was jittery about things like soul-pooping and butt-stuff, but what if those were metaphors? The salt circles, the fear, could be they were all about the creep who’d decorated my apartment with garbage—a creep who wanted Roger Wilson permanently gone.
I had questions. I wanted answers—answers I couldn’t get while Pappas was wandering toward my bedroom, phone in hand.
My finger hooked the back of his leather jacket. “Stay away away from my underwear drawer, pervert.”
“How did you know?”
“You’re breathing.”
“Just a peek?”
“You can buy underwear on the internet. You can even buy used underwear on the internet.”
“It’s not the same,” he said. “Could you find me some?”
“Send me an email. We’ll discuss my fee.”
Once I steered Constable Pappas out of my apartment, I surveyed the damage. A new television was a must but not tonight. There was something else I wanted to do first.
No, not cleaning up. Part of me was hoping if I went out for a while the wall would clean itself. Naive, no. Deluded, most certainly.
The night was spiraling towards chilly. I shoved my feet into comfortable boots, shrugged into a medium weight jacket, and grabbed my bag before jogging downstairs. It took me a couple of minutes to reach Merope’s main street, where old Vasilis Moustakas was crossing the road with his walker. He didn’t bother checking for traffic—no point. The old wiener waver died when a teenager hit him in her fancy car, so he had already exhausted the worst case scenario.
All the same, I winced as a moped drove straight through him.
“That tickled,” he said when he noticed me watching him.
I got off my bicycle and crouched down, faking a loose shoelace. Didn’t want anyone to spot me talking to someone who didn’t appear to be there.
“While you are down there, take a look at this …”
I looked up and came face to tip with Kyrios Moustakas’s wrinkled, crooked salami. Although it was futile, my hand tried to swat it away.
The old ghost wheezed.
“There are laws about that sort of thing,” I said.
“Not for me.” He had a point and I knew it. “What did you come to see an old man about, eh?”
Head down, I fiddled with my shoelace. “What scares you?”
“Questions.” He cackled. One of us thought he was a comedian.
“I’m serious. I need to know what scares … uh … ghosts.”
He stumped across the road with his walker. Why did the ghost cross the road? In this ghost’s case, so he could turn around and do it all over again. For whatever reason, this was the existence Kyrios Moustakas chose. To be fair, from the main road he could keep an eye on most of the island’s comings and goings. Not much escaped him. The only thing that gossiped harder than a Greek woman was a Greek man—the older the Greek, the more virulent the gossip.
“Kyrios Moustakas?”
He ignored me to take another trip across the road and back again.
“Kyrios Moustakas?”
“What do you want, eh? All you do is talk, talk, talk.”
This from a phantom blabbermouth. “What’s capable of scaring a ghost?”
“Why do you ask me these questions? I know nothing. All I want to do is walk across the road and watch the pretty women in summer.”
“There’s a ghost who wants my help. He’s scared of someone and I don’t understand why.” I crossed my fingers. “You’re my number one authority on ghost business.”
His walker stopped. He gave me the side-eye. “What ghost, eh?”
“A new one. Kyrios Wilson, the Englishman.”
He spat out a thick stream of curse words, featuring the Virgin Mary, my grandmother, several goats, a monkey, and a wooden spoon. Arranged that way, most of his serving suggestions were physically impossible; not enough holes, too much gravity.
Then …
POP.
Kyrios Moustakas vanished.
This was not good. Since the lunatic teenager mowed him down in her car, the old ghost had been a constant presence on this patch of road. He never went anywhere except back and forth, day and night. And now he was gone.
“Kyrios Moustakas?”
Silence.
Was he scared? Angry? Why would the mention of Roger Wilson’s name make him flee the scene? None of this was kosher. Something about Roger Wilson’s death stunk to high heaven.
But what?
Up until now the night had been quiet. Most tourists had puttered away weeks ago on one ferry or another, and with winter coming the locals chose to hunker down at home instead of living their loud summer lives in Merope’s autumn streets. So the ambulance’s siren stuck out like a hammered thumb as it rolled away from the hospital, heading west to the more sparsely populated side of the island.
A voice wafted over my shoulder. “Did you hear? Kyria Fasoula was in an accident. Somebody punched her until she looked like my daughter-in-law.” Kyria Maria, one of the island’s many mouths, stopped level with my head. Paint a watermelon black, stick a caramel apple on top, and you’d have the woman leaning over me. “What for are you on the ground?”
“Loose shoelace,” I said.
She sniffed. She seemed to accept my excuse, but that didn’t stop her looking left and right in case there was another excuse for me to be on my knees. If she was expecting to spot a man fleeing the scene she was half right—just not in the way she suspected.
“I bet it was the husband—it is always the husband except when it is a door shaped like the husband’s fist.”
“Kyria Fasoula, you said? Kyria Eleni Fasoula?”
“That is what I said.”
“When did this happen?”
Shrug. “Five minutes ago.”
That long? Amazing. The gossip train must have been running low on old-fossil fuels.
“It must be bad if someone called an ambulance,” I said.
“If you hear anything new, let me know, eh? I must hurry to tell everyone.”
On that note, Kyria Maria scurried away, clutching her black bag.
There was no reason for me to pedal over to the Fasoulas residence, not at this time of night. But a little voice in my head, the one attached to the bonus cat hair in my DNA, reminded me that there was still a goat’s custody at stake, and my responsibility was to the Fasoulas’s children, who had paid me in colorful euros to find a solution.
Casting a backwards glance at the street in case Vasilis Moustakas decided to reappear (he didn’t), I pushed away from the chipped curb and set off for Merope’s west side.
The night was dark but the Fasoulas house was lit up like Greek Easter. The ambulance was going as I was coming. I spotted Constable Pappas talking to Kyrios Fasoulas, who looked annoyed to be separated from his newspaper for this long. The rookie cop waved when he saw me.
“Detective Samaras sent me over. He said he was babysitting. I did not realize he knew any babies.”
I didn’t mention Leo’s cover story was true and the babies were my niece and nephew. “What happened? Is Kyria Fasoula okay?”
Pappas pulled me aside while her husband hunkered down in his chair, newspaper open, forming a barrier. “Kyria Fasoula was returning from her nightly walk when her husband heard her scream. He said he did not do it,” Pappas told me, “but it is almost always the husband, except when it is a broom handle shaped like the husband’s fist.”
Kyria Maria had said the same thing. “Was it him, do you think?” I eyed the man in question and his clean, undamaged hands. “If it was, he didn’t use his fists.”
“Who knows?” Pappas flip the lid on his notepad and shoved it into his hip pocket. “Hopefully we will find out when she wakes up. I’m going to the hospital now. I will send you that email later, eh?”
The neighbors were few, and the few were keeping their distance. Whatever they didn’t know they would make up. I sat on the porch a short distance from Kyrios Fasoulas and watched the red lights on Pappas’ motorcycle dip and bump as he dodged holes in the dirt road.
Kyrios Fasoulas peered over the top of his paper. “I suppose you think I hurt her.”
No, but Kyria Fasoula had a lover out there somewhere who might be sporting cracked and bruising knuckles.
“It’s not always the husband.”
“Usually it is the husband.”
I scrounged around for a metaphor and seized upon Stephanie Dolas and her obsession with cured meats. “Unless the wife likes a variety of salami.”
A brief pause happened while he calculated probabilities and things like the velocity of gossip on Merope.
“You heard the rumor about the affair.” A statement, not a question.
“I hear a lot of rumors. Some of them are even true.”
Snort. “This one was true, but he could not have attacked her if that is what you are thinking.”
“Why not?”
“The salami was that English malakas—the dead one. Unless he is not as dead as I have heard then he cannot have assaulted my wife.”
The news hit me like a sledgehammer. “Wilson? She was having an affair with Kyrios Wilson? On purpose?”
He spat on the ground, a glob of goo landing a meter away. “That is the one. The xenos skeelos.”
The foreign dog.
“You’re sure?”
“What? Do I look like a vlakas? I know what I know. She was always sneaking over to his house, where they would whisper, whisper together. Tonight, in fact, she was sneaking back from his place. Why she went there I do not know because he is dead. You cannot ride a dead man’s poutsa, although one time I did see a
woman on Mykonos try.”
My eye twitched. Everything happened in Mykonos sooner or later. I tried to think happy thoughts that weren’t about Wilson’s penis, alive or dead. “You know this because…?”
“One time I followed her because I had to see it with my own eyes. To be sure, you understand?”
Oh, I understood. “Do the police know?”
“Not yet but they will when they hear the gossip, which will happen soon.”
He was right about that. All the ingredients had gathered for the perfect gossip storm. The dead lover. The cuckolded husband. The younger wife. The perpetually hungry goat that was sidling up to my bicycle, a twinkle in his slitted eye. He wanted my tire. He wanted it bad.
Maybe Hercules wasn’t the only one who wanted something. Normally I didn’t investigate murders, but Leo had all but given me written permission to dig. Kyrios Fasoulas had motive out the wazoo to kill Roger Wilson.
“Where were you when Kyrios Wilson died?”
Kyrios Fasoulas’ eyebrows shot up to meet his forehead’s wrinkles, where they formed a hairy ditch. “Who cares? They say he died of heart problems.”
He had me there. “Did you want him to die?” I held up my fingers a centimeter apart. “Maybe a tiny bit?
“For what? Taking something that caused me problems? Pfft.” He slapped the air. “The man was a hero for tolerating her. You want to know where I was this morning? Here, where I always am!”
“And your wife?”
“In the outhouse.”
“In the outhouse?”
“She goes in there with her crochet to get away from me. Sometimes she is in there for hours.”
My eye twitched. “A lot of people do that, I think. Usually with books. Or these days their phones.”
“She did not kill him and neither did I, but if somebody did, maybe he deserved it, eh?”
Roger Wilson was a jerk, I could attest to that. Did he deserve death though? “What else do you know about him?”
“Nothing. What is there to know? He was a man. Now he will go into the ground like any other corpse.”
The conversation had run its course. If Kyrios Fasoulas had killed the Englishman he struck me as the kind of man who’d be gloating about having done the island a favor.
“I wonder who will bury that malakas?” he said as I was leaving. “He had no friends except my wife.”
Good question.
I rode home mulling over the action-packed day. Looking back, all the pieces felt jangled and discordant, from Wilson’s murder and Betty’s absence, to Kyria Fasoula’s attack and her affair with Wilson. All the pieces in the middle stank, too, especially my living room wall.
The wall.
I groaned.
That’s what I had to look forward to tonight: one-on-one time with a scrubbing brush and a clothespin to prevent any wayward curls of stink spiraling up my nose.
Go me.
   
Dead Cat watched me clean from his perch on the back of my couch. Boy was I grateful I didn’t live across the road from a public restroom. The diapers were bad enough.
What did I have?
A dead man and his ghost. An attack on the woman who was his lover. Vandalism all over my wall. And let’s not forget the random acts of levitation. So far I’d encountered a flying television, a hovering coffee cup, and a pot that tried to use my head as a lid.
What could move things but wasn’t a ghost?
One problem at a time. If Wilson was telling the truth there was a killer on the loose. Maybe his murder was a one-off and Merope’s citizens were as safe as Greek houses with their concrete and rebar bones. Detective Samaras was cavalier about public safety, at least this time around.
Not me.
First I’d unravel the Wilson murder.
Then I’d tackle the levitating.





CHAPTER SEVEN

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, a day with low hanging clouds and the threat of cold rain, Merope’s Best worked sinister Greek folk magic on my thoughts. Today their worst wasn’t so bad. In fact I’d call it downright ordinary. By the time I reached the bottom of the cup, an idea had formed in my head. Maybe, just maybe, Wilson would bugger off—as he would say—and leave me alone if I saw to it that he received a proper burial. Church. Priest. The whole Greek Orthodox shebang. There was no way I’d hurl myself at his coffin, weeping. But hard frowning? That I could do. And if his killer was stalking him, the funeral might smoke out his or her identity.
I peered into the cup and winced. A wild wad of hair that wasn’t mine clung to the sludge at the bottom. An imaginary—I hoped—hair tickled my throat. Gagging, I pitched the cup in the garbage.
So much for their worst being mediocre.
As soon as the hour was decent, I rode to Ayios Konstantinos—Saint Constantine’s—the closest and most notable of Merope’s churches. Father Spiros, the priest in residence and human catheter, is older than democracy and as genuine as a plastic figurine of Zeus with a Made in China sticker stuck to its butt. His church is the place to see and be seen, if your self-esteem is lower than a basement and you get your kicks being judged harder than a one-legged woman on Greece’s Top Hoplite, the country’s favorite reality TV show.
A cloud of sticky sweet perfume ambushed me as I stepped into the golden narthex. In all fairness, I might have seen it coming if the gold wasn’t scorching my retinas. I crossed myself, kissed the icons, and turned to face one of the world’s unholiest creatures.
“Aliki Callas, have you come to confess your sins?” Kyria Sofia asked. In omnipresent sensible heels and sedate suits with a ladybug brooch on the lapel, Kyria Sofia is her priest brother’s gatekeeper. Nobody gets to him without her bleached blond blessing. Her exterior says she’s a woman of small-town decency and good taste. Her computer’s hard drive says she’s the largest collector of bestiality porn in the northern hemisphere. Like her brother, she has two faces. Today she was wearing the accommodating face that came with a sweet smile. I wasn’t fooled; I’d met cats.
“So much better than that,” I said. “I’ve come to offer you money.”
“Money! We do like money.” She fiddled with the ladybug. “The more money we collect, the more we can help the poor.”
Help the poor, my butt. Mentally, she probably already spending the money on rare geese-on-man skin flicks.
“You knew Kyrios Wilson, the Englishman?”
Her expression was the picture of Christian sympathy. Up front, Jesus Christ rolled his eyeballs at the gaudy gold ceiling. “That poor man. But not as poor as he would have been if he had a wife and children. What about him?”
I told her what I wanted: a funeral, paid for by me. Nothing fancy, just the religious basics.
She made a tst sound to signal no. “That cannot be done. He was not Greek Orthodox. He was an outsider—you know how that is.”
Kyria Sofia considered herself high class but she was born on this rock to a family that at one time patched their boots with cardboard, like most families at the time. Her little snipe about my status as an outsider was based on nothing except her desire to press her low-heeled shoe down on everyone’s heads. I was above it; I knew what was in her computer’s Sewing folder.
“I guess I could take my money—and a generous donation—to another church then …”
“Now that I think about it,” she said, “I could talk to my brother and see if we can come to an arrangement. My brother’s generosity is legendary, and we are Kyrios Wilson’s adopted family, even if he never came to church.”
“You are too kind.”
“Spiros and I do everything we can for the unfortunate.”
But not nearly as much as they did for the already fortunate, such as themselves. “You are too magnanimous.”
She smiled beatifically—Judas in the Virgin Mary’s skin. “I am curious, what connection do you have to Kyrios Wilson?”
“No connection. We talked sometimes. He spoke English, I spoke English.”
We never talked. Occasionally, if we passed on one dirt road or another, we nodded.
She eyed me. “I see.”
Translation: she didn’t see but she’d be happy to make up a story to pass along to other big ears.
“He didn’t have friends on this island,” I said. “As someone who finds things for people, I was hoping I could find him a little peace.”
“Strange that he never made friends here. Greeks are very sociable people. Although, I did hear stories …”
Of course she did. She had ears to rival the world’s largest radio telescope and a mouth to go with it.
“Stories?”
She squared her shoulders and made a prim little moue with her gossip hole. This from a woman who owned every Peanut Butter and Pooches flick made so far. “I do not like to tell stories.”
“I know you’re not a gossip,” I said, lying through my teeth.
“Because you are about to be so generous, I feel I can share this with you. I believe the xenos had an addiction.”
Interesting. This was a new angle. “An addiction? To what?” Whatever it was, I bet it wasn’t animal porn.
“Who can say? He had packages delivered to his house almost every week for years now. What was inside them I do not know but I am guessing it was drugs. Did you see how thin he was, how pale?”
By thin and pale she meant English.
“I think that was just him.”
“Drugs,” she said, touching her nose. “I would bet your life on it.”
Good thing we weren’t putting money on it then. There was a chance Wilson’s mysterious packages contained drugs but I didn’t think so. The package on his porch didn’t strike me as a delivery from a dealer.
“Did he have any enemies on Merope, do you know?”
“Everybody has enemies, except my brother. Spiros is beloved by all who know him.”
My eye twitched at that. Father Spiros was a greased ghoul. He made the Gentlemen from Buffy the Vampire Slayer seem downright charitable.
Kyria Sofia pressed two frigid kisses on my cheeks, catapulting me into the Macy’s perfume department, with its clashing fragrances, battling for world domination. “Perhaps you would like to light a candle for someone before you leave?” She looked pointedly at the large and locked donation box beside the wide, round candle holder. The sand-filled basin was as golden as everything else in Ayios Konstantinos. I sighed and dug out a twenty-euro note, crossing myself as I shoved the cash through the slot.
The church was holy yet I felt like I’d just bought a favor from the devil.
There was a small noise at the back of the church as Kyria Aspasia, Ayios Konstantinos’ caretaker entered with her bucket of water and a graying mop. Kyria Aspasia has one eye, one hump, and approximately eighty years on her odometer. According to local legend, and Kyria Aspasia herself, the hump is full of secrets. She began to slop water onto the floor.
We made eye contact.
Her one eye closed, then opened. Closed again.
I waved. “Kalimera, Kyria Aspasia!”
She said nothing. Her eye opened and closed.
Virgin Mary, was she winking at me?
Kyria Sofia excused herself. Important church business, she said. She promised to speak with her brother about Roger Wilson’s funeral, then marched both faces out the church’s tall gilt doors.
Kyria Aspasia continued to open and close her eye. I hurried to the front of the church in case it was a medical issue. I could easily run out to get eyedrops if she needed them.
“Are you okay, Kyria Aspasia?” I asked her.
“My eye sees many things,” she said. “One of these things I will tell to you. First—” she held up one finger “—I want a favor.”
I paused. Did I want to venture down this potentially perilous road? “What’s the favor?”
“Next time you put money in that woman’s box, spit on it first.”
“I solemnly promise,” I said, deadpan.
“Do that and I will laugh every time I see her counting her money.”
“You mean the Church’s money, yes?”
“You say Yianni, I say Yiannakis.”
John and Johnny are Greece’s to-may-to, to-mah-to. “Are you saying she swipes the donations?”
The mop swished back and forth. “It is expensive to be Kyria Sofia. All that blond dye is not cheap. Now, do you want to know what my eye saw?”
“Yes, please.”
“Too bad. I will tell you instead what my eye cannot see. The dead ones.”
“Probably because we bury them.”
Her one eye swiveled upward in its socket. “I am talking about the fantasmata.”
The etymology of phantom is fantasma. The etymology of etymology is etymologia. The father from My Big Fat Greek Wedding was right about Greek words.
Wait—was she saying what I thought she was saying?
“You can see ghosts?”
“Not as many as before. They are vanishing, and they have been for a long time now. Lately, faster.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Because you promised to spit on the money, and also because I know you are like me but with an extra eye and no hump—yet.”
Time to see my doctor and get my spine scanned. Preventative medicine. “How did you know?”
She touched a finger to her eye. “My eye sees many things. One night it saw you talking to Vasili Moustakas. Po-po, even now that man cannot put his poulaki away.”
My mind reeled the way it always did when I discovered someone shared my gift—or affliction, I wasn’t sure which. When the ghosts got yappy, I felt cursed.
“He disappeared last night when I was talking to him. Do you think whatever got the others got him, too.”
“Pah! Vasilis is fine. I saw him and his poulaki this morning.”
A trickle of relief ran down my spine. Kyrios Moustakas was a kook but he was a harmless kook.
“The others though,” she went on, mop slapping in time with her words, “they have not come back.”
“Maybe they went to the Afterlife and stayed.”
“Maybe yes. Maybe no. My hump says no, that something bad happened to them. You find things, yes? Find out what happened to the fantasmata.”
   
With that chore out of the way, and more questions than answers swirling around inside my already cluttered head, I rode toward home. To hold onto my sanity, I mentally organized the rest of my day. Most of my current workload involved Googling, which meant serious butt-in-chair time.
“Oi! What are you doing, you stupid bint?”
I yelped and fell sideways. My leg shot out, a makeshift kickstand that stopped me tumbling into traffic. I was this close to being trampled to death by sheep. The sheep were unfazed. One of them stopped to nibble on my boot.
Wilson’s ghost hovered in the middle of the road, his feet several centimeters above the hard-packed dirt. He sure looked hot under the collar, as though his favorite pub told him they were all out of cellar-temperature beer.
“Trying not to die on the backroads of a Greek island,” I said. “What’s a bint?”
“It’s what you are, that’s what it is. Anyway, you dying is not what I meant. I’m talking about you going to see that fooking charlatan about my funeral.”
“You were there?”
“I was hiding behind something gold.”
That was everything in Ayios Konstantinos, except Father Spiros’ heart. “Is there a problem?”
He drew himself into a stiff see-through column. “God never did nowt for me, so why should I believe in Him?”
“So you’re an atheist?”
“Not one of those, either. Do I look like a skinny jeans-wearing hippy to you?”
“Oh, well, if you don’t believe in God and you don’t want a funeral, there goes my idea.”
His eyes narrowed. “What idea?”
I scooted my boot forward, out of the hungry sheep’s reach. It farted once, then dashed after the herd. While that was going on, I told Wilson about my brilliant plan to smoke out his killer by throwing a funeral for him.
“It’s a stupid idea. It won’t work. Can’t you come up with anything better? Something not stupid.”
Ten … nine … eight …
“You know, I’m starting to understand why someone killed you. If you had a neck I’d wring it.”
“That’s insensitive, that’s what that is. You young people, always pretending to be tolerant of people what are different from you. And here I am, a ghost, and you’re acting like a bigot. A bloody great ghost bigot.”
Maybe he was right. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe I really wanted a cup of coffee and a slab of baklava to go with it—wait, there was no maybe about that last part.
“I don’t mind ghosts—I mind you! And obviously I’m not the only one because someone broke into my apartment last night and scrawled Vanquish Wilson across my living room wall in cold garbage! Do you know how long that took me to scrape off? My place still smells like the island’s worst coffee!”
He went pale, which was harder than it sounded when someone was both non-corporeal and as white as Wilson. “Are you going to do that?”
“Even if I wanted to, how would I?”
His beady little eyes zeroed in on my face. They were hard, mean little nuggets. “If I did know, why would I tell you?” Despite his lack of lungs, he coughed. “You want to do something useful with your life besides coming up with stupid plans and sitting about twiddling your thumbs while an axe murderer dances around the island, you could go to my house and pack up all my junk.”
“You know you weren’t killed with an axe, right?”
“Just do it—can you do at least one bloody thing right? Take what you want then burn the place down.”
“Don’t you have family who can commit your arson for you? Somebody in England? A sister? A cousin? A friend? How about an over-friendly neighbor back home? Maybe someone who digs fire?”
Each time I threw out a suggestion he shook his head. “There is nobody—only you, and what a fooking disaster that is.”
Bugger, as the English said. I was afraid of that. “I guess I could box things up and sell them. But I’m not playing with matches. My mother would be disappointed.”
“Your mother can stick her matches up her bum for all I care. Burn the place down, that’s an order.”
As if I’d ever take orders from an ass like Roger Wilson. “Fine. I guess I could swing by your place later.”
“What’s wrong with now? It’s not like you have a life.”
Rich coming from someone who was dead. “Fine. I guess I could go over there now. But only because I want you gone. So … you don’t want a religious funeral?”
“Bury me in a cardboard box, or toss me in an incinerator, I don’t fooking care. The church can’t save my immortal soul.”
He was a world-class jerk but he was still a murder victim, and while he was around I figured I’d get some more questions in before he disappeared again. “I don’t suppose you’ve remembered anything else about your murder or who might have done it?”
Wilson stiffened. “Blooming heck,” he spluttered. With a haunted expression on his face—pun totally intended—he glanced around, then, with an audible pop, vanished.
So much for that. Pinning Wilson down for more than a few minutes was proving to be impossible. This was a problem. As obnoxious as he was, I wanted him permanently out of my life. But to kick him to the curb I needed to figure out who killed him. With his insults and attitude he was no help at all.
Using my phone, I consulted my list of no suspects and added two names: Kyrios Fasoulas and his currently indisposed wife. The husband wasn’t high on my list but his wife was Roger Wilson’s lover. Maybe Roger Wilson had unleashed his winning personality on Kyria Fasoula and won himself a hot, fresh murder. God knows I wanted to wring his see-through neck.
Tornadoes aren’t a thing on Merope. We don’t get a lot of extremes, unless it’s heat or nudity, and we don’t have the plains for twisters. So the funnel of dirt and debris spinning toward me was surprise. It was the height of a cottage. At the top, the circumference of that same cottage. In its moment of genesis, it had picked up anything lying around, including a bantam rooster, who’d had all his suspicions confirmed: he could fly, and this was proof. His ego would never recover.
Virgin Mary.
I jumped on my bicycle prepared to speed away when suddenly, the twirling stopped. The funnel held its shape, dust suspended in the air. The bantam rooster clucked; in his own mind his powers were growing.
Danger isn’t normally my thing, although the nature of my work occasionally throws me into the path of fast-moving seniors at a sale on the mainland. Most of the time I dodged trouble while respecting its might. But this was different. It wasn’t every day I encountered a static funnel of weirdness and wind. My curiosity spiked along with my fear. I could no more move than I could pole dance.
“Did you dump coffee on me?” I called out.
There was no one around to hear me talking to the wind—no one except the goats, and they were out of earshot.
The mini tornado resumed spinning.
Did it spin for yes or spin for no?
“Did you smash my television after making it dance around the living room?”
It spun faster.
Maybe yes. Maybe no.
“Don’t worry, I won’t ask you to replace it. But it would be nice to know who’s responsible.”
I was woefully unarmed in this situation. At the best of times all I ever had were my wits, and those had hot-tailed it out of town as soon as the mini twister began swirling this way. During my childhood, Twister and The Wizard of Oz had taught me that tornadoes were the quicksand of weather and were liable to be an omnipresent danger when I grew up.
Lies. Until day, I had never set eyes on one.
Then I remembered something—probably because I hadn’t bought it myself. I went searching for it now, my hand sliding down into my bag, my fingers hunting. They closed around a glass container with a metal lid. I carefully twisted the lid.
“You want something from me? Fine. I’m willing to listen if you find a way to communicate that doesn’t involve smashing my belongings or scaring the pants off me. If not … yia sou, goodbye, adios, adieu.”
Too bad I didn’t speak more languages.
The lid popped loose. I poured a generous pile of salt into my hand, and then flung it at the tornado.
Would it work?
I held my breath.
The twister hung there for a moment, a cohesive cloud, then—
Poof!
Dirt hit the ground, then rose again, sepia billows fading as they head-butted the sea breeze and lost. Twigs, pebbles, goat poop scattered across the road in a wide arc. The bantam rooster hit the ground with an indignant cluck. He took a moment to puff out his chest and rearrange his feathers, then he zipped off, probably to brag to the chickens about his superpowers.
Huh. Salt was more than just a portable forcefield. Apparently it also had the capabilities of a stink bomb and had the power to kick an invisible thingamabob in the whatzit.
Salt shaker in hand, I sagged against my bicycle, relieved that I didn’t get whisked away to Oz. Eventually, I remembered what I was doing and where I was going. Roger Wilson’s place.
Since the Englishman didn’t have family I’d throw a little something we called a yard sale back in the United States. Yard-slash-garage sales were a novelty in Greece, and they weren’t a thing yet on Merope, where people committed to their belongings for life and beyond. So a yard sale would be something new plus it would give the locals a chance to snoop around the outsider’s place.
It took minutes to ride across the island to the Wilson house. Everything was the same, except the door was closed and the package that had been sitting on his porch had vanished.
Maybe Merope had a mail thief … or Roger Wilson had organized for someone to collect his mail in case he dropped dead.
On the way, I’d stopped to buy a box of salt. To my surprise, the house was already surrounded in an unbroken line. I hadn’t noticed it the other day but someone had dug a narrow ditch around the house and filled it with salt. It would need to be replenished after rain but for the moment it was untouched. I walked the whole line, checking for breaks. Big scuff marks at the gate. People had been coming and going.
The front door was closed but not locked. Stagnant, stale air wafted out. I left the door wide and opened a window to let the ocean breeze work its magic.
Wilson’s house was the world’s lamest bachelor pad. He didn’t have much beyond the basics. No artwork. No family photos. When he did his sitting he did it in the same-old easy chair in front of a modest television. Whatever he spent his money on it wasn’t stuff.
The Wilson house contained two bedrooms. One held a narrow wardrobe, a small chest of drawers, a twin bed, and one bedside table with a pair of spectacles sitting atop a book about Winston Churchill.
The second bedroom wasn’t a bedroom. That would be too normal. Roger Wilson had used the space to be a weirdo. He had filled the space from floor to ceiling with shelves, each shelf containing dozens of opaque pink jars with flat cork lids, lined up like dumpy skittles. One had fallen from its shelf, shattering into thousands of sharp pieces on the marble tile floor.
The whole thing screamed serial killer.
Except murders weren’t that prevalent on Merope (although lately there had been a slight uptick) and as far as I knew, Roger Wilson hadn’t taken a single fake business trip to other islands to find less conspicuous hunting grounds. So chances were decent the jars didn’t contain trophies from his methodic and frequent killing sprees.
That didn’t stop me checking the freezer for a frozen heads.
No frozen heads.
Phew. Lucky, because I didn’t know what to do about frozen heads.
I went back to the jars. Constable Pappas mentioned an abnormal number of packages delivered to the Wilson house. He’d thrown around the word collector. Then Kyria Sofia mentioned addiction like she wasn’t compelled to watch dogs lick peanut butter out of places dogs and peanut butter had no business going. This—Roger Wilson’s jar collection—struck me as a benign variety of bananas. Not that I was a mental health professional.
As far as packing up the house, there wasn’t much to do or sell. Small furniture. A few basic kitchen utensils, pots, pans, flatware and dinnerware, nothing special. Except for the room full of pink jars, Roger Wilson had lived how he looked: beige.
I did another circuit of the house, searching for a dustpan and broom to clean up the broken jar in the second bedroom. My gaze snagged on a package sitting on the kitchen counter, pushed out of immediate sight. The same package that was on his doorstep yesterday. The label was torn. The wrapping tape, too. Someone had brought the box into the house and opened it.
I peeked inside.
Empty.
The thief had clearly thieved. On the bright side, at least they’d been considerate enough to bring the box in. I took a closer look at the label, curious about the package’s origins. The country and city I remembered—London, UK. The address was a PO Box belonging to a company that called itself S&P Exports. Not exactly revelatory. Oh well, Wilson was dead and the object in the box was probably another one of his funny little pink jars.
The air shifted behind me. I turned around expecting to see Wilson, scolding me for the crime of being a dumb cow and not pulling a viable plan to uncover his murderer out of my kolos.
It wasn’t Wilson.
Something brown and sticky swung at my head. Either a stick or the broom handle.
For the second time in as many days, I hit the ground.





CHAPTER EIGHT

THERE WAS a hand on my forehead, cool and warm and soft and firm. Who knew a hand could be so full of contradictions?
I opened one eye. Then the other.
“This is starting to become a habit,” I told the Man in Black. “I don’t even know your name. Do you have a name? Heathcliff, maybe? Rochester? Darcy? You’re not a Bingley. Too moody. Bingley was downright cheerful.”
“You were struck.”
“I don’t suppose you saw the culprit?”
“You should go to the hospital.”
My head wasn’t bleeding and I didn’t appear to be dead. “I’ll be fine.”
He lifted me off the floor and set me upright, as though I was nothing heavier than a bottle of ouzo. “You have sustained an excessive number of cranial injuries lately.”
“That explains the constant headaches and the voices in my head.”
He didn’t lighten up. Men—if that’s what he was—like him belonged in the English moors, life-long masters of once-grand manor houses. They owned hunting dogs and let their inner suffering slowly turn their faces to stone.
“There are people who care about you, people who depend upon you,” he said in his deep, foreboding voice. “You are their connection to this world.”
“You mean dead people.”
“And the living.”
Now that he was certain my death wasn’t imminent, he began to wander through Roger Wilson’s house. I followed along, less puppy more shadow. He stopped when he came to the second bedroom, where its owner had unfurled his weirdo flag and let it fly.
“Wilson liked to collect jars,” I said. “Identical jars. It’s a bit weird but what do I know? I see dead people.”
Without commenting, he selected a jar. He lifted it up to the light, turning it this way and that. Then he set it back on the shelf with its clones. “Some creatures deserve to be put down.”
Wow. That wasn’t cryptic or strange. “What do you mean?”
He spoked without turning to face me. “Go to the hospital, Aliki Callas.”
He was right and I knew it. Lately I’d taken several blows to the head, any of which were powerful enough to loosen my screws.
“I’ll be back,” I told the Man in Black. “Wilson asked me to pack up his belongings.”
“Did he says what he expected you to do with his … belongings, once they were packed neatly in boxes?”
“He said I could take what I want and burn the rest. Since arson isn’t my thing, I figured I’d throw a garage sale.”
“Don’t.”
“Don’t throw a garage sale?”
“Promise me you will leave everything as it is for now.”
“You’re not at all forthcoming. I like that about you.”
He smiled. I didn’t realize he could. “Go. Things can wait. People cannot.”
   
On the way to the hospital, I reran the mental video of the morning’s events. I paused at the moment when the Man in Black lifted me off the floor. Swearing on my life would be overkill, but I was fairly certain that during the moments between my head being used as a piñata and my recovery, someone had helped themselves to Wilson’s empty cardboard box. Weird, but maybe someone really wanted that box for a shipping emergency. Who would steal an empty box?
I put the box thief’s name on my list—Box Thief, of course—and jotted down a related question: Who stole the box’s contents?
Thirty minutes later my bladder was empty but I felt like I needed to go—and now.
“Blame the contrast dye,” the technician told me. “Most people who have a CAT scan suddenly want to ouro.”
I didn’t wet myself, so things were looking good. Hopefully the doctor would be able to scratch brain damage off the list
“Can you check my back while you’re at it?”
“For what?”
“Signs of an impending hump.”
He chuckled. “You won’t have to worry about humps until you’re as old as Kyria Aspasia.”
Yikes.
“You have a hard head like you grandmother,” the doctor said when he checked out the results. “Try not to get hit in the head again, eh? Probably you should learn to duck.”
“Yiayia got hit in the head?”
Doctor Pappadopoulos chuckled. “All the time. She would play hide the meatball with the wrong man, and sometimes with the wrong woman, then—bam!—she would show up here for a sticky plaster and vinegar.”
Greek folk medicine is twenty-five percent vinegar, twenty-five percent rubbing alcohol, twenty-five percent warmer clothing because if you do not dress warmly you will catch your death, and twenty-five percent eating more because you are too skinny.
“Thanks—I think.”
According to everyone, including my grandmother herself, she was the island motorcycle. Sooner or later everyone took a ride, and she was a zippier ride than the village bicycle. That didn’t mean I wanted to hear about that part of my grandmother’s history. I liked to pretend my family had all arrived in the world the way the Greek gods intended, springing from our forebears’ foreheads, no nookie involved.
On that Much Too Much Information note, I gathered my things and fled the room, promising to wear more clothes now that the weather was turning cool.
The Greek language is filled with colorful and physics-defying expressions. Greeks eat wood when they’re on the wrong end of a spanking. Things don’t go haywire for Greeks, they turn into a whore’s fencepost. But sometimes I drew on the earlier half of my life—like right now. Since I was already at the hospital, I decided to kill two birds with one stone, even though I had no stones and as far as I could smell there were no birds around. I couldn’t say that for most places on Merope. Fowl tended to come and go as they pleased, health codes be damned.
The scan was the first bird. The second bird was Kyria Fasoula, who was somewhere in this hospital. I located one of several staff members whose hobbies involved local gossip and being helpful, and before I knew it I had the injured woman’s room number.
Pappas was stationed outside her room in last night’s clothes and this morning’s stubble, with only a cart of bedpans nearby for company. Before he spotted me, I pivoted and bought coffee and a kourlouri—a soft round pretzel dipped in sesame seeds—and carried it back to the tired cop.
“Marry me,” he said.
“Can’t. I have to floss my cat.”
“Is that a sex thing?”
I snorted and nodded to the private room’s door. “Can I see her?”
He bit into the koulouri. “Go ahead,” he said, sesame seeds and dough mushing around his words.
Kyria Fasoula was in battered but not broken condition. A quick glance at her chart—the Merope hospital kicked it old school—told me the damage was all surface and that she wasn’t in any immediate danger, provided she stayed away from swinging fists.
My gaze fell on her clothes, neatly folded and stacked on top of an institutional bedside table. Getting booped on the head had rattled things loose, and I suddenly remembered what Kyrios Fasoulas said about his wife skulking back from Wilson’s house when she was attacked. As Roger Wilson’s bed buddy she likely had access to his house. A lover would be thoughtful enough to bring a package inside and close the door in the way out. Maybe the curiosity overwhelmed her and she ripped the box open. Greek curiosity was a force of nature.
One of my hands felt around inside her handbag, which was slouched against the pile of clothing.
She opened one eye as wide as the swelling would allow. “What are you doing?”
“I dropped a contact lens.”
“In my bag?”
“They can really bounce.”
My fingers touched something cool and hard. They closed around the object, pulled it out. Well, well, well, one of Roger Wilson’s pink jars.
“Steal something, did you?”
Her chin jutted out. “I stole nothing.”
“Kyrios Wilson has hundreds of jars like this one, so it’s not a stretch for me to believe you took this from his place.”
“Had. He is dead.” She tried spitting the words out but only managed to drool.
Pappas came in, the stump of a koulouri in one hand, coffee in the other.
“What are you doing?” he asked me.
“Have you heard the good news about my lord and savior, Tupperware?”
“I said you could see her, not talk to her.”
“She talked first!”
He looked at Kyria Fasoula, who shrugged. The last bite of koulouri went into his mouth as he tried to figure out what to do with this information.
While he did that, I inspected the jar in my hand. It was pink like the others, with the same flat cork lid. Heavier than it looked. Substantial. Pretty. Wilson didn’t strike me as a man who liked to collect pretty things, but here we were. I yanked the lid out and peeked inside. Empty.
Outside the room, something rattled. My head jerked up.
A bedpan zipped past the door.
My eye twitched as the metal pan collided with a hard surface. Pappas rocketed into the corridor, just in time for a second bedpan to whizz past his head. He dodged a stretcher rolling toward him at the speed of fast-moving donkey.
“Earthquake!” he announced.
Nope. Not an earthquake. That didn’t stop everyone running for doorways and desks, despite the fact that all Greece construction was required to be earthquake proof, given the volatility of the region. The tornado-maker was back and it was throwing a tantrum.
Chairs rolled. Charts cartwheeled. Writing utensils danced in the air before stabbing the curtains. Something jolted my arm. The jar flew out of my hand and sailed toward the window. It bounced off the glass. I leaped across the room, skidding into the wall. The jar landed neatly in my hand. Heart pounding, I stuck it in my bag for safekeeping.
Kyria Fasoula was wide-eyed and pale. Or she would have been if her face didn’t look like a side of raw gyro meat. “It is going to kill me.”
“No, it’s following me around like a puppy,” I assured her. “One of those puppies that chews things like garbage and upholstery.”
She gaped at me, eyes wild.
Salt shaker in hand, I shook a salt circle around her bed. “You should be good until someone sweeps the room.”
The raging in the corridor stopped. Everything that was airborne fell out of the air, hitting the floor with a variety of clangs and pings. Pappas did the good cop routine, making sure everyone was safe.
No casualties. Frayed nerves and quaking knees, mostly. The invisible presence shaking things up wasn’t out to hurt people—not most people—but it was awfully interested in me.
“Thank you,” she said. “Now go away.”
“Not so fast.” While Pappas was busy running around like a chicken with a severed head, I seized the edge of a chair and sat. “Do you know who did this to you?”
She closed her eyes. Swallowed. Turned her head toward the wall the way my elementary school friend Natalie’s dog did when it was in the tub. “No. It was dark. I saw nothing.”
“And the jar? I’ve seen Kyrios Wilson’s house. I know he collects them.”
“I wanted a keepsake, you understand?”
“Because you were sleeping with him?”
She gave me a look. The look said she was sorry he was dead but she wasn’t a bit sorry about the affair.
Pappas swung back in. He wasn’t alone: Leo was with him.
Ruh-roh.
His eyebrows shot up when he spotted me perched on the chair.
“What are you doing here?”
“Head injury,” I said. “I came for a scan and I guess I wandered into this room.” My expression turned vague, distant. “Where am I? Who are you?”
“Convenient.” Being a badass went with his job description, but Leo couldn’t stop the smile from twitching his lips.
“Okay, you got me. Kyria Fasoula’s children want her and their father to come to a custody arrangement.”
His forehead sprouted fault lines. “Aren’t they adults?”
“A custody arrangement for their goat.”
“Hercules is mine,” Kyria Fasoula said as emphatically as a person with a fat lip could.
“Hercules is the goat,” I said in case anyone was confused.
Leo raised his eyebrows at me. “Your life is a roller skate.”
Another fun Greek expression that meant my life was a train wreck.
“Not all the time. Just since you showed up again, actually.”
“I suppose Kyrios Fasoulas won’t budge either?”
“Nobody wants to give up the goat.”
“Pappas,” Leo said.
Pappas had been staring out the window. At the sound of Leo’s voice he jumped into action and held the door open.
Oh. It was for me. I was supposed to do the leaving. A real bummer because I had a list of questions a kilometer long for Kyria Fasoula. I suddenly remembered Leo’s stint as a babysitter. “Did Toula pick up Milos and Patra?”
“Just after midnight.” He grinned. “Your niece kept asking Jimmy if he wanted to phone home.”





CHAPTER NINE

ON THE WAY HOME, I swung by the main road, hoping to catch a glimpse of Kyrios Moustakas and his walker. The old man was still missing, which worried me, despite Kyria Aspasia’s sworn oath that she’d seen him this morning, dangling member and all. There were other ghosts on the island I could talk to, but I tried not to interact too often, in case they decided to amp up contact. I had a limited amount of sanity, and not a ton of desire to listen to the dead yap.
What I was hoping for was information about the invisible whatever-it-was following me around the island, performing annoying and inconvenient deeds. With Vasilis Moustakas gone, Betty was my best hope. Betty knew things—mystical things.
I swung by the Cake Emporium. The Closed sign told me I was out of luck.
I projected Betty’s name as hard as I could in my head and willed my phone to ring.
Yoohoo, Betty?
Cheerio? Pip-pip?
Was that English enough?
My phone didn’t ring. And it didn’t ring for the five minutes I stood around waiting.
Betty and her unusual store were relatively new additions in my life, but I knew this wasn’t like her. There was trouble in River City. It didn’t rhyme with T and start with P but it definitely started with some letter in the Greek alphabet.
I called Sam Washington, my friend and former boss, and told him I needed an address or at least a phone number for the Honeychurches.
“Woman, Jesus Christ worked miracles, but even he needed water before he could make wine.”
I grinned into my phone. “Are you saying you can’t do it?”
Sam snorted. “I’m saying if you want wine, give me water.”
I gave him everything I had: Betty’s name and the Cake Emporium’s address—which wasn’t so much an address as it was a series of directions, including third alley on the left, past the one-eyed cat, and ignore the spitting senior citizen who thinks he’s a llama.
“I’ll see what I can do with this.”
“I believe in you,” I said, which was the truth. In front of the keyboard, Sam is a magician. Sam wound up on Merope while searching for a missing person. He fell in love with the island and decided to stay. It happens.
“Yeah, you better.”
As soon as I was done with Sam, my phone rang. I answered in case it was Betty. Nope. Leo.
“What are you doing?” he wanted to know.
“About what?”
“Pappas said you talked to Kyria Fasoula before I showed up at the hospital.”
Oh. That. “I’m investigating a murder. What are you doing?”
“Investigating an assault.”
“Any suspects?”
“She won’t say but we’re looking at the husband.”
“It wasn’t Kyrios Fasoulas.”
“You sound sure,” he said.
“Because I am.”
“You know something I don’t?”
“Maybe. Tell me what you know and I’ll tell you whether I know it or not.”
“I’m the police. I have ways of making you talk.” His voice came out honey-dipped. I might have shivered—in a good way.
“Kyria Fasoula wasn’t home when she was attacked. She was walking home from Kyrios Wilson’s place,” I said, revealing an incomplete set of my cards. He was persuasive with his big shoulders and his everything else, but one of us was investigating a murder and it wasn’t him.
“Any idea why?”
“They were neighbors. Maybe he borrowed a cup of sugar. Maybe since he was dead she went to get it back before the locusts swarmed.”
“That’s a terrible theory.”
“Not on Merope it’s not. People here thrive on pettiness. It makes them happy.”
“You still haven’t told me anything.”
“Neither have you.”
Laughter coated his voice. “I’m the police. I don’t have to tell you anything.”
“And I’m a small-time local businesswoman working on a murder case the police are too busy and important to investigate.”
At a narrow point on the road, I stopped to let a gaggle of widows past, greeting them individually. They beamed. Some of the smiles even had teeth in them. As they passed, the smiles switched off and the chatter resumed. My name was bandied from mouth to mouth. Now that I was on the other side of thirty they were sure I was going to die without a husband. This from a bunch of husbandless widows.
I pushed off again.
“How is the murder investigation going?” Leo said in my ear.
“I’m at the part where I have no idea whodunit.”
“Whodunit?”
“English expression.” I translated for him.
“That’s because it was a heart attack.”
“Murder,” I said. “Definitely murder.”
“Because his ghost told you. I have my own theory. Would you like to hear it?”
“Only if it’s good.”
“My theories are all good,” he said. “They gave me a badge that says so.”
I snorted. “Go ahead.”
“Maybe your ghost assaulted Kyria Fasoula for stealing that cup of sugar.”
“Ghosts can’t assault people, especially not Kyrios Wilson.”
“Why not?”
“He’s too new, and besides, I never met a ghost that could give someone a black …” My words trailed off. Dots tried to connect. Mostly they failed.
“What?”
“There’s something else weird going on.”
“The earthquake at the hospital wasn’t an earthquake.”
“What was it then?”
“I don’t know, but if you ask the island’s seismologists I bet you ten euros they’ll tell you there was no quake this morning—especially not one that was limited to the corridor outside Kyria Fasoula’s hospital room.”
Although I couldn’t see him, I could hear him banging his head on the wall. The wall was winning. “So you’re asking me to believe that something that may or may not be a ghost was at that hospital, imitating an earthquake?”
A ghost I would have seen. Instead, there had been nothing.
“It wasn’t a ghost, and I’m not asking you to do anything.”
Phone to my ear, I wheeled my bicycle past Kyrios Yiannis the dead gardener, parked it in the lobby, jogged upstairs to my apartment while Leo quietly stewed. No infestations—Jimmy or ghosts—but the place still reeked of coffee and garbage. I threw the windows wide, okay with freezing off balls I didn’t have, under the circumstances.
Leo blew out a long, exasperated sigh. “I have to go, but let’s talk later.”
My inner realist stepped up to the plate. “We can talk but I don’t know if it will help. We’ll never be on the same page about the ghost thing. I like you a lot, don’t get me wrong, and I think you are seriously hot—”
“You think I’m hot?” His voice had a grin in it.
Despite myself, I grinned. The man was contagious. “That’s not the point. I’ve been seeing ghosts since I was a little girl and that doesn’t look like it’s going to change any time soon. So you should probably find a nice normal woman to date.”
“That’s all you have to say?”
“I kind of thought that was a lot of words—for me.”
There was a short pause—the pregnant and way overdue kind. “We’re not done with this argument. But right now I have to go.”
Yeah, I thought I as he ended the call, we’re done.
   
While I waited for Sam to get back to me with Betty’s contact information, I squared away a handful of other clients who wanted normal things, like nostalgic items from their youth and sports memorabilia. I secured their prizes, let the clients know their coveted purchases were on their way, and went to refill my coffee cup—with the homemade stuff. I tried not to suffer over at Merope’s Best more than once a day.
There was a soft yet obnoxious pop.
“You and the policeman are useless,” Roger Wilson said. “A pair of tits, both of you.”
“Can you not float above my desk?”
“I feel like Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins.” He did a backflip in the air. “Weeeeee.”
I bet that was the first time he had ‘weeeeeed’ in his life. “What are you doing here?”
“Came to see if you burned my sodding house to the ground yet, didn’t I?”
“Did you put the salt trench around your house?”
“I did. What is it to you?”
“Strikes me as paranoid.”
“I watch a lot of horror movies. There’s salt in my mattress—garlic, too. Never know when the zombie uprising will start because some stupid git fooked up in the lab.”
“Zombies aren’t real.”
“Sure about that, eh? Not much of a bloody leap from ghosts to zombies, in my book. If one exists, why not the other? Why not all of them? The whole bloody world might be infested with oogie boogies. That’s why I take all the precautions, because you never know.”
“And yet you don’t have an alarm system.”
“Not scared of humans, am I?” He rubbed his hands together as well as a ghost could. “Anyway, what’s the status? Find the sod who killed me yet?”
I went into the kitchen and mustered up the big bottle of salt I used to refill my normal-sized salt shaker.
“Do you have any enemies? Friends? Rivals? Anyone who has ever met you? If you’d be more transparent, maybe I’d have a better shot at helping you.”
He stared at me, stone-faced. “Are you mocking me?”
“Pun completely unintended, which stinks because it was a pretty good one.”
“A bit bloody cheeky mocking the dead. You’ll be dead one day. Won’t be so funny then, will it?”
While he blathered about the dead and their feelings, I quietly sprinkled salt around him a wide ring. When I was done, I slid the lid back into place and fetched the pink jar I took from Kyria Fasoula.
“What is this?”
That shut him up. He gawked at the jar in my hand. “Where’d you get that then?”
“From the package sitting on your front door step.”
His mouth snapped shut—temporarily. “Do whatever you want with it, I don’t care nowt about it.”
“Are these expensive?”
“There’s expensive and then there’s worth it.”
“Why? It’s just a jar. Was it handmade by blind monks in Meteora?”
“Don’t know, don’t care. All I do is collect them.”
“Why pink?”
“I like the ruddy color pink, all right? Can’t a man enjoy a bit of pink in his life? Why should you womenfolk get all the good colors? Doesn’t make me a wooly woofter.”
I didn’t know what a wooly woofter was, but figured it must be itchy if it had wool in it. ”Why collect jars though? I’d get it if they were all different, but these are identical. Is it some kind of fetish? You don’t have go into any detail, especially if it’s a sex thing, I’m just curious.”
“Why not jars? People collect all kinds of things. Stamps, dolls, coins. Why do you care what I collect? What’s it to you?”
My mind flicked over to Angela’s recently dismissed potential beau and his castle collection. The Doors had it right: people were strange. I should know, I was one of them.
I tried on my Freudian hat. “Did your mother collect these same jars?”
He laughed, hard and brittle. “That phony old bint never collected nowt but the dole and then the pension. I just like jars, is that a crime? They’re neat. Orderly. Useful. That one you’re holding got botched up, so I complained to my bank and got my money back.”
“How did you know it was flawed?”
“The geezer I used to buy from dropped dead recently. Had himself a stroke and drove into a lorry. Got his head lopped off like that photographer chap in The Omen. So I had to find someone else. Although I don’t know where they get off trying to fob off shoddy merchandise. It’s not right.”
I inspected the jar. “It looks perfect to me.”
“That’s because you know nowt about nowt.”
“I know something you don’t know.”
“What’s that then?”
“Interesting story.” I sat on the couch, put my feet up on the coffee table. Somewhere, in a faraway land, my mother screamed. “Do you know Kyria Fasoula? Of course you do. You were—what do they say in England? Oh yes, you were shagging, so it makes sense that you would know her name. Out of curiosity, why didn’t you ask her to sort out your belongings and start that fire? She was the closest thing you had to a person you were close to.”
“I bloody well tried, didn’t I?” he said through gritted teeth. His gaze was stuck to the jar and the way I casually bounced it from hand to hand. “But she couldn’t see me. That’s a bit of a problem when you’re a ghost. What about her?”
I stopped tossing the jar and wiggled it under his nose. “She had this on her when she was attacked.”
His gaze snapped away from the jar, to my face. “Eleni was attacked?”
“Coming home from your place last night. She’s okay after her stint as a human punching bag. They’re taking care of her at the hospital. The police think it was her husband, you know.”
He snorted at the very idea. “And put down his bloody newspaper? I don’t think so.”
“I don’t think he did it either. Whoever got you, I think they want her, too. That’s what I think. So if you remember something—anything—about your murder, any enemies you might have had while you were alive, you should probably tell me.”
Something flickered in his eyes. “What does Eleni have to do with my jar?”
“Being a thoughtful sort of person—or maybe Kyria Fasoula didn’t want any of Merope’s eyes on her while she did her stealing—she brought the package inside before helping herself to the contents. Then I took it from her because I’m investigating your alleged murder—”
“Nowt alleged about it,” he said.
“—and it’s weird to me that you collect all those jars.”
He waved his bony hand at me. “Keep it if you want, I don’t care.”
“Cool. Thanks. You never know when one of my clients might want a pink jar of unknown but handmade origins. As a side note, the box was subsequently stolen from your house. Any idea who might do that—or why?”
“Stolen, you say? The empty box?”
“Stolen. Taken. Pilfered. Pinched. Thieved. Gone-o. That’s a weird thing to steal.”
“Don’t know nowt about no box thieves. Sounds like something one of your people would do. Probably wanted to patch shoes or their roofs. You done with all your questions yet?”
“Hey, you came to me. I didn’t invite you to this party.”
“What party? Looks like you’re hanging out with all your friends.”
On that rude note, he closed his eyes, made a face like he needed prunes and a bowl of fakes—lentil soup. His mug scrunched, twisted, untwisted, twisted the other way.
“Congratulations, you look like a used paper towel. Something wrong?”
“There’s nowt wrong! I just can’t seem to …”
“Pop?”
“Pop? What are you babbling about now?”
“When ghosts leave they make a popping sound. Same when they show up. You might be dead but you’re far from silent.”
“Pop! Of all the bloody … Of all the no-nowt people I’ve ever met …” He squeezed again. Nothing popped, least of all Roger Wilson.
“I know something,” I said in a sing-song voice,
“What?”
“I know you’re not going anywhere.”
“What are you flapping your gums about?”
My finger pointed south. “Look down.”
His gaze cut to the floor and the ring of salt I’d poured around him while he was busy shooting his mouth off. His face turned a regal shade of purple. “What did you do?”
“Yesterday you asked me to circle my whole apartment so you’d have a comfy hideout. I’m just doing what you asked—except smaller.”
“You’re a faffing wank womble, that’s what you are!”
“Thank you, I think.”
“It’s not a bloody compliment!”
“Well then it should be because it sounds cute.” I scrunched down in the couch’s pillows, making a nest. “I never wanted to solve your murder. I’m not even convinced there was one. I’m starting to think you’re just an annoying …” I hunted around for a British insult “… prat.”
He opened his mouth. My phone rang, cutting him off. Sam was on the other end.
“You said this Betty Honeychurch runs the Cake Emporium? That lady has one hell of a commute if that’s the case.”
“What have you got for me?”
“I’ve got what I’ve got, but I dunno if it’s wine or water. Betty Honeychurch lives in England.” He gave me the address.
“England? She doesn’t have a place on Merope?”
“If she does it’s not in her name. Me and that English guy who bit the dust the other day were the only English-speaking outsiders living on this island at the moment, not counting you and your sister. Nobody here has even heard of your friend or her brother.”
Interesting and strange. My gut said there was an explanation of the paranormal kind. “That’s weird.”
“You know what else is weird? I tried looking for that cake place the other day and never could find it.”
That made sense. Sam was a wizard when it came to information technology but obviously he didn’t have a drop of woo-woo blood in him.
“Thanks, Sam.” I blew him a kiss.
“Come see me soon, and bring some of that cake from that place that doesn’t exist.”
Betty had to be somewhere on the island. No one could commute to Merope every day to sell cake. There was no logic in the logistics. There was physics, for starters. And transport schedules.
Was it really so impossible, though? Betty mentioned the store existed in more than one place. As crazy as that sounded, was it really more nutsy than seeing ghosts? One day I’d have to spend time soul searching the levels of loony and implausible. Today wasn’t that day. I needed to speak to Betty. She was my authority on all things mystical, and I was up to my neck in mystical.
The cat hair in my DNA wiggled.
“Hey, Mr. Wilson, the person who made that allegedly defective jar for you—”
He stuck his chin out, folded his arms. “If I said it’s botched up it’s botched up. No doubt about it. I won’t have you calling my integrity into question.”
“You’re dead. You don’t have integrity.” I pulled on my boots. “The person who sent you that jar, they knew you planned to return it, right?”
“Who said anything about sending it back? The seller wants to peddle shoddy goods, that’s not my problem. I called my bank, told them it was a fraudulent whatzit—a fraudulent charge. They turned around and put my money right back where it belongs, in my account.”
Wow, Wilson really was kind of a jerk. “And it was expensive, correct?”
“Yes. So what?”
“Expensive enough that the seller might try getting it back?”
He snorted at that. “What kind of berk would hop on a plane and fly over here to get one bloody jar back? They’d have to be completely barmy.”
“Think really hard.” I squinted at him. “Did you talk to the seller?”
“Of course I did. I called them before I called my bank. Said I wanted my money or a jar that wasn’t duffed up. They said they’d send a replacement.” He laughed. “So I kept the first jar, got my money back, and planned to keep that one you’ve got in your hand right there.”
“So this is the replacement, not the original damaged jar?”
“It’s the same bullocks, I can see that from here. Walls are too thin. The cork isn’t snug.”
“What happened when the seller discovered you called your bank.”
“She was cheesed off. Called me a knackered old wanker and threatened to call the Greek coppers. I told her to go ahead, that I could buy them off with a box of that balaclava you Greeks are always shoving in your pie holes.”
“Baklava.”
“Whatever. Let me out of this circle.”
“Why? You wanted protection before. Now you don’t?”
Silence. He zipped his lips, chucked away the key like a grown-ass adult.
“Okay then, don’t go anywhere.” A laugh burbled up my throat. At least one of us was amused, and this time it was me. “I’ll be back.”
“You can’t leave me here like this!”
“And yet, somehow, I am.”
I jogged down to the small lobby where my bicycle was waiting. On my mind: murder. Solving one, not committing one. Roger Wilson was obnoxious. An infuriated business owner flying to Greece to punch him in the throat wasn’t a stretch—not when a substantial amount of money was involved.
Good thing I’d thought to snap a picture of the package’s shipping label. By the time I reached the bottom of the stairs I had the phone number for S&P Exports in the UK. The phone rang and rang. No answer. No voicemail.
Crap.
Given that the box had been stolen, but not the jar—which was pre-stolen by Kyria Fasoula and currently in my custody—there was a better than even chance the seller was still on the island.
If the seller had reclaimed the box.
Since I was out on a limb anyway, I had already considered the possibility that the same person who’d stolen the box was responsible for Roger Wilson’s status as a pain-in-the-butt ghost, which was why I had to find her.
During cooler months, transport options were more limited than the warm busy seasons, but there were regular and daily ways off the island, so I worked fast before the opportunity slipped away.
It was a numbers game—phone numbers. One by one, I called the island’s hotels, motels, and bed-and-breakfasts—sticking to the businesses that were open all year long. The collector was, like Wilson, English. All I had to do was ask if they had someone foreign checked in.
I struck gold at the final location on my list, the Hotel Hooray. The Hotel Hooray is the kind of place where paying by the house is encouraged. The rooms have walls and a roof, which is apparently all some people require. Pro travel tip: If you find yourself at the Hotel Hooray, take preventative penicillin. Located on the western edge of Merope, not all that far from Wilson’s house, it made sense that the seller chose that particular bed to crash in.
Manolis, the owner and manager, picked up. Manolis is made of grease, semen, and sour sweat. His hobbies include porn, porn, and porn. When he isn’t slapping the mortadella in the office, he shovels food into his face, no doubt to reload.
I put on my best flirty voice to ask about any English-speaking foreigners staying at his hotel, because Manolis doesn’t respond to reasonable questions delivered in business tones—not from women, anyway.
Manolis went quiet.
Once upon a time, the Hotel Hooray was the island’s only brothel. Two of its former working girls haunt the building to this day. They were laughing themselves silly and making vomiting noises.
I closed my eyes. Nausea rampaged through my digestive system. When it reached my throat it crouched and waited, greasy and cold. Couldn’t he put that thing down for one second?
“Are you still there?” I asked.
“Why don’t you come over here and hold something for me while I think about your question?”
Virgin Mary help me, I giggled. Not because he was funny but because he was my last hope. “I’m kind of busy,” I said. “Maybe later?”
“Okay, okay. There was an Englishwoman here this morning but she checked out already.”
The morning ferry northward to the Sporades left at daybreak. From there, your travel options were limited to cities like Volos and Thessaloniki, if relying on public transport. If Athens was your destination, you’d be in Merope until the afternoon. A body traveling to the United Kingdom would most likely be Athens-bound. It was already the afternoon and the window was closing fast. Which meant I had a short amount of time to locate the mysterious package thief, potential murderer, and seller of tiny pink jars.
“So what do you think? Are you going to come over here and eat the hottest salami in town?”
“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I’m afraid that thing will have to eat itself.”





CHAPTER TEN

I SPED toward the dock on my bicycle, grateful that tourist season was over and traffic was light. I dodged a man riding a donkey, three goats following a goat herder, and narrowly avoided seagulls fighting over a dead chicken carcass.
“Allie!” someone yelled out. I didn’t look back but I did wave. However this turned out, I still had to live here. Social suicide would be lousy for business.
I was too late.
As I screeched to a halt and dumped my bicycle alongside a gang of long-dead dock workers, the Athens-bound ferry was pulling out to sea. If I jumped, the only thing I’d get was wet.
Damn it.
I bent over, hands on knees, panting. If the women on that ferry really was Roger Wilson’s killer, she was out of my reach now. Which meant he would never leave me alone. I’d be stuck listening to his obnoxious pie-hole forever.
“Going somewhere?” Leo said behind me.
I almost leaped out of my skin. “What are you doing here?”
“I saw you riding like the devil was chasing you. I called out to you. I think you flipped me off.”
So much for my wave. “So you followed me?”
“Curiosity got the best of me. What’s on the ferry?”
“A missing puzzle piece.”
“Important?”
“You have no idea.”
Neither did I, actually. For all I knew the jar seller’s motivation for being on Merope was benign. If the woman on the ferry was the seller. If she was even on the ferry to begin with it.
One-handed, Leo scrolled through his phone’s Contacts list. He wandered off, talking into the phone in a low voice. When he came back, he was grinning like he’d just performed magic. He nodded to the sea behind me.
“Problem solved.”
Sure enough the big boat was turning back. It was a miracle—no, it was cop magic.
“What did you say?”
“That there’s a bomb on board and it’s going to detonate at any moment.”
“Really?”
He laughed. “No. I asked nicely.”
“You monster.” I couldn’t keep the grin off my face.
“Here’s your ferry. Wherever you’re going, come back soon and come back safe. I have plans for you.” The way he said it I knew those plans involved nudity and lots of it.
Oh boy.
With a grin, Leo nudged me to the ferry, which was lowering its gangplank. There he stayed, arms folded, watching as we pulled away. Given that my quarry—if she existed—couldn’t exactly flee before I had a chance to question her, I didn’t get in any hurry to quit watching Leo watching me until he was a speck on a slightly bigger speck. He was kind of amazing. Too bad we were on different pages, in completely different books. To him I was in fiction, while he lived between the sedate and sensible pages on the reference shelf.
If she was aboard this ferry, I figured it would take me time to find the woman who had sold Roger Wilson his allegedly defective jars. Today was one of my luckier ones. I spotted her sitting on the top deck, one arm around the cardboard box I recognized from Wilson’s countertop. She had frizzy hair of no particular color and the kind of skin that turns orange if you wave a bottle of spray-on-tan around. She and her padded overcoat took up two seats, and she was rooting around in a white paper bag crammed full of loukoumia, evidence of the sugary feast sprinkled over her chin like she’d recently rolled out of a party at Tony Montana’s place.
I sat next to her. “Nice box.”
No eye contact. Her head didn’t so much as swivel. She was fixated on the view, which from this angle was wet.
“Thanks,” she said with the kind of posh British accent that always sounds polite, even when the speaker is telling you to jump in a lake while performing sexual acts upon yourself. “I made it myself.”
“You make empty boxes?”
“How do you know it’s empty?”
I wiggled the jar out of my bag and waved it under her nose. She made a grab for it but I was faster. The jar vanished back into my bag.
“I do believe that belongs to me,” she said.
“If it’s yours then why do I have it?”
“You’re keeping stolen good from their rightful owner—me.”
“Roger Wilson said it was flawed.”
Her face turned a squeeze of lemon more sour. “It’s perfect. That awful man wanted something for nothing. I’m a businesswoman, not a charity.”
“So you came to Merope to claim your property?”
“Maybe.”
“I know you did, so you can cut the crap.”
“Do you know what these sell for?”
She told me. I raised an eyebrow, then another to match. The price of knickknacks was out of control.
“People really pay that kind of money for your jars?”
“These happen to be hand-carved Himalayan salt jars. It takes me hours to make each one, and there’s always the chance it will crack. It’s like cutting diamonds. Once they crack they’re no good. Your friend claimed the last jar was sub-standard, so I sent him a replacement. Then he went ahead and had his bank yank the money back anyway. What is that if it’s not theft?”
“Oh, it’s absolutely theft, and Roger Wilson is a real tool, I don’t disagree with that.”
“He’s not your friend then?”
I snorted. “No. What did he say when you showed up at his house?”
“I never saw the man. When I arrived at his home the door was open and no one was home.”
“When was this?”
“This morning. I arrived yesterday afternoon.”
Yesterday afternoon. Roger Wilson had met his crummy end on the Cake Emporium’s floor in the morning or the previous evening.
“Do you have any proof? A plane ticket, maybe.”
Folds tightened around her eyes. “Why?”
“Roger Wilson was murdered yesterday.”
She rolled her eyeballs at the sky. “I cannot imagine why anyone would want to murder such a lovely man,” she said dryly. “Here.” She reached into her bag, slapped a paper envelope into my hand. Sure enough, possibly at the time Roger Wilson was drawing his last breath, Marcia Smith, no middle name, was touching down in Athens. Unless she was a time traveler—I didn’t see a Tardis lying around, which ruled that out—she couldn’t have killed him. At worst the only thing she was guilty of was box theft. Nobody cared about a stolen box, least of all me. Put one box in a room and it’ll breed. Bam! More boxes.
“Okay, so you didn’t kill him. But why steal an empty box?”
She shrugged and took her time answering. First she had to dig through the white bag and place another cube of loukoumi in her mouth. I drooled a little.
“I panicked,” she said when the confection was a memory. “It was my first time walking into a stranger’s house that way. I saw the box, grabbed it, and ran. It wasn’t until I reached my hotel room that I realized the box was empty. I thought about going back for the jar but I was afraid His Arseholiness had called the police. When I was at the house there was a body on the ground, and I was worried the police might think I’d done it.”
A sea breeze poked its cool fingers into me. I shivered inside my coat. “Was it a woman, maybe?”
“A woman, or a small man.”
“Dark hair.” I waved the ends of my ponytail at her. “About my height? Wearing this jacket?”
She scoffed down another sweet cube, powdered sugar snowing down her front. “Now I remember you,” she said. “You were there at the house. All this time I have been trying to figure out where I had seen your face. You were passed out. Dead or drunk, I thought. Obviously not dead or you wouldn’t be here.”
“Someone whacked me over the head.”
“It wasn’t me. I didn’t see anyone else there, either, so don’t bother asking.”
A bead of sweat appeared on hairy strip between her nose and lip. Then another. Followed by more. Marcia Smith had a whole tsunami going on.
“Really. Not even someone swinging a broom around? Or a big stick?”
“Look, all I saw was you, and I figured I would let you rest in peace, however you got that way.”
“How considerate,” I said.
“Is that sarcasm?”
“Yes.”
“It’s so difficult to tell when it’s an American doing it.”
Ha. “I don’t believe you.”
“Fine. You were standing between me and what I thought was my merchandise. I panicked, so I whacked you with that broom.”
“You suck.”
“Like you wouldn’t do the same thing if you were in my shoes,” she said. “Now give me my jar.”
There was no good reason for me to keep the thing. Roger Wilson didn’t need it. Wilson was a dirtbag who would never stiff online retailers ever again. But something stopped me from slapping it into her hand. This wasn’t over yet.
“Tell you what,” I said, “for now I need this.”
“Why?”
“An investigation, of sorts.”
For the first time she looked more interested in me than the loukoumia. “Keep talking.”
“When I wrap things up I’ll send it back to you.”
She chewed on that a moment. “I want a deposit. When I get the jar, you get your money back.”
“Deal.”
I gave her my credit card and watched her slide it through a card reader attached to the top. When she was done, Marcia Smith had left me several hundred euro poorer. The sooner I could send the jar back to her the better.
After that, there was nothing for me to do except stay on the boat until Mykonos. From there I could turn around or catch the Athens-bound ferry. With Marcia crossed off the suspect list the trail went cold until I could talk to Kyria Fasoula. I had questions and no real way to get answers. Roger Wilson was a turd but he was a turd who didn’t make waves. Anyone with a good reason to kill him had managed, miraculously, to restrain themselves. I suspected sorcery or supernatural willpower.
With my suspect list down to one incapacitated suspect currently out of my reach, I focused on the other mystery in my life: the invisible force making a nuisance of itself. I needed Betty and her encyclopedic knowledge of the paranormal and other things that went bump, day or night. Either she’d be able to pin a species to the force or she could steer me in the right direction.
Athens it was then. Then, merry old England.
I had a couple of hours to kill in Mykonos, so I found a kafeneio and drank coffee until I got bored of all the semi-naked and completely naked men on the beach who didn’t care that winter was on its way.
“You want company?”
I looked up from my phone. The man was naked except for a strategically placed crocheted sock. He pointed to the sock with both hands. “You like? My yiayia made it for me.”
I ignored him. He was young. He was gorgeous. He was dead. The last thing I needed was ghosts from Mykonos traipsing over to Merope to beg for favors and talk my ear off.
Several hours later, I was on a plane to Heathrow, grateful that international travel came with plenty of leg room and those deliciously hot towels delivered periodically. At Heathrow, I rented a car and set off for the address Sam had given me, out into the nowhere. England’s nowhere was pretty and green.
Driving in England was a downright sedate affair compared to Greece. People mostly obeyed the road rules, and even those who didn’t still acknowledged that there was such a thing. I saw zero donkeys, no goats, and hundreds of ghosts. Many of Merope’s dead citizens eventually moved on and stayed gone. Here they liked to hang around, taking leisurely walks through the countryside.
I passed through villages where the roofs were thatched and the buildings were a warm brick that made me consider abandoning Merope and its cool whites and blues. Everything was charming, even the hissing geese that wanted to murder me when I stopped to buy a sandwich, which turned out to be a single slice of flaccid ham with tasteless cheese between two thin sheets of white bread. I tried bribing the geese with bread, but they were gastronomically superior and refused to make eye contact with the crusts I tossed to them. They wanted my soul and several pounds of my flesh, and chased me back to my car like feathered hounds from hell.
A half kilometer down the road they gave up and continued their reign of terror in the village. I drove on, until my phone’s GPS told me to take the next right down a narrow ribbon of weather-bleached blacktop. The road wended for several kilometers through a tunnel of trees. I barely saw sky until I broke through the other side, emerging in a clearing with a grand mansion stuck in the center. The road turned to brick, forming a loop around a fountain and leading up to the house. The gardens were pruned and cultivated to aristocratic convention.
This couldn’t be where Betty lived, could it? There was no mailbox, but then I lived on an island where addresses were usually directions and descriptions, not numbers.
My GPS said yes.
My GPS was never wrong … except for that one time it told me I could ride my bicycle from Merope to Delphi without the help of a boat.
I parked in front of the big house and carefully stepped out of my compact rental, hoping my boots were clean enough to touch the dirt. Betty was easygoing and never bothered about my boots coming into her shop, but places like this usually came with butlers who had very strong opinions about things such as footwear and what might be stuck to the soles. I climbed a wide set of steps to the palatial porch, although on a place this fancy probably the porch had a more impressive name—most likely something French. No doorbell—too gauche? Instead, the tall doors were home to a brass lion, gripping a heavy ring in his mouth.
I knocked.
Time passed. Nobody answered. Not even a judgmental butler. I jiggled the door handles. Locked.
The place felt abandoned. No, not abandoned exactly. Poised. As though it were crouched and waiting.
Betty was an unusual woman. Her shop was strange and otherworldly. Therefore reason suggested her home—if this was her home—might also be outside the norm. I walked the grounds, hoping to find something, anything, that might unlock this mystery.
Some help would be nice right about now, Betty. Betty?
Nothing.
Betty had said she was tied up at home, busy, unable to open the store. Even this close I couldn’t get through to her. Something was up. Something hinky.
What now?
Betty was turning out to be a good friend, and if she needed help I wasn’t about to abandon her.
Should I break a window? The mansion had a lot of them, tall and expensive looking in their stone frames. I winced at the thought of what it would cost to replace one. Insurance on this place must be a nightmare.
What if I casually picked up a rock, and while I was inspecting it, the rock flew out of my hand and hit the window? That could happen.
Right. To a kid, not a thirty-one-year-old woman who knew better.
I walked the grounds and considered my choices. Finding things was my business. If I couldn’t find it, chances were good that thing or person couldn’t be found. Therefore, if there was a way in, I could—and would—find it.
The grounds were fairy tale pretty with fountains and flowers and little arbors. Behind the house, beyond the manicured gardens, dense hedges rose from the ground, in what appeared to be geometric patterns.
Oooh, a hedge maze. I’d always wanted to try a hedge maze.
A dog barked.
I swung around to see an Irish Wolfhound sitting alongside a bank of rose bushes, eyes alert, ears pricked, totally dead and see-through. That didn’t stop me turning to mush.
“Who’s a good girl?”
Soundlessly, the hound’s tail beat the ground. She jumped up and loped over to me. I tried petting her but it was hopeless. She was nothing more than cool mist where there should be dog. The dog didn’t seem to mind. Now that she had my attention she was more interested in the mansion. She trotted around the vast grounds to the bottom of the great stone steps. Stopped. Pointed her nose to the brick.
I crouched down alongside her.
Salt.
A ring of salt stretching in both directions, and if I wasn’t mistaken, encircling Betty Honeychurch’s home.
Salt. Why? Was she trying to keep something out? Something in?
Nose to the salt, the dog barked.
Even the most suspicious person never went wrong trusting in a Good Dog. So with my new pal watching on, a big grin on her fuzzy, transparent face, I scuffed the salt with my boot until the line was snapped in two.
Immediately the front doors flew open and Betty was there, beaming. She was in her dressing gown and slippers and even from here I could tell she smelled like buttered toast with marmalade.
“You flew all this way! I hoped you would but you never know with people. Tell that friend of yours, that Sam, there’s a year’s supply of cake and other goodies heading his way just as soon as I get back to my shop. You both did us a great service today and that will not go unrewarded.” She padded down the steps and threw her arms around me. “You’re real and you’re here. My goodness, you’re a sight for sore eyes, luv.”
Overwhelmed, I blinked a few times. What had just happened? “Sorry it took so long. I’d still be wandering around, wondering what happened if not for your dog.”
The dog in question thumped her misty tail against my leg.
“Would the dog in question be an Irish Wolfhound?”
I nodded.
“That’s Duchess. She was my best friend when I was a wee slip of a thing. Not that I ever grew much. Best dog to ever walk the earth. I miss her every day, but I feel happier knowing she’s still here with me, even if I can’t see her.” Betty looped her arm through mine. “Come on then. Are you hungry?”
“Starving. That’s some commute you have. I bet you have an amazing amount of frequent flier miles.”
Betty laughed. She sounded like bells. “There are faster ways to travel. It doesn’t take any time at all.”
“Transporter technology like Star Trek?”
“I’m more of a Dr. Who fan myself—David Tennant makes my ticker go pitty-pat—but the answer is something less technological, more woo-woo, you could say.”
My ears pricked. “A woo-woo mobile?”
“In a manner of speaking.” We stepped into a grand foyer that could easily fit my entire apartment. I was surrounded by polished wood, rich marbles, sedate yet financially extravagant art, none of which I recognized, in colors my eyes struggled to perceive.
“Humans are not the only creators or curators of art,” Betty said, following my gaze to a painting which seemed to squirm as I tried to get a fix on its subject matter. “Cross your eyes.”
I did as she said. The painting came into focus.
Butts. It was butts.
“The artist was obsessed,” she said. “There must have been a memorable bum-related incident in his youth, if you ask me. Childhood so often creates the strangest people.”
She steered me down a hallway between two sets of curved stairs that climbed to the second floor. “How do you fancy some chocolate cake and coffee with a healthy splash of Irish whiskey? That ought to make you feel downright human again after all the traveling you’ve done today.”
How could I turn down an offer like that?
I couldn’t.
But I had questions. All the questions. Like, what was this place? Who—or what—were Betty and her brother? If salt could keep them trapped in their own home then they definitely weren’t a hundred percent alive and human. And who was that strange man who’d come to the Cake Emporium for cakes, the one in the chiton?
“Jack’s been cooking up a storm since we’ve been cooped up in here. Never one to let grass grow under his feet, that one.” She stopped to smile at me. “That’s a lot of questions you’ve got swirling around in that noggin of yours. I can hardly make them out but I can guess what you want to know. Let’s get something to eat first, then talk.”
We turned a corner, stepped through an open doorway, and I found myself in the kind of room people fancier than me called a drawing room. The ceilings were high. The walls were covered in bookcases and art. A fireplace was burning under an ornately carved mantle that was as high as my head. The couches and chairs had the heft of furniture made in the days when wood was turned by hand and passed down through the generations, along with houses and titles. None of these pieces had arrived in cardboard boxes, packed with bolts, a hexagonal wrench, and instructions translated from Chinese into something like English, but not quite. Was I clean enough to be in this room? My last shower was gods only knew how many hours ago. I smelled like I’d clawed my way out of an orgy on Mykonos.
Should I sit? Stand? Beg for a shower?
Did places like this have showers, or was it all claw-footed bathtubs and servants hauling buckets of hot water from the kitchen floors below, ala Downton Abbey?
“Make yourself cozy and I’ll be right back. Sit anywhere you like,” she said, answering one of my unspoken questions.
For hours I’d been wedged in an airplane seat or stuck behind the wheel of the compact rental. Now I wanted to move around and work the kinks out of my muscles before I developed that hunchback I was so worried about after my chat with Kyria Aspasia. I wandered along the drawing room’s back wall, inspecting the books crammed like sardines into the impossibly tall book shelves. Best sellers—old and new. King, Krantz, Koontz, Patterson, Cooper. Slung across the backs of the couches, fluffy throws waited to be draped over the legs of the world’s comfiest reader. The only thing missing was cats.
I sat. Stood up. Sat in a different spot. The furniture was all made to make a body comfortable for hours.
Betty appeared in the doorway with a rolling cart groaning under the weight of more than two dozen different goodies. The promised cake was present, as were eclairs, napoleons, and delicious-looking bite sized confections I suspected had European names of one flavor or another.
“Jack insisted I bring you some of everything,” she explained. Along the way she’d swapped her nightclothes for loungewear in pale lavender.
“Will he be joining us?”
“And leave his beloved kitchen?” She laughed merrily. “It’s a wonder he doesn’t set up a cot alongside the ovens. Rare is the occasion when I can get that man to do anything except bake. It’s a wonder he wasn’t born with a spatula in one hand and a mixing bowl in the other.”
A wonder—and a stroke of good luck for their poor mother.
I started with cake and worked my way through an entire spectrum of desserts. In between, there were mouthfuls of hot coffee with lashings of cream and whiskey. Nobody on Earth could accuse the Honeychurches of being stingy.
When I was stuffed to the gills, I paused with the fork in my hand. It was loaded with fruit tart and hovering dangerously close to my mouth.
“I don’t know where to start.”
“At the beginning is the best place, I usually find,” Betty said.
The beginning. Where was the beginning? So much action packed into such a tiny window of time. But it had all started with Roger Wilson’s ghost begging for a salt circle in the Cake Emporium’s kitchen.
“What has the power to scare a ghost? Could a person scare the bejeezus out of them?”
“Ghosts are still people, in a manner of speaking. They can’t help carrying at least some of their fears beyond the grave. Whoever said you can’t take it with you was referring to material goods. Fears, likes, dislikes, loves, grudges, prejudices, they crossover just fine. So even if their fears are baseless they can still feel the emotion.”
“Even though they can’t technically be hurt?”
“Oh, you can still hurt a ghost. Not in the usual way, of course. Shoot them or throw a rock and it’ll sail on through. But there are ways. Flick salt at a ghost and it’ll be like shooting them with a BB gun.” She looked at me. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”
I told her about my annoying shadow, the one performing irritating party tricks, and the salt I tossed at its arts-and-crafts tornado.
Betty nodded like she knew exactly what I was up against. “Throwing, you say? Sounds to me like in that case you’d have a poltergeist. Poltergeists are funny things. Not inherently evil, although I’ve no doubt some are. They were originally people, after all, and there is nothing worse than people when they put their minds to it.”
“What exactly is a poltergeist? I’ve never met one.”
“All those ghosts you’ve seen and you’ve never encountered one?”
“Not on Merope. I’ve heard about them and I saw the movies—even the awful remake. But I’ve never seen one. Why can’t I see it?”
“I don’t know that anyone has ever seen a poltergeist. Ghosts are just energy, and all their energy funnels into trying to be seen. Poltergeists are ghosts that are good and peeved off with their situation, and what energy they’ve got they use for throwing tantrums They’re driven to act. Merope doesn’t have active poltergeists, as far as I know, otherwise we would have all heard about invisible hands flinging things around. People always talk about moving objects without people doing the moving. The question is where did this one come from and why is it following you around?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it wants my help? If it would communicate instead of dumping coffee on my head, I’d be more inclined to help out.”
“You’re wrong, you know. About where this started, I mean.” My face must have reflected everything I was feeling, because Betty leaned forward and took my hand. “Happens to the best of us,” she said, “and you, luv, are the best of us. It didn’t start with the dead man in my shop. It began with the brick that got tossed through my little shop’s window. Ten quid says that brick was your poltergeist right there.”
“If it hadn’t thrown that brick, Roger Wilson would be starting to smell pretty bad right about now.”
Her hand tightened around mine. “Roger Wilson, you said? The Englishman?”
“Did you know him?”
“Wilson was a regular. He liked to come in and chat about England.”
“Was he … unusual?”
“He had to be at least a little bit tuned in to the weirdness in the world if he could see our little shop. But he never said how and I didn’t like to pry. But he definitely possessed that spark. What did your policeman make of his death?”
“The coroner decided it was a heart attack. Mr. Wilson insists it was murder. I don’t suppose you know anyone who would want to kill him?”
“Half the people who ever met him, I suppose. He could be abrasive. What is he like as a spirit?”
“Abrasive would be an improvement.”
“I wonder who would kill him, and in my shop, too.” Tight curls bobbed around her shoulders as she shook her head. “That’s too bad. He wasn’t much of a customer, although he did have a fondness for Jack’s scones, but it was nice to talk to somebody from home.”
Wheels turned in my head, sluggish at first because they were drunk on sugar. Something important had been said but I couldn’t figure out what. Exhaustion set into my bones. The past couple of days had been a marathon.
“Why was there salt around your house?” Calling Betty’s abode a house was like calling the pre-sunk Titanic a raft.
“An old—I’ll say nemesis because that’s more accurate than enemy—decided to have a bit of fun and trapped Jack and me at home.”
I glanced at our surroundings. “There are worse places to be trapped.”
She laughed. “That there are, and I’ve seen some of them with my own eyes.”
The gears were clicking along at a decent pace now. “You and your brother, you’re not ghosts, are you?”
“Oh no, we’re very much alive. But we’ve got more than our fair share of the mystical factor in us. Ghosts aren’t the only thing that’ll come to a halt when there’s salt around. It works on just about anything most people would consider paranormal. That salt made an effective cage until you happened along to give us a helping hand.”
I stood. Hard. “I have to get back to Merope.”
If she thought my haste was strange it didn’t show. “Let me make you a box to take back. Jack would have a fit if he thought I sent you home hungry.”
Nobody would ever go hungry around Betty. She would feed the world if she could.
I pulled out my phone to purchase a return fare.
“You won’t be needing that,” Betty said. “I told you I know a faster way to travel.”
“But the car …”
“Jack will see to it that your rental is returned, safe and sound. This way.”
We were back in the hallway again, with its fantastical art and paintings of people who’d died probably centuries ago. We turned a corner and I found myself standing in front of French doors, staring into the magnificent gardens.
“The way to Merope is through your garden?”
Betty’s laugh tinkled. “Not exactly. Sometimes a garden is just a garden. Wait right there. I’ll be back in just a moment.” Before I had a chance to blink, Betty vanished around the corner with the dessert-laden cart. She reappeared almost instantly carrying a tray of eclairs decorated like mummies and a white Cake Emporium box. “This is for you, luv.” She gave me the box.
Despite my straining waistband and my distended stomach, my mouth watered. My mouth could be stupid when it came to desserts.
Betty opened one of the French doors. “I’ll go first. All you have to do is follow me.”
I stepped forward. The garden vanished and we were standing inside the Cake Emporium’s kitchen.
“How?” I said, rattled but not broken.
“I think ol’ Bill Shakespeare said it best: There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy. But the truth is that our little shop exists in all times and places. I think I mentioned it before.”
“Multiple times and places … all at the same time?”
“You visit us on the island of Merope in the Aegean Sea, where it’s currently 2018. One of our regulars is from Alexandria, Egypt, 3000 years BCE. The man you helped the other day visits from 60 BCE. I can hear you wondering how that’s possible. The truth is that I don’t fully understand the why myself. I don’t like the expression much, but it is what it is.”
Virgin Mary, my world was growing stranger by the day. Sands were shifting. Reality was expanding. Either that or I really needed a referral to a psychologist. If only Andreas was still alive, he’d know someone good.
“You’re quite sane,” Betty said, reading my thoughts. “Saner than most. You’re just gifted and therefore more aware of your surroundings then the average person.”
“Do your other customers know the Cake Emporium exists in multiple times and places?”
“It exists in all times and places. Wherever there are people you can come right in and enjoy a slice of cake if you’ve got that spark. But to answer your question, I suppose so. I don’t talk about it casually to just anyone, but we get all types in here. I shouldn’t be surprised if at least a handful of others know.”
Betty bustled out of the kitchen to the storefront, where she slid the eclairs into the closest cabinet and then switched the CLOSED sign to OPEN. She paused to look at the front window, smile as big and full as her hair.
“The window is fixed!” she said, clearly delighted.
“I might have hinted to the window guy that it was in his best interests to get it done quickly.”
She beamed at me, cheeks pink, eyes bright. “You’re a marvel.”
I gave her a quick hug and then I was on my way, box in hand.
Without my bicycle, I was forced to walk down to the dock where my transportation was chained to the bike rack. My phone rang as I was throwing my leg over the bar.
“I have to confront him,” Angela said in a brisk and breezy voice that told me a crazy idea was about to roll out of her mouth. Sure enough, it did. “Tomorrow morning I am flying to England to tell Sir Teddy Duckworth what I think of his lies. You cannot lie about owning a castle. What kind of monster does lies about his castle?”
“Technically he didn’t lie about anything except size, and men lie about that all the time. Can’t you just … I don’t know … ignore him and move on?”
“So he can lure some other woman into his castle trap? No. I cannot stand by while he misrepresents himself.”
“Are you sure it’s safe?”
“That is why I am calling. Before I leave, I want you to make sure he does not have a criminal record.”
I already knew the answer to this one. “He’s clean. I already checked.”
“This is why I like you when I do not like most people,” she said. “You understand me. But I want you to dig deeper. We both know that not all crimes end up in a police report. If he slapped a puppy or threw a cup at a girlfriend’s head, I want to know about it. Do whatever magic it is you do and get back to me before tomorrow morning.”
Before I could bounce a rebuttal off her head, she ended the call.
I rode home, shoved my precious Cake Emporium cakes in the refrigerator, and contemplated the past forty-eight hours, which had been chaotic, at best.
“I’m still here, you stupid cow,” Roger Wilson said from the living room.
My bag fell to the ground. I tumbled on to the couch, eyes closed. Using the power of my feet, I shucked my boots one at a time. Mmm … nice, soft couch. Good couch. “Yes, I know,” I muttered. “I put you there.”
“So what, you going to let me go any time soon? I’ve got things to do, places to be.”
“Like where and what?”
“Like hide, don’t I? Whoever killed me, how long do you think it’ll be before they figure out I’m stuck in here like a sitting duck?”
I opened one eye, then the other. “Wait—you came to me.”
“That was before I realized you’d be a sneaky little git and trap me in a circle the size of a postage stamp!” He paused a moment to slap a suspicious look on his face. “Where have you been, anyway?”
“Busy.”
“Doing what?”
“Are you my mother?”
“I bet you’re a bloody disappointment to her, too.”
“Only when I put my feet on the coffee table and fail to find a husband. To be honest, I don’t know what do with you. For now you should be safe in there.”
“My bloody murderer will come for you. It wants me and it won’t give a fox’s fart if it has to go through you to get to me.”
“It?”
“Him or her! It’s a bloody ‘it’ to me, innit?”
I lined up my questions and launched at him from a different angle.
“What’s your superpower?”
That punched the wind out of his sails. “What’s that then? What are you talking about?”
“The Cake Emporium.”
“What about it?”
“You can see it.”
“Yes, because it’s bloody well there. Anyone with a pair of eyes can see the place.”
“Nope. Not anyone.”
He gawked at me. “You’re bonkers, that’s what you are. Bonkers. Barmy. A sandwich short of a picnic.”
“Only people with certain abilities can see the Cake Emporium. To everyone else it looks like an abandoned storefront. I can see it perfectly fine, but lucky me, I see dead people, too. So what’s your story?”
“I … I don’t know.”
He did know. It was all over his face, more obvious than a milk mustache. I shot an arrow into the dark and hoped it would strike him in the mouth.
“What do you know about the poltergeist that’s following me around?”
“Poltergeist? What poltergeist? All this shite about shops and poltergeists and whatnot, why don’t you get off your arse, you lazy sod, and figure out who killed me? Go on. Get out of here.”
“This is my place, you know that, right? Everyone seems to forget this is my place and I make the rules. I don’t even know that you were murdered. There’s no evidence except your body, and it says you should have spent more time in the sun and eaten a meal now and again.” I didn’t want to say it to his face, but it didn’t seem like anyone cared enough about him either way to bother killing him, despite his immediate bounce-back from beyond the grave. My two main suspects didn’t check out, and the third, his lover, was taking an extended mental health vacation in her outhouse at the time.
Or at least that’s what her husband told me. Her estranged and cuckolded husband. What if he was lying? No—he wouldn’t lie for her. I was there, I saw his face, he genuinely believed his wife was huddled in the outhouse, enjoying her me-time. But Kyria Fasoula wasn’t exactly a bastion of morality and honesty. Were the police still guarding her room? We needed to talk, Kyria Fasoula and I.
“I have to go,” I said.
Unlike Betty, Roger Wilson wasn’t privy to my inner monologues, which mean he had no clue his murder—or not—was kicking me out the door. As though someone had stuck an invisible stick up his butt, he jerked bolt upright.
“I was too bloody murdered.”
“What was your relationship with Kyria Fasoula like?”
The stick came out. He seemed to deflate. “Eleni? She doesn’t have nowt to do with any of this. You leave her out of it.”
“Do you or don’t you want me to find out who killed you?”
“We shagged a few times. There’s nothing more to it than that.”
“She was leaving her husband. Did you two make plans for a future together?”
“I wanted to talk about it but she wasn’t having nowt of that. Said she didn’t want to wash another man’s underpants. Told her that I’d just throw out the dirty ones and buy new ones, but that didn’t change her mind. She wasn’t interested in trading one man for another.”
“Did you argue?”
“About what? There was nowt to argue about. She’d come over, we’d shag, she’d go home again.”
“So she had no reason to want you dead?”
“She wasn’t going to inherit nowt, was she? Now you leave her alone. She’s got nowt to do with any of this.”
Was it just me or was he putting too much effort into his protest? All that did was amp up my curiosity.
I grabbed my things. “If you say so.”
“Where are you going then? You leave Eleni alone.”
I wiggled my fingers. “Ta-ta, old chap.”
On that cheerful note I slipped into the hallway and locked the door. What I needed was a shower, clean clothes, and a nap. But this couldn’t wait. The sooner I booted Roger Wilson toward the light, the better off my life would be. Then I could deal with the poltergeist.
“Psst!”
I leaped out my skin. When my central nervous system quit freaking out—no dinosaurs, no lions, no imminent quicksand—my gaze cut sideways. Sitting next to Lydia’s door was a big cardboard box, with a pair of air holes punched into the side. A groan popped out of my mouth. “What do you want?”
Jimmy Kontos’s voice filtered out. “Is she home?”
“Lydia?”
“Don’t say her name!”
“Why are you in a box?”
“Why do you think I’m in a box?”
“Because you’re weird and creepy?”
“I didn’t think about that,” he said morosely. “Is it too much?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t even know what I’m trying to do!”
There wasn’t enough alcohol in my life for this. “Yia sou,” I said, throwing the dismissive goodbye over one shoulder.
“Wait!”
I took several steps back until I was level with the box. “What?”
“Knock on her door. I can’t reach.”
“Be honest: can you reach anything?”
The box jumped. “You can’t feel it but I’m kicking you.”
“Violence really inspires me to do nothing.”
“Fine.” His arm snaked out from between the flaps. The limb was encased in plushy brown fabric that brought to mind puppies and cute farm animals.
I grabbed his furry forearm. “What are you wearing? Are you dressed like an animal? Please tell me you’re not dressed up as an animal.”
“Maybe,” he said. “Let me go!”
Apartment 202’s door opened a crack. Lydia was there wearing yesterday’s makeup and last night’s fuzzy pajamas. Her eyebrow arched. Just the one.
“Could be a bomb,” I said, indicating the box which was suddenly still. Jimmy’s plushie arm had vanished.
“You should call the police,” Lydia said.
“I was thinking pest control.”
There were no van-driving folks spraying chemicals on crowds of ants. Pest control on the island was anyone with a fly swatter.
“Stink bomb.”
She made a face identical to the face I was making. “I was hoping it was the souvlaki delivery man I ordered.”
“You ordered souvlaki? Not from Crusty Dimitri’s, I hope.”
“No—just the man.”
A small noise squeaked out of the box. I covered it up with a hacking cough.
“I should go before this starts to stink,” I said.
The door closed. Lydia vanished. Now it was just me and the shrimp in the fur suit. Not to judge real furries. At least those guys had conviction. Jimmy was just a weirdo in a costume.
I crouched down and pushed the box over to my apartment, unlocked the door, shoved it inside.
“Out of the box,” I said.
The cardboard shimmied and shook. “Gamo ton kerato sou,” Jimmy said.
Screw your horn. Greeks love sticking horns in holes where horns don’t belong.
“Do you kiss your reflection with that mouth?”
“I think I’m stuck.”
“How can you be stuck? You’re the size of a breadbox.”
Roger Wilson seized the opportunity to stick his beak in. “What is that?”
“None of your business,” I muttered.
Jimmy squirmed. His tiny arm popped out, middle finger waving the unofficial Greek flag.
“Help me,” he said. “Help me and I’ll never insult you again. At least not until the next time.”
It wasn’t easy, but I managed to locate his armpits under all the fur. With an almighty yank, he popped out.
“You’re a pair of bloody clowns, that’s what you two are. Balls. Two hairy balls.” Roger Wilson had lots of opinions and they were all stupid.
Jimmy scrambled to his feet. He was encased in brown fur from head to toe. The mask covered his whole head. It had a pointed nose, whiskers, and a lolling pink tongue.
“What are you?” I asked him.
“Puppy. Women love puppies.”
“So you were hoping Lydia would open the box and completely fail to notice that you’re a nanos in a puppy costume?”
The ghost in the salt circle cackled. “It’s worse than I thought. He’s a sodding loser. And look at him, he’s barely a man.”
“At least he’s alive,” I muttered.
Jimmy shook his head at me. “You need a head doctor because there’s something wrong with you.”
“I’m not the one dressing up like a dog to get a woman’s attention.”
His face fell—what I could see of it anyway. There was an overabundance of beard going on and it hid everything from the nostrils down. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Just ask her out. It’s that simple. Either she’ll say no or she won’t.”
“Maybe she has a weird midget fetish,” Roger Wilson said. “She’d have to, wouldn’t she, to shag that one.”
I moved so I couldn’t see him over the back of Jimmy’s head. La-la-la … Roger Wilson did not exist.
“She’d never say yes,” Jimmy said. “I’m too successful. It’s intimidating to women.”
“Wrong. It’s because he’s a sodding midget,” the dead man crowed.
My eye twitched. “Lydia doesn’t strike me as someone who is easily intimidated. I don’t think she has inhibitions.” Or standards.
Jimmy tucked his mask under one arm. “Can I climb out your window? I don’t want her to see me like this.”
“You know I don’t have a basket to lower you down, right?”
“No problem. The bushes will catch me.”
On that pathetic note, he raised the living room window and boosted himself out. He dangled for a moment, gripping the ledge, then he unhooked his fingers and fell.
I peered out.
“I’m fine,” he called out.
“He’s as daft as a brush,” Roger Wilson said. ”Go on then and make this circle bigger. I’d be as happy as a dog with two dicks if I could get a gander at that tiny bellend in the bushes.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN

“STILL FINE,” Jimmy said when I emerged from the lobby, wheeling my bicycle. “Although there are leaves stuck to my kolos.”
“Ewok problems.”
I didn’t need a rearview mirror on my bicycle to know he was flipping me off.
I arrived at the hospital minutes later, hoping I wouldn’t need to lie my way into Kyria Fasoula’s room. Constable Pappas was still stationed outside. Today he was slouched down in the chair, playing a game on his phone.
“Can I see her?”
He didn’t look up. “Uh-huh.”
“Will Leo be okay with that?”
“Uh-huh. He’s done questioning her. I’m just here in case the attacker comes back for another round.”
I slipped into the room. Kyria Fasoula had her crochet, and the television was blaring Greek soap operas from high on the wall. Greek soaps make Latin America’s telenovelas look like a laidback snooze fest.
“What are you doing?” I asked. Her black and blue face hadn’t yet begun to change colors like autumn leaves.
“Watching my stories. What do you want?”
“Nothing really.” I helped myself to one of the faux leather chairs. It farted once and then yielded until my backside was this close to touching metal. “Did you kill Roger Wilson?”
The hooking stopped. The yarn fell into her lap. “Why would you ask that?”
“Because he’s dead and you were his married lover?”
She retrieved the yarn. It took her several moments to pick up where she’d left off. “Maybe it was my husband.”
“Maybe. But I don’t think so.”
“It was not me.”
“Your husband said you were in the outhouse crocheting at the time of Kyrios Wilson’s death.”
“I spend a lot of time in the outhouse, that way I do not have to see my husband’s face. It is old and ugly and he does this when he looks at me.” She made a face like she was sniffing poop. “Also he has this terrible habit of picking his nose with his pinkie nail and flicking it in to the yard.”
Yikes. That alone would be a divorce-able offense.
“How was your relationship?”
“Terrible. That is why I want to divorce him.”
“I meant with Kyrios Wilson.”
“Then you should have said so. How is any relationship? It had ups. It had downs. It had a lot of up and downs, sometimes twice a day.”
My brain recoiled. My stomach lurched. Bumping uglies is perfectly natural but no one—least of all me—wanted to imagine someone as obnoxious as Roger Wilson waving his floppy man-wand around.
“I’m more interested in the downs,” I said.
She eyed me with a pinch of suspicion. “Why do you care? You are not the police. You only want to know my business so you can sell the information.”
Ouch. “That’s not what I do.”
As I watched, she tried to raise an eyebrow. The swelling made it impossible and painful, so she quit trying. “Oh really? Then why are you here with your mouthful of questions?”
“Detective Samaras thinks Kyrios Wilson’s death was nothing more ominous than a heart attack. I don’t think it was. So he told me to sally forth and investigate.”
Time moved on. Oceans rose and fell. Deserts evolved into lush forests filled with cute critters that became lunch for bigger, also cute predators. Those forests devolved into deserts again. Keith Richards alone prevailed through the eons.
Eventually, Kyria Fasoula spoke again.
“You will not find his murderer. There is no one to find.”
“Where there’s a murder there’s a murderer. That’s how murder goes.”
She looked left. She looked right. She looked at me.
“I do not know who attacked me for one very good reason: because it was nobody.”
“Nobody?”
“Nobody.”
“Was it an accident? On your way back from pilfering a souvenir from Kyrios Wilson’s house you tripped and punched an olive tree with your face?”
“It was not a tree. It was not anything. One minute I was walking, the next something that was not there came out of the darkness and punched me in the face until I was almost kaput. If Roger was murdered, it was the nothing that did it, I swear on the Virgin Mary’s life. Everybody loved him. Well, not everybody. Or anybody.” There was a long thoughtful silence. “Maybe his mama did, once.”
The Virgin Mary was long dead so Kyria Fasoula’s promise had the heft of wind. But I believed that she believed a big nothing leaped out of the bushes and accosted her. What I didn’t understand was why.
“Why would this nothing attack you and kill Kyrios Wilson?”
“Maybe it was a Turkish nothing,” she said. “Or French.”
   
There was only one nothing stalking Merope—more specifically, stalking me. And that nothing was something. In my experience the poltergeist was irritating, bordering on annoying, but mostly benign.
Although there was the whole flying pot thing at the Cake Emporium. What if there was more than one?
Betty called. “Just the one, luv,” she said.
One of these days I’d get used to her mind-reading, but not today.
“How do you know?” I winced. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. You’d have to get up early to offend me. I can’t normally read a spirit, but this poltergeist of yours has worked themselves up into a real lather,. I can’t help catching glimpses of all that anger.”
“Could it have killed Roger Wilson?”
“I suppose anything is possible, but I don’t see how in this instance. If his head was smashed in, maybe, but a heart attack?”
With my mind on spin, processing and sorting the new information, I zipped back home.
“You’re back,” Roger Wilson said like an exhausted stay-at-home mother whose husband was arriving home late after drinks with his coworkers for the umpteenth time.
Unlike those husbands, I had zero responsibilities toward the ghost in the salt circle.
“It was inevitable,” I said, “because I live here. Unlike you, who doesn’t live anywhere.”
He ignored my snark. “So? Did you get anything useful for a change?”
“Annoyed.”
“You don’t have to be a sodding bitch about it, do you then?”
“Keep it up and I’ll make the circle smaller.
He went quiet again. I used the silence to go on a manhunt for Angela, hunting for past transgressions that hadn’t been reported to the authorities. I combed through his social media. Mostly pictures of his castles and a strong preference for cats and coffee.
Nothing. Nothing. A lot more nothing. Apart from his penchant for tiny castles, Sir Teddy Duckworth’s past seemed to be cleaner than a Greek widow’s front yard after the twice-daily sweeping and hosing ritual. (Part of the reason I lived in an apartment was so I wouldn’t have to sweep and hose—although I had noticed I enjoyed swirling water around my kitchen sink for longer than necessary.)
I looked at Sir Duckworth’s photo. His face was nice. Pleasant. He had a face like chicken soup. Appealing not because his features were attractive but because he lacked non-attractive features. If anyone else had made the request, I would have stopped there. No red flags. Not even debt. Except I knew Angela and her terrible taste in men. If she liked this guy he had to be hiding something. Maybe overdue library books from his childhood.
“You know what’s weird?” I said to Roger Wilson.
“No, but from the look on your face I bet you’re about to tell me.”
“Leave the smart-assery to those of us who are still alive. What’s weird is that you haven’t asked how your girlfriend is.”
“She’s fine. You told me yourself that she’s in the local hospital.”
“That’s not normal,” I said. “You should still ask. That’s what decent people do.”
“Did you ask your sister about her husband’s thumb?”
Yikes. He had me there. I snatched up my phone and called Toula.
“It’s just a broken thumb,” she said, “but the way he’s acting you’d think he’d lost an arm. What about you?”
“My thumb is fine.”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it. I’m talking about what happened in your apartment. Did they catch the vandal?”
“I don’t think the vandal is exactly someone who can be cuffed and stuffed into a cell.”
Overhead, the floor creaked. Leo was home and working out. Either that or Jimmy had swapped his knee-high UGGs for lead boots.
“What does that mean?” Toula asked.
“Are you sure you want me to answer that?”
She thought about it for a moment. “No.”
“Even though Milos and Patra are like me?”
“They’re not like you,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with them that can’t be fixed.”
Ouch. That stung. “There’s nothing wrong with them—period. So do them a favor and don’t even hint that their ability to see ghosts is wrong or weird or in any negative way.”
“Are you calling me a bad mother?”
“What? No!”
“First you fling your ankles behind your ears and steal my boyfriend, and now you’re trying to take control of my children?”
“Wait, what?”
Silence.
She’d ended the call.





CHAPTER TWELVE

I FLED across the street searching for coffee and sugar. What I found was Merope’s Best. Their coffee was barely coffee, and I suspected the sugar was sugar’s sad cousin, one of those artificial sweeteners hotly debated as cancer’s favorite snack.
That didn’t slow me down. One coffee-ish and cake-ish later I felt worse. My self esteem was usually rock solid, and yet Toula had swung a pickaxe at the foundation. Because we’d known each other my whole life, she knew exactly where to strike, the big meanie. I got it, though. She didn’t want her kids to be different. There’s safety in being what society considers normal. Toula and I were already slightly abnormal by Merope’s standards because we’d grown up in another country. Until the day we died we’d be our grandmother’s granddaughters from America. My sister was doing her best to raise two round pegs destined to fit perfectly into their round holes. Even her husband was one of the island’s roundest pegs. Kostas was born on Merope, raised on Merope, and he’d die here, possibly when Toula tired of fetching his beer and decided to smack him upside the head with the bottle. But Milos and Patra weren’t pegs. You can’t be a peg when you see ghosts and fake farts on your arm.
I eyed the paper cup in my hand. Maybe my self esteem wasn’t that stable—not if I was drinking Merope’s Best after 9.00 AM.
“Mad at yourself?”
I looked up to see Lydia sauntering across the road. Fully dressed, which was nice for a change. As she reached me, I caught sight of Jimmy skulking out of the courtyard. He vanished behind a bush. Every so often it shook. Virgin Mary, I hopped he wasn’t playing pocket pool.
“I keep hoping it’ll get better,” I told her. “It never does.”
“Have you tried tipping it in the garbage as soon as you buy it? It’s delicious if you do that.”
Lydia definitely had some of her grandmother in her. “You here for coffee?”
“Bad poutsa,” she said. “I need something corrosive to get the taste out of my mouth.”
Across the street and behind the bushes, there was a squeak. I really didn’t want to know what Jimmy was doing in there. There wasn’t enough brain bleach in the world.
“Have you thought about quitting, or at least slowing down your poutsa consumption?”
Her grin was positively vulpine. “No.”
Well, all righty then.
“I had a fight with my sister,” I said, eager to swing the conversation away from bad penis. “Actually, I think she had a fight with me and then she hung up. I never got a chance to fight back.”
“You know I don’t care, yes?”
“That’s why I told you.”
“I’m going to get coffee. If you’re still here when I get back, do you want to sit here and ignore each other?”
“Sure.”
On that note, she vanished in to Merope’s Best. Across the street, Jimmy’s beard and nose peeked out from behind the bushes.
“Pssst!”
I ignored him. It felt good.
A moment later, my phone buzzed. Text message from the toddler-sized man in the bushes.
Did she say anything about me?
Why, what did you do?
Nothing. I was hoping you would.
I sighed and took another swig of coffee-like liquid.
Kind of busy right now, I typed. Come on over and talk to her.
Forget it. I’m going to stay here in the bushes.
That’s not at all creepy.
Good.
I was being sarcastic.
You’re kind of a skeela, you know that?
Skeela is the Greek word for a female dog. Swap the first two letters and you’d have wood. Not pants wood—tree wood.
Could be worse. I could be a nanos.
A raised middle finger appeared over the bush’s leafy top.
Lydia returned with a steaming cup of toxic waste. She sat down beside me on the concrete, took a cautious sip.
“Did it work?”
She sighed. “I’ve traded one bad taste for another. But at least this doesn’t have pubes.”
“That’s because they sink to the bottom.”
She snorted. Brown liquid shot out her nose. I passed her a tissue.
Across the street the bushes were on the move again. Why couldn’t Jimmy do that in private like a normal person?
There was a small yelp, then Jimmy flew out into the middle of the street and rolled until he landed in front of us. He wasn’t the only flying thing. The bushes jerked up out of the ground, much to the horror of Kyrios Yiannis, the dead gardener. His clippers stopped clipping and he watched, mouth open, eyes wide, as one of the bushes rose up and smashed through my apartment window.
Well, crap. “Bit of a sea breeze today,” I said casually, like this happened every day.
“A tree just broke your window,” Lydia said. She was watching the whole thing with curiosity, not fear.
“Technically it’s a bush.”
“Ungh!” Jimmy said. He peeled his face off the concrete. His skin looked like raw gyro meat. “How bad is it?”
“Do you want the good news or the bad news?”
He winced. “Good.”
You’re still a nanos, was what I’d planned to say, but I knew he liked Lydia and didn’t want to diminish him in front of her. He was perfectly capable of doing that himself. “Your beard saved half your face.”
“I knew it would be useful one day,” he said. His gaze slid sideways to Lydia, who, from the look on her face, was still working to get the bad taste out of her mouth. “Someone needs to do something about the weather on this island.”
“You should write a song about it,” I said.
“I hate you,” he said.
“A cautionary tale.”
“I really hate you.”
As I stood up, I hummed the Oompa Loompa tune and pitched my half-full cup into the garbage. My old pal the poltergeist was hanging around and it wanted attention.
“Where are you going?” Jimmy said, eyes wild.
“I’m going to leave you two to get to know each other,” I said. “And I’d do something about your face if I were you. Band-Aids. Balaclava. Mask. Guillotine.”
“I really, really hate you,” he said.
“Hate you right back.”
On that entertaining note, I jogged back upstairs to assess the damage. The window was less of a window and more of a glassless hole. Safely in his salt circle, Wilson was wringing his hands. “It knows I’m here!”
I played stupid. It wasn’t entirely an act. Wilson obviously knew about the poltergeist but I couldn’t figure out how. “It?”
“Behind you!”
I turned in time to dodge a flying cushion. Not cool. Not cool at all. This was my place and I’d done nothing that would cheese off a poltergeist.
“You’re bloody useless!” Wilson said in his outdoor voice. “Your whole life is a complete balls up! You led it right here!”
This freakin’ guy. I’d had more than enough of him and his mouth.
I ignored him. He wasn’t the immediate problem. I had to get this poltergeist out of here before it tore up my home.
“Cut the crap,” I told it. “If you’ve got a problem with me, find a pen and paper and start a letter writing campaign. Otherwise, go see if the boats are moving.”
That was the Greek way of telling it to go jump in a lake.
The pillow booped my nose.
“Stop that!” I said.
Dead Cat appeared, huge and hulking, his appearance that of a viking on his way to a pillaging. He sprang up and swatted the cushion. It fell the ground. Everything went still, except my cat. He sniffed the foam-filled case, then began to knead it with his paws before curling up in a transparent ball in its plush center.
I swung around to look at the ghost in the circle. “What did you do?” I asked Roger Wilson. “Poltergeists are ghosts that are good and pissed off. What did you do?”
“What are you looking at me for?” he said. “I didn’t do nowt! I’m the bloody victim here!”
“I don’t believe you. You did something, and I intend to find out what. And when I do, I’m thinking I might just hand you over.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Try me. I dare you.”
Dead Cat was purring like a miniature freight train. The Afterlife’s most chilled out cat didn’t give a fig about things like poltergeists.
“If fish had ghosts I’d bring you a bowl,” I told him.
He purred harder.
Like me, my to-do list had gained weight in the past day. I had to make things right with Toula; dig further into Sir Teddy Duckworth’s past before Angela took off for England to confront him about his hobby; sort out custody of Hercules, the Fasoulas’ goat; put an end to this poltergeist chasing Wilson around and pestering me in the process.
Priorities. I needed them.
Toula could wait. She held on to her grudges forever so this one wouldn’t be dissipating any time soon. Angela wasn’t leaving until the morning, so I had hours.
The poltergeist.
Hercules the goat.
The alleged murder of one Roger Wilson.
Roger Wilson knew something about the poltergeist. Too bad the pasty dweeb wouldn’t talk.
My phone rang. Kyria Fasoula was on the other end.
“I do not want you to think I love my husband. How could anybody love a man who uses his Greek underpants as toilet paper? But I think maybe he needs your help with a small problem that could be a big problem if he has to speak to the police for more than a minute.”
“What’s the problem?”
“I overheard the police saying they were going to arrest him.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

KYRIOS FASOULAS and his newspaper were nowhere to be found. The house was locked and the goat was gnawing on the outhouse door. Why either of them wanted the goat was beyond me. It looked like trouble, even for a goat.
As I was leaving the yard, who should appear but Kyria Sofia. The priest’s sister walked all over the island in her low heeled shoes and her dressy suits. Today, inexplicably, she was here with a basket over one arm.
“I came to bring my brother’s blessings but on the way a little poulaki told me that the police took him into custody not thirty minutes ago.”
A poulaki is a little bird. A poulaki is also a small penis. Given Kyria Sofia’s sexual preferences I was confused about where she’d scored this information. I saw a video once with a man and a chicken. Things did not go well for the chicken.
I faked surprise. “Arrested? Why?”
“For beating his wife, of course. It is fine to make your wife eat wood, especially if she is misbehaving, but when other people find out … that does not look good. You know how people love to talk.”
My eye twitched at all the misogyny, and from a woman no less. There was no writing on this wall but I could read the writing just fine anyway. Kyria Sofia heard about the attack on Kyria Fasoula, and she wanted to bring the husband to the church so she could listen in while he confessed his sins to her brother. The Greek Orthodox Church doesn’t perform Catholic-style confessions, but priests do listen when someone wants to spill their guts and other secrets. The arrest was a fly in the ointment, but a convenient fly. I had no doubt that Kyria Sofia would have used the opportunity to snoop around the property if I hadn’t shown up.
“They do like to talk,” I said.
“Of course, you make a great deal of money listening when people talk to you, don’t you?” Evidently one of rhetorical questions because she didn’t pause long enough for me to slot an answer into the conversation. “So I am a little surprised that you did not already know about Kyrios Fasoulas’ arrest.” She hung her most innocent expression on her face. I wasn’t fooled. “Unless you are here for another reason.”
Lucky for me I could have passed the most stringent Pinocchio test. “I’m here because of Hercules. That’s the goat.”
She stared at the creature in question. He’d quit eating the outhouse and was trying to mount it. “That is a big goat. A very big goat.”
Virgin Mary help me, I didn’t want to think about the goat’s wiener. And I didn’t want Kyria Sofia thinking about it either because that’s just messed up.
“They can’t come to an agreement about who gets the goat.”
“Maybe I could take it and my brother could act as a mediator—”
“No,” I said quickly and with more force than I intended. “The goat has to stay here. It’s … a condition of their divorce proceedings.” Maybe it was true. Maybe it wasn’t. All I knew is that I didn’t want this particular goat showing up in Kyria Sofia’s Sewing folder.
She sniffed. “If you are sure …”
I had to distract her—for the goat’s safety and peace of mind. “Have you had a chance to talk to your brother about Kyrios Wilson’s funeral?”
“He is considering your request … and your very generous donation.”
There wasn’t going to be any funeral if Roger Wilson didn’t want one. Unfortunately I couldn’t tell her Wilson had told me himself that a religious funeral was out of the question, thanks to his atheism.
“That’s good news,” I said.
“Are you sure I cannot take the goat?”
“Positive.”
   
Leo and Pappas were hard at work shoveling loukoumades into their faces. Loukoumades are the doughnut’s Greek cousin: fried blobs of batter, drenched in syrup. They’re delicious, which is pretty much anything covered in syrup. The policemen weren’t alone. Perched on Leo’s desk, the two succubi performed manicures on each other, like real live women.
“Here’s our least favorite human,” Choker said.
I ignored her—mostly so Pappas wouldn’t think I was crazy. Although his attempts to go through my underwear drawer led me to believe he wasn’t playing with a full mental deck either, if the email he’d sent me was any indication.
“Why is Kyrios Fasoulas in jail?”
“Can she ask that? I don’t think she can ask that,” Pappas said, looking to Leo for confirmation.
“I can ask,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me, but I’m still allowed to ask.”
Leo wiped his mouth then pitched the napkin into the garbage can. It landed neatly inside. The man had skills. “We didn’t want to bring him in, but he refused to answer questions about his wife’s assault. I’m hoping a night or two here will put him in the mood to talk. By the way, looks like you’re right about Kyrios Wilson. There’s evidence it might be murder.”
Well, well, well. With each successive well my eyebrows hitched a little higher. “What evidence? I thought you said Roger Wilson had a plain old vanilla heart attack.”
He closed the polystyrene clamshell lid on his loukoumades. I wondered what I’d have to do to get him to share. “You seemed convinced he was murdered, so I went looking for evidence of a murder.”
“And you found some?”
“Yes.”
I waited. When it became obvious he wasn’t going to tell me, I cleared my throat.
“I can’t tell you everything,” he said. “This is an ongoing investigation.”
“The dead man had salt in his stomach,” Bleeder said, inspecting her freshly polished nails. Good thing she was non-corporeal because she could cut a bitch with the lethal points. “Not just a little bit of salt either.”
“All the salt,” Choker told me.
“Mountains of salt,” Bleeder said.
I swung back to Leo. “How much salt are we talking about?”
Pappas choked on his loukoumada. I reached over and slapped his back until the fried pastry shot out and into his hand. “Gamo tin putana mou, how did she know?” he rasped.
Leo looked at me. I flicked my gaze sideways to the primping succubi.
“I overheard someone talking about it,” I said. “So was it a lot of salt?”
Leo nodded and blew out a sigh. “Panos said the man’s last meal was salt. A fist-sized amount. He found salt in Wilson’s mouth and throat, too. Kyrios Wilson’s heart quit pumping, either from all that salt or because he was suffocating.”
I whistled. “So the salt killed him?”
“That’s what Panos told me. No sane person would eat that much salt on their own, so now I’m looking for some kind of weird malakas who would force feed a man salt.”
“Not a Greek,” Pappas said. “Not without giving him salad and bread to go with it.”
As far as points went it was a good one. Greeks plied people with food, and they didn’t waste salt. They remembered Ancient Greece, and how in those days a Greek citizen could buy a perfectly good slave for a handful of sodium.
“Any suspects?” I asked.
Leo went tst. “Nobody really knew the man. He wasn’t liked but he wasn’t hated either. What have you found?”
Two things: Roger Wilson was an obnoxious horse’s ass. And Leo didn’t know Kyria Fasoula had been having an affair with Wilson when he was killed. And why would he? Up until now he had been investigating my butt, as my grandmother would say.
“Not much,” I said. “He wasn’t a team player.”
He gnawed in that a moment before hitting me with another question. “What about the ferry? Was that about Wilson?”
“Dead end. Figurative, not literal. Wilson stiffed someone. She came to get her merchandise back. By the time she arrived he was already dead.”
“You sure?”
I stared down my nose at him. “Positive. When Wilson died she was landing in Athens.”
He grinned. “Good work. Anything else?”
My chin moved up then down to signal no. “Can I talk to Kyrios Fasoulas?”
Leo looked puzzled. “What for?”
“I’m trying to work out the goat custody problem.”
“Go on back,” Leo said. “And if you can get him to admit to hitting his wife, that would be great.”
“I don’t think he’s your man,” I said.
“Why not?”
“My gut tells me he’s innocent.”
“What else does your gut tell you?”
“That if you were a good person you’d give me those loukoumades.”
He handed me the box then hit me in the face with the full force of his smile. For a moment the Earth quit spinning, and Pappas and the rest of the police station faded away. Then I remembered the loukoumades were mine now. All mine.
I laughed like a supervillain.
“She is strange,” Pappas said to nobody in particular.
“Says the man who is always trying to poke through my underwear drawer,” I said.
Leo’s head snapped around. “What is she talking about?”
“You tell him,” I said. “I’m going to eat my loukoumades and talk to Kyrios Fasoulas about his goat.”
I skedaddled before Leo changed his mind—about talking to Kyrios Fasoulas and the loukoumades.
Although Merope is home to some twenty-thousand people and countless goats, sheep, and donkeys, the jail is built to accommodate the needs of a small city. That’s life in a tourism hotspot. Apparently shoving all the drunk and disorderly tourists into one cage is bad for publicity and the island’s Yelp reviews. During the off-season, most of the cells sit unoccupied. Today there was exactly one prisoner, and he was sitting in his chair, reading today’s paper.
“What?” he said as I approached.
I indicated the chair cradling his backside, the one that usually resided on his hovel’s front porch. “They brought your chair along with you.”
“I refused to go without it.”
“I’m sorry this happened. I know you didn’t hurt your wife.”
He grunted behind the paper.
“Leo—Detective Samaras—is a good cop. He’ll put the pieces together and you’ll be out of here in no time.”
“I like jail,” he said as though he didn’t have a care in the world. “It is quiet here. I can read my newspaper in peace. Nobody disturbs me.” He lowered the paper, revealing a glare. “Except you. What do you want?”
“I was thinking you could share custody of the goat. You take one week, Kyria Fasoula takes the next.”
“No. No sharing. The goat is mine. If that strigla wants a goat she can buy her own goat.” The newspaper covered his face again. I’d been dismissed.
A strigla is a woman of the broom-riding, cauldron-owning variety.
Well, that was less than successful. If there was a way out of this goat thing, I couldn’t see it. This was my least favorite part of my job—dealing with personal problems. Finding tangible objects was so much easier.
Time to bring up the other elephant in the room.
“The police don’t know yet.”
“Know what?” he said behind the paper.
“About your wife and Kyrios Wilson.”
“So what if they do? He had a heart attack. I am only surprised that he did not die on top of my wife. That would have been very funny. I can see her face now, screaming when she realized what was happening.”
“Why did you marry her in the first place?”
“Because I mistook her for a woman.”
Ouch. “When the police discover they were having an affair, you’ll be the top suspect.”
“For a heart attack? I do not think so.”
“They’ve changed their minds. There was evidence that he was maybe murdered.”
He went pale. Being locked up for smacking his wife was one thing, but murder was a whole different kettle of fish. Greek prisons aren’t for men who want to sit in a chair and read newspapers. For one thing, newspapers are toilet paper—when inmates can get them. And rumor is it’s standing room only in places like Korydallos, where rat is on the menu—if you’re fast and lucky.
“But I did not do it!”
“I know that. You know that.”
“You have to help me,” he said.
“If you want help then I need information. What else do you know about Roger Wilson?”
He shrugged. “Nothing. The same as everyone else on this island. A strange xenos who never tried to be one of us. He hid himself away with his little jars and my wife.”
“You know about the jars?”
“Two or three times they were delivered to my house by accident. The first time I opened the box and saw the jar. Strange, I thought, but what do I know? Women love to collect things, then then complain when they have to clean them. Men are smarter. If we buy nothing we dust nothing.”
“What did Kyria Fasoula say when you opened the box?”
“Nothing. She told me it had been delivered to the wrong house and that she felt it was her duty to take it to that malaka’s house.” He looked at me. “Are you going to tell the police about the affair?”
“No. They’ll find out soon enough. Can you think of anything else I’ve missed? A rumor? Anything?”
He went tst. “But if you help me, maybe we can come to some arrangement about the goat, eh?”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

WHAT DID I HAVE? Let’s see. A big fat nothing except a ghost and these loukoumades. Loukoumades are delicious but they’re terrible at solving crimes.
“Help me, Obi Wan Kenobe,” I said to nobody in particular.
My phone rang.
“Did you find out if Sir Teddy Duckworth is a lying criminal malakas or just a regular lying malakas yet?” Angela wanted to know.
“Working on it.”
I wasn’t working on it. What I was doing was moping about the Roger Wilson situation. Something about the whole thing stunk like most of the island’s elderly population in July. They were folks who didn’t believe in things like antiperspirant and regular baths. Too much water made a person weak and sick.
“Work faster,” she said.
“Okay,” I said, my brain elsewhere.
Angela seized on that. It was a rare moment of awareness for the woman. Normally she was the sun and the rest of us revolved around her. “What is wrong?”
“Did you know Roger Wilson at all?”
“English? Pasty? Much older than me and much poorer? No. Why?”
“No real reason. It’s just a work thing.”
“He was a little malakas,” she said in a bitter tone she usually reserved for her latest male fail.
“Why do you say that?”
“He elbowed me in the vizi once in the street and did not even apologize.”
Elbowing Angela in the boob with no forthcoming apology. Lovely guy, that Roger Wilson. “What happened?”
“Nothing. I insulted him in three languages and five religions, and he did nothing. He was too busy talking to himself. Then he ran down an alley and the next thing I knew it was in the paper that he was dead.”
My Spidey senses perked up. “When was this?”
“The other day. He was running like he was being chased by zombies.” She paused. “It was very strange. He was carrying a bottle of salt and it was spilling all over the place. Who does that? Does he not know that in the old days you could buy a good slave for that much salt? Who cares about him, anyway? I do not want to die without at least one more husband, but first I want to go to England to teach that Duckworth malakas a lesson. Now go work your magic and find out if I can trust that lying skeelos not to sell me to a Turkish harem.”
   
I’d exhausted my sources, so I bounced Angela’s request over to Sam, who loved the challenge of digging up dirtbags. That left me free, so I took off toward Roger Wilson’s house, where I sat and ate my loukoumades under the shade of a fig tree. The sea breeze blasted cold air up my butt so I moved into what was left of the day’s sun. That wasn’t much better, but I really wanted the loukoumades.
While I was sitting there, Leo’s police car crunched up the dirt and gravel road. He angled out of the vehicle and loped over.
“Good?” He was talking about the fried, doughy balls.
“They’re better when they’re hot.”
“They were hot when I bought them. You could see if Kyrios Wilson has a microwave.”
“He doesn’t,” I said.
“I should have known you’d already scoped out his place.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Trying to find more evidence of that murder you keep talking about—something besides the salt. Did you know he was having an affair with Kyria Fasoula?”
There was no point lying. “Yes. Everybody knew.”
“Except me.”
I shrugged. “You’re from Merope but you went away for a long time, and when you came back you brought a badge. People aren’t going to automatically tell you things. They’re naturally suspicious of badges and the laws that go with them.”
“You could have said something.”
“Kyrios Fasoulas didn’t kill Wilson and he didn’t hit his wife. There. Now I’ve said something.”
“You already told me that.” The edge of his lip took a hike. It wasn’t a full smile but it did things to me in certain places—certain places in my pants. “So what are you doing here now?”
“Waiting for inspiration to strike.”
“Inspiration?”
“This would be so much easier if you believed in ghosts and that my ability to see them is a real thing and not a mental disorder.”
“I never said you were crazy.”
“People with mental disorders aren’t crazy, but thanks.”
He blew out a sigh. “Want to come in with me? You talk, I’ll listen. And after that you can let me buy you dinner.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Fine. You can buy me dinner.”
His grin was charming and disarming—almost.
“We’ll see.”
“Good enough.”
Wilson’s door was in its previously unlocked state. Leo went in first to secure the area, which was a great idea given that this was the scene of my most recent head injury. As far as I could tell nothing had changed. Leo wandered through the place, looking through drawers, taking pictures, making notes.
“Someone had a thing for containers,” he said when he got to the spare room.
“Himalayan salt jars.”
“Salt jars. I didn’t know those were a thing.”
“Apparently they exist and they’re expensive.”
He wandered back to the kitchen and peered into the garbage can, where I’d dumped the fragments of the broken jar a couple of days earlier. He pulled a glove over his hand, picked up the pieces, dropped them into a bag.
“My fingerprints might be on those,” I said. “I swept them up.”
“Why?”
“I’m Greek and it was a mess that needed cleaning.”
“I guess Wilson dropped one of his precious jars before he was killed.” He went back to the spare room, paying particular attention to the floor. “Was it the only one broken?”
I nodded.
“Any broken pieces outside the room?”
“None. It was confined to this room. No signs of a struggle or fight. He just dropped his jar.”
“Then fled the house without locking the door and died in an empty storefront.”
He was right. The door had been left unlocked. Not unusual for Greek villagers but definitely odd for someone raised in the UK.
No—not just unlocked. Open.
The flywheels in my brain whirred. “It’s empty to you.”
“Can we just agree to disagree?”
“No, because you’re wrong.”
He tweaked my nose. Tweaked it. The jerk. “You’re adorable when you get passionate.”
“Not passionate, just angry.”
Then it hit me. Everything. What had happened to the jar. Why Wilson fled to the Cake Emporium. Why he’d died. Who had done the killing and why.
I just wasn’t sure how.
In his haste to flee his attacker, Roger Wilson had elbowed Angela and sought refuge in the Cake Emporium. Angela never saw anyone in pursuit, but that didn’t mean the Englishman wasn’t being chased.
I shouldered past Leo and went back to the spare room. Using my handy salt shaker, I shook a protective circle on the floor.
“What are you doing?” Leo wanted to know.
“Testing a theory.”
“Care to share?”
“Only if it works.” I grabbed him by the arm, yanked him into the salt circle. Then I selected a random jar from the shelf. “What ever you do, don’t step outside the salt circle until I tell you, okay?”
“What?”
“Just do it, okay?”
“Okay.”
One … two … three …
I took a deep breath then uncorked the pink jar and tossed it out of the circle like a hand grenade.
Nothing happened, and a lot of it.
Then some more nothing.
I’d really expected so much more than nothing. Boy was I disappointed. So much for my grand theory.
“I don’t understand,” Leo said. He was wearing a frown that matched mine.
“Me either. I was so sure it would work.”
“What would?”
Before I could explain, the Himalayan salt jar exploded. Shards shot across the room in every direction. Tiny pink pebbles bounced across the floor, making tiny pinging noises. Wilson didn’t own much but what he did own took flight, whizzing though the air. A chair met a window. The window lost.
“That,” I said.
“What is going on?” Leo wanted to know.
“Poltergeist.”
“Is that a joke?”
“I wish.”
He looked at me, kilometers beyond confused.
“Wilson doesn’t collect little pink jars,” I explained. “He collects ghosts, and he traps them in those jars. The jars aren’t the collection—they’re incidental. Teeny tiny jails.”
“Let’s say that’s true, can’t they get out? Ghosts can float through walls, yes? In movies they can.”
Unbelievable. Even now, with bric-a-brac and furniture hurtling past his face, he couldn’t commit to the idea that ghosts were real. “They’re made of salt. The whole jar is salt. It would have been like being confined inside an electrified cage. Think the velociraptor enclosure in Jurassic Park.”
As Wilson’s things flew around the room, Leo took stock of the spare room with its hundreds of jars. “Are you saying every one of them contains a ghost?”
“I think so. It explains the salt in Kyrios Wilson’s system, too. He pickled himself on purpose, hoping the poltergeist wouldn’t get him if he was brined. Remember the bottle of salt you found outside the Cake Emporium after the brick incident?”
“There has to be a scientific explanation for this.”
“There is. Ghosts are real.”
“I was thinking wind.”
The broom I’d used two days ago to sweep up the first broken jar cartwheeled through the air. Leo threw us both to the ground. His boot shot out, scuffing the protective circle.
Oh no. Virgin Mary, we were doomed.
“We’re up skata creek without a paddle.”
His forehead crumpled up. Translation failure. “It’s like you’re speaking Chinese.”
Incomprehensible things aren’t all Greek to Greeks—they’re Chinese.
“Things are about to turn into a whore’s fencepost,” I explained.
“What’s going on?”
There was no time to tell him I’d made a rank amateur mistake. Understandable because when it came to poltergeists I was a neophyte. I’d messed up and now there were two poltergeists wafting around Merope, seeking vengeance. I should have put the jar in the circle, not us.
Leo whipped out his service gun.
“Put it away,” I said. “Your guns have no power here. Well, not no power because you could put a pretty decent sized hole in the wall. But bullets won’t stop a poltergeist.”
The gun stayed out. “What will?”
“Salt.”
Without warning, everything quit moving. Wilson’s meagre belongings poised mid-air, as though waiting. The temperature plunged. Goose bumps sprang up all over my body until my arm resembled bubble wrap. I exhaled. Steam billow out of my mouth. Beside me, Leo was puffing out the same dense cloud.
Then the contents of Roger Wilson’s home fell to the ground with an almighty clatter. There was silence, thick and stale and expectant. Something touched my cheek. Cold. Angry—no, furious. It coveted whatever it is poltergeists covet. Vengeance, I decided.
“I didn’t do it,” I whispered.
Frigid, invisible hands grabbed my shoulders, biting into my skin. For something that wasn’t there it had serious heft. One hand let go. The cold reached inside my chest and began to squeeze.
“It wasn’t me,” I wheezed. Black flowers bloomed and swirled in my eyes. I kicked feebly at something I couldn’t touch but could touch me. No fair, I thought. “Roger Wilson is the one you want. He did this to you.”
My heart stopped. I gasped but it was no good—the air had nowhere to go and nothing to do. I sank to the ground like a pants-wetting rag doll.
“Salt,” I mouthed. “Salt.”
“Allie!”
Leo fell to his knees beside me. I was aware of him speaking to someone, then his hands were on my chest. What happened next I couldn’t say, and it didn’t really matter.
In a blinding burst of clarity, I knew one now-pointless thing: this was how Roger Wilson’s heart stopped.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“MY TURN,” I croaked. Last time Leo nearly bit the dust, so it was only fair.
Neither Leo or Toula laughed, which left me to do it for them. Then it turned into a hacking cough, and the nurse came racing in so I stopped.
My sister’s eyes were puffy, red. Her whole body was one big frown. “It’s not funny.”
“It’s a little bit funny,” I said.
Leo frowned, “Toula’s right, it’s not funny. Your heart stopped, so I did what I could to get it going while I waited for the paramedics.”
Despite my inappropriately stimulated funny bone, a tear worked it way down my cheek. Toula was there to whisk it away with a tissue. Always competent. Always a mom. “I died?”
“Almost,” Leo said. “It was close. Too close.” His gaze cut to Toula. “Can I have a moment with Allie?”
She folded her arms, set her body in stone. Leo would need a bulldozer to get my sister to budge. “Anything you have say to her you can say in front of me.”
My eyebrow wanted to rise but couldn’t, under the circumstances.
Then Leo muttered magic words. “It’s police business.”
Toula was not a happy camper. With her lips pressed into a tight white seam and her handbag hitched high under her arm like a third boob, she swept out of the private hospital room.
Leo pulled up a chair. He braced his elbows on the edge of the bed. One of his hands curled around mine, warm, protective, caring.
“I almost lost you,” Leo said in a whisper. “I was there and I couldn’t do anything except keep you going until the paramedics took over. I threw a bunch of salt around like you said, but you kept slipping away.”
“The good news is that I’m terrible at dying. Look: I’m here.” I waved the hand that wasn’t wired into a machine.
“What happened?”
“A poltergeist got me the same way the other one got Roger Wilson. He’d kept the original ghost trapped for so long that when he dropped the jar and it smashed, the ghost came out a furious and transformed poltergeist. I can’t say I blame it. What Roger Wilson did was monstrous. This second spook lashed out at the first warm body it could find: mine.”
He gave me an unsteady smile. “I’m having trouble with this.”
“I know. I’m glad you were there. If you hadn’t been …”
His hand squeezed around mine. “But I was. What happens now? If this thing murdered Roger Wilson, what am I supposed to do? I can’t lock it up.”
“I don’t know. I need answers but I can’t get them until I speak to Roger Wilson again.”
“Where is he?”
Right where I’d left him: in my apartment, surrounded by salt. But I didn’t tell Leo that. He’d been through enough.
“I don’t know.”
I tried to sit up.
Leo surged forward. “Whoa, where are you going?”
“Home? There’s no reason for me to stay.”
“Your heart stopped.”
“Yeah, because a poltergeist reached into my chest and squeezed. It’s not like it was an actual medical issue.”
“So you say, but how about you wait until the doctor gives the all-clear?”
“He’s got thirty minutes.”
“Stay where you are or I’ll cuff you to the bed.”
“Is that a threat or a promise? Almost dying had really put a crimp in my critical reasoning skills.”
“Yes.” Although he looked tired, his eyes twinkled.
   
Toula didn’t relinquish control easily.
“Open the door,” I said.
“No.”
“I have to get out sometime.”
“Who says so?”
“I can’t live in your minivan.”
“Move in with us. We’ve got a spare room.”
She meant well but I’d rather dine exclusively at Crusty Dimitri’s than move in with my sister and her family. Toula’s spare room was a cupboard. I’d be a taller, girlier, less magical Harry Potter. My apartment was mine and it was home.
“Thanks, but no thanks.”
“What if you …”
“Die?”
She winced. “Do you have to say it like that?”
“We all die, Toula. No one gets out alive. The good news is that death isn’t the end. There’s a vibrant community in the Afterlife, complete with games and activities. To be honest it sounds a bit like a cruise, but with judgment.”
“What about your heart? It could happen again.”
“It won’t.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do. I know you don’t want to believe in ghosts but they’re real, Toula. I see them, and Milos and Patra see them. Provided I don’t go around imprisoning and infuriating ghosts, I’ll be fine.”
I wasn’t convinced of that. Somewhere on this island two poltergeists were wafting around, waiting to cause havoc. Sooner or later someone would have to point them toward the light. Probably it would have to be me.
Toula said nothing. The minivan’s doors unlocked.
“Can I have a hug?” I asked.
“One hug. But only a small one.”
We hugged. My sister felt thin and tired, with a rebar skeleton.
“Wow. That really was a small one.”
“Told you,” she said.
   
Roger Wilson was in his circle, watching Dead Cat lick his ghost balls with one leg stuck straight up in the air.
“I wish I could do that,” he said woefully.
“Maybe you can. It seems like physics is less of a problem once you’re dead.”
“I meant walk around freely.”
“You can walk around if you like.” My foot hovered close to the salt circle. “Say the word and I’ll break the line.”
“A good host would make a bigger circle.”
“Is that what you were, a good host?”
He stared at me for a good, long while.
“Hello?” I clicked my fingers in front of his face.
“What are you yapping about, then?” he said.
“I know you can see ghosts, just like me. That’s why you can see the Cake Emporium.” I got the empty pink jar around of my bag, the one Kyria Fasoula had helped herself to after Wilson’s death, the one on overpriced loan from Marcia Smith. I popped the cork. “How does this work?”
“Work? It’s just a jar. Open the lid, stick things in.”
“Is it really just a jar? I don’t think so. A little birdie told me it’s a Himalayan salt jar.”
“So?” His voice wobbled out on shaky legs. As a ghost made of whatever it was ghosts were made of he shouldn’t be able to sweat, yet beads formed around his hairline, a soggy crown for the king of doo-doo heads.
I waved it under his nose. “How did you get them in there?”
“What are you talking about? What is this fooking shite?”
“Come on, I know every single one of these little pink jars contains a ghost. You imprisoned them, trapped them without a choice. What kind of jerk face does that?”
He bloated up with righteous indignation. “You of all people should understand they were plaguing me. Day and night. Talk, talk, talk. Wanting me to do favors for them. Wanting to hold conversations. I couldn’t bloody stand it. Bloody yapping ghosts. Got verbal diarrhea, all of them. They never bloody shut up.”
“So you trapped every ghost you could find in a salt jar and stuck them on a shelf?”
“Only the ones who bothered me,” he said in a sulky voice. He was acting as though I’d caught him stealing out of the cookie jar instead of holding hostages.
“There are hundreds of jars in your house.”
“They’ve been bothering me for a long time, haven’t they?”
“Couldn’t you have told them to leave you alone?” The moment I said it I realized it sounded ridiculous. Case in point: Roger Wilson.
“Have you ever told a clingy ghost to leave you alone? They don’t give up. Get yourself a stalker and you can call the police, but what about when that stalker is a ghost? There’s no escaping them. That’s how it was until my research led me to the la-de-da magical protective properties of salt. At first I trapped them or myself in rings of salt but it wasn’t permanent enough. I had to go to my job, move around, go to the pub for a pint or two, and salt rings don’t last long or do anything to stop all that ruddy chatter. If I wanted someone constantly blabbing in my ear I would have got myself a wife.”
Charming. “So you discovered Himalayan salt jars.”
“I knew there had to be a more permanent solution, didn’t I? I couldn’t block them out so I had to lock them up.”
“What went wrong?”
“The jar that stupid bint sent me was a defective piece of shite. There was a hairline crack in the thing which rendered it useless. Then I dropped it by mistake and the whole thing shattered and the … the …”
“Poltergeist?”
“Yeah, I suppose that’s what it was. Anyway, it came gushing out, pissed off about its situation. The moment I realized what was going on, I ran.”
“To the Cake Emporium?”
“Did you know you can go anywhere, at any time in history via that cake shop? I thought I could convince that Betty woman to open a door back to England, where the bugger couldn’t reach me.”
“What happened?”
“Betty wasn’t there, was she? So I had to help myself to her shop—not that I wanted to but I was bloody desperate with a pissed off ghost on my arse. I thought once I was inside the shop I’d be safe, but it followed me inside. Why on earth that woman doesn’t have protection around her shop I will never know.”
Probably because half her customers wouldn’t be able to come inside if she salted the place.
“What happened?”
“Bloody poltergeist sailed right through the door like there wasn’t nowt there. And now here we are. I’m dead, and you’re so stupid it took you this long to figure things out.”
Roger Wilson was a ghost in dire need of a throat punch.
“Why did it attack Kyria Fasoula?”
“Probably because she was always there at my place, and so it decided she needed a good walloping. Who knows why bloody ghosts do what they do.”
“Again, I’d like to point out that you are one, so you’re uniquely qualified to answer that question for yourself.”
“Of all the daft twats I’ve ever met, and I’ve known some, you’re the daftest twat to ever twat.”
“I still don’t understand how you got them into the itty bitty jar,” I said evenly, trying to maintain my cool.
“Even the paranormal is science—it’s just science mankind hasn’t unlocked yet because it’s too busy pouring money into nonsense like sending robots to Mars and snapping pictures of stars. Put one of those jars close to a ghost and it sucks it right up like a vacuum cleaner.”
“That simple?”
“It’s not rocket science. Even a dimwit like you could figure it out.”
I wiggled the jar in the air. “Good to know. Thanks.”
His eyes narrowed into wary, watery slits. “You’d better not use my own jar against me.”
“Or what? You’ll bug me? You’re bugging me now. You’ve been bugging me for days. You’ve got two choices. Buzz off to the Afterlife where you belong, or it’s the genie treatment for you. The way Robin Williams told it, it’ll give you a real crick in the neck.”
His gaze shot to the high, distant corner of my living room. Gears clicked. The truth slapped me like a Greek grandmother waving a wooden spoon. “You can’t go to the Afterlife, can you? You tried but they won’t let you in because you’re too scummy. I bet trapping ghosts is some kind of high crime in the Afterlife. Like keeping hostages or prisoners of war.”
“I could go if I wanted to,” he said sulkily.
I wagged my finger at him. “You can’t or you would have already gone to get away from the poltergeists. I’m curious, how did the first one leave your property? You had a salt ring around the whole place.”
“Bloody well scuffed it while I was running, did I? Wait—poltergeists? Plural?” His outrage turned to horror. “What did you do?”
I winced. “Science experiment. A failed science experiment. I opened another jar to see what would happen.”
“You stupid bloody cow!”
“Tsk, tsk. Get in the jar, Mr. Wilson. At least until I figure out what I’m supposed to do with you. I bet there’s some kind of supernatural court or something. A paranormal The Hague.”
I waved the jar at him.
He opened his mouth to spew more insults, but nothing came out. At that exact same moment, a hole replaced my ceiling, onyx black and swirling. Wilson’s eyes widened until they were all eyeball and no lids. He unleashed a silent scream and waved his arms, obviously being attacked by invisible killer bees.
My heart thrashed against my rib cage. I cursed my knees for being too wobbly to let me hurl myself behind the couch to hide. Which meant I was stuck to the floor, gawking in terror and bathed in cold sweat as Wilson flailed and swore.
“You slagging git,” he hollered. “I’m going to kick you in the bollocks!”
The hole, like most holes, didn’t care. A giant, pale hand with red-tipped fingernails reached down, seized Wilson by the shirt collar, and yanked him into the darkness. Without so much as a whisper, the hole sealed up and my ceiling was back to its flat white state.
Heart banging around, hunting for the nearest exit, I flopped down on the couch now that my feet had come unglued. I pulled pillows over my head, then stuck my head back out when I realized pillows aren’t conducive to breathing,
Whoa. Trippy. Of all the things I expected to happen, that wasn’t one of them. I stared up at the ceiling, wondering if the portal had been one of those temporary things or a feature of my apartment. And what about Roger Wilson? Where was he now?
“They were always going to get him, in the end.”
I leaped out of my skin. The man in black stepped into view. His hands were buried deep in his coat pockets. As always, he seemed to be moving through the world in his own personal shadow.
“Were you hiding out in my kitchen? And who is they?”
He conveniently ignored the part about my kitchen. “What Wilson spent his life doing to those spirits was unethical, criminal, despicable. The dead have the freedom to choose, the same as the living. Wilson deprived them of their choices. Now he has to pay the price.”
“What price?”
“Why do you wish to know, Allie Callas?”
“Maybe it will be useful.”
“Maybe. With the life you lead that is a possibility. “ With the casual gait of a large cat, he sauntered the window. For the longest time he stood there, watching the world turn. It wasn’t much of the world and it didn’t turn far. “Very well. Wilson will be imprisoned. There will be no more choices for him. He can never come back, in this body or another.”
A long moment passed while I processed this new information.
“Are you saying reincarnation is real?”
He glanced around the room, lingering on nothing. When he answered, he neatly sidestepped my question. “The restless spirit knew you would help. It tried to make contact.”
“It made a pretty good tornado, but writing a note would have been more effective.”
“It tried.”
“Vanquish Wilson? That was the poltergeist?”
“Poltergeist attacks are imprecise and unsustainable beyond short bursts. It did what it could. Wilson’s jars are gone, except the empty vessel in your hand. His prisoners are free now.”
“They aren’t still hanging around, are they?”
“No. They chose to move on. Including the spirit Wilson accidentally unleashed, and the one you set free.” He stood there for a long, thoughtful moment. “I wish to give you something.”
“Like the salt shaker? That was you, wasn’t it?”
“A mere token. Here.”
He reached into his pocket and produced another of Wilson’s jars, intact and unopened, pink and perfect. He placed it carefully in my hands. Despite the coolness of the day the salt was warm, as though lit from within with a small fire.
“The last of its kind. A memento. A cautionary tale. Call it what you will, it is yours now. You are the caretaker of this soul.”
“Me? Why me?”
“There are few who would appreciate the contents hidden within.”
“Why not open the lid and set whatever—whoever—is inside free, like the others?”
“The soul inside is … unique. I’m curious,” he said, his expression unreadable, “to know if you can resist the temptation.”
“My willpower is decent. I once went a whole day without eating cake.”
There was a short pause as if he was deciding whether to smile or not. He didn’t. “Admirable.”
He left me standing there, choosing to exit via my apartment door, although I’d bet my life that wasn’t the way he had entered.
A cool breeze wound around my shins. Dead Cat chose the strangest time to stake his claim on me.
I set the jar carefully on the coffee table alongside the empty container Kyria Fasoula had claimed, the one that had almost become a holding cell for Roger Wilson. Dead Cat jumped up beside me. He stared at the pink containers, unblinking.
“What do you think?”
He meowed—a small, delicate sound for a cat who was part pirate.
“Whatever you said, I agree.”
   
Sometime later, there was a knock on my door. When I opened it, Leo swung in carrying a bag of gyros, souvlakia, and two small bottles of retsina.
“Don’t want to eat alone,” he said, helping himself to my apartment.
“That sounds like an excuse.”
“It’s definitely an excuse. Gyro or souvlaki?”
“Both.”
“My kind of woman,” he growled.
He deposited the food on the kitchen table and popped the lids off the retsina bottles. No glasses. No plates. The way takeout should be eaten.
“Do we have company?” he asked.
The succubi were notably absent. Nice.
“None. Not even a ghost.”
“Did you find Roger Wilson?”
What could I say? A giant vortex opened up in my ceiling and snarfed him up like a potato chip? “He’s no longer a problem.”
Leo shot me a questioning look.
“Karma karma’d him,” I said.
His gaze cut sideways to the pair of pink jars on the coffee table. “And those?”
“No longer ghost hotels,” I lied. The man had fought to keep me alive when a poltergeist tried to haul me over the finish line. He didn’t need to know one remained fully loaded.
Detective Leo Samaras, big bad cop, crossed himself, forehead to chest, shoulder to shoulder. Then he smiled. “Since we’ve got the place to ourselves, let’s eat. Want to make out afterwards?”
My heart fluttered. Suddenly the food didn’t look so good. I wanted something hotter, spicier. “Or we could eat later.”
A delicious grin spread across Leo’s face. “Eat first. You’re going to need the energy.”
My cheeks went up in flames. “Ha!”
“Okay, I’m going to need the energy.”
We stared at each other across the table. We held hands. A whole lot of no-eating happened.
Then my cell phone, the big jerk, rang. I listened for a moment, thanked the caller, and stuffed my phone into my bag before slinging it over my shoulder.
Leo gave me a curious look. “What is it?”
“Put the food in the refrigerator and the make-out plans on hold. We’ve been invited to a party.”
   
Milkshakes don’t bring all the boys to a Greek yard, but shove a spit up a lamb’s butt and men will gravitate to the yard to huddle around the glowing coals until the meat is covered in a crispy crust. Greeks love a party. Good party, bad party, doesn’t matter. They love parties as hard as they can.
The ingredients for a good Greek party had accumulated in the Fasoulas’ yard in abundant proportions. The people. The food. The tinny sound of Rembetika—Greek folks music. And the requisite dead animal rotating slowly over hot coals.
“Kaloste!” Kyrios Fasoulas crowed, welcoming us. For once he wasn’t attached to a newspaper. Arms outstretched, he did a sirtaki in our direction. Very Zorba of him.
“He’s out of jail?” I asked Leo.
He shrugged. “Kyria Fasoula finally admitted she was assaulted by an invisible presence. Under the circumstances—”
“You mean me—I’m the circumstances.”
“I’m trying to get a grip on the ghost thing, but for now let’s say I believe her husband wasn’t the one using her as a punching bag.” He nodded at our oncoming host. “Let’s do this.”
We slapped on a pair of smiles that, at least in my case, felt real enough. Kyrios Fasoulas took my hand. I took Leo’s. He grabbed someone else’s. Within moments we had formed a dancing chain.
“Eleni!” Kyrios Fasoulas yelled to his wife or his soon-to-be ex wife. “Put down the food and come dance.”
His wife—bruised but still alive—was ferrying a mountain of Greek potato salad—potatoes, onions, lemon—to a long table. She set it down, wiped her hands on her apron, and seized the nearest waving hand.
It, she had said that day in the hospital when the poltergeist faked an earthquake. It’s going to kill me, she said.
She knew what Wilson was, what he did. She knew all along. And now the poltergeists were gone and she was safe. I didn’t know how to feel about that.
We danced. The music changed and we danced some more.
Eventually we stopped because the other thing Greeks love more than dancing is eating.
“I’m sorry I didn’t solve the goat problem,” I said to Kyrios Fasoulas.
He shook his hands at the sky. “Now there is no goat problem!”
“One of you decided to give up the goat?”
“No. We decided to eat the goat. No goat, no problem.”
Gulp. I looked at the animal on the spit.
“Ela na fas!” he cried.
Let’s eat.
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