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To Nolan and Glen. I wish you both were still with me.
I’m selfish, I know, but I miss you.
 
 
 



Ruby: How I Ended Up in Edmonton
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I WAS FIFTY-four years old when I died. Got caught in a tornado in Oklahoma and had to save my grandchildren, who I was babysitting so my daughter Lynette could go out for a weekend of fun with her on-again-off-again no-good husband, Steve.
The last time Steve had beaten her, she’d ended up in the hospital for five days, and she’d promised me she was leaving him for real this time. But her promise hadn’t taken, so she was out painting the town red with him when the first tornado of the season rolled in and destroyed my mobile home.
I managed to save both those little girls, but took a real beating and ended up in the hospital. Lynette showed up, but, no matter how hard I begged, she wouldn’t bring the girls to the hospital to see me.
“It won’t do them any good, seeing you like this,” she said. “You’ll see them when you get out.”
I didn’t get out, of course. I died that night.
I was a religious woman and fully expected to go somewhere else when I finally shed that mortal coil, but that didn’t happen. I was stuck in the hospital and couldn’t get past the front doors. Every time I tried to leave I’d feel that hospital room pulling at me, keeping me nearby.
Lynette came back to the hospital ten nights after I died. I saw her when they wheeled her in. It looked like Steve had taken a belt to her before he’d pushed her down the stairs and broken three of her ribs. He’d used the buckle end, so she’d lost several of her teeth.
I stayed with her while she healed, but I didn’t believe what she told Preacher Thompson when he dropped by.
“That’s the last time,” she said to him, mushily. “If I go back, he’ll kill me.”
Now, Preacher Thompson was an old-fashioned sort, and I half expected him to talk her into staying with Steve, for the children. Bless his heart, he didn’t.
“I’ll do what I can to help you,” he said. “And don’t you worry about Madison and Dakota. Mrs. Abernathy is looking after them for you, until you heal up. And the rest of us will be praying for you all.”
Mrs. Abernathy lived down the way from Lynette, and I hoped Steve had finally been picked up by the cops, so he couldn’t get to them.
Lynette thanked him, tears in her eyes. “Just don’t let her bring my girls in to visit,” she said. “Not when I look like this.”
“I’ll tell her,” the preacher said. “But promise me you won’t go back to Steve. He’s hurt you enough.”
She promised, but she’d promised before. After she healed, she left, and I didn’t see her again. I hoped that meant she’d finally done the right thing, but I was afraid it meant Steve had finally finished her off and my grandbabies were being raised by a woman killer. Was it any wonder I was worried about those two little girls?
 
I WAS TRAPPED in that hospital until Isabella Sunbeam came in with appendicitis.
She was a psychic of some local renown. Lynette had been to her before and had told me all about her. When I was alive, I figured all that psychic business was bunk, but once I was a ghost, trapped in a hospital, I was willing to suspend my disbelief.
I went to her room and waited for her to come out of the anaesthetic. I hoped I’d be able to talk her into finding out if my grandbabies were all right, but when she finally came around, she acted like she couldn’t see me.
Now, I didn’t know anything about being a ghost, so I figured that maybe I needed to hang around awhile longer, and that eventually she’d become aware of me.
As she recovered, she did readings for all the nurses. Whenever one of them asked about ghosts in the hospital, Isabella said she could feel many of them in her presence. There were many ghosts in her presence, of course, because I wasn’t the only spirit doing everything in their power to get the woman’s attention, but she didn’t know we were there.
She couldn’t see any of us.
The rest of the spirits gave up on her, but I didn’t. I was desperate to get out of that hospital in order to find my grandchildren and make sure they were all right. So, when Isabella packed up to leave, I grabbed onto her and rode her out.
It was a rough ride, for a while, but once the taxi took us ten blocks from the hospital, I didn’t feel stretched quite so thin anymore. I still clutched Isabella like the lifeline that she was, but I felt like I might actually make it.
We ended up at her ramshackle storefront where she lived and worked. If you can call conning poor grieving rubes out of every penny they could afford, work.
I can’t tell you how many “readings” I had to sit through, with her acting like she could see the dead all around her. But she couldn’t see ghosts. I knew that, because she never once realized I was there.
Even though I knew she was a fake, I couldn’t get the gumption up to try to get away from her. Every time I thought about leaving her, I’d feel the pull of the hospital room where I’d died, and knew I’d snap right back there if I left. The only way I felt strong enough to resist that pull was by staying close to her.
And then along came Patrick Whitecroft.
“You here to buy candles?” Isabella asked when he walked into the claptrap storefront stuffed to the rafters with old-time junk she’d collected to give the place the proper feel.
“No,” he’d replied, looking around like he couldn’t really believe he was there. “You’re Isabella Sunbeam, the psychic. Right?”
“That I am, sonny,” Isabella replied. “You want a reading? Find out what the future holds for you?”
He shook his head. “I hear you can contact the dead,” he said.
“I can.” She smiled. “Who do you want me to contact?”
“His name is Nolan,” he said. “Nolan Brandford. He was my—friend. I need to know that he’s at peace.”
Something about the way he said the name made me think they were more than friends. Isabella took him by the arm and led him through the beaded curtains to the back room.
“I think we need some privacy,” she said, and sat him down at the round table draped with black cloth. “Now, tell me about Nolan.”
Patrick looked at his hands and droned out his history. Something about going to college and finding Nolan there. How they hit it off and quickly became inseparable.
“I thought we had more time,” he said, his face a mask of misery. “But he died. I need to talk to him one last time, Miss Sunbeam. So I can say goodbye.”
His need to find Nolan wafted out of him like strong perfume. I was overwhelmed by it and couldn’t stop myself from reaching out and touching his arm, just above the elbow.
I believe that was when the connection between us truly started.
I could feel his anger, just below the surface of his skin. Below that, I could feel his sadness, and his need. It was so strong that, for a moment, I couldn’t pull my hand from his arm. It was as though I’d been glued to him.
“For sure,” Isabella said. “You understand it will cost you twenty dollars, cash? Maybe a bit more, if it’s hard to make a good connection. Sometimes the spirit world is resistant.”
“I understand,” he said. When he reached for his wallet, I was able to finally break free from him. I stumbled to the far side of the room, gasping, as Isabella shook her head.
“Not now,” she said, pointing at his wallet. “After.”
Even though I still felt frightened by the way I’d attached to him, I hoped he had a bunch more than twenty dollars in his wallet, because Isabella Sunbeam was about to fleece him, good.
She sat down across from him and went into her “trance.” Now, she could no more go into a trance than I could, but she put on a pretty good show. She closed her eyes, held out her hands, and rocked side to side, calling Nolan’s name.
Patrick looked around expectantly. Isabella opened one eye and peeked at him, then redoubled her efforts. I wondered if she’d ever thrown herself out of her chair by accident, but she soon stopped rocking, and sighed.
“I’m finding it hard to make a connection,” she said. “Tell me your name. He’ll respond if he knows who’s looking for him.”
“Cha-ching,” I muttered. “It’s going to cost you another ten bucks.”
“Patrick Whitecroft,” he said, quickly. “But he called me Patty. Tell him Patty is looking for him.”
“Patty,” Isabella said. She smirked, but quickly hid it with an overly friendly smile. “I’ll tell him.”
She closed her eyes and held out her hands over the table again. “Nolan,” she said. “Nolan Brandford, Patty is looking for you. Come to me, Nolan. Come to me.”
The table rattled like some unseen hand had rapped on it, hard.
“Nolan?” Isabella called. “Is that you?”
Another rap on the table, as though Nolan was in the room, desperate to make a connection. Of course, it wasn’t Nolan trying to signal from beyond the grave. It was Isabella, with her knee.
Usually, the rube on the other side of the table cried out the name of their loved one at this point, delighted that they were finally making a connection. But Patrick didn’t make a sound. He frowned and stared down at the tabletop like it was made of glass and he could see the hand-made contraption Isabella had set up under her side of the table.
Isabella didn’t see him frown, because she still had her eyes closed. “Nolan,” she said. “Patty wants to speak to you. If you wish, you can communicate with him, through me. Is this what you want?”
A quick double tap on the table, and Isabella slumped over the tabletop, groaning. But Patrick wasn’t buying it.
“How are you doing this?” he asked.
Isabella sat upright and moaned in a gruff voice quite unlike her own. “Patty, is that you?”
Patrick didn’t respond. He pushed away from the table and stood.
Isabella opened one eye and frowned. “Don’t you want to talk to Nolan?” she asked, in her own voice. “He’s here, waiting.”
“No,” Patrick said. “I don’t think so.”
Before Isabella could move, Patrick grabbed the black silk tablecloth and pulled it from the table. The three candles from the centre flew across the room and smashed against the far wall, and Isabella gave up all pretences.
“What are you doing?” she cried, and leaped away from the table. “Quit wrecking my stuff.”
Patrick didn’t answer. He grabbed the edge of the table and tipped it over.
“Stop that!” She pointed at the bead-covered doorway that led to the storefront. “I think you should go. Now.”
Patrick remained silent as he examined the exposed bottom of the table, and shook his head. “It’s a lie,” he muttered. “It’s all a lie.”
“I want you to get out of my place of business,” Isabella said.
“Business?” Patrick said. “You call this a business? I call it a lie, and you—you are a charlatan!”
He grabbed the table and flung it across the room. Isabella squawked as it broke up into so much firewood. “Get out!” she cried. “Or I’m calling the cops.”
“Good idea,” Patrick said, his anger pulsing from him in hot red waves. “Call the police. I want to talk to them. You can’t trick people like this. It’s cruel. Cruel!”
“Oh, come on,” Isabella said, all patience spent. “What did you expect? Did you actually think you’d see this Nolan person, in the flesh? He’s dead, you moron. He’s gone, and he’s not coming back. It doesn’t matter how much you want—need—to see him again. He’s gone.”
“I don’t believe that,” he said. “I’ll find someone who can help me. But you? You’re a cheat who needs to be stopped.”
He walked past Isabella, and she flinched away from him as though she was afraid he was going to slap her. He didn’t touch her. Just stopped and glared. “You better be gone when I come back,” he said. “Because I swear to God, I’ll burn this place to the ground if you’re still in business.”
He walked through the beaded doorway to the storefront, his anger wafting around him in huge red waves. It was more than anger, though. I could feel his sadness, and his need. His need wrapped itself around me and pulled me toward him, like he was a magnet and I was iron.
“What’s going on?” I said, and looked at Isabella like I thought she’d actually help me. But she was pressed up against the wall, her hand to her mouth, and I could tell she was truly afraid.
Patrick walked through the dusty, junk-filled storefront to the exit, and I followed him. My feet weren’t even moving, but still I followed him.
“Stop it!” I cried, but of course he didn’t know I was there. He just walked through the door and out into the hot white sunlight, and I followed him, completely against my will.
Later, when he started gathering other spirits just like he’d trapped me, I came up with a theory about what was going on. It was his need that turned him into a magnet for the dead. His need to make contact with his friend Nolan pulled the dead to him.
Just like I couldn’t stop the need to see my granddaughters, Patrick couldn’t stop his need to commune with the dead. Need feeds need. That was why we bonded, and that was why he was able to collect so many more of us.
That bond was as tight as iron. Nothing could break it. Nothing.
 
I WAS HIS first ghost, but I sure wasn’t his last. After he finished with Isabella Sunbeam—who never worked as a psychic again—he travelled from county to county, across the country, looking for a real psychic so he could say goodbye to Nolan. When he found fakes, he destroyed their careers and moved on. Word got out, and people started to call him the psychic debunker.
WITH NEARLY EVERY fake he found, he also found trapped spirits. Like me, most of them had hoped that somehow, they’d be able to communicate with their loved ones. And, just like me, they were bonded to Patrick, trapped by his need, and theirs.
He got pretty famous in the living world, and in his heyday, he was interviewed for all the big magazines and was even invited to talk shows on television. That eventually became his thing. He’d debunk psychics on live TV.
However, in all that time, and with all his searching, he never, ever, found a real psychic.
He fell out of fashion after twenty or so years and started going to fairs and conventions to flog his books. Then he started going to haunted houses and turned himself into a ghost debunker. Even had his own handmade instruments that were supposed to show, scientifically, whether ghosts were there or not. And he always proved they weren’t there, even when a spirit was standing right in front of him. Anything to make a buck.
He acted like he’d forgotten about Nolan, but beneath the money-grubbing attention-seeking behaviour, his need was still there, holding me—all of us—as tightly as before.
I was losing hope, but, in 2013, we ended in Edmonton, up in Canada, where Patrick was checking out a haunted night club. That was where we met Joy.
She was a little girl with long brown hair that hung in natural ringlets down her back and she reminded me of my granddaughter, Madison. Joy had died many years before, all alone, and even though she said she wanted to find her mother, she grabbed onto us and wouldn’t let go. Wouldn’t let me go. She needed someone, and I was it.
When Patrick left the Springworks nightclub, he had ninety spirits bound to him. Ninety of us, going wherever he went, all of us hating him a little bit more every day because we couldn’t get away from him.
But I didn’t feel quite as badly as I usually did, because when we left, Joy came with us. Suddenly, I had a reason to keep going. Somebody had to look after her, after all.
 
A COUPLE OF years after Joy joined us, Patrick got a phone call. It came way too early in the morning, after a night of him drinking way too much, and Joy laughed as he flailed around, trying to grab his phone off the small table beside the bed.
He knocked the bourbon bottle that was next to the phone to the floor, and cursed. It was only half empty, because it was the second bottle from the night before, but he’d forgotten to replace the lid, and it spilled all over the stained carpet.
“Jesus,” he muttered, and reached again for the phone. Somehow, he managed to flick it half way across the motel room, where it continued to ring.
“Damn,” he said, and lurched to his feet, kicking the bourbon bottle and stubbing his toe. “Damn!”
I figured he’d give up and drop back down on the bed, but he didn’t. He stumbled over to the phone, bent to retrieve it, and gagged. Pulled himself together, and held it to his ear.
“Yeah?” he said.
Whoever was on the other end talked for a long time. Patrick picked up the bourbon bottle and held it to the sliver of light screaming past the edge of the blackout curtains. He snorted and shook his head, probably because there was only an inch left in the bottom.
“I guess,” he said, as he set the bottle down on the top of the old-fashioned CRV TV squatting on the dresser. “What’re you paying?”
Whoever was on the other end of the line said something, and his eyes finally snapped open. They had his attention.
“Maybe I can help you out,” he said. “When do you need me?”
He frowned and shook his head. “I can’t get there tomorrow. I’m in Winnipeg, in the middle of a job. Give me one more day.”
Whoever he was talking to obviously said yes, because he half-smiled and nodded gingerly. “Great,” he said. “That sounds great. I’ll see you in two days.”
He ended the call and lurched to the bed. “Edmonton again,” he muttered. “What the hell’s going on in that town?”
He crawled back into his bed and pulled the covers over his head. Soon he was snoring. I looked at Joy.
“Looks like you’re going home,” I said.
“Can I see Mommy?” Joy asked.
I shrugged. “We’ll see, little girl.”
That was enough for her, and she settled. Then we all waited for Patrick to wake up.
Looked like we were going back to Edmonton. Maybe there, this horror show would finally end.
 
 



Stage One
 
Meeting the Haunted
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Marie: It Just Isn’t Going to Happen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IT FELT LIKE my luck changed for the better when I finally got out of Alberta Hospital with a clean bill of mental health the month before.
James Lavall, my boss and a whole lot more, was glad to have me back at work, because he could barely keep up with all the new business rolling into the Jimmy Lavall Detective Agency.
Most of that new business entailed people supremely disappointed with the direction their marriages had taken. They wanted James to help them prove, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that their lifemates were a real problem so they could file for divorce and clean the aforementioned lifemate out, financially and in all other ways.
Dissolving marriages. That was how we kept the lights on at the Jimmy Lavall Detective Agency.
Luckily, my ability to see ghosts was starting to help keep the lights on, too. Ever since I’d been released after my thankfully brief “evaluation period” to determine if my ability to see and interact with ghosts was just some terrible chemical interaction in my brain, the website James had developed for me had been giving me leads—good leads—to the haunted and the grief-stricken in the Edmonton area. And those leads had led to some pretty decent paydays.
I wasn’t quite ready to move out of my best friend Jasmine’s basement yet, but things were finally looking up.
 
THE PHONE ON my desk rang. I glanced at the call display, and sighed. It was Ellis Wheeler again. Third time this week.
“That for me?” James Lavall called from his office.
“Nope,” I said. “It’s for me.”
“You going to answer it?” he asked.
“I haven’t decided yet,” I said.
“It’s Wheeler, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” I replied. “It is.”
“Why don’t you let me deal with him?” James asked. “I can get rid of him, easy as pie.”
“He’s my problem,” I said. “I’ll handle him.”
I’d done a stupid thing after I’d been released from the hospital. I’d decided it was time that the whole world knew that I could see and interact with ghosts, so I told Ellis Wheeler I would go on his late-night talk show and prove it.
Ellis Wheeler was a bit of a shock jock, TV version. Every Thursday night at midnight, he loaded his talk show with the weird and wild, and apparently that summer, Andrew Westwood and I were his favourite topics.
For about a minute after I got out of Alberta Hospital, I honestly thought that going on TV and admitting my abilities to everyone who watched that show was a good idea. But then I had a second thought, and a third, and I realized that going on TV—and that show specifically—was a terrible idea. Probably the worst idea I’d ever had.
I’d told Wheeler I was no longer interested, but that didn’t stop him from calling me, continuously. I had the feeling he’d built his summer season around me, my abilities, and what had happened at the ball diamond the month before.
Wheeler had already spent a lot of airtime dealing with Andrew Westwood and what had happened to him that dark night at Diamond Two at John Fry Park. What he wanted me to do was have me tell my version of the story.
That night, Andrew Westwood had attacked me, much as he liked to make everyone believe otherwise. And then, he had been attacked. But it wasn’t me who had attacked him. He’d been attacked by ghosts. Actual, pissed off ghosts.
They were protecting me, true, but there was a bigger reason they’d gone after him. Forty years before, he’d killed Karen Dubinsky and buried her at that diamond, and the ghosts all knew about it. They also knew that he’d killed her for no other reason than she’d said she didn’t want to screw around with him anymore, because she’d found out he was married.
Karen Dubinsky’s ghost, who had been trapped at the ball diamond until I met her, and who was now sitting at the window of the Jimmy Lavall Detective Agency, turned and stared at me like she knew I was thinking about her and her situation.
“After you take that phone call and tell that idiot, one more time, you aren’t doing his stupid show, are we going out to the ball diamond?” she asked. “Those poltergeists aren’t going to stop themselves.”
The poltergeists Karen was talking about were from her dead softball team. They had worked out a way to interact with the living side of the veil, and most of them were very much into revenge, which made them dangerous. They were the ones who had attacked Andrew, and then they’d gone out into the living world, in order to take revenge on others. Many of the ones they attacked had hurt—or killed—someone on the dead ball team. But some hadn’t. It looked like the poltergeists from Karen’s ball team were branching out.
Luckily, I’d found most of them, and convinced them, with Karen’s help, to stop the revenge beatings and killings and move on to the next plane of existence. There were just two poltergeists left to move on, but both of them seemed to be intent on sticking around and cleaning up Edmonton, one crappy boyfriend or husband at a time.
Still, I was confident I’d be able to convince them to move on to the next plane of existence and leave the rest of us alone. The biggest problem was, it couldn’t be during office hours. I had a job to do, after all. Receptionist slash secretary for the Jimmy Lavall Detective Agency.
Plus, I had a client of my own to visit this morning. A paying client.
“I can’t go right now,” I said to Karen.
“But there might be a game,” she said. “Maybe.”
Since all the poltergeist activity had started, Karen’s dead softball team had stopped coming to the diamond, which meant that, on top of everything else, she wasn’t able to play ball anymore.
“Sorry,” I said.
Before she could respond, I picked up the receiver and took Ellis’s call. He started shrieking at me almost immediately.
“Ellis, you have to quit calling me,” I said, even though he was yelling so loudly I wasn’t sure he could hear me. “For the last time, I’m not coming on your show.”
When he started screeching about breach of contract and suing me—even though I hadn’t signed a contract—I’d had enough.
“I said no, Ellis,” I snapped. “Sue me if you think it’s going to help. We’re done.”
I slammed the phone down, hoping that would make Karen feel a little bit better. Didn’t seem to help her, but it did help me.
 
SOCCER MOM PHYLLIS Miller was adamant that I find the ghost she was convinced was hiding in her daughter Estelle’s bedroom, and then get rid of it before Estelle finished school for the day.
“Estelle is delicate,” she said. “She needs her own space back.”
Phyllis was right. There was a ghost in Estelle’s bedroom, hiding under the bed. He was terrified of Phyllis and quite willing to move on. He just didn’t know how. So, I helped him and then I went back to the office.
I parked in the back lot beside James’s Volvo, and walked inside the office building. It was just as hot in the hallway leading to the stairs as it was outside, because, surprise surprise, there was no air conditioning in the old building. I could hear a phone ringing somewhere above me as I hit the stairs. It stopped, and then started again. Somebody was having a busy day.
I started up the stairs, and Karen appeared beside me. “You better hurry,” she said. “He’s going crazy.”
“Sure, sure,” I said. The phone rang. I finally got to the top of the stairs and stopped for a second, covered in sweat. Then the phone rang again and I realized the sound was coming from our office.
That phone was ringing off the hook.
“See?” Karen said. “Get in there. He’s losing it.”
I threw the door open and found James seated at my little receptionist desk, small pieces of paper littering the top of the surface in front of him. He didn’t look up at me. Just kept saying “Uh-huh,” over and over, and scribbling down frantic notes. “She’ll get back to you soon,” he said, and hung up the phone.
“So how’s it going?” I asked.
He didn’t answer me. Just hit another button on the phone. “Thank you for holding,” he said. “How can I help you?”
I was actually quite impressed with his phone skills. He sounded pretty chipper, even though thunderclouds had formed on his brow.
He scribbled on a fresh sheet of paper, said, “She’ll call you back as soon as she can,” and finally hung up the phone for good.
“I told you to let it go to voicemail when I’m not here,” I said. “Remember?”
“You were gone a long time,” he said. “And it wouldn’t stop ringing.” He gestured at the pile of paper on the desk. “I was just trying to help.”
“There were that many phone calls?” I asked, stupidly. There were at least fifteen small pink sheets, all covered in James’s writing.
“Yep,” he said. “Most of them are for you. Did Wheeler talk about you on his show last night?”
“I don’t know,” I replied. I sat down and began to clean up the pink flurry of papers strewn across my desk.
“He must have,” James said. “This always happens when he does.”
“That would explain the phone call from him this morning, too,” I said, and frowned. “What do you think he could have been talking about? That story is nearly a month old.”
“No clue,” James said. “Maybe it’s time you start watching it. Just to keep up.”
“Not a chance,” I said. I shook my head and James almost smiled.
“Are you really back to stay?” he asked. “I gotta go. I have my own work to do, you know.” He tossed the pen he was holding down on the desk and stood.
“Yeah, I’m really back,” I said. “Next time, just let it go to voicemail. Please.”
“I just couldn’t,” he said. “The ringing—it was driving me crazy. You know?”
“I know,” I said, and smiled at him. “Don’t worry. I’ll handle it.”
The phone rang again, and I scooped it up, smiling brightly. “Jimmy Lavall Detective Agency,” I said. “How can I help you?”
It was for me.
“Good luck,” James said. “You’re going to need it.” Then he was gone.
I took down the details of a possible haunting on the north side of town. The guy—a Glen Williams—sounded pretty shaken, but then almost everyone who called about ghosts sounded that way.
“Don’t worry, Mr. Williams,” I said. “I’ll get there—”
Then I looked down at the drifts of pink paper on the top of my desk.
“I’ll call you later this afternoon to set up an appointment,” I said, and scribbled down his contact information. Then I hung up and stared at the sheets of paper.
“So, when are we getting back to the diamond?” Karen asked. “After you help all these other people?”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “You’re top of my list. Honestly.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it,” she muttered.
The phone rang again, and she snorted in disgust.
“I promise we’ll go tonight,” I said. Then I picked up the receiver, and contacted another person in the city who was convinced they were having problems with a ghost.
 



 
 
Ruby: The Bluebird Motel
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE BLUEBIRD MOTEL on the south edge of Edmonton was a real dive. One of those pay-by-the-hour places that still allowed smoking in some of the rooms. I didn’t know why Patrick usually picked those kinds of places, but he did. Anything to save a buck, he said, but he usually spent the first night cleaning the room himself. I personally thought it made him feel better, even though he usually drank himself to sleep every night and wouldn’t have noticed how bad the room was.
The room was small and felt even more crowded than usual. So much so that I looked around to see if we’d picked up more passengers. I didn’t see anyone new, though.
Patrick had the TV on, tuned to one of his favourites, a nature program. It was about black bears this time. He wasn’t watching the television, though. He was hunched over his portable computer, working.
I glanced over his shoulder, and it looked like he was writing about another psychic.
Marie Jenner, twenty-five. Born in Fort McMurray, Alberta. Mother Sylvie, father, Miles. Looked like the mother could see ghosts, too, and I felt a small flutter of hope. Maybe this was the one.
Patrick’s phone chirped, and he put it on speaker so he could keep typing. “Yes?” he said.
“Hi!” A male voice, badly distorted. “Ellis Wheeler here. How you doing? All settled in?”
“I’m fine,” Patrick said. “Thanks for the background info on Jenner. Looks like you got a real winner here.”
“You think?”
“Absolutely,” Patrick said. “Sounds like she’s pretty good at what she does. Even convinced her psychiatrist she can see ghosts.” He snorted unamused laughter. “This is going to destroy that psychiatrist’s reputation.”
“So, you think Marie Jenner is a fake?” Wheeler said.
“They always are,” Patrick replied. “I’m going to her office and have a little chat with her. I’ll test her then.”
There was a short pause from Wheeler. “But what if she recognizes you?” he finally asked. “You have all those books out. Surely she would have heard of you.”
Patrick waved his hand dismissively, and it caused the ghosts closest to him to undulate like seaweed in a strong current. “Charlatans like her don’t care about people like me,” he said. “They don’t think they’ll ever get caught. That’s part of the fun. Seeing the look on their faces when I pull their game apart.”
“But you’re not going to do that at her office, are you?” Wheeler asked. He sounded anxious. “I think I’ve got the go ahead for a showdown between you two, live on air, next week. Wouldn’t want you to screw that up.”
“I understand,” Patrick said. He rolled his eyes. “I understand completely. Don’t worry. She won’t know who I am.”
Sharon from Kentucky waded through the ghosts to me. “This girl he’s talking about,” she said. “Do you think she’ll be the real deal?”
“I doubt it,” I said. “But we’ll find out soon enough.”
I figured there wasn’t much chance of him actually finding a real psychic, but Sharon was newish and hadn’t had the hope beaten out of her like so many of the rest of us had. I’d leave her with her hope, but I wouldn’t let my own get too high. Not again. Not yet.
 
 



 
Marie: The Poltergeists Are Back at It
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NORMALLY, I WENT through the newspaper first thing in the morning to check the obits and to find out if anyone had been murdered, but I didn’t have the chance to look at it until after the flurry of afternoon phone calls had subsided. That was when I found the article about another beating in the city.
Not a killing, this time. A beating. Just like Andrew Westwood.
I recognized the last name of the guy who had been beaten. It was Danworth, which was also the last name of Rita, the ghost from the ball diamond who’d been so proud of moving a tea cup. She’d been the one to help the rest of the spirits learn how to touch the living side of the veil. She was also one of the last poltergeists left on Karen’s list.
I knew if I didn’t do something about her and her friend, it wasn’t just Karen who would lose it on me. Sergeant Sylvia Worth was also going to really get in my face. She knew about the poltergeist connection and was just as anxious as Karen for all the mayhem to stop.
You’d think they’d be impressed that I’d managed to move most of the poltergeists on, but nope. It was an all-or-nothing situation for both of them.
“This is so much BS,” I said, and rattled the paper. “Rita got her husband, this time.”
“I told you she wasn’t going to stop on her own,” Karen said, from her spot by the window. “Didn’t I tell you?”
“Yes, you did,” I sighed.
“So, you’re going to go out to the diamond?” she asked.
“Tonight,” I said. “I already said it would be tonight.”
“You’re not doing anything right now,” she said. “Why can’t we go now?”
“Ain’t going to happen,” I said. “James needs me.”
“I need you!” she yelled, then closed her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t know why I keep trying.”
“I’ll go tonight,” I said. “But we have to keep the lights on here.”
She glared at me for a long moment. “Just forget it,” she said. “Don’t bother.”
“No,” I said. “We’re going to get this done. Promise.” I jerked my thumb at the door to James’s office. “I’ll even get him to come along. For backup.”
James had come back an hour before and was puttering around in his office. “Any chance we can head to the ball diamond after work?” I called to him. “I’d like to try catching those two last poltergeists again.”
“You’ve been there thirteen times,” he yelled back. “What makes you think it’ll be any different this time?”
“I have a good feeling,” I said, even though I didn’t. “And Karen’s getting restive. I have to try something.”
“Restive!” he yelled. “Good word!”
“Restive?” Karen said, and rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”
“Thank you,” I replied to James. “So, you want to come?”
“Sure,” he said. “You come with me for my surveillance job, and then I’ll go with you to the ball diamond. You going to stay over after?”
I’d been doing a lot of that, lately. His place was quiet and clean—much cleaner than my little hidey-hole in the basement of my best friend Jasmine’s place, anyhow—and he always made me breakfast in the morning.
“I’d love to,” I said, and turned to Karen. “See? We’re going to go. But work first. And James is coming.”
“Big help he’ll be,” she snapped. “Can’t even see ghosts, much less stop poltergeists. What’s he going to do?”
I was going to give her the gears, but I saw that she’d lost a lot of her colour. “What’s wrong?” I asked.
“I really think we should go now,” she said. “Then it’ll all be done.” She darkened even further, and I realized that she was frightened.
“Why don’t you want to wait until tonight?” I asked. “What, are you suddenly afraid of the dark—”
“I’m not afraid of the dark!” she yelled. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” I said. “But you look scared—”
“It’s just,” she started, then shook her head and walked away from me. “Never mind,” she sighed.
“What are you so afraid of? The poltergeists won’t hurt you. If anything, James is in more danger than you are—”
“That’s not it,” she said. “It’s just—when will Andrew get out of the hospital? It has to be soon, right? What if he comes back to the diamond? What if he starts watching the games again? What if—”
Oh.
“He won’t be coming back to the diamond,” I said. “When he gets out of the hospital, he’ll go to prison for the next twenty-five years.” I smiled at her. “There’s nothing for you to worry about.”
“But what if Joanne and Rita go after him?” Karen whispered. “And kill him? That will be on me. I don’t want revenge, anymore. I just want justice.”
I walked into her aura, so she could take strength from me. “I won’t let that happen, Karen,” I said. “I’ll stop them. And with any luck, it’ll be tonight.”
I heard footsteps in the hallway outside the office. “Looks like we’re going to get more work,” I said.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Karen snapped. “Blow them off. You have to take care of business. My business.”
“This is my day job,” I said. “Get over it.”
I went back to my desk and slapped my receptionist smile on my face as the footsteps stopped in front of our door. The doorknob slowly turned, and through the frosted glass of the door, I could see glowing. It got so bright I couldn’t look without squinting. What the hell?
“You see this?” I asked Karen, and pointed. “Do those look like ghosts to you?”
She gasped. “Maybe it’s Rita and Joanne,” she said. “How would they have found you? Found us?”
“It can’t be them,” I said. “They don’t know where the office is.”
The door opened, and a man walked into the office. He was surrounded by ghosts, so many of them I couldn’t even begin to count. I did not recognize him. Heck, it was hard to even see him through the writhing spirit mass.
“What the heck is going on here?” Karen asked.
A fair question, to my mind. I’d never seen anything like this before in my life and I felt my receptionist smile fade. Something told me that he was not here to see James.
 



 
 
 
Ruby: Testing the Psychic
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE BUILDING PATRICK took us to in downtown Edmonton was small and weather-beaten. The office on the second floor, where we finally ended up, was small and weather-beaten, too. Whoever this Marie person was, she wasn’t successful.
Joy clung to me, afraid she was going to get lost in the crush. I didn’t blame her. There wasn’t enough room, and I wished there was some way to get away from everyone, even if it was for just a few minutes. It would have been so nice to stand outside and just watch the downtown traffic or something, but there was no way for me—for any of us—to do that. He had us trapped. Stuck to him, like glue.
A dark-haired girl sat at a little desk in the middle of the reception area. I knew that Patrick was here to see someone named Marie Jenner, and figured she was Marie.
“There she is,” I said to Joy, and pointed. “That’s the girl Patrick’s going to test.”
“Is she going to get everybody home?” Joy asked, and started jumping up and down excitedly, just like she did every time Patrick tested a psychic. “Can I see Mommy and Daddy?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Just be quiet, so we can hear.”
She calmed, but the rest of the ghosts started making even more noise. All the usual “oohing” and “aahing” a person would expect from a room full of ghosts made it even harder to hear what was being said at the front of the room.
“He called himself George Zola again,” Deborah, who died in Toronto, said. “I hate that name. Don’t you?”
I hated all the fake names he used. As far as I could tell, no one knew his real name anymore—he was yesterday’s news—so him using aliases was just a waste of time.
“That’s not his name!” I yelled to Marie. “His name is Patrick Whitecroft!” I grinned at Deborah. “Let’s see what she does with that.”
“If she can actually hear us,” she replied. Then she smiled. “Remember the time he forgot what name he’d used? We were in Butte, I think.”
“Yeah, that was a good one,” I said. “He got himself thrown out. He deserved that.”
“Even though that psychic was another fake.”
“Yeah,” I said. They’d all been fakes. Every last one of them.
“Didn’t we pick up Renate and Francis from that place?” she asked.
“Could be,” I said, even though I couldn’t actually remember if any ghosts had been hanging around with that particular fake psychic. “What’s he saying now?”
Deborah was silent for a moment, straining to hear over the constant noise from the rest of the ghosts in the room. “I think he said he wants to ask her a few questions,” she finally said. “The usual.”
“So she didn’t quiz him about his name,” I said, disappointed.
“Maybe she didn’t hear you,” Deborah said. “It’s really loud in here.”
“Maybe,” I said. I wasn’t holding my breath, though. We’d been through this too many times before.
A commotion started at the front of the room. Someone—not Marie—was yelling for quiet.
Sharon frowned. “Who is that?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I wish everyone would shut the hell up for just a second.”
“That would be nice,” she replied. “But I don’t think it’s going to happen anytime soon.”
The ghosts began to sway and flutter, like someone had opened a window somewhere. Cries of protest wafted through the horde.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Be quiet!” someone from the front called. “She’s trying to speak to us!”
“Who is?” I asked.
“A spirit,” someone said. “There’s a spirit in the office, with the living girl.”
“Oh goodie,” Joy said, and clapped excitedly. “Another friend.”
This bit of information had the opposite effect on the rest of us. Everyone was disappointed. If there was a spirit hanging around Marie, it probably meant Marie didn’t know she was there and was another fake. After all, wouldn’t any self-respecting psychic help a spirit?
I personally always felt a small pinch of hope when Patrick found someone with no ghosts, but Joy looked up at me entreatingly.
“Let’s go meet her,” she said. So we did.
 



 
Marie: Not Quite the Kind of Client I Was Looking For
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“HOW CAN I help you?” I said to the man who looked like was absolutely drowning in ghosts. It was hard not to yell, because the ghosts were loud. Some were crying, some were screaming, and the rest of them were talking. All at once.
“My name is George Zola,” the living man at the centre of all the craziness said. “And I hear you have the ability to contact the spirit world.”
“That’s not his name. He’s Patrick Whitecroft,” one of the ghosts, way at the back, called.
“Who said that?” Karen asked, but none of the ghosts responded.
I wondered if they could even hear her. Maybe they couldn’t see the other ghosts. Maybe they were trapped, somehow. I wasn’t sure what I could do with that, then realized that Patrick or George or whatever his name was, was staring at me expectantly. I tried to remember what he’d asked. Ah, right. Ability to contact spirits.
“I do,” I said. “Do you have a particular spirit you’d like me to contact?” I guessed that the ghost he wanted to talk to was probably already in the room with him, and he just didn’t realize. But what about the rest of them?
Karen waved her arms at the throng. “Please,” she said. “You have to be quiet.”
The noise level in the office went up by ten decibels as the ghosts realized there was another of their kind in the office. Looked like they could see her, which relieved me.
“I’ll try to find out what’s going on,” Karen said, and pushed herself into the throng.
“I have a couple of questions,” Patrick slash George said. He pulled a small notebook from his jacket pocket and unclipped a fountain pen from its coil wired back.
“Certainly,” I said.
“He’s going to test her,” one of the ghosts at the front of the throng said. “Bet she fails.”
“I’m not taking that bet. They all fail,” another of the ghosts said. “Think he’ll make it quick this time? This place is small, and I’m claustrophobic.”
“Not a chance,” another of them said. “He’ll take his time. He lives for this crap.”
Testing me? Why would he be testing me? I looked at the living man. “What do you want to know?” I asked.
He stared at me silently as he ever so slowly unscrewed the lid for his fountain pen. He placed it on my desktop and touched the nib of the pen to a page in the notebook.
“How do you contact the spirits?” he asked. He stared at me expectantly, and I tried not to smile as I noticed that every ghost around him did exactly the same thing.
“I don’t,” I said. “Not usually.”
He frowned. Muttering started somewhere at the back of the horde of ghosts. “What the hell did she mean by that?” someone asked.
They all seemed to have a theory, and so many of them yelled them out that I couldn’t hear a thing that Patrick slash George was saying.
The door that led to the hallway opened—and then I saw James.
He’d come back from walking Millie, the dog he’d acquired from my mother. Poor Millie wasn’t handling all the ghosts wandering around in the office and the hallway very well at all. She quivered and quaked in James’s arms and did not want James to put her down.
“Just hold her, James,” I said. “Things are a bit—unusual here at the moment.”
Patrick turned and glared at James. “Who is this?” he asked.
Before I could answer, James walked through the ghosts, one hand extended to Patrick. He did his best to ignore Millie, who was rapidly turning into a snapping, growling wreck in his arms.
“I’m James Lavall,” he said. “Owner of the Jimmy Lavall Detective Agency. And you are?”
I felt a brief moment of panic when I couldn’t remember the fake name Patrick had given me, but Patrick took James’s hand readily enough, and shook it enthusiastically.
“George Zola,” he said. “And I’m here to speak to her.” He turned and pointed at me. “That’s all right, isn’t it?”
James’s smile cooled appreciably. “If it’s all right with Marie,” he said. “Then I guess it’s all right with me.” He looked at me. “Is it?”
“Yeah, it’s fine,” I said. “George just wants to talk to me about being able to see ghosts. Don’t you, George?”
“Mr. Zola,” Patrick said, shortly. “If you don’t mind.”
“Sorry,” I said.
“I like to keep business relationships professional,” he replied. “None of that first name business. Can I continue with my questions?”
“Of course,” I said.
“I’ll just be over here,” James said. “Pouring myself a cup of coffee. Anyone else want one?”
“No,” Patrick said, sharply. I smiled and shook my head, and then watched as James waded through the throng of ghosts to the coffee maker at the back of the office. Millie did her best to climb up on James’s shoulder, and I couldn’t really blame her. It would have been disconcerting to have been dragged through so many spirits, no doubt about it.
“Your questions,” I said, finally turning my attention back to Patrick.
“If you don’t have a way to contact the spirits,” he said. “How do you determine if there is actually a spirit present?”
“I didn’t say I didn’t have a way to contact the spirits,” I said. “I said that usually I’m not the one to contact them. Usually, they talk to me, first.” I glanced around the room, and then back to him. “Unless there are too many to deal with all at once.”
He frowned, but every ghost in the place leaned forward and stared at me. The silence was total, until I heard Millie snarl and nip James.
“What the heck is wrong with this dog?” he cried.
“There are ghosts in the room,” I said shortly. “Freaking her out.”
“Ghosts?” James asked.
“Ghosts?” Patrick asked. “Are you telling me there are spirits in this room? Multiple spirits? In this room?”
“Is Karen here?” James asked.
“Yes,” I said. “She’s here somewhere. I can’t see her right now, but she’s here.”
Patrick whirled and stared at James. “Who is Karen?”
“Karen Dubinsky,” James said shortly. “She’s taken to hanging around the office.”
“Karen Dubinsky?” Patrick asked. “Didn’t Karen Dubinsky die forty years ago?”
“She did,” James said. Millie writhed in his arms, and he struggled to hold her.
“But you’re saying she’s here, now?” Patrick asked.
“Yeah,” James said. Millie almost escaped, and when James clamped his arms around her, she gave up and howled mournfully until James wrapped his fingers around her little muzzle to shut her up.
“How can you be sure that the spirit of Karen Dubinsky is in the room?” Patrick asked James. “Can you see ghosts?”
James shrugged. “Not me,” he said. “She’s the ghost seer, aren’t you, Marie?”
“That’s me,” I said.
“Interesting,” Patrick said. He finally scratched something down in his notebook, and I could see a large blue blotch of ink where the nib of his pen had been pressing. “And you are sure that this Karen is—”
“Karen Dubinsky?” I said. “Yes, I am. She’s been staying with us for a while now. But it sounds like you already know all about her. Want to tell us who you are, Mr. Zola?”
Patrick didn’t react beyond scratching words down in his little notebook. “You mentioned multiple spirits,” he asked, without looking up. “Who else do you believe is here with you?”
“I don’t know their names,” I said shortly. “But there are a bunch of them, and they all came in with you.”
Patrick smiled at me snidely as the room erupted. All the ghosts surged forward, and I had to use a trick my mother taught me to keep spirits from invading my space. “Wings of steel,” I whispered. “Wings of steel.”
Patrick gave me an odd look, but the mantra worked. The horde stayed on the far side of the desk, where they belonged. But it didn’t stop them from yelling.
“I’m Deborah!” one called.
“I’m Renate!” called another.
“I’m Sarah Wilson,” called a third. “Please help me! I want to go home!”
“Ask him about Nolan,” came a little voice from the back of the room.
“Who?” I asked.
“Who what?” Patrick asked.
“They’re talking to me all at once,” I said. “It’s hard to decipher what they’re saying.”
His pen scratched on the notebook paper as the noise in the room got louder. Then good old Millie added her voice to the cacophony. She’d obviously hit her limit and was howling her little heart out around James’s fingers.
“Take Millie to your office,” I said to James. “It’s getting really loud in here.”
He nodded and went to his office. Put the little dog, still howling, inside, and shut the door, but stayed in the reception area with me. I could still hear her through the door and felt a moment of sympathy for her.
“I found somebody who died in Edmonton,” Karen called. “She wants to talk to you,” She sounded like she was still near the back of the throng, but I saw the ghosts waver, and through them, I could finally see her.
“Let her through,” I said, speaking past Patrick to the ghosts. “Please.”
Well, that had the exact opposite effect I was hoping for. The ghosts stared at me, and then, as one, they began to yell and surged forward, surrounding my desk so that it was nearly impossible for Karen to get through.
“Out of my way!” she cried, and they reluctantly separated, letting her—and two other ghosts—to my desk.
One of them was old. I guessed mid-sixties, but she looked like she’d been through the mill before she died. Her face was covered in gruesome bruises, and one of her arms was twisted, as though it had been broken shortly before she died.
The other ghost was just little, no more than five or six, and I noticed both of them did their best to stay as far away from Patrick as they could.
Hmm. That was interesting.
“My name’s Marie,” I said to them and smiled.
“I know your name.” Patrick looked up from his notebook, and I saw that he’d covered at least half a page in indecipherable script. “What is wrong with you?”
I ignored him and concentrated on the ghosts who were standing beside him. “Can you tell me what’s going on here?”
Both of them stared at me as though dumbstruck. “You can actually see us?” the older one said. “Karen said you could, but I—I didn’t know if I could believe her or not.” She looked down at the little girl in a muddy old-fashioned dress. “Can you believe it, Joy?” she said. “She can see us!”
“You’ll take me to see my Mommy,” Joy said at the same time.
I smiled down at her. “If I can.”
“She’s going to help all of us,” the old woman said. “Aren’t you?”
“If I can,” I repeated. I hooked my thumb at Patrick, who was staring at me like I’d lost my mind. “There sure are a lot of you,” I said. “What are you doing with him?”
“It’s a long story,” she said. “And I don’t think he’s going to give you enough time to hear it all. He’s testing you, you see.”
“I heard,” I said. I glanced at Patrick. “Why are you testing me?”
“I wouldn’t call it testing, exactly,” he said, and I noticed that he looked just a little bit afraid. “I just want to make sure that you can, in fact, see the spirits of the dead.”
“He’s testing you,” the old woman repeated. “Don’t let him fool you.”
“He doesn’t know you’re here, does he?” I said.
Patrick frowned. “What are you talking about?”
I ignored him and concentrated on the ghosts. “Does he?”
“He doesn’t have a clue,” the old ghost said. “And all of us are stuck to him. It’s a bad situation, Marie. Will you help us?”
Before I could answer her, Joy, the little ghost spoke up. “Ask him about Nolan.” Then she looked at the old ghost, as though for approval.
“Don’t!” the old ghost gasped.
“But Francis already asked,” Joy said. “Besides, we always ask that question. Don’t we?”
“Not this time, Joy. Marie here, she can see us. We don’t joke around about Nolan now. She can actually see us.”
“Who’s Nolan?” I asked.
Patrick gasped and dropped his pen. Stared at me, his face losing so much colour he could have been mistaken for a spirit, if I hadn’t known better.
“Why did you say that name?” he whispered.
“The ghosts who came in with you mentioned it,” I said. “Why? Do you know someone named Nolan?”
His face slapped shut and he glared at me. “So, you’re just playing with me,” he sneered. “You knew who I was before I got here, didn’t you? Did that idiot Wheeler call you? Tell you that I was coming or something?”
“No one told me you were coming and I don’t have a clue who you are,” I said. “I just know that you have a bunch of ghosts attached to you, and they want help. Maybe even Nolan is here somewhere, whoever he is. Since you can’t see any of them, my guess is he’s been with you from the beginning. I can help you with that, if you want. Patrick.”
I don’t know why I used his real name, but Patrick went ballistic.
“Someone told you I was coming,” he said. He bent and picked up his fountain pen. Grabbed the lid from my desktop and slapped it on the pen. Rammed it into his pocket, with the notebook. “That’s all that proves. You’re a charlatan, just like the rest of them. It doesn’t matter if you know who I am. I’m going to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt to the rest of the world that you’re as much a fake as every other psychic I’ve talked to.”
He turned toward the door, and I grabbed a sheet of paper. “Tell me your names,” I said to the ghosts Karen had brought to me. “Quickly. Before he leaves.”
“My name’s Ruby Packer, from El Reno, Oklahoma,” the old woman said. She pointed to the little girl in the muddy dress. “And this is Joy Peters. She’s from here.” She smiled. “Well, not this building, but from Edmonton. We found her in the Springworks night club a few years ago. You know it?”
“No,” I said. “Can you give me dates for your deaths?”
“I died in ’78,” Ruby said. “I don’t know about Joy. She was killed a long time ago, though. Probably the fifties.”
“Killed?” I asked.
“Killed,” she repeated. “I think. She can’t remember much, but something bad happened to her. I’m sure of it.”
I looked down at Joy. “Did someone hurt you?” I asked.
The little girl’s face stilled. “I don’t remember,” she said. “I don’t want to think about it. I want to see my Mommy.”
“Maybe later,” Ruby said, and patted the aura at her shoulder. When she quieted, Ruby stared at me hard. “Can you help us get away from Patrick?”
“I’ll do my best,” I said. Then I looked out at the throng. “Now, the rest of you. Tell me who you are and when you died.”
The ghosts screeched their names and dates of death, and I wrote as quickly as I could until Patrick grabbed the pen from my hand and threw it across the room. “Stop that, charlatan!” he shrieked. “You’re not fooling anybody!”
James did not take kindly to that. He took three huge steps through a number of rather disconcerted ghosts and grabbed Patrick by the back of the jacket. He hauled him to the door, and all the ghosts began to wail in horror.
“Maybe don’t make him leave,” I said, but James was in beast mode by that time, and he didn’t listen to me.
“We don’t throw things in this office,” he said, giving Patrick a little shake. Patrick squeaked like a trapped mouse and scrabbled ineffectively in James’s grip.
“I will charge you with assault,” he said. “If you don’t let me go immediately.”
“He will,” Ruby said. “He doesn’t like being touched.”
“Let him go,” I said to James. “Just let him go. And the rest of you, I’ll find you, and help you, if you want. Trust me.”
“Charlatan!” Patrick screamed, pulling his jacket from James’s grip and throwing the door open. The ghosts swept out behind him, some of them wailing and screaming, but many more of them calling out their names and asking for my help.
I snatched up a different pen and wrote as quickly as I could until finally, the door slammed shut and the room was empty, except for Karen, James, and me. Millie stopped howling, and the office was finally quiet.
“What the heck just happened?” James asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “But that guy’s name is Patrick Whitecroft.”
James’s face spasmed. “I thought he said his name was Zola. George Zola.”
“According to the ghosts, he lied. And I think that Ellis Wheeler had something to do with why he was here.”
“Fantastic,” James said. “Any idea why there were so many ghosts?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “But they’re attached to him, for some reason. And they don’t like it at all. So, they want my help.”
I turned to Karen. “Can you do me a huge favour?” I asked. “Can you find out where they’re going? I need to get the rest of their names, and how they ended up with that guy.”
Karen’s eyes iced. “You have to fix my problem first. Remember?”
“I remember,” I said. “And I will, tonight. Just follow them, please. Find out everything you can. That little girl was from this city. Maybe there’s more. Maybe we can help them move on and get away from that guy.”
She nodded, reluctantly. “That little girl,” she said. “Joy? She looked so sad.”
“Yeah,” I said. “She did. They all did. Please, just help me find out who they are so I can help them.”
She stared at me hard. “If I do this for you, do you promise you’ll help me get rid of the poltergeists?” she asked.
“Promise,” I said. “Meet me at the diamond tonight, and it will finally be over.”
She nodded once and then disappeared. I knew that she’d give me a world of trouble if I didn’t keep that particular promise.
I turned to James. “We need to figure out who Patrick Whitecroft is,” I said. “Because he looks like a troublemaker to me.”
“You think?” James said.
“I know,” I replied. Then I smiled. “But we’re a fantastic team. We’ll be able to figure out who he is and what he’s after and get rid of him, quick as a wink.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Him and all his ghosts.” He glanced at the list I’d written. “These are their names?” he asked.
“Not all of them,” I said. “But we can start with this bunch. I think I’ll ask Sylvia Worth to check out the names and tell us who we’re dealing with.”
“Good plan,” he said. “And I’ll find out everything I can about Patrick Whitecroft for you.”
He threw open the door to his office, then groaned.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“That dog was a lot more frightened than I realized,” he said. “She had an accident.”
He stared down at the small pile of dog poop in the entrance of his office like he was afraid it was going to attack him or something. “And, oh, it stinks.”
He gagged, and I rolled my eyes, reaching for the handy wipes.
“I do this and you do the research,” I said. “Agreed?”
“Agreed,” he said. Then he gagged again, and I pushed him out of the way.
“Go get some fresh air or something,” I said. “I’m not cleaning up after you, too.”
Good grief.
 



 
Ruby: Leaving, but with Karen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WE LEFT THE Jimmy Lavall Detective Agency office and all rammed into Patrick’s rental car as he removed the parking ticket from the windshield wiper and threw it into the back seat. He pulled into traffic, and that was when I saw that Karen was in the car with us.
I was half afraid that Patrick had already worked his magic on Karen, and that she was glued to him the way we were. It always only took once. But Karen had Marie, and Marie was the real deal. She couldn’t be affected by Patrick the way we were. Could she?
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Marie wanted me to find out where you’re staying,” Karen said. “So I figured I’d come with you.”
I frowned. That wasn’t the way it had been for any of us. When we bound to Patrick, it was more like he’d kidnapped us. We hadn’t had any choice in the matter. It sounded like Karen had decided to come with us, voluntarily.
“You can leave Marie?” I asked. “You’re not bound to her?”
Karen frowned. “Of course not,” she said. “I was stuck at the ball diamond, where I died, but Marie figured out a way for me to get away. Then, it was easy. I can go anywhere I want.”
For a second, I felt overwhelmed. It had been so long since I could go where I wanted, when I wanted, I just couldn’t picture it.
I’d thought—hoped—that if Patrick found a real psychic we’d bind to her, and then she’d help us. I never, ever thought about the possibility that we could be free.
“Do you think she could teach us how to do that?” I asked.
“Sure,” Karen said. “All we have to do is figure out a way for her to see you again.” She jerked her thumb in Patrick’s direction. “Any chance he’ll go back to the office?”
“I doubt it,” I said.
The other ghosts started to talk at once, throwing out suggestions for convincing Patrick to see Marie one more time. The noise was overwhelming, made worse by Patrick turning on the stupid radio to some right-wing talk show.
“Please,” I begged. “Everybody, please be quiet so I can talk to Karen. Please.”
Slowly the noise ebbed until all we were dealing with was the radio.
“I could do without that,” Karen said, and reached through the front seat to the dial. She concentrated, and then, somehow, managed to press the button that controlled the radio. She smiled as the grating noise suddenly died.
“There,” she said. “Now I can hear myself think.”
I stared at her. “How did you do that?”
She looked embarrassed, like she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar or something. “It’s just a trick I picked up,” she said. “I can’t really do much more than that.”
“But—but—you touched the other plane,” I said. I watched Patrick frown and press the button. The radio crackled to life, and Karen shut it off again.
“It’s just the radio,” she muttered. “I can’t do much more than that.”
“What the hell?” Patrick said. He turned the radio on again, and again Karen turned it off. Finally, Patrick shook his head, whispered something about a crappy rental car, and gave up. The car remained more or less quiet.
“Can you teach me to do that?” I asked. “Sometimes he leaves the TV on all night, and it’s exhausting.”
All right, so that wasn’t the only reason I was interested in learning how to touch the other plane. If I could learn how to do that, maybe I could figure out a way to make Patrick realize we were there, and maybe I could talk him to going back and talking to Marie, so we could be released.
I knew for a fact that he would not go back and face her again. Not voluntarily. But maybe I could do something about it.
If I could convince Karen to teach me how to do what she could do, I might be able to save us all.
Karen looked at me suspiciously. “Knowing how to move things like that can get you into trouble,” she finally said.
“Trouble how?” I asked.
Karen stared at me, and I could tell I’d somehow stepped over a line. If I didn’t do something, she’d leave, and the last thing I wanted was for her to disappear. We had so much to talk about.
“Never mind,” I said. “I just want to be able to shut off the television, but it doesn’t really matter. I don’t need more trouble.”
“Good,” she said, and relaxed. “Where do you think he’s going?”
“No clue,” I replied. “We just go where he goes. We don’t really keep track.”
“He’s probably going to go to talk to that good-looking guy again,” Deborah said. “The one from the TV station. Either that, or he’s going to drink himself into a coma.” She smiled. “Marie sure shook him up, asking him about Nolan.” She looked around at the packed interior of the car. “Didn’t she?”
“True words,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so upset.”
“Who is Nolan, anyway?” Karen asked.
“He was Patrick’s boyfriend back in the day,” I said. “He died, and Patrick was determined to contact him. That’s how he started this whole business. Because the first psychic he contacted couldn’t find Nolan.”
“How do you know that?” Karen asked.
“I was there,” I said. “He came to see Isabella Sunbeam, from my hometown, and I was with her. She never worked again, after Patrick was finished with her. He made sure of it.”
“So, how did you end up with Patrick?” Karen asked.
“It was his need to find Nolan,” I said. “It was like a great big magnet that sucked me in and bound me to him. I can’t get away from him. None of us can.” I glanced at Karen. “Do you actually think Marie can help us?”
“Probably,” she said. “But she has to help me first.”
“Help you do what?” I asked.
“Stop some of my friends,” she said. “They’ve—gone crazy and they’re hurting the living.”
That definitely got my attention. She wasn’t the only one who could touch the living realm. Maybe if she didn’t want to teach me, her friends could be talked into it. But the uncomfortable look on her face kept me from asking her any more questions. I didn’t want to drive her away.
“That sounds tough,” I said. “We’ll try to keep from getting in the way until she deals with your friends, all right?”
“That would be good,” Karen said, relieved.
Keith Windriver, one of the oldest ghosts next to me, started kicking up a stink about the idea of having to stand in line, but I shut him up, right quick.
“We’ve got some time,” I said. “Patrick’s not going to leave for at least a week, and Marie’s the real deal. She can help us. But she’s got a job to do.”
“Right,” Karen said. “Thank you.”
Maybe Karen didn’t know how to do much more than shut off a radio, but it sounded like her friends could. The trouble was, Karen seemed afraid of them, and that concerned me. I didn’t need trouble. I just needed a way to make contact.
For me, and for Joy. And then, for everybody else. We all needed help, and it looked like Karen knew the right people for that. It felt like she was the key.
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I THREW OPEN all the windows in the office to try to air it out a bit after Patrick and all the ghosts finally left. Having that many ghosts in one room staled the air, as though they had somehow managed to suck all the oxygen out of the room or something. The dog’s accident didn’t help the situation.
The air from outside was hot. Stifling, but it seemed to help with the smell a little bit.
“Thanks for cleaning everything up,” James said. “That was overwhelming.”
“And now you’ll do that research for me and find out who the heck Patrick Whitecroft is?” I asked. “Please?”
“Happy to,” he said. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to see if I can figure out who the ghosts are,” I said. “The ones following Patrick.”
“My guess is, our research is going to dovetail nicely,” he said.
“I think so,” I said. “I’ll contact Sylvia Worth and see if she can tell me anything, from the cop end.”
“Sounds good,” he said. He pointed at Millie, who was lying in her little dog bed by the door, definitely not sleeping. “All right if I leave her here?”
“Just as long as she keeps control of her bowels,” I said. “Because I’m not really interested in cleaning up after her again.”
“I think she should be all right,” James said. “As long as we don’t get overrun by ghosts again.”
“Can’t guarantee anything,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure Patrick won’t be back any time soon.”
“Hope not,” he said, and headed into his office, closing the door.
I stared down at the list I’d written while all the ghosts who were attached to Patrick had called out their names. The first two ghosts had been able to give their full names and where they died. But for the rest, I wasn’t so lucky. First names only, for some of them, and no idea where they’d died.
Sylvia was asleep when I called, so she wasn’t that happy to hear from me.
“You do remember I work nights,” she said.
“It seems you work twenty-four seven,” I replied. “I didn’t realize you were back on the night shift.”
“Well, I am,” she said.
“Sorry,” I said. I knew this was a bad way to start the conversation, but decided to ask her to help me anyhow. She was already awake, after all.
“I have a bit of situation,” I said. “With ghosts.”
“What a surprise,” she replied. Her tone bled disdain. “Does it have anything to do with the last attack?”
I sighed. “I saw something about that in the paper today.”
“Those are your poltergeists,” she said. “Aren’t they? I recognize the last name of the victim.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I think so.” I didn’t want to be sucked into a discussion about the poltergeists. Not with her. Not when I had a favour to ask.
“So, what are you going to do about it?” she asked.
“I’m trying to find them,” I said. “But they haven’t been back to the diamond in a while.”
“Where are they?” she snapped.
“No idea,” I said. “But they’ll be back.” I hoped.
“Do you think you’ll ever be able to convince them to leave or move on, or whatever? They have to be stopped, Marie.”
“I should be able to,” I said. “But first I have to talk to them. I’m going to the diamond tonight.”
“Just promise me you’ll get rid of them.”
“I’ll do my best,” I said. “Really.”
“So, no promise?” she said, nastily.
“Oh, cut me some slack,” I said. “I said I’ll do my best.”
“I’ll take it,” she replied. “Now, tell me why you really called.”
I looked down at the list sitting on my desk in front of me. “I had a visit from a Patrick Whitecroft today.”
“Am I supposed to know who that is?”
“I don’t know. Probably not. The point is he brought ghosts with him. A bunch of them.”
“So, more work for you, I guess,” she said. “What does this have to do with me?”
“Apparently this guy likes to prove that psychics are fakes,” I said. “I think that’s his deal, anyhow. But it looks like he’s figured out a way to pick up ghosts along the way. A lot of them.” I sighed. “The ghosts want my help. They want to move on—or at least get away from Patrick. I need a little help figuring out who they are.”
“And I can help you how?”
“Just figure out where they’re from and when they died,” I said. “How they died would be helpful, too.” She was silent for so long, I thought maybe I’d lost her. “You still there?” I asked.
She sighed. “How many names?”
“Twenty.”
“Seriously?” she asked.
I looked down at my handwritten list. It was actually closer to thirty-five, but that was too many. Even twenty was pushing my luck.
“Or so,” I said. “And I only have first names for a few of them.”
“Seriously?!”
“Yeah,” I said. “Look, I’ll take you out for a nice meal if you help me with this.”
“It had better be a fantastic restaurant,” she said. “Send me the names, and I’ll see what I can do. Is there anything else?”
“Nope,” I said. “That’s about it.”
“Good.” She was silent for a moment, which was always a red flag where Sylvia was concerned.
“Want to tell me what restaurant you want me to take to you to, or something?” I asked, hoping that was all it was.
She still didn’t speak, and I knew it wasn’t about the restaurant. “What’s going on?” I asked.
“I have some news for you,” she said. “Andrew Westwood is finally out of the hospital. He’s in Remand and he’s going to be arraigned tomorrow.”
An involuntary shudder ran through me. “I don’t have to come, do I?”
She laughed. It was not a happy sound. “I think it would be best if you stayed as far away from the courthouse as possible,” she said. “There’s enough of a circus around this guy already.”
“Does that mean you have the DNA results?” I asked. “From Karen’s remains?”
“Not yet,” she said. “But they should come in any time. Then we’ll have him dead to rights.”
“Good,” I said shortly. “That guy deserves to be in jail for the rest of his life for what he did to Karen.”
“And to you,” Sylvia said.
“And to me,” I whispered. “Look, I gotta go.”
“All right,” she said. “Now send me those names. I’ll get back to you as soon as I have anything.”
“Will do,” I said, and hung up the phone.
I should have felt good about talking Sylvia Worth into helping me with my research, but I didn’t. Knowing that Andrew Westwood was out of the hospital and ready for court was distressing. I imagined it was going to be horrible for Karen.
I wished I could figure out a way to convince her to move on before this happened. She didn’t need any more reasons to cling to this plane. She had enough already.
 
JAMES STAYED IN his office for hours, only sticking his head out once, to ask me to cancel his 4:15 meeting.
“Is everything all right?” I asked, but he didn’t answer. Just shook his head and disappeared back inside. That made me really want to know what was going on, so I made a pot of coffee and poured two cups.
“Open up,” I called, and kicked the door of his office with my foot. “I’ve got coffee. I’m coming in.”
I opened the door and set one of the cups in front of him. “What’s going on?” I asked. “What have you found?”
James took the coffee distractedly and sipped it, still staring at his computer screen. I huffed impatiently, and he finally pushed pause and looked at me. “It’s Patrick Whitecroft,” he said. “What in heaven’s name did you get yourself into?”
His words sent a small chill down my back. “What do you mean?”
“This guy,” he said, pointing at the still image of Patrick on the screen. “He’s made it his life’s work to debunk psychics. His life’s work.”
“I guessed as much,” I said. I pulled a chair up beside his and sat. “So what? He’s a professional debunker. Big deal.”
“He actually is a pretty big deal,” James said. “Or he used to be. He’s written books and everything.”
“Books?” I said. “That’s not so bad. I mean, who reads books anymore?”
He glared at me for a moment before turning back to the screen. “I read books,” he said. “You remember that, don’t you?”
“Of course,” I said quickly. Didn’t need to ruffle his feathers any more than I already had, even inadvertently. “But you know what I mean.”
“Yeah, yeah, print is dead, I seem to remember you saying that a time or two before.” He pointed at his computer. “But this guy doesn’t just write books. He’s made videos about debunking psychics. Lots of them.”
He pressed a button and the screen burst to life. Patrick looked at least twenty years younger, and the woman he was interrogating looked like she’d taken fashion tips from Molly Ringwald.
“When was this made?” I asked.
“The time stamp says 1987,” James said. “He’s been at this a long time. Now, watch this.”
He pressed a button, and another video sprang to life. Patrick looked much the same as he had in the first video, just a little rougher around the edges. He also looked like he was half drunk. He was wandering around a deserted restaurant, explaining what ghosts were supposed to be haunting the place.
“He should have cleaned the lens,” James said. “Looks like it’s covered in dust.”
I didn’t answer, but he was right. There were dust motes everywhere on the screen.
“Apparently, this building has been haunted since the 1950s,” Patrick said on the video. “When it was used primarily as a tire and spring shop. Workers complained of cold spots, feelings of dread, the usual. One of them event reported seeing a girl as young as five or six, standing by the back wall of this storage room and crying.”
Patrick waved an electronic tool of some sort in the general direction of the back wall, and then held the tool up so the camera could get a close up shot. It appeared inert.
“I get no readings from that area of the building,” he said. “Now, let’s check the women’s restroom, where most of the recent paranormal activity is supposed to be located.”
He walked out of the kitchen and through the dining room, or maybe lounge. It was hard to tell from the decor, which looked “early eighties strip club”, more than anything else.
“Recently, the activity has increased. Women have complained that they can feel someone watching them. Same with cold spots. The owner told me that he has fielded many complaints about the lack of heat in the washroom over the years. Complaints were even made in the summer, when the outside temperatures could reach the mid-eighties, or even higher.”
He smiled nastily into the camera. “Let’s see if we actually find a spirit in the women’s washroom, shall we?”
“I thought you said he debunked psychics,” I said. “What’s he doing, looking for ghosts?”
“He branched out,” James said.
“Do you know when he made this?”
“Three years ago,” he said.
“And where is this?”
“Edmonton. He’s in the Springworks Club. Over on 95th.” He pressed pause and looked at me. “Ever been there?”
“Never even heard of the place until Ruby mentioned it,” I said. “This is where Joy died. Turn the video back on. Let’s see what he finds.”
“He finds nothing,” James said. “Otherwise he wouldn’t have called it ‘Debunking the Springworks Ghost’, now would he?”
“Just play it,” I said.
Soon James had the video back up and running, and we watched Patrick as he walked around the women’s washroom, waving the electronic tool everywhere.
“Do you have any idea what equipment he’s using?” I asked.
“Looks like a thermometer, maybe,” James said. “Maybe? I don’t know.”
“He’s looking for cold spots,” I muttered. That made as much sense as anything else he was doing. Then I saw something flash across the screen, and I grabbed James by the arm. “Stop it,” I said. “Please.”
Of course, it took forever for James to find the moment I was looking for, and I was getting pretty yelly by the time he did. But I shut up when I watched a spot of light float erratically across the video. It stopped in front of Patrick for a full minute as he spoke at length about insulation voids and improper plumbing, then flew through him to the far stall.
“Did you see that?” I asked.
“That bright spot?” James said.
“Yeah,” I said. “Can you play it once more? And slow it down.”
We watched the video again, at half speed. The bright spot definitely stopped in front of him. When it went through him, Patrick did not react at all.
“There was something there,” I said. “It was probably a spirit. Maybe even the little girl. Joy.”
“Hmm,” James said. “Now that is interesting.”
As we watched, the screen slowly became a snowstorm of light spots and dust motes. Patrick kept talking though it all, as though he didn’t see any of the interference his camera was picking up.
“I wonder if that’s the rest of the spirits Patrick’s carrying around with him,” I said.
“He doesn’t even notice them,” James said.
“But for some reason, they all bond to him,” I said. “I wonder why that happens.”
James shook himself back to life. “If you think you can stand it, you could read the comments,” he said. “It looks like everybody who ever watched the video has a theory about what’s going on.”
“How many comments are there?” I asked.
“For this one? Three hundred and fifty.”
“Read three hundred and fifty comments?” I said, and rolled my eyes. “Pass.”
“All right,” he said. “But I think you should watch one more video.”
“How many are there?” I asked.
“Two hundred,” he replied. “But this one was made just a few months ago.”
He clicked a button, and another video burst to life. Patrick looked much as he had when he stood in our office. In the video he was proving, once more, that the psychic he’d found—in Waterloo, this time—was a fake.
“Look at all the dust motes and light streaks,” James said. “It’s barely watchable. I’m surprised he’d even post the thing. But theories abound, in the comment section.”
“My guess is he can’t get a better video no matter what he tries,” I said. “He probably hasn’t been able to for a long time.”
“Like since the eighties?” James asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Like that.”
James pressed a button, and the video froze on the screen. Patrick yelling, with blobs and motes of light frozen all around him. The psychic he was interrogating looked terrified.
“And he’s after me, now,” I said.
“Looks like,” James said. “So, what do you want to do about it?”
“Do about it?” I asked. “What can I do about it? If this guy wants to come after me, he will. I can’t stop him. Besides, I’m the real deal, so really, what’s the problem?”
“You’re telling me you have nothing to hide?” James asked.
I blinked. “What do you mean?”
“Patrick digs through their lives,” he replied. “He doesn’t just go after the psychic part. He does his best to rip apart their whole lives.”
All right, that sounded nasty. “Are you kidding? Why would he do that?”
“Maybe for kicks?” James said. “I don’t know. All I do know is, it isn’t just him.” He pointed at the frozen screen. “His fans do a lot of his dirty work, too. I found some online chat rooms that deal with him and the psychics he debunks. Those people dig up everything.”
“Like what?”
“The psychic’s history. Family. Tax returns. The whole nine.” James stared at me. “Are you sure you’d be all right with all that?”
“My family?” I whispered. The last thing I needed was some angry old man and his fans digging around in my family’s lives.
“I’ll call my lawyer,” James said. “There might be a way to keep Patrick away from your family. And maybe you can keep your head down until he works his magic. You know, don’t attract any more attention until we get this worked out.”
It was a good idea, but I knew how much more expensive life could get when lawyers got involved. Since this was my problem, it would be on my dime, and my dime was still pretty thin.
“Hold off on the lawyer for a bit,” I said, “I think I can deal with this myself.”
“What can you do?” James asked.
“Well, Patrick said that he knows Ellis,” I replied. “Which means that Ellis probably brought him here. Since I won’t go on his stupid show, it looks like he’s decided to pull out all the stops.” I pulled out Ellis’s business card and stared at it. “Maybe I can convince him to leave me alone.”
“Marie, let me call the lawyer,” James said. “Leave Wheeler alone.”
“James, just let me make the phone call,” I said. And then, before he started to yell, I dialled the number.
I’d put a stop to this foolishness, once and for all.



 
 
Ruby: More of the Same. Or Is It?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PATRICK PULLED THE car up in front of the Global TV station, and most of the ghosts groaned. Personally, I was happy to get out of the car, even if it was to just watch Patrick talk to Ellis Wheeler. It was like being trapped in a ghostly clown car, and I was never good in close quarters.
“Looks like I win,” Keith said as he pulled himself from the throng and stretched. “I knew he’d come here.”
“I’ll make sure you get your prize,” I laughed, but he didn’t smile.
“I don’t know what game you’re playing with Karen, but you better make sure I’m first in line to talk to that Marie chick,” he said, softly. “I’m one of the first who this happened to, and I’m seriously done with this shit.”
“I’m not playing any game,” I said, but all he did was turn away from me and follow Patrick into the building.
I felt Patrick’s pull, same as everybody else, but resisted as much as I was able, until Karen finally made it out of the car and stood beside me.
“Is everything all right?” she asked. “You look upset.”
“Everything’s absolutely fine,” I said. “This is just a quick meeting, I’m sure. Then we’ll be going back to the motel. We can talk there. All night, if you want.”
Patrick entered the building and pulled the rest of us inside with him. “Try to keep up,” I said to Karen. “He’s fast when he wants to be.”
We all scrambled to follow Patrick so we wouldn’t be dragged as he headed straight for Wheeler’s dressing room. He rapped on the door twice, and then entered without waiting for permission.
“You and I need to talk,” he said.
“Did you go see Marie?” Wheeler asked as he swung his chair away from the large mirror. He looked faded and older than he did on television. “Because she has called me twelve times in the past hour.” He smirked. “I haven’t answered once. She can stew.”
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Patrick said. “Did you tell her that I was coming to her office?”
Wheeler looked shocked. “Of course, I didn’t,” he said. “You told me it had to be a cold call. I never told her a thing. Why would you ask me that?”
“She knew my name,” Patrick said. “And she asked me—questions about my life.” He frowned. “If you didn’t warn her that I was coming, who would have?”
“No clue,” Wheeler said.
“Do you trust your staff?”
Wheeler laughed. “I trust them with nothing,” he said. “Which is why I tell them nothing. Nobody knew that you were going to talk to Marie. Trust me.”
Patrick stared at him for a long moment, and then shook his head. “All right,” he said. “But she knew I was going to be there. Somebody had to have told her. Don’t talk to her anymore.”
Wheeler stared down at the list of unanswered calls on the display of his phone, considered, and then nodded. “All right, I won’t. She’s officially off my list, starting now. No big deal. I got you now, don’t I?”
Patrick didn’t answer. Just pulled the pen from his pocket and removed the lid. “Got a computer I can use?” he asked. “I want to show you the interview.”
“A computer?” Wheeler laughed. “What are you, from the Dark Ages? Use the iPad. On the desk.”
Patrick walked over to the desk, pulling wires from his pocket. He attached the wires first to the pen lid, and then to the iPad. The screen sprang to life, and there was Marie. She was talking, but there was no sound.
“What’s going on?” Patrick asked. “Why isn’t there sound?”
“I’ll fix it,” Wheeler said. He grabbed the iPad and did some magic with his finger. A sound bar appeared, set to mute, and he made that disappear, too. Marie’s voice—sounding tinny through the tiny speaker—burst into the room.
The angle of the video was odd, and then I remembered that Patrick had set the pen lid on the desk.
“Why does she keep looking past you?” Wheeler asked.
“She’s pretending to see ghosts,” Patrick said.
“No shit?” Wheeler said, and grinned.
“Wait until you hear the next bit,” Patrick said. He fast-forwarded, and then pressed play. Wheeler watched as chaos erupted in the office and as Marie spoke to me. She almost looked crazy. Like she was speaking to nothing at all.
“Wow,” Wheeler said. “Wow.” Then he frowned. “Why is the video so spotty?”
Patrick clicked his tongue impatiently. “I don’t know,” he said. “Happens all the time. Maybe I need another camera. Don’t get caught up in those details, though. Listen to what she says.”
Wheeler fell silent as Marie kept talking about ghosts. When she grabbed the sheet of paper and started scribbling down names as she called them out, Patrick paused the video. Ellis turned and stared at Patrick.
“What the hell is she doing?” he asked.
“She’s trying to mess with me,” Patrick replied. “Still trying to make me believe that there were ghosts in the room and that they were talking to her.” He shook his head. “She doesn’t fool me, though. Not for a second.”
“She does look like a wing nut, doesn’t she?” Wheeler said.
“Absolutely,” Patrick replied. He reached over, shut off the video, and pulled the wires free.
“Anything else on there?” Ellis asked. “It didn’t look like she was done.”
I almost laughed, because Patrick had stopped the video just before he’d done his own version of wing nut. Guess he didn’t want Ellis seeing that.
“There really isn’t anything more,” he said. Then he grinned. “This is going to be my best book yet. Who else do you have lined up for the show?”
“Westwood’s wife, Dianna, will be on tomorrow,” Wheeler said. “For perspective. She can talk about him, about what a fine, upstanding citizen he was, good husband, father, blah blah. To show the human side of the guy. Oh, and maybe even Karen Dubinsky’s parents.” He shrugged. “I have to keep working on them, but they’d be the cherry on this frigging sundae.”
Karen gasped. “He’s talking about my parents,” she whispered. “My parents.”
“Sounds good,” Patrick said. He carefully disconnected the pen lid from the computer and dropped it into his pocket. “Then what?”
“Well, then it’s your turn,” Wheeler said. “Tonight, you show the video. Then, for the next show, you can talk about all the psychics you’ve debunked over the years, and then, you can prove she’s faking it, on live TV.”
“Sounds great,” Patrick said. “That will give me enough time to get some good background on her. Find out who we’re really dealing with.”
“I got her dad’s number,” Wheeler said. “He wouldn’t talk to me, but you might have better luck.”
“Is he a good interview?” Patrick asked.
“He comes across as a redneck drunk,” Wheeler said. “So, I guess you’d have to decide how good he is.”
“Sounds perfect,” Patrick said and smiled for the first time. “What about the guy she works for? He seems like a hothead. Think I could use him?”
“I don’t know,” Wheeler said. “I didn’t find anything much about him, to be honest. And he’s not the story, is he?”
“I guess not,” Patrick said, but I could tell he was not convinced.
“You better warn Marie that this dick is about to dig into her life big time,” I said to Karen. “It can get uncomfortable for her, if she has any secrets.”
“I’ll let her know,” Karen said. She looked grey and shaky. “And I’m going to tell her about my parents, too.”
“I want to go,” Joy whined. She clung to my legs and stared up into my face. “How much longer are we going to stay here?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Not much longer.”
“Will you sing to me?” she asked. “Just until we go?”
“No,” I said, and sighed when I saw her bottom lip begin to quiver. Sharon from Kentucky saw it too, and began to hum Joy’s song. A few more joined in, and then someone began to sing the words.
“What’s going on?” Karen asked.
“Joy likes this song,” I said. “It helps keep her calm.”
Soon everyone was singing, and Karen smiled. “That’s cute,” she said.
“Yeah,” I replied. “Well, it’s better than her having a tantrum. Trust me.”
As Patrick packed up his stuff and headed out of Wheeler’s dressing room, we followed him, still singing.
Karen was right. It sounded kind of cute.
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JAMES GOT BACK to the office at seven. Millie jumped up from her little bed and threw herself into his arms as he walked through the door like she’d been alone for three days, and of course, he dropped to the floor cross-legged and hugged the hell out of her for what seemed like a half hour before he looked up at me and smiled.
“Our new client is a keeper,” he said. “Her name is Rebecca Jesson, and she’s sure her husband, Ray, is screwing around on her. Wants me to go to the Widmark Motel, Thursday night. She’s sure I’ll catch him in the act. All she needs is pictures.” He grinned. “The lights will stay on one more week at Jimmy Lavall’s. How’d your day go?”
“The phone didn’t stop ringing,” I said. “And don’t feed the dog. I already did.”
“Any chance some of those phone calls were for me?” he asked. He scratched Millie under the chin, and her eyes slid half shut in mock ecstasy.
“Three of them,” I said.
“Divorces?” he asked.
“Yep.”
He shrugged. “They’ll pay the bills. Until your windfall starts to come in, anyhow.”
He looked at me, and Millie reached up with her paw and touched his chin. She was trying to get him to ignore me and pay more attention to her. What a royal pain in the butt she was. “So, how many calls did you get?” he asked.
“Thirteen,” I said. I tried to keep my voice neutral, but I just couldn’t do it. I grinned at him. “Looks like the website is working.”
“I think it’s more than the website,” he said. He stared down at the little dog, though. Not at me. And he didn’t smile. “So, how are we going to handle this?”
“Handle what?” I asked.
“All your new cases.” He finally looked up at me. “We might just have to hire a receptionist, part-time at least. You know, because it looks like you’re going to be away from the office a lot more.”
His suggestion rattled me. Receptionist was my job, dammit! “I’ll be able to handle office hours,” I said. “Most of the people who call me work during the day. They want me to come over to their places in the evenings.”
“I get that,” James said. “But it’s something to think about.”
He pointed at the pink snowstorm of papers on my desk. “Which are mine?”
“These,” I said, handing him his three. “I already set up appointments and wrote them in your Day-timer.”
“Thanks,” he said. He took the small pink sheets of paper and squinted at them. “Does that say Latterson?” he asked. “As in Helen Latterson who screwed us out of a fifty-thousand-dollar payday?”
Helen Latterson had been our first official client when James took over the agency. She’d hired us to find out whether or not her husband was hiding money from her—and he was. We proved it, but that wasn’t good enough for her. She wanted money in her hands before we even got a sniff. She still owed us.
“Yes,” I said. “She says she wants to talk.”
His face closed, and I could tell he was going to say “no go” to that appointment. But she owed us that fifty thousand dollars, and I wasn’t so ready to let that much money go.
“Give her a chance,” I said, quickly. “She could want to pay us, and the money would come in handy, wouldn’t it?”
He stared at the small sheet of paper for a few more moments, then shrugged. “All right,” he said. “I’ll talk to her. But if she doesn’t walk in with a cheque, I’m out and we are done with her. Agreed?”
“If that happens, we’ll talk," I said. He looked at me, and I shrugged. “It’s a lot of money, James. What can I say? I’m motivated by greed.”
He finally laughed. “We got anything else we need to do in the office? I have that surveillance job tonight, and then we’re supposed to head to the ball diamond again. Right?”
“Right,” I said. “I have to get a handle on the poltergeist activity. It’s getting bad again.”
“Do you really think they’re responsible for all the beatings?” he asked.
So, he’d been reading the newspaper, too.
“Karen does,” I replied. “And so does Sylvia. And I think they both might be right. Come out with me for an hour. Just so I can figure out what’s going on out there. Then, I’ll make you supper. Like a date, or something.”
“I can give you that hour,” he said. “But how about if we just pick up a pizza on the way to my place?”
He knew as well as I did that me attempting to make supper would mean both of us would starve for a couple of hours while I burnt everything to a crisp and then ordered pizza afterward, so I nodded. Might as well cut out all the nastiness in the middle.
I stood and gestured at the little dog glaring at me from her bed by the door. “Suit her up, will you? I’m tired of fighting her when I try to get her collar on.”
It took him a minute, but only because she was jumping so joyfully. She would never act like that when I took her for a walk. First, she’d run away from me, like she suspected that I wasn’t going to put the collar on her, but beat her with it. Then, when I finally got her wrestled into the thing, she acted like she was doing me the biggest favour imaginable. To be honest, made me want to punt her.
Punting the little dog would have been bad, though, because I needed James in a good mood. I had no idea what we were going to find at the ball diamond, but it could take a lot longer than just an hour or two.
So, I kept my trap shut and followed him to the door. He reached over his shoulder and dangled the keys at me. “Want to drive?” he asked.
This was not normal, and I frowned. “Why would I drive?”
“Well, you’re the one who normally drives the Explorer,” he said, and shrugged. “So you might as well.”
“All right,” I said, and grabbed the keys before he had a chance to change his mind. My driving—like my cooking—made him nervous, but what the hell. I loved driving, mostly.
Especially when it was the Ford Explorer he’d leased as the company vehicle. Which almost made it mine.
“See you at the car,” I said, and scampered down the stairs. The heat slapped me full in the face as soon as I opened the door, but I didn’t even care. Just unlocked the car and started it. Opened all the windows because the temperature was stifling, and then turned on the air conditioning. It started to cool just as Millie and James stepped out of the back door. I noticed that Millie lifted her paws and whined as she stepped across the baking pavement, and I felt a teeny bit of sympathy for her.
James threw open the passenger door and lifted Millie in, and she looked at him adoringly.
“I was the one who turned on the air conditioning,” I said. “You’d think she’d give me the time of day.”
“Are you jealous?” James asked. I felt my face heat, and he laughed. “You are,” he said. “You’re jealous of a dog.”
“Shut up,” I said, and put the car into gear. I promptly got lost trying to navigate the labyrinth that was downtown Edmonton in the middle of construction season. James tried to help, and by the time we made it to the no-tell motel for his surveillance job, we were barely speaking.
Situation absolutely normal.
 
WE PULLED UP to the ball diamond just after midnight. The lights in the parking lot helped keep the creepiness at bay, but Diamond Two was completely dark.
“Doesn’t look like any ghosts are here,” I said.
“Well, we better check,” James said. “Just to be sure.”
I was going to give him a short mean lesson about me being the one who could see ghosts, when I realized that I actually could see a weak light wandering around the diamond. He was right. It looked like there was a ghost here. Dammit anyhow.
I headed for the fence that surrounded the ball diamond proper, figuring I could probably hoist myself over it, if I really had to. Small teddy bears and bouquets of grocery store flowers were taped and tied to the fence. Dozens of small tokens left for Karen. I glanced into the stands and started when I realized I could see people. Real, live people, staring out at the darkness. What were they doing here?
The living could wait—I had to find out who the ghost was. I grabbed the fence and began to pull myself up and over. I grunted and wobbled as I finally made it to the top. Looked around, and caught sight of the light. It was over by second base, where Karen had been killed.
“Karen,” I called. “Is that you?”
“Yeah,” she said, and gestured around the diamond. “They didn’t show up again.”
She wasn’t talking about the poltergeists, even though she desperately wanted me to take care of them. She was talking about her ball team.
“I see that,” I said, and walked over to her. She looked absolutely devastated.
“There’s supposed to be a game tonight. I should have found them all here. And there’s no one.”
She looked out at the dug-up ball diamond as though she hoped that somehow her team would all magically appear. But, of course, they didn’t.
“I’ve been hanging around with you too much,” she said. “I should have stayed with them. Now it looks like I’ve lost them all.” She sniffed. “They’re not even playing ball anymore.”
“I know,” I said.
“This isn’t what I wanted,” she continued. “When I talked to you about getting rid of the poltergeists. I didn’t think everybody would abandon me.” She sniffed again, and I was pretty sure she was going to start crying. “Where could they be?”
“Maybe they’ve decided that revenge is a better game,” I said slowly.
“And what am I supposed to do with that?” she cried. “The season’s not over, and they just walk away? Forget about the game—and me?”
“We’ll figure out a way to find them,” I said, even though I had no idea how we’d be able to do that. “And we’ll get them back.”
“How?” she asked.
I stared out at the dug-up ball diamond that was getting darker by the second. “I don’t know,” I finally said. “But we’ll figure out something.”
She didn’t answer me, because really, what could she say? Neither of us had a clue how to get things back to the way they were before, or if that was even possible.
She finally stirred. “I have news for you,” she said. “That Patrick guy had a meeting with the TV guy—the one who calls you all the time.”
“Ellis Wheeler?” I asked.
“Yes. And his next show is going to be all about you. He’s getting Andrew’s wife to come down and talk about what a great guy he is.” She shuddered, and I didn’t blame her. After all, we were practically standing on her grave at the moment, and Andrew had been the one to put her there.
“I guess Patrick’s going to figure pretty prominently,” I said.
“He is,” Karen replied. “And Marie, Ellis gave him your dad’s phone number. You should warn him, so he doesn’t do anything foolish like actually talk to the guy.”
“Jesus,” I muttered. “I don’t need that.” I’d have to call Dad as soon as I could and warn him.
“He’s trying to convince my parents to come on the show, too.” She faded until I could barely see her. “Why would he do that?” she asked. “Why wouldn’t he just leave them alone?”
“Because he’s only thinking of himself,” I muttered. “I’ll see what I can do about all of that. I don’t know if your parents actually want to hear from me, but I’ll try.”
“Thanks,” she said. “I’d appreciate it.”
She looked around the empty ball diamond. “I think I’m going to go back and talk to Patrick’s ghosts again. I didn’t get much information from them, and besides, it’s kind of nice to have someone to talk to.”
“Tell them I’ll help them as soon as I can,” I said. “But the poltergeists have to come first. If I can find them.”
“I don’t know if that’s ever going to happen,” Karen said, despondently. “Maybe you should help the ghosts first. Especially that little girl.”
I knew that Patrick wouldn’t want me anywhere near him, which meant that I would have no access to the ghosts. “I’ll do my best,” I said. “But I honestly don’t know what I can do.”
“Maybe I can do something for them,” Karen said. “That girl needs help.”
“Do what you can,” I said. Then I hesitated. She was so down, I didn’t want to have to tell her my news, but she had to know.
I decided to rip the bandage off and hope for the best. “Karen, I talked to Sylvia Worth. She gave me news. About Andrew.”
She stared at me for a long moment, and darkened until I could barely see her. “What about him?” she finally asked. “Is he dead?”
I frowned. “No, he’s not,” I said. “Actually, he’s all healed. He’s been moved from the hospital to Remand, and he’s going to be arraigned soon. Very soon.”
“That’s good,” she said, and I watched her brightness return, lumen by lumen. “That means he’ll go to trial and be convicted, and finally put in jail.”
“Yes,” I said.
“So that’s good news,” she said. “’Cause I have to tell you, that’s the only thing I have to hang onto right now. If I don’t get to play ball with my team anymore, what the hell else is there for me?”
A cold wind suddenly blew by me. I shivered and looked around the diamond. It was too hot for a cold wind. I was afraid that one of the poltergeists would sneak up on us and find out where Westwood was, so they could finish the job on him.
“Maybe this isn’t the best place to talk about this,” I said. But Karen didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary.
“I want him to go to jail,” she said. “And I want him to know that I put him there. I just want justice.”
The dark of the diamond was still absolute. No little lights signifying ghosts were now listening in on our conversation. But I still didn’t feel comfortable.
“I know,” I said. “But maybe we can talk about this somewhere else? Just in case?”
She looked around herself. “There’s no one here,” she said. “You can see that, can’t you?”
“Ghosts can be sneaky,” I replied.
“You’re getting paranoid,” Karen said.
“Maybe I am,” I said.
She stood beside me, staring out at the wrecked diamond and the dark, overcast sky. “Looks like it’s going to rain,” she said. “Maybe that’s why they didn’t show up.”
And maybe that was why I’d suddenly felt cold. But I didn’t answer her, because I knew just as well as she did that bad weather never stopped ghosts.
“We’ll come back,” I said. “When the weather’s better.”
“All right,” she said.
I turned to walk to the fence and then realized she wasn’t following me. “You coming?”
“No,” she said. “I think I’ll stay here for a while longer. Maybe someone will show up.”
“Maybe,” I said, though I doubted it.
As I scrabbled my way back over the fence, I could see Karen’s lonely light, wavering on the ball diamond. All by herself. All alone.
 
JAMES WAS STANDING beside the fence with Millie when I walked up to him. I didn’t say a word. Just put my head on his shoulder as the soft rain pattered down on the three of us.
“We should get out of the wet,” he said.
“I don’t want to leave just yet,” I said, and sniffled.
“She’s here, isn’t she?” he asked. “Karen?”
“Yeah,” I said. “But she’s the only one. I’m really letting her down, but I don’t have a clue how to find them.”
“Do you think that it could be those people keeping the ghosts away?” James asked, and jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the people in the stands. I glanced at them and realized that they were all watching us, intently.
“I don’t know. Maybe,” I said. “Man, this is creepy. They’re so quiet. And why are they all staring at us?”
“They’re waiting for you,” James said.
“Waiting for me?” I asked. “How do you know that?”
“Because I talked to them,” he said. “While you were out on the diamond. I said I’d introduce you.”
“I don’t think now is the time,” I started, but it was too late. One of the people sitting near the top of the bleachers waved at James.
“Is it okay to come down now?” he asked. James nodded, and he took the steps two at a time and stood beside us.
“You Marie Jenner?” he asked. “The one who can see ghosts?”
Here we go.
“I need to talk to you, if you don’t mind. I think I have a ghost in my house. You gotta help me get rid of him.”
Good grief.
We left the diamond twenty-five excruciating minutes later. I had four more names on my to-do list, and I believed, as we headed away from the diamond, that James might be right. I had to figure out a way to keep the living from the diamond, or the dead might never come back. Which meant that I was not going to be able to help them move on and stop the revenge killings.
What a mess.
 
WE WENT BACK to James’s place. As he phoned for the pizza, I tried calling my dad to warn him about talking to Patrick. He didn’t answer, and I ended up leaving a voicemail that I was pretty sure he wouldn’t listen to. Then I texted him, but I wasn’t sure he even knew how to text.
James turned on the TV. We ate pizza and snuggled, watching another episode of his latest favourite TV show. Something about a bunch of women in a prison down in the States. He liked it, so I drowsed, in and out, and held his hand. It was nice to hold his hand. I felt safe.
Then I fell asleep, the nightmares kicked in, and I yelled myself awake. He shut off the TV.
I’d gone off my meds because they’d really screwed with my ability to talk to the ghosts, but that meant the nightmares were back. I knew I should find a new shrink to deal with my PTSD, but I hadn’t found the time. Yet.
“You want to talk about it?” he asked. His usual question.
“No,” I said. “I’m all right. Really. They don’t happen that much anymore.”
He knew I was lying, and I knew I was lying, but he just nodded and kept his hand on my arm until I quit shaking, because he also knew that the physical contact helped.
“Want some tea?” he asked.
“Sure.”
He made me tea. Strawberry and lemon, my favourite, and it was nice. Really nice. So frigging normal, it brought tears to my eyes, and he was good about that, too. Just handed me a tissue along with the cup of tea and let me pull myself together.
Then he sat across from me at the little dining room table he had in front of the balcony windows, and smiled at me as I sipped my tea.
“What?” I finally asked, snippily. Trust me to wreck a moment.
“Nothing,” he said. “I was just thinking how nice it would be if we could do this every night.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “We do something like this, nearly every night.”
“But sometimes we don’t,” he said. “Sometimes you go back to Jasmine’s. You know, where all your stuff is.”
I thought about my stuff in Jasmine’s basement. Most of it still in boxes. Three boxes. That was all that I had in the whole world. Three boxes.
“It’s nicer here,” I said, before I really thought.
“Glad to hear it,” James said. “Because I think it’s time we make this a more permanent situation.”
I should have been listening to him. Really listening to him, but I was thinking about my pathetic boxes of stuff. If I’d packed right, I could have put it all in two boxes—possibly one—and I always felt like I could still smell smoke when I went into the basement, even though none of that stuff had been in the fire, because if it had, it would not be with me, because everything—absolutely everything—burned.
“So, what do you think?” he asked.
“About what?”
“About moving in with me. For real.”
I blinked at him a couple of times, and then took a long slurp of my tea, just to give myself a second or two longer to really take in what he’d just said.
“You want me to move in?” I finally squeaked. “With you?”
“Well, yes,” he said. His smile tightened. “You weren’t listening to me, were you?”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I started thinking about my stuff over at Jasmine’s, and then the fire, and—”
“Oh,” he replied, and grabbed my hand. “I forgot about the fire.” He shook his head. “You’ve had some bad luck, haven’t you?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Are you sure you really want to invite it all into your place permanently, like you said?”
His smile softened. “Yes,” he said. “I think it would be great to have you in my place, you know, permanently, like I said.”
“We did try this living together thing before,” I said, as gently as I could. “When I got blown up.”
He shook his head. “It’s not the same thing,” he said. “Not at all. We barely knew each other, then. Now, we do.”
“Yes,” I said. “I suppose we do.”
“So, what do you say?” he asked. “Want to give it a shot?”
I looked around his neat-as-a-pin apartment, and then back to his smiling face. “Yeah,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “Yeah, I think we should.”
He whooped, scaring Millie to a growling snapping mess that took fifteen minutes to calm. Then he pulled me into his arms, and we sealed the deal with a whole bunch more than a kiss.
It was only after we were tucked into bed, me wrapped around him and him wrapped around me so I could sleep, that I had a serious second thought.
“We should check into getting a bigger bed,” James muttered. “So we both have some room.”
He was three quarters asleep when he said it so he didn’t realize that I pulled away from him as well as I was able on that teeny bed. I could feel the line of sweat on my skin where I’d been touching him, and shivered as it dried, even though it was hot in the room.
Get a new bed?
I couldn’t go back to sleep for a long time after. Just stared at his sleeping face and tried to figure out what else he was going to change when I moved in with him. If I moved in with him.
I didn’t want change. Not here. Not with him. I wanted it all to stay the same. I felt safe the way things were now. Safe enough to make some changes in other areas of my life. Like the career thing, for example. But I didn’t know if I was strong enough to watch this part of my life change, too.
Maybe this was all going too fast. Maybe I needed to put on the brakes.
Maybe I needed to rethink everything.
 



 
 
Marie: I Need to Talk to Jasmine, STAT
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I WOKE UP just as the sun was rising and tried phoning my dad again. Still no answer, and that worried me so much that I even tried calling Rhonda, my sister, who lived near my dad.
That conversation went about as well as I’d expected it to. She gave me royal hell for waking her up and for getting them involved in my “drama.” She suggested strongly that I look for another line of work.
“I’m not going to do that, Rhonda,” I said. “Business is starting to pick up.”
She snorted. “Well, keep us out of it,” she said. “I’m not kidding.”
“Do me a favour and get hold of Dad,” I said. “I need to talk to him, and he’s not answering his phone.”
“He’s out of town,” she said. “Working. He probably forgot his cable again. When he gets back, he’ll recharge the battery and call you.”
“It’s important,” I started, but she cut me short.
“He’ll call you when he gets back,” she said again. “He always does. Or you’d know if you called him more. Look, I gotta go. I have to get the kids ready for day camp.”
Before I could speak again, she broke our connection, and I felt exhausted.
“Did you get hold of your dad?” James called from the washroom.
“No, he’s apparently out of town for a few days.” Then, before he could mention the fact that cell phones work anywhere, I yelled, “It’s my dad, James! He can barely work a landline. He’ll call me back, when he can.”
I hoped.
I managed to hold it together until we got to the office, but as soon as James disappeared inside his office, I called Jasmine.
“Things are bad,” I said, before she even had chance to say anything more than hello. And then I said, “It’s James,” even though I hadn’t thought he’d even made it to the top ten on my list of issues.
“What’s he done now?” Jasmine asked. “Bought you flowers again?”
All right, so maybe I had acted like a bit of a tool when he’d given me a bouquet of red roses for our six-month friendiversary, but he knew I hated bouquets of flowers because they reminded me so much of cemeteries and death.
“No, it’s nothing like that,” I said. “Jasmine, he wants me to move in with him. He’s talking about getting a new bed and everything.”
“Oh, the fiend,” she cried. “How could he?” Then she burst out laughing.
“You’re not funny, Jasmine,” I said. “This is serious. Serious.”
Her laughter finally subsided. “You’re right, Marie,” she finally said. “This is a pretty big move. Very big move, actually. The first thing you have to decide is, do you like him? Sometimes, it’s a little hard to tell.”
“You know I do,” I said. “And I think I could actually live with him, just as long as other things don’t change.”
“Other things?” Jasmine asked. “What do you mean?”
I thought about him suggesting he hire a new receptionist. I thought about all the pink phone message slips scattered around my desk signifying all the people who were desperate for my help. And all the ghosts. More every day, all looking for answers. From me.
“It’s the bed,” I said. “He thinks we need a new one. I don’t think I’m ready for anything like that.”
Her voice went echoey. “I’ve put you on speakerphone,” she said. “I have to finish getting the kid’s breakfast. Keep talking. I can still hear you.”
I heard a ping, indicating I’d received a text message. Maybe it was my dad. “Someone’s texting me,” I said. “Can I call you back?”
“Oh, that’s me,” Jasmine said.
“Why? We’re talking to each other!”
“I’m sending you pictures of beds,” she said. My phone pinged three more times in a row. “You’ll want a king, right?” she asked, and the phone pinged twice more.
“This isn’t helping,” I said.
“Oh, I think it is,” Jasmine said. “Because I’m not letting you take my fold-out couch. Marie, I love you to death, but you know you’re full of crap about this. If you’re scared, talk to him. You can always talk to him. If you think it’s going too fast, just tell him you need more time. All right?”
“But—” I started, but then a veritable monsoon of pings hit my phone.
“No buts,” Jasmine said. “Take your time, talk to the man, and then pick a new bed with him. It’s time to get on with your life, which means there will be change. You deserve it, girl.”
“It makes my stomach hurt to even think about doing it,” I muttered.
“So get some Pepto,” she said. “If it’ll make things easier, I’ll pick the bed for you. Then all you have to decide is if you going to do the right thing and move in with the man.”
I felt something loosen in my chest and was finally able to laugh. “I think maybe he and I should pick out our bed.”
“But it better be from one of my choices,” she said. “Because you know how I like shopping, even if it’s for you.”
“All right,” I said. “I’ll look at them. And thank you.”
“You’re welcome, my friend,” Jasmine said. “Any time.”
She hung up, and I spent the next half hour looking at all the pictures of beds she’d sent me. She did have good taste, and I figured once I was brave enough to move in with James, any one would be just perfect.
Maybe she was right. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.
 
JAMES LEFT THE office half an hour later. “I set up a meeting with Helen Latterson,” he said. “I’m leaving Millie.” Then he stopped. “Are you going to be here?”
I actually had a meeting scheduled for eleven o’clock. “When are you coming back?” I asked.
He sighed. “I’ll be back by noon.”
“She should be all right by herself for an hour, shouldn’t she?”
“Yeah,” he said. “She will be.” He grinned at me. “Think about us hiring a receptionist, all right? Even part-time might help.”
“I’ll think about it,” I said.
I still didn’t want to, but it looked like maybe he was right. Things were changing, and I had to get with the times. He was busy, and I was busy. We needed a receptionist. And a new bed.
“Maybe change wouldn’t be a bad thing,” I said.
“We’ll talk when you get back,” he replied, and then he was gone, and I had to prepare for my meeting with Glen Williamson and his ghost.
 



 
Ruby: Karen’s Back, and She Needs Me
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
KAREN CAME BACK to the Bluebird Motel the next morning. Patrick was still asleep, after liberally self-medicating and then turning on the television to the nature channel, which was still playing.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
“Not really,” Karen said. “We went out to the diamond last night, but there was no one there. No one dead, anyhow. I don’t think Marie’s going to be able to help me.”
“How long has she been trying to catch those poltergeists?” I asked.
“A month, maybe more.” Karen sighed. “Sometimes it feels like forever.”
The tiny bit of hope I’d felt when I first met Marie snuffed out. If she couldn’t help Karen, what was she going to be able to do for us? We were only here for a week, at the most.
I looked at Karen. “I think we need your help.”
“How can I help?” Karen asked.
“We need to get away from Patrick,” I said. “But we don’t have a month. We only have a week. Maybe less.”
“And?” Karen asked.
“And we have to figure out a way to break his bond to us,” I said. “Do you think that if we could physically get away from him, the bond would break?”
“I don’t know,” Karen said. “Marie helped me when I was stuck at the ball diamond. I connected with her, and then was able to move around.”
“Do you think you could do something like that for us?” I asked. “You don’t feel Patrick holding on when you come here, do you?”
She couldn’t, because she was able to leave.
“I don’t,” she said.
“So maybe you can teach us what Marie taught you.”
Karen frowned, and I was afraid that she was going to say no. But then she looked around. First at Patrick, who was still sleeping, and then at the rest of the ghosts. “Who wants to get out of here?”
That got everybody’s attention. “I want to try an experiment,” she said. “I’m going to pull you out of here to see if I can get you far enough away from Patrick to break you free.”
I stared at her for a long moment and felt the first tiny bubble of hope return. “How many of us can you take?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never done this before.”
“Well, I say let’s go for it,” Keith said. He pushed his way to Karen’s side and grinned. “Anything to get away from this place.”
Six more ghosts raised their hands, and Karen nodded. Then she turned to me. “What about Joy?”
I looked down at the little girl and back at Karen. “Absolutely. How do we do this?”
Karen reached out and touched the aura of my arm. “Everybody link together, this way,” she said. “And don’t let go.”
I reached down and touched Joy’s arm, then nodded at Keith. “Your turn,” I said.
He grabbed Joy’s arm, then held his free hand out to Sarah. She took it, and the rest followed suit. Soon we were an undead chain glowing in the dark.
Karen walked to the door, and I followed her, pulling Joy behind me. “Are you sure this is going to work?” I asked, suddenly nervous. That door looked so solid.
“It should,” Karen said. “And I’m pretty sure I just need to help you the first time. Once you break free you should be able to do it on your own.”
And then, she pulled me through the door. It seemed to take forever, and it felt like I was being stabbed with needles the whole way, but I clung to her ferociously.
Joy cried out, and her aura slipped from mine as I worked my way through the door to the other side. “We lost the rest of them,” I said. “Don’t let me go.”
I could hear them yelling and crying behind the motel room door, but I ignored them and clung to Karen. I felt a twinge of guilt when Joy started to wail, but knew that this was for the best.
“I made it,” I gasped.
“I thought I could handle more than just one. Maybe we should go back and try again,” Karen said. She sounded disappointed.
Before I could say a word, she pulled her aura from my hand, and I snapped back into the crowded motel room like I was on a bungee cord. Karen followed me, looking apologetic.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think that would happen.”
I didn’t have a chance to answer, because Keith was right there, in my face. “You can’t leave without the rest of us,” he said.
Then they were all yelling, and it took forever to calm them down. I felt someone grab my legs, and there was Joy, her face awash in luminescent tears.
“You let go of me,” she cried. “Why did you do that?”
“Joy, it looks like Karen can only take one of us at a time,” “I said. “She’s going to try getting me out again, but I promise I’ll be back.”
I looked at Karen. “We are trying again, right?”
She nodded. “If you want to try one more time, I’ll do it.”
“See?” I said to Joy. “Karen’s teaching me a trick. And that means I’ll be able to get away from Patrick. I’ll learn it, and then I’ll come back and teach you all. Finally, we’ll be able to get away from him. All of us. But I have to learn how to do it first. All right?”
The yelling from the rest slowed and finally stopped. Then it was only Joy, who was still clinging to my legs. “Let me come with you,” she begged. “Please.”
“I can’t,” I said. “This is hard for Karen to do. I’ll learn how, and then I’ll be back for you. You’ll be first.”
“You promise?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said. “I promise.”
Karen looked at me. “You ready?”
“Yep,” I said, and peeled Joy’s aura from my legs. “Sing to her,” I said to Keith and the rest. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours, tops.”
“You better not forget us,” he said.
“I won’t,” I said. And then Karen and I left through that painfully solid door. Again.
 
I THOUGHT THAT if I ever got the chance to get away from Patrick I’d run as far and as fast as I could and I’d never look back. But I couldn’t. I had to hold on to Karen as tightly as I could, and I could only go as far as she wanted to take me, which was barely out of the building and into the bright white sunlight. I could feel Patrick’s hold on me, even from there.
The weird thing was, it wasn’t just Patrick. I could feel the pull of the rest of the ghosts that were still in the room with him, too.
“Don’t let go of me,” I said. “I’ll snap right back in there if you do.”
Karen pointed to a small grove of trees next to the highway that ran by the motel. “I’m going to try to get you over there,” she said. “Maybe a little bit of distance will help.”
She dragged me away from the motel, but it didn’t get any better. In fact, I started to feel sick. Anxious. Like this was the worst thing I’d ever done. “What is wrong with me?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Karen said. “It has to be Patrick’s hold on you, because you’re trying to get away from him.”
“How can I make it stop?” I said. I started to sweat great gobs of slick black ooze, which was horrifying. “What is going on?”
“I don’t know,” Karen said, again.
“Do you think Marie knows what’s going on?” I asked. “Maybe she would know how to make this stop. I really feel sick.”
“Maybe,” she said. “Do you want me to take you to her office?”
“Can I get that far?” I gasped. I felt absolutely horrible, like I was being stretched so thin I was about to snap in half. “I don’t think I can get that far.”
“Just hang on,” she said. “I’ll get you there.”
 
THE BLUEBIRD MOTEL was two miles, as the crow flies, from Marie’s office, and it took hours for Karen to drag me half that distance.
I wasn’t going to make it, I could tell. Patrick’s hold on me was actually starting to burn, like bands of white-hot steel. I groaned, and Karen stopped and looked at me.
“Maybe I should take you back,” Karen said. “Maybe I should just let you go.”
“Don’t,” I mumbled. “I have to do this. I have to break his hold over me.”
“All right,” she said. “I’ll try.”
She really put her back into it, and we managed to move at something approaching walking speed again. It hurt, worse and worse, but I kept my mouth shut, because I knew that if I let her know just how bad I was feeling she’d give up, and I wasn’t going back until I could get the rest of them away from that man.
And then, like a miracle, the pain stopped. The heat was gone, the pressure was gone.
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Something’s changed.”
“We just have two more blocks,” Karen mumbled. “Just hang in there. We’ll make it.”
She looked exhausted. Dragging me that far had really taken it out of her. “Stop for a second,” I said. “Just stop. Something’s changed, Karen. I can’t feel Patrick’s hold on me anymore.”
She shambled to a stop and stared at me. “Really?” she said, and a hint of a smile flitted over her face. “Thank God. I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to drag you any further.”
“Don’t let go of me,” I said. “I don’t know if I can stay here by myself, but Karen, I really think you did it.”
I looked around and saw that we were just past the north side of the river. “We only have a couple more blocks,” Karen said. “Hang on.”
This time though, it was me pulling Karen toward the goal. Marie had to know if I was actually free. How I could stay free. How I could get the rest away from Patrick without it hurting so much. I couldn’t stand the thought of Joy having to go through all that pain, just to get away from that guy.
“We have to talk to Marie,” I said.
Karen didn’t answer, and I could feel, where her arm touched my aura, that she was just about out of juice. Getting me this far had taken everything she had, and she was used to moving around like this. There had to be an easier way to do this. I’d never be able to get them all away from Patrick this way.
We stumbled up to the entrance of the building that held Marie’s office, and then Karen sighed.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I can’t go any further.”
Her aura slipped from mine, and then I was alone. I could have cried. I was so close, and I wasn’t going to make it.
I tensed and waited for the inevitable bungee ride back to Patrick and the rest of the ghosts, but it didn’t happen. I wavered and thinned, but I didn’t go back. I stayed just where I was, at the front of the office.
For a few minutes, all I did was stand there, too afraid to move. I felt my strength slowly come back to me, and finally I took a chance. Took a step toward the door, and then another. And then, I was in the building, and up the stairs. I’d made it!
I wasn’t sure where Karen had gone, but I knew that I owed her one. She’d gotten me back to this office and away from Patrick. Now, I could talk to Marie about how I could stay out of his sphere of influence, and how to get the rest of the ghosts away from him without hurting them the way it had hurt me.
But when I finally dragged myself up those stairs and into that office, Marie wasn’t there. All that work, and she wasn’t even there.
I heard a soft growl and looked down. At my feet was that little dog. The one that James guy had brought into the office the last time I’d been there.
She stared up at me like she could really see me, and when I moved to walk around her, she growled again.
“Out of my way,” I said, and pushed through her to the inner office door. She yipped like I’d kicked her and scurried over to a pillow lying on the floor. I felt a little bit bad, but at least she was out of the way.
The door to the inner office was open, and I could hear a male voice inside. Marie might not be here, but it looked like James was.
“That sounds good,” he said into the phone. “Very good. When can we meet to iron out the details?”
He grabbed a pen and scribbled down initials and a time on his desktop calendar.
“I’ll see you in a couple of hours,” he said. Listened for a moment, and then shrugged. “Of course,” he said. “Your secretary will have all the details. That will be just fine.”
He listened for a moment more and rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t tell anyone about this job. Top secret. I understand.”
Then he hung up and did an awkward jig, giggling like a fool.
“I never thought I’d meet him, and here he is, hiring me. This is so cool!” He set down his pen and pushed through me as he walked out into the entrance, calling “Marie!” as he did.
Then he stopped and shook his head.
“I’m not supposed to tell anyone. And she’s off doing her own thing, anyhow.” He looked down at the little dog quaking on her pillow. “Well, you and I can celebrate, can’t we? Yes. We can.”
He pulled the keys from his pocket and headed for the door. “I have to take this meeting, and then it’s doughnuts for everybody! When I get back, we’re going to celebrate me getting the best job of my life!”
Then he was gone.
 
I KEPT MY distance from the little dog as I hung around waiting for Marie or Karen to show up. She didn’t appreciate having me there, but it looked like she got used to me because she finally fell asleep, and I listened to her softly snore.
I knew that Joy would be going out of her mind. I’d already been gone for hours and had no idea when Marie was going to return, or if Karen was going to show up.
“I gotta go back,” I whispered.
It was hard to convince myself to take that long trip back to the motel. At first, I just stood outside the building, enjoying the quiet and the feel of the sun on my face. I knew I had to go, and soon, because I’d promised Joy. She’d be afraid and hurt if I left her much longer, and she’d had enough pain in her short life and long death. She didn’t need me doing it to her, too.
But that meant facing Patrick. I could be stuck to him again, and that meant I wouldn’t be able to get myself, or anyone else, away from him. I’d have to count on Karen or Marie helping us—helping me—and the thought made me weak with anxiety. We were so close to getting away from that man.
“Karen helped me once,” I whispered, and walked away from the office. “She’ll help me again, if I need it. And she’ll take me back to Marie. I’m sure of it.”
I hoped that Marie would have some way to deal with us all at once, because it couldn’t be as painfully slow as it had been for me. We were only here for a week at the very most. It would take a lot longer than that with Karen pulling us away one at a time.
But what if Marie couldn’t help us?
Then it was all back to Karen. Maybe she’d teach me her trick with the radio. I could use that to convince Patrick to let us go.
She’d made it pretty apparent she wasn’t interested in teaching me, but maybe I could convince her. And if she still wouldn't help, there were always Karen’s friends.
I didn’t know how good I felt about dealing with spirits who weren’t exactly in their right minds, but I only had a week, and if Karen and Marie couldn’t help me, maybe Karen’s friends would.
I decided to call them my last resort. Only if Karen and Marie couldn’t help me in time.
But first, I had to go back and make sure Joy and the others were all right. I’d promised, after all.
And then, I had to see if I was still able to get away from Patrick on my own.
 



 
Marie: Sylvia Calls, with News
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SYLVIA WORTH CALLED me just as I was packing up to leave Glen Williamson’s haunted house. It had turned out that his problem wasn’t ghosts, but something even creepier.
Glen Williamson lived in a little house on the east side of town, all by himself. He didn’t particularly like being by himself, so sometime in the past he’d bought a couple of rats, as pets. After a few months, they’d broken out of their little cage, and William couldn’t find them. He figured they’d run away.
“I’m surprised,” he said, after we followed the stench and eventually found a massive nest in a basement bedroom that he hadn’t opened in years. “I thought they wanted to be free.”
After spiders, rats were my most hated vermin. And snakes, of course, but nearly everybody hates snakes.
I suggested strongly that Glen call a pest control expert as I beat a hasty retreat from the squeaking, roiling mass in that nasty abandoned bedroom.
“Who do you suggest?” he’d asked as he ran up the basement stairs after me.
“No clue,” I’d replied. “Just get it done quick.”
I didn’t even take any of his money, though I should have. That was some disturbing shit, and I just wanted to get out of it.
I also wanted to take about fifteen showers because the smell of the rats was sticking to me like a paste, everywhere on my body. So, when I answered Sylvia’s call, I wasn’t as pleasant as I could have been.
“What?” I snapped and opened the window of the car.
“You got somewhere to be?” she asked. She sounded just as snarky as me, which was fairly impressive, to be honest. “You asked me for information. I have some for you.”
“Information?” I asked shortly, still not taking the hint and acting like a human being.
“Oh, forget it,” she snapped. “I do have work to do. My own work, which is pretty important to the safety and security of the citizens of Edmonton. Understand?”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“Are you ready to listen?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“The people you gave me the names of are dead.”
“No surprise,” I said, back to snarky. “Since I was talking to their ghosts.”
Sylvia sighed, one of her deep, “you are disappointing me more than I can possibly say” sighs. “What I’m trying to tell you is most of your ghosts are just that. Ghosts. No big surprises when I put their names into the system. They all just—died. No murders, no mystery. Most of them aren’t even from here. Just one name popped up for this area. Joy Peters. Died in 1959, at the age of five. She ran away from her parents and drowned in the river. So, accidental death.” I could almost hear her shrug. “No big mystery.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “I was told that she was killed. Any chance I can see the case file?”
“It’s from 1959. Deemed accidental. A drowning. Didn’t you hear me?”
Ruby had seemed to think that something worse happened than accidental death by drowning. I needed to make sure.
“I did,” I said. “But I get the feeling more happened than that. Can you check, please? Just so I can be sure?”
Sylvia sighed, deeply. “All right,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do, but I’ll get slaughtered for opening a case this old. You’ll owe me big time. You understand?”
It probably meant that the restaurant she chose for our next night out would be an expensive one.
“I understand,” I said. “Just keep in mind I’m only a receptionist. I don’t make the big bucks like you do.”
“I have a place in mind,” she said. “You shouldn’t ask for such big favours if you don’t want to pay the big bucks.”
“All right,” I said. “I’m willing to use my entire paycheque to feed you. But there’s something else I need.”
“What?”
“I went down to the ball diamond last night,” I said. “And Sylvia, there were no ghosts there, so I wasn’t able to do anything about the poltergeists. However, living people were hanging around. I think they’re driving the ghosts away from the diamond.”
“And?” she asked, suspiciously.
“And, I wanted to ask you if there was anything you do could about them.”
“The living people, you mean?”
“Yeah,” I said. “After all, that diamond’s still an active crime scene, isn’t it?”
“Well, not really,” Sylvia said. Which meant no.
I thought desperately. “Can you pretend it is, and figure out a way to keep the people away until I catch those poltergeists? It would be a win-win for both of us.”
“I suppose I could do that,” Sylvia replied. Way too readily, I thought. “But it means Kobe beef. I found a place that serves Kobe beef. You’ll be taking me there. Soon.”
“Great,” I said. I’d been kidding about using my entire paycheque, but it looked like she wasn’t.
I headed to Jasmine’s place because it was close, and showered to scrape off as much of the rat stink as I could, and then I headed back to the office. Millie would be dying by now. She needed to be walked.
 
“I’M SORRY, I’M sorry,” I called as I opened the door to the office. “I thought that was only going to take a little while, but James, there were no ghosts. There were rats, James. Rats!”
There was no answer, and Millie jumped all over me, growling and snapping her “get me outside for a pee, now!” song. Which meant James hadn’t come back yet.
I thought he’d said he had a meeting with Helen Latterson. That shouldn’t have taken this long. Where was he?
I walked the dog and then checked messages. Twelve more. Three were for James. I hastily wrote out all the information and took his three slips into his empty office. I grabbed his Day-timer to tuck the slips of paper inside and saw that he’d written another meeting for today.
SP, it read. And then the time. I glanced at my watch. He should have been back from that one, by this time. He never would have left the dog alone for four hours. What was going on?
As if on cue, my cell beeped. It was James.
“Are you anywhere near the office?” he asked. “Millie needs to go out, and I’m still working.”
“I’m here,” I replied. “And she’s been walked. Where are you? Not still with Helen Latterson, I hope?”
“No,” he said shortly. “She blew me off. Said she’d reschedule.”
“That sucks,” I said. “So, is she off your Christmas card list?”
“Just about,” he replied. “But we can talk about it when I get back.”
“Are you at another job?”
“Yep.”
“Excellent. Who is SP?” I asked.
James was silent for a long beat. “Just a guy,” he finally said. “I can’t really talk about it.”
“Oh, come on,” I said. “You can tell me. Another divorce?”
He hesitated. “No,” he finally said. “But I really can’t talk about it.”
He was still in the meeting with the client, whoever it was. That was why he didn’t want to talk. “All right. You can explain everything when you get back,” I said. “And I’ll tell you about the rats.”
I’d expected him to at least ask me what I meant about rats, but all he said was, “See you soon,” and hung up.
Something was off with him. I hoped that it didn’t mean that that SP, whoever he was, had blown him off, too. James didn’t handle stuff like that very well, and if it happened to him twice in one day, Millie and I were in for a very quiet time at the office.
He came back an hour later, loaded with doughnuts and plain Timbits. “We’re celebrating,” he said, and set them on the counter beside the coffee maker. “My new client.”
He was fairly vibrating with excitement, but when I asked him again who SP was, he shook his head. “I wasn’t kidding,” he said. “I really can’t talk about it. But trust me, it’s a good job.”
“All right,” I said. But I didn’t know how I felt about being cut out of his work life like that. I was still the receptionist, after all. I needed to be kept in the loop.
“Why don’t you make us some fresh coffee?” he said.
“You didn’t bring coffee?” I joked. “I thought this was supposed to be a celebration.”
“Your coffee’s better,” he said. “I’ll be back in a minute.” And then he walked into his office and shut the door.
Seriously? First, he wouldn’t tell me who his new mystery client was, and now, he was shutting the door in my face?
I walked up to that closed door, hammered on it a couple of times, and yelled, “I’m coming in.”
He was writing in his Day-timer and slapped it shut when I entered. “Sorry,” he said. “I had a couple of dates in my head, and I needed to get them down.”
“Yeah, all right,” I said. “But seriously? You’re not going to tell me who your client is?”
“I can’t,” he said, and had the good grace to look embarrassed. “Not yet.” He shook his head. “This has been a weird day. First Helen Latterson stood me up, and then this.” He tapped his closed day-timer. “Highs and lows all over the place.”
“Why did Helen stand you up?” I asked. “Any idea?”
“No idea at all,” he said. “But really, it was not a huge surprise. She’s been disappointing us since the beginning.”
“And then you had a meeting with a mystery man,” I said. I pointed at his closed Day-timer. “So, why won’t you tell me who it is?”
He wouldn’t look at me. “I had to sign a nondisclosure agreement.”
“Are you serious?” I said.
“Yes, I am,” James said. “We’re dealing with someone semi-famous here. Nothing can get out. I can’t tell anybody anything. Not even you.”
“So, you’re not going to tell me who he is?”
James smiled thinly. “He’s well known,” he said. “I promised I’d keep his name to myself. But you’re pretty busy with your own clients, aren’t you?”
“Actually, I am,” I said, stiffly. He seriously wasn’t going to tell me who his new client was.
“So, tell me about the rats,” he said.
“Ah, you heard that, did you?”
He laughed. “I did. Sounds like a good story.”
So, I told him my rat story. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that something more had happened to him than just getting a semi-famous client who’d made him sign a nondisclosure agreement.
 



 
Ruby: What Is Wrong with Them?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I COULD FEEL Patrick’s pull the closer I got to the motel. It turned from a pull to a painful squeeze, and I was almost certain that once I walked into that room, I wouldn’t be able to get out again.
I pushed my way through the door and into the motel room. Noise erupted from the ghosts as I walked in, but I held up a finger.
“I have to check something,” I said, and pushed my way back out into the sunlight. I heard Joy scream, and I felt bad, but I had to see if Patrick’s hold on me was truly broken. And it looked like it was.
I walked back into the room, and Joy threw herself at me, proclaiming as loudly as she could that she was never, ever going to let me get away from her again. I pulled her into the aura of my arms and comforted her as best I could.
“Tell us what happened,” Sarah said from across the room. “Are you really free from him?” She pointed her finger in Patrick’s direction. He had his back to us and was working on his computer.
“It looks like it,” I said. “Karen had to pull me half way across town, but it looks like he doesn’t have a hold on me anymore.”
Sarah shook her head. “I can’t believe you came back,” she said. “I think if I got a chance to get away from here, you wouldn’t see me for dust.”
“I promised I would,” I said, and patted Joy on the head. “So, I did.”
“What about the rest of us?” Sarah asked. “If she can help you get away, she must be able to help us. Right?” She looked around. “Where is she, anyway?”
“Helping me took a lot out of her,” I said. “I think she has to recharge her batteries.”
“But you were gone all day,” Sarah said. She looked crestfallen. “She won’t be able to help all of us before Patrick decides to leave the city, will she?”
“We don’t have to wait for Karen to come back,” I said. “I should be able to help you get away from him, but I have to warn you, it’s going to hurt.”
Rick blinked. “Hurt?”
“Yeah,” I said. “It does. But once the bond breaks, you’re free. Then you can do what you want.”
He stared at me for a long moment then shook his head. “I want to get away from Patrick, but I don’t want it to hurt. Why don’t you go get the psychic and bring her back here?”
The rest of them piped up at the same time, and when all the yelling was finally done, none of them wanted to try getting away from Patrick with me. They wanted to see Marie so she could help them, but they didn’t want to have to work for it. I couldn’t believe that they weren’t willing to even try, but they weren’t.
The only one who didn’t seem scared was Joy. “I wanna go with you,” she said, and smiled up at me.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
She looped her aura with mine, and I had my answer. I headed for the door, pulling Joy with me.
“You’re going to bring Marie back here,” Keith said. “Aren’t you?”
“I’ll see,” I said.
“But you have to bring her to us!” he cried. “We need help. You have to help us!”
“I’ll do what I can,” I said. Then I turned to Joy. “Here we go.”
I pulled her through the door and out into the flat, white late-afternoon sunlight. Joy blinked and covered her eyes with her translucent hands, which didn’t really stop the bright light at all.
“How do you feel?” I asked.
“It hurts,” she said.
I felt a pang, and wished I didn’t have to put her through any more pain. She’d been through enough. “I’m so sorry, Joy,” I said. “It’ll only hurt for a while.”
She squinted. “When it goes down, right?”
“When what goes down?”
“The sun,” Joy said. “My eyes won’t hurt when the sun goes down. Right?”
Her eyes hurt from the sun. She was talking about her eyes.
“Yeah,” I said. “You want to try going for a walk?”
“Sure.” She smiled up at me. “Let’s go.”
 
IT WAS HONESTLY as easy as that. She clung to my aura as we first walked, and then ran, away from the motel and Patrick. I stopped every few blocks to see how she felt, but all she complained about was the sun hurting her eyes. Then she even stopped mentioning that.
“This is fun,” she said, when we stopped so I could rest up a bit. “Can we run? Patrick never runs. I want to run.”
“All right, Joy,” I said. “Let’s run.”
All right, so it had been a while since I’d tried running, but she was right. It was fun, feeling that free.
I wondered why Joy wasn’t being affected the way I had been, and then it hit me. Maybe Joy hadn’t attached to Patrick. Maybe she’d attached to me.
I was the one who’d approached her first, when we found her. I was the one who’d convinced her to come with us. And I was the one who’d looked after her ever since.
What if it was my fault that she’s been stuck with Patrick for all this time? I thought Patrick was the one doing this to all of us, but what if I didn’t have it right? What if I was as much to blame as he was?
Guilt washed over me, but I tried to hide it from the little girl skipping beside me. If this was my fault, I would pay, but it would have to be after Marie helped her remember what happened to her so many years before.
She needed to know what happened. And so did I.
I waited for the exhaustion to set in, because this was only the second time that I’d been away from Patrick, and I was moving Joy as well as myself, but I didn’t even feel tired. I wondered if having Joy with me somehow upped my power. If that was what was going on, that was a good thing. I could go for a long time, like this.
I took us to Marie’s office and I only got lost once. I was proud of myself, because my daughter had always given me a hard time about having the ability to get lost on my own block.
Marie wasn’t there, but James was. He and that snarly little dog who guarded the front door of the office. The dog’s eyes bugged when we walked through the door, then she beat a hasty retreat to the inner office.
“What’s the matter, Millie?” James said, from the office. “Somebody out there?”
He walked into the reception area and looked around what he thought was an empty room. Joy giggled as he walked right through her, and then the dog stuck its nose back through the door.
“Puppy!” Joy cried. She pulled away from me and made a beeline for the dog.
“Stop!” I grabbed at her, afraid she was just going to bungee back to Patrick, but she didn’t. She stayed right where she was, and she smiled at me as she chased the little dog.
“You’re losing it,” James said as the dog ran around and around his desk, frantically. He finally scooped her up and held her in his lap as he sat back down at his desk. She quivered and quaked as Joy walked up to her and ran her fingers through the little dog’s aura along her back.
“Leave her alone,” I said. “You’re scaring her.”
“I’m just petting her,” Joy said.
“I know,” I replied. “But just give her a break. She doesn’t know you.”
Joy backed off and the dog quickly quieted. “I like cats better anyway,” Joy said. “Can we find a cat for me to pet?”
“Maybe later,” I said. “We’re going to wait for Marie right now though. All right?”
“All right,” she said, and wandered over to one of the book shelves. She stared intently at the spines of the books, and then started calling out the letters printed there.
I was surprised to see that she knew how to read, even if it was just individual letters. I’d never seen her do that before.
“Who taught you how to do that?” I asked.
“My Mommy,” she said, and turned toward me. “Can we go find her?”
I sighed. This was an old tune, and I really didn’t have time for it.
“Maybe later,” I said. “But we have to wait for Marie right now.” I pointed at the books. “Keep reading.”
She turned back to the books as James cleared the files from the top of his desk and put them in the lower right drawer. He carefully locked it, pocketed the key, and stood.
“Do you have to pee, Millie?” he said. “’Cause I’m out of here for a while.”
The dog quivered in his arms, and James took that as a yes. He put on her collar and leash and took her out of the office. They were back in a few minutes, and he set her on her little pillow by the door. She quivered and quaked and stared up at him with her big eyes, begging him to take her wherever he was going.
I kinda felt bad for the little thing, because I knew Joy and I were making her so afraid, but James wasn’t going for it.
“You’ll be fine,” he said. “Marie will be back soon.” And then the door closed, and the little dog stared at us and shook as we waited, once more.
 
LUCKILY, WE DIDN’T have to wait long before we heard a key in the lock. Marie opened the door, and the dog launched herself at her legs. Marie looked surprised.
“What’s up with you?” she asked. The dog begged to be picked up until, finally, she bent and cradled the little dog in her arms, as she walked into the reception area.
She saw me standing over by the window and stopped. “Ruby,” she said. “That’s your name. Right?”
“It is,” I said. “I’m impressed you remember. Things were a bit chaotic when we met.”
“True,” she replied. She went to put the dog on the floor, but Joy picked that moment to run into the room, and the dog did everything in her power not to be released.
“And Joy’s with you,” Marie said. “Explains a bunch.” She held the dog and smiled at the little girl. “Nice to see you, Joy.”
“And you,” Joy said politely. Then she grinned and pointed at the dog. “I likes to pet her,” she said. “Do you think I can pet her again?”
“Maybe not just yet,” Marie said. “She’s a little tired. I’ll hold her for a while longer, okay?”
“All right,” Joy said, and shrugged. “I’m going to read some more.”
She clattered into the inner office and disappeared.
“How did you and Joy get here, Ruby?” Marie asked. “I thought you couldn’t get away from Patrick.”
“Karen helped me the first time,” I said. “But it took all her juice to do it. She disappeared just before I got here. So, I went back and got Joy.”
“The first time?” Marie asked, and then frowned. “Where’s Karen?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t seen her since she helped me get free. Marie, I want you to help the rest of us. Karen and I won’t be able to get them all away from him in the time we’ve got left.”
“How much longer is he going to stay in town?” she asked.
“No more than a week,” I said. “There isn’t much time.”
Her eyes widened, but she didn’t speak. I looked around to make sure that Joy wasn’t anywhere within hearing range. “I also want you to help Joy figure out what happened to her the day she died. She says she can’t remember, but I think someone did this to her.” I felt my anger rise, and I must have showed it because the little dog in Marie’s arms growled, and her hackles raised.
Marie looked at me for a long moment. “If I find out what happened to the little girl,” she said, “would that be enough for you to consider moving on?”
“Moving on? What’s that?”
“I can help you get to the next plane of existence,” Marie said. “Is this what’s holding you here?”
I stared at her. It had been such a long time since I even thought about what I’d wanted to do when I first died. “I—I wanted to make sure my granddaughters were all right,” I said. “I left them high and dry when I died. No one should do that to little kids.” I felt my throat tighten and turned away from her so she wouldn’t see me cry. Crying would do no good. It had been so many years.
“But don’t worry about me,” I said. “I want to make sure Joy gets taken care of. She’s the one I’m worried about.”
“Of course,” Marie said. “Give me your granddaughter’s names. I’ll see if I can find out anything about them. Just to ease your mind.”
“Would you?” I said. “Would you really?”
“I’ll do my best,” she said.
“Madison and Dakota Johnson,” I said. “From El Reno, Oklahoma.”
“I’ll check,” she said. “And I’ll see what I can find out about Joy.” She smiled at me. “As a matter of fact, I’ve already got somebody working on Joy’s case for me.”
“That’s wonderful,” I breathed. “What about everybody else? Can you help them get away from Patrick?”
“I don’t know,” Marie said. “Patrick isn’t going to want to let me anywhere near him, I’m sure. But let me see what I can do.”
“Thank you!” I cried. “That’s all we’ve been looking for all these years. Just someone to listen to us. Help us. Really help us.”
Marie pulled a sheet of paper from one of the drawers of the desk. “These are the names I gathered the first time we met,” she said. “Can you give me the rest of them? With last names, if you know them. It makes it easier to find them.”
I glanced at the list and gave her as many names as I could. She wrote them down, turning the paper over when she ran out of space on the front of the sheet. “How many are there?” she asked.
“One hundred and three,” I said. “But not all of them want to leave Patrick. They say it’s because it’s going to hurt, but I wonder if they still think he’s the only way they’ll get back to their homes.” I shook my head. “That’s all they really want. To go home.”
“That’s probably not going to happen,” Marie muttered. “But I’ll explain that to them when I see them again.”
“Good luck,” I said. “Some of them are particularly stubborn.”
She smiled. “I’ve noticed that about ghosts.”
“And, don’t forget that you promised to find out what happened to Joy. What really happened.”
“I won’t,” she said, and then laughed. “See? Ghosts are stubborn.”
“I guess we are,” I said. “But it’s all we’ve got left.”
She reached for the phone on her desk, and then stayed her hand. “I need to get back to work,” she said. “Where will you be, if I need to find you again?”
A not-so-subtle hint that we needed to leave. But I had no idea where we could go. I didn’t know the city, and Karen hadn’t yet returned, so I couldn’t rely on her for help. “I guess back to Patrick and the rest,” I said. “For now.”
“All right,” she said. “And if Patrick won’t let me near you, I’ll send Karen, when she comes back.”
“That would be great,” I said. “I like her. She’s a good one.”
“She is,” Marie said.
I called Joy, and she ran to me and grabbed the aura of my hand. “Are we going to see Mommy?” she asked.
“No,” I replied. “It’s time to go back and see Sarah and the rest.”
Before she could respond, I pulled her to the door. “We’ll see you soon, right?” I asked.
“Yes,” Marie said. “You’ll see me very soon.”
Then, we were down the stairs and out into the sunlight. Time to go home, I thought, and then shuddered. I had to quit thinking of Patrick and the rest as home. I had a new home if I wanted it. And it could be anywhere.
But Joy pulled me in the direction of the Bluebird Motel. Looked like she wanted to go home too.
 



 
Marie: It’s Time to Find Out What Sylvia Knows
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEEING THAT OLD woman and that little girl in the office shook me almost as much as it shook Millie. Karen was helping them escape. Not me. Karen.
She shouldn’t have had to do that. It was obviously hard on her—and there were over one hundred ghosts still attached to Patrick. I had to do something about that. But what?
What I told Ruby was the truth. He wasn’t going to want me anywhere near him, and if I was going to have any contact with them, it would have to be through Karen.
I couldn’t even find her poltergeists for her, and still, she was helping me. It wasn’t right. I had to do something for her. Something.
The trouble was, I couldn’t think of anything. If I couldn’t find the poltergeists, I couldn’t stop them. And if they didn’t go back to the ball diamond, they could be anywhere.
That put my mood in the toilet. I called Sylvia to give her the names Ruby had given me and expected her to yell about extra work. I felt like I deserved that, too.
But she didn’t.
“I’ve got news for you,” she said. “I found the officer who worked the Joy Peters case. He’s still alive, which surprised the heck out of me, I have to tell you. I’ve already contacted him. Told him I wanted to talk to him about a drowning case in 1959, and he said, ‘Do you mean the Joy Peters case?’ and I said, ‘That’s the one,’ and he said, ‘So you’ve finally decided to find out what really happened to that little girl, have you?’ and I said, ‘Yes.’ Looks like you were right. There was something not right about that case.”
“Would he be willing to talk to me?” I asked.
“He said he’d be willing to talk anytime.”
I hesitated, but only for a second. “What are you doing right now?” I asked.
She sighed. “Looks like I’m going to talk to Marvin Secord with you,” she replied. “Want me to pick you up?”
“That would be great,” I said.
“Kobe beef isn’t going to be enough for this favour,” she replied. “I’ll think of something better. See you in fifteen.”
She hung up, and I smiled. I was going to figure this out quickly, and then I could move Joy on. That would probably help Ruby make the choice to move on, once I found out what happened to her grandchildren. I glanced at the clock, and then hit Google. Maybe I would have both their questions answered before the end of the business day.
That only left one hundred and one more ghosts, plus all the people who’d called the office looking for help.
“One thing at a time,” I muttered, and punched in the name Dakota Johnson. “One thing at a time.”
 



 
Ruby: Back to Patrick. At Least Joy Is Happy
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WE WENT BACK to the Bluebird Motel, and everyone was pretty happy to see us.
“Did you talk to the psychic?” Keith asked.
“I did,” I said.
“Is she going to help us?”
“If she can.” I pointed at Patrick, who was pouring himself a drink. Probably not the first, and definitely not the last. “She has to figure out a way to convince him to meet her, though.”
Keith’s face fell. “That ain’t gonna happen,” he said. “We’re never going to get away from him.”
“Marie will figure out a way help everyone,” I replied. “She will.”
Then I thought of Karen, and how Marie hadn’t been able to help her. I hoped Keith was wrong. I liked the feeling of hope still warming the spot where my heart had been. It almost made me feel alive.
 



 
Marie: Meeting Marvin Secord
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MARVIN SECORD LIVED in a seniors’ apartment complex in Mill Woods. The outside looked nice enough, but I was afraid when we finally got inside, it would smell like old lunch and despair. I sniffed as we walked through the entry and pressed the button to Marvin’s apartment. All I could smell was Lemon Pledge, and I felt my back begin to loosen. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.
Marvin’s apartment was small but neat. He led us into the living room, and I admired the collection of certificates of merit he had framed and hung on the wall behind the television set.
“Looks like you’re a hero,” I said. “Thanks for your service.”
He stared at me for a long, long moment without speaking. “Just ignore her,” Sylvia said. “She’s a bit of a cop groupie.”
I glared at her. “I’m not a groupie,” I finally said. “Give it a rest. I’m just trying to be polite. All right?”
Marvin chuckled, a dry sound that didn’t quite touch his face. “You want coffee?” he asked.
I nodded, and he shuffled into his kitchen. As soon as he was out of sight, I turned on Sylvia. “A groupie?” I whispered angrily. “Seriously?”
“‘Thanks for your service?’” she whispered back. “Seriously?”
She had me there. It was a stupid thing to say.
Marvin brought three cups of coffee into the living room and set them on the coffee table. “I’ll get my notes,” he said, as we reached for our cups, and disappeared down a small hallway behind us.
The coffee was good, but it took Marvin a while to come back. “Do you think he got lost back there?” I whispered. “How old is he, anyhow?”
“Shut up,” Sylvia whispered back. “You’ll piss him off, and you won’t get the information you want.”
She was right, again. I subsided, and finished the rest of my coffee by the time Marvin shuffled back into the room.
“I never felt right about how this case was handled,” he said, and dropped the thick file on the coffee table in front of us. “It was rushed. We were pushed to close it, before the festivities started.”
“Festivities?” I asked.
“The Queen was coming to Edmonton. First time ever. The powers that be wanted everything all clean and tidy before she got here.”
I pointed at the file, and he nodded. Opened it, and quickly read through the handwritten notes. Then I hit bright purple typewritten pages and looked up at him.
“Is this a copy of the original file?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he said. “I mimeographed them when the file was closed.” He grinned at Sylvia. “You going to turn me in?”
“Nope,” Sylvia said. “I’ll just pretend I didn’t know.”
“So, you only had three potential suspects,” I said. “Her mother, her father, and Jerome Weber. One of the guys who worked at the Springworks.”
“That’s right,” Marvin said. “At first, I thought it was the mother, Vivian. She was tightly wound, if you know what I mean. She seemed to be more worried about little Joy getting her clothes dirty than anything else.”
I glanced up at him and read volumes in his look of disgust. “She was on Valium,” he said. “So, she wasn’t exactly right in the head, now was she?”
I suspected that a lot of women had been prescribed Valium in the fifties, but didn’t say so to him. I needed him to keep talking, after all.
“Why did you finally decide she wasn’t the one?” I asked.
“I didn’t. Not really. But she complained to the Commissioner that I wasn’t doing my job,” he said acidly. “That I wasn’t even trying to find her daughter. The Commissioner was the one who told me to move on. He didn’t want trouble with the public, us focussing on a mother like that.”
I frowned. “But didn’t it only take two days?” I said. “Before you found her body?”
“It did,” he replied. “Like I said, that woman was pretty tightly wound. She’s dead now. Died of cancer just a few years after Joy.” He shook his head. “That broke her husband, Roger. She was all he had to live for, after Joy.”
“What about Roger?” I asked. “Was he ever a suspect?”
“Nah,” Marvin said. “He was so broken up about his daughter’s death, I couldn’t believe that he’d had anything to do with it.” He touched his nose. “I can smell a liar. At least I could, back in the day.” He shook his head. “That man wasn’t lying.”
I looked at him for a long moment. “People show grief in different ways,” I finally said.
Marvin’s forehead wrinkled. “Are you some kind of a feminist?” he rasped.
I opened my mouth to speak, but Sylvia put her hand on my arm, stopping me before I got started.
“And Jerome Weber?” she asked. “What was his story?”
Marvin glared at me a moment more, as though daring me to bring up my feminist claptrap again, and then turned to Sylvia. “He said he didn’t see a thing,” he said. “That he never saw the girl the whole time that she and her mother were at the shop.”
“And you believed him?” Sylvia asked.
“I had no way to prove anything else,” Marvin said.
“What did your nose tell you about him?” I asked. I tried to keep any and all sarcasm out of my voice, but could tell I’d failed miserably when he glared at me once more.
“I was told to quit digging when we found the girl’s body,” he said. “I was told to call it an accidental drowning and let it go. So, I didn’t have a chance to question him further.” He shook his head. “I wish I’d had some time in the box with that one, though. He wasn’t telling me everything.” He looked at me levelly. “My nose told me that much, at least.”
I flipped through the file, and it was all there, exactly as he said. “I wonder if Jerome Weber is still alive,” I muttered. “Maybe we could talk to him. Find out if he knew more than he said.”
“I don’t know,” Marvin replied. “I lost track of him after a few years.”
I looked up at him. “So, you didn’t stop working the case, even though you were told to,” I said.
“There was something wrong, and I knew it,” he said. “Roger knew it, too. He was the one who pressed me to keep looking. I did it for him. And for me.”
“What did you find out?” Sylvia asked. She’d leaned forward, hanging on his every word.
“All I found out was, Jerome Weber didn’t do anything but his job as long as I kept track of him. Never even got a traffic ticket. And there was never another bit of evidence to say that it was him. After Roger died, I stopped looking.”
He looked down at the file and shook his head. “He died in that house, and no one found him for a couple of weeks,” he said. “I should have kept tabs on him. Called him, to make sure he was all right. I always felt bad about that.”
He looked at Sylvia. “So, are you going to reopen this case?” he asked. “After all this time?”
“I think we’ll find out whether Jerome Weber is alive, first,” she said. “And maybe have a talk with him, if he is.” She smiled. “See if your nose was right about him.”
“It is,” he said. “But he might already be dead. And I’m going to die soon, so there won’t be anyone who gives a damn about that little girl anymore.”
I thought about Ruby and the other ghosts, but didn’t mention them. He was talking about the living. I didn’t need to bring up any more of the dead.
I looked at my watch and gasped. I had a meeting with someone who was certain they had a ghost in their house, and if we didn’t leave soon, I’d be late.
“I’m sorry, but I have to go,” I said. “Thanks for meeting me.” I glanced at Sylvia. “Us,” I amended. “Thanks for meeting us. If we find out anything, we’ll let you know.”
“If Jerome is still alive, promise me you’ll give me ten minutes in the box with him,” he said. “I can get the truth out of him, one way or the other.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Sylvia said quickly, and shook his hand. “Do you mind if I take your file?”
He pulled it from my hand and gave it to Sylvia. “Be my guest,” he said.
“Thanks.” She headed for the door. “We’ll be in touch.”
“I’m counting on it,” he replied. He didn’t follow us. Just leaned back in his recliner and picked up the remote sitting on the small table at its side.
As we walked out the door, I heard the theme music from the six o’clock news come on.
I was going to be late for my next meeting if we didn’t hurry. I started running, and after a moment, Sylvia followed me.
 
 



 
Marie: Watching the Show
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JAMES WAS ALONE in the office when I got back from a meeting with Willis Everett, who had been convinced he had a ghost problem.
“How did it go?” he called.
“I think his water heater is broken,” I said. “There are no ghosts in that house.”
I slumped into the chair at my desk and morosely crossed Willis Everett’s name off my client list. “I’m never going to get paid if people don’t have actual ghosts.”
“Charge ’em anyway,” James said. He walked into the reception area, carrying Millie.
“How can I charge them if I don’t do any actual work for them?” I asked. “And what is wrong with that dog?”
“Your first question is easy,” James said. “Call it ‘Evaluation’ or whatever and charge them a flat fee. Two hours of your time would probably work. Concerning the dog, I have no idea what’s wrong with her. She’s been acting crazy for a while now.”
He dropped the dog into her little bed, and she rolled herself into a quivering mass of black and white hair. I could see her eyes just above the edge of the bed. They darted back and forth as she looked frantically all over the room. It was like she was looking for something or someone the rest of us could not see. Like maybe a ghost.
I glanced at the window, to see if Karen had come back while I was out, but she wasn’t there.
“I had a couple of ghosts drop by earlier in the day,” I said. “And they really freaked Millie out. Maybe she’s still reacting to their smell, or something.” I felt a small pang of compassion for her. Ghosts were hard to deal with.
“Ghosts have a smell?” James asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Probably. And aren’t dogs’ noses better than ours? She can probably smell them, even though we can’t.”
“Could be,” James said. “I wonder how you could test that.”
“No idea,” I said. “Besides, we’re a little too busy to be running experiments on that dog, don’t you think?”
“Yeah, probably,” he replied. “But it would actually be nice to know. I don’t relish the idea of having to carry her everywhere.” He grinned. “She would sure impede me, if I had to chase down a criminal.”
“Or run away from an irate client,” I said, and laughed.
“Maybe it doesn’t have anything to do with ghosts,” James said. “Maybe she doesn’t like being alone all the time. Maybe I should put her into doggy daycare.”
I stared at him incredulously. “Is that a thing?”
“Absolutely,” James replied. “She might even like it.”
I couldn’t imagine that dog liking anything, but didn’t say so. Doggy daycare was only necessary because I was now too busy to doggy sit. More changes. Like the idea of hiring a receptionist. James must have seen the guilt on my face, because he walked up to me and took my hands.
“Don’t worry about the dog,” he said. “I’m sure she’ll be fine. I have a surveillance job tonight, and I wouldn’t mind some company. You free?”
I knew that I should have gone out to look for Karen, but I had no idea where she could have gone. And I should have spent the night trying to find Jerome Weber, so we could let Marvin interrogate him. But I was tired, and I wanted a break. With James.
“I am,” I said. “And I’d love to.”
 



 
Ruby: Joy’s Story
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PATRICK GOT THE phone call about the problems at the Springworks Club a couple of years before. His career was really falling apart around that time, which was why he even considered a job as small as that.
One of the owners, who obviously hadn’t bothered to check Patrick’s credentials before he called, wanted him to come and get rid of the ghost he was convinced was messing with his business.
“You gotta get it out of here,” he said, when we all rolled into the club. “It hangs around the women’s bathroom and creeps the ladies out.”
“I’ll do what I can,” Patrick said, pulling out his “tools of the trade” which impressed his clients to no end, but did nothing more than measure temperature and air pressure. Those tools were as bad as the equipment the fake psychics used, as far as I was concerned. But it kept him in booze and cable, which seemed to be all he was interested in, any longer.
The owner pointed at the women’s washroom, but Patrick ignored it and checked the rest of the building over carefully. Most of the rest of the ghosts followed him, eager for the chance to look at anything other than the inside of another cheap motel. But I went to the washroom right off the jump. She materialized beside me in a flash of white light. She was a little girl, not more than six years old, which twisted a knife of pain in my old, dead heart. She was painfully thin, and her clothes were old-fashioned. They had been nice once, but whatever had happened to her had wrecked them. Wrecked her. But she still had a pretty smile. “You gots to be careful in this place,” she said. Then she laughed, like it didn’t really matter what she said.
I knew the feeling, after hanging around with my fake psychic. Talking to the living was a real waste of time. I smiled at her gently, and her eyes lit up.
“Can you hear me?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Why can you hear me?” she asked. “Nobody else ever could.”
“Because I’m the same as you,” I said. I noticed she didn’t ask me what I meant, and I wondered if she knew she was dead.
I had only dealt with one spirit who didn’t realize they’d passed on. It had gone badly, and when Patrick pulled us away, the spirit was still screaming incoherently. I couldn’t let that happen to this little girl. “How long have you been here?” I asked gently.
“I don’t know. A long time, I think.” She looked down at her hands which were covered in scratches. She pushed them into the pockets of her old-fashioned pinafore and looked up at me. “Are you going to stay?”
I was going to say no, but she looked frightened and backed up a step.
“Everybody leaves,” she said. “First Mommy and Daddy. Then the other guy, who worked here with Daddy and smelled like cabbage. He couldn’t see me, though. Not after I felt down and hit my head. Then there were all the big boys and girls who come here to dance. None of them could see me.” She snivelled. “Not even the cats can see me. Nobody can. Except you.” She frowned. “Why can you see me?”
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Joy,” she replied. “Joy Peters.” She smiled. “I’m very happy to meet you.”
“Aren’t you the polite one,” I said.
“Thank you,” she replied. “What’s your name?”
“Ruby,” I said.
“You’re really old,” she said, and I laughed.
“I am, compared to you.”
“And you have a funny accent,” she said, then her eyes popped and she brought her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was impolite.”
“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m from Oklahoma, so I guess I do, to you.”
“That’s a long way away, isn’t it?” she asked.
“It is,” I said.
“So why are you here?” she asked.
“I came here to meet you,” I said. “I think I might be able to help you. Me and my friends.”
She looked around and smiled. “You have friends?” she asked. “Here?”
“Just out there,” I said. “Would you like to meet them?”
“I’d love to.” But she didn’t go near the door. “Are you all going to stay here with me? I’d love it if you stayed. I’m tired of being all by myself. We could all be friends.”
I shook my head. Her head drooped, and her lips quivered. “I won’t make you skip,” she said. “Or play jacks, or anything, if you don’t want. I just want somebody to talk to.” She flashed her eyes up at mine, and then back down. “Can we talk, at least?”
The little girl’s need almost drowned me. “All right,” I said, and patted a piece of the floor beside me. “Sit down and tell me your story.”
I figured it was a good place to start even though I was pretty sure I didn’t want to hear it—little kids don’t turn into ghosts unless something bad happened, but she needed someone to talk to, and I was there.
She sat cross-legged beside me and carefully pulled her blue mud-streaked dress down over her legs. Then she smoothed the pinafore covering her dress. I could see the water stains on her clothes and the mud caught in her carefully curled hair.
“I’m waiting for my Mommy to come back,” she said. “She’s been gone a long time. That’s why I wanted somebody to talk to. ’Cause she’s been gone such a long time.” She smiled at me. “Do you think you could help me find her?” Her lips quivered again, and I realized she was going to start crying. “And my Daddy?”
“I don’t think I can do that, Joy,” I said. “I’m stuck, just like you are. I can’t just go and look for anyone. Just like you.”
“Why not?” she asked.
“Because we’re dead,” I said, as gently as I could. “You and I. That’s how we’re the same.”
Horror wound across her face. “I’m not dead,” she said, and she glared at me. “Why did you say that to me? Try to tell me such a horrible thing?”
“Because it’s the truth,” I said. I tried to keep my voice as gentle as I could, because I didn’t want to scare her any more than she already was. “And so am I. And the rest of my friends. That’s the unvarnished truth, Joy. Sorry.”
She pulled away from me like I’d spit in her face. “I’m not dead!” she cried. She pulled herself to standing and glared at me. “You’re a dirty liar! A liar! A liar!”
And then, she disappeared.
“Oh no,” I breathed, and scrambled to my feet. If I didn’t find her before Patrick was finished with his “investigation,” she would be stuck here, all by herself, again. She needed someone to talk care of her. She couldn’t be left here. I had to find her.
 
I FOUND PATRICK and the rest down in the basement where Patrick was checking the pipes for leaks.
“I found the spirit,” I said. “But she’s just a little girl, and she didn’t realize she was dead. She disappeared, but I think she has to be around here somewhere. I don’t think she can leave.”
I hoped not, anyhow.
The rest of them immediately fanned out, looking for Joy. I headed out of the basement, intending to go back to the washroom, just in case she reappeared there, but heard something scrabbling around in a back room and went to investigate. At first, I figured it was a rat, but Joy popped out from behind a box and stared at me, dressed in her old-fashioned dress and pinafore, which was covered in mud. So were her white socks and Mary Jane shoes. Well, shoe. She’d lost one somewhere. The mud in her hair made it stand out in wild waves around her pinched white face. She looked older, somehow. Like she’d grown up while she was gone.
“Are you okay?” I asked. “I was afraid you were gone forever.”
“I don’t know where I went,” she said, and shuddered. “It was dark, and I was scared. I called for my Mommy and Daddy, but I couldn’t find them. I couldn’t find anyone. When I woke up, I was back there.” She pointed at the haphazard pile of boxes by the far wall.
“Is that why I can’t leave this place?” she whispered. “Because I’m dead?”
“I think so,” I said gently. “Do you believe me now?”
“I guess,” she said. I couldn’t tell from her face whether she actually did, but at least she hadn’t disappeared again.
Keith wandered into the room. “You found her,” he said. Then he smiled at Joy. “Aren’t you a cute one!”
“Thank you,” Joy said thinly. “Are you dead, too?”
“That I am, little girl,” he said. “So, what happened to you?”
She stared at him for a long moment, and then looked down at her feet, her socks and one forlorn shoe encased in mud. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she mumbled. Then she took a step toward me, as if for protection.
“Maybe now’s not the time,” I said to Keith. “She’s still getting used to us being around.”
“Well, she doesn’t have forever,” he said, snippily. “Patrick is going to be done in a couple of hours. She has to decide if she’s coming or not. Doesn’t she?”
Joy turned and looked at me. “I can’t leave,” she whispered. “My mommy will come looking for me, I’m sure of it. I have to be here. I have to.”
Keith snorted and turned away. “Cut her loose,” he said. “There are enough of us already.”
“Just go,” I said to Keith. “I’ll handle her.”
She was too little to be left alone. That much I knew for sure. “If you come with us,” I said, “we’ll find a psychic. Someone living who can talk to us, even though we’re dead. And when we find that person, I’ll make sure that they help you find your mommy. How does that sound?”
“You’re not fooling me, are you?” she asked.
“I would never do that,” I said.
She tentatively reached out her hand and touched the aura that surrounded me. “I believe you,” she finally said. “And I don’t want to be alone anymore.”
“Good,” I said, and turned toward the door. “Let me introduce you to the rest. They’ll be very happy to meet you.”
“All right,” she said, but she didn’t move. She looked up at me, her drowned blue eyes swimming in her face. “Before we go, will you sing a song with me?”
I have to tell you, that was the last thing I expected her to say. “You want me to sing you a song?”
“We can sing together,” she said. “Please?”
She had a smile that lit up the room, and soon I found myself singing “The Itsy Bitsy Spider,” for the first time. But it wasn’t the last. Not by a long shot.
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JAMES AND I got back to his place just before midnight. We’d been surveilling one of his divorce cases, and he finally got the money shot. At least, he thought he had, until we realized that the woman we’d caught Ray Jesson leaving the no-tell motel with was actually Ray’s wife, Rebecca. The woman who had hired James to catch Ray screwing around.
“Are you sure that’s her?” I asked, staring at the photograph which we’d blown up on his computer. “I thought she was a brunette.”
“Doesn’t that look like a wig to you?” he asked, pointing at the long blonde locks of the woman who’d high-stepped out of the motel room before Jesson.
I stared, and then shrugged. “Could be,” I said. “But you met the woman, didn’t you? In real life, I mean. Can’t you tell from her face?”
“I don’t know,” he replied. “Honestly, she just looked like a soccer mom when I met her for our meeting.” He shrugged. “She wasn’t even wearing makeup.”
“Well, this woman definitely is,” I said. “I mean, look at her eyelashes. No way those are real.”
James sighed and closed down the computer. “I’ll call her tomorrow,” he said. “Are you hungry? I’m starving.”
“I’ll make us something to eat,” I said.
“You’re not going to cook, are you?” he asked. Well, whined, really.
“No,” I said. “I already promised I wouldn’t. And I already apologized to you for burning that pot, didn’t I?”
He actually had a favourite pot, and I burnt the crap out of it, though I couldn’t believe that anyone could have a favourite pot, for goodness’ sake.
“Yeah, you did,” he said.
“Do you have leftover pizza, or something? I won’t even warm that up, so no chance of another fire.”
“No pizza,” he said. “How about a couple of sandwiches? I’ll help you make them.”
He went to stand, but I pushed him back on the couch. “I think I can handle making sandwiches,” I said. “Just get comfortable. It’ll only take a couple of minutes.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, which got my back up.
“I can make sandwiches,” I repeated. “Man, you just said you were hungry. We haven’t eaten in forever.”
I didn’t wait for him to answer, just headed into the kitchen. I found the fixings and threw together a couple of sandwiches. I even remembered to put James’s boutique mustard on one of them. Then I pulled a couple of beers from the fridge and carried everything out to the living room.
“These look good,” James said.
“Don’t sound so surprised,” I said.
He grinned at me and grabbed half a sandwich from the plate. Millie jumped out of her little dog bed and hustled over to him, parking herself right beside his knee as she waited for something—anything—to hit the ground so she could score.
James ignored her and took a bite. He’d grabbed one of mine, of course, and he made that face he makes when he tastes something he’s not fond of. “You forgot my mustard.”
“No, I didn’t.” I grabbed the sandwich out of his hand. “You’re eating one of mine. Yours is on your side of the plate. See?”
I pointed rather vigorously, and Millie crept even closer, obviously hoping that somehow the offending sandwich would end up on the floor.
Not a chance, dog.
“Oh,” James said, and grabbed the sandwich closest to him. He took another bite, smiled, and made “I love this” smacking noises as he chowed down on the crunchy mustard and beef. Then he looked at me. “Have you ever even tried it?”
“Yes, I have,” I said, and took a bite from what was left of the half sandwich James had mangled. “And I didn’t like it at all.”
“Maybe it’s an acquired taste,” he said.
“Or maybe it’s just crappy,” I replied.
He shrugged. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”
I shrugged back at him and laughed. Then we ate in a comfortable silence.
“Did I tell you that Sylvia is helping me out with my ghost issues?” I asked as I wiped my hands on my jeans, and Millie leaped up to help me. I pushed her back to the floor where she flounced around, pouting, until she found a scrap of roast beef that I’d evidently dropped.
“I knew you were going to ask her,” he said. “But I didn’t realize she’d agreed to help you.” He grinned. “What’s it going to cost you?”
“Another meal,” I said. “She said she wants Kobe beef, this time. Is that expensive?”
He laughed and patted my hand. “You better use her like a rented mule if you’re feeding her Kobe beef,” he said.
“I was afraid of that,” I sighed. “But she has been helpful. She even found the cop who worked on the little girl’s case.”
“Joy. Right?”
“Right. We went and talked to him today. He’s still convinced her death wasn’t accidental.”
James frowned. “If he thought that, why was the case closed?”
“He said the Queen was coming to visit, and the powers that be wanted everything all clean and tidy before she showed up.”
“Seriously?”
“That’s what he said. It was her first visit here, or something. Guess it was a big deal.”
“So, what are your next steps?” he asked.
“We’re going to talk to somebody who worked at the Springworks when Joy disappeared. If he’s still alive.” I sighed. “If he’s not, I don’t know what we can do.”
“Maybe you could forget figuring out if she was killed and just convince her to move on to the next plane of existence, like your mother would,” James said, and then laughed when I slapped his hand.
“Don’t throw my mother’s rules for the spirit world in my face,” I said. “I just think that it would be easier to move her on if she knew what happened. Her and Ruby both.”
“Well, I hope it works out,” James said. “And if you need any help, just let me know.”
“That’s a nice offer,” I said. “But I should be the one getting this information. She is a ghost, after all.”
“You have more clients than I do right now,” James replied. He took my hand and smiled endearingly. “Come on. Let me help.”
He did have a point. I was busy with work that actually paid, plus the stupid poltergeists. I didn’t know if I was ever going to be able to get close enough to Patrick to actually help the rest of the ghosts, but maybe, if James helped, I could help Joy, at least.
“All right,” I said. “You can help, once Sylvia finds out if the old guy is even alive.”
“Sounds good,” James said. He picked up his sandwich and took a huge bite.
“Did I tell you Sylvia also said she’d get rid of the lookie-loos at the ball diamond?” I said. “I’m hoping that will help draw the stupid poltergeists back, at the very least. Then that’s one more thing off my plate. Heck, maybe Karen’s team will even come back. I hope so, anyhow. I don’t think that’s why they’re not hanging around anymore, though. I think they don’t want to get involved in any more revenge stuff. And with Andrew going to court—”
“What?” James sat straight up and stared at me. “When did you find that out?”
Oops.
“Sorry,” I said. “Sylvia told me, just before Patrick showed up. Andrew’s out of the hospital and in Remand, which means he’s finally going to be arraigned.”
“Are you going to have to be there? You know, to testify or whatever?”
“Sylvia didn’t think so,” I said. “Not for the arraignment, anyway.”
“Well, that’s good,” James said. “Hey, maybe that’s why Wheeler’s been after you to be on his show. He knows that Andrew’s going to be arraigned.”
“That would explain so much, wouldn’t it?”
James looked at his watch then picked up the remote. “Want to find out?” he said. “We can catch the last thirty-five minutes of his show.”
“You can’t be serious,” I said as he aimed the remote and turned on the TV. “I’m not watching it.”
“But we have to know,” James said. “He’s fixated on you and Andrew. We have to know what he’s showing the rest of the world.”
I stared at him for a moment, trying to come up with a good reason why watching stupid Ellis Wheeler and his stupid show wasn’t the right thing to do. Then I sighed.
“You’re right,” I said. “We better watch the show.”
James grinned. “Did that hurt?”
“Did what hurt?”
“Admitting that maybe I’m right.”
“A little bit,” I admitted. “But maybe there’s a chance his show will put me to sleep.”
As we watched the end of a commercial for men’s deodorant, James reached over and took my hand. He squeezed gently, and I squeezed back. It wouldn’t be that bad. It was just a stupid late-night talk show. People didn’t actually watch the thing. They couldn’t.
The show started with a close-up of a coffee cup, Ellis Wheeler’s smiling face plastered on the side. Then the camera panned back, and we could see Wheeler, and then the man sitting beside Wheeler’s desk.
It was Patrick Whitecroft.
The only time either of us moved over the next horrifying ten minutes was when Millie decided to steal my sandwich and James had to track her down from under the couch to tear it out of her angry little jaws. But I watched the television like my life depended on it.
Wheeler introduced Patrick as an expert on psychics. “And why are you here this evening, Mr. Whitecroft?”
“You contacted me, Ellis,” Patrick said. He smiled wearily and shook his head. “About Marie Jenner, a self-proclaimed psychic, and I decided to investigate.”
“So you could get proof that she was actually what she claims to be,” Wheeler said. “Right?”
“Correct,” Patrick said. “I went and spoke to her, at her place of work.” He snorted derisively. “She works for a private investigator, which is a very convenient way to find the poor unfortunates who don’t realize that they are being played.”
“And you were able to record this interaction with Marie,” Wheeler prodded.
“Yes,” Patrick said. “It was very informative.”
Wheeler turned to the camera. “Here are the highlights of this first meeting between alleged psychic, Marie Jenner, and Patrick Whitecroft.”
The TV darkened for a second, and I looked at James. “He taped the meeting,” I said.
James’s face was absolute stone. “Looks like.”
“Jesus,” I muttered, and tried to remember what I’d said to Patrick when he’d arrived unannounced at James’s office.
The TV flickered for a moment, and then it was my face, huge, on the screen. I looked pissed, and thought, Man, I have to remember to smile when somebody comes into the office.
The angle of the video was odd, as though Patrick had been squatting beside my desk, shooting me almost from the desktop. I wasn’t centred in the shot, and he’d managed to cut off the top of my head.
“How’d he get that?” James asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. Then I blinked. “Was it the cap of his stupid pen? Looks like the right spot on the desk. Did you see it? The cap of his pen? He took it off and put it on my desk when he said he was going to write down my answers—”
“You’re babbling,” James said.
“I have every reason in the world to babble,” I said. “Look at me. Why didn’t you tell me my hair looked like that?”
“Like what?”
“All over the place.” I grimaced. “I look terrible.”
James shrugged. “Your hair looks fine,” he said. “Can we please just watch this? We have to know what we’re up against, here.”
I finally subsided, almost glad he’d told me to shut up. But I couldn’t believe how bad my hair looked. I had to remember to do something about it. I really did . . .
Then I pointed. “Did you see that blob of light wandering across in front of him? It’s like the one we saw on his other video, remember?”
“I remember,” James said. His voice sounded distant, and when I looked over at him, he was concentrating hard on the screen. “He’s edited this,” he finally said.
“What?” I looked at the screen. “Are you sure? Jesus, I can’t even remember what I said to him.”
“I’m absolutely sure,” James said. “Watch that.”
He pointed to a dust mote bumbling across the screen. It disappeared. Before I could react, it reappeared, six inches to the right. Then it disappeared again, reappearing almost off screen.
“You remember all those light streaks and blobs we saw on Patrick’s videos we watched on YouTube?” I said.
“Yep.”
I pointed. “They’re the ghosts. I bet that one is Karen. She went into the crowd behind Patrick, to find out what was going on. My bet is, we should see a couple more of the things in a second, because that’s when Karen came back and brought Ruby and Joy with her.”
It played out almost exactly the way I’d said it was going to, except that there were jumps in continuity and Patrick managed to make me look and sound even more stupid. I decided to ignore what I was saying and doing, and concentrate on the light and dust motes as they disappeared and reappeared, all over the screen. But it was hard.
“He’s making me look like an idiot,” I finally said. My throat was so tight it hurt.
“That’s what he’s paid to do,” James said. “I wonder if Wheeler knows he doctored that video.”
“I bet Wheeler was the one who did it,” I said. “That S.O.B.”
James glanced at me meaningfully, just for a second. “Looks like I was right about you staying away from him.”
James had been the one to point out, over and over again, what a mistake I was making when I first thought about going on Wheeler’s show.
“Shut up,” I said, and pushed his hand away.
“I’m not saying a word,” James replied, but that aggravating tone—the “I’m right and you’re wrong, glad you finally know it” tone—was back in his voice.
I hated that tone of voice.
“Fine,” I said.
We watched the video for a few more seconds, and it was James’s turn to lose it when the video showed me reacting as James roughed up Patrick off screen. Finally, the video stopped on my face, frozen, my mouth open and my eyes crazy angry.
“Delightful,” I said, then frowned. “Why did he stop it there?”
“Because that’s when you mentioned that Nolan guy,” James said. “And he lost it. Remember?”
“You’re right,” I said.
Wheeler was back on screen, and we watched in silence as he questioned Patrick.
“So,” Wheeler said. “What does this video prove?”
“I believe it proves that this Marie Jenner person does what most of the charlatans do—she used my answers to feed her narrative.” He shook his head and clicked his tongue, and all I wanted to do was reach through the screen and slap him hard.
“So,” Wheeler said. “Do you think Marie Jenner has the ability to speak to ghosts?”
Patrick smiled and shook his head. “That young woman does not have any psychic abilities whatsoever,” he said. “She learned how to play the rubes. Probably from her mother, who, I’ve learned, played at being a psychic for many years in Fort McMurray.”
Wheeler turned to the camera and smiled his patented world-weary smile. “So, there you have it,” he said. “According to Patrick Whitecroft, professional psychic debunker, Marie Jenner has no psychic abilities whatsoever.”
“Jesus,” I muttered.
James didn’t speak. Just reached over and took my hand again and held it, hard.
“We’re going to take a break,” Wheeler’s voice echoed tinnily from the television, “and when we come back, we’re going to talk to a few people whose lives have been affected by Marie Jenner and her so called ‘psychic abilities’. You won’t want to miss it.”
As the first commercial came on, I turned and stared at James. “He actually did quotey fingers when he said psychic abilities,” I said.
“You always say you’re not a psychic,” James said pretty lightly, considering what we’d just watched. He stood. “You want some tea?”
“Don’t you want to watch the rest?” I asked, pointing in the general direction of the television. “Don’t you even wonder who they got to talk dirt about me?”
“I do,” he said. “But I want a drink first.”
He walked into the kitchen and turned on the kettle, even though I hadn’t said I wanted any, and then he poured himself a scotch. A lot more than three fingers deep, and I waved at him.
“I’ll take one of those,” I said.
He looked surprised, and I didn’t blame him. I hadn’t had a drink of the hard stuff since I’d been on meds for my PTSD. “Are you sure?”
“One won’t kill me,” I said.
He nodded, shut off the kettle, and poured me a drink. Placed it into my hand, sat down beside me, and touched his glass to mine. The glasses rang.
“We’ll get past this,” he said, and drank.
“I hope so,” I said, and put the glass to my lips.
The scotch was harsh and peaty and dark, and I drank it down like it was water. It burned my throat, and then sat like lava in my stomach as the next segment of Wheeler’s show started.
Patrick had disappeared. Three people on the couch replaced him, two women and a man. I didn’t recognize one of the women, but I sure recognized the couple.
“Those are Karen’s parents,” I said. I felt a jolt of guilt. Karen had warned me that they were going to be on the show, and I’d told her I would get hold of them and make sure they were all right. I hadn’t done that. To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about them again.
They sat on the far end of the couch, clinging to each other’s hands like they were lifelines. The last time I’d seen them was at their house, where James and I had gone to see if we could figure out whether or not they’d been involved in Karen’s death.
The scotch roiled in my stomach.
“Who’s that other woman?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I said.
Wheeler spoke to Rupert and Ethel Dubinsky first.
They both looked ten years older than they had when James and I had talked to them about Karen just a few weeks before. Ethel looked much worse than Rupert. She barely spoke a word. Just chewed on one of her ragged fingernails and nodded as Rupert told Wheeler about us showing up at their house and quizzing them about their missing daughter.
“They said they knew something about her,” he said. “And they promised me that they’d let me know as soon as they proved it.”
“You’re talking about the psychic, Marie Jenner?” Ellis asked.
“I’m not a psychic,” I said distantly. James made hushing noises and grabbed the remote to turn up the volume.
“She didn’t tell me she was a psychic, but yes,” Rupert said. “Her and that guy she works for, James Lavall, knocked on our door, bold as brass.” His eyes thinned. “They told me they were working for the police, on cold cases. They never said anything about finding ghosts, or whatever it is she says she can do.”
“This is going to piss off Sylvia,” I muttered.
“And it’s probably going to get us in a bunch of trouble,” James said. “Thank goodness I have a lawyer on speed dial. Now be quiet.”
I bit my tongue and turned back to the screen. Wheeler was speaking. “So they said that they were working for the police,” he prompted.
Rupert nodded.
“And have the police been in touch with you since the body was recovered from Diamond Two in John Fry Park? Letting you know that it is in fact the body of your daughter that has been found?”
“No,” Rupert said. “We haven’t heard a thing from the police or anybody else.”
“That’s not my daughter,” Ethel muttered.
“I’m sorry,” Wheeler said. “What did you say?”
“I said that’s not my daughter,” Ethel said again. She glared at Wheeler. “My daughter’s not dead. I don’t know who that poor girl is that was buried at that ball diamond, but she’s not my daughter. Karen will come home to us. She’s out there somewhere. She just needs to come home.”
She looked straight into the camera and sobbed. “Please come home, Karen,” she cried. “We just want you home.”
“That’s enough,” her husband said. He pulled her to him, and she fell into his arms and bawled like a child. He patted her back awkwardly then turned to Wheeler. “That’s enough,” he said again. “We can’t do anymore.”
“All right,” Wheeler said, his face a mask of sympathy and understanding. “I would like to thank you both for coming on—”
“Tell that girl to quit lying about Karen,” Ethel cried. She clawed her way past her husband and grabbed the sleeve of Wheeler’s expensive-looking suit. “She’s not dead! She can’t be dead!”
Wheeler pulled his sleeve away from her grasping fingers and turned to the camera himself.
“We need to go to a commercial break,” he said. “But believe me, you won’t want to miss a moment of our next guest’s interview when we come back!”
“Excuse me.” I stumbled from the living room to the bathroom and stood over the toilet for two long minutes, trying to decide whether or not I was going to throw up.
I didn’t, but it was touch and go. The scotch really didn’t help. At least I hadn’t eaten too much of the sandwich.
“Why did he do that to them?” I whispered to my pale, distraught image in the mirror. “They just wanted to know what happened to their daughter. Why did he have to do that to them?”
Because people will watch, I thought. It’s like a car wreck. People will always watch.
I washed my face, and I wanted nothing more than to stay in the bathroom for the rest of the night. I should have warned Karen’s parents, but I didn’t even try.
“I’m a terrible friend,” I muttered, then stared at myself in the mirror. When had I started thinking of Karen as a friend?
“I have to stop thinking like that. I can’t be her friend, and I can’t keep using her to do my job. She came to me for help, and all I’m doing is hurting her. Her and her parents.” I groaned. I didn’t want to go back out there and watch the rest, but I knew I had to face whoever else Ellis had convinced to go on that show.
I walked out of the bathroom. “Are you all right?” James asked.
“I’m fine,” I said, even though I wasn’t. “Has it started yet?”
“No.” He looked concerned. “Do you want to watch the rest of this?”
“I have to,” I said. “Don’t I?”
“I guess so,” he said. “You need to know what’s coming. Do you want another drink?”
I shook my head. That was the last thing in the world I needed.
“What about tea then? You look like you need some tea.”
I smiled, shakily. “That would be nice.”
He jumped up and walked to the kitchen, squeezing my arm as he walked by me. “Just sit down,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
I almost followed him into the kitchen, because I really didn’t want to watch any more of that horrible show, but knew he was right. I needed to know what was coming.
I plopped down on the couch and pulled Millie into my arms. She cuddled up to me, and I ran my fingers through her silky hair as I watched the last of the commercial for the Garden Weasel. Then, Ellis’s show started again, and Millie squeaked.
“Sorry, girl,” I said, and loosened my grip on her as I stared at Ellis’s next guest on the TV screen. It was Dianna Westwood.
Dianna Westwood. The wife of Andrew Westwood, who had killed Karen and attacked me. My chest felt so tight I could barely breathe.
“James, you gotta get in here,” I said.
“Tea’s almost ready,” he said. “Is the show on?”
“Forget the tea,” I said. “It’s Andrew’s wife. Ellis has Andrew’s wife on the show.”
Dianna Westwood looked much more composed than Karen Dubinsky’s parents had, but after Wheeler introduced her, he reached over the desk between them and took her hand, gently.
“Will you be all right?” he asked. “This won’t be too hard on you, will it?”
“Jesus!” I yelled. “I can’t stand that smarmy puke! Why didn’t he ask Karen’s parents how they felt? Why didn’t he take Ethel’s hand? Because she’s old, that’s why. He’s hitting on her! On TV, for God’s sake!”
I reached over and grabbed at the remote to shut off the television, but James stayed my hand. “We have to hear what she says,” he said.
“No, we don’t,” I said. But he took the remote away from me and left the television blaring.
“I’m here because my husband has been accused of a terrible crime,” Dianna said. “And this Marie Jenner person is the one who accused him.”
She sniffled. Wheeler handed her a tissue, and then patted her hand. She smiled and thanked him, touching the tissue to her eyes.
“She’s not even crying,” I said, feeling small and mean even as I spoke. She had been as fooled as the rest of us by Andrew. I had to remember that.
On the television, Wheeler asked if Dianna had ever met me.
“No,” Dianna replied. “But I looked her up online when I heard she was in the nuthouse after she attacked Andrew.”
Wheeler’s eyes blinked for a second or two, and I almost wanted to laugh. Nuthouse was not a good word to say on television, and he knew it. I bet the station phone was lighting up with outraged callers.
“Allegedly attacked,” Wheeler said. “And she said that he—”
“Oh, she attacked him,” Dianna said. “He didn’t do anything to that woman. It was all her. He told me. I said to him, ‘Please tell me why that Marie girl is saying those horrible things about you.’ And that’s when he told me she went crazy and attacked him, and then tried to blame a ghost.” She shook her head. “Can you imagine that? Blaming ghosts? Everybody knows there is no such thing.”
“So, you don’t believe in spirits and ghosts?” Wheeler asked.
“No,” she said, and sniffed again. “I do not believe in ghosts. However, I believe my husband. He’s an honourable man who has never hurt anyone in his life. If he said that she attacked him, then that’s the truth. He doesn’t lie.”
“All Andrew Westwood does is lie!” I yelled, and finally wrestled the remote from James’s hand. I shut off the TV, and silence descended on the apartment. “The truth doesn’t matter to Andrew, or to Ellis! Why would anyone want to watch this?”
“At least know what we were up against,” James said. He sounded exhausted. “We have to stop Wheeler. He can’t talk about you on his show anymore.”
“I agree,” I whispered.
“I have to do something,” he said. “Maybe I’ll call my lawyer.”
“Not now,” I said. “It’s after midnight.”
“So, what should I do?” he asked.
“Maybe you could get the tea,” I said, and tried to smile. “I could really stand some.”
My phone rang, and James and I stared at each other. “Who could be calling me?” I asked. “It’s after midnight.”
“Answer it and find out,” James said. It rang again, and I slowly reached for it. Looked at the display, and felt a rush of relief. “It’s Dad,” I said. “Holy crap, he’s finally calling me back.”
I could hear loud music and laughter in the background when I answered the phone. Dad was probably at his favourite bar, which meant he was finally back in town.
“Marie!” he cried. “Good to talk to you, girl.”
He didn’t sound too drunk, which was a good thing. “Good to hear you too, Dad,” I said.
“I got back into town today,” Dad said. “Rhonda told me you wanted to talk to me.”
“I do,” I said. I decided not to mention the numerous other voicemails I’d left him. I didn’t need to fight with him. “I just wanted to warn you about a guy named Patrick Whitecroft. He’s going to call you. He wants to interview you, about me.”
“Oh, I already talked to him,” Dad said. “This afternoon. And you woulda been proud of me.”
I felt the knot in my stomach tighten even further. Patrick had already talked to him. But maybe he hadn’t done the interview yet.
“Don’t talk to him anymore,” I said. “Patrick’s been giving me a real hard time about the whole seeing ghosts thing. I’m afraid he’ll try to convince you to talk to him about me. And Mom.”
“Oh,” Dad said. I heard him get off his stool and then the background noise suddenly abated. I figured he’d walked out of the bar and into the parking lot, so he could have some privacy.
Needing privacy to talk was never a good thing.
“Is that what you wanted me to do?” he said. “I thought you only wanted me to stay away from the TV guy. You know the one?”
“I know the one,” I said, woodenly. “What did you tell Whitecroft, Dad?”
“I told him everything,” he said. “He interviewed me this afternoon, just after I got home.”
“Oh,” I said. My stomach tightened into a horrible little bile-filled ball. “Why didn’t you call me, Dad?”
“Because he said that he wanted to clear your name,” he said. “He wanted proof, real proof that you could interact with ghosts, so he could make everyone else understand that you were telling the God’s own truth about your abilities.”
“So the interview is already done,” I whispered.
“Yeah,” he said. “We did that Skype thing, so he could see my face. Hey, maybe we could use that when we talk—”
“Dad, I’m not Skyping with you,” I said shortly. “Why didn’t you call me before you talked to this guy? I’d asked you to call me. Repeatedly.”
“I saw that,” he said. Which meant he hadn’t listened to my voicemails. My increasingly panicked voicemails. “I didn’t know you had a problem with him. I thought it was just the TV guy. Besides, it was kind of nice, chatting with someone about you and your mother.”
“You talked about Mom to this guy?” My stomach tightened so much I thought I was going to be sick. It was bad enough that he’d talked about me—but Mom?
“He wanted to know about her,” Dad said. “So I told him. I’m not embarrassed by your mother’s abilities. Why wouldn’t I talk to him?”
“Because this guy’s business is to debunk psychics,” I snapped. “That’s the way he makes his living.”
“He didn’t say that,” Dad said. “He said he wanted to help prove that you could interact with ghosts.”
“Well, that’s not what he’s trying to do,” I said. “This is bad, Dad. Really bad.”
“All right, so even if he is a—what did you call him?”
“A debunker,” I said. I suddenly felt exhausted.
“I still don’t see the problem,” Dad said. He was starting to sound angry. “You and your mother, you’re the real deal. He can’t debunk you if you’re real.”
“He can do anything he wants,” I said. “Dad, I’m going to try to stop him from using your interview, because it really won't help.”
“Want me to call him?” Dad asked. “After all, those are my words. I think I should be the one to—”
The last thing I needed was my father talking to that man again. “I’ll handle it,” I said shortly. “Don’t worry about it.”
“There’s something else,” he said. “I gave him your friend’s number.”
My heart jumped. “What friend?”
“Jasmine,” he said. “I’m sorry.”
I only had one friend, and he’d put her on Patrick Whitecroft’s radar. “Why did you do that, Dad?”
“He told me it was for background,” he said. “I didn’t think it would hurt.”
I drew in a ragged breath and blew it out. He never thought anything he did would hurt, but it usually did.
“I’m sorry, Marie,” he said. “I wouldn’t have done it if I’d thought it would be a problem for you. Not for a second.”
“I know, Dad,” I said. “Don’t worry. I’ll handle it.”
I disconnected the call and immediately called Jasmine. Her phone rang once and then went to voicemail. I didn’t bother leaving her a message. Just texted, “I need to talk to you about something important,” then turned to James.
“He’s already done the interview.” My throat got tight, and I swallowed. “And he gave that bastard Jasmine’s number.”
James frowned. “Why would he do that?”
“Because he thought Whitecroft was going to do a puff piece on me and Mom.” I sniffed. “What am I going to do? He’s going after everybody I know.” I sniffed again and blinked back tears. “Jasmine didn't answer her phone, James. She’s probably screening my calls.”
“Marie, she’s not screening your calls,” he said. “It’s after midnight. She’s in bed, asleep.”
“Maybe,” I said. But I doubted it. I didn’t have that kind of luck.
“So, what should we do?” he asked.
“You need to call your lawyer," I said. “And I need to talk to Jasmine, now.”
"But she’s not answering her phone.”
“Then I’ll go to her place,” I said.
All right, so maybe I wasn’t thinking everything through very clearly. All I knew was, I had to do something, or I was going to explode.
James blinked, like he really wanted to tell me to pull my act together, but didn’t know how I’d react. A perfectly good response.
“Talking to your lawyer is actually a pretty good plan,” I said. “It won’t be enough, but it would sure feel good to actually do something about those bastards.”
“All right,” he said. He picked up his phone, but didn’t dial. He watched me as I grabbed my jacket and phone and headed for the door.
“You’re not really going to Jasmine’s, are you?” he asked.
“Yes, I am,” I said. “I need to talk to her. Face to face.”
“But Marie—”
“I know!” I yelled. “It’s after midnight, and she’s asleep, and that’s the only reason she isn’t answering her phone, but I don’t believe that. I have to talk to her now!”
Before he could answer, I leaped up, grabbed a set of car keys out of the bowl he kept on a small table by the door, and left.
I had to talk to Jasmine. I had to fix something in my life, because the rest of it was absolutely falling to pieces.
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Marie: I Might Have Overreacted, Just a Tad
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ALL RIGHT, SO when someone storms out of their boyfriend’s apartment, it probably would have been a good idea if that someone had grabbed the right set of keys so she could drive across the city and harass her best friend in the middle of the night. Unfortunately, I hadn’t done that, so all I could do when I got down to the parking lot was stare into the locked windows of James’s Volvo in the parking lot of Casa Del James with the keys for the Explorer in my hand, and fume.
It was nearly one in the morning, and the parking lot was silent except for me and a really big wild rabbit hopping leisurely across the still warm pavement. He stopped and stared at me for a long, measured moment, not moving when I waved my arms at him.
“Get out of here!” I yelled.
He stared at me, unblinking, like he’d never seen anything like me before. He probably hadn’t. I turned my back on him and tried the doors of the Volvo one more time. Still locked. For a brief mad moment, I thought about picking up a rock and breaking the side window so I could hot-wire it and get the heck out of there.
The problem was, I didn’t have a clue how to hot-wire a car. For a second I thought about Googling instructions, but didn’t. I was being stupid, and I knew it. I supposed I could go back to James’s apartment and get the right set of keys, but I suddenly felt too tired to even do that.
I walked to the front sidewalk, sat on the curb, and stared at my phone. Jasmine would know what I should do. She hadn’t answered before, but maybe James was right. Maybe she’d been asleep.
I felt my throat tighten and put my head on my knees. “I’ll try her once more,” I said. “Maybe she’ll answer this time.”
All right, grasping at straws, but I didn’t have much else. And this felt like the least stupid idea I’d had all night.
I heard the entryway door open behind me and turned. It was James.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“The dog needed to pee,” James said. Millie, who was on her leash, ignored me completely and pulled toward the grass by the building. “I thought you were leaving.”
“I took the wrong keys,” I said. Then I burst into tears, for real, and couldn’t have stopped them even if I’d tried. James looked comically shocked, and then walked toward me, pulling Millie with him.
He gathered me in his arms and held me tight until my sobs finally subsided. “Let’s go back upstairs,” he whispered into my hair. “Please.”
I leaned against him and sighed. Man, it felt good there, in the protective circle of his arms. Like nothing could ever go wrong, even though the world was burning around me.
“We’ll have tea,” he said, “and we can talk this out. Really come up with a game plan.”
It was a good idea. Probably the best idea either of us had had all night. Millie’s leash jiggled, and I looked down just in time to see her hunch.
“She’s going to pee on the sidewalk,” I said. “Maybe we should move.”
James gasped and yanked Millie to the small patch of grass next to the door. He didn’t let me go, though. He clung to me like he was afraid I was still considering running away.
“I’m not going anywhere,” I said, and pointed toward the corner of the building. “She prefers that spot.”
“So, you’re going to stay?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said.
After Mille relieved herself, we walked back into the building. James never once let me go, and I was glad of it.
In the apartment, he pointed at the couch. “Sit down,” he said. “I’ll get us the tea.”
I looked at the dead black eye of the television and shook my head. I’d had quite enough of it for the night. “The table would be better,” I said, and plopped down in the closest chair.
“I talked to Jasmine,” he said as he poured the tea.
“Why did you call her?” I asked. But I already knew the answer. “Were you going to try to get her to talk some sense into me or something?”
He looked embarrassed. “I just wanted to make sure you were all right,” he said. “You were pretty upset when you left.”
He had me there. “So, what did she say? Is she mad?”
“No, she’s not mad,” he said. “Well, she was mad about us waking her up in the middle of the night, but she’s not mad about anything else. She said Whitecroft already called her.”
“What?” I gasped.
“Yeah. Ella answered the phone. He was trying to pump her for information about you, when Jasmine intercepted the call.”
“Oh my God,” I whispered. “She’s got to be furious. What am I going to do?”
“Relax,” he said. “She actually thought it was kind of funny. Apparently Whitecroft doesn’t handle being told off by an angry mother very well. She even made him promise that he’d never call her house again.”
“So, she’s not mad.”
“Nope.”
“I would have paid to have heard that conversation,” I said. “Maybe I need to take a lesson or two from her.”
“Maybe we both do,” he said.
We drank our tea, the silence only broken by Millie jumping into her little dog bed and snuggling down to go back to sleep.
“Did you get hold of your lawyer?” I finally asked.
“I left a message,” he said. “I’ll set up a meeting with him, and we’ll get this dealt with, first thing in the morning.”
“Sounds good,” I said.
“Maybe you should phone Rhonda,” James said. “Give her the heads up, too.”
I groaned, but nodded my head. He was right. Everyone needed to be warned. Even my pain in the ass sister.
 
 



 
Ruby: It’s Time for Joy to See Her Mommy
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WE WAITED AT the Bluebird motel for Karen to return, or for Marie to finally show up, but as the hours ground on, I felt that tiny flame of hope gutter in my chest, and wondered if they’d both decided that we were all way too much work.
Maybe they’d decided to forget about us and just do their own thing. And I didn’t have a clue what to do about it.
When we first got back, I was certain that I’d be able to help more of them get out of Patrick’s sphere of influence. After all, it had worked with Joy. No reason to believe it wouldn’t work for the rest.
Sarah had agreed to be my guinea pig, but she started wailing in pain before I got her half way through the door.
“Stop. Stop!” she cried, and broke our connection. She fell back into the motel room, and the rest of them surrounded her, comforting her as best they could.
When I tried to talk to her, Keith stood between her and me.
“Leave her alone,” he said. “You’ve hurt her enough.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “Maybe somebody else wants to try.”
“I don’t think so,” he said, acidly. “Experiment’s over, Ruby. I think you need to get Marie here, so she can help us.”
And then, none of them would talk to me anymore.
Patrick called someone and set up another meeting, which meant another road trip. But I was sick of the road trips and the cramped quarters. And, quite frankly, I was getting sick of the rest of the ghosts.
“Let’s go somewhere,” I whispered to Joy. “Somewhere fun.”
Now, I had no idea what that could possibly be, but Joy brightened up almost immediately. “Can we go see Mommy?” she asked.
“I don’t know where she’d be, Joy.” I hated seeing the happiness fall from her face, but it was the truth. I’d only been to a few places in this city. “What if we find a park to play in, or something?”
“There’s a park by my house,” Joy said, and brightened. “Maybe Mommy’s there.”
“I don’t know how I’d find it,” I said. “We could look for one around here somewhere—”
“Ninety-nine Street,” Joy said. “That’s what you have to look for. Mommy told me that. ‘Find the number ninety-nine on the street sign if you get lost.’ I remember that. We walked to the park, every Thursday. On Sundays we’d take the bus to church, but on Thursdays, we’d walk to the park on Ninety-nine Street.” She grinned at me. “Will you help me find it?”
“Why not?” I said. Even if we found nothing, it would be better than being stuck with Patrick and the rest. And who knew? Maybe Joy could actually find that park, and then we could find her house, and then, finally, she could see her mother. If she was still alive.
When Patrick grabbed his coat and headed out the door, we went with the rest of the spirits. But when he—and they—turned left to go to his rental car, we headed right.
“We’re going on an adventure!” Joy sang as we flitted over the landscape. “Aren’t we, Ruby?”
“That’s what we’re doing,” I said, and she smiled at me delightedly. And for a while, that was enough.
 
TWO HOURS LATER, neither of us were in such a good mood. We’d found Ninety-ninth Street easily enough, but Joy hadn’t mentioned just how long it was, and so much had changed that she quickly got lost. I was no help, so I ended up following her back and forth, to the river and back, hoping she’d see something—anything—that gave her a clue where her old park was.
“Maybe it’s this way,” she said, when we got to the river for the fourth time.
“I think we’re lost,” I said. “Maybe we should go back to the motel and wait for the others.”
Joy glared at me. “You said I could see my old park,” she said. “And my old house. You said I could see my Mommy!”
“That’s not exactly right,” I said, but she quickly worked herself into a full-fledged temper tantrum, and I couldn’t calm her down.
“I want to find my Mommy!” she kept crying. “I want to find her now!”
And then, to my horror, I saw her fade. She stared at me. “What’s happening?” she asked.
I grabbed for her aura and caught an edge of it just before she winked out and disappeared. And then, I was in a maelstrom and couldn’t do anything more than hang on. Joy screamed thinly, just ahead of me, but I couldn’t move any closer to her. All I could do was hang on and hope that I stayed with her until she finally landed.
Where the hell was she going? Where was she taking me?
 
 



 
 
Marie: It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JAMES HAD LEFT a detailed message on his lawyer’s voicemail the night before, and as we were eating breakfast, the lawyer called back.
“He’s willing to meet with us before business today,” he said to me. “That’s good. Right?”
We were still being a little careful with each other after the blow-up the night before, so I smiled and nodded. Actually, I was impressed how quickly he’d handled the whole situation.
We dressed, and then headed down to the parking lot. “You want to drive?” he asked me when we were standing by the Volvo.
I laughed. “I don’t think so,” I said. “This is your baby, and besides, I know my driving makes you nervous.”
“Just thought I’d offer,” he said. But he seemed relieved when I opened the passenger side door and took my usual spot.
He settled Millie in the back seat, and then snapped his seatbelt closed. “This shouldn’t take too long,” he said. “We’ll be at work in no time.”
 
HE WAS RIGHT. It didn’t take long at all. The lawyer was happy to take our business, of course, and by the time we left the office, he was working hard on Cease and Desist letters for both Ellis Wheeler and Patrick Whitecroft. He assured us both that the letters would be delivered within three days.
“Four at most,” he said, and smiled his smarmy lawyer smile. “‘Then, if either of them try anything like this again, it’s suing time.”
“See?” James said. “They won’t be bothering you again. I told you this would work.”
It looked like my fifteen minutes of fame was well and truly over.
Thank goodness.
 
TWO VOICEMAILS WAITED for us—for me—when we got to the office. Neither of them were good. Apparently, we weren’t the only ones who watched Ellis’s TV show the evening before. The two people who had called told me—loudly—that they wanted nothing to do with a liar and a cheat.
That left me twenty-three people who were willing to pay for my services, but I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.
I checked the website that James had set up for me and was horrified when I saw how many comments were waiting for me. Usually, there was one or two a day, but today there were seventy-five, and none of them were good. Not one.
I couldn’t decide whether or not to be impressed when one said they’d given my business a one star on Yelp and would have gone lower if they could. I’d never ever thought I’d be Yelp worthy. However, I did not go and check if the person had actually done it. I had an appointment to keep.
Sydney Remington had been one of the people at the ball diamond who’d asked me for help. He’d bought an old house on the west side of town to renovate and he’d been having trouble with cold spots and feelings of dread. He was sure there were ghosts, and he’d demanded I show up as soon as possible.
I drove out to the west end, glad that Sydney hadn’t cancelled. Maybe if I helped him with his ghost problem, I could convince him to put up a good rating for me on Yelp to balance out the bad one.
I found Sydney’s house and rang the bell. It took him forever to answer, and for a few minutes I thought he wasn’t home, even though lights were on and I could hear his television blaring a game show through the heavy front door.
Finally, he opened the door a few inches and stared out at me. I noticed that he kept one hand securely clamped on the door and the other on the frame, like he was afraid that I’d kick it in or something.
“Sydney?” I said. “I’m Marie Jenner. Remember me?”
“Yes,” he said. “I remember you.” But his face was stony. That wasn’t good.
“We have an appointment, remember?” I said, and smiled, hoping he’d respond. He didn’t. “I’m here to help you with your ghost problem. Can I come in?”
“I changed my mind,” he said. “I was going to call you, but I couldn’t find your business card.” He gripped the door even tighter. “I want you to leave.”
“What?”
“I said leave,” he said again, and glowered at me. “I saw the TV. I saw what Ellis Wheeler had to say about you. You’re a fake, and I’m not giving my money to a fake. Leave!”
“All right,” I said, holding my hands up in front of me in the classic “I surrender” position cops seemed to love. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Sydney.”
“I’m sure you are,” he said. “Now go before I call the police.”
“All right,” I said, and stumbled backwards down the front steps.
I saw the ghost, an old woman with an angry expression on her face, just before Sydney slammed the door shut. He was right. He did have a ghost problem but now he’d have to deal with it on his own. I’d just been fired.
 
I WENT BACK to the office, and the voicemail was full. Most of the messages were from people who had asked me to help them with their ghost problems and were now calling to cancel. One was someone who wanted to know if I was up for an exorcism—but they were offering to exorcise me. And one of them said that I deserved to die for what I was doing to the grieving families.
My first death threat at work.
I called Sylvia Worth and told her about it. She told me not to worry, too much.
“Most of the fools who do that sort of thing don’t follow through,” she said. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”
“Most,” I said. “You said most. That means some of them do. Maybe I do have something to worry about, Sylvia. You gotta help me.”
“I’ll do what I can,” she said. “It’s just because of the TV show, you know.”
I sighed. “Did you watch it?”
“No, I was working,” she said. “But I heard all about it. Sounds like it was a real circus.”
“It was worse than that,” I said.
“Wheeler will move on to something else,” she said. “Then people will forget about you and your life will go back to normal.”
“Promise?” I asked. “The guy who left the voicemail—he really sounded angry.”
“Can’t promise you anything,” she replied. “Maybe stay offline for a few days. Don’t answer any of the phone calls or texts. And if the same guy calls back, let me know. For your file.”
“Fantastic,” I sighed.
“It might get worse once Westwood is arraigned,” she said. “So, like I said, stay offline, just for a while.”
“All right,” I said.
“You want some good news?” she asked. “I found Jerome Weber. He’s still alive, and said he’d be happy to talk to us, any time we wanted. You up for a little road trip?”
Since my only appointment for the day had blown up in my face, I had nothing but time. “I am,” I said. “Most definitely.”
“Good,” she said. “I’ll be by to pick you up in fifteen minutes.”
I hung up the phone, and then I went back online. Just to check. There were one hundred fifty-seven more comments on the stupid website, and all of them were insulting, nasty, or truly dangerous sounding.
Sylvia was right. I needed to stay as far away from the online world as I could.
 
“I GOT YOU a coffee,” Sylvia said when I got into her car exactly fifteen minutes later. “I figured you’d need it.”
“Thanks,” I said, and sipped the coffee gratefully. She liked Starbucks, which wasn’t my personal favourite, but I wasn’t about to say anything about free coffee. Especially since she’d managed to find a living witness to Joy’s disappearance, so many years before.
“I’m surprised that Jerome guy is still alive,” I said. “I was afraid that this would all be a series of dead ends, and that Joy wouldn’t get the answers she needs to move on.”
“Well, I am a police officer,” Sylvia said. “And I do have connections. But to be honest, I was surprised to find out he’s alive, too. He’s eighty-five years old. Can you imagine living that long?”
“No,” I said. “My family isn’t terribly long-lived though, so I don’t think I have to worry about it.”
“Mine is,” Sylvia said. “So, I guess we’re going to see my future when we talk to this guy.”
“What exactly does he think we’re coming to talk to him about?” I asked. “I can’t imagine he would want to voluntarily dredge up ancient history, especially about the death of a little girl.”
“I didn’t have to give him any reason,” Sylvia said. “He was delighted that I even suggested I was going to come over and talk to him, face to face. I don’t think he gets many visitors.”
“So, where is he living?” I asked.
“The Rutherford Retirement Villa, on the south side. He’s apparently in the extended care section.” She smiled humourlessly. “Welcome to my future.”
 
EVERYTHING THAT I had worried about finding at Marvin’s apartment building, we found at the Rutherford Retirement Villa. Oh, the outside looked nice enough. The grounds were well kept, and the staff member who was pushing an empty wheelchair to the front entrance smiled at us in a very friendly fashion.
“Can I help you?” he asked. “I don’t think I’ve seen either of you here before. Do we have a new patron?”
“No,” Sylvia replied. “We’re looking for Jerome Weber. He’s in extended care.”
His smile fell away. “Are you family?” he asked.
“No,” Sylvia said. “We’re just here to talk to him.”
“Oh.” He shook his head. “I was hoping you were family. He hasn’t had a visitor since he arrived here twelve years ago.”
I blinked. No visitors in twelve years?
“Well, he’ll be happy to see us then, won’t he?” Sylvia said. “Where is his room?”
“Check the recreation area,” he said. “That’s usually where he is, this time of day.”
He pushed a button, and the doors wheezed open. “Follow me,” he said, and walked into the entryway. We followed him, and the smell of age and despair flowed over us.
“I don’t know if I can do this,” I whispered to Sylvia.
She frowned. “Why not?”
“Because they’re all old here. And they die here.”
“So?” she said, then her eyes popped. “Oh,” she whispered. “You’re worried about ghosts.”
“Yeah, actually I am.”
“Just ignore them,” she said. “We have to go in there to talk to this guy. And this is your case, remember?”
Easier said than done, but she was right. This was my case. I drew in a big breath, and blew it out. “All right. Let’s do this.”
As I followed her down the hallway, I was pretty sure I heard her say, “That’s my little soldier,” but I decided to ignore her, just like I was going to have to ignore the ghosts I was sure were going to be all over this place.
We followed the nurse to the recreation area. He stopped in front of a set of double doors and pointed. “That’s him,” he said. “Over there by the windows.”
Jerome Weber had been a strong man once, but all that was left was a ravaged hulk trapped in a wheelchair, staring out the window at the small lawn and trees that comprised the yard for the Villa.
“Jerome Weber?” Sylvia called as we walked across the mostly empty recreation area. He did not respond, and I was afraid that we’d wasted our time. He didn’t look like he had the brainpower to string two sentences together anymore. He just kept staring out the window at nothing.
“Maybe we should go,” I said. I’d seen a ghost—an old woman with a shawl around her shoulders, sitting by the upright piano in the corner—and didn’t want her to notice me.
“No,” Sylvia said. “He’s a little hard of hearing. That’s all.” She quickly walked up to him and touched him on the arm.
“Jerome Weber?” she asked again, and his face came alive.
“Are you Sylvia?” he asked. He had a thick accent that sounded German, maybe. “And you must be Marie.”
He held out his hand, which was huge, but skeletal. “I’m so glad to meet you both,” he said. “Thank you for coming all this way.”
Sylvia took his hand and shook it warmly. “Thank you for agreeing to meet us,” she said. “We are looking forward to talking to you about the Springworks Building. You worked there, right?”
“Oh yes,” he said, and smiled. “I worked there for forty-five years. Forty-five.”
“Oh my,” Sylvia said. “That’s a long time.”
“It was,” he said. “But it was good honest work. I was glad for it.”
Sylvia glanced over at me, obviously thinking that it was my turn to jump in, but the old ghost with the shawl had noticed us and was slowly making her way over, so all I did was shake my head.
Sylvia rolled her eyes, and then smiled down at Jerome. “We wanted to talk to you about 1959. It was the year the Queen came to visit.”
“Ah yes,” Jerome said. “It was wonderful, seeing her. I saw her in person.”
“Did you meet her?” I asked, surprised out of my focus on the old ghost.
“No,” he scoffed. “She didn’t shake everyone’s hand. But we all got to watch her drive by. The boss even gave us an hour off, so we could stand on the street.” He shook his head. “It was a wonderful day. I’ll never forget it.”
“There was some trouble at the Springworks a few days before that,” Sylvia said. “A little girl disappeared. Do you remember that?”
Jerome’s face closed like he’d been slapped. “I remember,” he finally said. “It was a terrible thing, that little girl running away like that. She was the manager’s daughter. Did you know that?”
“I think I did,” Sylvia said. “Do you have any idea what happened to her?”
“The police said she drowned,” Jerome said. He glanced at me, then looked down at his hands like he was afraid I’d read something on his face. “But that’s all I know.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “I mean, you were working the day she disappeared, right? You must remember something about what happened that day. Don’t you?”
He glared at me, his bushy eyebrows two thunderclouds above his rheumy eyes. “I might have seen her running around bothering the cat. But I didn’t have anything to do with her. I was working.”
“Of course,” Sylvia said.
“And that mother of hers should have been watching her,” he continued. “It was up to her to take care of her. She shouldn’t have let her run through the building like that. Shouldn’t have let her run away, the way she did.” His mouth trembled. “It was that woman’s fault that the little girl died. Everyone said so.”
Sylvia stared at him for a moment. “I guess,” she finally said. “Can you remember anything else about that day? Anything at all?”
“I remember that it was a wet year,” he said. “And the river was high. That has to be why she drowned. She was such a little thing, I can’t imagine she would have made it to the river, if the water level hadn’t been so high.”
Then he turned his wheelchair away from us, quite pointedly. “I’m getting tired,” he said. “I think I’m going to lie down. Will you excuse me?”
“Of course,” Sylvia said, and we watched him slowly wheel away from us, across the rec room floor.
He crossed paths with the ghost, who had been working her way to us, and luckily for me, she was diverted. She followed him and his wheelchair through the door, and then they were out of sight.
“Thank goodness,” I breathed. “Can we get out of here, please?”
“I just have one more question for him,” Sylvia said. “I’ll meet you outside.”
She followed Jerome through the door, and as I walked quickly to the exit, I could see she’d stopped Jerome and was talking to him earnestly. He didn’t look thrilled, but he finally nodded his head, and she patted him on the arm, and then walked down the hallway toward me.
“Let’s go,” she said.
I could not believe how fresh the air smelled, outside that building. “He’s not going to give us anything, is he?” I asked as we walked toward the car.
“I think I have a plan,” Sylvia said, and grinned at me. “I told him we were coming back in a few days and he agreed to speak with us again. What I didn’t tell him was, I’m going to convince Marvin Secord to come with us. He might be able to get more out of that old man than we can. After all, he was there.”
I didn’t relish the idea of going back into that building anytime soon, but had to agree that Sylvia’s plan was sound. We’d go back with Marvin, and we’d find out everything that old man knew about Joy on the day she died.
Sylvia dropped me off at the office, but James wasn’t there, and I couldn’t stand the thought of hanging around that place, waiting for the next bad phone call or Yelp review all by myself. So I called him and told him I was going to his place to hide out. Then, I grabbed Millie, and left.
 
JAMES SHOWED UP at his place a couple of hours later and helped me fix the spaghetti and tomato sauce I’d tried to make for dinner.
“Maybe don’t put everything on high heat,” he said as he scraped the black goo from the bottom of his second-favourite pot. Then he made the sauce—from scratch, not from a jar like I’d tried—and we ate.
It was really good.
After we cleaned up, I showed him what was happening online. He got kind of rammy when he saw the comments that had been left on the website. He went through and deleted everything, then made it impossible for anyone to leave another comment anywhere.
“I should have done that from the beginning,” he said.
“Who would’ve thought people would be so nasty,” I replied.
He didn’t answer. Just pointed at the computer. “Check your emails,” he said.
When I saw the number of emails I had received, I was glad I hadn’t set it up to my phone.
“Does that say three hundred and fifty new emails?” James asked. “Do you not delete these things, or what?”
“I do,” I said. “It’s the only place I feel like I have any control at all.” I stared at the number and shuddered. “What is going on?”
“Looks like the internet has found you,” James said. He pointed at the first email. “Mind if I open it?”
I didn’t recognize the name. “If you want to,” I said.
He clicked on it, read the message, snarled, and deleted it.
“Oh God, delete them all,” I said. Then I pointed. “Not that one. It’s from Rhonda. Open it, please.”
James scanned half way down the page and opened my sister Rhonda’s email, and I read it over his shoulder. Apparently, she was being harassed online as well. She demanded that I stop whatever I was doing, because I was really making her life difficult.
“Oh wow,” he said. “She is not happy with you, Marie.”
I sighed, and James closed the email. Then he deleted the rest of them. All three hundred and forty-nine of them. He closed the program and turned to me.
“Want to see what’s happening on Yelp?”
“No,” I said. “What I want is a drink. A really strong drink.”
“Kinda early, don’t you think?” he asked.
“It’s five o’clock somewhere,” I said, then looked at the clock on the wall. “Here, actually. And I really need it, James. Really.”
He shrugged and poured me a nice tall double. I downed it, and then I pulled out my phone.
“Who are you calling?” James asked. He was really taking this guard dog thing seriously.
“Rhonda,” I sighed. “I guess.”
“Good luck.” He grabbed my empty glass. “Want another one?”
“Yeah,” I said.
He poured it for me and handed it to me as Rhonda ripped a strip off me for the inconvenience of being my sister. As she yelled and I finished my drink, I figured there probably wasn’t enough alcohol in the world to make this night any better.
“Come here,” James said from the living room couch.
“What now?” I asked as I finally got off the phone, my ear still ringing from Rhonda’s complaints. “Do I have time to pour myself another drink?”
“You probably should,” James said.
That brought me out to the living room double quick. “What now?” I asked.
“That.” He pointed to the television. On it was my father’s frozen face, looking just as it did when I last saw him.
“Why is Dad on TV?” I asked. “What is that?”
“Patrick posted another video on YouTube,” James said. “He called it a teaser for the next Ellis Wheeler show. It’s your dad’s interview.”
“Oh God,” I muttered, and slumped down on the couch beside James. I slugged back half the drink I’d made and turned to him. “You might as well turn it on.”
He reached for the remote, and then his hand stayed.
“Look at that,” he muttered, pointing at the screen. “This thing has nearly ten thousand hits.” He turned to me. “You’re famous.”
“Well, my dad is,” I replied. “No wonder Rhonda’s losing her mind.”
“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked.
“No,” I replied. “I’m not.”
I knocked back the last of my drink, set the glass on the table, and took a deep breath. “All right,” I muttered. “Turn it on.”
 



 
 
Ruby: Joy’s Bad Place
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IT TOOK US forever to finally land. Joy fell to the ground and moaned, and I fussed over her until her eyes finally opened. “Where are we?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” I said.
We had landed in front of a faded blue building that looked abandoned. Something about it was familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. And the sun was all wrong. I looked up and was shocked to see that it was all the way across the sky and ready to set. How long had we been on Joy’s emotional roller coaster?
Joy looked at the building and started to cry. “Why am I back here?” she whimpered. She had faded to ash grey, her eyes two pools of drowned blue. She stared at me, clinging to the aura of my hand ferociously.
I looked around, trying to get my bearings. “Where are we, Joy?”
“I can’t go in there,” she howled. “Don’t make me go in there.”
The roof of the building had collapsed, and half the rafters stuck up like broken ribs. The building had been burned, but I finally recognized it. This was where we’d first found Joy. She had taken us to the Springworks Club.
I took a step toward the place, and Joy pulled at my arm.
“Please don’t make me go there,” she said. “Please.”
I could feel her fear, and watched in horror as she faded.
“Please?” She begged, even her voice fading away. I could barely see her. She was disappearing before my eyes.
“Sure, kid,” I said. Even though she’d brought us here, something about this place terrified her, and I was afraid if I took even one step closer, she’d disappear completely. “Maybe we should go back to the hotel. Just until we figure out where that park is. You know, the one by your old house? How about that? Would that make you happy?”
“Yes,” she said, and as if to prove it, she began to regain her colour and strength. Soon, she began to skip, and she skipped all the way to the Bluebird Hotel.
I followed her, trying to figure out what was going on with her. Something had pulled her back to that building, and I had the feeling that if Marie didn’t figure out the mystery of her death and do something about it, even if the rest of us got away from Patrick, Joy would end up back there.
She needed answers, but I didn’t know if Marie was up to the task. It looked like it was going to be up to me.
 
 



 
Marie: Dad’s Interview
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DAD’S INTERVIEW WAS worse than I’d imagined. Dad looked three quarters cut, which he probably was because that was a stressful situation, and my father only knew one way to handle a stressful situation.
I glanced at the empty glass on the table before me and shrugged. Looked like he wasn’t the only one who resorted to drink in those circumstances.
I could hear Patrick’s voice, but it was only my father on the screen.
“Tell me about Marie’s life growing up,” Patrick prompted.
“Oh, it was wonderful,” Dad said, smiling into the screen. “She and her mother were like two peas in a pod.” Then he frowned. “You did want to talk about the ghosts, right?”
“Right,” Patrick said. I could hear the gloating in his voice. “Tell me all about the ghosts.”
So, Dad did. He talked about my birthday party, with all the ghosts of the bus crash, and he talked about the little boy who’d stayed with us after he’d gotten lost while his family was backpacking in the back country. He was the one who’d helped my mother with her first—and only—poltergeist. He was the one my mother lost.
He talked about the cop’s mother, who my mother had to convince to move on because she was so terribly worried about her son being hurt on the job. He even talked about Millie.
“She worked with the police on a lot of missing persons cases,” he said, and laughed. “Her working with them sometimes made my life a bit problematic, because I was known to bend my elbow, on occasion.”
“So, your wife worked with the police,” Patrick’s disembodied voice said. I could almost hear his ears perk up at this concession by my father. “Did she have any successes?”
“Oh yeah,” Dad said. “Lots of them. She found twenty-seven bodies for the police over the years.”
“She never found anyone living?” Patrick asked. “Never actually saved anyone?”
“That’s not the way her gift worked,” he said. “She was in contact with the dead, so there wasn’t much of a chance for her to help the living.” He shrugged. “She seemed to like the dead more than the living, to be honest.”
“And your daughter?” Patrick prompted. “What is her relationship with the spirit world?”
“She wasn’t comfortable dealing with the dead,” Dad said. “Not at the beginning, anyhow. But she seems to be figuring things out now. I’m proud of her, and the work she does.”
“Really?” Patrick asked. “Don’t you think she would have been a more useful member of society if she’d gone to school and become, I don’t know, a teacher or something?”
“Oh no,” Dad laughed. “Marie would have made a terrible teacher. She has no patience, and, to be honest, she’s just not that good with kids. With living kids, anyhow.” He shrugged again. “She’s better with the dead. Just like her mother. And I couldn’t be prouder of her.”
James pressed pause and looked at me.
“Quit staring at me,” I said. “You’re making me uncomfortable.”
“So,” he finally said. “You’re no good with kids.”
“I’m fine with kids,” I muttered.
“Ever do any babysitting while you were growing up?”
“Oh God, no,” I said. Then I shrugged. “Unless you count dead kids, because Mom had lots of dead kids in the house over the years, and sometimes, I had to look after them . . .”
“I’m not talking about dead kids,” he said. “Living, breathing kids. Did you babysit?”
“No,” I said again. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t like kids. Heck, I’ve looked after Jasmine’s kids. And I get along with them. You’ve seen that.”
“Yeah, I’ve seen you with them,” he said.
I thought back to the last time I’d actually looked after Jasmine’s kids, and shuddered. It had not gone well, and if Ella hadn’t been there, I’m pretty sure I would have been in a world of trouble.
“Aren’t I the one who usually ends up looking after them?” James asked, and smiled.
“Why do you suddenly care whether I like living kids or not?” I asked. “Can’t we just get through my dad’s interview, please?”
“I just thought everybody liked kids,” he replied. “It never occurred to me that you might not like kids.”
“I like kids!” I snapped. “Can we just get back to the business at hand?”
But he didn’t start the video. He continued to stare at me until I felt acutely uncomfortable. “What is it?” I finally asked.
“Do you want to have kids?” he asked. “Kids of your own?”
My mind froze. “What?” I asked.
“Have you ever thought about having kids of your own?” he asked again.
“James, I can’t even keep a plant alive,” I said. “I don’t think now is the right time—”
“No, not now,” James said, and I heard a hint of impatience in his voice. “But sometime. In the future, you know. You’ve never thought of having kids, sometime in your future?”
“James, I have spent the last few years trying to get away from my stalker boyfriend,” I said shortly. “And then my apartment burned down. And then I ended up in an insane asylum. An actual insane asylum. So, no. I have not given a minute’s thought to having kids.”
“But when you were growing up,” he said. “Didn’t you think about it then?”
“I thought about the dead when I was growing up,” I said, and tried not to grit my teeth at him. “I didn’t think about having kids of my own.”
I turned to him and stared hard. “You get that kids die all the time, right? All the frigging time. Why would I even think about bringing another kid into this world?”
“Oh,” he said. “Oh.”
He picked up the remote, but I stayed his hand.
“Do you want kids, James?” I asked. I couldn’t believe how hard my heart was pounding. It felt like it was trying very hard to jump right out of my chest. “Is that what you’re telling me? That you want to have kids?”
“Well, some day,” he muttered. “I thought everybody did.”
“Kids die, James,” I repeated. “All the time.”
“Not all of them,” he said.
I shook my head. “Everyone dies,” I said. “Eventually.”
“But—but,” he started, and then shook his head. “Let’s finish watching the video,” he said. “We can talk about this some other time.”
“All right,” I said, but I found it hard to concentrate when he aimed the remote at the television and resumed the video of my father’s interview.
James wanted kids. That meant if he and I were supposed to be together, I’d have to get on board with the whole kid thing, too.
The problem was I didn’t know if I’d be able to do that. Not even for James.
He restarted the video just as Patrick asked my father a question about Mom. About her history.
“So, your wife taught Marie how to interact with ghosts,” he said. “Who taught her?”
Dad hesitated, and Patrick jumped on him. “What?” he asked. “Did no one teach her how to be a psychic? Is this something she taught herself?”
“No,” Dad said. “She had an aunt who could read tea leaves. She was the one who realized that Sylvie had an affinity for dealing with the dead, and she helped her realize her full potential.”
“And how did she do that?” Patrick asked.
Dad blushed and looked down at his hands. “Her aunt took her on the circuit,” he said.
I sat upright. I’d never heard this story—never even thought to ask Mom how she’d learned to deal with the dead.
“The circuit?” Patrick asked. It seemed like an innocent question, but I could tell that he already knew the answer, and that the answer was going to be bad.
“Her aunt took her to fairs and circuses,” Dad said. “She taught her how to—interact with clients. Even taught her how to read leaves and use tarot cards in order to help her clients figure out their future. Stuff like that. But she only did it for a couple of summers. Then they had a falling out.”
I blinked and glanced at James. He’d apparently gotten over the question of kids, because he looked at me with a half-smile on his face.
“Your mom read tarot cards?” he said. “Really?”
“She never talked to me about that,” I muttered.
As a matter of fact, she made fun of people who used props—her words, not mine—to conjure answers to people’s questions about what they should do with the rest of their lives. Now my dad was saying, out loud in front of the whole world, that she’d been taught parlour tricks by one of her aunts, to dupe the rubes.
And, she’d actually duped the rubes. For a couple of summers, anyhow.
“Yes,” Patrick said. “I heard something about that. As a matter of fact, wasn’t your wife run out of Coaldale, with her aunt, for using a fraudulent levitation table during séances?”
“She might have mentioned something about that,” Dad mumbled. “But that was before she decided to go straight, and just deal with the dead.”
“So, you admit that your wife had learned how to fool her clients—”
“That was her aunt,” Dad said. “Not her. She never did that again. Not after Coaldale.” He shrugged. “I don’t think she spoke to her aunt again, after that.”
“But she did learn everything she needed to, before she abandoned her aunt,” Patrick said. “I heard the aunt died alone and penniless.”
“We paid for her funeral,” Dad said, stiffly. “Sylvie felt it was the decent thing to do.”
“I’m sure,” Patrick said snidely. “After all, she did teach your wife everything she needed to know, going forward. And your wife did make a nice living, even after she got off the circuit. Didn’t she?”
“She did well enough,” Dad mumbled. He looked around, as though he was trying to remember where he’d put his drink. I didn’t blame him.
“Didn’t she pay for the first house you two lived in together?” Patrick asked.
“Yes,” Dad said. “She did.”
I felt James turn and stare at me. “I thought you said she didn’t make money with her gift,” he said.
“That’s what she told me,” I muttered.
“So—”
“That means my mother lied to me,” I said. I grabbed my glass and headed to the kitchen.
“Where are you going?” James asked. “There’s still fifteen more minutes to the interview.”
“Take notes,” I said. “I need another drink.”
Or three. Dammit, anyhow.
 
 



 
 
Ruby: Back with Patrick. Again.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE SUN WAS just peeking over the horizon when Joy and I finally made it back to the Bluebird Hotel. Joy had gathered strength while we walked and looked as fresh as a daisy when we pushed through the door. I guessed it was because she was so happy to see the rest of the ghosts. Not me, though. I felt like overcooked crap, and probably looked the same.
Joy burst into the room ahead of me, and I could hear the happiness in everyone’s voices as they greeted her. But when I pushed through the door and into the crowded room, they all fell silent. All except Keith, of course.
“So, you decided to grace us with your presence,” he said disdainfully. “That’s big of you.”
I didn’t say a word to him. Just walked to a corner by Patrick’s bed that wasn’t too crowded and stood with my face to the wall. Patrick had worked his way through a half bottle of bourbon and was sleeping the sleep of the drunk.
I imagined that I looked stupid, but I needed to think about what had just happened, and I didn’t want them looking at my face as I did it. I was pretty sure I was going to cry, and there was no way in the world any of them were ever going to see that.
That was the way I spent the rest of the morning. With my face to the wall, listening to the rest of them celebrating the fact that Joy had come home.
 
KAREN SHOWED UP just as Patrick threw himself into the shower in an effort to pull himself together after another bourbon-infused night. She looked much the same as I felt. Like crap.
She burst through the door into the close, cramped room and came right to me. Stood in front of me, her colours wavering and blending with the ghosts around her until it almost got hard to tell her from everyone else in the room.
“Are you all right?”
I glanced around the room, at all the rest of them staring and listening for all they were worth.
“I need to talk to you,” I said. “Alone.”
She nodded and turned to the door. I glanced at Joy, to make sure that she would be taken care of, and followed Karen. She reached out to touch me, and I realized that she thought I was still stuck to Patrick.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I can do it myself.”
I walked up to the door and followed her into the bright flat light that was the sun. It hurt my eyes and I tried to keep my back to it.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “For leaving you like I did. I just—ran out of juice. Did you bounce back here when I disappeared?”
“No,” I said. “I stayed. I even went to the office.”
She frowned. “You made it,” she said. “What are you doing here?”
“I—I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” I felt my lips quiver and pressed them together as hard as I could. I was not crying in front of her, either.
“But you talked to Marie,” Karen said. “Right?”
“She wasn’t there.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said.
“It’s not your fault,” I replied. “I stayed for a while, but when she didn’t show up, I came back here to get Joy.”
“I can help you,” Karen said. “I’d be happy to. I know I crapped out on you the last time, but I feel better today and Joy’s little and if you and I work together, I’m sure we can all get back to the office—”
“Oh, I already got Joy out of there,” I said. “It was easy. Didn’t even hurt her. We went back to the office and that’s when I talked to Marie.”
She looked surprised. “That’s great,” she said. “And Marie’s going to help you?”
“She says she’ll try,” I said. “I don’t know how much she can actually do, though. I really want her to help the rest, but she can’t get access to everyone if Patrick doesn’t want to meet her.” I shrugged. “Working with the living is hard.”
“Tell me about it,” Karen said.
“Almost as hard as it is working with the dead,” I said. “I tried to help one of them get out of here, but it hurt, and she gave up. The rest of them said they weren’t even going to try. Can you imagine it? They’d rather be stuck with that drunk than free. I feel like I’m losing them.”
She looked down at her feet. “I know how hard that is,” she said. “I ended up back at the ball diamond, but none of my ball team was there. Again.” She shook her head. “I don’t know where else to look for them.”
“They’re like your family, aren’t they?” I said.
“Yeah, they are.” She smiled sadly. “I don’t like being alone.”
“Neither do I,” I said. “I’m afraid that it’ll just be Joy and me if they all leave with Patrick.”
“Well, you have me,” Karen said.
“Yeah,” I replied and then shook my head. “But it’s not quite the same.”
She looked at the door of the motel room. “I know,” she said, and then she smiled. “Maybe we should go with them, when they leave. I like the way it feels, when I’m with them. It’s cosy.”
I stared at her in horror. “You can’t mean that.”
“I’m sick of being by myself,” she said. “I miss my team, my people.”
“Your family,” I whispered.
“Exactly,” she replied. “Marie talks about how I won’t be able to stay forever and that eventually I’ll have to decide to move on to the next plane of existence, but that’s not what I want.” She sniffled. “I just want people around me again.”
Deciding to stay with Patrick was definitely not part of my plan. I had to figure out how to get everyone away from him. But if Karen was considering—even for a second—going with him and the rest of them, I didn’t know if I could trust her to help me.
It looked like maybe I was going to have to go with option three. Her poltergeist friends.
“This isn’t really the family you want,” I said. “You know that, right?”
“Of course, I know that,” she snapped. “But I can’t find my team, and I don’t think I’ll be able to until Marie gets rid of the poltergeists. If she ever does.”
“What if I help you find the poltergeists? Then you can point Marie in the right direction, and then maybe your ball team would be able to come back.”
“You’d do that for me?” she asked, and her face shone. Hope. I was seeing hope, and I felt kind of bad for lying to her. But I had to.
If she didn’t have her whole heart into helping me release the rest from Patrick, then I’d have to do it myself. With the poltergeists’ help, if I could talk them into it.
She might not feel comfortable teaching me how to touch the living realm, but I had the feeling that the poltergeists would be.
“I’d love to,” I said. “And then, when your team comes back, maybe you can introduce me to them, too. I used to play ball a little bit when I was young. Maybe I could be on your team.”
“That sounds wonderful!” she said. “But I don’t know where they are, or how to find them.”
“We could start at the ball diamond,” I said. “If you want.”
Joy materialized through the door and squinted a smile at both of us. “Whatcha talking about?” she asked.
“We’re talking about Karen’s friends,” I said. “How I can help her find them.”
“Are they hiding?” Joy asked, then she grinned. “Are they playing hide and seek? I want to play.”
“They’re not playing hide and seek,” I said, quickly. “It won’t be very much fun. Will it, Karen?”
“No,” Karen said. “It won’t be fun at all.”
Joy stared at us both for a second. “You going now?” she asked. “To find your friends?”
Karen and I looked at each other over the little girl’s head. “I guess,” I finally said.
“I want to come with you,” Joy said.
Karen blinked. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”
Joy’s smile fell. “Why not?” she asked. “Where are they? In some terrible place?”
“They’re at a ball diamond,” I said. “But—”
“I’d like to go to the ball diamond,” Joy said.
I chuckled. “Do you even know what a ball diamond is?”
“Yes, I do,” she said, and stuck out her lower lip. “It’s where big boys play baseball. Right? My Mommy took me to a game once. I got to eat peanuts and we cheered. It was fun. I want to go with you.”
Karen stared at me. “This is a bad idea,” she whispered, as though Joy couldn’t hear every word she was saying. “My friends. They’re not good with kids.”
“I understand,” I said, and looked back down at Joy. I could see her lower lip trembling, which usually meant tears weren’t too far off. “I think you should stay here,” I said. “With everybody else. They’ll look after you. Keep you safe. And when I’m done, I’ll be back.”
“But I want to go,” Joy whined.
“It’s not a good idea,” I said. “I’m sorry, Joy.”
I expected tears, but Joy surprised me. She shook her head and glared at me. “I want to see the ball diamond.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Karen said. “She can’t come, Ruby. It’s dangerous.”
“I know that,” I said, and squatted down beside Joy, so I could look her in the eyes. “You have to stay here, Joy. We’re not going to have any fun. Really.”
“I don’t care,” she said. “You said you’d take me to the park, and you didn’t. I just want to have some fun.”
“I know,” I said. “And I’m sorry about that.”
Then, I had an epiphany. “What about this?" I asked. “What if I help Karen find her friends, and then, when she and I come back, we’ll both take you to the park. I bet Karen would be able to find it. Wouldn’t you, Karen?”
Karen smiled brightly, relief oozing from her very pores. “I grew up here,” she said. “I’m sure I could find the park you’re talking about. How does that sound, Joy? We’ll find your park when we come back.”
“Promise?” Joy asked. She still didn’t look convinced, but I could tell we were almost home free.
“I promise,” I said.
“All right,” she said. “I’ll wait for you. Right here.” She pointed at the spot between her feet. “You’ll hurry, right?”
“We will,” Karen said, then looked at me and gestured over her shoulder. “Shall we go?” she said.
“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” I said to Joy. “But maybe you want to go inside and wait, with the others?”
“No,” Joy said. “I’ll wait right here.”
I was going to argue with her some more, but gave it up. She’d do what she wanted, no matter what I said. I waved goodbye and followed Karen out to the road that ran by the motel. I looked back once and could see the little girl standing exactly where we left her. She waved, and I weakly waved back.
“We have to hurry,” I said to Karen.
“We’ll go as fast as we can,” Karen replied. “But it might take us a while to find them. There is absolutely no guarantee they’ll be at the diamond.”
“I know that,” I said. “But let’s do our best, shall we?”
Those poltergeists were the way I was going to get everyone else away from Patrick. We had to find them. We just had to.
 



Marie: Moving In, Part One
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TODAY WAS THE day I was moving in with James. We’d decided the evening before, after listening to Dad’s horrible interview, and James said—well, shouted, really—that he’d do everything in his power to stop Patrick from hurting me or my family anymore.
Those words touched my heart, and when he asked me his usual question about when I was actually moving in, I finally said, “How about tomorrow?” He was thrilled, and I was thrilled, for a while, anyhow.
But now, today was the day, and Jasmine boohooed a little bit when I came back to her place and grabbed my pathetic boxes of stuff. She followed me out to the Explorer, and when I opened the door, she grabbed me in a frantic bear hug.
“I’m going to miss you so much,” she cried. “The place won’t be the same without you.”
“Yeah,” I said, hugging her back. “It’ll finally be quiet.”
“Quiet?” She laughed. “You do remember I have three kids, don’t you?”
“Yeah, well, it’ll be quieter. Not so many nasty phone calls and such.”
“Don’t you forget that you’re always welcome back here,” she said, and pushed away from me. She crossed her arms over her chest, and I could see that her bottom lip was quivering. I knew that if I didn’t get out of there quickly, I’d have to deal with a crying spree, and I wasn’t sure that I wouldn’t join in.
“I’m counting on it,” I said. “And remember, you’re top of the list for dog sitting.”
“Good,” she said. “I like that little dog.”
I jumped into the driver’s seat, closed the door, and waved as I drove away. I’d only been living there for a few months, but it almost felt like I was leaving home.
“I can always go back,” I muttered as I drove around the corner and lost sight of Jasmine, still standing in front of her house in her flower-patterned housecoat and slippers. “If things don’t work out.”
Then I shook that bad thought from my head. Nothing was going to go wrong. This was the beginning of the rest of my life, and it was going to be great.
Unfortunately, the rest of my life would have to wait until I picked up Sylvia Worth and went to talk to Marvin Secord again.
Sylvia had called just as I was heading to Jasmine’s to get my stuff. “I want to go talk to Marvin,” she said. “Are you free?”
I’d said yes and offered to drive. I hadn’t even told her about what I was planning on doing that day. Of course, Sylvia noticed the boxes rattling around in the back of the Explorer when I picked her up.
“Did Jasmine talk you into taking some stuff to Goodwill for her?” she asked. “We can probably stop there after we talk to Marvin, if you want.”
“Those boxes are holding my belongings,” I said stiffly. The fact that most of my stuff had originated at Goodwill didn’t brighten my mood. “I’m moving out of Jasmine’s place.”
“Did she kick you out?” Sylvia gasped. “Do you need a place to stay? You can come to my place if you want, for a couple of days, just until you find an apartment or something—”
“She didn’t kick me out,” I snapped. “I’m—I’m moving in with James.”
She stared at me, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. It would have been funny on just about any other day, but I was suddenly too nervous to laugh at her. What if she said I was being a fool? Making the biggest mistake of my life?
“Well,” she finally said. “It’s about time. I never thought you’d take the leap.”
“Well, I have,” I said, and laughed as relief flooded through me. “And I don’t want to talk about it, really.”
“Are you at least having a housewarming party?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Come on,” she said. “You have to celebrate. With your friends.”
“This isn’t a big deal,” I said. “I’m just—”
“Moving in with James Lavall,” she finished for me. “And it is a big deal. Have a party. I’d come.”
I rolled my eyes. “I’ll think about it,” I said. “But can we focus on the meeting, please?”
“Sure,” she said. But she kept grinning at me until I felt like I was going to explode.
“Stop it!” I cried. “Or I’m taking you home.”
“Marvin won’t let you in without me,” she said, still grinning. “He likes me.”
“He likes me too,” I said, but to be honest, I wasn’t that sure I was right. He had talked to her a lot more than he’d talked to me. “Whatever,” I finally said. “What’s this meeting about?”
“I want to set up the meeting between him and Jerome,” Sylvia said. “Ground rules and the like. He was an officer in the fifties, and policing back then was quite a bit different than it is now. I don’t want him thinking he can beat a confession out of the guy.”
“I wonder if he tried that before,” I said.
“Tried what?”
“Beating a confession out of Jerome,” I said. “If he did, that will make this meeting pretty uncomfortable. Maybe Jerome won’t even agree to it.”
“He already agreed to see us again,” Sylvia said. “Remember? He’s desperate for visitors. He’d talk to the devil if it meant not being alone for a couple of hours.”
That brought the mood down appreciably, and we rode in silence the rest of the way to Marvin’s place.
We rang his buzzer and waited for what felt like forever. “Didn’t he say he’d be home?” I asked.
“I didn’t call him to let him know we were coming,” Sylvia said. She pressed the buzzer again. “He said he never goes out during the day. I thought he’d be here.”
“Good grief,” I said. “You should have called.”
“I know that now,” Sylvia snapped, and pulled out her cell. “I’ll try now.”
An old man walked by the entry door and stared at us suspiciously. “Maybe we should go stand outside,” I said. “Looks like we’re gathering a crowd.”
Sylvia turned her back on me, her cell phone pressed to her ear, so I smiled at the old man, just to allay his suspicions. He smiled back, and then walked up to the door and opened it.
“Who you looking for?” he asked.
“Marvin Secord,” I said. “Is he around?”
“He’s playing bridge,” he said, and pushed the door open even further. “Come in. I’ll take you to him.”
“Thank you.” I tapped Sylvia on the back to get her attention. “We’re in,” I said.
“Thank goodness,” she said and disconnected. “I think he has a land line.”
We followed the old fellow down the main floor hallway to a set of double doors. “He’s through there,” he said.
She walked through the big double doors, and I followed her into a multi-purpose room. A huge TV hulked in one corner, beside an upright piano and a set of drums. Through a doorway, I could see a kitchen, and as we walked to a huge bank of windows at the other end of the room, we passed tables and chairs stacked in a corner.
Three of the tables were set up near the windows, and twelve old people sat at them, cards in their hands. None of them even glanced in our direction.
Marvin was sitting at the table closest to us and had his back to the door, so he didn’t see us come in.
“Marvin,” Sylvia said as we walked up to the table. “Can we speak to you for just a moment? We have some information about Jerome Weber.”
He jumped when she spoke and grabbed his chest. “What are you trying to do, give me a heart attack?” he cried. The other three at the table chuckled, but Sylvia looked like she was afraid that was just what she’d done.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“You didn’t scare me,” he scoffed. “But I can’t talk now.”
“But—” Sylvia started, but he held up his hand.
“I said I can’t talk now,” he said. “Can’t you see I’m playing cards here?”
“Oh, give them a minute,” the woman sitting across from him said. “You’re dummy hand, after all. I can handle it for a minute.”
“Are you sure, Gladys?” he asked.
“I’m a better player than you and you know it,” Gladys said. “But don’t forget to come back for the next hand.”
Marvin pushed away from the table and grabbed Sylvia by the elbow. “We’ll talk over there,” he said. “So we don’t interrupt the others.”
“I’m sorry about this,” Sylvia said as he hurried her away from the tables. “You told me you didn’t go out. I assumed you’d be home.”
“Well, I am home,” he said. “But I play bridge on Thursday afternoons. What do you want to talk to me about?”
“We went and talked to Jerome,” she said. “But he wasn’t forthcoming. I’d appreciate it if you’d come with us next time. Maybe you’ll be able to get something more out of him than we could.”
“I could,” he said. “Just as long as it’s not on Thursday.”
“Because you play cards,” I said.
“Exactly.” He smiled at me like we had reached some sort of understanding.
“What about tomorrow?” I asked. “Would you be free tomorrow?”
“I would,” he said. “What time will you pick me up?”
“How does two thirty sound?” Sylvia asked. She sounded wary, though. Like she was starting to see landmines everywhere.
“Could you make it one?” he asked. “I have a show I like to catch, and it comes on at three.”
Sylvia smiled, but I could tell she was grinding her teeth. “One sounds fine,” she said.
“Excellent.” He turned away from us and headed back to his card game. “See you tomorrow.”
“I think we’ve been dismissed,” I whispered. “Let’s go. And maybe next time, call. He seems like a pretty busy guy.”
“No kidding,” Sylvia said, and the look on her face made me burst out laughing. Usually I was the one with that look. It felt good seeing it on someone else’s face for once.
 



Marie: Moving In, Part Deux
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“NOW, YOU’RE ABSOLUTELY sure about this,” James said. “Because I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret in a couple of days.”
“When could shopping ever give me any regrets?” I asked, and bit off nice big chunk of the Boston Cream doughnut I was holding.
We were sitting in the parking lot of a Tim’s, drinking coffee and eating doughnuts. And then, we were going to shop for a bed.
James had decided that he wanted the new bed for the first night we spent together, officially. So, when I returned to the office after the meeting with Marvin and Sylvia, he scooped me up and took me away to find the perfect one.
Actually, Jasmine had done most of the work for us. She’d found a king-sized memory foam mattress with a dark brown wood frame at a furniture store not very far away from the office, so it took us no time at all to buy it and set up delivery for later that afternoon.
Then, we headed back to the office to take care of business. I would have been pretty happy to have stayed away from the office for a couple of days—or weeks— because I didn’t want to face any more bad voicemail messages or cancelled appointments, but James had clients he had to see.
I couldn’t remember writing down any appointments for him, but he swore they were there.
“Two new clients,” he said. “You’ve been busy. Maybe I took the calls.”
“Maybe you did,” I said, and laughed humourlessly. “Well, once I lose all my clients, I’ll be back in the office full time. Then I’ll be taking all the calls again.”
“You won’t lose all your clients,” he said. “Will you?”
“They’re dropping like flies,” I said. “Looks like we won’t need that receptionist or doggy daycare after all.”
“That’s all right with me,” he said. “I like having the office to ourselves. It’s cosy.” He put his arm around me and hugged me, hard. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll get through this.”
Then he walked to the door. “I have to head out,” he said. “You okay here by yourself?”
“I guess so,” I said. “And hey, if I’m not, I can always leave.”
“Yeah,” he said. “We’ve got that delivery, and you need to unpack. Right?”
“Right,” I said.
What I really hoped was that I’d start getting good phone calls again, so I could resurrect my business, but I guessed it wasn’t going to happen today.
Today, I’d have to be happy with the new bed.
 
MOVING INTO JAMES’S place wasn’t as traumatic as I thought it would be. When the work day was over—and I only lost two more potential clients, so I was almost ready to call it a win—James came back to get me.
He pulled the boxes from the Explorer and put them in the trunk of his Volvo. “We’ll ride together,” he said. “It’ll be fun.”
He even held the door for me like a real gentleman. Then we drove to Casa del James—home—and he grabbed my boxes and hustled them up to the apartment.
“You gotta see this,” he said, running from the door to the bedroom, still carrying my boxes of stuff. “I’ve been working on it all day.”
He threw open the bedroom door and showed me the new bed, which he’d already set up.
“Doesn’t it look fantastic?” he asked.
“It does,” I said. The bed fit the room perfectly. He’d also cleared out half the closet for me and emptied three drawers in his dresser.
“I hope that’ll be enough for a while,” he said. “Until we can find another bureau for you.”
Three drawers were more than enough. In fact, I figured that one drawer would be enough, but didn’t say anything. He’d tried really hard to make everything perfect for me.
“This looks great,” I said. “Really great.”
I grabbed my boxes of stuff and dropped them in a corner.
“You could put all that away, while I finish supper,” he said. “I’ve made your favourite. Beef stew.”
I looked at the forlorn boxes I’d abandoned, then back at him. “I’ll do that later,” I said. “Why don’t I help you with the meal?”
“It’s almost done,” he said. He led me to the dining table, and I saw he’d set it, with a tablecloth and candles.
“You really went whole hog,” I said. “You didn’t tell me you had a tablecloth.”
“Well, just for special occasions. I got the recipe from Jasmine,” he said as he ladled the beef stew into bowls and brought them to the table. “She said it was one of your favourites. It is, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” I said. “It smells wonderful.”
He grinned at me then sat and poured white bubbly wine for both of us. Then he picked up his wine glass and held it out to me.
“Let’s toast our new life together,” he said.
“Oh,” I said, and stared for a moment at my glass. Then I picked it up and touched the edge of it to James’s. It rang, a pure sound that let me know it was actual crystal.
He smiled, said, “Skol,” and drank.
I followed his lead. “This tastes good,” I said. “Normally, I don’t go for white wine, but—”
“It’s champagne,” he said. “I’m glad you like it.”
Of course it was. I glanced at the bottle, finally saw “France” etched on the bottom of the label, and smiled at him. “Tastes great,” I said.
Trust James to go all out for our first official night together.
Even the dog cut us some slack and stayed in her little bed for most of the night as we ate our meal, and then, when the bottle of champagne was empty, we slept in our new bed.
Maybe this was going to work out, after all.
 



 
 
Ruby: The Ball Diamond
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IT TOOK KAREN and I no time at all to go from the Bluebird Motel to John Fry Park.
“There probably won’t be anyone there,” she said as we came in sight of the ball diamond. “I’ve been back a bunch of times, and it’s always empty now.”
“Let’s just go make sure,” I said. “Then we’ll come up with another plan.”
I had no idea what that plan could possibly be. The city was huge, and the ghosts could be hiding anywhere.
Our plan for the moment was to go see if the poltergeists had returned. Karen said we were not going to engage. We were just going to find them, then to go get Marie so she could finish the business of moving them on, once and for all.
If we got there and found any of her old ball team, then her alternate plan appeared to be that we’d all become one big happy family and hang out on the ball diamond with them, forever.
Personally, I didn’t like either of Karen’s plans, but I needed her to take me to the diamond. I needed the poltergeists to teach me how to interact with the living.
“Well, don’t blame me if this doesn’t work out,” she said, and then fell silent.
I glanced over at her and was surprised at how dark she’d become. “You all right?” I asked.
“I’m fine,” she said. “Fine.”
She didn’t look fine. She looked frightened, and I guessed it was because of the poltergeists. If they were there, I was going to have to figure out a way to talk to them without her. She would do what she could to keep me away from them, and that was the last thing I wanted.
“Look,” I said. “If you’re really worried, I can go by myself.”
“No,” she said. “You don’t know who we’re looking for. Let’s just go.”
She was frustrating, no doubt about it, but I shut my mouth and followed her to the fence surrounding the ripped-up ball diamond.
“What happened here?” I pointed at second base, or the hole that was all that was left of second base.
“I happened,” Karen said quietly. “That’s where Andrew buried me after he killed me.”
“That’s rough,” I said.
“Yeah,” she replied. Then she blinked. “Do you see light?”
I looked out at the diamond, but saw nothing.
“Where?” I asked.
“Over there,” she said, and pointed behind her. She squinted, and then gasped. “Is that Joy?”
I whirled around and watched in disbelief as the little girl skipped across the parking lot toward us. “I told her to stay at the motel,” I said. “What’s she doing here?”
“Looks like she followed us,” Karen said.
Just what I needed. “Joy, what are you doing?” I called. “You said you’d wait for us.”
She waved happily and ran up to us. “I wanted to see the ball diamond,” she said. Her face stilled when she saw how angry I was. “How come you’re mad?”
“You were supposed to stay at the motel,” I said again. We were within sight of the diamond, and now it looked like I’d have to turn around and take her back. She couldn’t be here.
“But I wanted to see the ball diamond,” she said again, and ran up to me, all big eyes and smiles. “Do you think we’ll be able to watch a game?”
“There is no game,” I said tightly. “I told you that.”
I grabbed her roughly by the aura of the arm, and she squawked in my grip. “I’m sorry,” I said to Karen. “It’ll take me a while to get her home. I’m really sorry.”
Karen wasn’t watching our little domestic drama. She was staring out at the empty diamond, and then turned back to us, excited.
“I think there might be someone here,” she said. “Maybe it’s the ball team. Maybe they finally came back.”
She flew ahead of me and disappeared inside the concrete box sitting at the edge of the diamond. I gave Joy a quick shake.
“You stay right with me,” I said. “Do you understand?”
She nodded her head and followed me obediently as I pushed my way through the fence. I heard loud voices.
One of the voices was Karen. I didn’t recognize the others, but it sounded like two more, and Karen was arguing with them. Their voices echoed out over the diamond, and Joy pulled back.
“I don’t want to go there,” she said. “They sound mad.”
I let her go and pointed through the fence at masses of flowers planted between the two ball diamonds. “Go over there,” I said. “And look at the flowers. But don’t go too far away. I’ll come and get you when I’m done here.”
She nodded and brightened, and her aura slipped from mine. “I’ll stay, I promise,” she said, and ran toward the fence as I turned away from her and to all the yelling in the concrete box.
They all stopped yelling when I walked around the corner.
“Don’t come in here!” Karen cried, but I just plastered a smile on my face and kept on walking. As I barged my way in, one of the ghosts who had been arguing with Karen looked at me.
“So, who do we have here?” she asked.
“She’s no-one, Joanne,” Karen said. “Just leave her alone.”
“My name’s Ruby,” I said, and walked toward the three of them. “Are you Karen’s ball team?”
Now, I knew for a fact that they weren’t, because Karen looked distraught. Looked like we’d found the poltergeists. The bigger ghost—Joanne—laughed and shook her head.
“We used to be,” she said. “But now we’re into—other things. Aren’t we, Rita?”
She looked at Rita, who nodded.
“So, what are you into now?” I asked.
“We get payback,” Joanne said. “On the bastards who put us here.”
“Leave her out of this,” Karen barked. Joanne leaned in, hard.
“I think you should be quiet, Karen,” she said. “You’ve abandoned us. We can do what we want, with whomever we want. Isn’t that right, Rita?”
“That’s exactly right,” Rita said.
Joanne looked at me. “You interested in something like that?”
Karen opened her mouth to speak, but I rode over her words as quickly as I could. “Yes,” I said. “I’d be very interested in something like that.”
“What are you doing?” Karen asked, horror in her voice. “This wasn’t the plan.”
For just a second I felt bad that I’d used her but she wasn’t going to teach me what I needed to know. I needed these spirits and what I could learn from them.
“I’m sorry Karen, but I need to talk business with them,” I said. “Joy’s by the flowers. Take her back to the motel, and tell her to wait there for me. I’ll be a little while.”
“But—”
“I know what I’m doing!” I snapped, glaring at her until she shrivelled and backed away from me. “I’ll find you later.”
Her mouth worked for a moment, like she was trying to think of the right words to say that would stop me, but I just kept shaking my head until she turned away. Then she was gone, and it was just the two poltergeists and me. When I explained my situation, they were more than willing to teach me everything I needed to know.
For a moment, I thought about Joy. Hoped she’d be all right with Karen, but knew Karen was a good person. She’d make sure Joy was safe until I got back. And I’d figure out some way to make it up to her, once I’d saved the rest of the spirits from Patrick.
“Just sing her the song,” I muttered. “She’ll be fine if you just sing her the song.”
 



 
Marie: Babysitting Is Not Really My Thing
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JAMES AND I were late getting to the office the next morning, because that bed was just as comfortable as Jasmine had assured us it would be. As a matter of fact, we’d discussed just taking the day off and spending the rest of it in that bed. But, we didn’t. We had work to do.
But I felt good. I even deluded myself into believing that the nasty emails and death threats would have stopped, or at least slowed down. It had been a few days since the stupid TV show. People would find something else to be outraged over, right?
As we walked up to the office door, I could hear singing coming from inside the office. I glanced at James to see if he heard it too, but he wasn’t reacting at all, past trying to keep Millie from suddenly bolting down the hallway.
He didn’t hear the singing in the office, but Millie did. And so did I.
“Maybe take her for a walk,” I said. “There’s something going on in there.”
James groaned. “Not more ghosts,” he said.
“Sounds like.”
Millie picked that moment to lose her little mind. She howled, an eerie wail that fit quite perfectly with the haunting voices from the office, and threw herself at James’s legs.
“Great.” He picked up Millie and carried her back down the stairs. “You going to be all right?” he called, his disembodied voice floating to me from the stairwell.
“Yeah,” I said. “Just give me a few minutes, and I’ll find out what’s going on.”
He didn’t answer, but when I heard the door click open and then shut below me, I put the key in the lock, to find out why there was a ghost singalong happening in our office.
I steeled myself and opened the door. Inside weren’t a bunch of ghosts, which it had definitely sounded like, but just two. Karen and Joy.
“What are you doing?” I asked. Karen stopped singing, looking so relieved it was almost comical. Then Joy started to cry, and the look on Karen’s face dissolved into something a lot more like horror.
“Not again,” she whispered. “Please, Joy. Don’t cry. I’ve sung the song so many times. Please don’t cry.”
“But—” Joy whispered, her voice strangled. Her eyes started leaking luminescent tears, and she hiccupped. “Where’s Ruby?”
She looked around as though she expected to see the ghost materialize right in front of her, which she did not, of course. That brought on more tears. Karen looked at me, devastated, and began to hum the song she’d been singing before. Joy’s bottom lip trembled a little bit less.
“Please,” she said. “Just one more time.”
“All right,” Karen said. She looked totally defeated. “Once more. But then Marie and I are going to talk for a bit. All right?”
“All right,” Joy said. She wriggled up to Karen, tears forgotten, and she smiled.
“Promise?” Karen said.
“I promise,” Joy replied.
So, Karen sang. She had a nice voice, to be honest, and the fact that she was dead lent some interesting qualities to her singing. I got why Joy liked the song, even if it was just “Itsy Bitsy Spider.”
I made a pot of coffee and watched the little ghost relax, and then finally fall to sleep, wrapped in Karen’s aura.
“She’s waiting for Ruby to come back to get her,” Karen said softly. She edged down and set Joy on the floor. I noticed that she’d placed the ghost right next to Millie’s little dog bed. Looked like Millie wasn’t getting a break.
I poured myself a cup of coffee. “Where’d she go? And how did you end up—”
“Babysitting?” Karen asked. “I’m not really sure.”
She wouldn’t look at me, though. She was not telling me the whole truth. “What’s going on, Karen?” I asked.
She blinked. “I made a mistake. You have to help me fix it.”
“What did you do?”
She blinked even more furiously, and then I saw the first tear run down her cheek and drop to the floor, where it lay, glowing.
“Just tell me,” I said, as gently as I could. “We can fix this.”
She looked at me so hopefully I felt a bit sick. “We can?” she finally asked.
“I’m sure we can,” I said, hoping I was telling her the truth. “Just tell me what happened.”
“I—I took Ruby to the ball diamond,” Karen said. Her voice was a strangled whisper, and I saw she was going to start crying again.
“Okay,” I said. “That’s okay.”
“No!” Karen cried. “It’s not.”
Her voice got loud enough that it half woke Joy, who snuffled and reached out for something—probably Karen—to hang on to. She ended up lying half in Millie’s dog bed and settled back to sleep.
I took in a breath myself, surprised to realize that I’d been holding it. “Tell me why you took Ruby to the ball diamond,” I said. “But softly.”
Karen took one last look at Joy and shuffled over to me. “She said she was going to help me find the poltergeists,” she whispered.
“For real?” I asked. Karen glared at me and pointed at Joy. “For real?” I whispered.
“The plan was that we were just going to find them, then come and get you so you could handle them,” she said.
“But it didn’t work out quite the way you thought, I take it.”
“Nope,” Karen said. “She wanted to hook up with the poltergeists. And I took her right to them.”
“They were at the diamond?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Karen said. “They went off together, and that’s when Ruby left Joy with me.” She sniffed, like she was going to cry again. “You don’t think she’s gone forever, do you?”
“Nah, she wouldn’t do that,” I said, though to be honest, I didn’t know. “All we have to do is find her and convince her that hanging around with those two is not in her best interests.”
“How are we going to do that?” Karen asked. She looked at Joy again, pointedly. “It’s really hard to move around with her. I am frigging exhausted.”
I thought furiously. “Maybe I can ask James to look after her.”
“You can’t be serious,” Karen said. “He can’t even see ghosts, for heaven’s sake. Joy could get lost—or worse.”
“True,” I said. “But we have to do something.”
“No,” Karen said, and sighed. “We don’t have to do anything. This is my mess. Let me clean it up.”
“How are you going to do that?” I asked.
“I’m going back to the diamond,” she said. “I’ll do my best to talk Ruby into coming back here with me. Maybe I’ll lie to her and tell her something’s wrong with Joy. She’s really attached to that little girl and they’ve been together for years. I’m sure she’d come back.”
“I guess you could try that,” I said, although I actually didn’t think it was a good idea at all. Those poltergeists were unstable, and Ruby had straight up lied to Karen to get close to them. “Do you want me to drive you and Joy there? Just in case you need backup?”
“No,” she said. “I can get there a lot faster on my own. Just wait for me. I’ll be back.”
“Aren’t you going to wait for Joy to wake up?” I asked. “Seems kind of mean, waking her up in the middle of her nap to take her back to the diamond.”
“I know,” Karen said. That was when I realized she was planning on dumping Joy on me.
“You can’t do that,” I gasped.
“It’ll just be for a little while,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have any other way to do this.”
“Yes, you do,” I said. I could tell my voice was getting louder, possibly loud enough to wake Joy. And that would be bad.
“She’ll probably sleep until I get back,” Karen said. She took a step toward the door, and if I could, I would’ve tackled her.
“Just stay here,” I said. “We’ll figure out something else—”
“I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” she said over my words. My desperate, desperate words. “You know “Itsy Bitsy Spider,” don’t you?”
Before I could answer she slid through the door and was gone. And I was left with a little girl ghost, sleeping in Millie’s dog bed.
Millie was not going to like that, at all. And neither was James.
“And neither am I,” I muttered, as I watched Joy sneak her thumb into her mouth. “This is going to go just terribly.”
 
JAMES TEXTED ME a half hour later. I’m heading back, the text read. Need anything?
I didn’t know how to answer him. Joy was still sleeping in Millie’s bed, and I didn’t know how long she was going to be here.
I have a bit of situation, I finally texted back. Maybe it would be better if you and the dog stay away for a while longer.
It took James a long time to text me back, and I didn’t blame him.
How long? he texted.
I don’t know.
He didn’t answer me, and I wasn’t really surprised when the door opened five minutes later and James entered, carrying Millie.
“I can’t just stay away from the office,” he said. “I have work to do.”
“Please keep your voice down.”
“Why?” He bent to put the dog down on her bed, and I shook my head.
“Not there,” I said.
“Why not?” He sounded frustrated, and I didn’t blame him for that, either.
“There’s a ghost there,” I said, pointing at Millie’s little bed. “She’s sleeping.”
James stared down at the dog’s bed like it had suddenly grown a head and started talking to him.
“Why would anyone sleep in a dog’s bed?” he finally asked. He pulled Millie, who was making frantic swimming motions, back into his arms, and walked up to my desk. “What’s going on here?”
“Karen was here,” I started.
James turned and stared at the dog bed. “Karen is sleeping in Millie’s bed?”
“No,” I said. “Look, James, just put Millie in your office and then come back. We need to have a talk.”
James’s face slackened, and he slowly panned the room. “A talk is never good,” he muttered. “How many ghosts are actually here?”
“Just one.”
“And it’s not Karen.”
“Nope.” I pointed at his office door. “Please, just put her in there. But be quiet. I really don’t want her to wake up.”
“The ghost sleeping in the dog bed.”
“Yes.”
All right, so all these questions were seriously starting to piss me off, and if he hadn’t moved at that exact moment, I think I would have grabbed him and the dog and thrown them both into that office. But he quietly opened the door, set Millie inside, and then closed the door in her puzzled face. He turned to me.
“Now,” he said. “Please explain what is going on here.”
So, I did. For the most part, James took the news well. He looked aghast a couple of times, and kept staring at the dog bed, but he did manage to keep his eyes on me through most of my whispered explanation.
“And how long are you going to have to babysit?” he finally asked. “Because I do have a couple of appointments today.”
“Are people coming in?” I stared at my electronic calendar, and there they were. Both appointments, but luckily, they weren’t here. But that meant James was going to have to leave. And that meant I was going to be alone with Mille, and Joy.
“You can’t go,” I gasped. “You have to help me.”
James blinked. “How exactly am I supposed to help you?” he finally asked. “I can’t see this little girl, or interact with her. Only you can. I’d say you are the one who has the expertise necessary.”
“But—but,” I stuttered and then shut my mouth. He was right. I was the one who could handle this situation. My last babysitting experience came back to me, and I wondered briefly if Jasmine would mind if I pulled her oldest daughter Ella out of school for the day. She was the one who’d saved my butt the last time. I shook my head to clear that preposterous thought because I knew that Jasmine would never agree. Besides, I couldn’t subject Ella to a ghost—even if the ghost was only five years old.
I looked up at James, and he shrugged. “You’ll be fine,” he said. “Just remember Millie’s in my office, all on her own. Check her occasionally.”
I nodded miserably and watched him walk out of the office and shut the door. At least he did that. At least he didn’t make much noise. Maybe Joy would sleep until Karen came back.
As though she could hear my very thoughts, Joy shifted, and then sat up, stretching luxuriously, like a cat. She looked around, for Karen I imagined, and then stared at me.
“I know you,” she said.
“You do,” I said. “My name’s Marie and—”
“Where’s Ruby?” she asked.
“She’s not here right now,” I said. “But I’m going to look after you until she comes back.” I hoped.
Joy frowned and looked around the office. “Where’s Karen?” she asked, and I could hear anxiety sneak into her voice. “She was with me, before. Where is she?”
“She went to get Ruby,” I said. “They’ll both be back soon. I promise.”
“Oh.” She thought about things for a moment, and I tensed, ready to burst into song if needed. She held all the power in this situation, and I knew it. What was I going to do?
I smiled, and hoped my fear didn’t show too terribly. “Maybe you should get a little more sleep. You didn’t have a very long nap and—”
“I’m done my nap,” she announced, and stood. She carefully flounced her mud-marred dress and walked to the middle of the room. “I want to play with the dog.”
Like I said, Joy had all the power in that situation.
“I’ll see what I can do,” I muttered, and walked over to James’s office door.
I hoped that Millie would eventually forgive me for what I was about to put her through. I needed help here, though, and she was the only one left.
I opened the door and stared down into the pleading eyes of the little dog. “Please don’t do this to me,” they seemed to say as I scooped her up into my arms.
“No acting like a jerk,” I whispered. “I just need you to entertain a little ghost for a couple of hours. You’ll be fine.”
I hoped.
 
IT WENT BETTER than I ever imagined it would.
Millie was scared at the beginning, but once I taught Joy to basically keep her ghostly fingers to herself, things went quite well.
Mostly all Joy wanted to do was chase Millie. She couldn’t actually pick the dog up, but she could chase her like a champ. So she did.
At first, Millie skittered from one obstacle to another, trying to keep anything between her and the ghost, who she could not see but who she could feel coming toward her. Joy giggled and clattered after her, trying without success to catch her.
Millie finally came to me, basically begging to be picked up. I complied, and she sat in my lap, panting and quivering.
“Maybe we should give her a rest,” I said to the little ghost, who nodded quite agreeably.
“Animals need rest, just like we do,” she said.
“They do,” I replied. Millie settled down, and I watched as her eyes tracked Joy, who was now wandering around the office looking for something else to get into. Then Millie, of her own volition, jumped down and walked over to Joy.
She sniffed the air furiously when the little ghost bent down on her haunches and reached out a hand to touch the dog’s aura. But Millie did not run away.
Joy looked up at me, her face wreathed in smiles. “I’m petting her,” she said softly.
“That you are,” I replied. I owed that dog a whole bag of cookies for being such a good sport about the whole thing. “Just remember to be gentle.”
“I will,” Joy said. She sat cross-legged on the floor and carefully smoothed her muddy dress over her knees. Millie, quite compliantly, edged toward her aura, and Joy giggled in delight.
“I like dogs,” she said. “Almost as much as cats.” She smiled up at me. “Do you got a cat here?”
“No,” I said. “Just the dog.”
“That’s too bad,” she whispered, gently patting the dog’s aura. “Cats are good. Sometimes scratchy, but good.”
I looked at her hand patting the dog’s aura. It was covered in scratches. Her other hand wasn’t. Just mud.
“Is that where you got the scratches on your hand?” I asked. “From a cat?”
She stared down at her hand, and then pulled it back and hid it behind her. “No,” she said. “I never touched the cat.”
That got my attention, but good. “What cat didn’t you touch?” I asked.
“The one where my dad worked,” Joy said. “Mommy told me not to, and I didn’t.”
Huh.
“So, your dad worked at the Springworks?” I asked. “I didn’t know there was a cat there.”
“Daddy told me about her,” she said. “She was there to catch mice.”
She stopped patting Millie’s aura, and Millie edged closer. Nudged her aura, just to get her attention, and Joy resumed petting. “What’s her name?” she asked.
“The dog? Her name’s Millie.”
The little ghost smiled. “That’s nice,” she said. “I like that name.”
“What was the cat’s name?” I asked. “The one where your dad worked.”
“It’s Sylvester,” Joy said. “‘Don’t touch Sylvester,’ Mommy said. ‘She’s got worms.’” Joy glanced at me. “Do you think she had worms?”
I assumed Sylvester was an old mouser who had never seen a vet, and figured worms were probably the least of its problems, but all I did was shrug. “I don’t know,” I said. “Could be.”
“I don’t mind worms,” Joy said softly. “I used to dig them up in the garden behind the house, after it rained.” She smiled. “They felt soft and squishy. I had to be gentle.”
“I don’t think those were the kind of worms your mother was talking about,” I said, but she didn’t say anything. Just looked down at her muddy dress.
“Mommy doesn’t like it when I get dirty,” she whispered. “‘A good girl stays tidy, always.’ That’s what Mommy says.”
Looked like her mother had a lot of sayings, and I felt a twinge of sympathy for the little girl sitting in the dog bed, petting the aura of my dog.
“But it’s fun to get dirty, sometimes,” I said. “Isn’t it?”
“Sometimes,” she said. Her hand stilled, and Millie whined.
“So how did your dress get dirty?” I asked. I was pretty sure it had to do with her death, and not with digging for worms in her parents’ back garden. Maybe she remembered more than Ruby thought she did.
“I didn’t mean to,” Joy said. She looked at me, and luminescent tears pattered onto her muddy dress. “Ruby said she’d take me to see my Mommy,” she said. “But we got lost. I just want to see my Mommy.” She whimpered. “And my Daddy.” Then, she sobbed. “I just want to go home.”
My heart broke for her. I reached out and touched her aura. She threw herself into me, and I could feel her sadness. Her overwhelming sadness and loss.
“I’m sorry, Joy,” I said. “Your mom and dad died, a long time ago.”
“Maybe they’re still at home, waiting for me,” she said, and I felt a twinge of hope run through her. “They’d wait for me, wouldn’t they?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Usually, ghosts don’t wait. Usually, they move on.”
“They’d wait for me,” Joy said. She pulled her aura from mine and stared up at me. “Can’t you take me home? Please? They’ll be waiting for me. They must be so worried.”
She wasn’t hearing me, I could tell. She’d focussed on seeing her parents again. Probably had from the beginning. I stood and walked to my desk, pawing through the welter of papers strewn across it. Found the list Sylvia Worth had sent me. The list that included Joy’s home address.
“What if I take you to your house?” I said. “So you can see for yourself that your parents aren’t there anymore?”
“Can you do that?” Joy asked. “Can you take me home?”
“I can,” I said, and reached for Millie’s leash. “Let’s go.”
 
JOY’S OLD HOUSE was just off Ninety-Ninth Street on the south side of town. I turned right at the old dry-cleaner’s—and Joy squealed in delight as we pulled up to an old-fashioned, two-storey house half way down the block.
She didn’t even wait for the vehicle to stop. Leaped through the door and ran up the walk to the big veranda and front door.
“Wait for me!” I cried, grabbing Millie’s leash. But by the time I had the dog worked out, Joy had disappeared inside the house.
Millie and I stood outside, and I listened to Joy run through the house calling for her mother. I could hear her voice getting ever more frantic, and then the first wail as she finally realized she was alone.
“Let’s go get her,” I muttered, and pulled Millie up the sidewalk to the front door. I knocked and waited, but it appeared no one living was in the house either.
“Joy!” I called. “Joy! Come outside, please.”
No answer from the little girl, but I could hear her wails echoing through the house. “Dammit,” I muttered, and walked down the side of the house to see if I could get into the backyard.
There was what looked like a brand-new six foot fence surrounding the yard at the back, and I tried the latch on the gate without much hope. It would be locked, and I’d have to figure out a way to talk Joy out of the place without being able to see her. I didn’t want her to stay, because there was a good chance that she could become stuck there. She didn’t need any more of that. She needed to move on.
The latch snicked, and the gate swung open, showing me a backyard and garden, in miniature. A teeny garage sat the back of the yard. In front of it were two garden beds, both a riot of green. Next to the house was a postage stamp sized lawn, with a huge oak tree. Under the tree I could see—well, honestly, I could barely see him, because he’d nearly disappeared from this plane—a ghost, staring at the house.
He could hear Joy inside. “Joy?” he said softly. “Baby, is that you?”
Joy continued to sob inside the house, and the ghost stood, with difficulty. Walked to the back door and pressed against it, but he could not go through.
“Joy!” he called. “Joy, baby! Daddy’s in the backyard. Please come to me. Please.”
Joy’s wailing stopped abruptly. “Daddy?” she finally called.
“It’s me, Baby,” the ghost cried. He fell to his knees and sobbed. “Come here.”
Joy stepped through the door and stopped when she caught sight of the ghost. She stared at his faint form, and then she frowned. “Who are you?”
“I’m your daddy, sweetheart,” he said, and held his arms out to her. “I never thought I’d see you again.”
She shook her head, and her ringlets flew around her stricken face. “You’re not my daddy,” she said. “I don’t know you.”
He looked devastated. “But I am,” he said. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong? You have to know me. You have to.”
She shook her head and backed to the door of the house. “I don’t know you,” she said again.
Millie broke free and ran into the little yard, barking her stupid head off. I followed her, whispering, “Millie. Come here.”
The dog ignored me. Just kept running around the two of them, yapping her stupid head off. Joy looked down at the dog, and then up at me.
“Please, Mille,” I said, taking one tentative step into the yard, and then another. “Come here.”
She wouldn’t come, though. Of course. So, I walked into the yard and grabbed her leash, and when she wouldn’t shut her mouth, I pulled her into my arms.
The ghost scrambled to his feet and stood between Joy and me. The effort made him fade even more, but I could tell he was trying to protect his little girl.
Joy gasped and looked round wildly, like she was trying to find a way to escape.
“You don’t have to worry, Joy,” the ghost said. “I won’t let anything else happen to you.”
Joy shook her head again, beside herself. Tears pattered down her face and wet the front of her old-fashioned dress. “Help me,” she said, and I knew she was talking to me.
“He’s not going to hurt you,” I said. “I think he’s your daddy, kiddo.”
The ghost’s mouth opened and then slapped shut. “You can see me?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said. “Now why don’t you sit down while I talk to her.” I gestured at the tree. “You don’t look so good.”
He nodded and dropped back onto the grass as I walked to Joy. “I’m so tired,” he said. Then he sobbed. “But I couldn’t leave. Not until I knew what had really happened to her. And now, she doesn’t even know me.”
“She’s been gone a long time,” I said, and turned to Joy. “Why don’t you think he’s your daddy?”
“He’s old,” she said. “And he’s by himself. Where’s Mommy?”
He faded even further, if that was possible. “Your Mommy’s gone, sweetheart,” he said. “She wanted to stay, but she got sick, and she had to go.” He pushed himself upright, but the effort cost him dearly. “She would have come back, if she’d known you’d be here,” he whispered. “She loved you so very much.”
Joy cried even harder, her hands to her face, and the ghost moaned. “Baby, both of us would have waited, if we’d known you were going to come back.”
Joy shook her head and took another step away from him. “What can I do?” he asked. “To convince you? Honey, it’s really me.”
He sobbed, and I could see that he was barely hanging on.
“Let me help you,” I said, and walked up to him. I placed my hand gently in his aura, but I could tell that there was very little I could do to keep him here. The best I could do was to offer him my usual choice.
“I can help you move on to the next plane of existence,” I said. “But that’s all. You’re so weak, you’re not going to last here much longer. I’m sorry.”
“But what about Joy?” he cried. “She needs to know who I am. Why doesn’t she know who I am?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “She needs more time, but you aren’t going to stay for that. Please, let me help you now.”
“And Joy?” he asked.
“Joy has to choose, just like you do. If she chooses now, she can move on with you,” I said. “I don’t know if you’ll end up together after it’s over, but at least you’ll have each other for this moment.”
He turned to Joy. “Would you do that, Joy? Will you move on to the next plane of existence with me?”
Joy stared at the ghost lying on the grass at her feet, and then took another step away from him. Closer to me, and she looked at me beseechingly, like she was asking for my protection.
“I don’t know you,” she whispered. “I don’t want to go anywhere with you.”
The ghost howled his anguish, and Millie joined him. The noise was horrific, and I could see that it was terrifying Joy. I set the dog on the grass and walked up to Joy, hoping I could calm her.
“What do you want to do, Joy?” I asked.
“I want Ruby,” she said. “I don’t want to stay here anymore.”
“All right,” I said, and turned back to the ghost on the grass.
He sobbed, and faded even further. I couldn’t see any light coming from him at all. If I didn’t work quickly, he would be lost on this plane, forever.
“I’m sorry,” I said to him. “She won’t stay. You have to say goodbye to her, because you’re going to be gone soon.”
“No” he cried. “I can’t! Not when she’s finally found her way home.”
“This isn’t my home,” Joy sobbed. “I thought it was, but it isn’t. Please, I want to see Ruby.”
“Don’t go!” the ghost cried. “Stay with me! Stay!”
He tried to throw himself at her, so he could touch her aura, but there wasn’t enough of him left. He screamed, a truly horrible sound, and looked at me like it was all my fault.
“Make it stop!” he cried. “I need more time. Make it stop, make it stop.”
I did my best to help Joy’s father move on. I gave him as much of my power as I could. “What’s holding you here?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
“My little girl,” he sobbed. “And she doesn’t even know me.”
There was nothing I could do about that, and I shook my head. “Anything else?” I asked.
“Someone killed her,” he whispered. “I need to know who. And then I need to kill the bastard. He stole my life.”
“That’s not going to happen, either,” I said. “But I’ll make certain that I find out what really happened to her. If she was killed, I’ll find out who did it and make sure he’s brought to justice.”
“And you’ll look after her?” he gasped. “Help her move on, too?”
“I will,” I said. “I promise. Now choose, but do it quickly. Please.”
He chose, and closed his eyes. I gave more strength to him and was rewarded with one lone light bee, white as fresh snow. And then, he was gone.
“Say goodbye,” I said to Joy.
But she couldn’t hear me. She was still saying, “I want Ruby,” over and over, like a mantra.
I reached for her to comfort her just as the next door neighbour stuck his cranky old head out of his back door and announced that he was going to call the cops.
“You better get out of here,” he said. “We don’t take to people like you hanging around in our back gardens.”
“Looking for my dog. Sorry,” I grunted, pushing myself, with some effort, to my feet. I grabbed Millie, who was still howling her little head off, and pulled her into my arms, and then I turned to Joy. But she wasn’t there. She’d disappeared.
“Oh my God,” I mumbled. “Where did she go?”
I looked everywhere, frantically, but found nothing. I couldn’t hear any noise inside the house, so it seemed she hadn’t gone there. She’d disappeared, and all I could hope was that she was still on this plane. I’d promised her father, after all.
“Get out of here,” the cranky neighbour cried. He waved an old-fashioned portable phone at me like it was a weapon. “I warned you. I’m calling the police. Right now.”
I latched the back gate and got into my vehicle and drove away. I hoped the old guy hadn’t written down my license plate number. The last thing I needed was for James to be picked up for a break and enter, since he was the one who’d registered the vehicle.
Joy’s father had moved on, and Joy had disappeared. Not my best bit of work, and I hoped that I would be able find her. I also hoped that Ruby wouldn’t react badly when she found out what had happened.
I figured she would, though. That was my luck.
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AFTER KAREN LEFT the ball diamond, I’d hoped that I’d get a quick lesson or two about touching things in the living realm from the poltergeists, so I could save everyone from Patrick. But that was not the way it worked out.
I explained my situation, and Joanne smiled broadly at Rita. “See?” she said. “She knows a bunch of spirits. We could have a frigging army.”
She turned back to me, completely missing the fear that flashed over Rita’s face. But I saw it. “So,” Joanne said, “where can I find this Patrick character, and all these ghosts?”
The fear on Rita’s face made me realize that perhaps I’d made a mistake. “I don’t think they want to be an army, or anything like that,” I said. “So don’t worry about where they are. I’d just like you to teach me a few tricks, so I can help them myself.”
“Tricks,” Joanne scoffed. “It’s going to take more than you learning a trick or two to be able to stop a living human being. Won’t it, Rita?”
“It will,” Rita said. The fear was gone, but she wasn’t smiling, either. “It takes lots and lots of practice.”
“And power,” Joanne said. “You’ll need our power, too.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“It’s easier to deal with the living if there are a few of us working together,” Joanne said. “It’s gotten a little—difficult to make a big enough impression, now that there are only two of us. Isn’t that right, Rita?”
“That’s right,” Rita said. “That’s why we only beat my no-good husband up. Joanne wanted to kill him—”
“Because he deserved to die for the way he treated you,” Joanne said, and Rita smiled at her thinly.
“But all we could do was hurt him,” she continued. “Badly.”
“Not badly enough as far as I’m concerned, but we did some damage,” Joanne said. “However, we’ve got a big job coming up, and we could use your help. You help us, and then we’ll help you. You understand?”
“You want me to help you do what?” I asked.
“Kill someone,” Joanne said.
“That’s right,” Rita echoed. She’d gone back to looking afraid.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I think you misunderstood. I don’t want to kill anyone. I just want to help my friends—”
Joanne flew up to me, red and black running through her translucent form in terrible, frightening patterns. I flinched away as she shrieked in my face. “If you want to learn anything—anything from us, you’re going to help us with our next job.”
I looked around, but we were all alone on the ball diamond. There was no help for me, so I decided to brazen it out and leave.
“That won’t work for me,” I said. “I think I’ll go. Try to figure something else out. Thanks, but no thanks.”
I turned away but Joanne yanked me to a stop. “I don’t think so,” she said. “It might be hard for us to kill a living human being, but I have absolutely no problem messing up a ghost. You owe me for even asking us to help you. If you walk away without paying your debt, I will mess you up. Bad. Isn’t that right, Rita?”
“That’s right,” Rita said, misery all over her face. “You’ll mess her up bad.”
She leaned forward and looked into my eyes. “Don’t fight her on this,” she said. “You’ll lose. Just help her—us—with Andrew Westwood, and I promise, I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”
Joanne’s aura felt like burning iron where it held me. I was well and truly trapped. I didn’t have an option if I wanted to walk away in one piece.
“Who’s Andrew Westwood?” I asked.
“He’s the one who killed Karen,” Joanne said.
“Karen needs some peace,” Rita added. “That man is a monster.”
“And besides, I think once he’s dead, she’ll be truly appreciative,” Joanne continued. “I think we’ll be able to talk her into joining us.”
“She said she wouldn’t,” Rita said.
Joanne glared her to quiet. “I think we can convince her,” she said. “After all, it’s the least she could do. Don’t you think?”
She looked at me, waiting for me to answer. All I did was shrug. “So where is this Andrew Westwood?” I asked. “Or do we have to find him first?”
If we had to look for him that would give me a chance to escape, but Joanne shook her head.
“No, we know just where he is, don’t we, Rita?”
“We do,” Rita mumbled.
“He’s at the Remand Centre.” Joanne grinned. “He just got out of the hospital from the beating we laid on him last month. I think it’s hilarious, myself.”
“Hilarious,” I muttered.
“It is, isn’t it?” Joanne continued. “And hey, this will be a great way for you to see our work up close and personal.” She nodded. “I think we’ll be able to convince you that Patrick would be better off dead, and that all your friends would be better off working for me.” She glanced over at Rita. “Us. They’d be working for us. Wouldn’t they, Rita?”
“Absolutely,” Rita said, her face like stone.
I was stuck. The best I could hope for was to pretend to go along so I could find a way to escape.
“I’ll go with you,” I said. “But I’m not touching the guy. Just so you know.”
“No problem,” Joanne said. “This will work out wonderfully. And who knows? If you’re impressed, and I think you will be, maybe you can convince us to help you with your Patrick Whitecroft problem. Wouldn’t that be good?”
She let me go, but I could feel her close to me, always within striking range. I had a feeling that saying anything more than, “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” would get me beaten, so I kept my mouth shut. But there was no way I was letting this crazy freak near Patrick. He just needed to be convinced to let us go. He didn’t need to die.
“So, you ready to go kill Andrew Westwood?” Joanne said.
She grabbed me and before I could say another word, we were moving, faster than I’d ever been able to move all by myself. It didn’t take us any time at all for us to get to the Remand Centre, and I had a horrible feeling it wouldn’t take long to kill the guy, either.
God, I had to get away.
 
IT WAS QUIET in that concrete monstrosity, and we flew through the cells checking each prisoner and moving on until we found a guy lying on a bunk in a cell. He wasn’t asleep, and he looked scared as he stared at the bottom of the bunk above him.
“That’s him,” Joanne said.
“Guess this place doesn’t agree with him,” I muttered.
“I’m glad he’s scared,” Joanne said. Her aura had turned a deep red. She looked furious. “He deserves to be as afraid as he made Karen feel, every day of her death.”
I could feel her power pulsating around me. I glanced at Rita but she looked more afraid than angry.
“You sure you don’t want in on this?” Joanne asked.
“I’m fine,” I said.
“If you aren’t going to help, stay out of the way,” she said. “Rita, you ready?”
“Ready.” Rita didn’t look ready. She looked like she was going to burst into a thousand pieces, but Joanne took no notice. She stepped up to the man cowering on the bed and slapped him, hard.
“We’re back!” she cried, and hooted crazy laughter when he screeched and flailed in an attempt to protect himself.
“Won’t work,” she said. “Will it, Rita?”
“Not a chance,” Rita whispered.
And then, Joanne went to work. She ripped and tore and gouged at the prone man cowering on the bed. His blood flew everywhere, and he screamed, horribly. He did his best to stop the attack, but there was nothing he could do. Joanne would have her way, unless someone did something to stop her.
I couldn’t stand it anymore and opened my mouth to speak, but Rita beat me to it.
“That’s enough,” she said. Her voice caught, and she gasped. “Stop, Joanne. You gotta stop.”
“I don’t gotta stop!” Joanne roared. “He needs to die!”
She went back to ripping and tearing, and the air was red until Rita finally had enough.
“Stop it!” she cried, and laid hands on Joanne, pulling her back to the middle of the cell. “Just stop it.”
Joanne roared incoherently and turned on Rita. She tore at her and her aura until there was barely anything left of her light.
“What are you doing?” I cried. “I thought she was your friend.”
Joanne turned and glared at me, but she did stop. Rita pulled away and ran to the far end of the cell. She pressed herself against the wall and sobbed.
“You’re going to kill her if you keep that up,” I said. “You know that, don’t you?”
Joanne looked at her hands, then at Rita. “You shouldn’t have tried to stop me,” she said. “You needed to be taught a lesson. Didn’t you, Rita?”
Rita flinched away as though Joanne had struck her again. “Just hang him,” she said. “Hang him if you want to kill him so much. I can’t stand all the blood.”
“You always were weak,” Joanne spat. But when she turned back to the bleeding and broken man groaning on the bed, she didn’t cut on him anymore. She pulled the sheet from beneath him so roughly he flipped to the floor. He groaned, a horrible wet gurgle, and dragged himself toward the locked door, leaving a wide red wet swath on the concrete floor behind him. She pointed and laughed.
“Looks like a snail,” she said.
She looked disappointed when neither of us laughed and quickly wrapped the sheet around his throat. He groaned and attempted to pull free, but Joanne was much stronger than him. She grabbed the sheet and pulled him back to the bunk. Strung the end of the sheet through the top of the frame and yanked him first to his feet, and then to his tiptoes. But that was as high as she could get him. The top bunk was too short for his body to swing freely.
She frowned and stood back for a moment, watching as he gasped and pulled at the sheet wrapped tightly around his throat. His feet slid in the blood pooling on the floor beneath him, and I suspected that he had very little time left on the planet, no matter what Joanne did to him.
Her colour brightened, and she smiled. “I know how to do this,” she said, and grabbed his shoulders. Pulled down until his knees buckled and I was sure I heard a bone crack. He fought for a while, grabbing frantically at the noose cutting into the flesh of his neck, but it didn’t take too long before he finally fell quiet and stopped moving.
“There we go,” Joanne said, and smiled over at Rita. “Is that what you wanted?”
Rita pulled her tattered aura around her like a ripped cloak and glanced at the dead man hanging from the end of the top bunk like a life-sized marionette.
“Thank you, Joanne,” she said. “That was better.”
“Don’t say I never do anything for you,” Joanne replied. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Rita said, but she wouldn’t look at Joanne, just at the dead man and the blood-soaked sheet. “Let’s just go, before anybody finds him.”
“What, you think they’ll catch us?” Joanne laughed. “Lock us up for all the bad stuff we’ve done?”
“I’m just tired,” Rita said. “And I don’t want to be here anymore. Please, Joanne. Can we leave?”
She looked bad from the beating she’d taken from Joanne, but more than that, she barely lit the far wall where she still stood.
I took a step and stumbled. I felt depleted and wondered if I was going to be able to leave under my own power. I looked at my hands and realized that I was as dark as Rita.
But Joanne was still blazing brightly, like what she had just done hadn’t taken any of her power at all. Joanne had somehow sucked the power from both Rita and me. That was why she needed—wanted—us around, and why she was so eager to gather my friends to her. She was like a vampire or something.
“Help her,” Joanne said to me, and pointed at Rita. “We gotta go.”
“I don’t know if I can,” I said. I stumbled another step and fell to my knees. “I don’t know if I can get myself out of here.”
“Good lord,” Joanne muttered. She grabbed me roughly with one hand. Pulled me toward Rita, and grabbed her with her other hand. “You two sure are a pair,” she said, almost conversationally. And then, she dragged us both out of the cell and away from the dead man.
It took her no time at all to get us out of the building and out into the parking lot, where she dumped both of us unceremoniously on the pavement. “Pull yourselves together,” she said. “We have work to do.”
I could barely move, but Rita pulled herself to her feet. “We have to stop, Joanne,” she said. “I can’t do this anymore.”
Joanne laughed. “We are not stopping,” she said. “We’re just getting started. And once we help Ruby with her little problem, this work won’t be so hard on you. There will be plenty of power for everyone.”
Rita stared at her for a long moment, and then sighed. “Whatever, Joanne,” she said.
She helped me to my feet. “I’m sorry,” she whispered as she bent to help me up. “She’s out of control.”
“You two finished your little gab fest yet?” Joanne called. “We have to talk. Seriously this time. Where’s Patrick and all your friends?”
I pulled myself upright, but even with Rita’s help it was difficult. Whatever Joanne had done to me in that cell had nearly taken all my power. I didn’t know how I was going to get away from her, and I didn’t know how I was going to be able to stop her from using her own brand of persuasion to make me talk. But I had to try something. I wasn’t letting her get anywhere near my friends.
“What about this?” I asked. I pulled my arm from Rita’s aura and willed myself upright. I walked toward Joanne and hoped I looked strong. Strong enough, anyhow.
“Let me go find Karen,” I said. “I’ll bring her to you. So we can tell her what you—we—did to Andrew. How she’s been avenged and all that.”
I smiled, but even that made my batteries drain even more. I didn’t know if I’d be able to keep it up, but Rita jumped in.
“That sounds like a good idea,” she said. “Maybe you and I can go back to the ball diamond. Recharge our batteries and wait for Karen so we can celebrate. After all, Andrew Westwood was the last guy on your kill list. We should celebrate. Shouldn’t we?”
“I suppose,” Joanne said, but she definitely didn’t sound convinced. “However, he’s not the last one on the list. There’s Ruby’s problem, and then, we have to do something about Marie. She has been a pain in my ass for far too long.”
Alarm bells went off in my head. “Marie?” I asked. “Why her?”
“She’s taken away a lot of my friends,” Joanne said. “A lot of them. And friends are important.” She grinned. “You can see how draining the revenge business is. We need all the friends we can get. Don’t we, Rita?”
“We do,” Rita said. “But I really like the idea of celebrating with Karen first.”
“I dunno,” Joanne said. “She’s not too happy with us. I don’t think she’ll want to celebrate anything.”
“She will.” Rita walked up to Joanne. Touched the aura of her arm and smiled. “Come on, Joanne. We learned how to do this because of her. We need to thank her, at least. Let Ruby go get her. Please.”
“You really think so?” Joanne asked.
“I do.” Rita tittered unconvincing laughter. “And I want a celebration too. We’ve done so much good work, Joanne. Haven’t we?”
“Yeah,” Joanne said. “I guess.”
“We have,” Rita said. “We taught all those bastards a lesson. Let’s have a party!” she laughed again, and it sounded much more convincing. “But first, I need to rest. Maybe a chance to recuperate a little.”
“Yeah,” Joanne said. “I’m sorry about roughing you up like that, Rita.”
“I know you are,” Rita said. She sounded exhausted, like she’d said those words forever. I suspected that all she’d done was trade one abuser for another.
“Maybe we should go back to the diamond so you can rest,” Joanne said. “And if you really want a celebration, I’ll plan it for you. How does that sound?”
“Sounds great,” Rita said, her face stone.
“And you,” Joanne said. “You go get Karen. But you better be ready to tell us everything we want to know, after. All right?”
“Sure,” I said. “Sounds good.”
Rita glanced in my direction, and I could tell that she was trying to warn me with a look. Get away and stay away, her look said. Never come back.
I was going to do more than that. But first, I had to see if I had enough power to get back to Karen and Joy. And Marie. I had to warn them all.
I heard a flutter, and both Joanne and Rita were gone. At least I didn’t have to worry about them following me. I just had to worry about making it there under my own power.
I stood as tall as I could and looked south, toward the Bluebird Motel. It was time to go home.
 
IT TOOK ME forever to get to the motel. I was moving so slowly, my feet felt like they were stuck in glue. I watched the sun track across the sky as I headed south. I even cut out a time or two, which scared me. Utter black for a few seconds until I came back, and I slowed down even further.
I needed to warn Karen and Marie, of course, but my first thought was of Joy. She’d be so worried. I had never left her alone this long before. I just hoped that Karen had taken her back to the motel, to the rest of the spirits where she’d feel safe.
I hummed Joy’s song as I trudged along the roadway to the hotel, the traffic whizzing by me in a never-ending stream of metal and smoke. I really hated it out here, by myself, but I couldn’t go any faster. For a second, I thought about letting it all go. Just stopping.
The thought surprised and frightened me. I’d never actually thought about leaving this plane before—there had always been so much work to do. I had to help the others keep it together when Patrick got drunk and tore apart another motel room. I had to help them get over yet another loss when Patrick proved that yet another psychic was a fake.
To be honest, I had almost started believing Patrick’s patter. That there were no psychics, because there were no ghosts. I wasn’t sure what we were, but I’d imagined that we were never going to be able to leave Patrick. Now I knew we could do it.
None of them needed Patrick anymore. Maybe we’d never needed him.
I felt the first bits of anger building in my system, and with it, I felt a bit more powerful. Like I was going to make it to the end of the city and the no-tell motel, and even further. I was going to help Karen and Marie, of course. But I was also going to help my people find some peace. We didn’t need the poltergeists. We could do this on our own.
I could hear the ghosts before I got to the motel. That didn’t often happen, and all I could imagine was that something terrible was going on. Had Patrick fallen into a drunken stupor and somehow burned the motel down? Had something happened to Joy?
Was Marie there, moving them on to the next plane of existence?
That thought drove me forward faster than anything else had been able to. In a back corner of my brain, I filed that away, too. Anger wasn’t the only thing we could use as fuel. Apparently, fear worked just as well.
I staggered around the garbage bins next to the entrance of the motel, and the wails and moans coming out of Patrick’s room grew even louder.
 
I BURST THROUGH the door to utter pandemonium. Patrick was lying on the bed three quarters asleep, playing one of his never-ending TV shows about Siberian tigers or some such, but it was hard to see him though the throng of ghosts. And they were right out of control.
The energy of the overwrought ghosts hit me like a slap, and I staggered back a step. But then, I began to feel better. More in control. More powerful.
“What the hell is going on here?” I said.
“Oh my God, you’re back!” Sarah cried. “Karen told us what happened. We were so worried!”
The rest started yelling, and it took a minute for me to get them under any kind of control. It should have made me feel good, but it didn’t.
“Let me talk to Joy,” I said.
That stopped the noise like someone had cut every throat in the room.
Karen fought her way through the crowd to me. “She’s not here,” she said.
“Where is she?”
“I left her with Marie,” Karen said, angrily. “Because I had no idea how long you’d be gone—or if you’d even come back. Why did you go with Joanne and Rita like that? I told you they were dangerous. That we needed to let Marie take care of them. What were you trying to prove?”
“I—I thought they’d be able to teach me how to do something about him.” I jerked my thumb in Patrick’s direction. “But I was wrong.”
“I told you,” she snapped. Then concern grew on her face. “You didn’t bring them with you, did you?”
“No,” I said. “I wouldn’t let them get within a mile of this place. Joanne’s crazy, and crazy strong, and she has Rita under her thumb. She just does what Joanne says. But Joanne wanted me to tell them how to find Patrick. They’re going to kill him, and then they want all of us to join them. We’d be fuel for their revenge spree.” I felt my face spasm. “They think they’d be doing us a favour.”
I could hear my words being passed through the throng. Echoing through the tiny room.
“Where are they now?” Karen asked.
“They said they were going back to the ball diamond, and then they disappeared,” I said. “After.”
“Disappeared?” she asked. Then she frowned. “After what?”
“Joanne dealt with someone named Andrew. She called him your problem,” I said, and shuddered. “She made me watch.”
“My—” she started, then gasped and pressed her hand to her mouth. “What did you do?”
“I didn’t do anything,” I said. “It was Joanne.”
Karen’s mouth worked, and her eyes burned holes in me. “You killed him, didn’t you?” she finally said.
“Joanne did.”
“Oh my God,” Karen mumbled. Her colour turned ash grey, all at once.
“We have to stop Joanne before she kills again.” Then I smiled, weakly. “At least you don’t have to worry about that Andrew anymore.”
“Do you understand what you’ve done?” she cried. “He’s here now. In this realm. With me.” She shuddered. “I’m never going to get away from him.”
I could hear whispers all around us as everyone learned what I’d been a part of. They were starting to get loud again, and I didn’t need it. I really didn’t.
“All of you, shut up!” I cried. “Let me think.”
Sudden, total silence from all the ghosts, except for a snort of almost hysterical humour from somewhere in the back when Patrick farted.
I turned to Karen. “I don’t think he’s there anymore,” I said. “I didn’t see his spirit, after he died. He probably moved on.”
“How can you be sure?” she replied.
“I can’t,” I said.
I didn’t think it was possible for Karen to go greyer, but she did. “I need to talk to Marie,” she said. She walked to the door, then turned and glared at me. “And you’re coming.”
“Of course,” I said. “I have to fix this.”
“I don’t know if you can,” she said. “But Marie might be able to. So, you’re going to tell her everything.”
“Understood.” She was really angry, and I got it. I’d made a huge mistake, but we’d be able to fix it once we talked to Marie. I was almost sure of it.
“Ready?” Karen asked.
“Yes,” I said. She took off, and it took all of my power and concentration to keep up with her.
I couldn’t tell if it was fear or anger that was powering her, but something was. And it was all my fault.
 



 
Marie: So How Long Do I Want to Stay at the Office?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I HOPED THAT Karen would be back at the office by the time I returned from taking Joy to see her father and then losing her.
That didn’t happen, of course. James wasn’t back from his appointment either so I sat in the office alone, drank gallons of water, and watched Millie sleep. Apparently hanging around with the little ghost had really taken it out of her.
I wanted to sleep too, but had to settle for sitting in my uncomfortable chair at my secretary slash receptionist desk and watching more of my work unravel around me.
There were five more voicemail messages waiting for me, and none of them were good. Four were from potential clients. Those were mostly short and to the point. Piss off, they said. We aren’t working with a fake.
Fake.
God, I hated that word.
I had a little cry and deleted them. Then I deleted the names from my calendar and cried a little more. Not that it did a bit of good, but whatever.
The last call was from Wheeler. I couldn’t believe how tired I was of his voice. It sounded good on TV—nearly as good as he looked—but there was a patronizing edge to it that drove me nuts.
He was still trying to get me on his stupid TV show. Last chance, he said. Patrick was nearly finished with his investigation, and if I wanted to prove to him—and to everyone else—that I was the real deal, I was going to have to jump on board. Soon.
I thought about crying again, decided screw that, and nearly broke the delete button when I got rid of his voice, and his message.
 
JAMES CAME BACK a couple of hours later, caffeinated to the eyeballs. He reached down to pat Millie and looked concerned when she barely responded.
“She had a big day,” I explained. “So did I, to be honest.”
“What happened?” he asked, then shook his head. “Check that. I need more caffeine.”
Before I had a chance to respond, he ran to the coffee machine, pulled out the empty pot, shook his head, and started more.
I tried to stop him, but gave it up as a bad job. It looked like it would take a bulldozer to push him from his path, even though he was making a hell of mess everywhere.
“You make better coffee than at that cafe I was at,” he said above the whine of the burr grinder. “I don’t know how you do it, but you should probably be a barista, if you can’t make the ghost thing work out.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said morosely. My tone finally broke through his caffeine high, and he turned and looked at me.
“Something happen?” he said. He looked around the office. “Are you still babysitting?”
“No,” I said. “She’s gone.”
“Good,” he said, and then really looked at me. “It is good, isn’t it?”
“I lost her,” I said. “I took her to her old house. She wanted to see her mom and dad.”
“Oh,” James said. “What happened?”
“Her dad was there. Barely. He moved on right in front of her, and she didn’t handle it that well.”
“Did she move on too?” he asked. “I mean, wasn’t that all she wanted? To see her parents?”
“She most definitely did not move on,” I said emphatically. “I hoped she would, but she didn’t. She just disappeared, and now I don’t know where she is. I don’t know what I’m going to say to Karen when she comes back. She trusted me enough to let me babysit.”
“Karen will understand,” James said.
“Maybe,” I replied. “But I’m not sure how Ruby is going to take the news. If she comes back. She’s with the poltergeists now. Maybe she won’t care anymore.”
“Ruby is with the poltergeists?” he asked, and shook his head. “She’s been looking after that little girl for a long time,” he said. “She’ll be back.”
“I hope so,” I said, and shook my head. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
“You’ll figure out something,” he said. “Heck, you never know. This might convince her to move on herself.”
“I seriously doubt it,” I said.
“But maybe,” he replied. He poured himself a mug of coffee, waved the pot at me, and when I shook my head no, put it back on the heating element.
“I gotta get my notes written before I forget everything I talked about with my brand new client,” he said, and walked to his office.
“Another divorce?” I asked.
“Absolutely,” he said. “I never thought I’d be happy to see another marriage dissolve, but hey—”
“It pays the bills,” I said.
“Exactly.” He disappeared into his office, and I was left alone in the silence. The only thing that kept it from being absolute was Millie’s gentle snore.
 
BUSINESS HOURS WERE almost over when James dragged himself out of his office, looking much the worse for wear. Caffeine overdose, I suspected.
“I’m heading home,” he said, scooping Millie out of her dog bed and snapping the leash to her collar. She slept through the whole thing.
“I can’t leave yet,” I said. “I have to wait until Karen shows up. I have to tell her what happened.”
“All right,” he said. “You want anything in particular for supper?”
“Anything you make will be great,” I said. And that was the truth. He was almost as good a cook as Jasmine.
“Something time independent is probably best,” he said.
“Probably,” I replied. “I’ll text you when I’m on my way.”
“Good enough,” he said. Then he smiled and walked back to me. Grabbed me with his free arm, swung me up, and kissed me soundly. “I’ll see you when you get home.” And then, he and Millie were gone.
I can’t begin to say how much I wished I was going with them, but I needed to finish this last, unpaid job.
As the door clicked shut, the phone rang. I figured it was probably another cancellation and was going to let it go to voicemail until I glanced at the number. Then I picked up the receiver, because it was always better not to let Sylvia Worth go to voicemail. She didn’t handle it that well.
“How’s it going?” I asked. “Did Andrew have his arraignment yet?”
“Something happened,” Sylvia said, shortly. “It’s bad.”
“What?” I asked. “Did he get himself some high-priced lawyer who managed to get him out on bail or something?”
The very idea of that son of bitch being out on bail—back in the oh-so-loving arms of his stupid, trusting wife—really ticked me off, to the point that I honestly didn’t hear her next words.
“He’s dead,” she said.
“They wouldn’t just let him out,” I replied, over her words. “Would they?”
“He’s not going anywhere but the morgue,” Sylvia said. “Marie, listen to me.”
“I am,” I said, and then decided maybe I should actually listen to what she was saying. “What?”
“Andrew Westwood is dead.”
Finally, I heard her words, and I was momentarily struck dumb.
“How—how can he be dead?” I finally asked. “I mean, I know he could die—anybody can die—but weren’t you guys watching him in there?” I took a breath. “Did he commit suicide?”
“No,” Sylvia said. “He most definitely didn’t commit suicide. Someone killed him. In his cell.”
“I thought you said they were keeping him in solitary.”
“He was in solitary,” Sylvia said. “He was in there by himself, and he was killed.”
My God.
“And I’ve got video to prove it.”
“Video?”
“There are cameras,” she said shortly. “Just to make sure the prisoners don’t hurt themselves.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“It was the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” Sylvia said. “And I’ve seen some creepy stuff.”
She took a breath, and I realized she was steadying herself. This meant that whatever had happened in that cell was worse than the rash of deaths we’d been able to ascertain were the work of the poltergeists. Most of them looked on the surface like potential suicides. Many of them had leaped—or been pushed—from tall buildings, or bridges, around the city. The ones who had only been beaten all talked about unseen hands punching and slapping them. Being bitten, with the teeth marks to prove it. All of it was fairly typical poltergeist activity, to be honest. Unnerving, but typical.
“Tell me what you saw,” I said.
“You could see him, in his bunk, just lying there,” she said. “Then, the blankets levitated off him. They were thrown into the corner, and that’s when Andrew started to scream.” She shuddered. “You can see him being beaten and slashed. Blood flying everywhere. Then he was dragged off the bed and onto the floor. The bed sheet is pulled free and wound around his neck, but he wasn’t doing it. No one was doing it. And then, he was hauled up by it to the end of the bunk, and his neck was broken.”
That stopped me. The only time I’d seen a poltergeist really rip into a body was when I was in the mental institution, and that ghost had been certifiable. She had also moved on. None of the ghosts from the ball diamond had seemed insane. Angry, sure. Revenge-seeking, absolutely. But they hadn’t torn into the body of the person they were attacking.
Maybe this was someone new. If this was a new player, it was a nasty one, and Sylvia had a real problem at Remand. However, if my poltergeists had done this, it meant they’d upped their game considerably. And they were my problem.
Great.
 



 
Ruby: This Is Not Going the Way I Planned
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IT TOOK KAREN and me a while to get back to Marie’s office. In spite of the power boost I’d received from the ghosts at the Bluebird Motel, I was seriously winded by what I’d been involved in with the poltergeists. I was afraid that Karen would eventually just abandon me, but she finally grabbed my aura, and her anger and fear fed me enough to get me where we needed to go.
We burst through the door of the office and caught Marie napping at her desk.
“For heaven’s sake,” Karen said. “Wake up!”
Marie squealed and bounded up, her eyes crazy pinwheels until she finally focussed on us. Then, I noticed that her eyes went from crazy to frightened, and I thought, she knows about Andrew Westwood.
Karen did not notice, or if she did, she didn’t care. “You awake?” she asked.
“Yeah, I am,” Marie said. She carefully pushed her chair under the desk. “Please don’t yell like that again. I really don’t care for it.”
“You have to hear what she did,” Karen said, completely ignoring Marie’s words, which, I could see, pissed Marie off. She liked being listened to.
Then I realized Karen was about to blame me for Andrew’s death, and that pissed me off. I’d told her repeatedly I had not done a thing to the man, and was more sorry than I could say for having hooked up with the poltergeists.
“Hey,” I said, and shook my finger at her like a school teacher would. “I didn’t do this. Joanne did.”
“Sorry,” she muttered. She glanced back at Marie, who had frozen in place as our little tiff progressed, but I noticed that she kept an eye on me all the time. Like she’d decided I wasn’t to be trusted.
“What happened?” Marie asked.
“The poltergeists killed Andrew,” Karen said, and her colour collapsed to ash grey.
“Joanne did it,” I said again. “Please hear me.”
“Joanne did this?” Marie asked. She didn’t act surprised about the news, confirming my suspicions. Someone had clued her in to Andrew’s death.
“Yeah,” I said. “Rita was there, too. But she didn’t do anything either. It was all Joanne.” I shook my head. “She is one scary woman.” I glanced at Karen. “They’re going to have a party, to celebrate. They want you there.”
“I’m not partying with them,” she said. I noticed her eyes never left me and I finally realized she didn’t believe that I hadn’t been involved. “I have nothing to celebrate. He’s even more dangerous to me now than he was before.”
Her eyes filled. “I didn’t want any of this,” she said. “Why can’t I get anyone to understand? I wanted him to go to jail for what he did to me. I didn’t want him killed. I told Rita and Joanne that. I told everybody! Killing is wrong! It’s wrong!”
Her colour had faded even further, and she was getting hard to see. She was literally disappearing before our eyes.
“What’s going on?” I asked. “Karen, are you all right?”
“I don’t think she is,” Marie said, and walked up to her. Into her faded form. “Centre yourself,” she said. “Focus on me. If there’s any problem, we’ll fix this, but right now, you have to focus.”
“I don’t know if I can,” she said. Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I feel like this nightmare is never going to end.”
“I’ll stop him, if it comes to that,” Marie said.
“Will you be able to make him understand that what he did to me was wrong?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Marie said. “He might not.”
“He might not what?” I asked.
Marie licked her lips like they’d suddenly gone dry. “He might not ever think that what he did was wrong,” she said. “He never admitted what he’d done to Karen. Not to anyone. There is no reason that he’ll feel any remorse now.”
“You’d think a big dose of death would do it to him,” I said.
“You’d think,” she replied. “But death rarely works the way you think it’s going to.”
I could agree to that, one hundred percent. My death had definitely not turned out the way that I thought it would when I was a living, church-going grandmother of two wonderful children.
But maybe I could do something to make Karen’s situation a little bit better. “What can I do to help?” I asked.
Karen’s colour came back, in a flash of red. “I think you’ve done enough,” she said acidly. “Don’t you?”
I felt my own flash of anger. I hadn’t done it. I’d told her and told her and told her. “Whatever,” I said. “I just came here to pick up Joy. Where is she?”
Marie’s face went to stone. “I have some news for you.”
“News?” I said. News was never good. I looked around the room, but Joy wasn’t there. And I couldn’t hear her anywhere.
“Where is she?” I asked, and pushed past Karen. I pointed at the door leading to James’s office. “Is she in there?” I yelled. Fear mixed with anger and gave me more strength than I realized I could have. “If you’ve done something to her, I swear—”
“She’s not there,” Marie said. Her voice sounded like she was strangling on her words. “Ruby, I took her to her parents’ house. She disappeared, and I don’t know where she went.”
“Why did you take her there?” I asked, even though I’d tried the same thing, not a day earlier.
“Because she wanted to see her parents,” Marie said. “Didn’t she tell you that?”
“Yes, she did,” I said. “But I should have been the one to take her. She’s my responsibility, after all. I wouldn’t have let her disappear.”
“Her father’s spirit was there,” Marie said. Her voice had taken on a gentle, almost soothing quality, and I felt my anger begin to fade. “And she got to see him. Talk to him, before he moved on.”
I felt a painful pang in my chest. “Did she move on, too?” I asked.
“No,” Marie said. “She got upset and disappeared.”
Joy was gone and it was all my fault and my chest was killing me.
“Ruby,” Marie said, her face a mask of concern. “Are you all right?”
I stared at her and shook my head. There was nothing right about the way I felt.
“Ruby.” It was Karen this time. She’d walked over to me, and she didn’t look angry anymore. She looked as concerned as Marie. “Ruby, don’t go. Not this way.”
A jolt of pain ran through my chest like a lightning bolt, and I looked down as a purple ball of light pushed its way out of my body.
“What’s going on?” I asked. “What’s going on?”
Marie leaped into my aura and held me. I could feel her fear.
“Just hang on,” she said. “You don’t need to go this way.”
She thought I was going to blow up and disappear for all time. I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “I have business here first. I have to find Joy.”
I pulled away from her and concentrated so no more light left my body. I could feel it just below the surface, as though it was trying to find a way out.
No chance. I wasn’t blowing up like that. I was going to find Joy, and I was going to keep her safe and happy. And I was going to stop the poltergeists from hurting anyone else. Maybe Marie couldn’t do those things, but I could. I stared at Karen and Marie, who both looked petrified. “I’m going to find Joy,” I said. “And then, I’m going to help you catch those poltergeists, whether you want me to or not. I’m not letting them hurt anyone else. So watch for me. I’ll be back.”
I was almost through the door when I realized I hadn’t warned Marie about the poltergeists. They were looking to hurt her bad, and as angry as she’d had made me, I didn’t want to see that happen to her.
“Marie,” I started. “I just have one more thing to tell you . . .”
But before I could finish, the world darkened around me, and then, it disappeared.
 



 
Marie: None of This Is Going According to Plan
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RUBY DISAPPEARED, AND Karen and I stared at each other in shock.
“Did she say she wanted to tell me something?” I asked, woodenly.
“I think so,” Karen said. “Why did she disappear like that? Do—do you think she’s gone? Like, not on this plane anymore?”
“I don’t think so,” I said. “But she was in trouble, before she disappeared. Did you see that light bee escape from her? And she was in pain.” I shook my head. “None of that was close to normal. I think she was going to make a bad choice for herself.”
“A bad choice?”
“Looked to me like she was thinking about choosing to go to Hell. Do you know if she was religious at all?”
Karen blinked and stared at me. “No clue. Why would she do that?”
I was going to start yammering on about how Hell was just a mental construct a lot of religions used to keep people in line, and that it wasn’t necessarily where they went—but I stopped myself. If a person believed in the mental construct of Hell and chose to go there, they’d physically end up in Hell, as far as I knew.
“Karen, she hooked up with those poltergeists,” I said as gently as I could. “She was involved in Andrew’s death. Maybe her guilt is catching up to her.”
“They killed Andrew for me,” Karen muttered, her colour dimming. “And that makes me responsible, too. Doesn’t it?”
“No,” I said, as forcefully as I could. “The poltergeists made their own choices, Karen. You told them you didn’t want Andrew Westwood killed, didn’t you?”
“Repeatedly,” Karen said. “But—”
“But nothing,” I said. “The poltergeists made their decisions, and so did Ruby. None of this is your fault. Let it go.”
“I don’t know if I can,” Karen said. “This has all turned into such a big mess.” She shook her head. “All I wanted to do was—”
“Play ball,” I said gently. “Yeah. I know.”
 



 
Ruby: The Nightmare Place
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE INSTANT I disappeared from Marie’s office, I dove into a nightmare. I knew it was a nightmare, but I couldn’t figure out how to make it stop. I wanted it to stop though. More than anything, I wanted it to stop.
Joy’s face appeared, so close to mine I could feel her warm breath, which meant she was alive.
“Don’t tell Mommy about the cat,” she whispered. “I don’t want to be beat.” Even as she spoke, I saw welts form on her arms and legs, and finally on her face.
I shuddered as I watched her change from Joy to another little girl I was supposed to have protected. Dakota. My youngest granddaughter.
“I’ll never tell,” I said, desperate to stop the beating. “You can trust me.”
“No, I can’t,” Dakota said. “I don’t even know you.”
“But I’m your grandma,” I said. I felt my heart break, and when I looked down at my chest, there it was, in pieces. Then Joy’s face was back. I felt her breath and watched her change to Dakota as she was being beaten. And then she broke my heart. Over and over and over again.
After what felt like an eternity, the nightmare stopped, and my eyesight slowly cleared. I looked around half expecting to find myself at Marie’s office, but I wasn’t. I was somewhere else. It was dark and debris-filled but there was something familiar about the place.
I saw a bar in one corner, and the outline of a small stage in the other. I rolled over and stared at the doorway nestled in the far wall.
“The bathroom,” I muttered. “That leads to the bathroom where Joy used to sing.”
I was at the Springworks Club, but it looked much different than it had when I’d first found Joy. The roof was gone, and small saplings were sprouting all over the dance floor. Nature was taking it back. But why had I come here?
“To find Joy,” I grunted. “I came here to find Joy.”
She was either here or back with Patrick, but I felt, in my bones, that she’d be here. This place was where she died, after all.
I pulled myself to standing. It took me forever, and a couple of times I almost gave up. I was exhausted and just wanted all of this to end. But first, I had to find Joy.
I finally got my footing and tottered over to the door that led to the women’s washroom, where I’d found her so many years before. I hoped I’d find her there again.
I felt the singing more than I heard it, and the sound of it gave me strength enough to push through the door.
“Joy?” I called. “Are you here?”
“Ruby!” she cried, and flew around the corner into my aura, my essence, and sobbed. “I thought you’d never find me.”
“I’m here for you, little girl,” I said, and cuddled her until her sobs slowed and finally stopped.
“Marie took me to see my daddy,” she hiccupped. “But it wasn’t him.”
“I heard,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
“I don’t want to be alone,” she muttered. “Please, Ruby, don’t ever leave me alone again.”
“I promise,” I said. “Now, let’s go find Marie.”
I had to warn her about the poltergeists coming after her. I couldn’t let her walk into an ambush. Joy shook her head and sniffled.
“I can’t leave this place,” she said. “I’m stuck. Again.”
“That’s all right,” I said. “I’ll help you.”
I hoped. My strength wasn’t close to optimal, and I was afraid I’d have to make her stay in this place until I had enough strength to yank her loose, but once we started, it wasn’t hard. She was willing to go. She just needed a little push, and I was quite willing to give her that.
“I’d do anything for you,” I grunted as I fought my way out into the brush in front of the building and finally stood beside her. “You know that, don’t you?”
She turned, and for just a second, she wasn’t Joy. She was my granddaughter Dakota, and I was back in my nightmare. Then she smiled, and it was Joy again. Pure, wonderful Joy.
 



 
Marie: Karen, Losing It
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
AFTER RUBY DISAPPEARED, Karen was a wreck. She jumped every time someone walked up the hallway outside the office, or used the stairs.
“I’m so afraid it’s Andrew,” she said. “He’s going to find me. I know it.”
Andrew was dead, but newly dead. If his spirit actually stuck around, he would be too weak to break away from that cell in Remand where he’d been killed. I had to figure out a way to convince Karen that I was right, and she was overreacting.
“Even if Andrew didn’t move on immediately, he won’t be mobile,” I said. “Not for a long time.”
“What if he finds a spirit who teaches him how to get around?” Karen asked. “I learned how to do all that. Why couldn’t he?”
“It took you years, Karen. Years.”
She stared at me, her eyes two black coals in her dark grey face. “Can you guarantee that?” she asked. “Can you guarantee that it’s going to take him years to get out of that place? To find me, all over again?” She shuddered. “He’s going to find me and hurt me, all over again.”
“I won’t let that happen,” I said. I could tell she didn’t believe me, and I didn’t blame her.
I’d let her down repeatedly. I hadn’t caught the poltergeists and stopped them, and now Andrew was dead, and a spirit.
And, I’d lost Ruby and Joy. I sighed. I was having as bad a day as Karen was. Well, maybe I couldn’t do anything about Andrew, but there was one thing we could do.
“Let’s go to the ball diamond and find those stupid poltergeists,” I said. “They’ve done enough damage. They need to be stopped.”
“And how are you going to do that?” she asked. “You haven’t had much luck to this point, now have you?”
“I haven’t been able to track them down,” I said. “But now we’re pretty sure they’re at the diamond. Isn’t that where Ruby said they were going?”
“Yeah,” Karen replied. Then she frowned. “Maybe it would be better if we had some help. What about Ruby? She owes me big time. She’s probably back at the motel. Let’s go and get her.”
“She won’t be much help,” I said. “I think being with the poltergeists exhausted all her power. Besides, they’re not her problem. They’re ours.”
All right, so really, they were my problem, but I hoped that if Karen was there and saw them move on, she’d start to believe in me again. And I desperately needed her to believe in me.
I would not let her down again.
 



 
Ruby: Can’t Tell My Left from My Right
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ONE THING THAT followed me from my life to my death was me not being able to tell left from right. Oh, when I was well-rested, I could usually work out directions, after a fashion, but once I got tired, that all went out the window. When that happened, Lynette would give me such a hard time it got so I didn’t like driving her places, and I was almost relieved when she moved out. Almost. So, when I decided we were going to find Marie’s office to warn her about the poltergeists, I had my fingers crossed extra tight that I’d be able to find it.
I knew it wasn’t very far away, but that first choice—left or right—when we stepped out of the building would tell the tale.
“Let’s go this way,” I said, pointing right. “I think it’s just up there.”
Joy frowned and looked around. “Are you sure?’ she said. “Maybe we should try that way.” She pointed left, of course, and if I hadn’t been so tired, I would have just listened to her, but I didn’t. Instead, I lied.
“I know my way around,” I said. “I’m positive it’s this way.”
Of course, I was wrong, and then we were lost in the river valley.
“Can we turn around and try again?” Joy asked, which got my dander up even more.
“We’re going back the way we came,” I snapped. “It’ll be just a few minutes and we’ll get out of this. Just hush your mouth, and let me concentrate.”
“We’re going the wrong way,” Joy said. “Why won’t you listen to me?”
It could have been my daughter Lynette standing behind me giving me a hard time, and I lost it.
“I told you, I know where I’m going, Lynette,” I snapped. “You wouldn’t listen to me about Steve, so I don’t have to listen to you. He beats you, and still you stay with him. It’s like he’d beaten the brains out of your head.”
“Who’s Lynette?” Joy asked. She grabbed the aura of my arm. “What’s wrong?”
I looked down at her, but I didn’t see her. I saw my daughter. And I became enraged.
“Don’t mouth me off, girl!” I cried. “I bet you took those poor babies back to that man after I died, didn’t you? I bet you let him keep on beating on you. Maybe even them. I should have been there to protect them. I let them down so bad.” I sobbed and pushed the little girl away from me.
“Let me go,” I said. “I need some air.”
“Ruby!” she cried. “You’re scaring me.”
I looked at her, ready to fight, when I realized it wasn’t Lynette in front of me, blocking my way, but Joy. The little girl I was supposed to be looking after.
“Joy?” I whispered. “Are you all right?”
She burst into tears, and it took me a minute to catch her and calm her down. “I’m sorry,” I said, over and over. “I’m just so tired, for a second, I thought you were somebody else.”
“Who’s Lynette?” she asked again, her eyes huge.
“My daughter,” I said. “She was my daughter.”
Her mouth formed a surprised o. “I didn’t know you had a daughter,” she said.
I frowned. Hadn’t I mentioned my daughter?
“I guess I forgot,” I said, trying to get the tone of my voice light so I wouldn’t frighten her anymore than I already had. “I can be forgetful sometimes. Like not remembering right from left.”
“Do you want me to take you back to the bad place?” she said. “So we can try again?”
“I’d like that,” I said. I followed her through the bush to a street that almost looked familiar, and then, before I knew it, we were standing in front of the dusty blue double doors of the Springworks building.
“Would you mind if we rest, just for a bit?” I asked. “I’m terribly tired. I need to lie down. Just for a few minutes.”
She nodded glumly, and I felt bad. But I was exhausted beyond measure. As she led me under a tree across from the building, I wondered, just for a moment, what would happen if I didn’t recover. If I just disappeared. What would happen to Joy, then?
She would be stuck here again. All alone. Again.
That could not happen. I wouldn’t leave her, abandoned and alone, in this place. But I needed to rest.
 



 
Marie: The Ball Diamond
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TRAFFIC WAS LIGHT for once, and it didn’t take us long to get to John Fry Park. Karen didn’t say a word through the whole trip, and when we got to the almost empty parking lot, I expected her to leap out and run to the diamond, but she didn’t. She just sat and stared at the fence surrounding Diamond Two. It looked like it had recently been repaired.
“They’re not here.”
I looked out, but saw nothing. Even the light from the setting sun seemed muted. “Maybe we should take a walk. Just to be sure?”
“I suppose,” she said. But she didn’t move.
“Come on,” I said, and opened the driver’s side door. “Let’s go.”
I crunched across the gravel of the parking lot to the fence line. I saw that all the flowers had been removed. Just a couple of broken stems were all that were left from the memorial. And then, I saw that the hole at second base, where Karen’s body had been, had been filled.
Things were getting back to normal, for the living, at least.
Another car pulled into the parking lot and slowly drove across the gravel. It stopped at the far corner, and two people got out. They stood in front of the car and stared at the darkened ball diamond like they were looking for something.
I crept down the fence line, away from them. I didn’t want any more unwanted attention from people trying to come to terms with a death, or trying to feel the death vibes, or whatever. I’d had just about as much of those type of people as I could stand.
I saw Karen’s weak light, still by my car. I expected her to come over to me, but she didn’t. Instead, she walked toward the car that had just arrived and the two people standing in front of it. She was hesitant, creeping forward a slow step at a time, and then I gasped when I saw her collapse.
What was going on?
She wailed, and the sound sent a shiver up my spine. Before I could move, the people Karen had fallen in front of turned back to their car, and I heard one of them crying. It was a woman, sobbing her heart out.
Karen wailed again, and I walked across the grass toward her. The man helped the crying woman back into the car, then got in himself, and started it.
“Stop them,” Karen cried. She tried to get up, but it was as though she’d lost all of her strength. I ran toward the car, but it backed away, and I only got a glance inside. A man and a woman, and I felt like I recognized them, but from where?
“Who are they?” I called.
“My parents,” she said. “They’re my parents.”
I waved my arm to get their attention, but I was too late. The car was almost out of the parking lot, and then it turned on to the street and disappeared.
I walked up to Karen and squatted down on my haunches beside her. She looked terrible, and she couldn’t seem to move.
“Are you all right?” I asked. A stupid question, and I knew it.
“I haven’t seen them in forty years,” she said. Whispered, really. “It’s been forty years. They look so old.”
“That’s what happens,” I said. Another stupid thing to say, but stupid was all that was left in my head. I didn’t know what to say to her. How to get her up and off the gravel of the parking lot.
“Yeah, I guess,” she said. “Good thing we came tonight. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have had the chance to see them at all.”
Tears formed and fell, running down the sides of her face to the gravel.
“I didn’t know you wanted to see them,” I said.
“I didn’t know I wanted to, either,” she replied. “It’s been so long. I thought they were over me.”
“They were never over you, Karen,” I said. “They didn’t know where you were. What had happened to you. Not until now.” I gestured at the darkening ball diamond. “Now they know.”
“I guess,” she said. A bit of her light came back to her, and the tears slowed. “I almost didn’t recognize them. But my mom, her eyes. I knew her eyes.”
She turned her head and looked at me. “I’m really alone now, aren’t I?”
I looked out at the empty diamond. “I think you are,” I said.
“This isn’t the way I thought it would be,” she said. “Not at all.”
Another vehicle pulled into the parking lot, this time a cop car. It crunched slowly over the gravel, and then a beam of light flashed around. It stopped on my car for a second, then wavered over to me, and pinned me like a bug.
“We can talk about this later,” I said to Karen. “But now, we gotta go. Can you get up?”
“I think so,” she said, and pulled herself upright. She shuffled to the car and got in as I waved at the cops before they even had a chance to get out of their car. Then I drove away from the diamond.
I half-expected Karen to move on to the next plane of existence but she didn’t. Her light was still grey, and her aura waved in the wind from my open window, but she didn’t turn clear. Something was still holding her to this plane. I suspected it was Andrew, and I hoped that some day Karen would finally feel free.
Free enough to move on.
 
 



 
Marie: Going Home
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
KAREN WAS SILENT as we drove to Casa del James, and when I asked her if she was coming up to the apartment with me, she shook her head.
“I’ll be fine here,” she said. “I have some stuff to think about.”
“All right,” I said. “But if you need to talk, come up.”
“Will do,” she said. But she didn’t move when I locked the car and went into the apartment building. She just sat like a statue and stared out the windshield, at nothing at all.
James leaped up from the couch and shut off the TV when I opened the door.
“I’m glad you’re home,” he said, and gave me a kiss. “Everything all right?”
“Not really,” I said. “Andrew is dead.”
James looked shocked. “What happened?”
“He was killed.” I shook my head. “The poltergeists did it.”
He frowned. “So, what happens now?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “We went to the diamond but they were gone. Again. I have to help Karen, James.”
Then I yawned, a jaw cracking affair that went on forever.
“Looks to me like you need to get some sleep first,” James said.
“It has been a long, long day,” I said.
“I have food,” he said. “You hungry?”
I was starving, and I followed him to the kitchen. Millie, who had been cuddling with him on the couch, jumped down and took her usual spot right beside me, to catch whatever I dropped.
“It ain’t going to happen, dog,” I said.
James laughed as he handed me a bowl and ladled soup into it. “I didn’t have time to make real soup,” he said. “This is from a can.”
“Can soup’s fine,” I said. “Honestly.” The smell from the bowl set my mouth to watering, and I nearly ate it standing there, but he pointed to the table, so I sat down.
“Wait until you taste my pea soup,” he said. “I think we’ll need to get a slow cooker, so I can start it before we go to work. It’s really pretty good.”
I couldn’t imagine it tasting any better than the soup he’d just served me, but I was willing to check it out. “Sounds good,” I said. “Sounds great.”
James smiled. “We are certainly settling in, aren’t we? Talking about slow cookers. Eating at home every night—”
“Almost every night,” I said as I scraped the last of the soup out of my bowl.
“Almost every night,” he said. “And sleeping together in our big beautiful new bed.” He looked at me. “Do you like it?”
“The bed?” I asked. “Sure. It’s really comfortable.”
“I mean all of it,” he said. “Settling down here. With me.”
“It’s good.” I stood up and walked to the dishwasher. Put my bowl and spoon into it and closed it, and then looked around for something else to clean, but the kitchen was pristine, as always.
“Why haven’t you unpacked your stuff, then?” James asked. “You’re still living out of the boxes you brought.”
I looked down at my hands and sighed. I didn’t want to be having this conversation with him tonight. I really didn’t. “I will, James. We have been pretty busy . . .”
“Not that busy,” James said and then he smiled hopefully. “Want me to help you unpack?”
“No,” I said shortly. “I’ll do it. Just not tonight, all right?”
“Sure,” he said.
But he didn’t touch me when we sat on the couch to watch TV. I wished I could have told him a good reason why I hadn’t yet unpacked my three pathetic boxes of stuff, but I really didn’t have one.
Honestly, I was waiting for another shoe to drop. I was half-expecting him to say, “Oops, I made a mistake.”
Or I was the one who was going to say “Oops.”
Something would happen, to mess this up. Something always did.
He took my hand half way through the sitcom we were watching, and I snuggled up to him and drowsed through the rest of the show. I thought a couple of times about checking on Karen, but couldn’t convince myself to move. It was so warm and comfortable, I didn’t want to wreck it.
A commercial came on, and he shifted. “You going to bed?” I asked, hoping he was going to say yes. I was dying to sleep, but the bed, while comfortable, was just too big for me alone.
“No, not yet,” he said. “Was thinking of checking my emails. A potential new client, what can I say?”
I let his hand go, regretfully. “Go check,” I said. “We need all the business you can get.”
“Still nothing for you?” he asked. He flipped open his computer and clicked the mouse.
“Not a thing,” I said.
All of my potential clients had called and cancelled. All of them. That big payday I’d been hoping for was gone now, and I didn’t know how I was going to get it back. James had shut down my website for me, because someone had hacked it, sending everyone who tried to get to it to a really raunchy porn site. Honestly, I was almost glad it had happened. Let the porn stars deal with the hate for a while. I imagined they’d be used to it, but I wasn’t.
“I’ll get your new website set up,” he said. “That’ll help.”
“I hope so,” I replied. I walked over to him so I could rub his shoulders while he worked, but as soon as I got close, he clicked his computer shut.
“No new client?” I asked.
“Not yet,” he said. He grabbed my hand and pulled me back to the couch. “Maybe tomorrow.”
“Oh man, I almost forgot. Sylvia and I have a meeting set up with Jerome and Marvin tomorrow.” I groaned. “And I don’t even know where Joy is.”
“You’ll find her,” James said. “And you need answers for her, don’t you?”
“Yeah, I do,” I said. “But sometimes I think that Ruby needs to know what happened to Joy more than Joy does.”
“Well then, you’ll help them both,” he said. “Right?”
“I hope so,” I said. “I’m just afraid that Joy is Ruby’s last tether to her humanity. If I can’t find her and bring them together, she might go back to the poltergeists.” Then I shook my head. “She wouldn’t do that. She was afraid of them.” I yawned again. “I can’t even think anymore. I need to go to sleep.”
James pulled me into his arms. “You want me to join you?”
“Yes,” I replied. “I’d like that very much.”
We went to bed, but I couldn’t fall asleep. I listened to James’s breathing deepen, and then he was asleep, and I got back up to get myself a glass of water.
Millie wandered over and growled her “I need to pee” song, so I took her outside. As I waited for her to pick the perfect spot, I could see Karen’s soft glow inside the Explorer. She was still just sitting there, trying to work stuff out.
I knew exactly how she felt.
 



 
Ruby: I Just Wanted to Sleep
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I DRIFTED IN and out of something close to sleep for a long time. The dreams I had were fast and vicious, and most of them had to do with my granddaughters. When I finally woke up completely, the building was dark, except for the ashy smudge sitting beside me. It was Joy, and she looked just terrible.
“You kept crying,” she said. “But I couldn’t wake you up.”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“Do you feel better?” she asked.
I didn’t, but I smiled at her and nodded, hoping that she’d try to smile back, at least.
Her face remained sombre. “Can we go now?”
I stood, with difficulty, and let her lead me out of the building and to the street. The sun was blazing high in the sky. I’d slept so long. Why did I still feel so tired?
“Which way?” she asked.
I looked up the street and down, trying to remember the direction I’d chosen the evening before. Frowned when I thought I saw something move in the brush off to the left, but figured it was probably somebody living rough, or a feral cat.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Both directions look the same to me. What do you think?”
Finally, a tiny smile touched her face. “Let’s go this way,” she said, and pointed left.
So, I followed her, and of course, she’d guessed correctly. It took us no time at all before we were in front of the building where Marie’s office was housed.
“You are a real tracker, aren’t you?” I said. “You brought us right here.”
“Thank you,” Joy said, but she still looked concerned. “Do you want me to help you?”
“Help me do what?” I asked.
“Get up the stairs,” she said. She reached out and touched the aura of my arm. “You can lean on me, if you want.”
I pushed her arm aside. “I’m fine,” I said. “Let’s go.”
Well, I wasn’t fine. I needed help, and I ended up grabbing Joy and holding on so tight I was afraid I was going to hurt her, but finally we were at the door to the office, and in.
The little dog was huddled in her dog bed and started whining as soon as we walked through the door.
“Millie,” Joy said, a smile wreathing her face. She leaned down and patted the dog’s aura, gently, I noticed, and the dog quieted.
Her tail wagged a couple of times, like she wasn’t really sure how to feel. I figured that was better than her growling and snapping, so I left Joy with the dog and walked into the inner office.
James was sitting at his desk, alone. He hummed tunelessly as he worked on something on his computer. A crossword puzzle, it looked like. But he was alone in there. Marie was not in.
That was a letdown, but it didn’t really matter. We could wait. We’d just wait until she came back, and then I’d warn her about the poltergeists. And if I was strong enough, I’d help her get rid of them, once and for all.
The dog started to growl in the outer room, and James looked up. “What’s the problem?” he called. “Do you need to go out?”
I figured Joy was upsetting the little dog. James couldn’t do anything about that, but I could.
“Leave that dog alone, Joy,” I said, and walked into the reception area.
It was awash in red light. Joanne and Rita were standing beside Joy. Joanne had one hand on the aura at Joy’s shoulder. Rita stood behind them, looking like she wished she was anywhere but there.
“What are you doing here?” I gasped.
“We’ve been tracking you,” Joanne said. “Like a couple of little rabbits, right to their burrow. We figured that you’d come here. This is where Marie works, isn’t it?”
I stared at her, horrified. She’d followed us—me—right to Marie.
“Took you long enough to get here, didn’t it?” Joanne said. “I was starting to think that you weren’t going to make it. You’re not looking too good, old girl. Did our little adventure with Andrew take it out of you?”
“Ruby!” Joy cried. “Help!” She struggled in Joanne’s grip and whimpered when Joanne shook her, hard.
“That’s enough of that,” Joanne said. “You aren’t going anywhere.”
“Let her go,” I said. “She’s just a little girl.”
Joanne grinned and gave Joy another shake. I had a sudden terrible vision of a baby rabbit caught in the talons of a bird of prey as Joy whimpered and struggled in her arms. I had to do something to stop her from hurting Joy.
Rita finally spoke, her voice flat. “Let her go, Joanne,” she said. “We’re here now. We don’t need either of them. Just let her go.”
“No,” Joanne said. “If I do, Ruby here will find a way to warn Marie, and that’s the last thing I need. This little girl is my guarantee that she’ll behave.” She looked at me meaningfully. “Isn’t she?”
I glared at Joanne like I had all the power in the room, not her. “Let her go,” I said. “I’ll tell you anything you want. Just let her go.”
“Not yet,” Joanne said. “First, you tell me where Marie is.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
“Come on,” she said, and gave Joy a vicious shake. “You must know. Where is she?”
“I said I didn’t know!” I cried. “Don’t hurt her!”
Millie growled again, and Joanne glared at her and yelled, “Shut up!”
She swung a foot in the dog’s direction, connecting solidly with the dog bed, and the dog. Millie rolled to the chairs at the other side of the door, wailing and yelping. Once she landed, she scurried under one of the chairs, but kept up the noise.
“Millie?” James called, and walked into the reception area. He frowned when he saw the dog bed had moved five feet, and the dog was gone. “What’s going on here?”
Joanne smiled. “It’s the boyfriend,” she said. She dragged Joy over to Rita. “Hold her while I deal with him.”
Rita took hold of the girl, but shook her head. “He won’t be able to tell you anything,” she said. “He doesn’t even know you’re here.”
“He’ll know when I get through with him,” Joanne said. Then she glanced at me. “You better tell me where Marie is,” she said. “Or I’m going to really mess this guy up.”
Before I could answer, before I could even move, she grabbed James and threw him across the room. He hit the door to his office and crumpled to the floor, groaning. But before he could move, Joanne was on him again.
“Better tell me where Marie is,” she said. She tore open his shirt and slashed him across the chest with her fingernails, leaving four deep gouges that started bleeding.
He cried out and crab-crawled backward into his office, to get away from an assailant he could not see. Joanne followed him, and I could hear the thumps and thuds as she beat him. He yelled incoherently, and I knew he was trying to fight back, but he couldn’t. He wouldn’t be able to stop her. Only we could.
I turned to Rita. “Help me,” I said. “He’s not part of this. We have to make her stop!”
Rita stared at me for a long moment. Inside the office, I couldn’t hear James anymore. I could only hear Joanne beating him.
“This has to stop,” she said. Then she walked toward the door of the inner office.
I turned to Joy. “Go outside and wait for me.”
“Don’t go in there,” Joy wailed. “She’ll hurt you.”
“It’s my fault she’s here,” I said. “Just go outside.”
Then I turned and walked to the inner office after Rita.
 
I WAS SHOCKED to see Joanne had James by the hair and was beating his head against the floor. I wanted to stop her, wanted to do something to help the poor man, but I couldn’t move a muscle. I was paralyzed with fear.
Rita’s light flared red, then deepened to almost black. “Stop that!” she yelled, but Joanne didn’t look up.
“Someone just has to tell me where Marie is, and I will,” she said.
Rita growled, a feral sound, and took a run at Joanne. She hit her aura, knocked her momentarily off balance, and then hit her again. “I said stop!” she cried.
I must say, Joanne did look surprised, lying there flat on her back next to James, who groaned and put his hands up to his poor beaten head. “I don’t have to listen to you,” she said.
“You’d better,” Rita said. Her voice shook, but she was radiating enough red-black light that Joanne momentarily fell silent. “You’re hurting someone who doesn’t deserve to be hurt,” she said. “This guy’s never done anything to any of us. Didn’t we always say we’d go after the ones who deserved it?”
“Yeah,” Joanne said. “But his girlfriend is—”
“Then go after her!” Rita cried. “But leave this guy alone. You’re breaking our code, Joanne. What’s wrong with you?”
Joanne stood, slowly, and glared. “You can’t talk to me that way,” she said. Then she launched herself at Rita and drove her into the wall.
Rita fell against the wall—almost through it. Her colour collapsed to ash grey, and she began to sob. “Please stop,” she whispered. “Please, don’t hurt me anymore.”
Joanne’s anger burst, and she gasped. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to do that to you. It’s just, you hit me. You know how that makes me act. But I promise it won’t happen again.”
“You always say that,” Rita said, flatly.
“I mean it, this time,” Joanne said. She pulled Rita’s slight ash grey form into her arms. “You need to rest,” she said. “Let me take you home.”
Then she turned to me and snarled. “I’m coming back when Rita’s thinking right again,” she said. “And when I do, you’re going to tell me everything. Do you understand? Everything!”
She didn’t leave through the door. She flew at the south wall and disappeared through it, and that was when I ran, as well as I was able, through the office to the front door, for Joy.
I heard James scrabbling around, and then he spoke. “Marie?” he said. “You have to come back here now. There are ghosts! Ghosts!”
He crashed to the floor as I burst out of the office and gathered Joy to me. “We have to leave,” I said. “Now.”
I was never coming back to this place again. We had to go somewhere safe, away from Joanne. We had to go to the motel.
 



 
Marie: Jerome and Marvin. Together Again
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I DROVE MYSELF to the Rutherford Retirement Villa where Jerome lived, for the meeting Sylvia had set up between him and Marvin Secord. Karen was with me, because she was still concerned about Andrew Westwood’s ghost finding her, and since I couldn’t convince her that it wasn’t going to happen, I let her come along.
“Just promise me you’ll be quiet,” I said to Karen as I pulled into visitor parking. “I need to be able to concentrate.”
“Would it be better if I waited in the car?” she asked.
“It would be,” I said. “Do you mind?”
“No,” she said. “Just try not to take too long, okay?”
“I’ll try,” I said, and got out of the car. I felt pretty good because we’d finally heard from the lawyer about the cease and desist letters. They’d been delivered, and now Ellis Wheeler and Patrick Whitecroft had to leave me alone.
Maybe things were finally looking up for me.
 
SYLVIA HAD PICKED up Marvin, and they were already in the rec area where we’d spoken to Jerome the first time. I hurried in, because I could tell, even from across the room, that things were already prickly.
Sylvia saw me and hurried over. “Glad you finally made it,” she said. “I need help.”
I glanced at my watch. “I’m three minutes early,” I said. “Right on time.”
“Not to old men,” she replied. “Marvin made me pick him up an hour early. We’ve already been to lunch and everything.” She shook her head. “Just shoot me if I ever get this way.”
“Will do,” I said, and grinned at her, but she wasn’t biting. She simply led me to the two old men sitting by the windows staring at each other.
“Look who’s here,” she said. “We can get started.”
“Finally,” both Jerome and Marvin said at the same time. They glared at each other, and then away.
Oh, this was going to be fun. I could tell.
“So,” I said. “What have you been talking about?”
“The weather,” Marvin said. “He wanted to talk about the weather.”
“It’s been unstable,” Jerome growled. “Unusual, for this time of year.”
“That’s enough!” Marvin shouted and then looked around sheepishly when the entire rec area fell silent. “We aren’t here to talk about the weather. We’re here to talk about Joy Peters and what happened to her.”
Jerome sat up in his wheelchair, as straight as he was able, and tented his huge hands in front of his chest. “I already told the girls everything,” he said. “I have nothing more to add.”
“Oh, I think you do,” Marvin said. “You didn’t tell me everything in 1959, and you didn’t tell them everything. But you’re going to.” He leaned forward, menacingly, but Jerome didn’t back down. If anything, he sat up even straighter.
“Are you calling me a liar?” he asked.
“If the shoe fits,” Marvin said.
Jerome glowered at him. “I’m an honest man,” he said stiffly. “I’ve been an honest man my whole life. I have nothing to say to you.”
“All right,” Sylvia said. “I think we’ve kind of gotten off on the wrong track. Jerome, we just want to know if you saw anything else that day. Maybe there was a stranger there. Someone you’d never seen before.”
“There were no strangers there that day,” Jerome said. “I would have told you if there were.”
“So, it was just you,” Marvin said.
“And her parents,” Jerome said. “They were going out for lunch, but the wife said she wanted to see the shop first.” He turned to Marvin. “I told you all this,” he said. “Why are we going over it again all these years later?”
“Because I believe that something else happened to that little girl,” Marvin said. “And I think you know more than you ever let on.” He shook his head angrily. “I can’t believe you’re going to go to your grave knowing how that little girl died and not say anything. A real man wouldn’t do that.”
He fairly spat the words and Jerome’s eyes flared. He pushed himself up from his wheelchair and leaned over Marvin, tall and imposing.
“I’m a real man,” he snarled. “How dare you say that to me?”
I turned to Sylvia. “You better do something,” I said. “This is getting out of hand.”
“You think?” she said, and stood. “Gentlemen, perhaps we all need to calm down.”
The two old men ignored her completely. Marvin pushed himself up from his chair and glared at Jerome. “I don’t think you were ever a real man,” he snarled. “I think you’re a baby killer, and I just didn’t catch you.”
He pushed Jerome in the chest, and Jerome staggered back a step, nearly falling when his foot caught the wheel of his chair.
“You son of a bitch,” he cried, and slapped at Marvin, catching him high on the shoulder and almost pushing him over the arm of his chair.
“All right,” Sylvia said. “That’s quite enough.”
She stepped between them and spent the next few minutes stopping an old man slap fight.
“Stop it, both of you!” she cried.
“He has to talk,” Marvin said, grabbing at Jerome past Sylvia’s outstretched arm. “Just tell me the truth, for God’s sake.”
“I told you everything,” Jerome wheezed. He attempted one more slap, but only managed to catch Sylvia in the back, knocking her into Marvin. She turned and glared at him, and he looked abashed, and then fell back into his wheelchair.
“It was the cat,” he wheezed. “If she hadn’t chased the cat, nothing would have happened. I told you that. It was the cat!”
Marvin stared at him. “You never said anything about a cat,” he finally said.
“I did,” Jerome said. “I told you she was chasing the cat. Her mother shouldn’t have let her run around by herself like that.” He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “It was that mother’s fault,” he said.
“Did you see her chase the cat?” Sylvia asked.
Jerome nodded. “But he knows all that,” he said again, and glared at Marvin.
Sylvia frowned. “I’ve seen the file he wrote,” she said. “There was nothing in it about a cat.”
“But—but there had to be,” Jerome said. “I told him. I told him she was chasing the cat. That she ran outside after that cat and then she tripped. I told him that.”
“No,” Marvin said. “You didn’t. You said you saw nothing. Nothing.” He grimaced. “But you did see something, didn’t you. Didn’t you?”
Jerome pulled back and folded his hands in his lap. “I’m not telling you anything more.”
“You don’t have to,” Marvin said. He turned to Sylvia. “You see it, don’t you?” he asked. “You see that he didn’t tell me everything. He just admitted he saw her fall. He saw her fall.”
“There was nothing I could do,” Jerome said. “The river was high that year. By the time I got to the edge, she was gone.”
“You saw her fall into the river, and you didn’t tell anyone?” Sylvia asked. “Why would you have done that?”
“Because it was already too late!” he roared. “Didn’t you hear me? She was already gone. She didn’t fall at the river, she fell in the workshop, chasing that cat. She hit her head, and she was dead. If I’d left her in the building, the police would have blamed me for her death.” He glared at Marvin. “Wouldn’t you?”
“You moved her,” Marvin said. “Is that what you’re saying?”
“She was already dead,” Jerome said, again. “The police would have blamed me. I—I just moved her to the river’s edge. Just so the police would believe that she died on her own. But the river was so high—”
“You don’t know that she was dead,” Sylvia said. I could hear the horror in her voice. “Maybe she would have lived, if you’d just helped her.”
“I don’t think so,” I said.
She turned to me. “What do you mean?”
“She died in that building,” I said, gently. “Because she was trapped in that building. He didn’t kill her.”
“But he sure as hell suffered an indignity to her body,” she said. The horror in her voice was gone, and in its place was anger. She turned on Jerome, and he cringed away from her like she’d burned him.
“And I’m going to do what I can to make sure you go to jail for that, at least,” she said.
“At least that’s something,” Marvin said.
“I didn’t do anything,” Jerome said, his voice thin. “And it was all so long ago.”
Sylvia ignored him and looked at me. “You got enough?” she asked. “Because I don’t want to stay here any longer. I feel sick.”
“I’m good,” I said.
“So am I,” Marvin said.
We all walked away from Jerome and his wheelchair. When we got out of the rec area, Marvin looked at Sylvia, and then, pointedly, at me.
“I still don’t understand why she’s here,” he finally said to Sylvia. “I thought you were going to reopen the case.”
“Marie is working on this privately,” Sylvia said. “I’m doing this as a favour for her.”
“And who are you working for?” Marvin asked me.
“I’m working for Joy,” I said. Then I waited for the scorn, but it didn’t come. He just stared at me, and his mouth worked.
“So, you’re that Marie Jenner,” he finally said. “The one Wheeler keeps bleating on about on his stupid TV show.”
“The very one,” I said.
“He says you can’t see ghosts,” he said.
“I know,” I replied. “But he’s wrong.”
“Are you telling me you can see that little girl?” he said.
“Yes,” I said. “I can. And now I hope I can give her some peace.”
He stared at me for a long moment, and then shook his head. “Well, I’ll be,” he said. “That sounds like a pretty interesting line of work.”
“Sometimes,” I said. “Thanks for your help, Marvin.”
“You’re welcome,” he said. “Any time.”
 
KAREN WAS SITTING exactly where I left her when I got back to the car. “Answer your phone,” she said. “It’s driving me crazy.”
I could hear the thing ringing under her seat. I scrabbled around and pulled it free. Pressed the button, and then, all I could hear was James screaming about being attacked by ghosts. Then the line went dead.
“Oh my God,” I gasped. “James is in trouble!”
I should have known things weren’t looking up. I should have known.
 
I MADE IT to the office in record time, but I was not prepared for what I found.
Mille threw herself at me like I was her best friend in the world, whining desperately until I finally pulled her into my arms before I ran into James’s office and found him unconscious on the floor.
“James.” He did not respond when I called his name. I touched him on the cheek and tried again. “James? Please answer me.”
Nothing from him, and I started to panic. I put the dog on the floor so I could call for an ambulance, and Millie ran up to him and licked his face. His eyes rolled, and then opened.
“Millie?” he asked. “Are you all right, girl?”
I tossed down the phone and grabbed him in a panicky bear hug. “James!” I cried. “Are you all right?”
“Not really,” he said. “I hurt everywhere.”
“Oh,” I said, and quickly let him go. “I’m sorry. I was scared—”
“So was I,” he said. I noticed that his eyes were rolling weirdly in his head, and sighed. Another concussion, I guessed.
“I think we need to take you to the hospital,” I said. “You really got pounded.”
“Yeah,” he said, and put his hand to his eyes. “And I couldn’t see anyone. I have to tell you, that was pretty darned scary.”
“I don’t doubt it,” I said. “Do you think you can stand up? Or maybe I should call an ambulance.”
“Oh, I don’t need an ambulance,” he said, and scrabbled around like a turtle on its back as he tried to pull himself to sitting. “A little help,” he finally grunted.
I grabbed his arm and pulled him upright. “Do you think you can stand?”
His face whitened appreciably, but he nodded nonetheless. “Yeah. With your help.”
I pulled him to his feet, and he grabbed me in order to keep upright. We walked slowly to the front door, and then he stopped me. “We have to take Millie,” he said. “I think they hurt her, too. I’m not leaving her here by herself.”
“All right,” I said, and slowly let him go. He wobbled but did not fall down so I quickly put Millie’s leash on her and looped it over my wrist. Then I grabbed James and led him out the door.
Karen caught up with us just as I was wrestling James to the front seat of the Explorer and jumped in the back seat with the dog. “You’re taking him to the hospital, right?”
I nodded and checked James’s seatbelt one last time before I took off for the Royal Alex Emerg. Once more, with feeling.
 
EMERG WAS PACKED, of course, but I did my best to get James to the front of the line. I was surprised that the slashes across his chest weren’t enough to get him through in a hurry, so I tried the chest pain gambit, but that’s when he stopped me.
“I can wait for a bit,” he said. “Neither of us needs to fake a heart attack.”
We sat down in the uncomfortable plastic chairs of the waiting room with all the rest of the walking wounded.
“I still say I should have called an ambulance,” I said. “You’d be in the back already, if I’d done that.”
“It’s all right,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I’m feeling better.”
“Well, you don’t look it,” I said, even though he had actually regained some of his colour. “So don’t think you’re getting out without getting checked over.”
“Is Millie in the car?” he asked. Third time he’d asked me the same question, which let me know he definitely was not all right.
“Yes, she is,” I said. “But it’s running, I left the air conditioning on, and Karen’s with her. She’ll be all right.”
“Good,” he said, and leaned back in his chair. His coat opened, and I could see the slashes and blood on his chest.
“Man, she got you good, didn’t she?” I said.
His eyes flickered, and he pulled his coat closed. “Yeah,” he said. “Do you have any idea who did this?” Then he lowered his voice. “It was a poltergeist, wasn’t it? One of the ones from the ball diamond. Right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I think so.”
“Why would they have done this?” he asked.
“I think they’re after me,” I said. “I’m sorry. Looks like you got caught in the crossfire.”
“That’s all right,” he said. “I don’t mind.”
“God, I almost believe you,” I said. “You’re making me wonder at your state of mind.”
He chuckled and took my hand. “They did hit me pretty hard,” he said.
I wanted to laugh with him, but I was afraid if I started, I’d end up crying. He’d been beaten, because of me.
My cell chirped and I pulled it out. “It’s Sylvia,” I said. “Wonder what she wants? We just finished that meeting about Joy.”
“Well, answer it,” he said. “You know how she is about voicemail.”
He had a point. I pushed the button and put the phone to my ear. “What’s up?”
“I need you, Marie. Right now.”
She sounded completely freaked out, and I wondered if something had happened at the old folks home after I left. Maybe Marvin and Jerome had decided to beat each other to death. That would be the topper to this increasingly crappy day.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“There’s something going on at Remand,” she said. “Something seriously bad.”
“So call the cops,” I said, then frowned. “Has somebody else died?”
“No,” she said. “It’s not that. It’s—Marie, the cell where Andrew was killed is haunted. People are going crazy. Is there any way you can come here and do something about it? Please?”
I looked at James and sighed. “She’s got a problem with a ghost,” I said. “My guess is it’s Andrew Westwood. She says she needs my help.”
He smiled. “Go,” he said. “I’ll be fine. You got me to the hospital. If I have to stay, I’ll call you. Otherwise, I’ll cab it over to the office after I’m done.”
“Do not go to the office,” I said. “I can’t guarantee the poltergeists won’t come back. I’m not taking the chance you’ll get hurt even worse.”
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll just go pick up the car, if I’m given the okay to drive. And then, I’ll go home.” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind a nap, actually. I’ve had a busy day.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “I can tell her to wait. Andrew’s not going anywhere. I don’t think.”
“Don’t worry about me,” he said again. “I’ll be fine. You go. Help your friend.”
I put the phone back to my ear. “All right,” I said. “I’ll meet you there in a half hour.”
“Thank you,” she said. Then she paused, and that was never a good thing.
“What?” I asked.
“I can’t get you inside,” Sylvia said. “We’ll have to figure out a way to get him to come to you.”
“Fantastic,” I said. Then I thought of Karen, who was waiting for me in my car. “I’ll come up with something.”
“Thanks,” Sylvia said, and then she was gone.
This was not going to be easy. But I didn’t have any other choice.
 
“SO, HOW IS James?” Karen asked when I got into the driver’s seat and started the car. “Bad? He must be bad if he has to stay. We have to stop those poltergeists, Marie. It has to have been them who did this. It can’t be anyone else.”
“He’s all right,” I said. “But I got a call from the cop, Sylvia Worth.”
“Oh?” she said.
“We have to go to Remand,” I said. “It sounds like Andrew is kicking up a bit of a fuss.”
Karen dropped a bunch of lumens, all at once. “I don’t want to go there,” she said. “What if he attacks me? What if he attaches to you? What if we’re stuck with him?” She shuddered. “What if he figures out how to kill me?”
“He won’t be able to,” I said. “He’s new. He’ll be weak. He won’t be able to do much of anything to you, but there is a problem, and I need your help. I can’t go into the building, so I need someone to talk him out.”
“But—”
“Karen, you have to face this guy,” I said. “He’s just a ghost. And I need your help.”
Karen dropped another lumen. Her face was ash grey. “I never wanted to be anywhere near him ever again,” she whispered.
“This will be the last time that you ever have to see him,” I said. “I promise.”
I hoped. There was a chance that good old Andrew wouldn’t move on immediately. If there ever was anyone who was in absolute denial about the way he’d lived his life, it was that guy. But I had to give it a shot.
“All right,” she said. “I’ll help you.”
 
THE REMAND CENTRE wasn’t too far away, so it didn’t take us long to get there. I texted Sylvia, to let her know I was in the parking lot, and then Karen and I sat in the car and waited for her to arrive.
I tried to chat her up. To tell her what to expect when she finally went into the building, and the cell. She didn’t respond, though. Just stared out the passenger side window and ignored me so completely that I finally gave it up as a bad job.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “Things will be fine.”
She didn’t answer that, either, and I wondered why she was even still with me. She could easily drift away from me and the upcoming ghost meet. It was easy enough for her to do. Just push through the door of the car, out to the parking lot, and then away. So, something was holding her here. I hoped that it was because she wanted to finally have Andrew so far away from her, he could never hurt her again.
Sylvia pulled up beside me. “You ready for this?” she asked.
“I am,” I said. I hoped.
She looked past me into the back seat and frowned. “Did you bring your dog with you?" she asked. “It’s way too hot for her out here.”
“I’ll leave her in the car,” I said.
“Do you realize it gets at least twenty degrees hotter inside a vehicle?” she snapped. “That’s abuse, you know. I could write you up.”
I glared at her. “I’ll leave the air conditioning on,” I said. “I had to bring her. James is in Emerg and—”
Sylvia gasped. “What happened?”
“An accident,” I white lied. “He’ll be all right, but I had to bring the dog.”
“Oh,” Sylvia said, and held out her hands. “Give her to me. I’ll look after her while you deal with the ghost.”
I passed the dog to her, and Millie licked her chin before settling in the seat beside her.
“Where is Andrew’s cell?” I asked. “So Karen can go bring him out.”
Sylvia looked surprised. “He’s on the fourth floor,” she said. “Cell 413. Ask Karen if she wants me to walk her in.”
“No,” Karen said. “I’ll be fine on my own.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. She snorted humourlessly.
“What could she possibly do to help me if I’m not?” she asked.
I turned to Sylvia. “It’s all right,” I said. “She’s all right going in alone.”
Karen got out of the car and walked up to the doors. Straightened her shoulders, and then walked through. She didn’t look back, and I didn’t blame her. I couldn’t help her. No one could. She was well and truly on her own.
 
It took Karen fifteen minutes to talk Andrew Westwood’s ghost out of Cell 413 and down into the Remand parking lot. She looked absolutely ash white as she stumbled through the doors with Andrew on her heels. It was as though the whole experience had drained her of every bit of her power. I’d pushed her too far. Asked for too much. Then I gasped when I realized that she was holding Westwood’s hand.
I leaped from the car and ran up to the two of them. I could see that his hand was wound tightly into her aura. He was hanging on for all he was worth.
“He couldn’t make it on his own,” Karen said. “He needed my help. Please, make him let go.”
I looked at Andrew’s frantic face. His eyes thinned when he saw me. “This is all your fault,” he said. “Look at me! Look what you did to me!”
“I didn’t do this, Andrew,” I said. I grabbed his aura at the wrist and pulled, hard. “Let her go. You and I need to talk.”
He looked at Karen. “You’re going to stay here and wait for me, right?” he said. “We’re both ghosts, now. We can start again. You said that. All I had to do was come out and talk to this one, first. Right?”
She glared pure venom at him and tried to pull away. “I had to get you out here and I did. But you and I? We are never ever going to see each other again.”
“No!” he cried, and clung to her. For a horrible moment I had to watch them play tug of war with her aura.
“That’s enough!” I yelled, and pulled on his aura again. Even harder this time. He squealed like I’d hurt him and dropped Karen’s arm. As soon as she was free, she ran behind me.
“You’re going to deal with me,” I said to him, and gave his aura another shake. “Got it?”
He paid me no heed. Looked past me to Karen. “Why would you lie to me?” he asked. “We had something special.”
She stepped out from behind me, and he smiled at her, but when she didn’t respond, his face tightened.
“Look,” he said. “You have to remember that I loved you. You can’t really hold everything against me.”
“I can’t?” she said incredulously. “I can’t?”
“Yeah well, I wouldn’t have hurt you if you’d just treated me with a little respect. You have to know that.”
“You killed me,” Karen said, incredulously.
“I know,” Andrew said. “But I didn’t mean to.”
She stared at him as though she couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth. “So, the whole killing me thing was a simple mistake on your part?”
“I—” he started, but she didn’t let him finish.
“And then you buried me at the ball diamond where you killed me. And you kept coming back to that ball diamond,” she said. “For years. Years. I couldn’t get away from you, even after I died.”
“I didn’t know you were there,” Andrew said. “I just had to make sure nobody found your body. I’d turned my life around after you—were gone. I recommitted to my wife, and then to my daughters, when they were born. My family was everything to me.” He stared at her imploringly. “You can understand that, can’t you? I didn’t know you were there.”
“Well, that’s a lie, now isn’t it?” she said. “You knew very well I was there. You could have done the right thing. Let someone know where my body was, so my family could have had some closure. You could have done something!”
She screamed the last word, and he backed away a step. He looked afraid again. But it was Karen he was afraid of this time.
“I thought I’d lose everything if anybody found you,” he cried. “I was just trying to protect my family!”
“You wanted to keep your family together,” she said. “You wanted your daughters to have perfect lives. Meanwhile, my mother and my father had no idea what had happened to me. They’ve waited over forty years, and they’re just finding out now. They thought I ran away. They thought I’d abandoned them. That I hadn’t given them another thought. You didn’t just steal my life, you stole theirs too. You bastard!”
She surprised me, and leaped at Andrew. Gave his aura a great big shove and threw him to the pavement, where he crumpled in a heap. She lunged at him again, and he flinched, covering his face with his hands.
“Please don’t hurt me,” he cried. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything that happened to you. Just don’t hurt me anymore.”
Karen stopped and stared at him. “What do you mean?” she asked. “How have I hurt you?”
“Those ghosts,” he said. “The ones at the diamond, who beat me up. And then the ones who came here. They did all this for you. Didn’t they?”
Karen blinked and stared at him with her ash grey face, and finally nodded. “Yes,” she said. “They did it for me.”
“So, aren’t we even now?” he asked. “You’re dead. I’m dead. That should be the end of it. Shouldn’t it?”
Karen sighed, deeply. “I have no idea what I ever saw in you,” she said. “You are really an idiot, aren’t you?”
Andrew frowned. “That’s pretty hurtful,” he said. “I really thought we had something special.”
“Oh God,” Karen said. “I can’t believe I spent my afterlife afraid of you.” She turned away from him and looked at me. “You were right,” she said. “I have nothing to fear from this idiot anymore.”
“I’m glad,” I said. “How do you feel?”
“How does she feel?” Westwood screeched, suddenly angry. “I’m the one with the hurt feelings here. Tell her to treat me with the respect I deserve!”
I turned to him and snarled. “She is.”
That stopped him. He collapsed back to the pavement and started to sob.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Karen said. “Stop that noise.”
Her words only made him cry harder. I touched Karen’s aura and she turned toward me. “Leave him alone,” I said. “It’s time for me to work with him, and I can’t help him if he’s an emotional wreck. Please, just leave him alone.”
She smiled, and I could feel her anger recede. “All right,” she said. “I will. But he really is pathetic, isn’t he?”
“Absolutely,” I whispered. “Now, let me get to work.”
 
IT TOOK ME four hours to move Andrew Westwood on. Karen stayed for a while, and then grew restive as the talk went around in tight little circles, producing nothing.
“I can’t listen to this anymore,” she said. “Do I have to stay?”
“No,” I said. “You can go if you want.”
“I’ll see you later,” she replied, and walked toward the car. She said nothing to Andrew. It was like he was already gone.
“I’ll never see her again, will I?” Andrew said.
“No,” I replied.
“She was really pretty,” he said. “When she was alive.” And then, he quit talking.
As I waited, I could hear the living around us. The traffic flowing down the street and chirps from birds in the trees at the edge of the parking lot. But it was like I could hear the noise through a filter. Like I was trapped behind the veil with Westwood. Stuck with the dead in the land of the living. I could almost empathize with Andrew, who really was just another frightened soul who wanted, more than anything else, to see his family one more time.
That was something I would not give him, though. I knew that his wife wouldn’t let me near her, and I wasn’t willing to give Andrew the chance to be free again. I had him and I wasn’t letting him leave that parking lot. And he most definitely wasn’t getting anywhere near Karen again.
He’d acted all boohoo “I’m so sorry for what I did” at the beginning, but I could tell he wasn’t willing to take the next step and admit the terrible wrong he’d done. I was pretty sure that if I gave him much space, he’d just get angry again. Probably at Karen, who he still saw as the culprit in this whole scenario.
But I wore him down. He didn’t want to stay here any longer. He just wanted to go somewhere else. His brightness was good, and as we talked, he slowly changed to clear. I’d even seen a light bee or two, just under his skin, looking for a way out. All of that indicated he was close to moving on.
That was when we hit the impasse. I listed his choices, and he said no to every one of them.
“I just want my life back,” he said. “I’ll stay away from Karen. I promise. Just let me go back to my old life.”
I sighed. “I’ve already told you, Andrew. This life is over, for you. It’s over. You can’t go back to it. There is nothing left for you to go back to.”
“But that’s not fair,” he whined. “It’s all I want.”
“Death isn’t fair,” I said. “Time for you to understand that.”
Then his colour darkened. “That’s just your opinion,” he muttered. “I should be able to do anything I want.”
I stared at him and tried not to laugh in his face. That was the first time that my expertise had ever been called opinion before. True, I had been called a fake and a liar lately, but he was trying to say that facts weren’t facts.
Karen was right. He was an idiot.
“Andrew,” I said. “Those are your choices. They aren’t my opinion, or wishful thinking, or anything else. If you decide not to take one of those choices, you’ll stay here. If I let you go, you’ll bungee back to your cell where you’ll stay until you lose all your power and disappear.”
“Where do I go then?” he asked. He looked smug, like he’d caught me in a loophole that proved everything else I said was just BS.
“I don’t know if you’d even go anywhere,” I said. “But when you lose your power, you can’t be seen by other spirits or people like me. Honestly, we could be surrounded by those spirits, and we wouldn’t even know.” I shrugged. “Once you go there, there is nothing more that I can do for you. Is that what you want?”
“No,” he said. “I told you. I want to go home. Why can’t you take me home?”
“Think about it. You can start over again. You can stop. Or you can go on to somewhere wonderful. Beautiful. Why won’t you just pick?”
“I don’t think it’s fair,” he mumbled again. “I only did one thing wrong. My whole life, just one thing really wrong. Which means that your version of heaven won’t be mine. It’ll be hell, won’t it?”
I didn’t like him thinking of that option. Yes, he’d done a bad thing—a terrible thing—but everyone deserved a decent afterlife. All they had to do was choose.
“If I try to pick heaven—my version of heaven—it’ll just turn into hell,” he said. “Won’t it? Because of what I did to Karen.”
His colour darkened, and the light bees just under his skin darkened too.
“But don’t you feel badly?” I asked. “About what you did to Karen? Can’t you just say you’re sorry and mean it?”
He looked at me, and for the first time, I saw his real face. The sadness was profound. “No,” he said. “I can’t. I feel badly that I was caught, and I feel angry that my perfect life—the life I built—has been destroyed by a mistake I made so many years ago. That’s all.”
“Seriously?” I asked. “That is seriously the way you feel?”
He shrugged. “You wanted the truth, didn’t you?” he asked. “Well, that’s the truth. Karen was like a disease I caught. She made me crazy, made me almost blow up my whole life. Once she was gone, I lived the life I’d planned. It was a good life. I raised good kids, loved my wife, went to church, and lived the way I was supposed to. But now that I’m at the end I’m pissed that I’ll be judged because of a disease I caught, and not for the rest of it.”
I looked around to make sure Karen wasn’t close. She would have lost her shit if she’d heard Andrew talking about her that way. I didn’t see her anywhere and turned my attention back to Andrew.
“You said that you went to church while you were living, didn’t you?” I asked. “Doesn’t your church teach you that if you confess your sins, you’ll be okay? That’s all you have to do. Just confess your sins, and it’ll all be forgiven.”
“I’m dead,” he said. “A little late for that deathbed confession, isn’t it?”
“It’s never too late,” I said. “Until you leave this plane, you have time.”
He shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. “I can’t get my family back, and I can’t get Karen back. That’s all I want. I think it’s time for me to give up.”
And then, his light bees began to burst through and into the light. So many black and red, for a man who had just claimed that he’d lived a good life.
“Choose to come back,” I said, desperately. “You can always choose to come back and start again.”
“I don’t think so,” he whispered. And then he blew apart in an explosion of black and red, and as the last of his essence passed through me, I could feel him scream.
Andrew Westwood was gone, and I was pretty sure he hadn’t chosen his version of heaven. Karen would be glad he was gone, and Sylvia would be glad to get her de-haunted cell in Remand back, but I felt sick. I’d lost Andrew Westwood’s soul.
 



 
Ruby: We Are Too Late
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IT TOOK US forever to get back to the motel, even with Joy helping me.
“We’re almost there,” she kept whispering to me as we travelled mile after endless mile, but I could barely function past putting one foot in front of the other. I could see the sun track across the sky and wished that I could find some energy from somewhere, but I couldn’t. All I could do was follow Joy and hope she’d get me to the rest of the ghosts before I lost it completely.
Finally, Joy pulled me around a corner, and there was the Bluebird Motel. “We made it,” she said, and beamed a smile at me.
“We did, thanks to you.” I felt relief so exquisite I was able to walk on my own through the door into Room 214. Then everything fell apart.
Joy turned to me and frowned. “Where is everybody?”
“I don’t know,” I muttered. “I really don’t know.”
Patrick wasn’t there. Neither were the ghosts. The room was empty. Dark. Silent. At first, I hoped that he’d just gone on one of his little jaunts around town, but all his stuff was gone. The beat-up suitcase he used, and his computer. I almost cried when I saw all the empty bottles were lined up neatly by the garbage can. I’d seen that enough times to know that it meant he was not planning on coming back.
They were gone, and we were on our own.
Joy looked at me, and her eyes filled with luminescent tears. “Where would they go?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” I said again, and sat down on Patrick’s rumpled bed.
“Do you think they’re going to the airport?” Joy asked. “Maybe we should go there.”
I shrugged and lay back on the bed.
“Maybe they went back to the TV studio,” she said. “Maybe we should go there.”
“I don’t have the energy for another trip,” I said. “Just let me alone for a bit, Joy.”
“But Ruby,” she cried, such shock in her voice that she actually forced me to open my eyes. “We have to find them.”
“Not right now,” I said. I lurched to my feet and walked over to the television. Concentrated with all my might, and was rewarded with a flash of white and a buzz as the TV turned on. It was on the last station Patrick had been watching. Something about tornadoes, and I almost laughed, but I couldn’t. I’d used the last of my strength and I fell back across the bed.
“Just watch TV,” I said.
“But I don’t want to,” Joy said. “I want you to sing me my song.”
I couldn’t even open my eyes, I was so tired. “I can’t, Joy,” I said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
And then, everything went dark.
 
 



 
Marie: He Needs His Portable Computer? Really?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“SO, ARE YOU sure he’s gone?” Sylvia Worth asked me for the tenth time. “You are absolutely certain that Andrew Westwood has left the premises permanently?”
“I’m absolutely sure,” I said. My throat was parched. That little bottle of water Sylvia had found for me after I’d moved Westwood on did nothing more than let me know that I was dying of dehydration. I needed more water, and soon.
Sylvia pulled out her cell phone and blinked. “I got a few calls,” she said. “You good to get to your car?”
“No problem,” I said, even though my legs felt like rubber and I could feel the beginnings of a headache rumbling through my brain pan, which was another sure sign of dehydration. “I’ll call you later.”
She was already hunched over her cell phone, so I turned on my cell, wondering if I had any calls myself. I looked, and instantly wanted to shut it off again. Thirteen missed calls and one voicemail message. Nine from James, three from Ellis, who wasn’t supposed to be contacting me anymore, and one from Jasmine. I assumed she was the one who left the voicemail. My guess was that she wanted info about what new bed we chose. I could call her later.
But nine missed calls from James. Maybe he’d had a problem at the hospital. I had only been gone—I checked the time and cringed. I’d been at the Remand for four hours. James would be losing his mind.
I called him, first.
“How are you?” I asked before he even said hello. “You called me nine times. What’s wrong?”
“Oh,” he said. “Oh.”
That sounded bad. “Are you still at the hospital?” I asked. “Please don’t tell me you haven’t seen a doctor yet.”
“No, I was out of there two hours ago,” he said. “I just wanted to ask you to do me a favour. Did I really call you nine times?”
I heaved a huge sigh of relief. “Yes, you did,” I said. “I was afraid something was seriously wrong.”
“Well, I left my portable computer at the office,” he said. “And I need it.”
“That doesn’t sound that serious,” I said.
“Well, it is,” he replied. “I need to get that work done. Could you drop by the office on your way home? Please?”
I wanted to yell. I really did, but I was so happy he was all right, I didn’t. “I’d be happy to,” I said. “And when I get home, I’ll tell you everything about moving on Andrew Westwood.”
“I can hardly wait,” he replied. “Just don’t forget.”
“Your computer. I won’t.” I disconnected and walked across the parking lot to the Explorer. I looked for Karen, sure that she was going to wait at the vehicle, but I didn’t see her anywhere. She’d gone through so much getting Andrew out of Remand, I just hoped that she hadn’t disappeared. I wanted to thank her for being braver than I ever could have been. I owed her a whole bunch more than that, but I’d start with the thank you, if I could find her.
I unlocked the driver’s side door and breathed a sigh of relief. There was a small diamond etched in the dust by the door handle. Either a homeless person had a weird sense of art, or Karen had left me a clue where she’d gone.
I would go back to the ball diamond, but I needed to go to the office first. I needed water more than I could say, and of course, I had to pick up James’s portable computer.
“He better remember to thank me a bunch,” I muttered. “That’s all I’m saying.”
Then Millie growled her “I need to pee” song, and I put my foot into it so I could get her to the office parking lot before she had an accident.
Good grief.
 
I OPENED THE door to the office, and let Millie go before I saw, really saw, that the reception area had been torn apart.
“Millie,” I cried. “Come back here, now!” She ignored me and trotted across the paper littered floor to the open door of James’s office.
“Millie!” I screamed, and ran after her. “Come back!”
She picked up speed, of course, and disappeared around the slightly open door. Then she yelped, and I hit that door full steam.
James’s office looked like a bomb had detonated. Jimmy the Dead’s file cabinets were all open, and files were scattered everywhere.
Joanne sat at James’s desk, right in the middle of the nightmare. “What are you doing in here?” she asked. “I thought you were supposed to stay out there.” She pointed through the open door to the reception area. “At your desk.”
“Give me the dog,” I said. “Right now.”
“Oh, Rita’s looking after her, aren’t you, Rita?” She looked at the corner behind me, and I whirled. Rita was there, holding the dog, but barely. She was pale and ash white and looked like she was barely hanging on.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t hurt her.”
“Not unless I tell her to,” Joanne said, and laughed angrily.
She was angry, but there was something else about her that I couldn’t quite place. She looked thin, as though she was stretched almost to the breaking point. I wondered if it had anything to do with the wreck she’d made of James’s office. What had she been looking for?
Rita sighed as though she’d used the last of her strength, and Millie scrambled up to me, looking utterly terrified. She begged me to pick her up, so I pulled her into my arms, and then turned back to Joanne.
“What are you looking for, Joanne?” I asked.
“I’m not looking for anything,” she said. “I was waiting for your sweetie to come back. He and I have business. I was just looking at his old files, to get a handle on how good he actually is at being a detective. It was a little hard to get a real read on him earlier, with all the screaming like a little girl and whatnot.”
“Well, if you weren’t already dead, he’d kill you for making this mess,” I said. I could hear fear in my voice, but as I walked over to the file cabinets and began ramming folders inside, I was glad to see that my hand was steady.
“I don’t think he can,” Joanne said. “And I don’t think you can, either.”
I abandoned my fruitless cleaning. “We need to talk, Joanne. About next steps.”
“Screw next steps,” she said. “I just need to know one thing, and I’m pretty sure you’ll be able to help me.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Where is the guy who has all the ghosts trapped,” she said. “Ruby told me about him.” She grinned. “She wants me to help her get them away from him, and I’m oh so happy to oblige, but silly old Ruby forgot to tell me where they’d be. So, you tell me, and then I can get on with business.”
“I don’t think I’m going to do that,” I said.
“Why not?” Joanne asked.
“Because she doesn’t want your help,” I said. “Stay away from her. From all of them.”
“Oh, I think she does,” Joanne said. “And I’ll be able to help her, just like I helped Karen with her little problem.”
“I saw how you handled Karen’s problem,” I said. “I was at the Remand Centre, moving on Andrew Westwood. And thanks for that mess.”
“I didn’t do it for you,” Joanne said, all humour punched from her voice. “So, he’s gone, is he?”
“Yes, he is,” I said.
“Good riddance to the garbage,” Joanne said. “Does Karen know about him being gone? Completely and absolutely gone?”
“She was there, for most of it,” I said. “So yeah, she knows.”
“It’s finished for her,” Joanne said. “I did that for her. I killed that bastard for her.” She sighed, and darkened, and I wondered what was up. “You’d think she’d appreciate all my hard work, but I don’t think she does.”
“It wasn’t what she wanted,” I said.
“How would you know what she wanted?” Joanne asked. “What any of us wanted? All you wanted was to push us away. Get us away from the living, but we needed revenge. We needed revenge!”
“Do you think that will make things right?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she said. “Like putting good old Andrew down for what he did to Karen. That made that right.”
“Is Patrick on your revenge list too?” I asked. “Is that why you’re trying to find him? So you can put him down?”
“Partly,” she said, and smiled. “That prick has to be stopped, of course.”
“What’s your other reason?” I asked.
“She wants an army,” Rita said, behind me. She sounded like she was a thousand miles away, and when I glanced at her, I could barely see her.
“It’s not just for me,” Joanne said. “It’s for you, too. You know that, Rita.”
Rita didn’t answer. Just slumped to the floor as though she’d used the last of her power.
“Are you all right?” Joanne asked.
“I’m all right,” Rita said. “Just tired.”
The phone on the desk rang, but I ignored it. Joanne was collecting ghosts so she could use them for power. If I didn’t stop her right here, I might not ever be able to.
It rang again, and Joanne glowered. “Get out there,” she said. “Answer that damned thing.”
I shook my head. “It’ll go to voicemail soon.”
Then it clicked, and I smiled. “See?” I said. “No problem.”
I figured it was just going to be another cancellation or death threat, so I was surprised to hear Jasmine’s voice echoing through the reception area.
“I can’t believe neither of you are answering your cell phones,” she said. “You had better get back to me soon, or you can forget coming over for supper. Even though I’m making your absolute favourite.”
“Who’s that?” Joanne asked.
“Just a friend,” I said.
Her face twisted. “You’re lucky. Keep that friend close.”
“Well, she cooks for me, so I probably will,” I said. Jasmine continued her message and Joanne frowned.
“What did she say?”
“I didn’t hear,” I said. Then, stupid me, I stopped talking, and we all heard Jasmine, loud and clear.
“I’m even planning on staying up until Ellis Wheeler’s ridiculous show comes on, if you want to stay and watch it with me,” she said. “That creep—Patrick Whitehead or whatever—is going to be back on the show. Maybe we can watch it together.”
I ran to James’s desk and disconnected Jasmine before she could say anything more, but it was already too late.
“She’s talking about Ruby’s Patrick, isn’t she?” Joanne said. She was so close, I could feel her aura, and Millie squealed and fought to get away.
“I—I don’t know,” I said, and took a step back.
“Well, I do,” she said.
“Joanne, let me deal with him,” I said. “I can make him understand what he’s doing, and that will release everyone he’s trapped. They need to be released.”
“I don’t think so,” she said. “I need my army, after all.”
“I can’t let that happen,” I said. She glared at me, and her anger felt like a knife, cutting into me, and I had no idea how I was going to stop her. I just knew I had to try.
“And how do you think you’re going to stop me?” She picked up a book from the bookshelf and hefted it in her hand. Then, before I could protect myself, she clubbed me hard enough to make me see stars.
I dropped the dog and fell to my knees. “Don’t,” I said, and tried to scramble away from her. “Don’t.”
“You have to learn to listen,” Joanne said, matter-of-factly. She set down the book she’d hit me with and picked up a book of matches sitting in the antique ashtray next to James’s computer. Jimmy’s matches, in Jimmy’s ashtray, which James hadn’t been able to convince himself to remove when he took over the agency.
I tried to get to my feet, but I couldn’t. Everything around me darkened. I was going to pass out.
“I’m sorry to do this,” she said. “But I can’t have you following me.” She fought with the cover, and finally detached a match from the pack. Scraped it across the black strip across the back, and sparks flew everywhere.
“What are you doing?” I gasped.
“Sorry,” she said again. “But I gotta protect myself.”
The match caught in a burst of sulphur, and she dropped it into the desktop with the rest of the matchbook. It flared and burned, catching the paper all over the top of his desk aflame.
Then, she turned to me and picked up the book—a really heavy law book—again. She raised it above her head and swung. I barely had time to think, “Wings, like a shield of steel,” before she hit me with it.
That mantra my mother taught me to protect me from ghosts shouldn’t have worked on a poltergeist, and it sure shouldn’t have worked on the book she was wielding, but it did.
She still smacked me a good one, but it didn’t do as much damage as it could have. Because I truly believe she could have killed me, but she didn’t. As I groaned and slobbered and rolled around on the floor, she dropped the book, scooped Rita up into her arms and then disappeared.
Then, all I had to worry about was the fire.
 



 
Marie: The Aftermath
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
HERE WAS WHAT I learned. The smoke detectors in the office weren’t ours. They hooked up to a system in the building, and when those smoke detectors detected smoke, they didn’t just screech like a demented nighthawk in the office, they let the fire department know that there was smoke. And, according to the fire department, where there was smoke, there was more than likely a fire.
Only in this case, there wasn’t. All right, so there was a fire, but it was small and contained, and as soon as I managed to get myself upright, more or less, it was out. It was still smoking, but there were no flames. However, that didn’t stop the fire department from showing up, lights blazing and sirens howling.
About the time the firefighters kicked in the office door and ran all over the place checking for a fire that was already out, James called.
“Are you coming home soon?” he asked. “I made food.” And then, before I could answer, he said, “What’s all the noise? Where are you, at a construction site?”
“No,” I said. “I’m at the office.”
“Are they working on the street again?” he asked. “I suppose I’m not going to be able to get to the parking lot again, am I? Why don’t you shut the windows? I can barely hear you over the noise.”
“It’s not the street,” I said. “The noise is in the office.”
James was silent a moment as he digested that bit of information. “What’s going on?” he finally asked.
“The fire department is here,” I said. “There was a fire.”
“A fire!” James cried. “Is the office on fire?”
“No,” I replied, covering the receiver for a second as one of the firemen punched a hole in the wall, either to make absolutely certain the fire had been contained to the desktop as I had said, or to make the stupid smoke alarm stop screaming.
The smoke alarm stopped, and a couple of the firefighters high-fived the guy with the axe, so I guessed that had been the goal.
“No,” I said again, over James’s frantic voice. “It was a small fire. Just the top of your desk, really.”
“What?” he squawked.
Another firefighter came up to talk to me, so I slapped my hand over the receiver again. He explained that they’d checked everywhere, and there were no hot spots, so the fire was officially out. “If you notice smoke, call us back,” he said.
“I will,” I said.
He frowned. “Are you sure your head’s all right? We can have someone here to check you out in a few minutes.”
“No,” I said. “I’m fine.”
“All right,” he said. “Just remember to call your insurance company. Might as well get the process started, because it looks like you’ll probably need to replace the desk and repaint.”
“And fix that hole,” I said, pointing at the axe marks on the far wall.
“Yeah, there’s that too,” he said. Then he pointed at my cell. “Are you talking to someone?” he asked. “’Cause your phone is yelling.”
“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Thanks.”
I put the phone back to my ear and cut off James, mid screech. “Can you come to the office, James?” I said. “We gotta call the insurance people.”
And then, before he could yell again, I disconnected and went to find a Tylenol. I’d lied to the firefighter. My head was killing me.
 
IT ONLY TOOK James fifteen minutes to get to the office. He clattered up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and then he threw himself into the office, breathing heavily. He looked pretty horrible, and pressed his hand to his chest where Joanne had slashed him.
Millie saw him, jumped out of my arms, and into his. She wriggled happily as he cuddled her.
“Are you all right?” he asked. I didn’t know whether he was talking to the dog or me. His eyes flicked in my direction, and he frowned. “What happened to your head?”
“I got clocked,” I said.
He tentatively touched the painful knot on my head. When I pushed his hand away, I saw blood. Not much, but some. “Who did this to you?” he asked.
“It was the poltergeist, Joanne. She started the fire, too.”
He looked around, clutching Millie so hard she squeaked. “Is she still here?”
“No,” I said. “She and Rita are gone.”
He pointed at his office door, which was hanging ajar. The firefighters hadn’t waited for me to open it. They’d kicked it in, just like they had the front door.
“Did she do that?” he asked.
“That was the firemen,” I said. “You’ll have to tell the insurance people about that, too. You do have insurance, don’t you?”
“Of course, I do,” he said. He walked up to the door gingerly, like he was afraid to face the carnage within.
“It’s not that bad,” I said, trying to sound as encouraging as I could, under the circumstances. “Really, all it’ll need is a coat of paint.”
He disappeared through the door.
“Oh!” I said. “We’ll have to get the wall fixed too.”
“Good grief,” he muttered. Then I heard him rattling around, opening and closing his desk drawers, so I pulled myself upright and tottered into his office.
He was standing at his desk, staring at the mess. “It was an antique,” he said faintly. “How am I going to replace it?”
“I don’t know,” I said. I grabbed a chair and sat down. “We’ll go to second-hand stores or something.”
“But it won’t be the same,” he said. “Why did she do this?”
“She wanted to know where Patrick is,” I said. “And she found out.”
He frowned. “But why would she burn my desk?”
“Because the matches were here, I guess.” I briefly held my head in my hands, hoping the painful pounding would at least slow down.
“It really creeps me out,” he said. “Knowing she was in here. Touching my stuff. Man, she could have been watching me. I wouldn’t have had a clue.”
“It creeps me out too,” I said. “But I know where she’s going. And I’ll be able to stop her. But you have to get somewhere safe, until this is done.”
He shook his head. “I’m not going to let you go after a poltergeist by yourself,” he said. “She’s dangerous.”
I chuckled. “Yes, she is, and that’s why you’re not coming with me. There’s nothing you can do.”
“But—”
“No buts, James. I don’t want you anywhere near her. She already hurt you bad, and I can’t guarantee she won’t go after you again.” I shook my head when he opened his mouth. “There’s nothing you can do. Take the dog and go to Jasmine’s place. She’s made dinner for us. You’ll be safe there.”
“But what about you?” he asked.
“I have Karen,” I said. “She’ll help me.”
I actually didn’t have Karen yet, but James didn’t need to know that. I needed him safe.
I pulled out my cell phone and found Ellis Wheeler’s number as James was going through the drawers of his wrecked desk. He held up his portable computer and smiled.
“At least it’s in one piece,” he said, then frowned. “Who are you calling?”
“Ellis Wheeler,” I said. “I’m going to tell him that I’ll be on his show tonight.”
James shot me a look. “Are you sure that’s a smart thing to do?”
“Joanne’s going to be there,” I said. “I can stop this whole thing tonight, but I have to be able to get into the studio. And James?”
“Yes?”
“Can you let Jasmine know I won’t be able to make it for dinner?”
“All right,” he said, and stared at me. “You’re sure you’re all right?”
I shrugged. “Close enough. Now get out of here. I’ll see you when I can.”
I had to find a ghost so I could catch a ghost.
 



 
Marie: Karen, at the Ball Diamond. Again.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I DROVE TO the ball diamond looking for Karen, and as I parked, I could see a faint light emanating from the middle of Diamond Two.
I got out of the vehicle and crunched through the gravel that made up the parking lot. She was standing at the spot that used to be second base. It was her old spot, where Westwood had buried her, and I guessed that dealing with him had pushed her back to her old stomping grounds. Old habits die hard.
I didn’t want to just bellow out that I wanted her help, again. I hadn’t been fair to her, right from the jump, and I knew that. It had taken me forever to get rid of the ghosts who had turned to poltergeists and who were tearing a swath through the bad boyfriends and husbands that Karen’s old ball team had had to deal with, before their deaths.
I hadn’t even dealt with the last two poltergeists, yet.
But Karen had stuck by me, through all of this. What I should have been doing was convincing her that there was no reason for her to stay here. That she too should be making a decision about her next plane of existence. She couldn’t stay here just so she could play ball. She needed to choose, and move on.
Was I going to do the right thing by her? No, I was not. I was going to try to convince her to help me one more time. I had to choose my next words to Karen carefully. I had to handle the whole situation delicately. I knew it.
“Glad you’re still here,” I said. “Karen, I have a favour to ask you.”
So much for handling the whole situation delicately.
She watched me as I threw myself over the fence and onto the field. She didn’t even laugh when I caught the butt of my jeans on a piece of chain link and ripped the hell out of them on the way down.
“Really?” she asked. “Another favour? I thought you’d give me a day at least. To mourn.”
I frowned. “What are you mourning?” I asked. “It can’t be Andrew. Is it?”
“Of course not,” she snapped. “I’m mourning the passing of my ball team.” She looked around the diamond and at the scar that had been her burial at second base. “I don’t think they’re going to come back. I think I’m going to be alone again.”
“You don’t have to stay here. You could—”
“What?” she snapped. “Come with you? Do you one more favour and then one more favour, and then just stick around and be your sidekick until one day I just disappear?”
“No,” I said. “Maybe you could finally decide to go to the next plane of existence.”
“Oh,” she said, and almost smiled. “Well, that’s not what I thought you’d say.”
“I don’t blame you,” I said. “After I came in here yelling about you doing me one more favour and all.”
She didn’t answer. Just scanned the seats behind home plate like she was looking for someone. I turned around and looked, too, but I couldn’t see anything but dark.
“Is someone here?” I asked. “The cops are supposed to be keeping everyone away.”
“Wouldn’t that include you?” she asked, and laughed. “No, I just wondered if Mom and Dad would come back.”
She seemed to be shining a little less brightly, but I couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t like her light was guttering or anything. She just seemed sad.
“Do you want to see your parents?” I asked.
“Yeah, I think I do.” She turned and stared at me. “Could you make that happen?”
She brightened as she spoke. I’d given her hope, but I didn’t know how I was going to be able to do that for her. From what I’d seen on Ellis’s TV show, the last person in the world that her parents wanted to see was me. But, if seeing her parents was the thing Karen wanted, I would do my best to make sure it happened. Somehow.
“I’ll see what I can do,” I said.
“Thank you,” she said, and smiled. “Now, tell me what you want me to do for you. I can tell you’re dying to say it.”
“All I want you to do is tell me where Patrick Whitecroft’s motel is,” I said. “I have to go there so I can try to save his stupid life.”
She didn’t even bat an eyelash. “Is it Ruby?” she asked. “Is she going after him?”
“No,” I said. “But she must have told the poltergeists about him and his ghosts because Joanne has decided to kill him. She figures the other ghosts will stay with her and she wants an army.”
“Oh, that’s bad,” Karen said.
“It is,” I said. “But you don’t have to worry about any of that. Just tell me where he’s staying. That’s all.”
“The poltergeists have to be stopped,” she said.
“They will,” I said. “I’ll do it as soon as everyone else is safe.” I grinned at her crookedly. “I finally know where they’re going to be.”
“Where?”
“Ellis Wheeler’s stupid show,” I said. “Tonight. They expect to find Patrick and the ghosts there, but what they’re going to find is me.”
She blinked. “You can’t take those two on yourself,” she said. “They’ve made it a mission to hurt—kill—the living. And you’re living. You won’t be able to stop them on your own, but if I was with you, you probably could. So, I’m coming.”
“You don’t have to do that, Karen. You’ve done enough.”
She sighed and slowly walked to the fence. “If I can face Andrew, I can face Joanne and Rita,” she said. “Let’s go save Patrick and his ghosts.”
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Ruby: Talking to Marie Through the Door
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JOY AND I had been at the motel for hours. She watched TV and I lay on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. I didn’t seem to have the gumption for anything more than that.
A maid came in to clean the room. She shut off the TV and flitted around, cleaning and tidying. She pulled the bedclothes from the bed, and that briefly roused me.
“Are we going outside?” Joy asked as I dragged myself from the bed to the floor.
“No,” I said. “I need more rest.”
“Can you turn the TV back on?”
I pointed at the maid, who was putting fresh sheets on the bed. “When she’s gone.”
Joy wasn’t happy, but I couldn’t do anything about that, either. I was so tired I couldn’t do anything more than lie there and wait for the maid to finally finish cleaning the room.
When she left, I did turn the television back on for Joy. At least I was able to do that for her. Then I went back to the nightmare place where my granddaughters screamed for my help and I couldn’t do a damned thing for them. Not a thing.
 
I CAME TO when someone started pounding on the door, yelling Patrick’s name.
“Patrick! Patrick Whitecroft! We need to speak, now!”
Joy leaped up and ran to the door. “It’s Marie,” she said. “Think she brought the dog?”
Before I could answer, she was through the door and on the other side. I tried to get up, but it was too much work. Everything was too much work. I closed my eyes and hoped I’d stay away from the nightmare place again. I so hated hearing my grandchildren scream like that, since I couldn’t do a thing for them, either. I was so tired . . .
 
SOMEONE POKED me in the side, hard. “Get up, Ruby. Now.”
I opened my eyes slowly and saw Karen standing beside me. She was glowing so fiercely she lit the room. “Leave me alone,” I said, and closed my eyes. “I just want to sleep.”
“No,” she said, and poked me again, hard. “Get up. We’ve got work to do, you and I.”
I pulled away from her, to the far side of the bed. “I don’t want to do anything,” I whined. “Everything I try is wrong. Just leave me alone. At least I can’t cause any more trouble here.”
“No,” she said. “You’re coming with me. Marie’s outside. She wants to talk to you.”
She reached out and touched my arm, and her bright aura made it almost feel alive. I gasped as the feeling moved up my arm to my chest, and then over the rest of me. She was giving me power, a lot of it, and my exhaustion finally disappeared.
“All right, I’ll talk to her,” I said, and pulled myself to standing. “But I don’t think she’s going to be able to help me.”
“This isn’t for you,” she snapped. “Now get out here.”
I stepped through the door, into the darkness of night, looked at Marie, and frowned. She looked like I felt. Like dried crap. “What happened to you?”
“I could ask you the same thing,” she said. “I can barely see you.”
I looked down at my hands and saw that she was right. My light was almost gone, even after Karen had given me a boost. “I don’t know what’s happening to me,” I said. “I can’t seem to move. Everything’s gone so wrong, and I’m so tired.”
“Maybe it’s time for you to move on,” Marie said.
Karen shook her head and frowned. “No,” she said. “She has to help. Most of this is her fault. She has to make it right.”
“But look at her,” Marie said. “She’s barely hanging on.”
Joy reached out and touched my arm. “Please don’t leave me alone,” she said. “I couldn’t stand it, being all alone.”
“I’m sorry, little girl,” I said. “I keep letting you down. I keep letting everyone down.”
“Well, you certainly let me down,” Karen said. “You went to those poltergeists after I told you how dangerous they were, and then you told them about your friends—your friends—who are still attached to Patrick.”
“They won’t be able to find them,” I said. “They’re gone. No one’s left but me and Joy.”
“They’re not gone,” Karen said. “Patrick’s going to the studio, for one last show. The poltergeists know about the show. They’ll find them.”
“Let it go, Karen,” Marie said. “She needs to move on, before she disappears entirely. Ruby, wouldn’t you like to move on?”
I looked at Karen and back at Marie. Two choices. I had two. Then I looked down into Joy’s frightened face and knew I really only had one.
“Let me help you stop the poltergeists,” I said. “I need to save my friends.”
Marie didn’t look convinced, but Karen nodded. “You’re making the right decision,” she said, and I knew she was right. This was my fault. I had to make this right, at least.
 
 



 
Marie: I’m Going to Be on TV
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE DRIVE TO Global was pretty quiet. Ruby was trying to gather strength even as Joy clung to her, her eyes wide and frightened. Karen sat in the front seat with me, but all she did was stare out the side window as the landscape flashed by. And me? I was trying to figure out how I was going to stop a poltergeist who had pounded on me just a few hours before. I hoped that my own little army of four would be enough, but I was afraid that maybe it wouldn’t be.
We pulled up to the nondescript building and I parked the car on the street. I was nervous, and couldn’t tell if it was because of the poltergeists, or the fact that I was going to be on live TV. I clenched the steering wheel and stared at nothing while I tried to remember if I had a hair brush in the car. The least I could do was brush my hair.
“You going in or what?” Karen asked.
“In a second,” I muttered. “Just give me a second.”
She looked at me and smiled. “You look fine,” she said.
“You think so?” I touched my haphazard ponytail, wincing as my fingers grazed the painful knot on my forehead. “I should have fixed my hair or put on some makeup or something—”
“No, you look great,” she said, then shrugged. “You might not even make it in front of the camera, anyhow. We might stop the poltergeists before that. Then, you’d be off the hook.”
I didn’t believe her, but it was nice of her to lie.
“But we better get in there,” she continued, “’Cause you don’t want to be late.”
“Yeah,” I said, and put my hand on the door handle. “Do you think Patrick’s already here?”
Ruby roused herself. She didn’t look great, but at least she didn’t look like she was going to wink out of existence in front of me anymore. “Probably,” she said.
“And the poltergeists?”
“I hope not,” Karen said. “Because if they are, they might have killed him already.”
I felt my face blanch and threw the car door open. “Let’s go,” I said, and walked up to the front door of the Global television station.
I rattled the locked door. I could see a security guard through the glass. He was sitting at a desk, and he steadfastly ignored me, even when I waved frantically.
“There’s a doorbell,” Karen said. “Try that.”
She pointed at a button. Under it was a sign that said “Ring to enter.” Pretty self-explanatory; if I hadn’t been so nervous, I probably would have noticed it myself.
“Thanks,” I said, and pressed the button. I could hear the buzzer through the glass, and the security guard finally responded.
“Yes?” he asked, his voice tinny.
“I’m supposed to be in there,” I said, then shook my head when Karen snorted humourless laughter. I sounded like a fool. “Ellis Wheeler told me to be here,” I said. “He’s interviewing me. For his show.”
“Name, please,” the security guard said.
“Marie Jenner,” I said. He scanned a paper sitting on the desk in front of him. He glanced up at me, and then back at the paper, like he couldn’t quite believe someone like me would be allowed in those hallowed halls. Then he reached over and pressed a button, and the buzzer buzzed again.
“Enter,” he said.
I pushed the door, and finally it opened. Cool air-conditioned air washed over me as I walked up to the front desk.
“Wait there,” the guard said, and then turned away from me as he spoke quietly into the phone. He rattled the receiver back into its cradle and pointed.
“Up the stairs,” he said. “Jolene will meet you and take you the rest of the way.”
Karen and I led the way up the concrete steps to a second reception area. It took Ruby forever to finally make it, even with Joy’s help.
“Maybe you should stay here,” I said, pointing at three chairs by the elevator.
“No,” Ruby said. “I’m fine. You don’t worry about me.”
I couldn’t answer her, because Jolene burst through a door by the elevator at that moment. She was cute and smiley, and in spite of myself, I smiled back.
“Marie Jenner?” she asked. I nodded. “Follow me, please.”
Karen looked around as Jolene led us though the labyrinth that was the guts of the TV station. “I’m going to find Joanne and Rita,” she said. “If they’re here, I’ll come back and get you.”
“Be careful,” I whispered.
“What?” Jolene turned and looked at me. “Did you say something?”
“No,” I said, and watched Karen disappear down a darkened hallway. “I didn’t say anything.”
“All righty then,” Jolene said. She resumed her quick march, and by the time she pointed to the door of the green room I was completely lost.
“In here,” she said, and basically pushed me through the door into a room that had all the charm of a doctor’s waiting area. Chairs edged the outer wall. In the corner was a huge television tuned to Ellis’s show. Beside it was a table with a couple of coffee urns and a plate of doughnuts.
“What am I supposed to do now?” I asked.
“Just wait,” she said, and twinkled another smile at me. “Somebody will be here in a few minutes to take you to the studio.” She pointed at the table. “Help yourself to a coffee or whatever. And don’t worry. Ellis is a great guy to work with. You’ll have fun!”
I didn’t think fun was in the cards, but decided that a coffee was a good idea. I walked over to the table and picked up a Styrofoam cup, and then Ruby and Joy were at my side.
“I’ll look for Patrick and the rest,” Ruby said. “Keep Joy, will you?”
Before I could remind her just how badly things had gone the last time I babysat, she was gone. Joy flashed a smile at me. “Everybody’s going to be here soon, aren’t they?” she asked.
“I imagine they will,” I said.
I poured a half cup of coffee for myself and watched Ellis as he did his version of an opening monologue. Then Karen slid through the closed door of the green room and stared at me. She looked terrible. Dark, like half her light had been extinguished all at once.
“You have to come with me,” she said. “Right now.”
“What’s wrong?” I asked. She really looked terrible. “Is Joanne here?”
“No.” She shook her head, and ecto goo splashed the door. That was an extremely bad sign. Something was freaking her out. What could be worse than the poltergeists?
“What is it?” I asked.
“My mom and dad are here,” she said. She darkened even further, and I knew if I didn’t do something, there was a real danger that she’d disappear, and this was the one thing Karen wanted above all else. She wanted the chance to see her parents. To speak to them, through me, and I couldn’t let her just disappear without doing this.
I believed this was the thing she needed to do in order to finally move on. She’d been clinging to this plane for over forty years waiting for something. She’d thought it was the ball team, but it wasn’t. She needed her parents in order to move on.
I had poltergeists to deal with and could sure have used her help, but if I did anything to convince her to stay, then I was just as bad as Patrick.
The door swung open, and Jolene smiled her way into the green room, with Mr. and Mrs. Dubinsky on her heels.
“Just grab yourself a coffee or whatever,” she said. “And you don’t have to worry. Ellis’s show is a lot of fun!”
I watched Karen’s mother’s face whiten when she saw me at the far end of the room.
“What is she doing here?” she gasped.
“She’s on the show too,” Jolene said. “Do you know each other?”
Karen’s mother looked like she was going to bolt, and Karen turned to me. “Make her stop,” she said. “Make her listen to you.”
“Mrs. Dubinsky,” I said quickly. “Please don’t leave. I have—”
“What?” Her upper lip curled in a sneer. “A message from my daughter, from beyond the grave?”
“Ethel, let’s go,” her husband, Rupert, said. He glowered at me, and I couldn’t really blame him. The last time I’d seen either of them face to face, I’d lied to him about who I was and why I was in their home.
“No,” Ethel said. She shook off his hand and stalked up to me. “I’m not leaving. I have a thing or two to say to this woman. And she’s going to stand here and listen. Aren’t you?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” I said. I would have done just about anything to keep her in the room long enough to convince her that she actually wanted to hear what I had to say. If yelling at me kept her there, so be it.
She stared into my face, hard. “You don’t look anything like an insurance investigator,” she finally said. “That’s what you said you did when you came to my house, wasn’t it? You investigate insurance claims?”
I couldn’t remember telling her that—then I remembered that was the lie her husband had told her, to keep her from knowing that James and I were investigating their daughter’s cold case.
“I’m not an insurance investigator,” I said. “You got me on that one.”
“I hear you think you’re some sort of psychic,” she continued. “I have to tell you, that sounds like another lie. Is that another lie, girl?” She leaned in and poked me high on the chest, hard enough to rock me back a step. “Is it?”
“Make her believe,” Karen whispered. I glanced at her and was shocked to see how much she’d darkened.
“I will,” I said. I knew it looked like I was talking to empty air, but I just couldn’t care at that moment. I had to keep Karen with me so she could get what I hoped was at least a little bit of closure.
“Who you talking to, girl?” Ethel said. Her eyes fairly spit venom at me, and I suddenly understood why Karen had moved out of their house and hadn’t told them about any of her hopes and dreams for the future.
“I’m talking to your daughter, Ma’am,” I said, as politely as I could. “She wants me to give you a message.”
Ethel’s face whitened, and she staggered back a step. “Are you trying to kill me?” she asked. “Is that what you’re trying to do? Lying to me about my daughter speaking to you when she’s not even dead—”
“I’m sorry, but she is,” I said. “And I think you know that. That’s why you were at the ball diamond where her body was buried the other night, wasn’t it?”
She turned away from me abruptly and grabbed her husband’s arm. “Make her stop, Rupert,” she said. “Make her stop.”
“He can’t make me stop,” I said. “I’m telling you the truth. Your daughter’s spirit is here. With me.”
“Tell them I wanted to see them one more time,” Karen whispered. “Before I leave this plane.”
Before I leave this plane. I glanced at her and saw that her body was beginning to turn clear. She was preparing to move on. I turned back to her parents and saw that her father had helped her mother very carefully to one of the upholstered chairs.
“Stop it,” Karen’s dad choked. “Stop torturing my wife.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I promised your daughter I’d do this for her. Please, just hear me out.”
“We’re telling Mr. Whitecroft everything,” Karen’s mother said. Her eyes were still closed, and her face was as white as a sheet, but at least she was talking.
“I hope you do,” I said. “He’s completely wrong about me. I can see ghosts. I can interact with ghosts. And I help them move on to the next plane of existence. That’s what I’m trying to do with your daughter. She was stuck because of the way she died. But I think speaking to you will help her with this last step.”
“Tell them I’m sorry,” Karen said before either of her parents could respond. “I’m so sorry.”
“She wants me to tell you she’s sorry,” I said, then turned to Karen. “Why would you be sorry?” I asked. “None of this is your fault.”
“But it is,” she said.
“Why would she say that?” her mother said at the same time.
I turned to her parents and shrugged. “I honestly don’t know,” I said.
“I should have known Andrew wasn’t a good guy,” Karen whispered. “If I’d hadn’t kept him a secret, they would have met him. They would’ve known I should never have been with him. If I hadn’t done that, I’d still be alive.” She gulped, like she was trying as hard as she could not to cry.
“I’m not saying that to them,” I said. “Karen, there was no way you could have known what that man was going to do to you. You can’t take responsibility for that. You can’t.”
Karen started to cry, and I watched her luminescent tears patter onto the dirty brown carpet. “But it is my fault,” she said. “If I’d just stayed with them, I would have been safe. I’d still be alive. I wouldn’t have broken their hearts the way I did.”
Karen’s mother opened her eyes and looked around, frowning. “How did you do that?” she asked.
“How did I do what?” I asked.
“I can hear Karen’s voice,” she asked. “How are you doing that? Tell me right now!”
“What are you talking about, Ethel?” Karen’s father asked. He looked afraid.
“Can’t you hear her?” his wife exclaimed. She grabbed his arm and shook him. “Listen! It sounds like it’s coming from far away, but I swear, I hear her voice.”
Rupert turned to me, his face a mask of fear and sudden anger. “Stop that,” he said. “For God’s sake, she can’t take much more.”
I stared at Karen’s mother. “I’m not doing anything,” I said.
“Mom, it’s me,” Karen cried. “It’s me!”
“Oh God,” Karen’s mother said. “That’s Karen. That’s really Karen. I can hear her.”
I was honestly shocked. I wondered if Karen’s experiments as a poltergeist had somehow helped her reach through the veil to her mother.
“Please stop this,” her father said. “Ethel can’t take this. She can’t.” He whimpered. “I can’t.”
He couldn’t hear his daughter’s voice.
“I’m not doing anything,” I said. “This is all Karen. She’s been waiting a long time to say goodbye. Get closer. With any luck you’ll be able to hear her. She’ll want to say goodbye to you, too.”
He stared at me hard, as if suspecting that I was playing another cruel joke on him, but all I could do was point at his wife. He finally pulled her into his arms and leaned his head against hers, and I turned away from them, so they could have a little privacy. Their interaction only lasted a few moments. Long enough for them to say goodbye to each other, and then Karen’s mother began to sob.
“I can’t hear her anymore,” she said. “Is she gone?”
I looked at Karen, who had collapsed to the floor at her mother’s feet.
“Not yet,” I said, “but she’s close.”
I got down on my haunches at Karen’s side. Though she was still crying, she was completely clear, and I could see white light bees gathering beneath her skin. She was going to move on.
“Thanks,” she said.
“That was all you,” I replied. “Now relax. It’s time.”
Karen lay back, and the first light bee popped free. It bumbled toward me, then headed for the ceiling and was gone from view. Then Karen opened her eyes and tried to sit up.
“What about Joanne and Rita?” she asked. “You need my help to get rid of them. I have to stay.”
I was going to answer. Was going to tell her not to worry about any of that anymore, but before I could open my mouth, Joy stepped up and placed her hand on Karen’s translucent forehead.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m here. I’ll help. You go wherever you have to go. We’ll be okay.”
Karen sighed. “Thank you, Joy.”
Then she looked past her to me. “Can you do this on your own?” she asked.
“I have Ruby and Joy,” I said. “And when I finally find Patrick’s ghosts, I’ll have them too. You’ve done enough, Karen.”
“Thank you,” she said.
“I’m going to miss you,” I said, and felt my throat tighten.
“And I’ll miss you,” she whispered.
Her smile was quite beautiful, and her eyes glowed in her clear face. I lent her a bit of my strength, but only a bit. And then, just like that, the light bees burst out in a white-hot wave, and Karen, finally, was gone.
Her mother wailed and collapsed into her husband’s arms as the last of Karen’s light washed over her. “She’s gone,” she said. “I can feel it. She’s really gone.”
Her husband crushed her into his arms and sobbed. “I don’t think I can stand it,” he said.
Ethel reached up and touched his face. “At least we were given this,” she said. “Come on. It’s time for us to go home.”
They turned away from me and stumbled to the door of the green room, their arms around each other, just as Jolene walked in, all smiles.
“We’re leaving,” Ethel said before Jolene could open her mouth.
“But—but—” Jolene sputtered, the everlasting smile finally ripped from her face. “It’s time for the show.”
“Not for us,” Ethel said. “Come on, Rupert, let’s go home.”
Jolene sputtered and waved her hands most ineffectively as she tried to stop them, but Karen’s mother and father ignored her and walked to the door, and through. As it slowly closed behind them, Ethel looked back at me and nodded.
I nodded back, and then the door was closed, and I was alone with the close-to-hysterical Jolene and Joy, who’d started sobbing as though her heart was breaking as soon as Karen had moved on.
I didn’t have time for all this emotion. I had to find Patrick and I had to find the poltergeists. And there was only one way I was going to do that.
I pulled myself to my feet and turned to Jolene. “Is it time to go?”
“I don’t know what to do,” Jolene wailed. “Ellis is expecting the Dubinskys. He’s going to be pissed.”
“I’m sure he is,” I said. "But I wouldn't worry about it if I were you.”
I walked to the table and grabbed a bottle of water. I was dying of thirst. I unscrewed the plastic top and downed half of it. Then I grabbed Joy’s aura and pulled her to me.
“Take me to Ellis,” I said.
Poor Jolene did her best to smile, but looked more like she was ready to burst into tears. “Follow me,” she said, shakily. “It’s show time.”
 



 
 
Ruby: Saving My Friends
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I FINALLY FOUND Patrick and the rest in the dressing room he’d used the first time he’d come here, way back when I was still part of the pack.
But I wasn’t anymore. I was free, and they would be too, if I could convince them to listen to me.
The problem was, they listened too well. As Patrick dabbed pancake makeup all over his face, I told them about getting away, and then finding the poltergeists. Trying to make a deal with them, and it all turning out so badly. How the poltergeists were on their way to do Patrick damage and take them prisoner.
“Again?” Keith cried. “We’re just going to go from one prison to another? That can’t happen!”
He started to howl, and the rest joined him. Then, they started flying around Patrick, faster and faster, until they looked like a tornado of spirits.
A tornado. Just like the one that had killed me and taken my grandchildren from me. The sight of it terrified me, and I fell to the floor.
“Stop it!” I cried. “Stop it right now!”
But they wouldn’t, or couldn’t, and when Patrick finally got up and walked out, they went with him. But I couldn’t move.
I had to, though. Those were my friends. I’d whipped them into that frenzy, and it was up to me to stop them. Save them. The little bit of strength Karen had lent me in the car on the drive over was gone, and I felt as though I felt ready to extinguish. I forced myself to my hands and knees and began crawling on the floor after them. I knew I looked pathetic, but I had to get out there and help them. If I could.
 



 
Marie: I’m on TV!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JOLENE, WHO WAS still not smiling, scurried across the studio to the stage area where Ellis was sitting at his desk. She ran up and whispered in his ear for a second, then ducked away when he started yelling.
“This is bullshit!” he cried. “We had a deal! I can’t believe they’d walk out two minutes before a live interview! Jesus.”
He glowered at Jolene, who looked like she was going to cry. “This is your fault,” he said. “You know that, don’t you? You’ll be lucky to have a job at the end of this.”
Then he saw me behind Jolene, and the scowl fell away from his handsome face.
“So glad to see you, Marie,” he said. “Think you can carry the show for me? You and Patrick?”
“Where is he?” I asked. “I really need to talk to him.”
“Oh, he’ll be here any second,” Ellis said. “He’s a professional, after all.” Then he smiled past me and pointed. “I told you. Here he is, right on time.”
I turned around and stared at Patrick. It was hard to see him through the mass of ghosts whirling around him. They were clinging much harder to him than they had the first time I saw them. It looked like they’d woven themselves around him in a translucent cocoon that whirled and whirled, and there wasn’t a spot on Patrick’s body—including his face—that wasn’t covered. It honestly looked like they were trying to strangle him with their bodies. And they didn’t look that good themselves. When they saw me, they began screaming and wailing for me to help them. Please help them!
Joy, who was clinging to the aura of my arm, let me go. “What’s wrong with them?” she cried.
I thought she was going to run away, but she didn’t. She walked up to Patrick and put out her hand. “I’ll help you,” she said.
The panicky ghosts made a grab for her, and I was afraid if they got her, they’d pull her into the maelstrom, so I leaped at Joy to pull her back.
Of course, Patrick thought I was jumping at him, and he squealed and scrabbled back a frantic step or two.
“Don’t touch me!” he cried.
“I won’t,” I said, and grabbed Joy away from the frantic fingers of the ghosts.
“The show hasn’t started yet!” Ellis cried. “Wait for thirty more seconds, please!”
I ignored him and immediately began scanning for the poltergeists, because they were definitely the bigger threat to me, and to Patrick. I didn’t see them anywhere, but I did see Ruby crawling onto the stage.
“Joy,” I said. “Go help her. Keep her safe.”
Joy gasped and threw herself at Ruby, holding her as tightly as a five-year-old could. I almost laughed when I heard her start singing “Itsy Bitsy Spider,” in an effort to keep Ruby with her. I hoped it worked.
I turned to Patrick, but spoke to Patrick’s ghosts.
“What’s going on?” I asked. “Why are you so afraid?”
“I am not afraid in the least, little girl,” Patrick said. I could barely hear his voice through the screams and moans of the ghosts attached to him. “I’m going to come out of this with another book, and you won’t be able to scam anyone else, ever again.”
“Whatever,” I said. “I wasn’t talking to you.”
Ellis did his best to get his studio back under control. “We have ten seconds,” he said. “Patrick, you come sit over here, by me.” He pointed at a chair closest to his desk, and Patrick sat.
“And if you could sit in that chair next to him,” he said to me. “That would be great.”
I didn’t sit, of course. I needed to be able to move quickly, when the poltergeists made their entrance.
“So, you going to sit down?” he said to me. “Five seconds.”
“I’m good here,” I said. “Thanks.”
Ellis scowled. “You gotta sit down, Marie. That’s the deal,” he said. “And hurry up. We only have until the end of commercial. You don’t want to look stupid, standing with your back to the cameras, do you?”
“Actually, Ellis, I don’t care how I look,” I said. “I’m here for Patrick. And them.”
“Them?” he asked.
“The ghosts,” I said. “All of Patrick’s ghosts.”
“You’re going to start with that again?” Patrick snapped. “It didn’t work with me at your office and it will not work here.”
“At least get out of my camera line,” Ellis said. He pointed to a spot on Patrick’s side of the stage. “Over there. Now.”
I took two steps to my right, and Ellis blinked, because of course I’d moved the wrong way, and I wondered if I was still blocking the camera when Ellis turned on the old TV charm.
“And we’re back,” he said. He was looking just over my shoulder, and when I turned, the cameraman was standing right beside me. He steadfastly ignored me and kept the camera trained on Ellis’s face.
“Unfortunately, the Dubinskys couldn’t be here tonight,” Ellis said. “And since Andrew Westwood has passed on, under suspicious circumstances, I might add, his wife Dianna won’t be with us either. However, I do have a treat for you. Marie Jenner, the self-proclaimed psychic who swore—under oath—that Andrew was attacked by the spirits of the departed, is here with us tonight.”
He pointed at me and smiled like he was really happy to see me. “And here she is,” he said. “Marie Jenner!”
I half-expected to hear applause, even though I knew that there was no audience in the studio. There wasn’t even space for an audience, and I wondered what Ellis’s market share really was. Maybe he wasn’t a big fish in a small pond, like I always thought. Maybe he was a small fish. Just like me.
Didn’t matter, because I was on his show now. And as the cameraman swung the camera in my direction, I knew that, no matter how big Ellis’s audience was, they were all seeing me standing almost off the stage, looking like some kind of a crazy person.
Oh yeah. This was going to be fun.
 



 
Ruby: Watching TV, Up Close and Personal
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JOY FELL INTO me, and I could feel her warmth. She was crying and talking about her friends, but I needed just a moment to collect myself. The long crawl from the dressing room had really taken it out of me.
“You gotta get up,” Joy said. “You gotta help her.”
“Help who?” I asked.
“Marie,” she said. “She’s by herself.”
I sat up, with some difficulty, and looked out at the stage. I could see Marie, but I could also see the tornado that was Patrick and all the ghosts. They sounded so afraid.
“Where’s Karen?”
“She’s gone,” Joy said. “She saw her mommy and daddy, and she left.” She snuffled. “She went all by herself. I don’t want that. I don’t want to go by myself.”
Was that what was holding her here? Was she afraid to be alone?
“You don’t have to,” I said. “I’m with you. But Joy, if I’m going to help Marie, I need to get closer. Do you think you can help me with that?”
“I can,” she said, and took me by the arm. Helped me get up, and helped me walk out onto the stage behind Marie.
“We’re here,” I said to Marie. “What do you want me to do?”
She glanced back at us both, and her face spasmed. I must have looked worse than I thought. But all she said was, “Watch for my signal.”
Then she turned back to Patrick, and all hell broke loose.
 



 
Marie: You Move On and You Move On . . .
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IT ALMOST MADE me laugh when Ellis tried to act like this was going to be one of his regular shows.
“So, Marie,” he said. “Maybe you can tell us how you became a psychic. That’s what you think you are, don’t you? A psychic?”
“Nope,” I said, looking past Ellis to Patrick and all his ghosts. “I’m not a psychic. But I can help the ghosts attached to Patrick Whitecroft, if they’d like.”
Ellis said something like, “I thought you were a psychic.” Then he turned to Patrick. “Didn’t you call her a psychic?” But I wasn’t listening to him. I was concentrating hard on the ghosts, who were whirling even faster around Patrick’s body. They were beginning to develop so much psychic energy that they were actually producing wind. The sheets of paper on Ellis’s desk fluttered, and he slapped his hand on them to keep them from flying off the desk.
These ghosts had asked for my help. Well, I was finally here to give it to them.
“She thinks she’s a psychic,” Patrick said bitterly. “I don’t care what she calls herself. What fancy name she uses.”
One of the ghosts who were caught in the tornado managed to pull himself free. He looked tattered and worn. “Will you help us?” he asked. “Really?”
“Yes,” I said. “I’ll help you.”
“I don’t need your help, girl,” Patrick said.
“As I said, I wasn’t talking to you,” I said shortly.
“Ah, so you’re talking to the ghosts,” Patrick said, and laughed. “The ghosts I’m apparently carrying around with me. Is that right?”
I ignored him and gestured to the ghost who’d spoken to me. “Come here,” I said. “Away from him, if you can.”
“I don’t know if I should,” the ghost said. “Ruby told us that poltergeists are coming to kill Patrick and take us prisoner. This isn’t what we want. Everyone’s so afraid.”
“If you get away from him,” I said, “you can finally have peace. All of you can have peace.”
Patrick spluttered, but before he could say a word, I pointed at him. “Be quiet,” I said. “This has nothing to do with you.”
Patrick looked furious, and Ellis laughed but I could tell it was just a facade. Beneath the grin, I could see that he was afraid. “You going to let her talk to you like that?” he asked Patrick.
“She does have a good presentation,” Patrick said. “With the wind and all. I guess her mother taught her well. But she’s not fooling me, and she shouldn’t be fooling any of the people watching your show either, because she is proving, with every word she speaks, that she is not communicating with the dead. There are no ghosts in this room. Everything she says is a lie.”
I almost reacted when he mentioned my mother, but took a deep breath and concentrated on the ghost wavering in front of me. His aura was mere scraps of colour around him, and I could see bits being ripped from him and pulled back to the tornado twisting around Patrick. If I didn’t do something, I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to get him—or any of the ghosts—away from him.
“Stay with me,” I said. “I’ll tell you what you need to know, and you’ll be safe.”
“I’ll try,” he said, and reached out his hand to me.
I felt the temperature drop in the room, which seemed almost impossible because I was already freezing. The ghost’s eyes flicked to a spot somewhere behind me. His colour faded even more, and he gasped. The spirit tornado picked up on his fear and went crazy, and papers flew around the studio.
I turned, and Joanne and Rita were standing behind me, spoiling for a fight. Rita looked much the same as she had the last time I’d seen her, but Joanne didn’t. She looked terrifying.
Her colours had darkened to purple and black, rippling like chaos over her form. I could see light bees beneath her skin, and they were all black. Every one of them. That was what terrified me.
“Ruby!” I cried. “Come over here, beside me. And bring Joy.”
I felt them standing beside me and hoped that we would be enough. “You ready?” I asked.
“Yes,” Ruby said. “Let’s get this over with.”
She stood beside me bravely enough, but when Joanne floated over to us, she shrank and lost most of her colour.
I could see that Joanne didn’t see her as a threat. Didn’t even notice her, because all her attention was on me.
“Marie,” she said. “So glad to see you made it out of the fire in one piece.” She didn’t look glad though. She looked pissed.
“Where’s Karen?” she asked. “I was so hoping she and I could have a little reunion. I think she owes me a thank you or two for what I did to Andrew.”
“She’s gone,” Joy said, and then hid behind Ruby when Joanne glared at her.
“What does that little brat mean, Karen’s gone?” Joanne asked.
“She moved on to the next plane of existence,” I said. “With my help. And I can do the same for you, if you want.”
“Who’s Karen?” Ellis asked, and turned to Patrick. “Is she talking about Karen Dubinsky?”
“Please shut up,” I said, without looking at him. “I’m trying to concentrate here.”
“Don’t listen to her,” Joanne said to the room at large. “For all I know, she did something to Karen. Made her disappear.”
“I didn’t do anything to Karen,” I said. “She made her decision. And then she moved on. That’s all.”
“She’s a liar,” Joanne said, and glowered. “She lies all the time.”
I was heartily sick of being called a liar and gave her a glare myself. “I’m not a liar. The spirits attached to Patrick need to hear this,” I said. “And they need to get away from him.”
I pointed at Patrick and his wailing, crying spirit tornado. “You can tell that, can’t you?” I said to Joanne.
“We need help,” the ghost who’d escaped from Patrick’s tornado said. He shuddered as another bit of his aura ripped away and flew back to the whirling mass around Patrick.
“Don’t trust her to help you,” Joanne said. “Trust me. I’ve come up with a plan. You’ll like it.”
“Don’t listen to her, Keith,” Ruby said. “She’s the one who wants to keep you prisoner.”
Keith gasped and backed away from us. Then he was caught by the maelstrom and pulled back into Patrick’s tornado.
“Oh no,” Ruby cried. “Help them, Marie!”
I would, but first I had to come up with a way to at least calm Joanne down.
“Those spirits need to move on, Joanne,” I said. “They can’t stay with you.”
“Who’s Joanne?” Ellis said.
“Shut up,” I replied. “Just shut up.”
The problem was, I took my eyes off Joanne to glare at Ellis, and that’s when Joanne attacked.
“I think you’re the one who needs to shut up,” she said, and before I had a chance to protect myself, she was on me. She had me by the throat, and I couldn’t breathe. Then I felt my feet leave the floor, and I grabbed at her hands, but I was grabbing at nothing, and I couldn’t breathe, she was going to kill me if I didn’t find a way to stop her—
“What are you doing?” Ruby cried. “Joanne, what the hell are you doing to her?”
“I’m saving us,” Joanne said. “From her. She wants us all gone, don’t you?” She shook me, like a cat with a mouse, and bright white lights blossomed behind my eyes.
“Stop it!” Ruby said. She sounded horrified, and floated up to Joanne and me. Grabbed Joanne and gave her a good shake. “Stop it, now!”
Joanne looked shocked and unlocked her hands from my throat. I fell four feet to the stage and lay there, gasping and choking, as I tried to force air into my lungs.
“Why did you do that, Ruby?” Joanne asked. She sounded genuinely hurt. “I’m just trying to save us all.”
“She’s not the enemy,” Ruby said. Then I saw that she was too close to Patrick, and chunks of her aura were being pulled up into the spirit tornado. She fell to the floor beside me. “She’s not.”
“Maybe you don’t think she’s the enemy,” Joanne said, and pointed at Patrick. “But he is. You told me so.”
Patrick was staring at me like I’d suddenly grown two heads. I guessed that getting dragged up in the air four feet finally had his attention, but if I didn’t do something, Joanne was going to hurt him.
“He’s not the enemy, either,” I croaked. “Leave him alone.”
“Oh, that’s a joke, right?” Joanne snarled. “He’s been dragging them around for years—years—and you’re trying to say he’s not the enemy?”
“I’m not the what?” Patrick gasped. And finally, he looked afraid. “What’s going on?” he asked me. “How are you doing this?”
“I’m not doing anything,” I said. “It’s them. The ghosts. You have to let them go, Patrick. Two of them are very, very dangerous, and they’re coming after you.”
“You’re the enemy!” Joanne screamed at the same time. “Let them go!”
Another ghost broke away from the maelstrom and floated toward Joanne.
“Can you help us?” she asked. “Really?”
“Don’t go to her,” I said, desperately. “She doesn’t have the answer. I do. You’ve been stuck long enough. Let me help you go to the next plane of existence. You can have peace, if you want. All you have to do is choose.”
“No,” Joanne yelled. “I’ll get rid of him and you can stay with me! We can be a family. Don’t you want that?”
The ghost stopped. Looked from me to Joanne, and back to me again.
“Can you really give me peace?” she asked.
“If that’s what you choose,” I said. “All you have to do is choose.”
“Well, don’t choose her,” Joanne said. “She’s as bad as him.”
She ran at Patrick and knocked him off the couch. He screeched as she slapped him, over and over again. Then she grabbed him by the neck and shook him, hard.
The ghosts still whirling around him began to scream in pain. “Help me!” Patrick cried. “Ellis! Help me!”
But Ellis was no help. He was hiding behind his desk, doing a little screaming himself.
“Marie!” Patrick cried. “Do something! Please!”
Patrick’s ghosts screamed even louder, and I realized that Joanne was hurting them as much as she was hurting him. “Stop, Joanne!” I cried. “You’re hurting them! Stop it now.”
Ruby pulled herself up from the floor. She staggered toward Joanne, but fell before she got close. “You have to stop,” she croaked. “You have to stop now.”
But Joanne didn’t stop. She kept slapping and scratching and clawing at Patrick until Rita, the other poltergeist, rose from the corner where she’d been standing quietly during the rampage. But she wasn’t quiet any longer.
“Stop it!” she screamed, so loudly she made my ears ring. “You’re hurting them all!”
Joanne stared at Rita, then back at the tattered mass of ghosts surrounding Patrick. Then she gasped and let go of his neck. He fell back into his chair and grabbed at his throat, still choking, but the ghosts kept on crying out in fear and hurt.
“I’m sorry,” she said to the ghosts. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“She says that,” Rita rasped. “She always says that. But she’ll hurt you again and again.” She glared at Joanne. “She doesn’t care who she hurts.”
“Don’t talk like that, Rita,” Joanne said. She sounded desperate, which was dangerous. She turned back to the ghosts. “I can help you, really I can,” she said. “You let me get rid of him, and you’ll be safe. I learned how to stop people like him, and I can teach you. Then we can rid the world of all of them.” She held out her hands. “Just come to me.”
A ghost disengaged from Patrick and shook her head. “That’s not what I want,” she said. “I just want this to stop. I’m tired of the motel rooms and the drinking and the crying. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I’m going with her.”
She pointed at me, and her body went clear. “I choose you,” she said.
I reached out my hand and lent her some of my strength, and then, she was gone.
“Don’t do that,” Joanne said, but it was too late. The other ghosts saw the first ghost move on and pulled away from Patrick one by one. Their bodies went clear, and they passed through me. Ghost after ghost passed through me, and then moved on.
Joanne tried to get her hands on me again, but I screamed, “Wings like a shield of steel!” to put up my protective barrier, and it kept her at bay. Or maybe Rita stopped her. Whatever the reason, she couldn’t touch me, and she wailed horribly as she watched the ghosts leave, one by one.
The first ghost, the one with the ripped aura, watched as the rest flowed through me like a river. His aura grew, and his body cleared. He floated up to me, and then looked over at Ruby and Joy.
“Hey, you two,” he called. “You coming?”
“Joy can go, but I’m not leaving until they’re gone,” Ruby said, and pointed at Rita and Joanne.
The ghost shrugged and held out his hand to Joy. “You ready?”
Joy shook her head. “I’m not leaving Ruby,” she said. “She never left me.”
“All right,” the final ghost said, and turned to me. Chose, and with my help, he was finally gone. The room was nearly empty of ghosts, and the only one still screaming was Joanne.
“Do you see what you did?” she yelled at Rita. “Did you see? They’re all gone. All of them. And it’s your fault!”
It looked like Rita had lost most of her strength, because she couldn’t stop Joanne as she slashed at her, over and over. Rita never made a sound. Just stood and took it, until finally Ruby ran between her and Joanne, and covered her poor tattered body with her own.
“That’s enough,” she said flatly. “Get the hell away from her, now.”
“I won’t!” Joanne said. “She shouldn’t have done that, she knows that. She knows she shouldn’t push me. Make me angry.”
“Do you honestly think that gives you the right to beat her like that?” Ruby exclaimed. “I thought you were going to protect her—protect all of us—from people who treated us like that.” She shook her head in disgust. “You’re just as bad as the men you punish. You should be ashamed of yourself.”
“It’s not the same,” Joanne said. She looked at Rita. “It’s not the same, is it, Rita?”
Rita lifted her head for a moment. Just long enough to say, “Yes, Joanne. It’s exactly the same.”
Then she fell back. She looked like a candle guttering.
A black light bee pushed its way through her skin and wandered out into the light. She squealed and tried to push away from it like it had hurt her.
“What is that?” Joanne asked. “Stop doing that. What are you doing?”
“I don’t know,” Rita said. Another black bee popped free, and she flinched. “It hurts.”
“Stop!” Joanne cried, and then turned on me. “Are you doing this?”
“I’m not doing anything,” I said.
Behind her, Rita’s skin looked like it was splitting open. A flood of red and black light bees was pouring out of her, and she started to scream.
“We’re wrong!” she cried. “We were wrong to do what we did.”
“Just stay with me,” Joanne said frantically. “We can fix this, I know we can.”
Then she looked at me. “Help her, Marie. Please—”
“Marie can’t help me!” Rita screamed. “She can’t help either of us. We turned our backs on her. We went out and killed people.” She stared at me, her face a firestorm of black and red. “We’re evil now. Evil.”
“No, we’re not!” Joanne cried. “You can come back from this, Rita. Just hang on.”
She tried to use her aura to hold Rita together, but it didn’t work. Rita’s light bees continued to pour from her, no matter what Joanne tried.
“Help me, please,” she cried. “I have to save her!” But there was nothing I could do. Rita was too far gone to save.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t do anything for her.”
I watched the first black light bee push its way out of Joanne’s body and join the firestorm from her friend.
“We shouldn’t have done this,” Rita sighed. There was so little of her left, it was hard to hear her words. “We should have listened to Marie.”
Joanne sobbed, and red and black light bees poured from her. “I’m not letting you go alone,” she cried.
As I struggled to keep myself upright, I watched the black and red light bees—all that was left of Rita and Joanne—float by me and disappear. One touched me, but all it did was burn me before turning to dust.
And then, they were gone.
Ruby sighed behind me, and I turned. I felt like I was about a hundred years old, and didn’t know if I had the strength to help her and Joy. Ruby looked even worse.
I reached out and touched her aura. “Do you know what was holding you here?” I asked.
“Guilt,” she said. “I left my grandbabies alone when I died. Their daddy was nearly as bad as Joanne, and their mother—my daughter—was nearly as weak as Rita. And then I found Joy, and she’d been hurt too. I couldn’t help her find out what happened. I can’t seem to help anyone. Protect anyone. And I never could learn my left from my right.” She laughed weakly. “I was just a silly old woman who couldn’t protect anyone around me, but I wanted to. I wanted to so badly.”
Joy threw her arms around Ruby. “You were good,” she said. “You kept me safe, and you sang my song whenever I wanted. You were the best.”
“But I didn’t help you find out what really happened to you,” she said. “So you could be at peace. Maybe move on to something better, like you deserved.”
“I can tell you what happened to Joy, if you want,” I said gently. “She chased a cat and fell down in the workshop. She hit her head. It was an accident. It was no one’s fault.”
Joy’s lips quivered. “I didn’t want to tell anybody that,” she said. “’Cause chasing the cat was bad.”
Ruby smiled at her. “You weren’t bad,” she said. “You were just being a little kid.”
Joy sighed and leaned into Ruby’s feeble light. “Mommy would have been mad,” she said.
“No,” Ruby said. “She wouldn’t have been mad. You had an accident. That’s all.”
“And Ruby, your grandchildren are safe,” I said. “I found them both. One’s a teacher, and the other’s a lawyer. They both turned out just fine.”
Ruby blinked back tears. “I’ll bet it’s Madison who’s the lawyer,” she said. “She was always so smart.” Then she sighed. “Is my daughter all right?”
I had to shake my head. “I don’t know.”
“I hope she is,” she said. Then she took Joy by the hand. “So, you ready to make a choice and move on?” she said. “I think I am.”
“I’ll do whatever you do,” Joy said. “As long as I can be with you.”
Ruby glanced at me. “Can she do that?”
I shrugged. “I think Joy can do anything she wants,” I said. “Now, what about you? What do you choose?”
“I’ll start again, if I can.”
“Then you probably will,” I said.
I laid my hands on their auras and lent them the last of my strength, and white light bees flowed around me in a river, and then, they were gone, and so were Joy and Ruby.
The only beings I was left with were Ellis, who hadn’t yet crept out from behind his desk, and Patrick, who was still sitting in his chair like he was glued to it.
“What did I just see?” he asked. “What did you just do?”
“You saw a frigging psychic at work is what you saw,” I said. “And you, my friend, are finally clean of ghosts. Please don’t collect any more. They really don’t like it.”
Before he could say a word, my legs lost the last of their strength, and I sat down abruptly on the studio floor.
“We’ll talk later,” I said. “About Nolan, and about everything else. But now, could you find Jolene? Moving on all those ghosts really took it out of me, and I need water. ASAP.”
Then, embarrassingly, I keeled over. As Patrick squawked and reached for me, I fainted.
 
ALL RIGHT, SO apparently when I took my swan dive on the floor of the studio, Patrick went nuts yelling at everyone who would listen, including Ellis Wheeler, that he’d finally found an actual psychic. An actual psychic! And the phone lit up like a Christmas tree. It looked like Ellis had his hit.
I tried to pull myself together. Jolene fussed over me with smelling salts that actually did help punch me back to something like awake.
I pushed her hand away and reached for another bottle of water. Downed it and tossed it on the floor beside three other dead soldiers.
“Don’t you think that’s enough?” Jolene said, her face a mask of concern. “I heard somewhere that a person can get water poisoning or something. I wouldn’t want that to happen to you.”
“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll check into that water poisoning thing. Now, can you tell me where Patrick went? I need to talk to him.”
“He had a plane to catch,” she said. “I’m supposed to tell you that he’ll call you when he touches down.” She smiled. “He wants to write a book with you.”
I tried to smile. “I guess I’ll have to talk to him about that.”
“No no no,” Ellis said. He sounded pissy. “You won’t have time for that. You and I are going to do business together. Lots of business.”
“I don’t think so,” I said.
His face froze. “But everybody wants to be on TV,” he said. “They want their fifteen minutes of fame. Longer, if they can get it. And most of them will do whatever they need to make sure that it happens. What makes you any different?”
“I’d love to say that I’m smarter than the rest of them,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure that’s not it. No, honestly, you’ve already given me my fifteen minutes of fame, and really? It’s not great. So, you keep it. I got a life I’m pretty happy with, and I don’t want it screwed up any more than it already is. Understand?”
I could tell by the look on his face that he didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. I didn’t care.
“We’re done,” I said. “We are done. Lose my phone number, because that cease and desist letter? It goes into effect now.” Then I laughed, shakily. “Unless you get a ghost problem. Then, maybe, I’ll help you.”
I flailed around until Jolene grabbed my hand and pulled me upright. She handed me one more bottle of water, with a smile, and then, before Ellis could say anything more, she pulled me out of the studio.
“He would have kept you there until you agreed to come back,” she said. “Just thought I’d save you some trouble.”
“Thank you again,” I said, and smiled. “If you ever need another job, look me up. We’re looking for a receptionist, and I think you’d be perfect. Do you like dogs?”
“I love dogs,” she said. “Why?”
“Because we have an office dog,” I said. “And sometimes she needs to be walked.”
Jolene smiled. “That actually sounds like fun,” she said. “I’ll think about it.”
As I walked out to the car, I flipped off the plastic lid and downed the bottle of water in five huge swigs. I’d have to check about that water poisoning thing Jolene had mentioned, but not now. Now, I needed to talk to James.
I pulled out my cell and dialled his number. He answered on the first ring.
“I saw the show,” he said. “Are you all right?”
“My throat hurts like crazy,” I said. “And I’m really tired.” Then, I had to ask. “So, what did it look like?”
“Well, it was pretty freaky when you levitated,” he said. “But honestly, the picture was terrible most of the time. All scratchy, and it kept cutting out.” He laughed. “It gave me a headache, to be honest.”
“Ghosts don’t really work on TV,” I said. “Are you home?”
“Not yet,” he said. “But I’m on my way. You want me to pick you up a coffee on my way home?”
“No,” I said. “I definitely don’t need coffee.”
“Tea then,” he said. “Strawberry lemon, right?”
“Right,” I said.
“I’ll have it waiting for you when you get home,” he said.
“That sounds perfect,” I said.
And it did.
 



 
Marie: Strawberry Lemon Tea and a Talk
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JAMES WAS AS good as his word and had the tea waiting for me when I finally got home.
“Smells good,” I said. I dropped to the couch, and felt something close to wonder when Millie jumped up into my lap and licked my chin.
“She missed you,” James said. “We both did.”
“You were both at Jasmine’s, eating one of her fantastic meals and hanging around with the kids,” I said. “So, I don’t know how much missing was actually going on.”
I patted the little dog on the head, and she huffed once and settled in my lap. I ran my fingers through the soft hair on her back, and she actually looked up at me adoringly, the way I’d seen her do with James. Wonders never ceased.
“Yeah, we had Jasmine’s chicken and rice,” James said. My mouth watered instantly, and I tried to remember the last time I’d eaten. “And then we watched the show.”
My heart jumped, because even though Jasmine knew about my abilities, she’d never been subjected to them. “Jasmine saw that?” I asked. “Was she freaked out?”
“Maybe a little,” James said. “But she was impressed, too. So was I.” He smiled. “You handled all of that really well. How many ghosts do you think were attached to Patrick?”
“One hundred and three,” I said. “I felt one hundred and three of them go through me.” I sighed. “That was pretty harrowing, I have to say.”
“Worse than being choked by the poltergeist?” he said. “She had you four feet in the air.”
“I know,” I said. “She was pretty scary.”
“But you managed to keep her from hurting Patrick.” He shook his head. “You are really getting the hang of this, aren’t you?”
“I am,” I said. “I really am.”
“Your mother would be proud of you, I think.” He took my hand and held it. “Don’t you think so?”
“I don’t know anymore,” I said. “She always told me this was private. That we should only work with the dead, but then I found out that she actually was part of an act.” I shrugged. “Maybe it doesn’t matter what she’d think,” I mumbled. “She’s dead and gone. Maybe this should be about how I feel about what I’ve done.”
“And how do you feel?” he asked. I pulled my hand from his, set Millie on the floor, and stood, even though I was exhausted and was starting to hurt absolutely everywhere.
“I feel okay,” I said. “I wish I could have handled the whole situation away from the cameras, but whatever. The ghosts are free now, and so is Patrick.” I shrugged. “Apparently he’s going to call me about doing a book with him.”
James blinked. “He wants you to write a book?”
I snorted laughter. “As if. You know print is dead. But I do have to tell him he should find himself a good head shrinker. He needs to work on his issues around clinging to the dead, before he starts gathering more ghosts.” I shrugged. “But that’s only if he calls.”
“That’s cool,” he said. Then he smiled. “I had an odd phone call from someone named Marvin Secord. He was looking for part time work. Said he’s worked with you before, and thinks we could be a good fit.” He looked at me inquisitively, but all I did was shrug.
“I know him, but I didn’t give him your phone number, if that’s what you think,” I said.
He laughed. “He told me Sylvia gave it to him. And that she’d be willing to vet him, if we wanted.”
“Well, he seems to know his stuff,” I said. “You could do worse, having a retired cop on the payroll. Speaking of which, I spoke to someone at the TV studio about the receptionist job. Her name’s Jolene, and I’d love to be able to steal her away from Ellis. She even likes dogs.”
“So, you think your business will pick back up?” he asked.
“I do,” I said. “I mean, after the show tonight, what can they say? I had the world-renowned psychic debunker thank me on TV for saving him from ghosts. That’s got to bring me a few phone calls. Don’t you think?”
“Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe you could let the whole ghost thing go, and we could just run an actual private investigation firm.”
“Well, that came out of left field,” I said. “What’s up?”
“That thing with the poltergeist,” he said. “That scared me. And when she went after you, and there was nothing I could do—”
“Ah,” I said. “You want me to stop working because you can’t save me? Is that what you’re actually saying to me?” I shook my head. “If I wasn’t so exhausted, I’d really be pissed and would probably want to have a fight. But I am exhausted, so here’s the deal. I don’t need you to save me, James. I need you to be there for me after the job’s done, with strawberry tea and cold compresses for my bruises. Can you do that?”
“I can,” he said. And then he laughed. “You know I’ll probably keep trying to save you, right?”
I laughed. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”
“So, if we’re okay, I suggest we go to bed,” he said.
“Yes,” I said. “Let’s.”
I pulled him to down the hallway to his bedroom. Our bedroom. And that bed did look wonderful and inviting. It really did.
As we sunk under the covers and held each other, I knew I’d be safe here. Safe with the man I’d decided to spend the rest of my life with.
I hadn’t made a mistake. He was a good one, I knew that now. In fact, I was pretty sure he was the man of my dreams.
 



 
Marie: When Is a Phone Call at Three in Morning Ever Good?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I COULD HEAR a phone chirping like a demented bird as I swam out of my exhaustion-induced coma three hours later. I grabbed my cell from the small table at my side of the bed, and as I poked at it to connect to whoever was calling, I tried to remember when I’d changed the ringtone.
It continued to ring. “What the hell is wrong with this thing?” I said, poking the screen savagely. Then, I realized my eyes were still closed.
I forced them open, and then forced them to focus, and that was when I realized it wasn’t even my phone ringing. It was James’s, and he couldn’t hear it because he’d buried his head beneath his pillow.
“Wake up,” I said, and poked his side just as hard as I’d been poking the screen of my phone moments before. “Wake up and answer your stupid phone.”
He grunted and slapped at my hand, and the phone chirped at me again.
I reached over him and grabbed it. Checked the number, but I didn’t recognize it. Didn’t even recognize the prefix, which was 702.
“Seriously?” I said, and felt a surge of pure hatred roll over me. “A robo call at three in the morning?”
Normally, I let those go, but three in the morning was not normal, and I certainly wasn’t feeling normal. Not after the night I’d had. So I pressed the button to connect, and then I waited, silently. I would waste as much of their time and money as I could. I really would.
“Hello?” A woman’s voice echoed tinnily from the speaker. “Is this James Lavall?”
“You have his phone,” I said. “What do you want?”
“Oh,” the voice said, and then tittered. “Oh my. Are you James’s wife? Jimmy didn’t mention that he had a wife. Or a girlfriend. Are you his girlfriend?”
“What do you want?” I snapped.
“I really need to speak to James, please. It’s terribly important.”
I looked down at James, who had pulled himself into the fetal position, and had clutched the pillow to his head with both hands.
“He can’t come to the phone right now,” I said. “And was there any reason why you had to call at three in the morning?”
“Three in the morning?” the woman squeaked, then I heard her pull her cell from her ear and look at the screen. She was checking the time.
“Yes,” I said. “Three in the morning. Where are you calling from?”
“I’m in Vegas,” she said. “Las Vegas. You know?”
“I’ve heard of it,” I said acidly. I gave James another poke, because I really did not want to continue to have a conversation with someone who didn’t even know to check the time.
“I—oh, well, that’s good,” she muttered. “And I’m sorry about the three in the morning thing. I’m just getting off work. I guess I forgot that not everyone keeps our hours.”
She started to titter her aggravating laugh again but I cut her off.
“What do you want?” I asked.
“Well, my name is Crystal Demoines,” the woman said. “And I’m working the Vegas circuit. Somebody named Jimmy Lavall contacted me tonight, and he was really insistent that I get hold of his nephew. I have to give him Jimmy’s message, ASAP.”
I sat bolt upright. “Jimmy Lavall is dead,” I said. “What are you playing at?”
“Oh, I’m not playing,” she said. “I know that he’s dead. I’m a psychic, so it’s kind of my business. Jimmy contacted me from beyond.” She managed to get a spooky lilt to her voice, and I realized I was getting her act.
“Lady, I don’t know what your game is,” I snapped. “But it’s not funny. I’m hanging up now.”
“No!” she cried. “No, please don’t hang up. I’m not kidding. I really am a psychic, and I’ve been contacted by Jimmy Lavall. I tried to explain to him that I don’t usually work with people outside of Vegas, but he was insistent.”
She sounded desperate, and the desperation sounded real. “He said he’s going to haunt me until I get his nephew down here to save him. I think he’s stuck here, and I don’t exactly know what to do. I’ve never run into this before. Please. You gotta help me. I think he means it.”
I pulled the cell phone away from my ear and stared at it as though it would explain to me just what the heck was going on. Then, I reached over and pulled the pillow from James’s head.
“No way I’m dealing with this all by myself,” I said as James sputtered and groaned himself awake. “So, wake up, right now.”
“What’s wrong?” he mumbled, finally opening his eyes.
I handed him the phone.
“It’s for you,” I said. “This call’s definitely for you.”
 
The End
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