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   Introduction:
 
   Do Ghosts Exist?
 
   by J.R. Rain
 
    
 
   Ah, ghosts.
 
   We love them. We fear them. We want to learn from them.
 
   But are they real? Maybe. Maybe not. There seems to be ample evidence that there’s a supernatural world operating behind the scenes. Indeed, almost all the women in my life seemed to have had strange experiences. In fact, I would be hard pressed to find a female friend of mine who hasn’t had a ghostly encounter.
 
   So what does that say about my friends?
 
   Yes, you did catch the words female and women. This is a phenomenon that I’ve noticed in my own life. Women seem to have more paranormal experiences than men. At least, in my experience. Perhaps my male friends are reluctant to talk about things that go bump in the night. Maybe. I don’t know. I often flat-out ask people if they’ve had ghostly experiences. In fact, it’s a favorite subject of mine. The women in my life by far have had more encounters with the unknown than the men. No, none of this is scientific, and I’m not even really going anywhere with this line of thinking. It’s just all damn fascinating to me.
 
   Myself, I’ve never seen a ghost, although I have had two strange experiences. Both occurred in the last year, and both occurred in my new house.
 
   The first: I was writing away one day when I heard a metallic thump in my living room. An interesting sound, certainly, since I live alone with my dog and there shouldn’t have been anything thumping anywhere. Indeed, my dog was sleeping on the couch behind me in my office. The rest of my house was empty and locked. I got up and investigated. There, sitting in the middle of my floor, was a drill bit. And it wasn’t my drill bit. It was a slightly broken drill bit that I had never seen before.
 
   And there it was sitting in the middle of my living room floor.
 
   It had no business being there. I mean, c’mon. I don’t leave drill bits sitting in the middle of my living room floor. Anyway, I picked it up and examined it and saw that it looked old. Far older than the three or four bits I use. I next dropped it, listening. Yup, the metallic clatter was the exact same sound I had heard minutes earlier.
 
   My door was locked. I was alone.
 
   So who dropped the bit? There hadn’t been an earthquake. There was nothing nearby that the drill bit could have rolled off of. And that’s assuming I had it sitting on the edge of a book case, which I hadn’t.
 
   I had never seen the bit before.
 
   The second occurrence happened months later. I was once again writing when I heard the sound of a ball bouncing next to me. I looked to my right and sure enough there was a rubber ball resting on the floor in the adjoining hallway. The ball, which is a sort of rubber imitation baseball, had been found months earlier in the bushes by my dog.
 
   And, yes, my dog often brings me balls for her to fetch and play with, even indoors.
 
   One problem.
 
   My dog was nowhere to be seen. I got up and investigated. A quick scan down the hallway revealed my dog crashed out on the living couch about thirty feet away. Not only asleep, but sleeping hard, out to the world.
 
   Who dropped the ball in the hallway outside my door?
 
   So, no, I haven’t seen a ghost, but I’ve seen evidence of the paranormal. Or, at least, things I can’t readily explain.
 
   Do ghosts exist?
 
   Maybe. Maybe not.
 
   But they certain do in this collection.
 
   Enjoy.
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   Ghost College
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The place didn’t look haunted; then again, they never do.
 
   We were standing in the polished entrance hall to a small Christian college called Faith University. It was after hours, and so the building was mostly empty. To either side stretched dimly lit hallways. Further down, wedges of light poured from a couple of night classes and faint sounds of an instructor’s lecture spilled from one, the word “Leviticus” jumping out of the drone.
 
   The hallway stretched to our left, devoid of human traffic, but it wasn’t humans we were looking for. At least, not living ones.
 
   I adjusted the sack of gear dangling from my shoulder and surveyed the atmosphere. The place did look sort of gloomy and forlorn, which was surprising considering it was a faith-based institution of relatively new construction.
 
   You would have expected some sort of shimmering glow about the place, like the halo of a saint, or some clouds spilling down from a set of golden stairs. It wasn’t much of a university, really. It felt more like an extension of Cal State Fullerton, which was located across the street.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked, keeping my voice low and reverent, like you would in church even if no one was there.
 
   Ellen had taken a step or two in front of me and was currently peering off down a darkened side hall. “Oh, it’s haunted, alright.”
 
   “Just like that?” I asked. “We take one step into a place and you can tell it’s haunted?”
 
   She turned to me and flashed me her brilliant smile, the sort that always gave me a fluttering out-of-body experience. Love. Talk about your supernatural powers.
 
   “What can I say?” She reached over and slapped me lightly on the cheek. “It’s a gift. You know that. We’ve been through this a hundred times before.”
 
   “And all one hundred times, I have yet to see a ghost.”
 
   “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”
 
   “Right. They’re invisible. Why can’t I see that?”
 
   To be honest, I didn’t know what the hell I had felt, seen, or imagined in the past. A cold breeze at the back of my neck. A suspicious moan or two that could have just as easily been the wind. Flitting images that were probably distant headlights sweeping across a window. The mysterious creaking of floorboards, of faint touches on necks and shoulders and forearms, inexplicable goose bumps and soft whispers in my ears.
 
   All of these occurrences, or non-events, could be summed up easily enough: too many long hours working into the middle of the night, hoping for real evidence in a field where everything was built on faith.
 
   Seemed like the ghost-hunting business was a lot like the religion business, so maybe we were in the right place after all.
 
   “They weren’t figments of your imagination,” Ellen said.
 
   “I have strict control over my imagination. In other words, nothing goes on in there that I don’t want to go on. For instance, I am now imagining you fully naked and my EMF meter is going berserk.”
 
   “Put that twitching needle back in your pants,” she said. “There’s someone coming.”
 
   “Now turn around,” I said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m talking to the imagination. Ah, very good. Okay, you may get dressed now.”
 
   “You are too much, Monty.”
 
   I heard the footsteps now. Someone was hurrying down the tiled hallway, materializing before us from the darkness. Now, if this was a ghost, then we were in business. This I could see and hear. And smell. The aroma of whiskey and cigarettes came before him like a bar-stool hurricane.
 
   The figure turned out to be a short man with a surprisingly large waist. “Surprisingly” because he was moving so quickly, as the added girth apparently gave him no trouble at all, a man grown comfortable in his own elastic skin. He was wearing a short suit with a red-and-white striped tie that hung below his zipper. His sweating face was a beacon in the darkness. I checked my watch. Dr. Stevens was right on time.
 
   The professor approached my wife first, as most men do, instantly attracted to her disarming smile and lithe figure. Or perhaps attracted to that thing that had pulled me in, the X Factor.
 
   That unknown something she possessed. That special energy she radiated whether she knew it or not. The look in her eyes that promised all men amusement and good times, even if she never intended to deliver.
 
   And with me, luckily, she delivered.
 
   Sometimes twice a night, and occasionally three, if we were sleeping in the next morning.
 
   “Hi,” said the little man, his voice booming along the hallways. If there were any ghosts, they would have scattered like frightened fish, assuming they could hear or respond to air vibrations. He reached out a very large hand, which was disproportionate to his body. In the world of Tolkien, he would have wielded a battle axe and sported very hairy toes. “Ellen and Monty?”
 
   “That’s us,” I said. “She’s Ellen.”
 
   He grinned. “That was my next question.”
 
   He wiped some sweat away with the back of his hand. The night was cool enough that Ellen was wearing a sweater. Then again, she often wore sweaters even on warm summer evenings. This was not a warm summer evening. This was early February. But this was also Southern California, where there were only two seasons: Oscar season and everything else. “Perhaps we should talk in my office,” he said.
 
   After we had followed him through a series of twists and turns and into a large office, making small talk about the state budget cuts that had curtailed higher education, he closed the door behind us after giving the hallway a quick check. Ellen and I sat before him at his spacious desk.
 
   He sat back and looked at us. “We have a problem,” he said simply. “And we need some help.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   He lowered his voice an octave, as if afraid a student might overhear. “And you are the ghost hunters?”
 
   “We prefer to call ourselves paranormal investigators, Dr. Stevens,” I said.
 
   “Yes, of course. I didn’t mean to offend.” He paused and took us both in, the hint of a smile still stamped on his jovial face. “I’ve never met ghost hunters before.”
 
   I was about to object to the reference again when my wife leaned forward and placed a digital audio recorder on his desk. She clicked it on and a red dot of light appeared. “9:17 p.m., February 11, Dr. Stevens’ office,” she said, projecting for the benefit of the recording. She nodded at the professor and returned to a conversational tone. “You mentioned hearing some strange noises, Dr. Stevens?”
 
   The joviality left his face, replaced with something closer to exhaustion. “Either way, right?” he laughed, his voice booming. He looked nervously at the recorder.
 
   “Actually, we investigate strange occurrences and attempt to identify the sources,” I said. “Much of our work is in eliminating all rational physical explanations, and only then do we consider the possibility of something more. But so far there’s never been something more.”
 
   “Tell us about the ghost,” my wife said, cutting off my serious scientific explanation of our task.
 
   “I never said we had a ghost,” said the little man, looking up startled. “We just have had some strange, you know, occurrences.”
 
   “Of course,” she said. “I didn’t mean to unnerve you.”
 
   But my wife never said “ghost” unless she was sure there was a ghost. She’d always had more faith than me, but I also trusted that she had a more refined sense of the sublime. Myself, I tried to give the moment some academic distance before I got all caught up in hysteria.
 
   We were sitting in the president’s office. There were some fairly impressive plaques and degrees placed precisely on the wall behind his desk, and some other certificates with ornate writing scattered around the room. I noticed that one of his plaques was askew. Just one. The others were in perfect uniform precision.
 
   It didn’t fit the world of Dr. Stevens. I have often come across many things that didn’t make sense. For my wife, however, it all made perfect sense. Sometimes I wished I had her outlook. Sometimes. And sometimes her outlook scared the hell out of me.
 
   His office was in a corner of the building. The blinds were shut, but had they been open he would have had a great view of Cal State Fullerton across the street. With practice, he probably would have been able to shoot rubber bands at that larger, better-funded campus.
 
   His chair was studded leather. His desk was large enough to play ping pong on. Aside from our recorder, his desk was empty, save for a picture of a pretty but severe woman and a cute little girl. The picture was angled so that he could see it from his desk. I had to lean forward to see it.
 
   “There have been noises,” he said, reluctantly. He had clasped his hands together. His thumbs twiddled briefly, and then stopped, then started again.
 
   “What type of noises?” I asked. People tended to overdramatize such situations, but I could sympathize a little. Once upon a time, I had been a cold creature of logic, and then Ellen happened.
 
   Stevens shifted, his leather seat emitting a slight farting squeak that we all ignored. I wondered if that was the mysterious noise of which he spoke.
 
   He adjusted the picture of his family on his desk, and then wiped at imaginary dust on the mirror-like maple desktop. Too bad we weren’t getting paid by the hour. He shrugged, his face reddening a little with embarrassment or stress. “Screams. Wailing. Footsteps. Sobbing.”
 
   I turned to my wife. “Sounds like our first date.”
 
   Talk about a severe look. My wife said nothing—she didn’t have to, the look said plenty—and turned to Dr. Stevens. “Have you heard these noises yourself?”
 
   “No. Well, not at first.”
 
   We waited. The recorder was a two-gig Sony model, so we had all night. And most of the week.
 
   “I have been hearing reports from others, mostly from the janitorial staff. They told me about some of the sounds, except they didn’t really hear them as words.”
 
   “So you ignored them,” said Ellen.
 
   “Yes. At first.” He spoke with a little of the pomposity earned by all those degrees. “Janitors are generally uneducated.”
 
   “And that means they’re superstitious?” I said, a little annoyed. Elitism never sat well with me. “Like they dance around the mop bucket mumbling voodoo spells when you’re not looking?”
 
   “Not at all,” he said. “In fact, it’s because they are uneducated that I came to believe them. Because they repeated the sounds they’d been hearing, and I recognized it was Latin.”
 
   “Great Caesar’s ghost,” I said.
 
   My wife jumped in before my sarcasm got rolling. “How long had the janitorial staff been reporting these strange voices?”
 
   He shrugged. “A while. Ever since I’ve been here, really. I chalked it off to legend. Faith University started as a bible seminary during the Depression, and stories tend to pile up over the years, especially at an institution that encourages a belief in miracles.”
 
   “And you mentioned that you hadn’t heard the noise at first.”
 
   “True, not at first.” His petulance had been replaced by something else. He sucked in some air and looked at my wife. He held her gaze and something crossed between them. I saw it and sensed it. He was scared and was trying to hide it.
 
   “Tell me about it,” said my wife. She reached out across the desk and touched his arm.
 
   He nodded, inhaled. “I...I heard a girl. She said my name.”
 
   “Your name?”
 
   He nodded. I was about to make a crack about the ghost maybe saying it in Latin, in English, or in Martian, but I knew enough to hold my tongue.
 
   Stevens was looking at my wife. His eyes searched her face. She radiated calm and strength and he latched onto it. Ignoring me, which was smart.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Ellen said.
 
   He did. He had been in this very office two nights before, working late. He had heard voices outside his office door and assumed it was the janitorial staff. But the voices didn’t go away. And then he heard a scream. Loud and piercing, and right outside his door.
 
   He had jumped and rushed to the door, and was dismayed to discover that he was alone in the hallway. And that’s when he recalled all those reports of disembodied voices.
 
   “You said you heard your name,” I said.
 
   He flicked his eyes toward me. There was sweat on his face. “Yes. As I was standing in the hallway, I was aware that the temperature was rapidly dropping. As if the air conditioning had been turned on full blast.”
 
   I had heard many stories of hauntings. I had been a private investigator for a dozen years, a business built on lies but one where the paychecks came through facts. The paranormal investigations evolved after meeting my wife. She was psychic, spiritual, metaphysical, you name it. She told me she saw things, heard things, sensed things, and I believed her.
 
   I believed her because my wife was not a liar, not just because I was in love with her. It’s just that I never saw anything. And the president’s story was a fairly common one, but I was not prepared for what came next.
 
   “I lied,” he said. “It was more than a voice.”
 
   “I know,” said my wife. “Tell us what you saw.”
 
   His hands were shaking and my wife let go of his wrist and took both his hands in her own. Tears filled the corner of his eyes. Sweat slipped down his cheek. His face was vermillion.
 
   “I was unnerved. Scared. I thought I was losing my mind. Hell, I still think so.”
 
   “She was in this room,” said my wife.
 
   The president nodded, mouth open, awed. “Yes, she was. How do you know?”
 
   “Because she’s here now.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “I hate it when you do that,” I said.
 
   Dr. Stevens jerked his hands from my wife’s grip and snapped alert, and I could have sworn some of his graying hair also raised in alarm. “Is she kidding?”
 
   “No,” I said. “My wife doesn’t kid about ghosts.”
 
   Ellen stood slowly. One of her knees popped. Middle age is hell, old age will probably be worse, and after that...well, we’ll all find out when we get there.
 
   Ellen sidestepped to the left, her gaze fixed firmly in one shadowy corner of the president’s office occupied by a bookshelf, a floor lamp, and an old unlocked briefcase.
 
   “Who’s here?” Stevens asked. He was watching my wife between nervous blinks. He had also pushed his chair back, in the opposite direction from the far corner of the room. I don’t think he noticed he had done so, although his chair gave another little fart. His forehead was creased in a frown.
 
   “A girl,” said my wife. She moved very slowly, so as not to disturb the atmosphere.
 
   Step. Pause. She eased around the desk.
 
   I stared into the corner of the room and saw nothing except what was there. Damn my wife and her paranormal gifts. Still, I knew my job, and I went ahead and removed the digital Elph from the inside of my coat pocket and snapped ten pictures before my wife made it to the edge of the desk. Some purists believe only silver emulsion on film can detect supernatural substance, but most modern paranormal investigators go for convenience.
 
   But I left the flash off, because most of the orbs that got amateurs so hot and bothered were the result of dust or lens flare.
 
   Stevens looked from Ellen to the corner of the room, then back to my wife. Then the corner of the room. There his eyes stayed. He also now sensed something was up, and he had the awareness to hold his breath.
 
   Ellen reached out a hand and I took another picture. She rolled her fingers gently in the air is if playing in smoke.
 
   “It’s okay,” Ellen whispered soothingly, as if coaxing an injured dog from beneath the porch. “We’re not going to hurt you.”
 
   I didn’t want to rummage in my canvas sack and cause a commotion, so I left the EMF, spot thermometer, and the FLIR thermal imager alone. We also had an infrared video camera and night-vision goggles packed away, stuff we’d have deployed if we’d had time to set up. But sometimes ghosts don’t care about making a big production out of their dance across the stage.
 
   Ellen knelt, which led me to assume the ghost was small or else cowering in the corner. Or maybe it was standing waist-deep in the floor. None of the rules really applied, one of the things that bugged the hell out of me about this line of work.
 
   “What’s your name?” my wife asked.
 
   I glanced at the audio recorder to make sure it was still running. We’ve had times when it clicked off and on by itself, though we kept all the equipment regularly tested by our buddy Frankie, an MIT drop-out who had a genius-level I.Q. but was more interested in flower gardening. Frankie had the hots for my wife, which wasn’t unusual, except Frankie’s chances were lower than average since my wife didn’t swing both ways.
 
   Stevens finally took a gulp of air, and it almost sounded like a hiccup. If we’d been expecting an encounter, as with some of those legendary ghosts who kept to a certain schedule, then we could have trained Stevens on the basics of social interaction with the dead. As it was, we just had to hope he’d keep his cool.
 
   “It’s okay, honey,” Ellen said, still stroking the air. “Don’t be afraid.”
 
   Like we were the scary ones. But maybe we were as unnatural to them, peering back into this hard world with our sharp edges and pain, as they were to us. Such thinking bled over into the realm of brandy by the fireside, though, and philosophy alone had never trapped a ghost in a glass jar.
 
   “Who is it?” Stevens hissed a whisper, as if his courage were leaking.
 
   Ellen frowned but continued with her gentle gestures, keeping a deliberate poise. “Sophia? Are you Sophia?”
 
   “Goddamn!” Stevens exploded from his chair, sending it squealing backward to slam against the wall. A couple of his diplomas clattered to the floor, glass breaking in one of them. Stevens crunched the glass underfoot as he bolted for the door.
 
   I took one last photograph as all hell broke loose, though my hand was moving so any image would likely be blurred. Those blurry images worked for amateurs, but to me they were just a waste of electrons.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “That didn’t go so well,” I said.
 
   Ellen scanned the room before letting out a sigh. “People shouldn’t cuss in a sacred institution.”
 
   “All clear?”
 
   “Deader than Bob Dole’s babymaker.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s the kind of thing that should be uttered in a sacred institution, either.”
 
   “She was here,” Ellen said, frustrated. “And I think I could have contacted her.”
 
   “Dr. Stevens is a normie. Have a little compassion.”
 
   “You’re lecturing me on compassion, Monty?”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I said. “Consider this a bonus encounter. Let’s wrap this scene and start from scratch.”
 
   Ellen closed her eyes and spoke in that spooky but slightly sexy monotone. “Subject appeared to be female, adolescent, maybe 10 or 11, wearing a Victorian-era frock with a pleated collar and ribbon-fringed bonnet, knee stockings, and buckled leather shoes. I received the impression of the name ‘Sophia,’ though no audible sound was detected. The encounter lasted approximately—”
 
   I glanced at my watch. “Sixty-seven seconds.”
 
   “—sixty-seven seconds before interruption by Dr. Stevens loudly vacating the premises. Noises near end of recording were made by his exit. End recording, 9:26 p.m., February 11.”
 
   I clicked off the Sony and joined Ellen near the corner of the room. “All those impressions just in that little bit of time?”
 
   “A minute to us, but who knows how long it might have been for her? We have no idea how they perceive time, space, or consciousness.”
 
   I shivered a little despite the warmth of the room. We among the living like to comfort ourselves with Earthly notions of the afterlife, with time just rolling along, ever forward, as we pluck harps and eat grapes and kiss the feet of the deity of our choice. We’re not as comfortable with the notion that maybe time can move backwards, or sideways, or maybe even not at all.
 
   Suppose you got stuck somewhere in the past, in one of those terrible moments you were so glad was finally over? What if your soul got caught in a little loop, and there you were for all eternity, walking in on your cheating spouse, or hearing that cancer diagnosis, or watching the flames crawl toward you as the smoke filled your lungs?
 
   Ellen knew how to scare me more than anything on Earth. She made up for it in other ways, though. One thing was for sure, I’d never die of boredom as long as she was around.
 
   I flipped through the viewer on the camera, checking the thumbnails. They revealed nothing but Ellen and a dim corner, but we’d give them a closer inspection at home.
 
   “I didn’t hear anything except the good doctor’s hundred-decibel freak-out,” I said. “Where did you get the name ‘Sophia’?”
 
   “An impression, like everything else.”
 
   Except you couldn’t jot that down in any science journal. Like the sixth sense, telepathy was just one of those things you accepted on faith. Unless you were on a shrink’s couch, in which case they called it “schizophrenia.” Ellen and I disagreed on several important principles, but staying away from shrinks was one we shared with equal enthusiasm.
 
   “Should we set up the gear and hold a stakeout?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head, her shoulder-length brown hair brushing fetchingly across her shoulders. “No, I think it’s a dead zone now. Dr. Stevens caused enough of a disturbance to spook every spirit within a hundred miles.”
 
   “Are we done for the night?” I said, imagining a cozy book in bed, followed by other things.
 
   “We’ve driven all this way, so we may as well scout out the place for future reference.”
 
   I was afraid she’d say that, but it also made sense. Paranormal investigators, like urban explorers, Arctic sled-dog racers, and tornado chasers, knew the dangers of heading into uncharted territory.
 
   We’d Googled up a map of the university’s floor design, including the original footprint of the old Spanish mission that had served as the original seminary. We didn’t find any records of how the property had changed hands from Catholics to non-denominational Christians, but that wasn’t unusual, since old deeds used landmarks such as oak trees and fence lines that had long been erased, and the few lawyers of the era had tricked up everything to suit themselves. We’d discovered an account of a late-1880’s earthquake that had leveled a portion of the existing structure, but that could be said of many places near the San Andreas fault.
 
   By the time we’d packed up and scribbled our field notes in my little pocket notebook, it was after ten and the night classes had ended. We saw a couple of departing students but decided against questioning them. It would be disrespectful to stir up panic or incite ridicule. We were here by request of Dr. Stevens, and decorum required that we treat him with consideration as our host. And the guy who signed the check.
 
   Even if he was a chicken-livered coward.
 
   The hallways branched off in several directions, and the compact campus held two residence halls, a small recreation center, the obligatory meeting pavilion, and an angled, stained-glass entrance that gave it the aspect of a church. The bulletin boards were crammed with flyers offering service work and mission trips, and apparently the university practiced what it preached.
 
   The buildings were fairly contemporary, so there was little of the crumbling masonry, cobwebs, and wall sconces you’d expect in your average Edgar Allan Poe tale. But ghosts tended to stick with the layouts and geography of their era, which is why they often hung around their old stomping grounds even if, say, those grounds were now high-rise buildings or toxic waste dumps.
 
   “Doesn’t look so spooky now,” I said.
 
   “What were you expecting, some hooded guy chanting backwards Latin while burning a black candle?”
 
   “That would have made the job easier. Then we’d know we have a prankster on our hands.”
 
   One of our early cases had involved an allegedly haunted hotel. While the owner had welcomed the attendant publicity and figured our investigation would boost the hotel’s reputation, we ended up catching a bellboy who moved around objects in people’s locked rooms and had a few of the staff bellowing strange moans into the elevator shaft. Once we’d published our results, the hotel went back to its prior marketing platform of clean rooms at affordable prices.
 
   “So you got a Victorian read on this Sophia of yours?”
 
   “Judging from the fashions.”
 
   “Okay, so she’s been dead, what, a century-and-a-half?”
 
   “Give or take.”
 
   “I thought this area was owned by Mexico back then.”
 
   “In the mid-eighteenth century, California was turned over to the United States. Don’t you remember your California history from the fifth grade?”
 
   “Not a word of it,” I said. “Except ‘Remember the Alamo.’”
 
   She shook her head. “The land was, let’s say, redistributed to some wealthy real estate tycoons. The mission, prior to being abandoned, had been turned into an orphanage and school.”
 
   “Could Sophia be a dead student?”
 
   “Maybe. It’s too soon to tell.”
 
   We came to an exit that led to a grassy commons, laid out with a circular path of bricks and landscaped shrubs. The two dorms were segregated by gender, as one would expect from a respectable Christian institution. We hadn’t secured permission for entry, and there were plenty enough mysteries behind those lighted rectangles, so we left the students alone for now.
 
   Upon our return to the administrative wing, we found a man swabbing the floor, whistling “I Gotta Feeling” by the Black Eyed Peas and slow-dancing with his mop. We were nearly upon him when he noticed us, and he pointed to the yellow folding sign that said “Caution Wet Floor.”
 
   I mimed lifting away earphones and he got the message, turning off his iPod. “You people lost? Classes are over,” he said.
 
   He was thirtyish, with dark circles under his eyes, one of those greasy-haired people who looked like they’d taken a hard left turn at “Opportunity.”
 
   “We’re checking into reports of people hearing voices,” Ellen said.
 
   He let his eyes crawl over her figure like a putrid tongue before answering. “You guys cops? ‘Cause you guys don’t look like no cops. Especially you.”
 
   “We’re investigators,” I said, demanding his attention before he got really disgusting. I didn’t have any problem kicking his ass if I had to. I used to box back in my teens, part of my tough-guy training, and slugging assholes had been a favorite pastime of mine.
 
   “Okay, cool it, dude. I get it. You’re a badass.”
 
   I ignored him; mostly, because it was true. “Dr. Stevens said people say they’re hearing voices, and either we have an intruder, some people making stuff up, or something we can’t explain yet.”
 
   “We don’t got no intruders,” he said. “Nothing’s getting stole around here.”
 
   “Have you heard the voices?” Ellen asked. “Making strange sounds that are almost words but not quite?” 
 
   The lack of accusation in her voice must have swung him over, or maybe he wanted to ogle her a little more. Maybe he was tired of loving on his mop. “Yeah, all this ‘ess-kwat ooh-num’ stuff. Sounds like a man’s voice, yelling out, like a hip-hop preacher or something.”
 
   “How often do you hear these voices?”
 
   “Me, about once or twice a week, but I only hear them over at the music hall. I try to stay away from there, but I can’t afford to lose this job, ya know?”
 
   “Sure, things are tough out there,” I said, trying to be friendly, though I couldn’t fake it as well as Ellen.
 
   “Has anything else unusual happened?” Ellen asked. “Do you ever feel the temperature suddenly change, or like someone has touched you when you’re alone?”
 
   He narrowed his eyes. “Hey, I get it. Like ‘T.A.P.S.’ on TV, right? Ghost hunters!”
 
   I launched into my spiel. “We’re not ghost hunters—”
 
   “Yeah,” Ellen interrupted. “Ghost hunters.”
 
   He looked around as if to make sure no superiors were around. “Well, sometimes I’ve seen stuff out of the corner of my eye, or I’ll be sweeping at three in the morning and get this weird feeling somebody’s watching me.”
 
   I had a weird feeling that his weird feeling came from illicit substances, but Ellen was making plenty of headway without my input, so I let her work.
 
   “Have you ever heard a young girl’s voice?” she asked.
 
   He looked like he was considering a lie, but eventually said, “Nah. Just the preacher dude. Or maybe he’s an old teacher. Hard to tell. All them sounds are so creepy, I started wearing my headphones at night. I don’t hear nothing much lately but my tunes.”
 
   “Thanks,” Ellen said.
 
   I handed the guy a business card before we walked away. “In case you think of anything else.”
 
   “Hey,” he yelled after us. “Don’t I get to be on TV?”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   We were at the Denny’s across the street when I got a phone call from Dr. Stevens. He apologized for his royal freak-out and went on to tell me that something had come over him. Some deep and primal fear had seized him and the next thing he knew he was standing in the parking lot, clutching his chest, gasping for air, certain he was going to have a heart attack. Now he felt like an idiot and just wanted to get the hell out of there.
 
   He begged me to do anything we could to help them and to remove whatever it was that was in the building. Unlike amateur ghost hunters who run around graveyards and abandoned buildings on the weekends, my wife and I offer a real service.
 
   A ghost-removal service.
 
   Yes, we’ve heard all the Ghostbusters jokes, and some would argue that we were ripping people off. Although a skeptic at heart, I had seen enough evidence of the paranormal to know that something was going on out there, and a lot people needed help, even if it was all in their heads.
 
   I was just waiting to see my first ghost.
 
   But I doubted I would.
 
   Anyway, Dr. Stevens and I nailed down a price, double if we started tonight. He wanted to be able to come back to work tomorrow and not wonder if something was peeking over his shoulder. I made no promises but told him we would do our best.
 
   I snapped shut my cell phone just as a platter of chocolate pancakes appeared before me.
 
   My wife shook her head. “You do realize you’re a grown man.”
 
   “Grown men eat chocolate.”
 
   “But not chocolate pancakes.”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   She shook her head and sipped her coffee. “What did the good doctor say?”
 
   “Said he was sorry for his graceless exit. Said he wanted whatever was in there out. And said he would pay us double if we expelled his unwanted guest tonight.”
 
   “Double is good.”
 
   “So what do you think we’re dealing with?” I asked. Half of my pancakes were already gone. Holy sweet Jesus, those little suckers were good.
 
   “I have no clue what you just said,” my wife said.
 
   I swallowed and repeated my question.
 
   “Better,” she said. “Now if only I could remove the image of the chocolate chips stuck between your teeth.”
 
   “Good luck with that.”
 
   She shook her head. “Anyway, I think we’re dealing with at least one spirit and perhaps something else.”
 
   I nodded, getting it. My wife claimed I was more psychic than I gave myself credit for, which isn’t saying much since I never gave myself any credit at all for being psychic. I said, “The reason he ran off.”
 
   “Exactly. He felt something. Saw something. Heard something.”
 
   “And it wasn’t the girl?”
 
   “The girl didn’t manifest, or your camera would have picked up on it.”
 
   We’d had that debate a dozen times, since I saw no reason why a camera should detect something that wasn’t there in the first place. The way I saw it, if there were tens of thousands of ghost hunters happily clicking away every night, how come nobody had ever presented an indisputable image of a ghost? But I just kept chewing, talking with my mouth full. “So he saw something else?”
 
   “Would be my guess,” said Ellen.
 
   “Something dark?”
 
   “Hard to say.”
 
   “What’s your impressions?” I asked, mopping up the plate with the last bite of pancake, picking up any errant whipped cream or chocolate chips along the way. Her impressions were worth more than physical evidence. I was here to get the job done, not win a Nobel Prize for physics. Or metaphysics.
 
   “Too soon to say,” said Ellen. “But there’s a reason why a little girl has been in this building for a hundred and fifty years.”
 
   “Trapped?”
 
   “Or held prisoner.”
 
   “By what?” I asked and waved for the bill. If we were going to investigate tonight, then we needed to get started A.S.A.P.
 
   “That remains to be seen.”
 
   “Or unseen.”
 
   “Honey, it’s hard to be enigmatic when you have brown teeth.”
 
   I gave her an extra-wide grin.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   One of the tricks of this trade is to secure your legal permissions beforehand, which we’d handled via the Internet. The release form was the most critical. It gave us unfettered access to the hunt site and basically protected us from claims that we had stirred up unwanted, invisible forces. While such a claim filed in court would actually be great publicity, Ellen and I preferred to avoid drama, do our jobs, and let everyone rest in peace.
 
   Especially the dead.
 
   The best part of the release form was the clause that protected us from any claims of “infliction of psychological or emotional distress.” Our attorney had insisted on the language because she said someone might claim our actions had led to their demonic possession. I’d countered that I would love to see such a case go to trial, but in the end, the expense, hassle, and lost time would not be worth the entertainment value.
 
   The main part of the administration building was still unlocked, and since our maps had shown the original building footprint there, we decided to focus our efforts near the president’s office. We’d already had a hit on the ghost girl—rather, Ellen had; I couldn’t claim much credit—so it made sense to expect a return encounter.
 
   “Break out the EMF,” Ellen said.
 
   “We ought to market a line of these one day.”
 
   “Then we’d spend all day running a business.”
 
   “At least we’d have a day job instead of always working the night shift.”
 
   I clicked on the meter. While some of the cheesier models had a row of lights detecting surges in electromagnetic radiation, I preferred a Trifield meter, which helped narrow anomalies down to either electrical, magnetic, or radio disturbances. Any device marketed as a “Ghost Meter” was a piece of crap, about as useful in our line of work as a silver cross and a vial of holy water.
 
   “Anything unusual?” Ellen asked, eyes closed.
 
   The hallway was quiet, and Headphones Boy was nowhere around. I had to admit, the guy knew how to run a mop. The floor was spotless. “Yeah,” I said. “These kids are all either quietly studying away or else all tucked in. It’s way too quiet for a college campus.”
 
   “These are Bible students, Monty. We’re not on the set of ‘Animal House.’”
 
   “Still, you’d think they’d be hanging out in the rec center, eating chips and drinking Dr. Pepper or something.”
 
   “Maybe they all have exams coming up.”
 
   “Yeah. That Book of Leviticus is pretty tough. A cookbook for the priests.”
 
   “Be respectful, now. We’re guests here.”
 
   Ellen was a good buffer for my sarcasm and cynicism. I’m sure I frustrated her from time to time, but in general she was steadfast and pure, and I suspect it was her noble, generous heart that caused ghosts to trust her.
 
   Assuming they existed, of course.
 
   As we centered our search on the original building footprint, the Trifield’s needle twitched a time or two, but I narrowed the cause down to clumps of electrical wires running up the wall. Amateurs would have considered any bump a sure sign of paranormal activity, but there were so many possible causes of fluctuation that the true anomaly was in getting no unusual readings at all.
 
   “Think we should set up video?” I asked, whispering now that we were seriously on the clock.
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “I’ve got a feeling.”
 
   As I set up our camera on a collapsible tripod, Ellen moved about the hall near the president’s office. She had her arms up before her, like a caricature of a mummy or a sleepwalker. She eased forward with her eyes closed. The stance served the double duty of letting her feel changes in temperature and keeping her from running face first into a wall. And it was a lovely face, so that would have been a tragedy.
 
   I started the camera and held my watch in front of the lens to record the time, stating it aloud for the benefit of the audio track. “11:36 p.m.,” I said.
 
   I also showed the Trifield so we’d have a baseline. For best results, we should have visited during the day and taken levels so we’d have data for later comparison, but the pressing nature of the job meant we’d have to fly by the seat of our pants. I wasn’t even sure what we’d do with suggestive data even if we captured it, because neither of us was too wrapped up in the paranormal industry.
 
   Sure, we liked to get paid, but it was also a calling. Ellen, a sensitive since her dead father had visited her bedside at age seven, often shared the vivid story of how he’d apologized for dying of a heart attack before she was grown and gone from the nest. And little Ellie had soothed him and told him she understood, and said she believed he had another place to be, and she was sure they’d meet again. That story always gave me chills, especially the part where she described her smiling dad, ghostly tears leaking down his milk-white face, waving as he disappeared into the wall forever.
 
   Me, I guess I was in it for Ellen. She was so sincere about all that stuff that it seemed like a miracle to me, because I was pretty sure I’d have turned down a bad road if not for her. I didn’t have much use for religion, faith, or mysticism, but I’d long since come to accept that there was more going on in this world than we could see and understand.
 
   While Ellen tuned in her sixth sense, which she’d described as sort of like turning the knob on a radio to track across the different bandwidths, I took some surface readings with the spot thermometer. Most surfaces were a reliable 68 degrees, probably the setting for the heating system, though that was about the same as the outside-air temperature.
 
   I was about to put it away when I scanned the red dot across the president’s door. A cool sixty. Either someone had stored an igloo in there, or something odd was going on.
 
   “Hon,” I whispered. “The office.”
 
   She’d already turned and headed that way, clued in to something I couldn’t measure. She put her slim but strong fingers of one hand flat against the door—it still gave me a rush to see the gold ring I’d given her—as if feeling the beating of a heart.
 
   “She’s back.”
 
   I moved the camera up so it could shoot inside the office, and then I tried the handle. In his hasty departure, the president hadn’t returned to lock his office, and neither had we when we left. Apparently Headphones Boy had skipped it as well, because the handle turned with a click loud enough to wake the dead.
 
   The door swung open, on its own, with a creak like the lifting of Dracula’s coffin.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “Battery’s dead,” I announced.
 
   And it was. Just like that. One moment I had a full charge and the next the EMF meter was drained dry. I tried my backup battery. Drained, too. Although peculiar and noteworthy, it was also a major inconvenience. I said as much.
 
   “She’s trying to manifest,” said my wife, shivering a little. “Cut her some slack.”
 
   “Well, can you ask her to stick her finger in a light socket or something? Now I have to go back to the van.”
 
   “Go ahead,” said my wife. “I’ll be here with her.”
 
   “Right. Be back in a minute. Maybe she can hold off on her grand appearance until I get back.”
 
   “You’re being rude, Monty. She’s a frightened and very confused little girl. Now get going.”
 
   I got. The battery thing could have been random, bad batteries from the same batch. And the cold door? Give me a little time, and I’d think of a rational explanation.
 
   I went back the way we’d come, hung a right, and found myself in a better-lit hallway. It was late and the place was dead. The dorms were on the far side of the building, across the commons we had seen earlier. No doubt a handful of the professors were burning the midnight oil and decoding the Book of Revelations. For the most part, though, we had the building to ourselves.
 
   Which was just the way I liked it.
 
   It’s tough doing a paranormal investigation if there’s outside interference. Hell, it’s tough doing a paranormal investigation even with no disturbances. So why did I do it?
 
   Why not? The investigations were fun. We seemed to really help our clients, and it brought me closer to my wife. And there was just enough weird shit to keep me interested. I couldn’t tell you how many times we captured shadows of people who weren’t there. Or how many times our equipment had been moved. Or how many times I was dead certain someone was standing next to me when there wasn’t a soul to be seen. And then later convincing myself nothing had happened.
 
   Anyway, for now, it was a good gig. It beat following cheating housewives around, and it definitely beat working behind a claims desk, listening to one sad story after another. Granted, nothing beat the sad stories of some of these alleged hauntings, but they were just that: Stories.
 
   I moved on down the dim hallway. The temperature seemed to be dropping, but that could have been my imagination. I checked my thermometer. Drained as well. Damn that greedy little ghost girl.
 
   Ellen and I were always aware of temperature. When the temperature dropped, things often got interesting. Anyway, I could have walked under an air con vent. Or perhaps a nearby window was open. Granted, the warm night was barely cooler than the warm day. There were many reasons for temperature drops, and very few of those reasons were paranormal.
 
   I continued on, doing my best to ignore the very overwhelming feeling that I was being watched. I looked at my forearm. The hair was standing on end. Most ghost hunters lose it about then, going ape shit and declaring the place haunted.
 
   Don’t look around. Don’t do it. You know you’re alone. You haven’t passed a living soul.
 
   I looked around anyway. The feeling of being watched was nearly overwhelming. You know the feeling. Maybe you’re sitting at a Starbucks wasting your life away with a tech magazine, and you just feel someone watching you. You turn and sure enough the creepy old guy you spotted on the way to the counter is zeroing in on you for whatever reason. People know they’re being watched. And it has nothing to do with sixth sense.
 
   Oh?
 
   My wife would argue otherwise. She would say that such feelings were proof that everyone was psychic. I would suggest that some people had heads like lead pipes, hollow on the inside and shielded from all stimuli and radiation, but I knew enough to keep my mouth shut. I did, after all, have to live with the woman.
 
   So I looked.
 
   There was, of course, nothing there. Just a long stretch of hallway that eventually led back to my wife and the ghost girl. But that didn’t stop the feeling of being watched.
 
   I shrugged it off as best as I could and, ignoring the goose pimples that now seemed to spread over my entire body, headed for the side door.
 
   That is, until I heard the music.
 
   I paused and was curious to note that my heart rate had increased. Now why was that? It was just music, wasn’t it? Just a professor plinking out the tunes while grading that week’s essay assignment on the Book of Leviticus. I nearly felt that professor’s misery, and could almost see the poor bastard reading first paragraph after paragraph that began: “Leviticus is the third book of the Hebrew Bible, and the third of five books of the Torah or Pentateuch...” All, of course, lifted word for word from Wikipedia.
 
   You wonder why they even need professors anymore, but I guess somebody’s got to play the piano.
 
   The more I listened, the more I was certain the music was not a recording. Someone was playing an instrument nearby. I was certain of it.
 
   To my left was a corridor we hadn’t yet explored. The music seemed to be coming from down there. I stood in the main hallway, biting my lip, debating. I could run out to the van and get my equipment, or I could investigate the music.
 
   Ellen and I were not here to document the paranormal. We were here to eradicate unwanted guests. My wife wouldn’t need physical evidence. My testimony alone would be sufficient for her.
 
   Screw the batteries.
 
   I hung a left and followed the music, which grew steadily louder. This side hallway was lined with closed door after closed door.
 
   Except for one.
 
   It was on the left and I’ll be damned if the music wasn’t coming from in there. Perhaps I was in the music wing. Did a Christian college offer music degrees? Perhaps a B.A. in Gospel Appreciation? I didn’t know, but apparently there were music classes offered.
 
   Just a student working with his music instructor. Getting a late-night lesson in. Made sense. Music students were often obsessed with their craft. Myself, I was obsessed with chocolate pancakes.
 
   I approached the door. My heart seemed to both slow down and beat harder. I breathed easily though my nose, listening. I was cold again. Freezing. My hair was standing up in places where I hadn’t even known I’d grown hair.
 
   The music continued playing. A classic diddy, with a lilt. Mozart, probably, but what the hell did I know?
 
   And with my heart pounding nice and steady, I eased the door open.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   You ever see those player pianos in the old Western movies, where the keys mash themselves while the little metal wheel scrolls inside the upright box?
 
   That’s what this piano was doing, playing itself. Except it was a baby grand and didn’t have the upright box. I knew as much about pianos as I did about the afterlife, quantum physics, and Nepalese politics, but even a dummy like me could tell there was no mechanical operation to the instrument.
 
   Like the president’s office, this room was cold, too. I wish I’d brought the video camera, assuming we’d had good batteries, of course. As it was, I pulled the still camera from my pocket. The camera had a video feature, though it had a limited memory capacity and would probably only catch about 30 seconds.
 
   I figured even 30 seconds would be enough to prove I wasn’t crazy or hallucinating. There was sheet music on the wooden flap in front of the keyboard, and I swear to God, a page flipped just as the music skipped a note. Unfortunately, the still camera was dead, too, so Ellen would just have to take my word for it.
 
   I approached the piano, feeling a little helpless because I didn’t have any gizmos. I was trying to prove to myself that I wasn’t afraid, that I was a man of science and logic, but my scrotum shrunk tight enough to crack a walnut or two.
 
   The piano stopped abruptly, and its last notes lingered in the air. By the time I reached the instrument, most of the tones had died away. I touched the seat and it was ice cold.
 
   I flipped the sheet music back. The name of the hymn was “A Voice Upon The Midnight Air,” and it was old, according to the little notes in the corner of the fold. It had been written in 1840, though it looked like the musical notation had been updated in the last century. Some people just couldn’t leave well enough alone.
 
   I was one of them. I sat at the piano and, although I could read music about as well as I could read Latin, I pecked at a few keys. I went at it a little faster, the tones clashing as I mixed black and white keys with abandon. But when I went for one of those booming bottom keys that sound like a frog choir at a funeral, it went mute. I pounded again and all I got was a doint.
 
   I lifted the lid. There, jammed between where the little wooden hammer hit the fat bronze string, was a scroll of paper, crumpled and wrapped with a red ribbon.
 
   This would make things easier. We all sought those messages from beyond, and here one had conveniently scribbled itself out. I unrolled the crinkled, thick paper and tried to read it. The black letters were done in a stylish calligraphy. I couldn’t read Latin but I could recognize it.
 
   “Non omnis moriar. Aut viam inveniam aut faciam.” And below that, as if in signature, was “Tenebrosus magister.”
 
   Ellen was smarter than me and had actually finished college, although she’d studied German instead of Latin. I thought maybe she could translate it, and I didn’t think batteries were going to be much help on this case.
 
   I was hurrying back to the president’s office, eager to share my alleged encounter, when I rounded the corner and almost slammed face-first into the president himself. He was clutching a big coffee and seemed calmer now despite the caffeine injection.
 
   I’d always admired a man who could switch from booze to coffee when midnight approached. I’d never been able to pull it off myself.
 
   “I couldn’t leave my school at such a critical time,” he said. “Have you made any headway?”
 
   “I know about the Latin,” I said. “But have you heard any talking pianos?”
 
   He looked confused and glanced at the wing I’d just left. “Students are under curfew on weeknights,” he said. “In their rooms by eleven, in bed by midnight. No one should have been playing.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” I said. “No one was playing.”
 
   He looked past me again. “Where’s your wife?”
 
   “I thought she was with you.”
 
   “I can hardly see how you can joke at a time like this, Mr. Drew.”
 
   “On the contrary. You ever heard of ‘gallows humor’?”
 
   He closed his eyes and began muttering something that I soon recognized as the Serenity Prayer. When he was done, I gave him the piece of parchment I’d found.
 
   “Do you guys teach Latin?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head, squinting at the paper. “This is a progressive institution. We realize most of the mission work will be in Central and South America, so we teach Spanish.”
 
   “I guess I’ll have to run this through the Internet, then, and hope I find a good translating program.”
 
   “Not necessary. I studied Latin as an undergrad, when I thought I was going to be a lawyer.”
 
   I didn’t tell him he should have become a shyster. Even the lousy public defenders I’d known in my former life brought home six figures, and while the president was probably doing okay for himself, he was missing the chance to really sock away some cash.
 
   “Great,” I said, wondering if I’d need to test the paper and ink for age. That antique look could be contrived with a little bit of heating and careful application of dirt. “What does it say?”
 
   He cleared his throat and translated. “‘Not all of me shall die. I will either find a way or make one.’ And below that, ‘Dark Master.’”
 
   “Whoa. That sounds like a pretty heavy promise. Any idea what it would be doing stuck inside a haunted piano, or who this ‘Dark Master’ is?”
 
   “If I knew, I would have saved a small fortune not hiring you guys.”
 
   I patted him on the shoulder as I moved past. “Ah, you’re finally catching on to that ‘gallows humor’ thing.”
 
   I didn’t have time for theories, because the note suggested something around here was only partly dead. And that meant part of its ghost was likely hanging around. I could just picture this Dark Master guy popping out of nowhere, standing on one leg, holding his head in his solitary hand and looking around for the rest of his parts.
 
   And I’d left Ellen alone for far too long in a place like this, where neither pianos nor presidents could be trusted.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “You’re too late,” said my wife when I stepped back into the president’s office. “She’s gone.”
 
   “Hey, you’ve seen one ghost, you’ve seen them all, right?”
 
   “Close the door and leave the lights off.”
 
   I did so. Ellen, who had been sitting quietly in the pitch dark—did I mention she was absolutely fearless?—snapped her head around and looked at me. At least, I think that’s what she did. She said, “You’ve seen something else.”
 
   “Heard something else. And how did you know?”
 
   “Your tone. Your body language.”
 
   “But you can’t see me.”
 
   She didn’t answer me, and I had the impression she was shaking her head. My wife often shook her head at my simple ways. Yes, I should have realized she could read my aura, the faint ghostly radiation that supposedly surrounds most of us. Our soul that is apparently too big to stuff into our bodies.
 
   “Never mind,” I said. “And shut your eyes, I’m flicking on the office light. Not all of us can see auras. Most of us need real light.”
 
   “Suit yourself.”
 
   I flicked on the light switch and caught my wife slowly opening her eyes. I really, really hoped she hadn’t had her eyes shut the whole time. And she only just now shut them to spare them from the piercing glare of the returning light.
 
   Jesus, what if she’d really had them shut the whole time?
 
   My wife never ceased to amaze me.
 
   I caught her up to date on the player piano from hell and the note, which she took from me. She studied it and made out a few words on her own, but for the most part we relied on the university president’s translation, which seemed accurate enough.
 
   Then again, what the hell did I know? He could have recited the recipe for crawdad jambalaya and I wouldn’t have known any difference.
 
   “So what do you make of it?” I asked.
 
   “It’s a dark entity. Perhaps even a highly evolved dark entity.”
 
   “Demonic?”
 
   She held up the brittle note. “I doubt it, since it—or he—obviously has human origins.”
 
   “What do you mean by ‘highly evolved,’ exactly?”
 
   “It means that in life he practiced very dark arts. Satanism, black magic, perhaps even sacrifices. In fact, I am certain about the sacrifices.”
 
   “The girl?” I suggested.
 
   She nodded. “We’ll make a ghost investigator out of you yet.”
 
   “He sacrificed her?”
 
   “Hard to say for now. Let’s give it a strong ‘maybe.’ I do feel her death had been for a darker cause.”
 
   “Perhaps a sort of blood sacrifice that went awry?”
 
   “That would explain a lot.”
 
   I shook my head. “I hate when that happens.”
 
   Ellen ignored me. “Anyway, such highly evolved dark beings rarely move on, or they resist moving on.”
 
   “Because of what’s waiting for them on the other side?”
 
   “Maybe,” said my wife, but she spared me the there’s-no-heaven-or-hell spiel. But to sum up, my wife believes—and since she claims to talk to the dead, she might very well have solid secondhand evidence—that what’s waiting for us on the other side is generally good, even if someone had been wicked bad. The bastards of this world are shown the error of their ways and given another chance at redemption.
 
   Myself, I didn’t like that deal. It didn’t sound fair. Bastards should roast. Maybe not forever, but for a while.
 
   I said, “So after death, he returns to roam his old haunts, so to speak.”
 
   “Often. Such beings will generally return to those locations that hold the most significance to them. Not unlike other spirits. But also they are drawn to their memory of power. Theirs is an ego game.”
 
   “Tell me more about Sophia, the ghost girl.”
 
   She did. Sophia had been the daughter of a headmaster here, long before the current building, back when the structure had been used as a traditional school for the new affluent in Orange County. Of course, affluence in those days was measured in horses, not stock portfolios.
 
   “But her memory is sketchy,” added my wife.
 
   “I can barely remember what I ate for dinner,” I said.
 
   “Chocolate pancakes,” said my wife drily.
 
   “Oh, right,” I said, smiling. No doubt wistfully.
 
   “Anyway, her memory is pretty well shot. She barely remembers who she is.”
 
   “Or was,” I corrected.
 
   “Either way, most of what I gleaned from her was my own sensations coupled with flashes of her own random memories.”
 
   “If I could be you for one day...”
 
   “Then you probably wouldn’t be a skeptic,” finished my wife.
 
   “So did she die here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Hard to say, but the basement seems to hold a lot of importance.”
 
   “Maybe that’s where he keeps her.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   My wife could be jaw-droppingly accurate, or frustratingly vague. Such is the way of the medium. I grabbed our gear. I may not be a psychic, but I knew how to follow up on an investigation.
 
   I said, “Then let’s head down and see what we can find.”
 
   “Only one problem,” she said.
 
   Damn. I should have figured that was too easy. “Let me guess. There’s no basement anymore.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   I was about to head off and round up Headphone Boy to see if he had a shovel, but I couldn’t see spending the next six months digging holes beneath the building’s foundation in the hope of striking paranormal gold. Besides, the president wanted this job done tonight.
 
   “So, we can’t go down there, and that means we only have one option,” I said.
 
   “Yes,” my wife said, a little too eagerly. 
 
   “We have to raise the dead.”
 
   She rubbed her hands together. “I’m a little out of practice.”
 
   “Christ,” I said, fighting an urge to slam my Trifeld against the wall. “Do you want me to go fetch you a crystal ball and a pointy hat?”
 
   “You watch too many cheesy movies,” she said. “You know I don’t go in for all that. Besides, there’s a universal law that says everything you do comes back threefold.”
 
   “You mean, you bring one dead person back and a couple more might follow?”
 
   “Well, that’s a simplistic manifestation, but that might not be a bad thing. If we can summon Sophia and the dark master, then maybe we can reconcile the conflicts of their spirits and they can go on to the next plane.”
 
   “One problem with that. Who is the third ghost?”
 
   She shrugged and grinned a little. “That’s why they pay us the big bucks.”
 
   I was torn between letting her go through with her little game and just grabbing a vacuum cleaner from the janitor’s closet, running it a few minutes, and reporting to the president that all his worries had been sucked away. But I’ve always taken pride in my work, even when I wasn’t sure what the job was, and Ellen was in this business because of a calling to serve.
 
   Me, I tended to ignore higher callings, because they entailed responsibility, and all I wanted was the next round of chocolate pancakes.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “The black candles are out. Do we have to leave the lights on for this?”
 
   “Turn them off for a moment to set the mood.”
 
   “Gladly.” I clicked them off and crossed the room, and she was in my arms, and I got a good nuzzle or two in before she pushed me away. A little reluctantly, but a push nonetheless.
 
   “That wasn’t the mood I was talking about,” she said.
 
   “Hey, I can’t be in a dark room with my wife without at least giving it a try,” I said.
 
   “Work before play, dear.”
 
   “Oh, all right,” I said. “I guess we need to record all this so we can prove to the president this actually happened.”
 
   “No,” Ellen said. “They’ll just drain the batteries again.”
 
   “Well, if you summon them, and they don’t have a power source, they’ll have to draw it from somewhere else.”
 
   “Or someone else.”
 
   “You’re looking at me, I can tell. Even in the dark.”
 
   “It’s the best way, honey. I can’t afford to weaken because I need all my senses. And I have a feeling this Dark Master guy isn’t going to like playing in my sandbox.”
 
   “Great, so I just invite a demon into my body so you can get a whack at him?”
 
   “I doubt if you’ll get possessed.”
 
   “Doubt? I thought you knew how these things were supposed to work. You’ll risk my eternal soul just to close one little case?”
 
   “Hey, it’s not like you’re using it. When was the last time you were in church?”
 
   I reminded her of the haunted Lutheran church we’d cleared two months ago. Maybe we were becoming specialists. A Jewish synagogue, a Buddhist temple, and a Unitarian retreat and we’d soon corner the market on religious horror. Still, rubbing up against spirits, whether good and bad, took a piece of you every time, one way or another.
 
   Despite my skepticism, I was feeling old and vulnerable. “Okay,” I said. “In the interest of science and a paycheck, I’ll do it. But I’m not going to like it, and I’m going to bring it up later.”
 
   She found me in the dark and gave me a nice kiss, one with softened lips that meant she’d clocked out for the duration of it. When she finally came up for air, she said, “I won’t let them hurt you, love.”
 
   Easy for her to say. She wasn’t the one who was about to hang a “Space For Rent” sign on her head.
 
   “All right,” I said. “Let’s have a séance.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   We decided to move the séance elsewhere, to an empty office on the first floor, an office that struck my wife as particularly important. For reasons, of course, that she couldn’t quite put her finger on.
 
   Anyway, Ellen and I were now sitting around a kidney-shaped conference table. God only knew what else was sitting here with us.
 
   Nothing, of course. You are alone with your wife in a candlelit room. That, and nothing more.
 
   But as was often the case with me, especially during some of our stranger cases, as the nights wore on I found my rationale going out the window.
 
   Anyway, sitting there, in that empty office with black candles flickering, with the recent memory of that damn piano playing itself, it was easy to imagine someone or something else sitting around this table with us.
 
   Maybe I should just quit being a skeptic. Screw it. Sign me up. I’m on board.
 
   Except just thinking those thoughts didn’t sit right with me. If ghosts were real, then where the hell were they? Where’s that clear, undisputed video of a ghost walking down a damn corridor? Where’s that jaw-dropping image of an entity standing in frame, clear as a bell, and then disappearing—the same report we hear time after time on our investigations?
 
   I’d been doing this job for five years, investigating some of the most haunted places in Southern California, and never once had I seen a goddamn ghost.
 
   Yeah, I’m skeptical. And I will be until proven otherwise.
 
   Still, that damn piano did play by itself.
 
   Creepy as shit.
 
   “I feel you’re getting tense,” said my wife. “Don’t project negative vibes. Take a deep breath, calm down. You need to be open to invite them in.”
 
   I wondered if my wife had any clue how crazy that sounded. I took a deep breath. I closed my eyes.
 
   “Focus on your breathing,” Ellen said.
 
   “Focus how?”
 
   “Anyway you want, but it’s important that you focus on your breathing.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s the fastest way to clear your thoughts.”
 
   “Of course. I should have known.” So my brains were tied to my lungs. And all these years I thought my brains were in my pants.
 
   I focused on my breathing, whatever the hell that meant. Having no clue what I was doing, I simply noticed the process of air entering my nose and mouth. The way one nostril seemed slightly backed up, because the mildew in these old places was hell on my sinuses. The way my lungs expanded. The way the air whistled through my nose with each intake, so lightly that no one but me could hear.
 
   Before I knew it, I was in a rhythm, and I felt as open as I would ever be.
 
   “The girl is here,” said my wife. “But keep your eyes closed, Monty. Good. Keep focusing on your breathing. Now, imagine a door opening in your mind, and standing behind that door is a little girl.”
 
   I did that. Or I tried to. The door seemed to waver in and out of my thoughts. Sometimes it was a door. Other times it was just nothing. Once it was a trash-can lid. Other images came and went. Stream of consciousness at its best.
 
   Door. Think of the door.
 
   Another door came in view. A school door, perhaps. With a number on it. Etched into the wood. The door then turned black. Then turned white.
 
   God, my mind was all over the place.
 
   “Focus on your breathing again,” Ellen said. “Keep focusing on the door.”
 
   I did as I was told. Until I realized I never mentioned anything about the door.
 
   Holy sweet hell. My wife is seriously spooky.
 
   Thirty seconds later, after focusing on my breathing—which seemed easier to do with practice—I thought of the door again. The heavy old school door came back into view. Now I could see that there was a “9” etched into it. The door was shut in my thoughts.
 
   “Don’t be alarmed and don’t open your eyes, but you should see a number ‘9,’ Monty.”
 
   I was seriously alarmed and you’re damn straight I almost opened my eyes. But somehow I didn’t. I kept them shut, and kept my mouth shut, too. Somehow.
 
   “It’s her old classroom here in school, Monty. The room is of significance to her.” My wife paused. “It’s where she died. It’s also, roughly, about where we’re sitting now.”
 
   So my wife hadn’t randomly chosen this room. And perhaps there was a reason it was empty. Perhaps one too many administrators had gotten the creeps? Perhaps.
 
   “She’s waiting behind the door, Monty. Open it, honey. Open it for her.”
 
   Huh? Like I wanted to let in a ghost? For all my skepticism, actually bumping into one of these things was a different ball game. Suppose she was a little demon or evil succubus or even just an angel looking for someone to escort to some soft, cloudy place?
 
   But curiosity trumped fear, so I did it. Or I tried to. I kept having a weird image of light filling a hallway, perhaps coming from under the door.
 
   Open the door.
 
   Had those been my thoughts or my wife’s? I didn’t know. That ESP thing of hers might be contagious under the right circumstances.
 
   The old door was still sitting there in my fantasy, with the number 9 etched deep into the wood. I saw a hand—my hand, perhaps—reaching for the latch. I pushed down on it.
 
   Pulled it open.
 
   Light filled wherever I was standing. And I’ll be damned if a cute little girl wasn’t waiting behind, in the old-fashioned outfit Ellen had described earlier. I thought I heard her whisper “Can I come in?”
 
   I nodded and opened my mouth to speak, and what happened next I probably won’t ever forget. A little girl’s voice came out.
 
   “Hello,” she said. Or, rather, I said. “I’m Sophia.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Maybe if the Sony recorder’s batteries hadn’t drained, I would have known for sure whether I was actually squeaking like a girl or if my ears simply perceived my own voice as such.
 
   And from that idea grew another theory, that maybe real ghosts drew so much power to materialize that no camera or device could ever capture them, because they obliterated every type of mechanism that might measure their presence.
 
   It was a theory I’d debate with Ellen later, but right now, there was girl in my throat and I didn’t have a clue what I was saying.
 
   “Hello, Sophia,” Ellen said.
 
   “The room is cold,” I said, though I was wearing my leather jacket and it was a bit warm. But maybe where Sophia had come from, “cold” was the normal state of things. I took it as a good sign because it probably meant she hadn’t just taken an elevator up from the lake of fire.
 
   “I know, sweetie,” Ellen said. “You’ve probably been in there a long time.”
 
   “Not so long,” I said.
 
   “Do you know what year it is?”
 
   I giggled. “You must be a teacher. You must think I’m dumb.”
 
   “No, not at all,” Ellen said. “We’ve been looking for you.”
 
   I looked around, blinking, and the part of me that was still present realized Ellen must have been talking about me as part of the “we.” That is, the me who was 38, bearded, and rapidly adopting a new set of spiritual beliefs.
 
   “I’m right here,” I said in my girl voice. “Where else would I be?”
 
   “Okay, then. Who is president?”
 
   “Ulysses S. Grant. ‘Ulysses’ is a silly name for a president.”
 
   I giggled again. I’d always thought little girls were silly, and I was glad I’d never had to be one. At least until now.
 
   “Do you know where your parents are?”
 
   Ellen said it gently, but I felt an unaccountable sadness creep over me. So much for the theory that ghosts were just little echoes, a few frames stuck in an endless loop in the film projector of life, residual entities that had no feelings or emotions.
 
   “I’m late for dinner,” I said. “We’re going to have mashed potatoes and corn on the cob, my favorite.”
 
   “I’m sure they’re keeping it warm for you, honey,” Ellen said, with a soothing charm that I admired even as I grappled with the uneasy realization that I was possessed. “Who are the other teachers here?”
 
   “We only have Mr. Sigmund. He’s a good piano player, but he makes us learn stupid old Latin.”
 
   “Do you know where he is now?”
 
   My chest grew even colder. My heart beat faster. “He’s behind the door with the ‘9’ on it, too.”
 
   “Where you came from.”
 
   “Yes. He says I have to learn my lessons or I’ll have to stay after school for the rest of my life.”
 
   My wife’s eyes glinted in the candlelight and a tear leaked from the corner of one eye. Now I understand why she felt her gifts were from a higher power, and why she had to use them for the power of good. As much as I’d have preferred her using that force at the Las Vegas roulette wheels and blackjack tables, all the money in the world wouldn’t help this little girl who was hiding inside me.
 
   “Are there any others here?” Ellen asked. “Any like you?”
 
   I shook my head. “Just me and Mr. Sigmund. Sometimes he goes away and I can hear him talking to people behind the door, but they’re all talking in Latin and I can’t understand what they’re saying.”
 
   Ellen leaned across the table and held her hands toward me, palms up.
 
   “Listen, Sophia, I have a very important favor to ask.”
 
   I shivered in dread. And I didn’t know if it was Sophia’s dread or my dread. Ellen’s eyes were intense and earnest, and if I didn’t already love her, I would have fallen for them now. The series of orange flames danced in her pupils, twin mirages of the room where we sat in a séance, consorting with the dead. All the depth and hope of the world were in them, and I could tell this was her most important mission in life.
 
   I couldn’t even be jealous, even though I am selfish by nature and prefer to have her attention directed toward me and my needs. I was just self-aware enough to know this scared girl might have needed help more than I did.
 
   Ellen slid forward just a little and took my hands in hers. “It won’t hurt, will it?” I asked.
 
   “No, I promise.”
 
   “Mr. Sigmund said it wouldn’t hurt. But he lied.”
 
   “That’s what we need to find out, but we can’t do it without your help. You’ll have to be a big, brave girl.”
 
   I tilted my head up and said with defiance, “I’m 11. I’m brave.”
 
   Well, that’s what she said. I was as scared as I’d ever been, because not only was my worldview rapidly breaking apart and a dead person was inside my skin and making my lips move, Ellen’s tone suggested that something very bad was about to happen.
 
   My wife. She was the fearless one. I just liked to talk a good game.
 
   But one thing I’d learned, when somebody else is inside your head—and maybe sharing your soul, if such a thing exists—there’s not really anywhere you can go to hide from them.
 
   Ellen smiled. “I know you’re brave, sweetie. I can tell.”
 
   I think she was talking to me, too.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked in my Sophia voice.
 
   “I want you to take us to him. Mr. Sigmund. So we can talk to him.”
 
   I glanced toward the corner of the room, the direction from which the little dead girl had come. It was just a wall now, the flames of candles making shadows dance.
 
   She was scared, and I wondered just what the hell was waiting back there that had tormented her so.
 
   “Can you do it?” Ellen said. “We’ll protect you, I promise.”
 
   “How come you didn’t protect me all the other times?” I asked.
 
   Good question, thought the me who was Monty Drew. Why should she believe us? After all, we’re grown-ups.
 
   Ellen gave that dewy, saintly gaze again, and, hell, I would have followed her into a kiddie pool full of sharks. “Because we weren’t here before,” Ellen said. “Now we are.”
 
   That seemed to satisfy her, and I looked once more toward the corner of the room.
 
   “Okay,” Sophia said, and then she was gone.
 
   I blinked and rubbed the arms of my leather jacket, trying to get circulation back into my arms.
 
   “Ellen?” I said, relieved to hear my own voice. “Did the thing I think just happened really happen?”
 
   “You always said you’d believe it when you saw it.”
 
   “But I still don’t believe it.”
 
   “Well, your days as a skeptic might be nearing an end, my love. And don’t get too comfortable in your own skin. You’ve got a job to do.”
 
   “A job?”
 
   “I have to stay here, because one of us needs to be grounded. But you’re going in there and finding Mr. Sigmund.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   I was feeling lightheaded and a little queasy. And oddly hungry, too. But hungry for something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.
 
   “Ellen, I’m not...” I paused. My lower jaw had decided to shake almost violently. I bit down, calming myself. I tried again. “Ellen, I’m not exactly sure what’s going on here.”
 
   “Then let me catch you up to speed, love,” said my wife. “You were just possessed by the discarnate soul of an eleven-year-old girl.”
 
   “That much I get.”
 
   “And when she returns, she’s going to lead you through Door Number Nine.”
 
   “Okay, this is where I’m getting a little fuzzy. She’s going to lead me through a door that doesn’t exist?”
 
   “Not in this now,” said Ellen.
 
   “But it exists in another now?”
 
   “Right. Her now.”
 
   “And her now is a hundred and fifty years ago, where Door Number Nine still exists?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And this doesn’t sound insane to you?”
 
   “Makes perfect sense.”
 
   “Of course it does.” And now my head hurt, too. “And behind Door Number Nine exists the Dark Master.”
 
   “It’s his old classroom. He’s connected to it, too, much the same way that Sophia is.”
 
   “Where he did bad things.”
 
   “Bad enough to kill her.”
 
   “So he’s here, then,” I said.
 
   Ellen closed her eyes and cocked her head to one side. “He’s nearby, certainly, but he’s keeping his distance for now.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “This is new to him, too. I sense he’s waiting to see what happens next before he acts.”
 
   “So what does happen next?”
 
   “We’re waiting for Sophia,” said my wife.
 
   “And where did she go?”
 
   “Oh, she’s here, standing next to you. She felt your desire to come through again and gave you your space.”
 
   “How sweet. Ghostly etiquette. So she’s waiting for me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I was about to say something else when I realized what I was suddenly hungry for. “Peach pie!”
 
   “What an odd thing to say,” said my wife.
 
   “I’m hungry,” I said, frowning slightly. “For peach pie.”
 
   Ellen smiled gently at me. “When have you ever had peach pie?”
 
   “Almost never.” And then it hit me. “She wants peach pie.”
 
   And just like that, little Sophia was back.
 
   “He’s not going to be happy,” said Sophia, her small voice coming out of my mouth in a way that I would never, ever get used to. Same with the odd, static tingling that coursed through me. It was a feeling I had often felt before. A curious one, certainly, and one that was often followed by unusual encounters of one sort or another. My wife claimed that these were moments of spiritual contact.
 
   Well, I was certainly in contact with a spirit now, and my skin was practically electrified. In fact, I was sure the hair on my head would have been standing on end, too, if I weren’t wearing my ball cap. Whether it was due to an outside energy altering my personal electromagnetic field or merely my brain’s physical reaction to a deeply seated fear and primal excitement, that was for the scientists to determine.
 
   “We need to talk to him, Sophia. We will protect you.”
 
   “He’s a mean man. He scares me.”
 
   “He can’t hurt you, Sophia.”
 
   I started shaking my head. “He hurt me bad.” I found myself reaching for my throat, and felt a tightening there that actually put some real fright in me. Then the tightening subsided. I gasped.
 
   My wife got up slowly from behind the table and came over to me, where I was still sitting in the chair. She hugged me deeply and protectively. She whispered in my ear, and I welcomed the strength in her voice. The power in her voice. My wife was a badass. “He will never hurt you again, sweetheart. Ever. And soon, very soon, you will be far away from this place.”
 
   “Heaven,” I said, and I heard the hope in my voice.
 
   “Of course, angel. Heaven.” My wife’s words were so full of love and hope that I began to weep nearly uncontrollably. I realized how lost I was, how alone I was, how scared I was.
 
   And this woman. This beautiful, kind woman who reminded me of my mother was telling me everything was going to be okay.
 
   And now this beautiful woman was holding me close, like my mother, and it was the greatest feeling in the world. I also felt warm for the first time in a long, long time.
 
   So warm, and so much love.
 
   I continued weeping.
 
   When I had gotten some control of myself—or, rather, when Sophia had—I looked back toward the corner of the abandoned office and saw, to my utter shock, a glowing outline of a door. Faint at first, and then much sharper and brighter.
 
   I looked at the kind woman standing next to me, smiling encouragingly, radiating love and hope to me. A part of me recognized her as my wife, but a greater part of me saw her as the stranger she was. The beautiful stranger.
 
   A goddamned angel.
 
   “Okay,” Sophia said through me. “I’m ready.”
 
   And now I found myself getting up and moving toward the glowing door, reaching for the handle.
 
   Opening it.
 
   Inside, bright light filled the room, and also the sound of a piano playing. There, in the radiant depths, was a man. A very tall and gaunt man sitting behind a glowing piano, hair in a crazed shock of salt and pepper, a black top hat perched on his head. He wore a dark frock jacket, with a gold watch chain looping from one pocket.
 
   He turned and looked at me and I gasped.
 
   “You are a bad little girl, Sophia.” He tugged on the black cravat around his neck. “Very bad.”
 
   And then he tilted his head, and I sensed that he was looking at me, Monty Drew, the thirty-eight-year-old man. “And you, sir, have no idea what you have gotten yourself into.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I took a moment to wrap my head around that. He’s the one who was dead but he’s acting like I’m the one who wasn’t supposed to be there.
 
   He looked like a foppish dandy, or a dandyish fop, one of those know-it-alls that you’d love to punch in the face if they gave you a good reason. Except I was pretty sure my fist would just keep on going right through his head, and I’d crack my knuckles on the piano, assuming the piano was really there.
 
   “So you’re Mr. Sigmund,” I said. “Or should I say ‘O Dark Master’?”
 
   He slammed the bottom of his fist on the piano keys, launching a low and discordant rumble. “You’re meddling with forces you don’t understand.”
 
   “I understand there’s an unhappy little girl here and my wife thinks you’re the bastard that’s caused all her misery,” I said, though I felt a little queasy, like my head was floating. Maybe the Denny’s pancakes had sat under the heat lamp too long.
 
   “You and that evil woman think you can impose your human law and order.” He glanced toward Door Number Nine, and I followed his gaze to find the door was gone and we were in some sort of smoky, stone-lined chamber. “You’re just like all the others, afraid to see the real workings of the world.”
 
   “No, I see it. I get ‘The History Channel.’ But I guess you wouldn’t know about that. Seeing as how you’re so busy playing with the unseen powers and shit.”
 
   I was talking a little tough because I was a little scared. Ellen hadn’t given me any guidance on what to do once I was in here, but I trusted she was working with all her sensory powers to keep the channel open to possibility. In return, she trusted me to follow my instincts.
 
   And instinct was all I had, because I sure didn’t have much experience in dealing with dead dabblers in the dark arts.
 
   Hell, an hour ago I hadn’t even believed in ghosts.
 
   “Okay, sir, if you insist on entering my classroom, I will instruct you in the lessons of a Dark Master.”
 
   The smoke thickened and I batted at it, trying to orient myself. I glimpsed Sophia cowering on the far side of Mr. Sigmund, as if she were shrinking away from whatever horrible confrontation was about to take place. Apparently she had enough sense to abandon her possession of me, and I had a feeling whatever happened next was going to be a little bit on the unpleasant side.
 
   Mr. Sigmund seemed to grow about three feet taller, and I swear his eyes flickered, as if reflecting some kind of hellfire below. For the record, I was a little numb, so I couldn’t get a good grasp of the room temperature, and since it was my soul in Room Number Nine instead of my body, any evidence I could have collected wouldn’t pass muster on a paragroupie Facebook page, much less a peer review.
 
   He began jabbering in more of the Latin mumbo jumbo, and a few words stood out, the “Non omnis moriar” that Stevens had made such a big deal out of. Something about how he would find a way to cheat death.
 
   The way I figured it, being a ghost was one pretty damned good way of doing that. Which was fine with me. The fop could float around and chant Latin until Rapture for all I cared, but he had no right to hold little Sophia here against her will.
 
   “Okay, Ellen,” I yelled, though it was probably more like a murmur, since my body was in trance somewhere back in the conference room. “Devil Boy’s growing horns in here, and I have no idea what to do next.”
 
   Her words drifted across my mind, almost like subtitles in a movie: “Go toward the light.”
 
   I was a little annoyed. We’d made fun of that “Touched By An Angel” crap, where all the problems of the universe were solved simply by helping a dead person resolve a minor family dilemma. But Good and Evil fought on a much larger stage than a Hollywood sound lot, and I needed to break out the big guns.
 
   Sigmund was now transforming, turning into a beastly creature with sharp fangs, which glistened in the veiled firelight.
 
   “Go toward the light,” Ellen repeated, and at last I understood.
 
   I lunged at the creature, half expecting to fall flat on my gut and knock myself breathless—assuming I had any lungs in this ethereal state. Instead, I tackled him and we tumbled toward a yawning pit, the source of the strange light and stinking smoke, and far below came the crackle and roar of what could only be a raging holocaust of fire.
 
   One of us screamed as we plummeted, and I hope it wasn’t me.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Okay, it was me.
 
   I mean, wouldn’t you? One moment you’re sitting with your wife in a creepy old university, and the next you’re tackling a fanged demon and plummeting into a fiery chasm.
 
   Yeah, I screamed. Damned straight I screamed.
 
   The sensation of falling went on far longer than I could fathom. Hundreds and hundreds of feet, perhaps. Thousands. The creature I had tackled was gone, and I was alone, twisting and falling and screaming....
 
   Be strong, came my wife’s voice. You’re not falling. Everything’s an illusion. He’s a master of illusion.
 
   I landed far more softly than I would have thought possible. That is, if I was falling at all. Anyway, a slight jolt later and I found myself on my back, staring up into the shadowy depths of another stone chamber.
 
   I scrambled to my feet, gasping.
 
   The room was vast. And cold. Shadows and cobwebs everywhere. I rubbed my arms, turning in small circles. The sonorous notes of a piano came from somewhere. I was seriously beginning to hate that sound.
 
   “Where am I?” I asked. And for the first time in my life I felt real fear. A nearly overwhelming fear. And what I feared most was my own sanity.
 
   I’m losing my mind. Whatever mind I have, anyway.
 
   I was a heartbeat away from a full-fledged panic attack when my wife’s soothing voice came to me. Relax, sweetheart. Deep breaths. He can’t hurt you.
 
   “But where am I?”
 
   I knew my wife was seeing what I was seeing. Using her profuse skills to access my thoughts and impressions. A form of telepathy I had never experienced before but was damn thankful for.
 
   Then again, maybe all she was doing was whispering in my ear, back in the abandoned office. Still, I had a sense that she was seeing what I was seeing, and I was glad she was here. Damn glad. Some things you just don’t want to go through alone, and matching wits with a demon was one of them.
 
   Of course, I still had no clue where I was.
 
   I heard my wife’s voice in my head. It looks like an old basement. Perhaps the mission’s original basement.
 
   A basement that no longer existed. “So I’m in another now.”
 
   I believe so, yes.
 
   I looked down. My body was glowing, ethereal. Freaking see-through. “I don’t understand what’s happening, Ellen.”
 
   You’re having an out-of-body experience, Monty. Be strong. Do you see the silver cord attached to your navel?
 
   I looked, and son-of-a-bitch, there was the cord. “Yes. What is it?”
 
   It’s your lifeline to your body. You can always come back.
 
   “And my body is there in the room with you?”
 
   Sleeping like a baby. Snoring a little, too.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “I hope I’m not drooling. That would be embarrassing. What now?”
 
   I don’t know, love. But we need to release Sigmund’s hold on Sophia first and foremost.
 
   “Where’s Sophia?”
 
   She’s still in Room Number Nine. She’s frightened, but I can only focus on you. She’ll be fine.
 
   “So much for paranormal multi-tasking.”
 
   You might want to save your jokes for when you’re not alone with a Dark Master who’s had a century of practice being a manipulative bastard.
 
   “Point taken.”
 
   I turned slowly, and as I did so the room seemed to shift. Now the stone walls were broken, crumbling. I sensed a great shaking had occurred. An earthquake, perhaps. Time, I quickly realized, meant little in this astral world.
 
   Yet the piano kept playing.
 
   And then it stopped.
 
   The room shifted again, and I saw dirt piled in the far corner. No doubt at some time the basement had been filled in. This was only a partial fill-in, though, and some masonry and timbers protruded from the rubble.
 
   I heard footsteps. Loud, echoing, clomping footsteps. Whatever was coming didn’t give a shit if I knew it was coming. And with each approaching step, the damned room seemed to grow hotter. Surely, that was my imagination. How could I feel heat in this spirit world?
 
   The room shifted again, and now I was in a confined space, barely able to move, surrounded by dirt and debris, and I knew the basement had filled in. With me in it.
 
   Oh, sweet Jesus.
 
   My worst nightmare. Anyone’s worst nightmare. But the way this night was going, I would probably have worse soon. And still the flames grew hotter. Still I heard the footsteps coming.
 
   Calm down, honey. Please. You’re safe. You can come back to me at any moment.
 
   I yanked on the silver chain like a deep-sea diver who has just encountered a pack of sharks. “I’m coming back!”
 
   Wait. Please. It took a lot for us to get you in this world. We needed Sophia’s help and now you have my help.
 
   I was nearly out of my mind. So much for skeptical Mr. Believe It When I See It.
 
   I turned. Or tried to. I couldn’t move. The smell of freshly turned soil was everywhere. I was trapped. Forever trapped.
 
   Calm, honey. Be calm.
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   He’s trying to scare you.
 
   It was working. I could barely think, barely control myself. And then, just like that, I felt an overwhelming sense of peace and love and knew they had come from my wife. The panic began to subside.
 
   Good, honey. Good.
 
   “How do I get out of here?”
 
   He’s controlling the scene. But you can reshape it. Imagine the room when it was open and airy.
 
   I did. Or tried to. But all I could think about was the bare earth just inches from my face, and the fact that I couldn’t move my arms or head.
 
   Open and airy, love.
 
   I thought back to when the basement had been an actual basement. The stone walls. The dirt floor. The deep shadows. And plenty of oxygen. Damp, musty oxygen, but good for the lungs and enough to keep on living.
 
   I was back. I would have gasped if I’d had physical lungs. Instead, I spun around and realized that I didn’t want to play anymore.
 
   And how do you think Sophia feels, love? He’s been tormenting her for more than a century.
 
   Horrible. Miserable. What a bastard. What a demon.
 
   He has to be stopped. We can stop him.
 
   “But how?”
 
   The footsteps continued, echoing loudly. The temperature in the basement seemed to go up as well, and just as I thought that, flames leaped to life along the perimeter of the room.
 
   And within the flames, silhouetted briefly, was the gaunt figure of Mr. Sigmund.
 
   He stepped through and into the room.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “So,” Sigmund said, tongues of flame still licking grotesquely around his foppish little cravat. “You’re not as weak and pathetic as you look.”
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said. We’d already played the Flame Game, so I didn’t see any advantage in jumping him again and throwing him back into the fire from which he’d emerged. No, if I was going to beat him, it would have to be with my head.
 
   Two heads are better than one, came Ellen’s thoughts. And two hearts are even better than that.
 
   “Okay,” I said, extra-loud for Ellen’s benefit. “Tell me what you want, and we’ll go, but we’re taking Sophia with us.”
 
   “You can’t take Sophia. She’s dead.”
 
   “You know what I mean. She gets out of here. Release her spirit and we won’t be forced to cast our diminishing fields on you.”
 
   I didn’t know what the hell I was talking about, but I figured he hadn’t kept up with all the ghost-hunting technology and cutting-edge science. Hell, I was so cutting-edge I’d just invented something that could dissolve whatever weird threads held a demon together. If I survived this, maybe I would market it.
 
   “Oh, those toys you and that bitch of a wife of yours brought? I already drained them.”
 
   Drain. That gave me an idea. If the dude needed fuel for his continued existence, he probably preyed on Sophia’s psychic pain and fear.
 
   Careful, Ellen warned. You’re getting in over your head.
 
   I noticed she’d said “head” after all that talk of unity, but I could hardly blame her. Sometimes I go a little nutty and it’s best for wise people to stay far away.
 
   “Look,” I said to Sigmund, in that moldering dungeon of a basement. “Sophia’s probably about used up after all these years. She probably wasn’t all that much to begin with. Why don’t you trade her in for some fresh meat?”
 
   He laughed, and his eyes turned red again, and the lump of meat beneath his top hat shimmied like a bag of worms. “And you’re offering yourself in her stead? You’re a true martyr, Mr. Drew.”
 
   “No, I am a human being, which is something you’ve long forgotten about.”
 
   He laughed even more loudly, his sickening bellow filling the room, and the walls rumbled like the lowest notes on a piano. He tugged at his cravat, twisted the knot free with gnarled, filthy, but strangely elegant fingers, and whipped the strip of cloth in the air to remove the wrinkles.
 
   That’s how he did it, Ellen said. He choked Sophia with that filthy cloth.
 
   “Very well,” he said. “I would rather have your wife, but you’ve proven yourself a little disrespectful of the dead. I think you deserve to feel what we must go through, moment after moment, century after century, until all eternity is but one long black river flowing back upon itself.”
 
   He wasn’t a bad piano player, but his attempts at literary metaphor were pretty lame. But he might be right, and it looked like I was about to find out for myself.
 
   “Just you and me,” I said to Sigmund. “But first, let the girl go.”
 
   He gave a bemused smile that resembled a row of chipped, bloody daggers. I swallowed hard.
 
   He waved the cravat overhead like a rodeo cowboy, losing a little of his Old World sophistication. And Sophia re-appeared, near the door that Sigmund had entered. She cowered, but looked at me with a hope that made my heart turn spastic flips. And now I could see the reddened ring around her neck, where Sigmund must have choked her when he claimed her soul.
 
   Yes, Ellen said. He murdered her during her piano lesson, but an earthquake erupted shortly afterward.
 
   And just like that, I could see the whole scene, like a flashback in a movie, except the edges of the frame weren’t blurry. It was as if the events were happening now.
 
   He was dragging her limp body into the basement as dirt, rubble, and chunks of broken floor joists fell around him. He laughed as the room collapsed, knowing he’d completed his dark mission.
 
   Non omnis moriar.
 
   “Not all of me shall die.”
 
   I shook the vision away and steadied myself, wondering how much of me would be dead after I submitted to this evil son-of-a-bitch. But first things first.
 
   “Go on, Sophia,” I said.
 
   I was about to tell her to “Go toward the light,” just like they teach you in online ghost-hunting classes, but Ellen stopped me.
 
   No, NOT toward the light. Light signals the eternal fire.
 
   Holy shit. I might have just sent her out of the frying pan and into the fire. Good thing I had my wonderful guardian angel watching out for me.
 
   “Go on home,” I said to Sophia. “Your mother and father are waiting, and they have a nice peach pie in the oven.”
 
   She gave me a smile that was worth seven circles of hell, then hop-skipped off through the door and away to whatever awaits those who are allowed to rest in peace.
 
   Not that it looked like I would get a chance for much peace, judging by the hungry way Sigmund was looking at me.
 
   Don’t let him sever your cord, Monty. He severs that cord and you really will die.
 
   I looked down at the glowing, ethereal, silver cord that snaked out from me and to my physical body. Good to know, I thought.
 
   And he just might be powerful enough to trap your soul in this Godforsaken basement for all eternity.
 
   Thanks for cheering me up.
 
   Maybe you should come back, Monty.
 
   No, I thought. I need more information. I need to know how to destroy this piece of shit.
 
   The girl has been saved. She’s already passed through. You don’t have to do this.
 
   Sigmund snapped the cravat with both hands. “Slow and painful,” he said, although his lips never really moved.
 
   Maybe I didn’t have to do this, but this had gotten personal. This man, this thing, standing before me wanted to kill me, and, apparently, to torture me for all eternity.
 
   And if it wasn’t me, it might be someone else.
 
   Yeah, this son-of-a-bitch had to go.
 
   My wife, of course, had followed my train of thought in ways that I would never fully understand.
 
   Be careful, love.
 
   I wouldn’t have it any other way.
 
   I looked at the entity standing before me. “How do we do this? I’m guessing you’re going to need a neck if you must choke me.”
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” he said, grinning, and in a flash of brilliant white light the cravat turned into a long, gleaming dagger.
 
   “Nice trick, asshole.”
 
   He grinned. “It’sss no trick,” he said. His sibilants were getting mushy. I think he was getting off on this a little. I filed that information away for later use. Every weakness meant a possible advantage.
 
   We circled each other in the basement, one astrally projected paranormal investigator and one ugly-as-hell Dark Master. I kept thinking I might trip or stumble over that damn silver cord, but it somehow always managed to orient directly back to my physical body.
 
   Too weird. Everything is too weird.
 
   Be calm, love. It might be weird, but it’s also damn real.
 
   During my private investigator days, the boxing skills came in handy more than once, especially when some clown decided he wanted me off a case.
 
   Maybe they’d work when some demonic clown wanted to sever my silver cord thingy.
 
   Perhaps my nearly overwhelming desire to lay one on his kisser contributed to what happened next. Or perhaps I was just losing my mind. But either way, I had somehow managed to will myself to flesh. Or whatever passed for flesh in this non-place. Maybe ectoplasm. I don’t know how to describe it, because I am sure my body was still lying back in the abandoned office where Ellen was, but I felt my body harden like an empty mold being filled with warm wax.
 
   I rolled my shoulders and tried to get comfortable in my own skin. I noticed I’d put on a little paunch in my middle age. Too many chocolate pancakes. But if I didn’t do this thing right, I’d be spending a lot of time weightless in the near future.
 
   And in the far future as well.
 
   “All right, Dark Master,” I said. “Bring it on.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Sigmund lunged at me with his knife.
 
   I don’t know much about black magic, but I know how to bob and weave. I sidestepped him easily and heaved an arching, over-the-top punch that would have leveled just about anyone.
 
   I expected my fist to go straight through him. I mean, I really didn’t expect to connect with anything. But, son-of-a-bitch, my punch landed and landed hard.
 
   Sigmund reeled backward, arms flailing, his silly top hat tumbling to the dirt floor.
 
   “Holy shit,” I said, shaking my hand that actually hurt. “How the hell did I just do that?”
 
   Illusion meets physical laws meets the spirit world, came my wife’s words.
 
   “So, basically, anything goes.”
 
   Most anything. There are still laws.
 
   And when those words appeared in my thoughts, something nagged at me, and hard. And it wasn’t something pulling on that damn silver cord, either. It was something else.
 
   Laws. There was something there.
 
   I may not have been a big believer in the afterlife, or ghosts, or the supernatural, but I paid attention. And what I knew about demons—and if Sigmund wasn’t a demon, he was certainly bucking for a promotion—was that they needed to be bound to something. Often something physical. And often something of great importance to them.
 
   An anchor of some sort. I had my silver cord. He probably had some black cord, or an invisible cord, something tethering him to this world.
 
   Sigmund regained his balance and turned to me, pulling back his cracked lips to reveal his filthy row of sharp teeth. Blood filled his mouth, which he promptly spat out. The blood evaporated into steam before it hit the basement’s dirt floor.
 
   It’s all illusion, came my wife’s words. He’s not really bleeding.
 
   Maybe not, but I sensed I had hurt him. Or, at least, surprised the hell of him. Like Ellen had said, he was new at this.
 
   We circled again. He rotated the dagger casually in his hand. Whether or not the blade was illusion, I didn’t know. But I did know that I had to protect the silver cord at my navel. Or all was lost.
 
   I would be very dead, perhaps cut off from my wife forever.
 
   And stuck with this sick son-of-a-bitch.
 
   He came at me again, lowering the dagger and then bringing it up hard, a movement that was meant to either disembowel me or sever the silver cord. My vote was for the latter. My hand snaked down, reaching for his bony forearm...but it promptly swept through him.
 
   Sigmund was gone.
 
   My wife’s voice burst into my thoughts: Behind you!
 
   I spun and watched in horror as Sigmund, who had manifested behind me, took hold of my silver cord and slashed down with the dagger.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen next—death and pain and perhaps an eternity of being Sigmund’s bitch—but I sure as hell wasn’t expecting to be staring up into the welcome sight of my wife’s beautiful, although alarmed, hazel eyes.
 
   “Are you okay, babe?”
 
   I jumped up, spinning, scanning, certain the bastard was behind me somewhere, wielding the dagger from hell. But my wife and I were alone in the abandoned office with the candles still going, but burned halfway down.
 
   Jesus, had this all been a dream?
 
   “What happened?” I gasped.
 
   “Let’s just say my reflexes were a little better than yours.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “There’s not much to understand. I pulled you back.”
 
   “The cord....”
 
   “Of course. I gave it a tug and you did the rest.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “Do you really want to get into that now, when we have one hell of a pissed-off and highly evolved Dark Master heading our way?”
 
   And just as she said that, a plastic chair from the far side of the room lifted and hurled itself through the air. I ducked and pulled my wife down with me. The chair whistled over our heads and slammed into the far wall, knocking a framed motivational poster off the wall.
 
   “Holy shit!”
 
   “Are you a believer now?” asked my wife.
 
   I grabbed her hand, pulled her toward the door. And just as I yanked it open, I had a brief—and horrific—image of the kidney-shaped table rising a few inches off the floor. And then we were out the door. I had just slammed it hard behind us when the entire wall shuddered.
 
   “Somebody’s mad,” I said.
 
   Only then did I notice that one of the table’s legs had punctured through the wall just inches above my head. Drywall dust rained down over my shoulder.
 
   “C’mon,” I said to my wife.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “My cord. Sigmund has to have one, too, right?”
 
   She thought a moment and nodded. “And?”
 
   But there was no time to explain. The rumble built beneath us, and as the floor began to shake, I pulled my wife down the dark hallway, praying like hell I was going in the right direction.
 
   As I hung a left at a T-intersection, fairly certain I was heading in the right direction, the rumbling and shaking stopped almost immediately. Now the sound of our own pounding footsteps filled the empty hallway, and I wondered what the hell we had done.
 
   Talk about waking the beast.
 
   Sweet Jesus.
 
   And speaking of Jesus, where the hell was he? I wasn’t one for add-water religion, but the Good versus Evil thing was looking a little lopsided at the moment.
 
   Ellen and I had long ago quit holding hands, and we were now covering the tiled floor quickly. Ellen, I wasn’t too surprised to see, was pulling away from me.
 
   Damn chocolate pancakes.
 
   We came to a long glass case filled with announcements, bowling trophies, press clippings, and whatever else the university deemed important enough to encase behind glass. And when I glanced to my right, I saw a reflection of three of us running. Not two.
 
   Sigmund turned to me and opened his dagger-filled mouth. I yelped just as the glass burst out from within.
 
   My wife screamed. I did, too.
 
   We continued running as the glass cases burst behind us, step for step.
 
   We rounded another corner, and, to my great relief, I saw that familiar hallway.
 
   “Where are we going?” my wife asked, gasping.
 
   “The music room,” I said, barely getting the words out.
 
   “Why?” But then she nodded; she understood. “Oh.”
 
   As if our minds were working as one—and for all I knew, my wife was still in my mind—we hustled down the hall. I kept expecting to see one evil-looking bastard waiting for us, but, for now, Sigmund was gone.
 
   Maybe he knew where we were headed.
 
   Maybe he was waiting for us.
 
   We ran for the music room.
 
   And Sigmund’s piano.
 
   His anchor.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   There’s an old saying about not bringing a knife to a gunfight. About then, I wish I had brought a bazooka. Michael, Gabriel, and a bunch of sword-bearing angels on winged horses wouldn’t have been bad, either.
 
   We burst into the tiny practice room. With all those sound-insulating panels on the walls, no one would even hear our screams as we were cut into a billion red ribbons.
 
   “How the hell do we get rid of this?” I asked my wife.
 
   “Just like you play a song. One note at a time.”
 
   “That’s not very helpful.”
 
   “I’ve heard you play. Mating cats are more musical.”
 
   I locked the door behind us, not expecting it to do much good. “I’ve got music in my heart. We were too poor for lessons.”
 
   Ellen leaned over the keys, peering at the sheet music. “Look, the lyrics are in Latin.”
 
   I ran to her side, vaguely aware of the walls shimmering around us. “This isn’t the page that was here before.”
 
   “Because we’re in the past. Back when Sigmund was first communicating with the dark powers.”
 
   “Powers? Like in, plural?”
 
   “Evil is made, not born, Monty. You know that. It’s a team effort.”
 
   Yeah. I knew it but didn’t like admitting it. I glanced around. The walls were now of old chestnut paneling, complete with stains and wormholes, and the floor beneath us was scuffed oak. The fluorescent lights were gone, an orange glow seeping from a couple of oil lanterns.
 
   I flipped the sheet music back to the first page, and there was the title, written in fancy script: “Non Omnis Moriar.”
 
   “This is his song, all right,” I said.
 
   Sigmund was at the door, pounding on it, screaming something about his instrument. That word had a lot of connotations, and I had a fleeting vision of cramming his instrument up a dark, painful hole, but the longer we kept him out of the room, the more time we’d have to think of something.
 
   “Why doesn’t he just get all ghosty and slip through the wall?” I asked.
 
   “We’re in the past and he’s solid. It’s all real now.”
 
   “Aw, crap. You mean I’m going to die a century ago and I don’t even get eternal life on Facebook?”
 
   “Nobody’s dying here except the people who are already dead,” Ellen said, running her fingers over the piano keys. She didn’t press them, more like fondling, as if searching for some crevice that would reveal a secret switch.
 
   “Aren’t you going to play something?” I said, thinking a religious hymn might keep the bastard at bay, sort of like holy water tossed at a vampire.
 
   “Music just makes him stronger.”
 
   The floor suddenly shook, hard enough to toss me against my wife, which I usually enjoyed a great deal but at the moment was a little awkward.
 
   “The earthquake!” I yelled, as the lanterns shook and blinked.
 
   The door splintered, and Sigmund gave a mighty blow and a bellow of rage. For a fop who spoke Latin, he could be a little pissy when pushed to the edge.
 
   “Think,” Ellen said. 
 
   “Music makes him stronger,” I said, remembering all those times I’d spun my old Led Zeppelin and Pink Floyd vinyl albums backwards, hoping to catch a hidden Satanic message. “What about anti-music?”
 
   Ellen flipped the sheet music to the last page. “Well, if I could read music, I’d give it a whirl. But it’s all Greek to me.”
 
   “Latin, honey. Please, stay in context.”
 
   The walls trembled, a piece of timber fell from the ceiling, and the piano strings vibrated along with the floor, creating a rising hum that made the whole journey to the past even more dreamlike. Except another chunk of ceiling fell and bounced off my skull, hammering home the point that this was really happening.
 
   “We need help,” Ellen said.
 
   “You’ve said it. I assume a prayer won’t help, since we’re both out of practice?”
 
   “I pray every minute,” Ellen said. “But God gave us work for a reason.”
 
   Sigmund slammed into the door again and it split wider, and I could see a chunk of his ugly, distorted face. As much as I wanted to punch him again, every second he was outside was another chance to come up with something.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “If evil is a team effort, maybe we can call on an ally closer to hand.”
 
   Ellen read my mind. No. She’s off enjoying some peach pie.
 
   She’s the only piano player handy, as far as I can tell.
 
   I’d rather die than bring her back and risk getting her trapped again.
 
   “No,” I shouted, so excited I wanted to use my mouth instead of my brain. I have that problem a lot. “It’s before the earthquake, don’t you see? This time it’s real, so she’s not dead yet. She plays the piano and goes home. Plus, we’re here to protect her.”
 
   Sigmund wasn’t giving us a chance to debate. He was ripping apart the door and speaking in tongues, ranting Latin like a drunken priest.
 
   Play us a song, honey.
 
   I didn’t want to screw things up, so I kept my head out of the way and hustled over to the door, ready to bitch-slap Sigmund back to hell.
 
   Bad move.
 
   He reached through the door with one hand and grabbed me by the collar, jerking me forward. My face slammed against the door and a few splinters said hello to my cheek.
 
   But I heard the notes behind me, and a surge of hope gave me strength.
 
   It was an odd tune, the notes of the same key but strangely disconnected, like one-finger Beethoven. But I couldn’t get much listening done, because a certain demonic wannabe had me around the throat with his cravat, which wasn’t half as dainty as it had looked.
 
   “Now you’re mine,” he whispered.
 
   I was about to deliver a snappy comeback, like “Careful what you wish for” or “We’ll make beautiful music together,” but he had me completely choked. He yanked my breath away and I was pinned with my back to the splintered door, the earthquake now tearing at the walls.
 
   As my vision dimmed, I got a blurry glimpse of Ellen standing over the piano, flipping the pages of the sheet music in reverse, while cute little Sophia played her heart out, biting her lip in concentration, as if this were one lesson she wanted to get right.
 
   God, please, I prayed, not caring that I was out of practice. Take me if you want, but let them escape.
 
   Then Ellen was in my head, somehow multi-tasking, and I understood we were in both places at once, the real past and the ethereal present, and I had my silver cord again, and I didn’t need air in my lungs, and I was back on even terms with Sigmund.
 
   Well, nearly equal.
 
   With the piano music still playing and the earth rumbling and the floor buckling, I reached behind me and poked the bastard in the eye. He squeaked like a chipmunk, which didn’t do much for his Dark Master image, but I was done fighting fair.
 
   The pain gave him a burst of anger that allowed him to shred the door, and he yanked me up by the cravat. I dangled like a side of beef on a hook, and he held his knife up like a butcher who got paid by the pound.
 
   “First you, then the two little bitches,” he said.
 
   “Don’t let him cut the cord!” Ellen screamed over the tumult. “We’re almost done with the tune.”
 
   Sigmund grinned, and his eyes shimmered red with lantern light. “Thank you for the instructions,” Sigmund said, and he let go of the cravat. As I toppled to the floor, he yanked my soul chain and my belly-button did a major ouchie.
 
   Amid the chaos came the crash of glass. Sigmund’s face curdled with rage. “My piano!”
 
   I glanced over and saw one of the lanterns had toppled over, its oil soaking the wood and spreading flames. “Burning your cord, asshole,” I wheezed through my constricted throat.
 
   He wrapped my silver cord around his wrist a couple of times and pressed the blade of the knife against it, and an eerie, white-hot glow emanated from the point of contact. I had a feeling this was going to hurt, and then the real pain would begin.
 
   He clearly wanted to own me, to punish me, to take that one piece of me that connected me with all that I knew and loved. Just as his connection was turning to charcoal.
 
   But I wasn’t ready to go without a fight, so I lunged at him, just as the room collapsed, just as the piano tune ended, just as past and present collided.
 
   Just as the Dark Master snipped the cord and stood there with it fused and glowing in his hand, lighting up his serrated smile.
 
   And all hell broke loose.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   I woke up on the floor of the music room with a sore throat, a bellyache, and an angel leaning over me.
 
   “I must be dead,” I said.
 
   “Not yet, hero,” Ellen said. “We’ve still got a few dances on the card.”
 
   She helped me sit up. I patted the vinyl flooring. “Is it real?”
 
   “Yep. Good old Twenty-First Century Earth.”
 
   “The one with chocolate pancakes?”
 
   “You bet your life.”
 
   “That’s not funny.”
 
   As I recovered, I looked around. Everything looked much the same as it had during the beginning of our investigation. Except for one big difference.
 
   “The piano’s gone,” I said.
 
   Ellen smiled, and it was a glorious thing. “Yep. When the floor collapsed, the piano fell. Not just into the basement, but lower. Like, way lower.”
 
   I blinked some more, trying to get used to skin and floor and oxygen and all those little things we take for granted. “Where did he go?” 
 
   “He followed the piano. That little silver cord of yours? While he was busy cutting, I was busy tying it to the flaming piano leg. He was dragged down by his own possessiveness. I’d call that divine justice, wouldn’t you?”
 
   I wasn’t sure what hell was like, but if it had people like the Dark Master sitting around playing for tips, I’d just as soon try to live right.
 
   “Wait a minute,” I said. “How did you know that would work?”
 
   “I didn’t. But his little slogan, ‘Not all of me will die,’ must have meant his Earthly connection was the piano. That’s all that was keeping him in both worlds.”
 
   “So, you risked my eternal soul on the off chance that he’d be dragged to hell by my lifeline?”
 
   She shrugged, and even the gorgeous swish of her hair against her shoulders couldn’t completely absolve her. “Hey, I was desperate. Next time, you do all the thinking and I’ll do all the fighting.”
 
   “There’s not going to be a next time.”
 
   She smiled, and goddamn it, I couldn’t help but forgive her. Partly because if I died, I knew a little bit of her would die with me.
 
   There’s a different twist on the little saying “Non omnis moriar,” one that the selfish likes of Mr. Sigmund would never understand in a million eternities. The surest way to live on is to be in love, to surrender to something bigger, to trust that maybe Good is always going to be just a little bit stronger than Evil when it counted.
 
   Ellen helped me to my feet. I was a little woozy but, all in all, I couldn’t complain, considering I was more or less in one piece.
 
   “Sophia?” I asked.
 
   “Home in time for dinner.”
 
   I nodded. I might not be much, but I know what’s worth fighting for.
 
   “Sounds good to me. Let’s go get some pancakes,” I said.
 
   She helped me into the hall. Dawn was breaking through the windows. Outside, Faith University glowed with a radiance that was a little more than the sun could have managed all by itself.
 
   We made it down the elevator and were nearly to the front door when Headphone Boy came out of a classroom, dragging his mop bucket and bopping to no-doubt-awful music. He removed the headphones when he saw us.
 
   “Whoa,” he said. “Rough night?”
 
   “Hey,” I said. “You try moving a piano and see how it feels.”
 
   Confusion crossed his face, and the expression seemed at home there. “Like, did you bust some ghosts?”
 
   “Put it this way,” Ellen said. “Any voices you hear from now on are completely in your head.”
 
   “By the way,” I said, nodding at the mop. “You might want to check that music room. I saw a few spots you missed. And there’s some broken glass down the hall for you.”
 
   We went into the sunshine, and I realized I was now entering a world in which I accepted ghosts as real, though I had even less proof than I did before. Except for one thing.
 
   “So,” I said, putting my arm around my wife. “I guess Dr. Stevens will bill us for the piano, and we end this job in the red.”
 
   “Maybe we banked some gold in a higher vault.”
 
   “Denny’s is heavenly, but it isn’t free.” 
 
   “I’ll put breakfast on the credit card.”
 
   As we headed for the car, I voiced a concern that I’d wanted to keep to myself, but what was the point of being in love if you had to be worried?
 
   “This lifeline thing. I’ve lost mine, so what happens if I ever need it again?”
 
   “Good question. But first, do you remember when I said everything comes back threefold?”
 
   I thought back. “Yeah, but we only conjured Sophia and the Dark Master. Who’s the third?”
 
   “You, you dolt. You were the third spirit.”
 
   “But for me to be conjured, my lifeline had to be severed.”
 
   “In short, yes.”
 
   “Then why am I not dead?”
 
   “Who says you’re alive?”
 
   “Are you trying to freak me out? Because you’re doing a damn good job of it.”
 
   She giggled a little and patted my arm. “Oh, relax. You’re fine, aren’t you?”
 
   “Maybe. Depends on where my soul is.”
 
   “Your soul is where it should be.”
 
   “What about all that severing and dying business?”
 
   “You don’t honestly believe in all that mumbo-jumbo do you?”
 
   But, for the first time in a long, long time, my wife didn’t sound entirely sure of herself. To say that made me nervous as hell would be an understatement. Still, I was here and I was flesh and blood. At least, I thought I was.
 
   She reached over and kissed me very deeply and very passionately and what happened next was fully flesh and blood. My wife noticed it, too.
 
   “I think you’re gonna be fine,” she said, smiling.
 
   Easy for her to say. She hugged me closer and gave me a kiss that was the golden, glowing, feathery tips of an angel’s wings.
 
   “Chocolate pancakes are waiting,” she whispered.
 
   I patted my belly button. Or maybe just my gut. “Heck. I believe I’ll have some bacon on the side.”
 
   Live a little. Why not?
 
    
 
   The End
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   I refilled the bird feeder at the end of the earthquake-cracked patio and sat back in my chair, sipping my coffee and trying to ignore the ghost’s endless prattle. 
 
   “Pauline, the clickah’s dead again,” Mack complained.
 
   “It’s my day off,” I snapped at the Fifties man. Ghost of a man. I made a mental note to put new batteries in the TV remote for him. “Give me a break, Mack. Coffee first. Conversation later.” 
 
   I listened for the mockingbird that visited me often, but he was nowhere nearby. I could have listened to that mockingbird song all morning long. This old dead fart from the East Coast, not so much.
 
   “A break? A break from what?” Mack demanded. “From the non-stop traffic down on Los Feliz Boulevard? No wondah the buhd’s abandoned you. He’s probably smaht enough to fly away.” 
 
   Mack still spoke with the Boston non-rhotic accent that discourages vocalizing the letter “R” unless it occurs at the beginning of a word; his dialect was further steeped in the Jack Kennedy Cape Cod tradition, which flaunted that clipped, distinctive twang of the nasal short-a.
 
   “Like you, he’ll be back. Mockingbirds always come back,” I said.
 
   “Why do you like that buhd so much?”
 
   I grinned. “He doesn’t just sing his song. He sings everybody’s song. He’s like the Medium of songbirds.”
 
   “That’s deep, Pauline.”
 
   “Mmm, coffee, come to mama.” I sipped my coffee and attempted to ignore him because I was not yet fully caffeinated.
 
   “Yah-huh. Cahfee and rum,” he corrected me.
 
   “Oh, piss off.” I wanted to enjoy the morning. So I put a little rum in the coffee. So what? Harmless. Better than harmless, I lied to myself; it was helping my hangover. I lit a cigarette and flipped him off.
 
   “Now, theah’s a buhd,” Mack chuckled.
 
   “It’s my day off,” I said again, as if there was such a thing for a Medium. “Can’t you find someone else to haunt for a day?” 
 
   I felt his presence behind me, heard him sigh. He could haunt others, as he wasn’t bound to my building, nor even my street, which was rare for ghosts. Most spirits were confined to a building or a certain area. 
 
   So why Mack the ghost hung out with me practically 24/7, I couldn’t fathom. 
 
   “You need me,” he responded to my thought.
 
   “Yeah, like a hole in the head. Get out of here, you old bag of bones. And get out of my head. Can’t I have one private thought? Take a walk down all the stairs in Echo Park. See what everyone else in the hood is doing. Then come back this afternoon, and you can tell me all about it.”
 
   He didn’t say anything. I’d hurt the East Coast ghost’s feelings. I remained silent, feeling a little guilty as he faded. But a girl’s got to set some boundaries, right?
 
   Right. I sighed, and got up for more coffee. Pretty pathetic to have a ghost, a spirit, as the main person you talk to. To be honest, though, Mack was my only real friend right now. Well, my only friend since my previous best friend, James—also a ghost—had gone from this plain. I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering his one kiss that had knocked my socks off. His widow had remarried and she and her second husband and the little girl still lived on the seventh floor, but I tried to avoid seeing them. I still missed James too much to look at his daughter, who was the spittin’ image of him. I pushed that thought away.
 
   I was so not a morning person and yet, I always hated myself for sleeping in and wasting my life on recovering from hangovers. Coffee was my great equalizer. It was my socially acceptable and relentless fix.
 
   In the kitchen, I poured another cuppa joe. I didn’t fill it all the way. I hesitated, glancing at the Captain Morgan bottle on the counter. Just a little. I added about half a shot to my coffee. I looked into my cup again, then added the other half. Hell, it was my day off.
 
   Or so I’d thought.
 
   I was on my way back to the patio to recoup some of the day-off peace when the doorbell rang. Oh, for God’s sake. If that bastard from Boston is playing ding-dong ditch with me again, I swear...
 
   I set my doctored-up coffee on the table, took a quick peek in the mirror in the hall, and swore again, this time at my disheveled reflection. The doorbell rang again. 
 
   “Coming,” I called out in singsong, rushing into the bathroom for Visine and squirting a drop into each of my bloodshot eyes. I drew my fingers through my long brown hair in an effort to get rid of bed head. It would have to do. There was nothing I could do about my full figure that was a little too full. I was barefoot, but at least my toenails were painted a pretty red. I sucked in my tummy a bit and headed for the door.
 
   Even before I opened it, I knew it wasn’t him. Not Mack the ghost playing a trick on me. I sensed someone in genuine need. I sighed again, but turned that frown upside-down and opened the door.
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked, pleasantly enough.
 
   “Excuse me,” the young woman said shyly. “Are you Pauline Ocean?”
 
   “That’s me,” I answered dryly. “And you are...?”
 
   She smiled genuinely and reached out her hand. “My name is Julie.” I took her hand, felt the warmth and premature trust in it as she pumped mine up and down, twice. “A colleague of yours referred me.” 
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   “Allison Lopez, from the Psychic Hotline. I only know her from the phone call, but she’s really sweet. She thought this was more up your alley.”
 
   I wracked my brain, trying to place Allison, but without success. I had been to a big psychic fair and had exchanged business cards with quite a few Mediums and several Witches, too, however, I had been drinking quite a bit that day. 
 
   “Her name doesn’t ring a bell. Please forgive me. I’m actually better at remembering the names of ghosts than I am the living. Why did she refer you to me?”
 
   “Actually, Allison said that I needed a Medium who specifically knew Echo Park.” 
 
   “Interesting,” I said, my curiosity piqued.
 
   Julie looked up at me for some sort of pardon or approval. She was young and petite, with the kind of natural beauty that takes only about five minutes in the mirror to enhance. It was the kind of organic look that told me she wasn’t sloshing any Captain Morgan in her morning coffee. 
 
   Julie was smiling, but as we shook hands, I sensed a terrible sadness within her. The emotion from her tingled into me through our clasped hands. A deep sorrow that she hid very well blasted me with a jolt of dismay. I finally returned her tentative smile to encourage her to open up and tell me her woes.
 
   “I hope I’m not coming at a bad time, Pauline.”
 
   I realized that she was one of those people who said other people’s names a lot in order to get to know them quicker, or maybe to remember them better. It was an old trick that I used myself.
 
   Julie obviously needed something from me, so even though it was my day off, I tried to be pleasant. “Not at all. I didn’t have any plans for today. Julie, won’t you please come in?” I stepped aside for her to enter my apartment.
 
   “Pauline Ocean. Like the movie, Ocean’s Eleven, right?”
 
   “Yeah, just like that.” My sarcasm was lost on Julie. Ah, well, there was no way she could know about all the jokes I’d endured about my last name. It was a good thing that Mack, the Cape Cod Ghost, wasn’t around right now. For this. He would rib me, if he were here. 
 
   The teasing chants of my childhood nicknames briefly wafted up from the past: Motion of da Ocean referred to my caboose jiggling when I was on my high school track team, long before I smoked to try to shed the weight. Like that had worked. Commotion Ocean was about all the voices in my head that I told therapists I heard as a child, not knowing any better to keep it to myself. Even Emotion Ocean. That last nickname was an apt one, for I often felt empathy for others that was far greater than I sometimes could almost bear. It came with the territory of being a Medium. Captain Morgan helped me cope with it all, God bless him.
 
   I gave her coffee, without the rum, in my best guest mug, the one that said, The Medium is the Messenger, with my phone number under it, and led her into my living room. So much for enjoying the morning sunshine on the patio. 
 
   “You can keep the coffee mug,” I said. “Then you’ll always have my number.”
 
   “Thanks!”
 
   I made a mental note to order more of my special mugs from the CafePress website.
 
   As she looked at all of the wallet-sized photos push-pinned on my big bulletin board and flapping in the ceiling fan breeze, she asked, “Are all of these people dead?”
 
   “Yep. All dead.”
 
   “And you have their photos to help you connect with them for your clients?”
 
   “You betcha. Those are some of my past clients’ relatives or friends or lovers. Some are their enemies.”
 
   “Does it help you to have the photos?”
 
   “I don’t need them, but it’s nice to have them. Someday, I’ll scan them all and put them in a pdf scrapbook, but for now, I’m a low-tech user of a corkboard.” That lazy, I thought.
 
   She nodded. “And you decorate with antiques. Very eclectic, but pretty.”
 
   “Thank you. I find things with positive energy in flea markets, thrift stores and yard sales. I buy them and bring them home to surround myself with good vibes, rather than what matches.”
 
   “That’s cool. I love the hand-painted abstract art coffee table.”
 
   “Thanks.” How funny. My departed best friend, James, had loved that table as much as I did. And now Julie did, too. I knew I liked her already.
 
   So, we’d exchanged a few polite but superficial pleasantries before getting down to real business. “What brings you here, Julie?”
 
   “Allison told me that you were the real deal. Not like those psychics downtown. And I’ve been having some trouble lately.”
 
   I could tell that Julie had been having trouble all of her life, and that she was looking for her true purpose, but not succeeding at it. I just felt it. But what I said was, “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “I’ve been having these recurring dreams. They’re so real. And sometimes, when I see certain things, the dream comes back to me, really strong, like déjà vu while awake. You know?”
 
   “Like a tough punch in the stomach?” 
 
   “Exactly!” she praised. “Wow, how did you know that?”
 
   “I’m a psychic, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, right.” 
 
   She did remember. Good for her. I had a feeling Julie was in the personal business of forgetting, not remembering. But then again, who was I to judge?
 
   “So, what are these recurring dreams about?”
 
   “Well,” she began, “there’s this woman and a little girl. I think they are mother and daughter. But that part is hazy. Mostly, it’s about the daughter. The daughter...” Julie paused, her eyes drifting out of focus for a moment and looking far away at something I couldn’t yet see. “They’re trying to get into a house. They don’t have a key, but they have to hide from someone. They’re really afraid.” Julie was clearly uncomfortable talking about it. 
 
   This sparked my interest. I could feel Julie’s aura a little more now, and I sensed that she wasn’t accustomed to dealing with anything that made her feel ill at ease. Apparently, she avoided such situations at all costs. She was what Mediums recognized as nonconfrontational people. This was a good thing, in general, yet made it harder to solve problems that required conflict to get to the solution.
 
   “Go on,” I coaxed.
 
   She took a deep breath and looked at me for acceptance and approval again. I smiled, but I didn’t take her hand. Not yet. I wanted her to tell me before I saw and felt it for myself.
 
   I nodded with approval and she continued. “It’s not much more than that.” She gave a nervous laugh. “Just that they’re so afraid. The girl is trying so hard.”
 
   “To get into the house?”
 
   “Yeah. She’s trying, and her mother’s telling her to hurry up. It’s just so sad.” Julie suddenly burst into tears. 
 
   Oh, God, I thought, looking up to Him or Her for my own needed approval, which I received. It was then that I took Julie’s hand.
 
   And felt immediate terror.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Our hands clasped, I saw the dream through Julie’s eyes:
 
   The mother and daughter scurry to the back of the house, but they still look around for anyone watching. The girl sets her backpack on the ground and fumbles inside a zip-pocket.
 
   “Hurry,” says the mother.
 
   “I am,” the daughter replies. The mother is almost at the point of hyperventilation, and so the daughter takes a deep breath, like she has so many times before, and does her best to remain calm. We’ll get through this, the daughter thinks to herself, looking up at her mother with mixed emotions. Resentment, apathy. And still, a little love for the woman she’s trying to save. Again.
 
   The girl brings out a bobby pin, bites the plastic-coated tip off one side, and bends it midway. She studies the back door, which has no deadbolt. Just a regular lock on the knob.
 
   The mother nervously peeks around the side of the house. “What are you doing? Hurry!”
 
   The girl lifts the bobby pin to the doorknob. She’s shaking though, and covers this hand with her other one, so as to steady it. She inserts the bent side of the pin, listening. She turns the bobby pin this way and that. Can’t get it picked. There, almost, but not quite.
 
   “Dammit!” The girl pulls the bobby pin out and starts all over. The girl now senses something, or someone, and fights panic. She’s desperate now. Her mother is scared in the logical, self-preservation fashion. The girl, however, can see, sense...he really is coming. 
 
   The mother lights a cigarette, a stupid move. “Mom...”
 
   But the mother shoves the girl a little. “What’s taking you so long?”
 
   “I’m trying! Put your smoke out. It attracts attention.” The girl looks up, serious, to her mother. “I think we should get out of here,” she whispers, and reaches for her backpack.
 
   “No! Break a window if you have to.”
 
   “Mom.” The girl’s still trying to be calm, but she can feel him now. She looks at her mother as if her mother is the child. “If we break a window, he’ll know for sure that we’re here.” 
 
   Now the girl silently peeks out into the street. Shivers. “We gotta go. We’re out of time. Come on.” She starts pulling her mother toward a nearby alley. 
 
   The mother viciously shrugs off her daughter’s grip. “No! Where are we going to go?”
 
   “I don’t know,” the daughter hisses, “but please, Mom, we have to—“
 
   The daughter’s vision shifts from her mother to behind her mother, eyes wide. She turns to run...
 
    
 
   I let go of Julie’s hand and the details of the dream receded.
 
   “Okay, that was about as real as it gets without actually being there in the flesh,” I said. 
 
   She covered her tear-streaked face with both hands and said, “Welcome to my nightmare.” She couldn’t even look at me.
 
   It had only taken a moment, but it was a powerful vision. For sure, it was not just a bad nightmare. I felt Julie’s pain. I felt the mother’s and child’s fear. I wanted to know what happened next, but that was it. I held onto the vision, staying in it as long as I could, remembering details like the psychic bystander I was.
 
   I reached for the Kleenex box and handed it to Julie. “How long have you been having these dreams?” I asked after a moment, to let her gather her composure. This happened a lot, the breakdown of clients into my arms, so to speak. I patted her shoulder in sympathy, and also to see if I could score any more psychic details from the physical contact.
 
   I moved off while Julie blew her dripping nose. She was upset, but now much more at ease with me. That happened a lot. When I connected like I’d just done, auras seemed to blend, and a sense of trust developed.
 
   “A couple of months now,” Julie said miserably.
 
   I nodded, still holding onto what images I could. Julie calmed down a little. I didn’t blame her for crying, though. That was some vision. It was hard, I supposed, for a young woman like Julie to carry a weight like that on her normally fun-loving heart.
 
   “Do you have any idea of who they might be?” I asked, although I was sure she would have told me, or I would have sensed it. Because there was something more to this...much more.
 
   She shook her head. “No. Do you?”
 
   I was silent for a moment. I didn’t want to scare Julie off, but I felt she had a right to know. I downed a couple of gulps of my special coffee.
 
   “What is it?” Julie asked. “You saw something I didn’t. I can tell.”
 
   Of course you can, you psychic newbie, I thought to myself. But I smiled, in spite of everything.
 
   “You can tell me,” Julie pleaded. “Please. Are they dead?”
 
   “Probably. But Julie, don’t you feel anything else?”
 
   Her face went blank. “Like what?”
 
   “Like the fact that you’re very closely connected to them. Why else would you be having these dreams?”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The one place that Mack never followed me was the bathroom. Thank God. He was at least that much of a gentleman ghost. He cursed, though, as I slammed the door in his face and chuckled.
 
   I had assured Julie it wasn’t her fault if she didn’t understand or know the link between herself and the mother and daughter in her dreams. She had seemed somewhat appeased and she relaxed a bit. I told her to go home as I was going to do some research.
 
   After she’d left with the gifted coffee mug with my number printed on it, I’d spent a good portion of the day on my laptop. I’d looked at all the LA Times obits and crime reports I could find over the last three months for Echo Park. I finally found them. 
 
   It was a shame that news of their deaths was so hard to find. Not like they were anyone important, I thought to myself. Not to the world, anyway. Just an unlucky homeless woman and her unlucky daughter gunned down in the back of a house, right here in Echo Park. Not far from my apartment, actually.
 
   I lived in a great apartment on a hill that overlooked Los Feliz Avenue, in the trendy section of Echo Park, amid expensive renovated homes, some of them built seventy or eighty years ago. It was a nice neighborhood, filled with colorful people from all venues of life and culture. People both living and dead. Not many could see the dead, but I could, and they were as interesting as the living, if not more. Ah, such was my destiny to be a resident of such a ghost-filled neighborhood. Did none of them want to go Home?
 
   But back to the mother and daughter. They’d been killed for unknown reasons in the back of a home, just a few blocks away. But down the hill. Way down.
 
   I got the address and walked over to see for myself. There wasn’t much left, as far as energy and auras went. The home was now up for sale, but that was no surprise. People didn’t like to live in homes where murders had taken place. Most people, anyhow.
 
   Only the slightest trace of police chalk now remained; if it had rained at all in the last couple of months, that would have been gone, too.
 
   I was looking for more, though. Sometimes, the dead chose not to leave. I knew many of them, from both my work and my magnetism as a Medium. The dead often needed someone to talk to, and I got to be that person a lot.
 
   There, at the home where the murders had taken place, I let myself into the back via a newer gate, and wandered around to the rear of the place, trying to look interested like a prospective buyer would, in case anyone was watching. I found the door the girl had been trying to unlock, and touched it. Nothing now. Not one echo of the past. I peeked around front, as I’d seen both the mother and daughter do in the vision. Nada.
 
   Finally, I closed my eyes, capturing echoes of their movements to my memory. I stood in the place where the daughter had stood  when she was trying to get her mom away, and when her eyes had shifted from her mother’s to those I presumed were the killer’s. I felt coldness, and a twinge of fear when her viewpoint shifted. I did feel a subtle presence here. Perhaps more than that, I felt...a plea for help.
 
   However, the spirit of the girl wasn’t there. Not then, anyway.
 
   I hoofed it back up the hill to my apartment, huffing and puffing near the top. Damn, I smoked way too much these days to go up and down the famous stairways of Echo Park. So much for my shortcut. I should have taken the street route, and my car. 
 
   Back at home again, and still thankful for the solitary peace I relished, I did some more research as my lungs released a startling cigarette cough that I had always found so unattractive in others. Now I was doing it. Damn.
 
   I discovered that Julie was only about eight years older than the girl, and about eight years younger than the mother. Julie had sworn that she had no idea who they were, and I believed her. She didn’t know. At least consciously. But there was a connection; I could feel it with every psychic bone in my body. The three had never been neighbors, and had never had gone to the same schools. The fact that Julie lived about a mile from their last known address was of no help. Echo Park was a crowded place.
 
   But I was into it now. There was no backpedaling for this mystery. Too late for that. Full speed ahead...
 
   So, that’s where Mack found me, hunched over my laptop in the living room.
 
   “Ahhh,” he said, seated next to me. “You’ve got some real wahk.”
 
   I jumped. “Quit sneaking up on me. I’m working.”
 
   “Thought it was yuh day off,” he grinned.
 
   “It was. Still is.”
 
   “Hahf-ahst suhfin’ on the web?”
 
   “No. Real work. Told ya.”
 
   “The mother and daughter?”
 
   I stopped typing. “How did you know that?”
 
   “I knew you’d come upon it, sometime. Can I help?”
 
   “Maybe you can.” I tried to make my voice pleasant. “What do you know?”
 
   “Much mah than a bazo like you,” he said. A “bazo” was Boston slang for a boozer. Ah, well. Maybe I was a bazo. Maybe just slightly bazo. One could only hope.
 
   “Be serious,” I snapped. “I’ve been working on this all day and have come up with nothing except for the fact that they’re dead.”
 
   “Well, I believe I can help yah out,” he continued, taking a seat next to me. Except he didn’t really sit, he just put himself into a sitting position and hovered a couple of inches above the couch. “But thah’s this little bahgin we have...”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   “I nevah kid about serious things.”
 
   “The poker party. You want your damned ghost poker party.”
 
   Mack nodded. “You owe me, hon. An’ a cahd pahty is just what this place needs. You could do with a little livening up, too. You’ve been in a rut lately.”
 
   “That’s neither here nor there,” I shot back. “This is a psychic case, Mack. Hearts and souls are at stake.”
 
   “Make me the pahty and I’ll tell you what I know.” Mack had a devilish grin, one that had probably turned all the girls’ heads back in the day, and he tried to use it on me now. He was charming when he wanted to be, sullen when he didn’t.
 
   “I can’t believe I’m bargaining with a ghost,” I muttered, turning off my laptop. 
 
   “Trust me. You’ll be happy with this bahgin,” Mack said. “I know where the little gal is.” 
 
   That stopped me cold. I glanced at him for more information, but Mack was leaning back, hands clasped behind his neck, peering up to the ceiling. 
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Hiding,” he answered calmly.
 
   “Can you bring her here? Or take me to her?”
 
   “Yup. Can you give me a pokah pahty?”
 
   Sometimes, Mack was fun to have around when I had nothing to do, and no one to talk to. But just now, he was irritating as hell. He had nothing to lose, after all. He was bound to this earthly plain for reasons I still didn’t understand—which was rare—but I, on the other hand, had work to do. This case was already under my skin, and I failed to see the humor that Mack so enjoyed by dangling this carrot in front of my eyes.
 
   I slammed my laptop closed, and got up. “I know several exorcists, Mack,” I mildly threatened as I made my way into the kitchen and set about making a dry vodka martini. 
 
   Like magic, Mack appeared by my side. “I’m sure you do,” he countered, “but I have scared off one or two in my day, ones who mistook me for a poltergeist, when I ain’t nothing of the kind. I sent them packing, mah deah.”
 
   “Interesting. Tell me more.”
 
   “Not today. And I do know several other spirits who would love to take up quahters in heah. Nevah let them on my turf before, but things change. Even among the dead.”
 
   “Your turf? This is my apartment.” That’s where I lost it. I just took the damned bottle of vodka and stormed down the hallway to the bathroom and slammed the door in his face.
 
   I took a swig, and grimaced into the mirror. My eyes were bloodshot already. With the warmth the liquor sent down my throat came a flush that turned my face red and started me perspiring. I didn’t care. What I cared about was finding this girl, and surprisingly, I cared about Julie, too.
 
   Mack never even waited outside the bathroom door. I knew he was in the kitchen or living room, hovering around. Probably with that wicked grin pasted on his face like the devil had put it there. But this case was hitting me hard. The tears I couldn’t stop coursed down my faintly purple-veined cheeks and just made me angrier.
 
   “I’ll give you your cursed cahd pahty,” I shouted through the door, making fun of the way he talked. Sometimes, I felt so alone and so...mean. 
 
   I wondered for the thousandth time whether my neighbors could hear me ranting at Mack, and if they thought they lived next to a madwoman who constantly talked to herself. Maybe I was crazy. It didn’t matter though. 
 
   “Deal!” I added as I slid to the floor. 
 
   I texted Julie to come over tomorrow, that I had information. She said she would rearrange her schedule and make it so.
 
   I took another heavy pull from the bottle and felt it burn going down.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   The next day, Julie arrived around eleven. She attended cosmetology school, but had gotten permission to take the day off. Gawd, no wonder she looked so gorgeous every time I saw her. That was her job, to make people pretty. And somehow, she channeled Gwyneth Paltrow’s natural look. The things you could do with makeup if you knew what you were doing...apparently, she did because she looked so...natural.
 
   She stood at my door, looking up at me apprehensively as I was just putting new batteries in the TV remote and then, when I finished fumbling with it, set down the reloaded “clickah” for Mack. 
 
   Her smile, although congenial enough, couldn’t hide her jumpy demeanor. After all, she was going to meet a ghost today. Though, as a matter of fact, I hadn’t yet told her about Mack. One step at a time, or so I’d heard.
 
   “Hello, dear,” I said, stepping aside to make room for her to enter. “Please come in.”
 
   “Thank you, Pauline.” Julie stepped inside my apartment. She took a look around the place with new eyes, eyes that were now waiting for something unexpected to happen.
 
   I kept hold of her hand as I led her into the living room, where she took a seat on the couch. I’d drawn the heavy brocade curtains closed over the bay window that overlooked Echo Park, partly due to the summer heat, and partly for privacy. Mostly, it was because the less light in a room, the easier it would be to see a spirit materialize. 
 
   I also had the television on—although muted—because I knew that spirits used electricity energy for power. Not many people knew that they did this, and not all ghosts had figured it out. As in life, existing as a ghost was a trial-and-error experience. But they could, if they knew how, capture electricity to enhance their powers, if only temporarily. This was why lights often flickered or power went out when a spirit was near. The energy gave them enough strength to materialize, and even move objects. I’d seen these things happen, and more.
 
   Julie fidgeted with her tiny dangling peace sign earrings, and even got out a piece of sugar-free peppermint gum. I’d told her—after I’d sealed the poker party deal with good old Mack—that she’d be meeting the little girl today. At first, she’d declined, out of fear. It took some reasoning on my part to convince her that this would be the best way to resolve her nightmares and visions, and also perhaps solve a murder mystery. I made it sound exciting and dramatic.
 
   Sometimes, these sessions were exciting and dramatic, but sometimes, they weren’t. Sometimes, I couldn’t contact the ghosts, although I was pretty good at it—better than most, I’d say. I had a feeling that today was going to be something special.
 
   But we waited, each trying to make light conversation. I cursed Mack under my breath for being late.
 
   At 11:45, I decided I didn’t care what Julie thought. “It has to be five o’clock somewhere, and a beer is pretty harmless. Right?”
 
   “Right,” Julie answered.
 
   “Want one?”
 
   “Please. And actually, Pauline, do you think I could step outside for a quick cigarette?”
 
   That was unexpected, that she, too, was a smoker. 
 
   “Let’s do it. Right through the sliding glass door leads to the patio. Bottle or glass?” I asked.
 
   “Bottle, please,” she called and I heard the crinkle of her cigarette pack as she moved toward the patio door.
 
   I brought the beers from the kitchen, smiling. “Thank God,” I said to her. “I’ve been dying for a smoke. I usually don’t smoke or drink with clients, but I’m with you on this one. Come on.”
 
   The harsh summer L.A. sun hit us both as we stepped out onto my patio. We were used to it. You had to get used to scorching summer sun if you wanted to live in Los Angeles. We simultaneously flipped down our sunglasses from our heads and Julie gave a nervous giggle.
 
   “I like your patio,” she said.
 
   “Me, too. I used to live upstairs, but I moved from my fifth-floor apartment to the first floor when one opened up with a patio. I had always wanted a patio. Now I have one.”
 
   “And you still have such a great view of the entire neighborhood of Echo Park.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s great. I know all of the secret stairways in the neighborhood, too, and being on the ground floor, but still high on the hill, makes me feel more connected to it all. I’m loving my apartment.”
 
   “Neat. So, what’s going to happen today?” she asked me point blank.
 
   I drew on my cigarette. “You can never be sure,” I told her. “But there is almost always a reason for...situations like this. I’ve learned that, in this line of work, and in the spirit world, there really are no coincidences.”
 
   Julie took a long drink from her cold beer, but looked at her cell for the time. “Do they, you know, keep track of time like we do?”
 
   I tapped my cigarette into the ashtray and laughed. “Some do. Some don’t. Mack usually does.” Oops.
 
   “Who’s Mack?”
 
   “Well.” I didn’t quite know what to say for once. “Mack is a...friend. Don’t worry, he’s harmless.”
 
   “But who is he?” she persisted. “Why is he coming here?”
 
   “He’s bringing the girl,” I told her. “He’s the one who found her for me.”
 
   “Is he a Medium, too?”
 
   “Um, not exactly.” God. The truth, I told myself. Always try for the truth. “He’s another ghost, dear.”
 
   Julie barely had time to register this when we heard a loud thump from inside. She jumped.
 
   I drained my beer and stubbed out my cigarette, and Julie followed suit. “It’s time,” I told her. We stepped inside and walked to the living room.
 
   I saw Mack immediately. Julie saw the large wingback chair overturned. Mack, unfortunately, was in not-so-rare form.
 
   “What happened here?” Julie asked.
 
   “I call it chair bowling. It’s kind of a running joke between Mack and me...usually, it’s a private joke,” I added meaningfully, for Mack’s benefit.
 
   I guided Julie gently back onto the couch and stepped over to right the chair. “He doesn’t do this often,” I lied. Mack grinned from ear to ear at the pale and nerve-wracked young woman on the couch. 
 
   “Sssstop it,” I hissed to him. 
 
   Julie looked over at me. “Stop what?”
 
   “Never mind.” To Mack, I said, “Where’s the girl?”
 
   Julie gulped. “Are you talking to a ghost?”
 
   I was about to explain, but Mack cut me off. “She’s outside. She’s not convinced this is a good idea.”
 
   “Well, go convince her,” I snapped.
 
   “The least you could do is recauh’d the Sahx game,” he snapped back. “I forgot which button it is.”
 
   I looked at the TV; he’d changed the channel to a Red Sox game. That was practically sacrilegious in Echo Park. The Dodgers and the Red Sox had a long history of rivalry. 
 
   I picked up the remote and hit record. “Happy, Mack?”
 
   “Yuh-huh.” He headed for the door and passed right through it. I glanced at Julie, who was now utterly confused, as well as a little frightened.
 
   “Did he just ask you to record a baseball game for him?”
 
   “Yes, darling, he did,” I answered.
 
   My answer apparently did little to enlighten the poor woman. 
 
   “Does he like, live here?”
 
   “Most of the time. But don’t worry, he won’t be in our way. He’s gone out to fetch the girl.” I smiled at Julie. “She’s nervous, too.”
 
   This did seem to relax her a little. I sat down next to her, and she took a brave, deep breath.
 
   But neither of us were prepared for what was about to happen. Mack passed through my door again, this time with the girl.
 
   The girl, just about twelve, I’d say, took one look at Julie, laughed with utter joy, and ran straight into her arms.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Julie was almost bowled over. Her reaction was surprising, too. She wasn’t scared, she didn’t cry out, and there were no goose bumps on her arms. She just...took it in. She was smiling, and her face took on a rosy glow.
 
   “What’s happening?” she asked me.
 
   “The girl is hugging you,” I said. I was a little confused myself. “Not really hugging, you know, she’s got her spirit arms around you, though.”
 
   “I can feel her!” Julie’s eyes were moist. “Wow! She’s not scary at all!”
 
   Mack stood next to me, grinning. We both folded our arms in satisfaction and looked down at the pair. I knew he was thinking the same thing as me: soul mates.
 
   Soul mates lived their lives together in all sorts of relationships, usually as spouses, or twins. Most people didn’t realize that spirits could choose to live their next lives as soul mates in any capacity. For example, I’d seen several siblings who were soul mates. Also, parent and child soul mate relationships weren’t as uncommon as most people would think.
 
   This one caught me by surprise, although it was no less endearing than any other kind of relationship based on unconditional love from the very depths of the soul.
 
   The girl finally drew away, smiling from ear to ear, although I could see the gunshot wound and surrounding blood on her chest; it had been imprinted there upon the death of her body.
 
   Julie sat up straight. “She’s not gone, is she?”
 
   “No,” I told her, and the girl took Julie’s hand. Julie felt it and smiled again. To the girl, I said, “What’s your name, sweetheart?”
 
   She hesitated only a second. “Carla. What’s her name?” Carla asked me, nodding at Julie.
 
   Time to play relay Medium. “The girl’s name is Carla,” I said to Julie. “And she wants to know what your name is.”
 
   Julie looked straight at Carla, even though she couldn’t really see her. Not yet, anyhow. “My name is Julie. Are you okay?” She directed the question directly to Carla.
 
   “Tell her I’m fine,” Carla said.
 
   I did.
 
   Mack was hovering above us now, which is what he did when he didn’t want to converse with me. I looked up at him and could see by his expression that he was touched by this reunion. Not much was lost on Mack, even in death.
 
   Carla was fingering one of Julie’s large, cheap hippie rings. She had a mood ring, a peace sign ring, and a ring made out of a vintage baby spoon. Hers, in fact. Just a little psychic tidbit I gleaned from her jewelry. Julie started when she felt the ring on her right hand turn a little. When Carla put her hands on Julie’s face, almost like a blind person trying to get a feel for another, Julie quieted, but said, “What’s she doing?”
 
   I told her. Then I asked, “Julie, would you like to see Carla?”
 
   They turned to me in unison, both nodding emphatically. I held out the TV remote for Carla. “Touch it, honey,” I coaxed. “It will give you a boost.”
 
   Carla grinned and touched the remote, still holding Julie’s fingers with her other hand. The TV turned to static for a moment. And the lights in my apartment dimmed a little. Carla knew what she was doing. Unlike Julie, Carla wasn’t the least bit apprehensive. She had waited for this, for Julie. I could feel it in my heart. I could see that Julie was starting to understand the link between herself and Carla, although she couldn’t quite articulate it. Yet.
 
   The room was darker now. I could almost see the energy transfer from the TV to the remote, and into Carla. Mack frowned a little at the game on the TV, which faded in and out because Carla was drawing power from the remote and it interrupted the cable signal. Still, he kept quiet and hovered, watching the game, and then watching us.
 
   Julie gasped as Carla’s form materialized, shimmering softly at first, then appearing more solid. Julie looked into Carla’s face with a deep-rooted recognition. Her eyes flitted down to the girl’s fatal wound, a tear running down her cheek, but even Julie seemed to understand that Carla was in no pain. Not anymore.
 
   “Hi,” Carla said simply.
 
   Julie glanced down at their entwined fingers. “Hi...” Then she reached for Carla and hugged her. “Hey, Carla!”
 
   I couldn’t stand it. I needed another beer. I crossed the room into the kitchen. 
 
   Mack followed. “Very nice reunion,” he offered. He could never stand to see me cry. “Have I ever told you that you’re very good at what you do?”
 
   “No, but thanks,” I answered as I removed the cap and took a few large swallows.
 
   “Well, you are. I think I’m going to wait just outside, though. Let the TV keep recording the game for me.” 
 
   “Sure thing.” I watched him glide, mid-air, to the front door and pass through it. Tough old dog, he could be so sweet at times. He didn’t care for too much emotion, though. It made him duck out. It was probably related to something in his past that he didn’t want to face or discuss. Least of all with me.
 
   Back in the living room, Julie and Carla were now deep in conversation. I leaned against the wall and let the magic unfold for a moment or two, but I knew Carla couldn’t stay materialized forever.
 
   “Carla,” I said gently, “I’m so glad you’ve found each other.”
 
   “Me, too!” Carla beamed. “Thank you, Pauline. This is why I didn’t go Home, like my mother did.”
 
   Julie gasped. “You stayed because...?”
 
   “I just had to find you, Julie,” Carla said. “I couldn’t leave without finding my soul mate.”
 
   “Soul mate?” Julie had that confused look again. I sighed, and explained about soul mates. Carla nodded and interjected with her own affirmations.
 
   “Has the Light come for you, Carla?” I had to get down to business, whether I wanted to or not.
 
   “Yeah,” the girl said, “but I didn’t go.”
 
   “You know, that light will come to you less frequently, the more you reject it.”
 
   Carla nodded. “Yeah,” she said again, “I kinda got that feeling.”
 
   “Carla!” Julie exclaimed. “You don’t want to be stuck here forever, do you?”
 
   “No...” the girl answered, “but I just had to see you.”
 
   “And,” I offered, “I think we have a mystery to solve here. We want to find out who killed you and your mother, dear, so we can set things right.”
 
   At this, Carla sighed. “My mother...I don’t remember her so much. Less as time goes by...how long has it been?”
 
   “Since you both died?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “About three months,” I told her. “And, if you’re losing memory of her, then the sooner you tell us what happened, the better.”
 
   Julie was serious now. “I, for one, would like to know who killed you, and why.”
 
   Carla sighed. She was shimmering a little now; a sign that she could fade. “It’s such a long story. I don’t know what you need to know.”
 
   Julie was trying to keep hold of Carla’s grasp. She didn’t want to lose this connection any more than I did.
 
   “Well,” I offered gently, “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Carla settled down next to Julie, their hands still interlaced. I sat across from them in the chair that Mack had tipped over. Mack had drifted back in and floated just above the floor near me. Carla glanced at him, a question on her face.
 
   “Would you rather he not be here?” I asked her.
 
   “No, it’s okay. He knows a lot of it anyway. He’s my friend.”
 
   I looked up at Mack, whose expression was stoic now. “You’ve known her and you didn’t tell me?”
 
   “I know a lot of souls,” Mack responded. “How am I supposed to know which ones you’re interested in?”
 
   “Is the other one back?” Julie asked, looking straight at Mack without realizing it.
 
   “Yes. He wants to hear this, too. Is that all right with you?”
 
   “I guess so, as long as Carla’s okay with it,” Julie responded a little nervously. “But please, ask him not to overturn any more furniture.”
 
   Mack chuckled now as I said, “He can hear you, darling.”
 
   “I’ll be good,” Mack said, and Carla related this to Julie.
 
   I took a sip of my beer, trying to make it last. I was too ashamed to pop open another one in front of a client. “All right Carla, tell us about yourself, and how you and your mother came to be killed.”
 
   Carla closed her eyes for a moment, focusing. When she opened them, she began her tale. “Ever since I can remember, Mom was always in trouble. She was always in some kind of mess, and she spent a lot of time trying to get out of them. Even when I was little, she would leave me at an old friend’s house for days sometimes, trying to clean herself up. Her friend wouldn’t let her stay there while she was using. We probably could have lived there if Mom had ever been clean for more than a couple of days.”
 
   I could tell this wasn’t going to be easy, for her to tell or for us to listen to. But I nodded my head in encouragement and waited.
 
   “We never had the best relationship,” Carla continued. “Yeah, she was my mom, but we weren’t that close. No, that’s not right. She was my mother and I loved her, but we kind of...saw things differently. You know? There was a good year or so, after the first time she went to rehab, that we got along great. The rehab place helped her get a job at a thrift store and we lived in one of those residence motels for sober people. But then, she started getting into trouble again and lost her job. And then we lost our place to live because she kept failing the drug tests. After that, she was never clean for more than a couple of days, and that was only because when she had money, it went for drugs. We ate, sometimes, out of the garbage bins just outside fast-food restaurants.” She grimaced.
 
   Carla spoke like a girl well beyond her years. Maybe she’d had the last three months to think about her previous life. But I had the feeling she’d always been a wise child. An old soul, that’s what she was. I sensed that she’d been much smarter in life than her mother had been.
 
   “I guess so.” Carla read my thoughts. “I was smarter than she was, and it frustrated me. She had a learning disability, a reading one, but other decisions were hard for her, too. I can see that now, but when we were alive, I didn’t understand it, how hard it was for her to even fill out a job application, and then, if she managed that, all the steps to even get it turned in. I mean, she was my mom, right? She was supposed to take care of me. But she didn’t know how to do things with more than a few steps.”
 
   “Oh, Carla,” Julie whispered.
 
   “Anyways,” Carla continued, “Mom was still always trying to get ahead. She’d always tell me that soon we would be living a good life. That I could go to a good school. Take horseback riding lessons or ballet. I don’t know how she ever believed this would happen, but at some point, I stopped believing her dreams because they became lies to me.”
 
   She sighed and continued, “Just before we were, you know, killed, we got kicked out of our last friend’s house because my mom stole from them. We were out on the street, and Mom was desperate.”
 
   “You were homeless?” Julie exclaimed.
 
   “Yeah. It wasn’t as hard for me as it was for Mom. I could ditch school, I could do whatever I wanted. I could have anyways, if I didn’t have to keep an eye on my mom.”
 
   “So, what brought you to that house?” Julie asked. “The one that I’ve been having nightmares and visions about?”
 
   “Sorry about that,” Carla answered with sincerity. “I just didn’t know how else to find you, Julie. I was kind of haunting you.”
 
   “This is all very sweet,” Mack interjected, “but the girl’s only got so much time to stay materialized.”
 
   “Right,” Carla agreed. “Okay, well, Mom decided we needed some fast cash, and she started dealing drugs. Again. Heroin this time, as it was easier to come by, and brought a good profit. And you didn’t have to deal with meth-heads, at least, that was what Mom said. That heroin was somehow better than meth, and had safer people in the dealing end of the business.”
 
   Her tale of woe got worse and worse.
 
   “So, we went to the heroin dealer to pick up some more to sell. The guy wouldn’t front it, but somehow Mom got the money to pay for it; she had a ‘plan.’ You always have to try a little bit of what you’re selling, so you know what you’ve got. How strong it is, what it’s been cut with. Also, you want the dealer to try it, so you know you’re not getting crap.”
 
   Carla shivered, if a spirit could shiver, recalling that fateful day that ended her life. “My mom started flirting with the creep. She talked him into mainlining with her. I was watching, and I saw that my mom made herself a much weaker dose. They did it together, and in a few minutes, the guy was out cold. My mom took the H—the heroin—and she kept her money, too. And she ransacked his place and found some more money he’d stashed away.”
 
   The girl wasn’t even aware of us now; she was reliving the past as if watching an intense movie. I could see some of it in my mind, and I bet Mack could, too, but Julie stared at Carla with a hand over her mouth, horrified and silent.
 
   “I told her, ‘Mom, this is a really bad idea, you don’t go messing around with dealers, especially if you don’t have a home.’ But she didn’t listen. She told me to shut up, that she knew what she was doing. What could I do?” 
 
   Carla threw her hands up as if we could have given her an answer. “I didn’t have anywhere to go. I mean, Pauline, you’ve got a nice place here, but I don’t—didn’t—know anyone like you where I could go with her. You can’t even stay in the shelters if you are on something. They won’t let you in. You see, I grew up on the other side of Echo Park. It’s a world apart from your hilltop.”
 
   I understood what Carla was talking about. Echo Park was one of the more unique areas in Los Angeles. East of downtown, north of East L.A., Echo Park was a mixture of old history and new culture. My apartment building, seated on top of a grand hill and overlooking the busy streets below, was a fairly posh area. I was surrounded by original but renovated classic Victorian homes, and the streets were lined with ancient trees, some at least a hundred years old. Neighbors knew each other here, although I kept to myself more than most.
 
   Down below, however, lay a different Echo Park—a separate city, it seemed, crowded in places with liquor stores on every corner, gangs, drugs, and even some hookers. The lower quarters were still rich with culture, cafés, and funky thrift shops; vibrant and alive during the day. But people could get into trouble down there at night if they weren’t careful. It chilled me to the bone to think that this twelve year old knew so much about hard drugs and street life.
 
   “We left before he woke up,” Carla told us. “Then Mom did freak out, like I hadn’t told her what would happen. Within a few hours, we got tipped off that people were looking for us. We had to figure out a way to lay low.”
 
   “So, you were trying to break into this house...?” Julie asked.
 
   Carla sighed. “Yeah. It belonged to a friend of Mom’s who was out of town and she had said something on Facebook about going on vacation. When we went to the library to use the restroom—which we did several times a day because it was clean and safe—Mom used to use the library computer and look on Facebook for old friends. And see what they were up to, just for old times’ sake. I think she missed her high school years. Like, this was her only good friend from high school, long before her drug problems got bad and here her old friend was, blabbing about her upcoming vacation and boarding her dog, so we knew her house would be empty. Mom was ashamed to let her old best friend know how bad off we were. I remember feeling awful about breaking in, or trying, to the house. But it was the only safe place we could think of. Mom still had both the money and the stuff on her. We were both scared. And then, when we were trying to break in, he came.”
 
   The girl sat quiet, reliving the scene we all had witnessed. None of us knew what to say. 
 
   Finally, Mack spoke. “I guess that’s all she wrote. The rest, as they say, is history.”
 
   Carla nodded. “I saw the light, the stairway came, after...you know.” She gingerly touched her gunshot wound. “Mom ran straight for it.”
 
   “But you didn’t,” I stated.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?” Julie asked. She was apparently still a little confused.
 
   Carla smiled at her. “Because I wanted to find you. I wasn’t going to let this life be a total waste. I had to find you, Jules.”
 
   “Jules,” she echoed softly, trying out the nickname and smiling sadly through her tears for Carla.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Even with the power of the remote, Carla was indeed fading in and out now. Julie didn’t want her to leave.
 
   “I won’t leave you, Jules,” Carla answered. “You just might not be able to see me sometimes, but I’ll stay with you as long as you want me to.”
 
   Julie didn’t know what to say. She was torn between her own joy of finding Carla, and doing what would be best for the girl.
 
   “I can stay for a while, anyways,” Carla said. “I can come to your house, if you want.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “You’re not bound? Don’t you have to stay within certain perimeters?”
 
   “Well, yes, and no,” Carla replied. “I know that some spirits have to stay inside a room or a building. But I don’t. Maybe because I moved around so much? And I was homeless, so where, you know? Where would I be bound to?”
 
   I nodded, contemplating this. Why, indeed? Mack wasn’t bound by any building, either. As a matter of fact, I realized I’d recently come in contact with several ghosts along the streets, and though the question entered my mind, I hadn’t given it serious thought, until now.
 
   I still didn’t know much of Mack’s history. He wouldn’t tell me, however much I entreated him to confide in me. Both his life and his death were still a mystery to me. He apparently wanted to keep it that way. 
 
   It was something to think about, but not now.
 
   “Would you like that, Julie?” I asked. “For Carla to come to your house and visit?”
 
   Julie was a little flustered, what with speaking with ghosts and finding her soul mate. But the idea delighted her. “Sure!” she said enthusiastically. “But how will I know when you’re around, Carla?”
 
   Carla’s solid image was shimmering now, a combination of blue and purple shimmers. “You’ll be able to feel me,” she answered. “Or just call my name, and I’ll be there.”
 
   “Can you really come to my house?” 
 
   “Yeah, I don’t think you live far,” Carla answered, softly now. “I can hang around most of Echo Park.” The girl turned to me and added, “I think those are my boundaries. Just Echo Park. Don’t move out of the neighborhood.”
 
   She was fading. Julie tried to hold her hand, but could not anymore. “Okay, even if I can’t see you...” Julie’s tone had hope, joy. Love. “You’ll be around, right?”
 
   “Right.” Carla reached up and gave Julie a final hug before she disappeared from Julie’s sight. 
 
   Julie looked like a lost puppy. Mack chuckled.
 
   “It’s not funny,” I rebuffed him, and he fell silent, hovering, arms crossed.
 
   I sat across from Julie, trying to think of something to say. This was my business, my lifework; I’d talked many people through all kinds of bizarre situations. For some reason, Carla was getting under my skin and I was losing my objectivity. She was still there, but Julie could no longer see her.
 
   “Well.” Julie was overwhelmed. She couldn’t think of anything to say, either.
 
   “Maybe I should go, for a while,” Carla finally offered.
 
   “If you like,” I said. “Let her get used to all this.”
 
   “She’s leaving?” Julie was becoming more attuned to the spirit world, whether she knew it or not.
 
   “Just for a while,” I said. “Do you have anything to say to her?”
 
   Julie fidgeted with the ring on her finger that Carla had moved. “I have tons to say,” she looked straight at where Carla was sitting. Floating, right above the couch. “Yes, tell her I want her...her company. Anytime she wants, she can come see me.”
 
   “She can hear you, dear,” I reminded Julie.
 
   Julie took a deep breath. “You can come over...I suppose you know where I live?”
 
   “Tell her I don’t really need to know,” Carla said. “Now that I found her in this life, I can just think of her and be there. At least in Echo Park. I don’t know about elsewhere.”
 
   I told Julie. We were all a little weary; it was now early afternoon. I wanted another beer, and perhaps a nap.
 
   Julie seemed to pick up on this. “Pauline, I don’t know how to thank you,” she said, slowly gathering her cigarettes and purse. She rose and gave me a hug.
 
   “Please,” I said, waving a hand. “It’s what I do. I’m so glad to have brought you and Carla together.”
 
   “It’s going to be strange, being visited by a ghost.” She laughed a little nervously.
 
   “You get used to it.” 
 
   Then Mack touched the remote, and turned up the volume on the baseball game. 
 
   Julie jumped. 
 
   “Stop scaring her, Mack!” I said to Mack. He had a gleam in his eye, though. He liked Julie, and was just playing with her.
 
   “Don’t mind Mack,” I told Julie. “He likes you. I can tell. He won’t hurt you.”
 
   “He does? How do you know?”
 
   “Because if he didn’t like you, he would have done something to scare the pants off you. You’d be flying out of here like a bat out of hell.”
 
   Julie laughed again, and her eyes focused on his image near the television. “I better get going,” she managed.
 
   I walked her to the door. “This isn’t over, you know.”
 
   “No, I didn’t think so. She’s got to go to the light, or whatever, right? I only have so much time before she leaves.”
 
   “That’s true,” I agreed. “But there’s something else. I can’t put my finger on it, but I can feel there is some unfinished business to attend to.”
 
   “Well, if you say so,” she managed. She was tired, too. But I knew she’d be calling me soon. After all, how many people could she talk to about this? And, while I didn’t have to, I liked to help the living understand the dead. I hoped I could be there when Carla went Home.
 
   “Call any time,” I said as she walked down the hall to the stairs.
 
   I went into the kitchen and got myself another beer. And a small shot of vodka. I re-started Mack’s Red Sox game from the beginning for him, just to keep him from bugging me. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “I missed some of the game.”
 
   “I know. Now, through the magic of DVR, you can see it in its entirety.”
 
   “What a world, what a world,” he said, which made me smile. He loved TV and movies and we had a similar cultural vernacular.
 
   I headed for my bedroom. Just a little nap, that’s all I needed. I’d earned my nap for the day, and that was good.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Mercifully, the third morning after the session with Julie and Carla was fairly cool. Equally refreshing was the fact that I was alone, blissfully alone, on my patio. No ghosts were around, especially not Mack, and no intuitions were bothering me. I sat in the patio chair that was shaded during the morning hours, smoking a cigarette and enjoying my coffee. I didn’t even feel the need for Captain Morgan to share my coffee.
 
   “Where is that mockingbird?” I asked aloud, as if I could make him appear.
 
   Julie had called over the last three days, and more than once. She told me that she could feel Carla’s presence quite often. I suggested that she try some electricity to see if the girl could materialize. Carla had, and Julie was elated. The two were able to communicate in subtle ways at times now. Carla would often bring the scent of flowers when she arrived. Julie was no longer freaked out; in fact, she was a hundred times happier than when she’d first knocked at my door, plagued by the recurring nightmares that she hadn’t understood. I was happy for them that they were starting to find peace and understanding through their soul mate connection.
 
   Mack, on the other hand, had been relentlessly bothering me about his promised poker party. “Pokah Pahty,” he pronounced it, and he went on and on about what he wanted, how I should prepare and how it would be the highlight of our friendship.
 
   I laughed. “Fine.”
 
   He warned me that he would have the “guys” over tonight. Clearly, I wasn’t as enthralled as he was. In fact, I was worried that a ghost poker party wasn’t among the wisest of festivities for an apartment like mine. Sure, nobody—at least, not the living—would hear them. Hopefully, they wouldn’t, if they behaved. But there was a possibility that other spirits would hear, and might be curious and flood my apartment with uninvited guests. I couldn’t imagine my place filled with so many spirits. Just Mack alone was a handful for me.
 
   I pushed all of these thoughts, including those of Julie and Carla, out of my mind, determined to enjoy the morning. 
 
   I heard a welcome trill. My mockingbird was back in rare form. I tried to count his different and unique calls. At times, I thought I could discern a rhythm, a musical 4/4 or 3/4 beat, but his calls were usually too quick for me to keep track of. I sipped my coffee, and watched him flit from tree to tree, always making a big stand if any other birds got near his feeder.
 
    Nearby were a couple of blue jays. I had a great respect for them as well; their raucous calls were more coarse and random, although they seemed so proud of themselves. Birds weren’t in the least inhibited by what they were or sounded like, or whether they were beautiful or ugly. 
 
   I tried to ignore my own getting-flabby body and the fact that birds didn’t need alcohol or anything else to sing their hearts out. I tried to push the question from my mind that if I was an intelligent human being, why couldn’t I obtain simple joie de vivre, like the birds?
 
   I downed my second cup of coffee, leaving the birds to their ignorant bliss, and went inside to prepare for Mack’s damned poker party.
 
    
 
   Mack, as I said, had specific requests—demands, really—for his party. Although I thought Mack was really going out on a limb here, he had brought Carla to me. We had developed a sort of mutual trade or barter relationship over the last year or so, and I figured that this poker party would earn me at least a few good favors in return.
 
   Some of his requests, or demands, were fairly easy to meet. I already had my father’s old poker chips. I moved the kitchen table into the living room, and covered it with a decorative tablecloth. In fact, it was a kitschy green tablecloth I had found at a yard sale that was printed on the borders with the well-known picture of dogs playing poker. I hoped Mack would see the humor in it.
 
   I also had cigars on hand to light, to help set the mood. I knew these spirits couldn’t actually drink, but I set up shot glasses and placed some liquor bottles on the table, too. And chips for everyone.
 
   Those were the easy demands. Now, with Mack’s four “guests” arriving in less than an hour, I struggled to get the two small generators I’d rented up the main entry stairs and into my apartment, stealthy-like. I pulled one up the stairs, and paused. I didn’t want anyone, especially the apartment manager, to see it in the outside hall. But if I hauled the thing to my apartment, then I risked leaving the other one unguarded down at the bottom. 
 
   “You’d better appreciate this, damn you,” I muttered under my breath.
 
   “But I do, hon.” Mack was right next to me. 
 
   I jumped, in spite of myself. “Don’t do that!”
 
   Mack just smiled and continued, “Go ahead, take this one in. I’ll gawd the one below.”
 
   “What can you do if someone takes it?” I asked.
 
   “You know I can do plenty, luv,” he answered, and I knew it was true. Mack could scare the pants off anyone, day or night. I stifled a smile at the thought of having an even more reliable protection against burglars than a German Shepherd or a Dobie.
 
   “Thanks, you old salty dog,” I told him. He smiled and nodded as I pushed the thing into my apartment. 
 
   I went down the main steps again. By the time I got the second one, I was perspiring. I wanted a drink and a smoke. Mack followed me out to the patio. It was getting dark and the mockingbird had gone to roost in the tree just off the patio.
 
   “All the easier to see me in the dark,” he mocked.
 
   “You’re pushing your luck, buddy,” I told him.
 
   “So are you.”
 
   “How so?” I asked. “I’m not the one with a body six feet under.”
 
   Mack indicated my pre-made apple martini and cigarette. “You could be, too, sooner than you think,” he retorted, “if you keep all that up.”
 
   “Listen, do you want this party? If so, you’d better back off.” I didn’t want to admit that he’d pushed one of my buttons. My bad habits were my crosses to bear. Mine.
 
   Apparently, he did want this party, so he changed the subject. “If you don’t want to heah the noise, you could lower them onto into the patio outdoor down below. I happen to know those tenants ah on vacation.”
 
   I nodded, but made him wait for me to finish my smoke. We got both the generators going, with extension cords coming inside. These ghosts would have plenty of electricity for a party.
 
   It was going to be a party to remember.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   For the first time in a long time, I fixed myself up for a social event.
 
   I stood at my front door like the Hostess with the Mostest, dressed in a floor-length purple silk caftan that was trimmed in delicate gold braid. I had slipped on elegant gold metallic sandals. I had my hair up, I had makeup on and I had little gold hoop earrings in my lobes. I wore perfume, a spritz or three, from a vintage bottle of Shalimar that had been sitting on my mirrored dresser tray, just gathering dust.
 
   I felt excited, even pretty. It was a party at my house. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had had one.
 
   Mack’s friends floated in, one by one. Common courtesy went both ways, I figured; they could have come down from the rooftop. Perhaps they sensed where I was, waiting at the front door, even if it was closed.
 
   Anyhow, Mack reluctantly tore his eyes away from me and introduced them one by one. They all smiled and nodded to me, since they couldn’t really shake my hand. I was a little nervous myself, but I tried my best to remember their names.
 
   An old African-American gentleman named Willie entered my home first. He was very dark and handsome, and had a huge smile and perfect teeth. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” he said. “Awfully kind of you to have us here tonight.” He moved into the living room.
 
   Next came Andy, a smallish guy with a jockey-like cap on his head who reminded me of Roddy McDowell. His beady eyes met mine with a wink and a “Nice to meet ya,” and that was it. He probably knew poker, I thought to myself. He would be good at bluffing.
 
   Michael was young. His tall, skinny frame, with ribs showing through his shirt, revealed severe hunger at the end of his life, which made me a little sad. He had vomit on his shirt and his mouth carried a bit of foam. That was disturbing, but his dark, sad eyes haunted me even more. He forced a smile for my benefit.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Michael,” I found myself saying. He stood out from the rest, as if he didn’t quite fit in.
 
   “Nice to meet you, too,” he answered politely. “Thank you for having me.” He didn’t seem to want conversation, although for some reason, I did. Mack stood back, nodded to him to go into the living room and invited him to find a seat at the makeshift poker table.
 
   The last spirit to enter my house that night was a gentleman by the name of Frank. Frank wore an old but well-kept three-piece suit; perhaps it was the one he’d been buried in. I didn’t ask; that would have been rude.
 
   Frank did offer his hand, so I offered mine. Instead of the pretend shake, though, he bent his head and gave my hand a mock kiss. “Pauline. I’ve heard so much about you,” he said, gesturing to Mack. “How can I thank you for going to such lengths for us? For, this is indeed a rare treat. Please accept my greatest thanks for your kindness.”
 
   My hand drew up to my throat, a nervous habit. I smiled now, grateful for the acknowledgment. “Why, the pleasure is all mine, Frank. Please make yourself at home.”
 
   Mack was clearly pleased. I could tell he was looking forward to the evening ahead. Of course, he didn’t say it in so many words. I had to settle for, “Thanks, luv,” as he followed my guests, or rather his guests, into the living room. “By the way, you look stunning.”
 
   “Thanks.” I felt a blush rising to my face. I thought of my one amazing kiss with James before he had departed this plain and I knew that there just was no damn way I was going to go there with Mack. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was a strange and wonderful night.
 
   In a moment of rare compassion for the old Cape Cod Ghost, I had taken some extra steps in an effort to surprise Mack. He’d been trying to hide his enthusiasm, but I just knew that this was an event for the books, one to be talked about for years to come. For whatever spirits remained on Earth, that was.
 
   I’d thought long and hard about how to utilize the generators. Their power was all well and good, but useless if my ghostly guests couldn’t access it.
 
   I decided to hook them up to some electric candles I had. Using a couple of extension cords, I’d set one electric candle at each place on the poker table. This way, my spirit friends could simply touch the candles whenever they needed an electric boost.
 
   Mack was delighted, and it worked well—almost perfectly. Mack and his friends were able to maneuver their cards and chips. The clink of chips commenced. The cigars were lit, the faux candlelight and drinks, although untouched, set the perfect mood.
 
   Except for one thing. Neither Mack nor I had thought of it. When they were all seated and ready to go, they glanced around at me as if waiting for something.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, sipping on my vodka martini and freely smoking inside tonight. What was a little cigarette smoke, with all those cigars? I leaned against the hall that led into the kitchen as their faces settled on mine. 
 
   “What?” I asked again.
 
   “It seems we may have forgotten something,” Three-piece Frank offered politely.
 
   “Well, I can’t help you with the drinks, as much as I’d like to see all of you drunk in my living room,” I retorted, perhaps a little too dryly.
 
   Mack’s friends mumbled among each other now, unwilling to ask for anything more from me.
 
   Mack, of course, spoke up. “We can’t deal the cards,” he said simply.
 
   My jaw dropped. Of course. Dealing cards would have taken far too much energy for a ghost. They could move objects, but they couldn’t deal cards or play the piano, complex things like that, not without taking down a transformer in the neighborhood.
 
   I didn’t know whether to be frustrated or honored. After all, who among the living could truly say they had dealt poker for a bunch of ghosts?
 
   I kept my own poker face intact. I wasn’t going to let Mack know I would enjoy this. “Well, boys,” I said dryly as I brought my drink to the table, “I guess all I need is a chair and a chip.”
 
   Yes, I could play a mean game of poker. I’d cleaned many a table in my time, partly due to my psychic abilities. I’d even been asked to leave, because certain casinos I won’t mention thought I was cheating. Hey, a girl’s gotta eat, right?
 
   But those days were long gone, and they had occurred well before I started getting paid for my gifts. And these guys, well, they knew. They knew that I could pick up on emotions, and even thoughts, despite a good bluff. They were on guard.
 
   I shrugged it off and settled for being the House Dealer. We weren’t playing for real money anyhow—what would these souls do with cash? They were happy to feel a little normal for once, and I was glad I could make that happen for them.
 
   “What do you all want to play?” I asked.
 
   “Blackjack!” Andy said.
 
   “I want to play Texas Hold’em,” Mack countered, his eyes intense.
 
   “How about Guts?” asked Frank.
 
   “High Chicago is my game,” Willie said.
 
   “Seven-card Stud. I guess? I don’t know how to play the other games,” Michael said softly.
 
   “You’ll learn. Oh boy,” I said, gearing up. “I guess we will have to play them all. Apparently, you gentlemen each know what you can win at.”
 
   Mack laughed and beamed at me, if ghosts could even beam.
 
   Throughout the evening, my eyes kept wandering over to the kid, Michael. He was watching me, too, I realized, in a way that made me squirm a bit. Once in a while I’d glance, eyebrow raised in a question, over to Mack, but he wasn’t interested in anything but the poker game.
 
   It was fun to see them all touch the electric candles, and use the power to look at their cards, and toss their chips around. This was awkward for only a short while. Soon, they were touching the power with one hand and playing with the other. 
 
   Michael seemed the least interested out of all of them in the game. The rest were having a grand old time, using all the old poker hands and playing the different games as they shared gambling stories from their previous lives. Mack was ecstatic about getting a “Dead Man’s Hand,” aces and eights, and winning and taking everyone’s chips. 
 
   I kept the cigars lit for atmosphere, and played some good old big band music, mixed with oldies but goodies on my stereo.
 
   “Bless you,” Willie said, when Blue Moon, a Billie Holiday tune, came up in the programmed mix.
 
   I smiled at him. I was having a genuinely good time throwing a party for ghosts.
 
   The generators lasted about an hour and a half each, though, so the game lasted only a few hours. Yet, still they hung around, reminiscing about the old days.
 
   I was getting tired, and more than a little tipsy, after a few good martinis. However, there was no way I would retire to my room with strange ghosts in my home, Mack or no Mack. Still the Hostess with the Mostest, I sat in the corner of the couch, my sandals off, and my feet tucked under me, and nursed my latest drink, listening to their amazing stories.
 
   Some of them shared how they’d died, and joked about haunting loved ones or enemies. I knew Mack wouldn’t share his story; he never did. I didn’t even know how he’d died.
 
   I wasn’t surprised, really, when Michael kept quiet as well. He was clearly uncomfortable with the topic. He drew away from the others and pretended to admire some artwork on my wall.
 
   I took this opportunity to try to get to know him a little, or at least try to figure out why he seemed familiar to me.
 
   “I hope you’re enjoying yourself,” I offered, now standing next to him as we looked at a watercolor of a beach that I had done in college. It was nothing special for him to be staring at. He looked like he wanted to really crawl into the woodwork and get away from me and guarded his thoughts with a strength I did not expect.
 
   “Uh, yeah,” he replied vaguely. “Thank you for tonight. I know it meant a lot to Mack. And the others.”
 
   “So, how long have you known Mack?” 
 
   He fidgeted, if a spirit could fidget. “Oh, I don’t know, not too long.”
 
   I took a sip from my drink, careful not to spill. The whole apartment was a little hazy now from the cigar smoke. I liked the smell of cigars well enough, but this cloud was a little much. And, was there some kind of vinegar smell? I wondered what that was.
 
   I wanted this kid-ghost Michael to talk to me. I didn’t know why, I was just going with my usual intuition that something was up, something big. “Well, I’m glad you came along to the party,” I said, unable to think of anything else.
 
   Mike gave me kind of a strange look. He was about to say something when Mack floated over to us.
 
   “Pauline, my deah, what ah you boring this poor lad with now?”
 
   “My pathetic watercolors from my squandered college years,” I said.
 
   He sidled up to Michael, who for some reason looked extremely relieved. “Hi, Mack. We were just, um - -”
 
   “Just making civil conversation,” I quipped.
 
   “Well, much as I’d like to stay, the others have to get going. We’ll just be on our way, then.” Mack nodded to Michael to join Willie, Andy and Frank.
 
   “What gives?” I asked him once Michael was out of earshot.
 
   Mack gave me a surprised look. “Nothing! I just don’t want you making my guests feeling uncomfortable. Don’t pry, my deah.”
 
   “Methinks thou dost protest too much,” I quoted Shakespeare.
 
   Mack didn’t care what I thought; he rarely did. “And methinks we should get on the road.”
 
   I stood at the door again, this time nodding at all of them in farewell. Mack barely gave them time for a proper goodbye, although they all thanked me for a wonderful evening. All except Mack, of course. He’d felt I owed him this, I knew.
 
   “All’s well that ends well,” he said on his way out. “See you around, deah.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until the next afternoon that Mack reappeared.
 
   After the “gang” had left, I made myself a couple more drinks while watching late night sitcom reruns and wondering how many other people lived the kind of life I did. I must have nodded off, because I awoke that morning still curled on the couch, my tepid drink just across from me on the coffee table.
 
   It was depressing, really. My life was pathetic. That’s what I was thinking when I downed rest of the previous night’s drink.
 
   I knew that alcohol contributed to depression, but I didn’t care, probably because I was depressed. Just a little something to get me going, I always said. A temporary fix to a permanent problem.
 
   I spent the morning getting my place back to normal. I opened all of the windows, and turned on the ceiling fans. I emptied ashtrays of all cigars, and even vacuumed.
 
   I did feel a little better. At least my home was my own again. There was, however the slight lingering odor of vinegar I’d smelled the night before. I couldn’t trace it. Maybe it was from the generators or something. What did I know?
 
   When it cooled that afternoon, I took my laptop—and another martini—out to the patio. I couldn’t get that Michael kid out of my mind. I didn’t know when he’d died, so I searched backward in time, chronologically, using the same websites I had used to research Carla and her mom.
 
   Turned out I didn’t have to look too long. He’d died a couple of months ago. I drew a deep breath and held it, re-reading the obits from the very same day that Carla and her mother had died. 
 
   I hated that my brain was saturated with liquor. It slowed my thinking sometimes. I was just putting two and two together when Mack showed up, making his presence known inside.
 
   I flew inside my apartment like the angry old goose that I was.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me who Michael really was?” I demanded.
 
   “Nice bash last night,” he commented, hovering over the chair he’d overturned again. “Actually, I was impressed. As were my friends.”
 
   “I asked you a question,” I spat. “Why did you bring him here? And why didn’t you tell me who he was?”
 
   “And you, the savvy psychic,” he chuckled. I was drunk, and he knew it. “I thought you would have figured it out on your own.” He inspected his nails while I righted the chair. Again. “And look now, you did figure it out. So, what’s the problem, deah?”
 
   “I trusted you. You know I would never knowingly let a murderer inside my home, living or dead.”
 
   “I know nothing of the sort,” he replied lightly. “You’ve certainly done it before.”
 
   I gasped, thinking of only person Mack could be referring to. “That is none of your business! And it’s old history. Have the ghosts been gossiping about me?”
 
   “Hush, Pauline. Like you said, you can’t have a private thought with me around.” Mack followed me into the kitchen. 
 
   It was time to lay off the hard stuff, just for a while. I needed to think. I downed a large glass of water and got myself a beer. “You do understand that I’m trying to figure out how to help Carla.”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   I was frustrated now, and fuming mad at Mack, especially since he knew stuff about me that I never wanted him to know. Ever. Stuff about me and...James. Obviously, he was privy to my most painful and personal thoughts.
 
   He, however, was obviously enjoying my frustration. I thought about locking myself in the bathroom to get away from him, but I was sick of looking at the tiny octagonal floor tiles while I was drunk. My thoughts were a little foggy, and I had to figure out what to do.
 
   “You know what to do,” Mack said, quietly now, his face more serious.
 
   Sweat was beading on my forehead now, and my neck felt hot. It’s just a hot flash, I lied to myself, trying to dismiss my discomfort.
 
   I sat at my small dinette table and glared at the ghost, one of the few beings I could call a friend. Why hadn’t he told me about Michael? 
 
   “I can’t do everything for you,” he said.
 
   Oh, his mind reading irritated me. “What the hell do you ever do for me, except make unreasonable demands and knock over furniture? You secretly pry into my private pain, Mack! And you haunt me until I think I’m going insane!”
 
   This did hit home for him, I could tell. His eyes were cold as they met mine. “One,” he stated, “the pahty wasn’t an unreasonable request. You have to admit, even you had a good time. If you can even remember any of it, yah bazo.” 
 
   I was about to give some smart retort, but he held up a shimmering hand and continued. “Two, it’s what ghosts do, luv. How else am I going to get your attention when you’re out on that insufferable patio of yours with that mockingbird copying every other bird tune he has ever heard? And three,” his eyes flashed a little now, “I’m not haunting you, and I’m not the cause of yuh quest for sanity. You have it all, Pauline, and you don’t even know it. You take the gifts that Gahd gave you and yah piss them away. Bazo!”
 
   With that, he knocked over my beer, drifted through the wall and was gone.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later, after I cleaned up the spilled beer and put away my carpet shampooer, I was on my second glass of iced coffee and pacing back and forth in an attempt to sober up. I could lay off the alcohol for a while; I had to. I had to have a clear mind. As much as Mack had pissed me off, he knew me to the core and he wasn’t afraid to speak his mind. We were that close. Damn.
 
   I picked up my cell phone, then set it back on the table. I was just trying to get the words right. “Screw it,” I finally said to myself, and grabbed the phone.
 
   “Hello?” came the happy-go-lucky voice on the other end.
 
   “Julie? It’s me, Pauline,” I tried to sound upbeat and business-like.
 
   “Hi! Pauline! Carla, it’s Pauline,” she called out to the ghost in her home. “How are you? We’re having a wonderful time...”
 
   I listened politely, patiently, to Julie’s prattle about how she and Carla were spending a lot of time together, having fun, learning how to communicate, how Julie’s psychic skills were at an unrivaled high.
 
   “That’s great,” I said when she finally stopped to take a breath. “Listen, dear, there’s something I have to tell you.”
 
   “What?” Her voice was intent and curious.
 
   I hated to rain on her parade. I was looking at my reflection in the hallway mirror, particularly at my bloodshot eyes and reddened face, devoid of makeup that day. I took a deep breath and said, “I’ve found Carla’s killer.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   There was silence on her end of the phone. 
 
   “Julie? Are you there?”
 
   “...Yes, I’m here.” Julie’s voice had changed from to joyous to anxious. “You found him. Carla is listening. I can’t understand what she’s trying to tell me.”
 
   “It’s all right, everything will be all right,” I soothed. Finding Carla’s killer understandably triggered strong emotions in both of them. “Look, I just thought you would want to know. You knew I was looking for him.”
 
   “Yes, I knew,” Julie said. “But this means...what does it mean? He’s still around?”
 
   “Actually, he’s dead, too.” I was a little fuzzy still. I forgot to explain that to her. “He’s a ghost, Julie. I met his spirit form last night.”
 
   “But how?” Julie asked.
 
   As best I could, I explained about Mack’s poker party, and the killer’s presence there. I told her about my research and my conversation with Mack. At least part of the conversation. Not the part where Mack had told me I was pissing my life away.
 
   Julie listened, then said, “I think Carla wants to come over. I felt her touching my hand, and the front door just opened a little.”
 
   I thought fast. “I, uh, have a meeting tonight,” I said. I’d learned early on that almost anything could be construed as a meeting. That night, I had a serious and important meeting with my bed and my down pillows. “How about tomorrow morning? This could be...emotional for both you and Carla. And I want to think about a couple of things before I see you two.”
 
   “Of course.” Julie sounded relieved.
 
   “See you about ten, then?”
 
   “Sure, ten works. Oh, and Pauline?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Thank you. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. I appreciate everything you’re doing.”
 
   If that were true, then why did I feel so horrible? But I tried not to show it. “Sure thing, hon. Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It’s wonderful what a good night’s sleep can do for a living human being. I awoke rested and refreshed, and with the hope that a new day was always supposed to bring. Some days, I didn’t feel that hope, but that morning, I did.
 
   Cigarette, coffee without booze in it, and a shower. Now, I was applying makeup, and thinking about how to best guide today’s session with Julie, Carla and Michael. As a Medium, I oftentimes played the role of mediator, too. Sometimes, besides relaying information, I had to run a little interference between the living and the dead. I had the feeling that today would be one of those days.
 
   Julie and Carla arrived promptly at ten. When I let them in, Carla was actually calmer than Julie, but the girl did scout out the place for any signs of Michael’s presence.
 
   “He’s not here,” I told Carla, “not yet.”
 
   “Thank God,” Julie breathed. “I’m not sure I can do this, Pauline. I mean, are we going to have a séance or something? I’ve never done that before.”
 
   “Sure you have,” I replied, bringing her a cup of coffee. “Séances are pretty easy. It will be like when we contacted Carla.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, a little doubtfully. “But your other ghost friend, Mack, brought her. Right?”
 
   “Well, that’s true.” I was wondering myself where the old fart was. “But that doesn’t happen all the time. I can usually summon spirits by myself. And, I think Carla’s presence could help.” I didn’t mention that there was a possibility that Carla’s presence might be a hindrance, too. From the short time I’d connected with Michael, he seemed standoffish, and I’d read a strong emotion of guilt within him. He might not want to face the girl. But I kept quiet about my doubts.
 
   Carla hovered about an inch above the couch, in a sitting position, next to Julie. “How did he die? What’s his name?” Carla fired more questions as I drew the heavy drapes closed and turned off the lights.
 
   “His name is Michael,” I answered. “Does that ring a bell, dear?”
 
   Carla bit her nonexistent fingernails. “No.”
 
   “I don’t know how he died,” I continued. “I can’t see any signs of bloodshed, but he looked like he was pretty sick.” I didn’t want to make Julie any more uneasy than she already was. Julie clearly wasn’t looking forward to this.
 
   I sat across from them, now pushing the thought of old Captain Morgan out of my mind. I could wait for my next drink. For them, I could wait.
 
   I turned on the TV, muted it like I had before, and set the remote on the coffee table. Then I lit a couple of aromatherapy candles. “Just to set the mood,” I told Julie with a wink. To Carla, I added, “If you really want to, you can draw some energy. But I was thinking we’d save that for our intended guest. Does that make sense?”
 
   Carla nodded.
 
   I looked around the room. A “séance,” as Julie called it—it was really no more than an unveiling of two worlds, a path opened between them—didn’t require much effort on my part. I just didn’t know why I didn’t want to get started.
 
   “What’s that smell?” Julie asked out of the blue. “Sorry, it just kind of smells like...”
 
   I turned to her now. So, I wasn’t crazy after all. “Smells like vinegar?” I wrinkled my nose. “I’m not sure. It was noticeable last night, even over the cigar smoke.”
 
   Carla’s demeanor changed at this. She kept silent, but I had the feeling she understood something I didn’t. She had an uncanny ability to stop me from reading her thoughts.
 
   “Well, are you ready?” I asked Julie and Carla. Carla gave a curt nod, still chewing on her nails.
 
   “Wait,” Julie pleaded. “What’s going to happen? I mean, I’m pretty sure this Michael ghost isn’t going to be as sweet as Carla. I’m a little nervous.”
 
   “I’m just going to request his presence,” I explained, with more patience than I felt. “I can’t foresee what exactly will happen, but usually, I translate, if you will, for the spirit. Or for you. Most likely, you’ll find you have important information to exchange.”
 
   “But, I don’t know what I want to say,” Julie whined. I guessed this wasn’t altogether true. 
 
   I patted her hand, though. “I’m sure you’ll find the words.”
 
   “I can help,” Carla offered.
 
   “Carla wants to help, too. Don’t worry,” I smiled and tried to appear reassuring. “Everything is going to be just fine.”
 
   I hoped it all wouldn’t blow up in my face.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “Now, just try to clear your mind,” I instructed Julie. I took her hands in mine across the coffee table, steering clear of the lit candles. “Just put all your thoughts on an imaginary shelf.”
 
   Julie nodded, but Carla moved closer to her. “Carla, why don’t you set one hand over Julie’s and one over mine? That way you can be a stronger force in summoning Michael.” The girl did so, but now, she was as jumpy as Julie.
 
   I took a deep breath. I needed to clear my own mind, no matter if they could or not. This was old hand for me, or at least it should have been. I wasn’t usually so emotionally invested in my cases, though. I had to concentrate, and make an extra effort to focus.
 
   “We all need to center on thoughts of Michael. Carla, you and I have seen him, though you may not remember much. Julie, just do your best. Think of the connection between Carla and him.”
 
   They nodded. The room became eerily silent as we thought about Michael. Carla’s pleas for his presence clouded my focus, and I purposefully shoved her psychic plaintive cries away from me.
 
   Michael. Michael. Michael, young spirit, I know you’re not far. Please come. You will be safe here, I promise. This was my mantra for the next several minutes. I envisioned him, his dirty hair, his serious eyes. His scrawny build. I searched for him in the other world, calling, coaxing. 
 
   “Pauline, it’s not wor—” Julie started, but both Carla and I shushed her.
 
   It was starting to work. At least, I could feel some kind of energy shift in the room. And a spiritual shift. He was approaching. I could feel the chill and the sense of regret that preceded his arrival.
 
   He was now near. Not in my apartment yet, but I could feel him close by. Apparently, Carla could, too, as she squirmed a little and looked around briefly. Then the girl scrunched her eyes closed again, and I stifled a smile. She was trying too hard, but telling her that would only make things worse.
 
   Michael, Michael, young spirit, I know you’re not far...
 
   I looked up just in time to see Michael being shoved through my front door—my closed door, of course—by none other than good old Mack. What would I do without him? I nodded my thanks at Mack and he nodded back.
 
   The kid stumbled, his feet tripping on nothing, as he was floating above the floor. He tossed a hurt look back at Mack. 
 
   Mack wasn’t the least inhibited by Michael, though. “Go on,” the East Coast Ghost grumbled, “get in there or you’ll have me to deal with, as well.”
 
   He pushed the younger ghost forward, and Michael shrugged Mack’s hand off his shoulder, now indignant. The kid dusted himself off as if he’d fallen in the dirt. Perhaps he had, I thought, and smiled up at Mack.
 
   “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Mack said, with not a little pride at delivering the culprit to my hands.
 
   “Michael. Welcome. Thank you for coming.”
 
   Carla looked up at him in amazement. Julie immediately tensed. Michael stared at the three of us, especially Carla. He looked like he’d rather be anywhere than here, but Mack hovered directly behind him, blocking the way to my front door. Not that the ghost couldn’t just escape through a wall.
 
   “Uh, hi, Pauline,” Michael said nervously. “Thanks.”
 
   “Hello, Michael,” I returned with a calm I hoped would spread. Tension was running high, and we’d barely begun. “Michael, I asked you here because I think you might have some unfinished business here on Earth. I’d like to help you, if you’re willing. Carla needs some help, too. She has the same problem as you do. You are both still here.”
 
   We’d all opened our eyes now. Julie couldn’t see Michael or Mack. Nor Carla, for that matter. 
 
   Time for the old television remote trick. “I can see you, Michael, but Julie—this is Julie, by the way, she’s a good friend of Carla’s and here on Carla’s behalf—Julie can’t see you. It would be easier if you took shape a little, if you’re willing?” I gestured to the remote.
 
   Michael understood, but he still hesitated. He looked back at Mack, who nodded for him to go ahead.
 
   He moved to the remote and touched it. The television protested with a flurry of snow on the screen. The temperature in the room dropped a good ten degrees.
 
   Julie sucked in air as he materialized. Carla took it upon herself to draw the same energy, perhaps as much for Julie’s benefit as her own. The electricity seemed to be working. I knew from Mack’s face he wanted to be a part of this, too, although I wasn’t sure why. I moved the remote toward him.
 
   When Mack’s form started shimmering, and he materialized, he smiled down at Julie like a dad would. Old Salty still had some compassion, I thought, amused. Mack tried to appear unassuming, reassuring, but Julie just wasn’t used to this...to ghosts. Carla was different for obvious reasons.
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Miss Julie,” Mack said pleasantly enough.
 
   “Uh, likewise,” Julie managed.
 
   Carla and Michael just stared at each other. I sensed that they were both re-living that fateful evening together. Julie looked from her friend to her friend’s killer. She understood, as well, and she suddenly stood, letting go of my hand...
 
   “You’re the one who killed her.” Her voice was icy now, just like the room. “You killed them both in cold blood. How could you? She’s just a child!”
 
   Michael started to back away, but Mack gave him the evil eye and the young man stayed put.
 
   “I...I’m sorry,” he blurted. “I didn’t mean to. Really, you don’t understand.”
 
   “What is there to understand?” Julie demanded. Here was a side of her I hadn’t seen before. She’d never been outspoken or aggressive. She was turning into a mama tiger. “She didn’t do anything wrong. You took her life—our lives, our friendship! I hate you!” Angry tears now flooded from her eyes.
 
   Michael stood, or floated, frozen, unable to speak. He knew she was right. He couldn’t find any words. What could he say?
 
   That was where I came in. “Julie, of course you’re upset. Probably you, too, Carla. This is partly why we’re all here.” Except for Mack. But maybe there was a reason for his presence here, too.
 
   I reached for Julie’s hand again, but she moved away from me. I felt a strong anger in her. That could be bad. She couldn’t really do anything, like hurt Michael physically, or kill him. But there were other ways of damaging a soul.
 
   “You! Why did you do it?” she demanded. “What reason could there ever be? Can’t you see what a wonderful girl she is? Or was? She’ll never grow up. She’ll never have that chance. Because of you.”
 
    I had to act. “We can’t undo the past, Julie. All we can do is find a way for all concerned to move forward.” I moved between Julie and Michael. “It’s all right, Michael, I’m going to help you.”
 
   He was relieved, a little, but this only made Julie angrier. “You’re going to help him? Why?”
 
   Even Carla could see things were getting out of control. She moved to Julie’s side. And all the while, Mack hovered in the background, interested, but serious. I nodded to Carla.
 
   “Jules,” the girl-ghost said, “you need to calm down. It’s okay.”
 
   Julie suddenly swirled around at Carla. “Don’t you dare talk to me like I’m your loser mother, like I need to be taken care of!” 
 
   Carla’s jaw dropped. 
 
   Julie cried openly now, her mascara blackening around her eyes. She took a look at all of us and ran down the hall, slamming my bathroom door.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The room was deathly quiet now; the only sound was the ticking of my kitchen wall clock.
 
   “Oh, dear,” I managed with a weak smile.
 
   “I didn’t mean to upset her more,” Carla said miserably.
 
   “Uh, maybe I should go,” Michael said. “I didn’t...” but he didn’t finish. He just looked away with a mournful, sorrowful look.
 
   For once, Mack looked to me for direction. No one was enjoying this at all. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but I hadn’t expected this.
 
   I set my shoulders back, drew myself up. “No, Michael, please don’t leave. Let me go talk with her. There are things you don’t understand yet, and we need to hear your story. Both Carla and Julie do.” I wished I could pat him on the back or something. “Carla, why don’t you explain about you and Julie to Michael? About your unique relationship. I’ll be back.”
 
   I didn’t wait for a response. I trusted that Mack could keep Michael there, while I worked on Julie. The three ghosts could only stay visible for so long, so I had to make it quick.
 
   I knocked on the bathroom door. 
 
   “Go away,” Julie said, hiccupping now. At least she was finished having a hard cry.
 
   I tried the door, and it was unlocked. I poked my head in. Julie was sitting on the closed toilet seat, dabbing her eyes with a crumbling tissue.
 
   I entered, closed the door and slid down the same wall I had so many times before, usually with a bottle in my hand. This time I wasn’t drunk, but a part of me half-wished that I was.
 
   Give her a moment, I thought. I did. I just looked down at the octagonal white tiles on the floor—the pattern always made me feel seasick when I looked at them too hard when I was drunk—while Julie tried to pull herself together.
 
   “I didn’t mean to say that, and not in that way,” she finally managed.
 
   “I know, Julie.”
 
   “It’s just that, if Carla had been my daughter, none of this would ever have happened. Oh, Pauline, don’t you see?” she pleaded. “I should have been her mother! I love kids, and I love Carla more than anything! I can’t have children, you know.” 
 
   The salty rivers gushed down her face again. I hadn’t known that, and I understood a little better now why her protection of Carla was so fierce.
 
   “He’s ruined the only true happiness I’ve ever known,” she went on, angry again. “This isn’t the way things were supposed to turn out.”
 
   “My dear,” I tried to be as gentle as I could, “but it is the way things were supposed to turn out. Most people never get to understand why life unfolds the way it does. But we can. You can, and so can Carla. And maybe, Michael can.”
 
   “I don’t give a damn about Michael,” she spat. “He can rot away in his loathsome spirit body, for all I care.”
 
   “I can understand where you’re coming from. But here is where you have to trust me. You think you didn’t ask for any of this, but you did.” She started to protest, but I held up a hand. “You understand about soul mates now, right?”
 
   Julie nodded.
 
   “Whether you remember or not, you and Carla planned this life. You both did. Almost everyone does. There are very, very few ‘firstborns’ in the world today. If you’ll just trust me, and come back out there with me, maybe we can find out why Michael chose his own path. And maybe it will all make more sense.”
 
   “But, then, Carla will have to...leave,” Julie whispered.
 
   “Probably. But would you rather she’d never come in to your life at all?”
 
   Julie thought about this. “No. I wouldn’t trade knowing Carla for anything.”
 
   “Then you can count yourself lucky,” I said, trying to hide my own bitterness. My personal life had nothing to do with this.
 
   I took a deep breath and stood. “Come on. I’ll be there the whole time. And so will Carla.”
 
   I had to force my own tears back as Julie looked up at me, trying to decide if she really did trust me after all. Then she got up too, wiped her eyes once more, and we headed for the living room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Carla and Michael were talking quietly as we entered. Mack hovered mid-air a little behind them. The three froze when they saw Julie. Michael, especially, was frightened. Even ghosts have emotions; as a matter of fact, emotions, feelings and thoughts were all they consisted of, really. 
 
   Carla took Julie’s hand, and Julie held on tight.
 
   “All right.” I took command again. I had to. “We need some communication, positive communication. Let’s just all calm down, a little. You three,” I indicated the dead, “give yourselves another boost.” I nodded to the remote. Damned electric bill’s gonna be sky-high, I thought to myself, not to mention all of the batteries I went through to help ghosts manifest themselves, like at the poker party. Only Mack caught this thought; he kept his mouth shut, but smiled at me. I smiled back in my mind but kept a serious face.
 
   When the three of them “energized,” and Julie was fairly calm, I said, “Carla, have you explained your close ties with Julie to Michael?”
 
   They both nodded.
 
   “Good. Now, our next step is to listen to Michael, for every story has two sides. Whether we want to know them, or not.” I nodded to Michael. “I’m here to help you, too, son.”
 
   “I, uh, I don’t know what you want me to tell you.”
 
   “Oh, I think you do. I’m not here to judge you. I just want to know what happened, and how you came to die.”
 
   Michael nodded briefly, and sat on the carpet in front of us. 
 
   After a deep sigh, he began his tale.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “I was ten years old when Mom was killed by a hit-and-run driver.”
 
   I nodded for Michael to continue.
 
   “Just crossing the street. That’s all we were doing. It was a normal day. She walked with me and my two little sisters to the grocery store. It all happened really fast.” He paused. “Just before the car hit her in the crosswalk, she shoved us three kids out of the way in front of her. Up onto the sidewalk. And then...bam! She was dead, about two feet away. Just that fast. Just that close.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
   “Thank you,” he said softly.
 
   I gave him a moment. “Who took care of you and your sisters after that?” I asked.
 
   “We had Dad, but I cooked and stuff like that.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yeah. Dad worked swing shift. He never got home from work until we were all asleep and then we would leave for school before he woke up. I mainly made hot dogs and boxed macaroni and cheese in the beginning. Anything that had directions on the package.”
 
   His voice faded out for a moment so he took a power boost and continued, “I did laundry and put my sisters to bed after their little homework papers and baths each night.”
 
   “How old were they?”
 
   “First and second grade. Six and seven.”
 
   “Why didn’t you have a babysitter?” I asked, incredulous.
 
   “The money. And because my dad trusted me with them.”
 
   “So, he treated you like an adult?” I asked.
 
   “No. Dad called me ‘lost boy.’ From the day of Mom’s funeral, he called me that.” 
 
   “Why?” Carla asked, her eyes sad. “Why did he call you that?”
 
   “Because I was lost without Mom. We all were. Even him. Especially him.” Michael paused. “He was this tough guy who would never cry in front of us or admit he was missing her. He had this mean sense of humor that he would try and make us laugh when we were crying, but not in a nice way. It was kind of like he was shutting down our emotions and his, too, with his hazing of our grief. None of us were supposed to be babies about her death. We were supposed to just wait.”
 
   “For what?” I asked.
 
   “He said he would find us a new mom.” He paused. “That was not what we needed. We lost her and then, we lost him. I tried to be a good big brother, and my sisters and I got really close.”
 
   “Not your dad?”
 
   “No. For a few years, Dad tried to find his way, despite being lost, same as we were. He started working two jobs, to replace Mom’s income, and spent a lot of time down at the local pool hall when he wasn’t working. He never even ate at home anymore. He just put thirty dollars on the kitchen counter every Friday and then we fed ourselves, as best we could. We never shopped at that grocery store again. We went to one further away, so we didn’t have to cross at that intersection, ya know?”
 
   I nodded encouragingly.
 
   “Dad. He did everything not to have to see the girls because they looked just like her, you know? They were like mini-Moms. He couldn’t hardly look at them without saying something gruff that would send them into tears. He pushed them away when they needed their daddy to hold them. Even more than how he treated me, what hurt the most was what he did to the girls: shut them out, rejected them.”
 
   “Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” said Mack, taken aback. His face was stricken with compassion.
 
   “Shh,” I said gently, looking in Mack’s direction for a moment, then turned back to Michael. “What about school, Michael?”
 
   “We did our best. Our mom used to check our homework, but as we got older, homework got harder. I had to help my sisters and sometimes, I didn’t get my homework done. But theirs was always complete. If we had time, at night, they wanted me to sing them to sleep, like Mom used to. It was as if I sang the song that she used to sing to us before bed, then that was a piece of her that would never die.”
 
   Tears were in Michael’s eyes. 
 
   “What song?” I asked.
 
   “Mr. Sandman. Do you know it?”
 
   “Sure. Great old song.”
 
   “That was Mom’s theme song, I don’t know why. She said everyone had a theme song, something that meant the world to them. And that was hers.”
 
   I nodded. “I believe in personal theme songs, too.”
 
   “What’s yours?” Carla asked me.
 
   “Me? What a Feeling by Irene Cara. Don’t laugh,” I said to Mack when I sensed his silent amusement. I turned back to Michael. “Sorry. Continue, please.”
 
   “I sang it for my sisters, Lily and Rose. Night after night. It was keeping a piece of Mom in our lives, a piece nobody could take away. A damn...song became this anthem of our family, this glue between me and my sisters. That’s all we had left of her. We clung to it like a prayer.” He gulped and cleared his throat.
 
   “Fast forward a couple of years,” I said.
 
   “That’s when the trouble started. I mean, not as bad as losing Mom, but sort of where I fell from grace, even in Dad’s eyes and he was barely around. Things started to get worse between us. He worked hard and my grades were crap. I didn’t do any homework at that point. I was mowing lawns after school to make money for batons and costumes for the girls because twirling made them so happy and they were so cute and good at it. I paid for the lessons. Dance lessons were too expensive, so they twirled. You can’t outgrow a baton like you can shoes. So I mowed lawns.”
 
   I smiled. “But you started getting in trouble?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I was twelve, like Carla is now.” He nodded at her. “Hey, kid.”
 
   “Hey,” she said back, ever so softly. “Why did you do bad things, Michael?”
 
   He grimaced. “It was easy, that’s why. I hooked up with some questionable kids after school at a friend’s house, a friend I met in detention for not turning in my homework. Him, for smoking pot in the boy’s room.”
 
   “Oh, no,” Julie said, as if she saw the turn his life was taking in front of her eyes. 
 
   “I...got high for the first time. At twelve, I felt like an old man, already. Weed helped me relax from my responsibilities, and I could laugh with the other kids. The stoner kids were nice, not like any other kids I had ever met. I hadn’t laughed in years, you know? These kids were fun, they lived dangerously, and they didn’t worry about consequences.”
 
   I nodded. “You liked getting high, then.”
 
   “Oh yeah. I never forgot that feeling, of my initial high, though I never felt that way again. Not that I didn’t chase it, time after time. I couldn’t get it, though. Couldn’t find my way back to that ultimate mellowness. Sometimes, I thought it was because the Mexican pot on the street was such crap, but the truth was, when you do a drug for the first time, that’s as good as it’s gonna get. Ever.”
 
   I nodded. “Take me to age fifteen, Michael.”
 
   He took a power boost and continued. 
 
   “By then, alcohol and I were best buddies, but that didn’t really help much, either. I’d mix hard liquor with pot and end up getting sick. I was trying to find a happy medium between getting a buzz and puking in the gutter. I no longer sang Mr. Sandman to the girls. They knew that I was a stoner. I was fifteen and they were twelve and eleven and in the DARE program. They got the T-shirts and everything. They were Good girls. I detached myself from them a bit. Maybe to protect them from my bad influence.”
 
   He closed his eyes, thinking, and opened them again. “One evening, after I made chicken nuggets and frozen corn for our dinner, I decided to go to a party. There was nothing else to do. Homework was a joke and Lily and Rose knew to stay home and wait for Dad. Rose was like a little mom to Lily by then and they didn’t need me as much. They had each other. I had booze and pot. But I was lonesome.”
 
   “I know that feeling,” I said, and Mack looked stricken. “Sorry, please continue,” I said to Michael and shot Mack an apology with my eyes. I felt like an idiot for saying that. His companionship was sometimes my only saving grace.
 
   Michael continued, “It was at this party that I met the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen in my life. Not only was she beautiful, she was funny. I mean, if a girl could make me laugh, that was shocking, because I was really depressed.” He paused. “You all don’t really want to hear this, do you?”
 
   “Yes, we do,” Carla insisted.
 
   “Okay. So, Renee was the life of the party, cracking jokes and daring others to match the shots of tequila she drank. I watched her from across a smoke-filled room and I knew she was going to be my girl. She was absolutely stunning, like a young Renee Zellweger, actually, and she had crazy social skills that I didn’t. She eyed me from across the room with interest, you know, that look that says ‘I’m interested.’ There was just one problem. Girlfriends cost money and I was poor. Dirt poor.”
 
   He took a power hit and continued. “I couldn’t get a legal job until I was sixteen, so except for delivering dope once in a while for a few bucks, or mowing lawns, I was perpetually broke. Hell, I had never even bought weed. It was always fronted to me, a blunt here and there, or shared at parties. I had friends, though, and so, my friends saw me looking at Renee and saw I was smitten and broke. I remember I was really embarrassed when they told her I was available. They kind of pushed us together. The next thing I knew, I was outside, kissing her under the moon. I sang a few bars of Just Walk Away Renee, and she giggled and said she wasn’t going anywhere.”
 
   “That sounds so sweet,” Julie said. I could tell she was shocked at his story. It was so...human.
 
   “It would have been sweet, but I had asked her out to Disneyland because that was all I could think of to impress her, and that was going to be expensive. My friends, heck, nobody made decent money on delivering pot because in Los Angeles you can get a marijuana card and get it legally when you’re eighteen. So, my friend hooked me up with this one trial run as a heroin dealer. It turned into a regular thing.”
 
   Carla looked sad. “Everyone thinks they are only going to do it that one time and score all this money and not ever touch the heroin. My mom thought that, too.”
 
   “I didn’t use, at first, Carla.”
 
   “Nobody does. It’s too scary.”
 
   “Yeah. I had anxiety about it. After a while, I knew friends who had been to jail, prison even, and the thought of doing time would have killed any shreds of love left from my sisters. But I kept dealing heroin. It was risky, but also a lot of money and so easy. I could take my girlfriend anywhere, and I mean anywhere. I blew tons of money on her, on our dates, and we lived for the weekends, where we went all sorts of places, even hiring limos to take us to concerts and amusement parks, upscale restaurants. I was still too young to drive.”
 
   I pressed my lips together, not judging, but knew the story was going to take a bad turn.
 
   “I was going to quit dealing H when people I knew started getting busted left and right. Nobody snitched on me, though. Then, this unexpected thing happened. Renee came home with me one day and she just fell in love with my sisters. And they with her. Since Mom died, she was the only girl to ever set foot in our house. My dad, he had been through plenty of women but he never brought them home. When he met Renee, though, she redeemed me in his eyes, like I wasn’t this big loser if I could get a girl who looked like a movie star and was super sweet, too. She came over and cooked for all of us and helped the girls sew competition twirler costumes on Mom’s old sewing machine that she dusted off and fired up. Hell, Renee was like our...savior. Dad’s, too. He started making me feel better about myself, like I was finally somebody.”
 
   “He didn’t ask where you got the money to go all those places?” I asked.
 
   “I told him Renee’s family had money, but in truth, she didn’t have any money either. We connected because we both hated being poor so much and we wanted to live big. Both of us.”
 
   Mack sighed softly.
 
   Michael continued, “I started using. And it made me secretly feel so bad, but out of every delivery, I tested a bit, I sampled it with customers...hell, I did heroin. There, I said it.”
 
   Michael looked at Carla. “You know where this is going, don’t you, Carla?”
 
   “Yup. That nice girl, Renee, found your stash of heroin and used.”
 
   “You got it in one.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Michael took another power boost and I nodded for him to continue.
 
   “I gave Renee a huge scare when I did some bad heroin with a customer. It was cut with something awful and I was sick, sick, sick, for a couple of days. I had to call 9-1-1 for the customer and requested the paramedics. Before they came, I ran home, crawling the last block or two on my hands and knees. Renee was torn between her need to have this amazing expensive, fun lifestyle with me, and the reality that this stuff can actually kill you.”
 
   Mack’s brows furrowed. He was intent on Michael’s story and very moved. When Michael paused, Mack nodded at him to continue. He did.
 
   “One night, I went out to do business. Renee was staying with the girls to make Halloween costumes, and after they went to bed, she went through my stuff. Her plan was to find my stash and kit, confront me and make me stop dealing and using. You can’t hide drug use very well from your girlfriend. She knew me to the core and we were close to becoming...physically closer.”
 
   Julie heaved a sigh. My heart was breaking for him, too, but I didn’t show it.
 
   Michael continued, “She’d found my stash and she was curious. She smoked a little from a pipe. She told me that after the initial vomiting, it was a really nice high, and wouldn’t I please give her a little more? After everything she did for me?”
 
   Julie leaned forward, her eyes anxious.
 
   Michael kept on, like we had turned on a faucet and he was unable to stop until we had the whole story poured from his gut. “I was angry and upset that she had gone through my stuff and even more angry that she used some of my stash. I had to account for what I used. Scale-perfect transactions. Plus, I had my own little habit going by then. It was under control, I thought. I wanted to be with her. She wanted my heroin and was hinting just how far she would go to get more of it.” He sniffled and looked at Carla.
 
   “I was a street kid, Michael. I understand that she tried to trade you sex for more heroin.”
 
   “Yes, and I loved her so much that I couldn’t deny her anything, not even that. It didn’t take long. Almost immediately, Renee was an addict, through and through. And also, just like that, we became lovers. She started out smoking it, then sniffing it, then skin popping it. Barely a month had passed when I came home to find her passed out with a needle stuck in her arm. I panicked, but she was alive, just really out of it for a day. Thank God, my sisters hadn’t seen that, or my dad.”
 
   Mack shook his head sadly.
 
   “When she woke up, I told Renee I would no longer supply her habit. I would help her through withdrawal, help her find a job or go back to high school. She had dropped out before she even met me. I would do anything for her, anything but supply her. I told her I loved her and promised I would always take care of her, that we could have a good life, only if she never did H again.”
 
   He moaned. “Renee agreed at first. I quit dealing, and I quit school. I turned sixteen and got a job stocking shelves at a super-store, working graveyard shifts. I quit using because my job had regular drug tests. I knew she was clean because I wasn’t her supplier anymore. I was with her all the time, except when I was working while she slept at my house in my bed, so my little sisters wouldn’t be there all alone. My dad was now on graveyards, too, at his job. We were all so glad to have Renee there for the girls. So glad. I was always so dead-tired when I got home from work at 8 a.m. that she even took my sisters to school for me. She did so much for us while Dad and I snored away in our beds. Another American family falls victim to shiftwork. And worse.”
 
   “So, you were on your way to living happily ever after with Renee?” Julie asked.
 
   Michael shook his head. “No, she dumped me by text message. She said she wanted to be free and have fun and that I should call her when I was ready to return to our old life.”
 
   “Wow,” Julie said. “I’m sorry. Continue, please.”
 
   “And by ‘old life,’ she meant she wanted to party with H and have lots of money again,” Carla guessed. “So you went back to it.”
 
   “I see you know the drill.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “My heart was hurting so much without Renee.”
 
   He took another power boost and spoke on, like he couldn’t stop now. “She kept texting me, challenging me to quit my job. When I called her back, she pleaded. She begged. Finally, she gave me an ultimatum. She told me if I didn’t go back to the old life, she was going to try to get my old dealer job. She gave me one week to decide.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, shocked.
 
   “I was bad off. I didn’t have H and I didn’t have her. I had a job stocking shelves and working graveyards for minimum wage. I was becoming my old man, a bitter, lonely high school dropout and a minimum wage worker with no skills, no future. My dreams were crushed every day when I clocked into my job, yet the woman I loved was going to become a heroin dealer if I didn’t quit that job and go back to running drugs, myself, and of course, doing them.” 
 
   Tears were running down his ghost face. “She had no street smarts. Inside of two days, she would have either gotten herself arrested or killed in a drug deal. If I was going to save Renee, I had to go back to the life. It was her or me.”
 
   He wiped his ghost nose on his sleeve, even though he wasn’t really wet. “It took me one day to decide and within two days, my old suppliers were more than happy to welcome me back into the drug scene. Renee and I got back together the first night, after my welcome-back delivery.”
 
   I sighed, deflated by the outcome.
 
   “My sisters were glad, too, that Renee was back. We had all missed her, even Dad. After just two weeks back at selling – - but not using, because by then I knew if I used again, that would be my downfall—I almost had enough money for an engagement ring. I got cocky. I even asked for bigger drug deals. Ask, and ye shall receive. Right?”
 
   “Right,” I said, knowing this was all going south pretty soon. Not that that bus hadn’t already left.
 
   “So, at that point, I was thinking about taking her ring shopping and I was whistling to myself as I knocked on my supplier’s door; we had a special knock-knock code for each dealer so the supplier would know who was at the door and it was all very secure. I was even stashing the engagement ring money in his safe, to which I had the combination, too. That’s how much he and I trusted each other. Pretty brotherly of the guy, right?”
 
   Mack groaned.
 
   Michael continued, “Then it all went downhill. When I tapped my knuckles on the door, it swung ajar. That was a bad sign. I shouldn’t have gone in, but I did. My guy was out like a light. Not dead, but seriously messed up, the needle in his arm. I pulled it out and scoped out the place. The safe was open, the ring money was gone. And so was the drug stash.”
 
   “Were the drugs fronted to your supplier?” Carla asked, as if she knew all the workings of drug dealing. Well, she did.
 
   “Oh, yeah. There was going to be hell to pay. Death, really, was imminent, probably that night. I had maybe two hours to recover my life before someone came looking for me and killed me, after my supplier told them my name. Because they would get it out of him. He didn’t have the real thieves, but any fall guy will do in a pinch, as long as it’s not you.”
 
   Michael wrung his hands. “Fighting panic, I threw ice water on my connection’s face and slapped him until he came around. The dude told me the last thing he remembered: an old friend, a mother and her child, had visited, begging for a chance to score, and also start making money again. She had smooth-talked him, telling him things no one should ever say in front of a daughter.”
 
   Michael looked at Carla apologetically. Her lips shook.
 
   Michael pressed on. “He’d believed her, though, and took the bait. Then, the woman and her child were gone with the money and the heroin. And our supplier was set to come over that night to collect on the daily sales. We were completely screwed. ‘We gotta get out of here!’ I yelled, trying to help him up.”
 
   Carla’s chin trembled. Julie stroked her hair, or thereabouts.
 
   “My supplier flipped open his switchblade, lightning-quick for such a druggie who had been almost unconscious a few minutes before. He threatened me, ‘If I go down, you go down! Now, go find that bitch and get me back my money. And the dope, too, or you’ll be sorry. I’m not taking the fall for this.”
 
   Michael took a power boost and kept unraveling the tale. “He gave me a list of places to look for her, and when he described her to me, the woman and her child, I knew exactly who he was talking about. I had to go after her. I was trapped, see? I could run, but if I did, they would go right to my house and kill Renee and the girls. I had to just do this one last thing for him, my supplier, and then I would find another way to earn Renee’s heart and her longtime commitment. Because drug dealing was too damn hard.” 
 
   He swallowed. “Now the lives of my girlfriend and my sisters hung in the balance. And my dad, too, if he was home when they showed up looking for me. I could lose my whole family in one fell swoop. So, I didn’t run. I went looking for the woman who had scammed my supplier.”
 
   A little whimper came out of Carla. I could feel her fear. Julie held her, as much as one can hold a ghost. Michael looked at Carla sadly and then back at me.
 
   “I told my supplier I had no weapon, and I never had needed one, or used one. He handed me a gun, and a tiny fix. I told myself, just this once. To calm down. Do what I gotta do. Just a little bit. After I did it, I realized it was some really bad heroin, like it had been stepped on with something unexpected. I barely felt good after I did it.”
 
   He shuddered and I could feel his revulsion at himself.
 
   “Don’t stop, Michael,” I said. “You’re almost there.”
 
   He nodded. “It took me an hour to find the mom and daughter. Echo Park is not that big. I knew their hangouts, had seen her around on the street, but I couldn’t find her. I asked around and you know, the actual hiding place became known to me and I went right there. Street people will tell you anything for a tiny hit of crappy H done in an alley.” He paused, getting to the hard part. 
 
   “Coming down off of heroin makes people irritable, irrational, and paranoid. It’s not an excuse, just a fact. I was shaking because I was so relieved to see them, knowing they probably still had the money and the heroin since they weren’t in a cheap motel with the mom getting her fix. Finding her meant that I would live, Renee would live, my sisters would live, and I would be able to marry Renee with the money for the engagement ring recovered and we would live happily ever after. All these better scenarios went through my mind. I ran up to them as they were trying to jimmy the door and I saw...the daughter, Carla, begging, pleading with her mother to leave.”
 
   Michael’s jaw trembled. “I saw you, Carla. Scared out of your wits. The gun. I didn’t even know how to use it, aim it, nothing. But your mom, Carla, she put her hands over your eyes and the reason you don’t remember is because you didn’t see. She put her body in front of yours and covered your eyes and when I shot her, the bullets went through her and into you, too. I didn’t know that could happen. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry.”
 
   His mouth worked back and forth and he finally stopped talking. He just sat there on the floor, and looked down. He didn’t have the nerve to meet anyone’s eyes. Not Mack’s, not mine or Julie’s. Especially not young Carla’s.
 
   I didn’t even know what to say. You heard similar stories all the time in Los Angeles, but this really hit home. It always did when it was this personal. Julie was weeping again, and Carla was awestruck with horror. 
 
   Mack wanted to leave, as he never could handle too much emotion. But he stayed, to support me and Carla, I knew. He wavered in and out, upset.
 
   I had to do something, say something. It was my job. “Thank you, Michael. And, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “After I...you know...” He risked a glance at Carla, his eyes haunted and guilty. “I lost it after I did that to you and your mom. I couldn’t believe what I’d done. And it was all for money. Money for Renee.”
 
   “And to save your family from getting wiped out by drug dealers in retaliation for the thefts,” Mack said, understanding. And then he was quiet, thoughtful.
 
   “You still haven’t told us how you died,” I ventured. Better to get this done, painful though it was.
 
   “I took the stash and the money from your mom,” he spoke to Carla now. “I ripped the bags of heroin open and let them blow in the wind. Almost all of it.”
 
   “Huh?” I found myself saying.
 
   “Then I went down the hill with the money. I threw it all out, into the streets. I gave wads of cash away to homeless people. And single mothers. I tried to give most of it to single mothers. Because of what I’d just done. People started following me, because everyone wanted some money. It disgusted me, and I finally just threw my backpack, with all of the money, onto the sidewalk. Nobody followed me after that. They got what they wanted, right?”
 
   He was starting to shimmer and fade, faster than Carla or Mack were. He was using more energy, from the story he’d just told. He touched the remote. It didn’t work as well, maybe because he was tired and because he had worn down the batteries.
 
   “I knew what I had to do,” he went on quietly. “I knew I could never make Renee happy. I was a monster—I’d just put bullets into a mother and daughter without any hesitation, just so I could get the bag of money and dope. How could I ever tell her what I did? I knew my future with Renee was destroyed. And I was in shock. I’d never killed anyone before, never even held a gun.”
 
   He managed to toy with a lighter lying on my coffee table, spinning it around on its side. “I was alone, now that I had no money left.” He looked up at us. “I didn’t have the money, I didn’t have the stash. And I didn’t have Renee.”
 
   We waited; this was hard for him. His voice was so tiny now, like that of a hurt child. That’s really what he was, I realized. He’d never even had the chance to grow up after his mother had died.
 
   “So,” he forced the words to come out of his mouth, “I took what I’d kept of the heroin and found an empty alley. I didn’t see any other way out. How selfish. I still visit my sisters to this day. They don’t see me, though.”
 
   Julie gasped. “You didn’t...”
 
   “I did,” Michael replied. “I sat down in the back of a dark alley, and I made myself the biggest dose that would fit in the needle. I made it strong.”
 
   Carla listened, trying to stay calm. She was a child of the streets, too. She was probably more used to these stories than the rest of us. But I could tell she’d never considered the “other side of the story” before, especially from her own murderer. She was mesmerized, hanging on his every word.
 
   “I forgot to mention that I picked up some Pepto Bismol somewhere along the way. Anyway, I drank some of that first, because sometimes it stops you from upchucking.” He drew in a big ghostly sigh and let it out. “And then, I did it.” He looked down at his shirt. “I guess I threw up anyway, but it was too late.”
 
   “You killed yourself,” Julie muttered.
 
   “Yes.” Michael leaned forward to Carla. “I’m so, so sorry. I’m sorry for what I did to you and your mother. I know I can never make up for it, but maybe this whole messed-up tale of truth will give you closure, for...you know...something better than being a ghost.”
 
   Carla groped for words, but none came.
 
   “So, that’s what that vinegar smell is? When you’re around, I can smell it,” Julie said.
 
   Michael nodded.
 
   “Michael,” I asked gently, “Did you see anything when you passed into the spirit world?”
 
   “You mean like a big white light?” He was bitter now. “Like my life passing before me, and angels coming down to get me and bring me to Heaven? No. I didn’t see that. I rose up, looked down on my body, twitching, foaming from the mouth, the needle still in my arm. And I left. My spirit did part from my body and here I stay.”
 
   This was some heavy shit. And for me, it was disturbing that no one had come to greet him. I’d never known that to happen. I figured it could only mean one thing. I shuddered. It was the worst. The light didn’t come for him. I wanted to soothe Michael, somehow give him peace. And not let on that I was pretty sure of his fate.
 
   And God, selfish as it was, I needed a drink. A drink and a smoke.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “Michael, your story is amazing,” I told him. “Thank you. Thank you for being so honest and open.”
 
   He just looked down again, and nodded.
 
   Carla left Julie’s side and moved over, sitting next to him. “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. “I thought my life was bad. Dude...”
 
   “You don’t need to say anything.” He deliberately looked away from her. “You wanted me here, and Mack made me come. I told you my story. I did what I did. I’m paying for it. I’m going to always pay for it. But you don’t have to, Carla. Your business on Earth, it’s done, little innocent girl.” 
 
   Julie held on tight to Carla. Oh no...
 
   Now he glanced up at me. “I know why you asked if I saw anything...the light. That’s what’s supposed to happen. But not for me. I killed two innocent people, and I killed myself. Two mortal sins. No, three. I’ve accepted my fate. I deserve my fate.”
 
   Was it true? I wondered. I took joy in helping dead souls, helping them to move on. To take a step up those stairs, and go Home. The fact that he never had that chance was upsetting, to say the least. It put quite a hole in what I believed about the light.
 
   “Michael,” I said after a moment, “I want you to know that I’ve never met a soul who didn’t have a chance. It may look like that to you now, but...”
 
   “No.” Michael rose now. “Look, I’m sorry for what I did. I will be sorry forever. I did what you asked. I came here to tell you what happened. To release Carla because it isn’t fair for her to suffer like this.” He gave Mack a pleading look. “Can’t I just leave now? Please?”
 
   Mack’s demeanor was dead serious. He didn’t ask my permission, he just nodded at the boy, the young man who was still a boy, to follow him. 
 
   They faded through my door.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Julie and I smoked our cigarettes inside. She couldn’t see Carla out of doors, so I decided to break my own smoking rule for the second time that week.
 
   “Oh, my God,” Julie said again. That was the only thing she’d said since Michael and Mack left. “You were so right, Pauline. Two sides to every story. I mean, how would I have ever known?”
 
   Carla remained quiet, not too upset, but rather preoccupied.
 
   I didn’t know what Julie was expecting, but it wasn’t this. None of us expected this. We were, I thought, imagining their killer to be some cruel, coldhearted gang member just randomly taking out Carla and her mother as random victims for some gang initiation or something. Even that was judgmental, I chided myself. Everyone had a life story that intersected with someone else’s life story.
 
   Julie stubbed out her cigarette and lit another one. “He’s so alone,” she uttered.
 
   “Well, for what it’s worth, he’s got Mack.”
 
   At this last comment, Julie wrinkled her nose a little. “Who is Mack, anyway?” she asked me.
 
   I waved a hand. “He’s a spirit. He’s lost, in some way, but he doesn’t talk about it. He likes to hang around me because I can see him. He’s been coming to see me for a year or so now.” I felt a slight pang of guilt at this explanation for Mack. He’d kept me company on many a night when I would have otherwise been alone. And recently, he’d done some pretty nice things for me. Like bringing Carla. And now, Michael. I hoped he would stay with Michael for a while, wherever they’d gone to talk. Michael’s story brought me so much sorrow. And confusion. Why, indeed, had no greeter of light come for him when he’d died?
 
   “Because he’s not finished yet,” Carla suddenly said. She was good at reading my thoughts. “He’s still got work to do.”
 
   “Sweetheart,” I said, “there are many who don’t finish what they’re meant to do when they pass. That’s why they come back.”
 
   But Julie and I watched as Carla rose up into the air, obviously excited.
 
   “But he really wasn’t finished,” she declared. “I mean, he has a specific mission. And maybe, he couldn’t fulfill that mission while he was still alive.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Julie asked.
 
   “You’ve got to get him back here.” Carla drew near to me. She still had the joy of a child sometimes. Now was one of those times. “Bring him back. You’ve got to bring him back.”
 
   “What?” Julie asked, incredulous. “You’re crazy, Carla. I’m pretty new to this, but even I could tell Michael doesn’t ever want to come back here.”
 
   “She’s right, hon,” I agreed. “I really don’t blame him, either.”
 
   Carla was shocked. “I thought it was your job to help people? Like, help dead people.”
 
   “It is,” I admitted. “But I’ve never met anyone who hasn’t even been offered the stairs of Heaven before.”
 
   “Well, that’s because he’s not ready,” Carla stated.
 
   Julie asked, “How do you know?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I just know. And I want to help him.”
 
   “Maybe if you told me...us...your idea, Carla.”
 
   But she shook her head. “No, I have to talk with him. Call him back. Please?”
 
   I recognized determination in Carla’s face and sighed. When had I lost control of this séance? I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Mack!” I hollered, as if he were just in the next room and I was calling him for lunch. He did respond to my calling. Sometimes. “Mack!”
 
   We waited. Waited a little more. I called for Mack. I tried to connect with him mentally. Nothing.
 
   It was early afternoon now. Julie was exhausted, I could tell. And, although I had a job to do, I could do with a little rest.
 
   Carla had disappeared from Julie’s sight, but Julie could tell she was still around, mostly because I was still talking to the girl.
 
   “I don’t think they’re coming,” I finally told her.
 
   Julie yawned outright. “Carla, let’s give him a break,” she said, looking straight at Carla though she didn’t realize it. “Let’s go home.”
 
   But Carla would have none of it. “You go home, Jules, I can tell you’re tired.” Julie seemed to catch this thought. Amazing. “And, Pauline, I can tell you want a...nap.” She was going to say “drink,” I just knew it. Bless her soul. “I’ll go find him. I know where he chills.”
 
   No pun intended. I kept a straight face. 
 
   Carla swept over and gave Julie a quick hug, which made Julie smile. To me, she said, “I’ll be back. Don’t worry about me. Tell her not to worry.” Carla gestured to Julie, then disappeared.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I closed my apartment door, having agreed with Julie that whoever saw Carla or Michael first would call the other.
 
   Leaning against my side of the door, I realized I was more tired than I’d been in a long time. Helluva day. “And it’s only half over,” I muttered, looking up to the Heavens. “Just a little rest, okay?” I asked to whoever might be listening. The grand Puppet Master in the sky.
 
   “Just one drink,” I still spoke aloud, justifying to the Puppet Master. And myself. I was tense, I needed to relax. A drink, a cigarette, and then a well-earned nap. I wished I could put up a “Do Not Disturb” sign, lest Mack appear to wake me.
 
   Two drinks later, I curled up on the couch, my feet tucked under, and adjusted the pillows. I fell asleep instantly.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Thump.
 
   “Shhhh...”
 
   Clank.
 
   I was still on the couch, but I moaned as I realized I was no longer alone, and my slumber had indeed been interrupted.
 
   “Shhhh...” It was clearly Carla, who was trying to be respectful. Mack—for I knew it was Mack who’d made the thump by overturning my large chair, like he always did, and clanked my ashtray on the coffee table—apparently, no longer felt he owed me any grace.
 
   I opened one eye, spied them both watching me, waiting for me to wake up. “You could have just called my name,” I said grumpily. I stretched my arms and legs. My right arm, which had been comfy under my pillow, was now tingling from lack of circulation.
 
   “Crap.” I sat up, shook my head for clarity, and began opening and closing my hand. I hated when that happened, when my arm fell asleep along with my mind. It happened more frequently now, but I ignored these symptoms as poor circulation, probably due to lack of exercise.
 
   “Sorry.” Carla was sincere. “You looked so peaceful.”
 
   “Bah!” Mack exclaimed. “This woman takes a nap every day. Wake up, Bazo.”
 
   “Piss off, you old fart,” I said, lighting a cigarette. So much for not smoking inside. I yawned and rose, and, still flexing my hand, made my way into the kitchen for some leftover coffee. I kept my back to Carla as I added a little rum.
 
   Seated on the couch again, I faced the two of them. “So,” I directed this to Mack, “to what do I owe the honor of your visit this time?”
 
   Mack opened his mouth, but Carla spoke up first. “We found Michael,” she said with enthusiasm. “I talked to him.”
 
   “Ahem,” Mack coughed.
 
   “We talked with him,” she corrected herself. “And we want to talk to you about it.”
 
   “Oh? About what?” I waited for more.
 
   “We thought of a plan. Something that might help him...you know...”
 
   I did know. Carla was a sweetheart. She almost had too much life in her to be dead.
 
   “Well, where is he?” I asked. “And what’s this plan of yours?”
 
   “I’m here,” Michael said from the other side of the room. I hadn’t even known he was there. Now he moved toward me, and I detected a change in him. He wasn’t quite as sad as he had been before, only this morning. “Hi,” he said, his lips curling ever so slightly into a hopeful smile.
 
   “Hello.” Would I ever get used to the fact that practically the only beings I spoke to were those of the spirit world?
 
   “When Michael told his story,” Carla explained, “I began to wonder what went wrong. Why he didn’t go, too...like my mother went. Then I thought, well, maybe, that was because being a ghost is part of his life’s plan.”
 
   That was a curious thought. I considered it. Could be. In my line of work, you never knew what was just around the corner. “Okay,” I told her, “go on.”
 
   “So, I went to find him, but I couldn’t.”
 
   Michael looked downward again, but Carla went on. “So I decided to find Mack.”
 
   “The lass has moxie, no doubt about that.” Mack’s tone was a mixture of irritation and admiration. “She told me huh ideah, and I have to say, it’s not half bad.”
 
   Michael was quiet; he seemed to need some form of approval before speaking. He was still guilt-ridden.
 
   I risked a disapproving glare at Mack. I didn’t want him filling Carla’s and Michael’s minds with hopeless encouragement.
 
   “Not in the least, my deah,” he shot back.
 
   He’d caught my thought, but Carla hadn’t. She looked at him with brief curiosity. “We think we’ve come up with a way Michael can fulfill his destiny.”
 
   “And,” I said, stubbing out my cigarette, “what do you think his destiny is?”
 
   “I have to stop those dealers,” Michael declared. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
 
   “Wait a minute. Wait just a minute,” I said.
 
   I glared at Mack again. Stop the dealers. Stop the drug dealers? That was like making world peace. Mack moved his hands downward in a gesture for me to calm myself.
 
   “It could work,” Carla said, excited now. “I mean, if we all pull together as a team.”
 
   “Not all of them. I know that’s impossible,” Michael now ventured. “But I think I could at least stop the ones I know. Knew.” He tried to correct himself. He still knew them, but they thought of him as dead, long gone.
 
   “What could you possibly do to keep them from - -” I stopped talking midsentence. What could a ghost do, indeed? Better yet, three ghosts?
 
   Carla, Michael, and Mack smiled down at me from where they hovered. It dawned on me just what they could do, and I grinned back at them, nodding. 
 
   Mack bellowed a bwa-ha-ha-ha laugh in a disembodied, terrifying roar that gave me goose bumps, and said in an exaggerated tremulous voice, “Ebenezer! Wake up, Ebenezer Scrooge!”
 
   “Oh my God, Mack. You are soooo bad,” I said, but couldn’t help laughing until tears came out of my eyes.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   “Here’s the plan,” Michael said with growing enthusiasm and a look he shot my way that was clearly hoping for my support and approval. I thought he was a little frightened of me. I didn’t know why. Maybe he’d never met a psychic before. He was warming up, though. “Three dealers. One for each life I stole from this Earth.”
 
   “Sounds logical,” I said.
 
   “And, one ghost-haunting for each dealer.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Carla and Mack have agreed to help me,” he explained further.
 
   “Really?” I glanced at Mack out of the corner of my eye. “I can see Carla helping with this, but you, Mack?”
 
   “Hey.” Mack looked hurt. “How often have I helped you?”
 
   “Only when you want something in return,” I shot back. Now wasn’t the time to argue with Mack, though. I wasn’t petty, but I did like my friends to have my back, as I had theirs. I turned back to Michael. “So, you’re going to stop three drug dealers?”
 
   “If you think I should take care of more, I could,” he offered. Apparently, he considered me an expert in the redemption business. 
 
   I kept on topic. “The way I see it, you would be saving a lot of lives. Of course, some addicts will just find other...sources, as you call it, but it all depends on how you go about this.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Carla asked. She wasn’t in the least frightened; she was just as excited as Michael and perhaps Mack, although he kept his tough demeanor throughout the conversation.
 
   “I mean, sure, you could scare these losers into stopping. That will definitely be a good deed. But you might just be stopping new ‘clients,’ as you call them, from becoming addicted,” I said.
 
   “That would be great!” Michael exclaimed. 
 
   Michael had had three main connections in his previous life. He gave details about where they lived, and how they did business. He was forthcoming about a little on their personalities, too.
 
   I listened to his plan, impressed with the thought he’d already put into it. He was a smart kid, I thought to myself. He gave Carla and Mack the names and addresses of two of them, saving the one who had driven Michael to his own death for himself. I began to believe that it could really work.
 
   “So,” I said, when they had gotten all the specifics down. “When do you plan to start this pre-Halloween prank?”
 
   “Uh, there’s just one thing,” Michael looked at me as he said this.
 
   “And what’s that?” I asked.
 
   “We’re going to need your help, too.”
 
   “Me?” I let out a nervous laugh. “What could I possibly do?”
 
   Carla cut in. She knew she had a soft spot in my heart, and she was no dummy either. “Well, Pauline, we can haunt them, and scare them. But we might not be able to explain to them why we’re doing it.”
 
   That shut me up. 
 
   Mack folded his arms across his chest and looked at me with a plea in his eyes. They wanted me to play Medium for them, to communicate. That meant I would have to...
 
   “I’m not having any of those people enter my home,” I declared. “I’m not crazy. But they are.”
 
   “We would never ask you to do that. We’re not stupid,” Carla said.
 
   “Then, what do you want me to do?”
 
   “Well,” Michael hesitated, “after they are good and scared, we thought you might be able to come with us...and help us explain. To make it clear they have to stop selling drugs, if they want us to stop haunting them.”
 
   Now my jaw dropped. Me? Visiting illegal drug dealers? “Look,” I tried to reason with them. “None of you really have anything to lose. No one can kill you. You can’t even be arrested. I, on the other hand, would be risking both.”
 
   “We won’t let anything happen to you,” Carla said. “I promise.”
 
   “I can keep any undesirables away from you,” Mack said. “Don’t worry about that.”
 
   I was stunned. I glanced around at my nice, safe apartment, which I hardly ever left now. I loved it up here, at the top of my little hill, where I could look down...look down at the city below, a city full of crime and drugs and gangs.
 
   “Now who’s being selfish?” Mack asked me point blank. 
 
   “Quit reading my thoughts, old man,” I said irritably.
 
   But Mack had a point. It was all very well and fine for me to sit back, drink martinis, and watch TV while they did the dirty work.
 
   “It’s all right.” Michael tried not to sound dejected. “I don’t blame you. You’ve earned your place here. I understand.”
 
   “Well, I don’t,” Carla said. Her eyes were angry, glowing a little now. “You’re the one who brought us all together. You’re the one who insisted on hearing Michael’s story. I thought it was your job to help people.”
 
   “It is.” I was grasping now. “And I have helped you, haven’t I?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, “but do you only help the dead? Can’t you help us with the living, for once?”
 
   Each of them watched me, and I returned their stares, one by one. They had a point, and I couldn’t argue it.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Oh, all right,” I finally said. “But you’d better have my back. I’m not used to this kind of thing. I don’t even know how to act around drug dealers.”
 
   “Just don’t try to act cool, because you’re not. No offense,” Michael said. 
 
   “None taken.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   When Julie found out the plan, she freaked. I had to calm her down. She’d grown very protective of Carla, plus, there was the fact that this would actually take away time spent with the girl, time that was limited before Carla saw the light again. I knew it was coming for her soon. We all did.
 
   Once I convinced Julie that no harm could come to the girl, she decided she wanted to be a part of this mission. She couldn’t accompany Carla, but she insisted on sticking with me when the time came.
 
   She insisted that we dress for the part. “You can’t be bad-ass if you don’t look it,” she stated, taking in my colorful capris and matching top. “You look a little too J. Crew. We have got to go shopping.”
 
   “What’s wrong with my clothes?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing,” she said, “that is, if you’re going to a PTA meeting. But if these guys are going to scare those assholes, then we had better play the part, too.” 
 
   She glanced at my outfit again.
 
   “I do try, at least, to dress cheerfully. It can’t hurt.”
 
   “Unless you have some bad-ass clothes, maybe some nice black boots, none of these guys are going to take you seriously. You look like you just stepped out of Starbucks and you’re on your way to Whole Foods.”
 
   “I have an orange caftan with a big tiger on it.”
 
   “Oh, Pauline. Surely you jest,” Julie said.
 
   “Pajama jeans? They’re stretchy, but they are black. I have black Ugg boots, too, I just remembered.”
 
   “No Ugg boots. Don’t you have something that looks more like a burglar’s outfit?”
 
   My smile faded. I rolled my eyes at Julie. “I don’t have anything like that.”
 
   “Come on,” she coaxed. “Shopping will be fun. It will be like putting together Halloween costumes.”
 
   “Yeah, and afterward I can dress up like a cat burglar for Halloween. Can we stop at Dollar Tree for black eye masks and black watch caps?”
 
   Julie laughed. “Sure.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We wound up at the mall, and Julie was definitely better at shopping than I was for the clothes we needed to play the part of two tough, intimidating women.
 
   By the end of the afternoon, we were hauling our shopping bags into my apartment, exhausted but excited.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
   “Welcome back, ladies,” Mack said in a deep voice when we walked in with our shopping bags. He was touching the ceiling light fixture so Julie could see him, too. He floated upside down, grinning wickedly, his eyes glowing in the dim room.
 
   “Oh! You startled me!” Julie said.
 
   “Sorry, I’ve been off stalking the crap out of Snake, the drug dealer. I guess the thrill of it went to my head.”
 
   “Right-side up when we have guests, please, Mack! It can be disconcerting to my clients,” I said as we hauled our shopping bags into my bedroom and dumped them out on my bed.
 
   Mack followed us in and now floated right-side up, but the wicked grin stayed on his face. “I want to tell you everything that happened!”
 
   “Okay. Shoot,” I said.
 
   Mack was like a little kid with a secret. “A-haunting we will go, a-haunting we will go!” he sang, building up the suspense as he was wont to do. Because Mack was flitting back and forth in excitement and making a cold breeze, Julie sat herself primly in an overstuffed chair in the corner of my bedroom to get out of his draft. She wrapped an afghan around herself and regarded Mack with not a little trepidation. She was all ears, though she was nervous.
 
   “Before you tell your story, Mack, I just want to say, Julie, I’ve been in the Medium and Psychic business for a couple of decades, and people like you come to me for spiritual guidance in things they can’t see, but feel and can’t explain. I help people to make sense of the psychic realm, put things into perspective, and help them connect with the dead, mostly loved ones. Eventually, and reverently, may I add, I entice the ghosts to go Home, into the light.” 
 
   I paused and looked at my ghostly housemate. “I know you have been ‘a-haunting,’ Mack, and that you must have had terrific fun, but please remember how very serious my business is and treat it with some measure of respect.”
 
   “Believe me, I do,” Mack said, subdued now. He shimmered in and out and I turned on my bedroom TV and muted it, nodding toward the remote.
 
   He touched it and got a boost. “You do good wahk and I nevah want to minimize what you do.” He paused. “Back to the hauntings, though, can I please tell you what happened with Snake?”
 
   “Sure.” I smiled and cut the tags off our purchases as we listened and organized our outfits.
 
   “I know you wanted the dailies on our hauntings, so heah ya go. I can tell you that this guy wanted nothing moah than to be left alone and would do almost anything to get rid of me.”
 
   I was trying to maintain a professional demeanor, without much success. It wasn’t easy because purposeful hauntings were not anything I liked to participate in as a Medium. Plus, Mack’s wicked sense of humor was infectious.
 
   “What did you do to him, Mack?” I asked.
 
   “Plenty. I had the pleasure of visiting one of the pushahs that Michael seldom used, but who he thought would be a great candidate to take down. This particulah dealah goes by the name of Snake. A fitting name, I thought, for one so slimy, but I found out that the reason he calls himself Snake is actually because he has a pet snake; it’s a boa constrictor that’s tame and was probably really small when he bought it, but it’s this huge snake now, Pauline. You should have seen it. It looked like it should have its own show on the Discovery Channel.”
 
   “Oh, this should be good,” Julie said.
 
   “You haven’t hahd nothin’ yet!” Mack replied and took another power boost off the TV remote to stay visible.
 
   “So, Snake uses his snake to his advantage to impress drug buyahs, gals, and anyone who comes ovah. He pitches a frozen rat in the cage and then they watch him eat it before they get their fix on, or even while they are getting their fix on.”
 
   “So much for the entertainment at his house,” I said.
 
   “I know! So, ovah the past couple of days, I let the big snake out of his cage at least a few times a day. Obviously, the snake doesn’t have the run of the house because he is big enough to kill a sleeping person, or a drugged one, for that mattah. Snake—the man—was dumbfounded, at first. He installed another latch on the snake’s cage, but that did no good because I am the one who kept letting the boa constrictor out. He put a set of bahbells on top of the cage, but then, every time he left the room, the creature was apparently strong enough to topple those ovah, too. Or so he thought.”
 
   “I bet this made Snake more than a little nervous,” Julie said, her eyes bright.
 
   “Oh, yeah. It also made Snake uneasy when I began dimming the lights by drawing powah from the sockets, so I could keep moving the bahbells off the snake’s cage and letting him out. I also burned out light bulbs on a daily basis. Soon the place only had one lit bulb left. And then he would come back and the snake would be out of the cage again—the serpent weighs a lot and if it doesn’t want to go back into his cage, they have a big struggle, every time!”
 
   Despite my resolve to stay respectful, I giggled.
 
   “I would turn on the kitchen faucet or shower, and Snake would rush to turn them off, glancing around his studio apartment nuhvus as hell. He stahted getting paranoid that someone was messing with him and he looked in the closets to see if someone was playing a trick. He settled down to watch a game on TV and I made the screen go all snowy by taking a powah hit. Then when it came back, I changed the channel to a horror movie. It was a Chucky flick, right at the good pahts.”
 
   Now Julie was giggling.
 
   “I haven’t gotten to the best paht. Okay, this is the second-best paht. The best paht, I’ll save for last.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I laid in wait for clients to come to Snake’s place. A client showed up to buy. He was shaking, not having fixed for a couple of days. Snake brought out his scale and carefully doled out the light-brown heroin powder.”
 
   “Go on,” I said.
 
   “The client, he was a pock-marked man in his fifties who looked sixty-five. Oh, he’d been doing drugs a long time and barely had teeth left. He watched Snake weigh out his buy with anxiety, and Snake also weighed out his complimentary fix to appease him. Snake always kept his windows closed and shades down when he was doing business, which wahked out perfectly for me. I touched the TV remote, making snow on the screen, and then...I took a deep breath and blew! I blew and blew and blew like the big bad wolf and that heroin went everywhah.”
 
   I burst into laughter and Mack continued his story.
 
   “Then, the client yells, ‘What the fuck?’ and he’s glancing around for an air conditioning vent or some other reason for the sudden draft. But there was no explanation they could see. Snake cussed, too, and glanced around, getting more paranoid with each ghost trick I played on him. And this particular trick cost him money. He had to measure out all new stuff and I blew that away, too, and passed through both of them and made them really, really cold! The buyah, shivering, left without anything, but at gunpoint, he made Snake give him his money back so he could go score somewhere else.”
 
   “Wow,” I said. “You wrecked a drug deal!”
 
   “Good for you, Mack,” Julie said.
 
   “It ain’t ovah yet...Snake was beginning to suspect a ghost. And it scared him. He’s like this tough guy, able to hold his own in any normal situation, but these strange occurrences definitely had him spooked. I had him spooked,” Mack said proudly.
 
   I nodded. “You go!”
 
   “The icing on the cake is coming. Snake had another client over the next day. Because of my haunting, he had quickly gotten into the habit of getting his clients in and out as fast as possible. No idle chit chat. Not only was he growing more freaked out by the day, but his customers were spreading stories about him, how he took their money and then spilled all the H. He couldn’t afford to lose any more business.”
 
   “Sweet,” I couldn’t help saying in admiration for Mack’s hard work.
 
   “Snake had everything ready to go for a deal when he let anothah fellow into his place, and they quickly settled down for the buy. They sat at his kitchen table, and Snake measured out the powdah. This client wanted to taste the stuff, to tell if it was good, and figuah out what it was cut with. So, just as he was dipping a long, dirty pinky fingernail into the powdah to put on his tongue...” Mack pointed at Julie. “What do you think happened?”
 
   “You let the snake loose?” she asked.
 
   “Yuh-huh. Snake’s massive boa constrictor slid across the floor lightning-quick and wrapped its beefy-thick coils around the guy’s leg, making its way up to his waist.” Mack snapped his finger. “That quick, ladies! Boa constrictor, like in a horror movie.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I said.
 
   Mack continued, “The client screamed in terror, and wet his pants, which scared the big snake and caused it to tighten its hold on the man, cause he was warm! The dude jumped up, overturning the whole table, which was piled with heroin. Murky drug dust flew everywhere. And still, the snake, huge and heavy, clamped tighter, throwing the screaming guy off balance.”
 
   “Oh my!” Julie said, her eyes wide with wonder.
 
   “Snake was at his side in a moment, telling him to calm down and stop fucking yelling or the snake would bite him. Snake had to use all of his strength to pry the constricting serpent off and unwind him. Lamps were broken, furniture was overturned, the whole enchilada! Pandemonium reigned!”
 
   I giggled. I just couldn’t help it.
 
   Mack continued, “‘What the fuck!’ the junkie yelled, and Snake apologized as he took his pet back to its cage, wondering how the hell it got out this time, even threatening the poor snake with getting donated to a zoo. But when he turned back to the kitchen area, Snake found he was all alone. And the ruined heroin was all over his dirty floor with snake trails crisscrossed through it. Yep, now he realized there was heroin all over his pet snake!”
 
   I couldn’t stop laughing.
 
   “Best paht, heah it comes. Yah should have seen da guy trying to sweep up heroin with a dustpan and whisk broom and crying. Crying! Then he had to wrestle that ten-foot snake into the filthy bathtub and wash it off. While he was filling the tub and trying to get the snake into it, I pulled the diverter knob for the showah and the wahm bath he planned for the snake turned into a shower, and then I turned the water on full-blast cold!”
 
   Julie cracked up. I did, too.
 
   “Then, as he’s cussing up a stohm, the big snake wrapped around Snake’s neck, bit the shit out of his shoulder and dragged him in the tub while he screamed bloody murder. Cold wattah splashed everywheah. By the time he got himself loose, gasping and cursing, and got the snake washed, dried off with every clean towel in the place and back in his cage—with a fifty-pound sack of cement on top of the door—Snake was shaking, soaking wet from head to toe and sobbing into the couch cushions with an ice pack on his shoulder. I almost pissed myself, Pauline! Well, if a ghost could...”
 
   I giggled again. “But the main thing is...is the snake okay?”
 
   Mack let loose a roaring laugh. “Yuh-huh, the snake is fine.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
   “Mack, can you please go find Carla?” I asked. “I want to see how she’s doing with her haunting.”
 
   “Sure, and you ladies need to get in the black outfits anyway. I need to stop at the transformah down the street and whet my whistle. Then, I’ll find Cahla for yuh.”
 
   “Thanks, Mack,” I said.
 
   After he left, Julie and I got into our fake cat burglar outfits with the fetish-looking black boots. They weren’t hooker boots—not patent leather—but soft black grained leather with stacked heels. I loved them and they made me look taller and more intimidating. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to run in them.
 
   When we were ready, Julie and I looked at each other in the full-length mirror next to my antique dresser. 
 
   “Gorgeous, if faintly dominatrix-ish,” she remarked.
 
   “Oh, gee thanks, and here I was, going for the cat burglar look.”
 
   “That’s all right. Black is your fashion friend. You can project any attitude in black and black understands.”
 
   I nodded. “You would know. You always look great.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   “I like Mack,” Julie said, out of the blue. “He understood how important it was, to scare the daylights out of that drug dealer, but he never lost his sense of humor.”
 
   I grinned. “I think he enjoyed this haunting a little too much. If ever again I need a partner in crime to go ‘a-haunting’ with me, Mack is the perfect ghost for the job.”
 
   “If he’s still around,” Julie said.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “Well, he might go into the light, to Home. Right?”
 
   “Yeah, of course I hope he will,” I replied quickly, my heart pounding in fear. If Mack left, I would truly be all alone. I did want him to go Home, but he clearly was hanging on tight to his baggage and not making any plans to leave Earth for the next plain. I wanted him to go, yet selfishly, I didn’t.
 
   I heard the wingback chair overturn in the living room.
 
   “Mack’s back. Let’s go in the living room, Julie.”
 
   She followed me in there.
 
   Carla was there, touched a TV remote and shimmered before us. “Look at you two. Are those Catwoman Halloween costumes?”
 
   “Something like that,” I said. “We’re trying to look tough and intimidating.”
 
   Carla said, “Then you should have shades at night, like in the movie, Men in Black.” 
 
   I laughed and went through my sunglasses and found the perfect pair of aviator-style reflector shades. Julie pulled a pair out of her purse and we modeled them for Carla. 
 
   “Those will work,” Carla said.
 
   We put them away in our handbags.
 
   “How did it go with your haunting?” I asked gently.
 
   “I’ll tell you in a minute. First, hello, Jules.” Carla floated to Julie and put her spirit arms around her.
 
   Young Carla took her haunting job much more seriously. Perhaps because she’d so recently died. Perhaps because she’d had an addict for a mother, and had lived on the streets, had seen things Mack might not have in his lifetime. She didn’t think of this as a “fun” haunting or a prank. 
 
   When she let go of Julie, her little face was dead serious.
 
   “Ready?” I urged.
 
   Carla nodded. “My hauntee was CoCo, a young dark-skinned woman...a heroin dealer who was kind of a ditz. She didn’t have the experience of a longtime drug dealer. I had met her a few times when my mom went to score at her place, but CoCo got busted and went to prison and we didn’t see her for a while. She went through rehab in prison and they let her out on parole because she did great in the program. Within a week, she came right back to Echo Park and started up her old business of dealing so she could use again. She’s still young, and hasn’t learned what other dealers know...not to get hooked on what you’re selling.”
 
   Thank God I had never mixed myself up with illegal drugs, so I was almost clueless about the ins and outs of being a drug dealer and what you should or shouldn’t do. But Carla, even at her tender age of twelve, did know. 
 
   Street-smaht girl, that Cahla came Mack’s thought in my head.
 
   “What happened when you went over there?” I asked.
 
   “The first night, I moaned into Coco’s ear, wailing like a lost child. As soon as CoCo woke up from her drugged sleep, I would switch on lights, the TV and even the blender in the kitchen.”
 
   Mack nodded in approval. “Did she think she forgot to turn things off herself?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Carla. “She was so messed up on drugs that she couldn’t remember if she forgot to turn off lights and even the blender, which had margarita mix in it and sprayed all over the kitchen.”
 
   Carla took a power boost off the remote and continued, “She kept trying to nod off again and she shook off my whisperings and moaning as bad dreams. She finally dragged herself out of bed to turn off the lights and blender, and settled herself back in bed. I gave myself a power boost off the fan she had blowing on her and I appeared before her. I’m pale, and I have a gunshot wound and blood on me and plus, she recognized me and screamed my name. And then she said, ‘Shit just got real.’”
 
   Mack clapped his hands a few times. “That’s the way we do it, Carla.”
 
   “Wow, she said that?” I asked. “Then what?”
 
   “She thought she needed a tiny fix, to make me go away, to get back to sleep. And make me disappear.” Carla paused. “But I didn’t disappear. I went upside down and floated in front of her because Mack said upside-down ghosts are scary for the living.”
 
   I nodded. It sure was if you weren’t expecting it.
 
   “So, she does her tiny fix and fake-fake goes back to sleep, shutting her eyes tight, even though I am moaning and sometimes singing Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star in this creepy lullaby way where my voice is echoing and disembodied. Mack taught me how to do that, too.” Carla didn’t smile when she said, “CoCo put the pillow over her head and she wasn’t fake sleeping anymore. She was real crying and kept saying the same thing, ‘Shit got real.’ Finally, she cried herself to sleep.”
 
   A sigh escaped me. 
 
   “Fast forward to 4:30 a.m. when the alarm mysteriously went off, blaring some Baptist minister spewing a brimstone and hellfire sermon.”
 
   “Just what CoCo needed after the previous scare,” Julie said.
 
   “Yuh-huh,” Mack agreed. Obviously, he was proud of Carla. So was I. She floated toward Julie again and continued talking, “I watched, and waited, as CoCo went through her daily routine. She plastered on makeup to look as normal as possible for her buyers. Then she sat at her laptop and watched YouTube or played solitaire while she waited for sales to roll in.”
 
   She hesitated. “And then I used a trick another ghost taught me.”
 
   Mack looked puzzled, his brows arched in a quizzical expression. “What did you do, Carla?”
 
   “I put my fingers through CoCo’s while she was at the computer, and brought up websites with images of heroin-addicted babies.”
 
   “Bravo!” I said.
 
   “Thanks. CoCo’s eyes saw the horrible, sad photos of the poor babies on the screen, her eyes got big and she said, ‘How is this happening...?’”
 
   “Pretty clever,” I said.
 
   “There’s more. Then I brought up a blank document and typed, HOW MANY OF THESE HAVE YOU MADE HOW MANY HOW MANY HOW MANY and down the screen, until CoCo cried out, knocking her chair back and falling to the floor. A day of this brought CoCo to the brink. I flipped lights on and off, sorrowful cries, unwanted websites and typed messages from the beyond.”
 
   “Cahla, this is more than you. It takes too much powah for one ghost to do all that.”
 
   “I showed no mercy,” Carla said, looking a little guilty. 
 
   “She deserved it,” I said. “And besides, Michael’s soul is at stake.”
 
   “And other souls, too,” Julie said, “future souls like unborn drug babies, were at risk as well.”
 
   “There’s one thing I didn’t tell you all.” Carla hesitated and shot Mack a guilty look.
 
   “What?” Mack asked.
 
   “I wasn’t alone. I got another ghost to help me. Marcus. He was a big guy, about eighteen, who had also died recently, and from a drug overdose. He’d died after mainlining for only the second time.”
 
   “Where did you meet him?” I demanded, a little too quickly.
 
   “It’s not important,” she replied.
 
   “Please, Carla, tell Pauline,” Julie said. “She only wants to help.”
 
   I nodded. Ghosts did have their secrets. Even little girl ghosts.
 
   “I’ll tell you, not exactly where. But in Echo Park, there’s something special about it and there’s a big ghost gathering every evening when the sun goes down and the lights go on all over the place. There’s a special spiritual energy in Echo Park and the ghosts go up and down all the stairs, all night long, rehearsing for...the big stairs of light that they hope will come - -”
 
   Mack nodded. “That was kind of a secret, Cahla. Not just how haunted Echo Park is, but about the stairs and what we do on them.”
 
   “I know, but it’s Pauline! And Jules!”
 
   “You can’t tell anyone else about the stairs, okay, sweetie?”
 
   “Okay, Mack. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay. Let’s hear more of your story.”
 
   “So, for the next two days, CoCo was haunted constantly by me and Marcus in her apartment. Marcus had permanent vomit on his shirt and white foam on his face from the overdose, along with a pale face more death-like than most ghosts. Just like Michael looks really sick. Marcus...his eyes were dull and dry, according to CoCo’s thoughts.”
 
   Carla continued, “So, Marcus taught me that people get freaked out by our reflections in mirrors and we sneaked up on her. Of course, CoCo screamed bloody murder when she saw his reflection behind her in the bathroom mirror. She dropped the mascara she was applying into the sink and ran for the front door.”
 
   “She didn’t make it,” I said, knowing.
 
   “Nope. She didn’t because I stood in between CoCo and freedom. I floated about a foot off the ground and glared at her. She ran into her bedroom and bed where she covered herself with blankets so she couldn’t see anything. And cowered.”
 
   “Here’s the thing about ghosts,” Mack said. “Getting under your covers will not save you. If a ghost wants to be under the covers with you, you’ve had it. You’re gonna have a heart attack.”
 
   Julie’s eyebrows rose. “Then what, Carla?”
 
   “CoCo thought she must be hallucinating, at least that’s what she said,” Carla reported to me. “By the time Marcus and I thought we were almost done haunting her, CoCo was talking to herself, sometimes muttering, and sometimes screaming loudly to the lights and appliances that switched on and off.”
 
   “Wow, good job,” I told Carla.
 
   “Wait, there’s more. A lot more.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “From under her bed sheets, CoCo called her clients who were due that day and told them she was sorry, she was under the weather, and that they would have to wait. She acted like she didn’t care if they needed their fixes. She did enough heroin to get calmed down, or so she thought. And she took a nap for a few hours while we occasionally made noises and turned lights on and off, in case she was fake sleeping again.”
 
   “Such is the demise of an addict,” I said. “Apparently nothing, not even two scary-looking ghosts haunting your home, can stop you if you are in need of a fix. And then a nap.”
 
   “Yeah, at that point, after a couple of hours, we got sick of haunting her when she was nearly unconscious, so we woke her up by throwing a glass of water on her.”
 
   “Wow!”
 
   “CoCo still wasn’t sure whether she was truly being haunted or whether she was going insane. After  we splashed her with water and she jerked awake and sat up, Marcus let loose a really scary monster laugh like in a horror movie and he did it really loud. And then she got paranoid, screamed and completely freaked out. She didn’t stop screaming. She was a maniac and she did something we didn’t expect.”
 
   “What did she do, Carla?” Mack asked softly.
 
   “CoCo drew her loaded .357 Magnum from under her pillow and went in the living room where she kept her personal stash. She was irritable, jumpy from not having a dose of the stuff for hours now. I pushed a book off the glass coffee table. CoCo spun around and fired the gun, shattering the glass with a loud crash.”
 
   “Holy moly, Carla!” I nodded for her to go on.
 
   “CoCo, shaking now, held the gun in one hand while she reached into a desk drawer for her supply. She sat at her desk and, shaking, brought out her kit. Tinfoil, lighter, needle.” Carla bit her lip. “Me and Marcus watched while CoCo mainlined.”
 
   “That’s repulsive,” I said.
 
   “We were both grossed out, but we knew we needed to wait...just wait for the drug to make CoCo hazy and foggy. She finished and took the needle out and was all...sighing in this horrible way. I can’t describe it, but my mom used to do the same sound. It used to give me the shivers to hear it. It was not a sigh from sex or tiredness or anything, but from a drug that went in the veins and unleashed a kind of...sick joy.”
 
   “Do you need a moment, Carla?” I asked gently.
 
   “I’m okay. CoCo was going to have a smoke, but she was pretty messed up. Her eyes kept jiggling around as she held the lighter to her cigarette, and she kept missing the cig with the lighter, like she couldn’t see straight.”
 
   “She probably couldn’t,” Julie said.
 
   “Well, at that point, Marcus and I weren’t going to let her be.”
 
   “What did you do?” I asked.
 
   “I got just in front of CoCo’s front door, while Marcus crept up behind her with her shaking lighter and cigarette. Marcus tapped her on the shoulder, but CoCo just shrugged him off. She said to him...the F word...and ‘Leave me alone.’”
 
   “She should have been a lot more scared than that,” I said. 
 
   “I know! Once she had the gun around her, she was pretty high and mighty about ghosts in her crib, like nothing would get to her. So Marcus got an idea. He rose up into the air above her and flipped upside down. He moved in front of her and brought himself lower, meeting her face to face. He brought his face close to hers, so that he would have touched the cigarette that fell out of her mouth when she saw him.”
 
   “Did she scream or anything?” I was puzzled. What the kids did was pretty darn scary.
 
   “Nope. CoCo cocked her head, trying to figure out this ghost with foam eternally dripping from his chin, only it was dripping upwards, since he was upside down now. She closed her eyes and shook her head to get a grip. When she opened them again, Marcus was waving his hands and fingers at her.”
 
   “Did he say anything to her?
 
   “‘GOTCHA!’ he shouted. Now, CoCo grabbed her weapon and fired two rounds, point blank. Of course, they went right through Marcus, and into the wall shared with the next apartment.”
 
   “Oh, my!” Julie said.
 
   “We didn’t know she was going to put other people in danger, so I tried to get her attention on me. CoCo was unsteady, stumbling. She turned and dashed for the front door, but I was there, smiling, and shaking a finger at her. That’s all, just a finger. Then Marcus floated down next to me, and gave her the stink eye. She went insane, for real. CoCo emptied the rest of the bullets through us, through the door and into the hallway outside. She was a complete freak with the gun. The neighbors were screaming and crying and of course, calling 9-1-1.”
 
   Carla closed her eyes and gulped. “She was going to run and we wanted her to get arrested, so we hovered toward her and she backed up, ending up in her bedroom. Marcus and I couldn’t let her get away, so we gave the best ghost screams ever and kept her from leaving. I almost scared myself with the horrifible sounds that came out of my own mouth.”
 
   “Oh, Carla. You and Marcus were so brave.”
 
   “She couldn’t hurt us. But she could hurt other people, so we made sure she got caught. When the police got there, they found CoCo’s apartment full of drugs, money and paraphernalia. Then they found CoCo curled in a corner, blankets over her head, muttering about heroin babies and ghosts.”
 
   “Because she was on parole, she’s probably going back to prison for a long, long time,” I said.
 
   “That’s what the cops said, too. One of them said, ‘Three strikes, you’re out!’”
 
   I realized then that CoCo had likely violated the three strikes law in California.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
   As Julie and I received updates from Mack, Carla and Michael, Julie kept track of these events as they unfolded. She had a notebook for each of them, and I was impressed with her organizational skills that bordered on OCD. She even numbered the events.
 
   “I forget things if I don’t write them down,” she told me.
 
   Although it was quite interesting to hear their stories and progress over those couple of days, I also enjoyed the steady contact with another living person. Yes, I had my Medium business to talk with live people—although I’d cleared my schedule for this “adventure”—but my appointments were usually only a couple of hours long. The rest of the time, I was typically on my own and in the company of spirits. Mostly Mack.
 
   Michael didn’t communicate with us as often as Carla or even Mack, but when he did, he gave a full and detailed account of his haunting.
 
   Michael was seriously haunting the dealer who had threatened him, the sleazebag he’d killed Carla and her mother for. Perhaps this was why he communicated less often than Carla or Mack. There was much more at stake for him, or at least he hoped so. I could see desperation in his eyes, a longing that seemed to haunt me. He was dead serious about this because for him, his own very soul was at stake.
 
   “Mack and Carla, can you go to the gathering at the stairs or wherever Michael is and round him up?”
 
   “Do you think he’s done?” Julie asked.
 
   “It’s been a couple of days. He should have been back by now from his haunting mission.”
 
   “Unless the light came for him,” Carla said.
 
   “Not yet, I’m pretty sure it’s soon, though,” I said.
 
   “Come on, Cahla, let’s find Michael and bring him back,” Mack said.
 
   She nodded, her face serious.
 
   After they left, Julie said, “It’s like Ghost Central Station in here.”
 
   “Welcome to my world,” I said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It wasn’t long before Michael was in my living room and taking power boosts off the TV remote.
 
   “My plan was pretty simple,” he said modestly. “This dealer’s name is JJ. Probably not his real name, just as CoCo and Snake are nicknames.”
 
   “Drug dealers love nicknames,” Carla said.
 
   “They do! JJ lives in a semi-converted garage adjacent to an alley downtown off of Sunset Boulevard. The garage has a well-hidden side door for JJ and his customers. Easy access, and no one really cares who walks along those alleys, except for the cops. Since anyone could duck into a side gate or walkway, the cops don’t waste too much time patrolling the area.”
 
   “Tell us everything!” Mack said eagerly.
 
   “On the first evening that I began to haunt JJ, I started by knocking on the side door, using my personal code knock, the one nobody else used. Each dealer had their own distinctive knock.”
 
   I nodded my encouragement.
 
   Michael continued, “JJ had been watching a show about tricked-out cars when he heard the knock, my special knock, and he froze. I saw this because I was on the inside of the door when I knocked, so I could see his face.”
 
   I smiled, unable to stop myself from judging them for what a good time the ghosts were having with these hauntings.
 
   “I could hear his thoughts: Couldn’t be. It’s just my imagination, JJ thought to himself as he hit the remote’s mute button and cocked his head, listening for any movement outside. Then JJ took a swig of his cola, leaning back in his old Eazy Boy lounge chair. It was tagged with graffiti and dirty, like he’d found it on the curb and dragged it inside. He went back to his show, but then he heard my knock, louder this time.
 
   “Jesus H,” JJ muttered to himself as he grabbed his gun and crossed to the door. He swung it open, but there was no one there. Of course not. He swung it right through me and caught a big cold draft. He shuddered and I know he felt me there.
 
   “I felt JJ’s paranoia. ‘It’s just the drugs,’ he thought. ‘I’ll cut back.’ As I floated above him in the dirty converted garage, JJ closed the door again, this time turning the deadbolt, just in case anyone was messing with him.”
 
   Michael smiled. “No deadbolt could keep me in or out of JJ’s place.”
 
   Mack laughed. “You’re loving this.”
 
   “Now I am. When I was there, I did feel a wave of anger rush through what used to be my veins. I hadn’t been to JJ’s place since my death. At first, it was because it would have been too painful. And, over the past couple of months that I’ve been dead, I’ve been wandering around, wondering what I would do for eternity, a forgotten spirit who never saw the light come for him.”
 
   I reached out and touched his shimmery shoulder, my hand sweeping through it.
 
   “Thank you for this, Pauline,” he told me.  “I couldn’t do this without you.”
 
   “It’s all right. What happened next?”
 
   “Now that I was at JJ’s, I re-lived that fateful night. I remembered that I had been the one to bring JJ back to consciousness, with no thanks from him at all. Maybe JJ wouldn’t have OD’d, but he could have. I woke him up, you know? But one thing about drug users is that they don’t say thank you for anything except the drugs. They don’t care about anything else.”
 
   Carla said, “I hear ya.”
 
   We all looked at Michael, waiting for him to spew his guts.
 
   “I floated around the room for a while, choosing to remain unseen for the time being. The place was the same, nothing had changed. There were still a couple of dust mice in the corner, and trash bags filled with old fast food wrappers and empty cola cans. There was one sink that was so dirty that I didn’t know how JJ could bring himself to have the occasional sponge bath from it.”
 
   He paused, having such a hard time telling us. “A buyer dropped by, but didn’t stay long, as JJ usually had his stuff pre-weighed and divvied up in little plastic Ziploc bags. He was alone again, soon enough and he did a little heroin and conked out into a light sleep. I could hear his thoughts, which were the same that mine had been. JJ meant it when he’d told himself he was going to cut back. He meant it every time he said it. So had I.” Michael paused, his face riddled with anxiety. “I knocked my special knock again on the old nightstand, just next to where JJ slept in the Eazy Boy. JJ jerked awake. It was dark now, except for the glow of the TV, which stayed on 24/7. I boosted myself with the remote. Snow appeared on the screen for a second until I turned off the TV. JJ sat straight up in his chair now, fumbling for his gun.”
 
   I bit my lip. Did all of the drug dealers have guns?
 
   “Yes,” Carla said, looking at me. “Sorry to interrupt, Michael.”
 
   “That’s cool. I can hear Pauline’s thoughts, too.” He continued, “I streamed directly into the extension cord that lay across the garage floor. It gave me enough power to fully show myself. When I materialized in front of JJ, glowing an eerie green in the utter darkness, JJ froze again, this time with pure panic.
 
   “I said to him, ‘Hello, old friend. Remember me?’ And I said it with sarcasm, not nicely, you know? Because I was talking to...my worst enemy. After myself, that is.”
 
   I cringed at that self-loathing confession as Michael plowed on bravely. “JJ couldn’t answer me. He couldn’t even close his dropped jaw. ‘Don’t remember?’ I asked, making the color of the perma-vomit on my shirt glow brighter and the foam dripping from my mouth even whiter. I probably looked almost like a rabid dog to him. And then I pressed his buttons. ‘It wasn’t so long ago that we called each other friend. I trusted you with the money for my girlfriend’s engagement ring. You trusted me with dope and with your own petty fears and problems, even the big ones. But I guess in the end, we weren’t really friends at all. How’d that whole getting ripped-off by the homeless mom thing work out for you, anyway?’”
 
   Michael gulped, gathering his courage. “JJ whispered, ‘Michael?’ I answered, ‘In the flesh, or, no, wait, I guess not. I’m not in the flesh anymore, pal.’ I levitated up and down for a maximum scare effect, even using Mack’s trick of going upside down to pretty much terrify him. It did get his attention, especially when I threw in a ghost shriek I learned from a guy on the Echo Park stairs that sounds like a mean cat fight.”
 
   “Don’t make that sound in my apartment,” I said.
 
   “No, ma’am,” Michael said respectfully. “When I did that shrill shriek, JJ moved his head ever so slightly to look at the door. I wagged a finger in his face and shook my head. I said, ‘Uh-uh! Don’t even think it!’”
 
   “They always think they can escape from ghosts,” Mack said. “Don’t they watch horror movies and learn anything from them?”
 
   I agreed. “There are three rules of horror movies and they are: Stay together. Don’t go in the spooky house. Don’t run from ghosts.”
 
   Mack smiled at me and looked at Michael, motioning for him to continue.
 
   He did. “I said, ‘JJ, running away won’t do you any good. You won’t lose me that way. I can follow you anywhere. No locks, no doors, no bank vault can stop me from getting right in your face and screaming in it.’ JJ shook his head and actually pinched himself to make sure he wasn’t having a nightmare.”
 
   “They all do that,” Mack said.
 
   “I told him, ‘I’ll be back,’” Michael said. “Except I said it really dramatic, like Arnie in The Terminator.”
 
   “Shit’s about to get real,” Mack said, winking at Carla.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
   Now, it was my turn. “It’s getting late. Everyone know what they’re supposed to do now?”
 
   My three ghosts all nodded at me. 
 
   Carla, Mack and Michael had done their work; they’d scared the bejesus out of three drug dealers, those losers who were draining our society and community of productive, happy people. They were pleased, and Michael was especially grateful for their help.
 
   Michael was a little nervous, though. I couldn’t imagine what it was like for him. First of all, he bore the guilt over the crimes he had committed. It had taken a lot of courage for him to face Carla. I wondered again what part Mack had played in bringing Michael, possibly dragging him—if a ghost could be dragged—to my home for that initial visit. Mack kept quiet about it, though, and I supposed I would never know the answer.
 
   And, although Michael was a murderer, now that I knew his life story, I felt badly that he hadn’t been offered the chance to go Home. Out of all the spirits I’d worked with, there had been many who had committed horrendous crimes, including a ghost I had loved. But they’d always seen those beautiful stairs, and a shining, loving figure standing there to lead them into the real hereafter. Michael must have felt truly alone in that respect.
 
   “I can hear your thoughts,” Michael said.
 
   “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry,” I said.
 
   “I know. This is so hard, Pauline. I feel like this is the do-or-die part, where you don’t even know if it will pan out. And if one thing goes wrong, the whole plan crumbles into dust.”
 
   “All the more reason for me to do my part now, Michael.”
 
   Julie said, “I’m the only one who hasn’t helped,” she argued.
 
   “You wrote everything down,” I reminded her. “And, you did a good job. This might make a great book someday.”
 
   At this, Julie brightened. “You think so?”
 
   I nodded. Julie’s face was full of gratitude.
 
   “Well, it’s sundown,” Mack said, his voice gruff. He wasn’t much for sentimental crap, as he called it. At least he didn’t let on. I was beginning to understand him a little better though. There was a big heart, beating or not, within the tough old guy.
 
   “It is, indeed,” I said. “We could wait until the witching hour, but I say, let’s get ‘er done.”
 
   Julie and I were dressed in our new outfits, and I had to admit I felt a little more confident dressed all in black, down to my nice new black leather boots. We both had gloves, and our cool shades that we would don before meeting with our dealer boys. The sunglasses were for appearance, but the gloves would serve to ensure that we left no fingerprints. 
 
   Carla floated toward Michael. “Michael, I forgot to tell you. My haunt, CoCo, got arrested because of me, and she’s going back to prison, so it’s one down and two to go. We only have two stops tonight, instead of three.”
 
   “Awesome work, Carla.” Michael and Carla high-fived each other.
 
   “All right, everyone,” I said. “Time to go.” 
 
   “To the Batmobile!” Mack quipped. “I’ve always wanted to say that.”
 
   I shook my head, amused. “We have a date with Snake and JJ.”
 
   “And Michael and Carla have a date with destiny,” Julie said.
 
   I’d never driven with ghosts in my car. Julie rode shotgun, but the three spirits settled themselves in the back seat, eager to get going. I knew nobody else could see the ghostly crew, and I got a kick out of it. I made another mental note to myself to discover why and how some spirits were confined to buildings, and others, like these three, weren’t. And I was determined to check out more of the ghosts of Echo Park that Carla had told me about and find out why there were apparently so many, and why they stayed.
 
   Michael gave me directions to Snake’s place. The plan was to pick him up and take him to JJ’s, and I was to have a serious talk with the both of them. Being haunted, no matter how scared you were, was one thing. Hearing the possible repercussions of these hauntings from a living person, such as me, was another. I only hoped it would work.
 
   I wound my car down the sometimes tricky little streets from the top of Echo Park Hill onto Sunset Boulevard. Contrasting with my quiet nights in my apartment, these streets were still full of people who were networking, dining, and sharing coffees on the sidewalks of funky cafés that spilled music out of their open doors.
 
   Snake’s place was on the “other side of the tracks.” It wasn’t far, though.
 
   “Slow down,” Michael instructed. “It’s just the next apartment complex.”
 
   I found a space just a couple of buildings down, and Julie and I exited the car the normal way, opening our doors and getting out. The other three just moved through the rear door.
 
   Julie couldn’t see them, but I could. They sensed our unease at being in what I considered a fairly dangerous neighborhood at night in Echo Park.
 
   “Are they with us?” Julie whispered. Carla and Michael had taken the lead, and Mack brought up the rear. But when Carla heard this, she scampered back to us, and put her hand over Julie’s. Julie felt Carla at once, and relaxed.
 
   I strode along the sidewalk with what I hoped portrayed confidence and assertiveness. Julie and I, for all our wardrobe efforts, looked pretty out of place here. Our new clothes helped a little, but we still stuck out like a couple of sore thumbs. If we wanted to be Neo from The Matrix, we had a long way to go.
 
   Still, we had ammunition: our three spirit friends. They seemed to spread a protective presence around us. I watched as a couple of kids actually did see them. One of them watched us curiously, the other dropped her toys and ran inside her house. Good, kids should not play outside at night anyway. Go to bed, I thought.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I rapped on Snake’s door. I heard a little movement inside, but he didn’t answer my knock. I rapped again, this time louder.
 
   “Yo!” I called, loud enough for his neighbors to hear. I knew he wouldn’t like that. It was the first time I had ever said “yo” in my life.
 
   He opened the door, but only as far as the chain would allow.
 
   “Who are you?” Snake asked with narrowed eyes.
 
   “I’m—we’re friends.” I cursed myself for not acting tougher. “I’m someone who can help you out of the mess you’re in.” That was a little better.
 
   “I don’t need no help.” 
 
   “Oh, I think you do need some help.” Julie stepped forward. “We’re here to help you with an unwanted guest.”
 
   That caught Snake’s attention, but he was still on defense. I couldn’t see his hands, but from the other side of the door came the unmistakable click of a trigger being cocked.
 
   Mack wasted no time. Julie and I had the wisdom to take a step back as he stuck his finger right into the light fixture in the hallway and materialized. Snake’s eyes widened as Mack moved through the closed door.
 
   “What the...” Snake started, but the door slammed shut.
 
   “Should we go in, too?” Carla asked Michael.
 
   “No,” I told them. “Not yet. Let Mack do his thing.”
 
   I don’t know what Mack did or said, but not a moment later, Snake opened the door wide. Sans the gun. Mack hovered behind him, fully visible now. Julie looked up at his eyes, which were flaring mad now.
 
   “Come on,” was all Mack said, and Snake came out into the hall and closed the door behind him.
 
   “What do you want?” he asked me.
 
   “We’re going to take you to see someone else, someone having the same troubles as you,” I explained. “And we’re all going to have a little pow-wow.”
 
   “Look, lady,” Snake started. “Ladies, I mean. I don’t know what this is all about, but I don’t want any trouble. Who are you, anyways?”
 
   “You’re not asking the questions here,” I told him. “Just come with us.”
 
   Julie got behind him and gave him a slight shove. He wasn’t used to that, and turned on her. “Watch it,” he warned. 
 
   Then Mack floated down between the two. “Who do you want to deal with,” Mack asked, “her, or me? Do what you’re told, unless you want me to let your snake loose again, this time while you are in a drugged sleep.”
 
   “Leave her alone! She never hurt anyone until you upset her by letting her loose all those times. Every time I had to put her back in the cage, she got more and more upset. I’m...I’m calling around, trying to find a zoo to take her. She’s too big, but she’s a nice snake. I swear.”
 
   Outside now, at my car, Snake got in the back seat and stayed as far from Mack as possible, cringing and clinging to the door handle. That was until Carla and Michael decided to put their hands through the car’s hood to draw power from its battery. They materialized instantly, and appeared brighter than Mack. 
 
   They wasted no time moving through the rear door, shoving Snake into the middle of the back seat. He was definitely freaked, glancing from a fierce Mack to Michael, and then Carla, who sat on Michael’s lap.
 
   “What’s the kid got to do with this?” Snake asked.
 
   “Everything,” Carla replied.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-five
 
    
 
   By now, Snake was scared into submission.
 
   I refused to park in the dark alleyway, opting instead for the brightly-lit CVS drugstore parking lot about a block away. We all got out of the car. I put The Club on my steering wheel and checked all the doors to make sure they were locked.
 
   We started down the trash-strewn alley toward JJ’s decrepit abode. When Snake realized where we were headed, he stopped abruptly.
 
   “No way,” he said. “I know where you’re going. This guy is bad news. He’s competition, and I heard he’s in some trouble.”
 
   “So are you,” I quipped. I enjoyed wearing the black sunglasses at night; Snake couldn’t read my face at all. “You’ll be in deeper trouble if you don’t come along.”
 
   Julie nodded slightly, her face deadpan.
 
   Snake glanced behind Julie and me to see our three dead friends shoulder to shoulder, all of them with their arms crossed.
 
   “Shit.” Snake started walking. “I don’t know what I ever did to deserve this,” he mumbled. “And I don’t know you guys from jack. I sure as hell wish someone would tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “All in good time, my friend, all in good time.” It was Michael who spoke. He’d been silent the whole time, but I could tell his apprehension was growing. Would this work for him? I hoped so.
 
   Standing outside of JJ’s side door, Mack said, “Snake, knock on the door.”
 
   “Why me?” he asked. “JJ doesn’t even like me. We keep our distance, you know? Turf issues.”
 
   “Just do it,” I ordered.
 
   Snake knocked on the door. The TV was on, but JJ asked, “Who’s there?” His voice was a bit wary.
 
   “Snake. Open the door, man. I gotta talk to you.”
 
   JJ was next to the door now; we could hear him clearly. “What the fuck you want, coming to my crib like this? Get the hell outta here. Crazy dumb fuck,” he added.
 
   The ghosts had faded now, unseen. But Snake knew they were there. I could tell by the chill bumps on his arm.
 
   “Listen, man,” Snake pleaded, “I got these...people on my back and I have to talk to you.”
 
   “What people?” Paranoia quivered in JJ’s voice now.
 
   “Well, there’s these two ladies, I don’t know who they are or what they have to do with it, but...” Snake lowered his voice a little now, “but there’s this ghost haunting me, bro. I swear it. I...”
 
   JJ opened the door. He saw Snake’s eyes filled with wild fear, but as soon as he spied me and Julie, he started to slam the door. 
 
   Snake shoved his foot into the doorway. “You gotta let us in,” he begged.
 
   “How do I know they’re not cops?” JJ spat.
 
   “We’re not, I assure you.” I kept my voice calm. “We have absolutely no interest in your ‘business,’ or your safety. At least, not here on Earth.”
 
   JJ looked at me like I was crazy, but I continued, “It has come to my attention that you’ve had an unwanted visitor. I’m here to help resolve that problem.”
 
   He still wasn’t convinced. “You da problem.”
 
   Julie spoke up now. “Of course, if you don’t need any help with de-haunting your ‘crib,’ we can just be on our way.”
 
   It was at this moment that Mack, Carla and Michael chose to appear behind us. JJ’s eyes bulged, and he let go of the doorknob. Julie gave Snake a push and he entered the place; she and I followed. Behind us, the three spirits floated in. The door slammed hard. Mack locked it and grinned wickedly.
 
   “Shit, shit, shit!” JJ backed up to the other end of the garage, tripping over an unused set of weights. Carla, Mack and Michael hovered menacingly over him.
 
   “You,” he pointed to Michael. “What the hell do you want with me anyway? I said I was sorry!”
 
   Michael gestured to Carla. “Recognize her?” he demanded.
 
   JJ didn’t move, but his gaze shifted to the girl. “I remember you. And your mom.”
 
   We could hear those wheels turning inside JJ’s fuzzy head as it started to make a little bit of sense.
 
   “You’re the girl that Michael smoked,” JJ said. He took in the blood on her shirt, saw the gunshot wound. He was still lying on the floor, but now, he got up.
 
   “I am,” Carla said simply. “And you don’t even care.”
 
   “Of course I do,” he countered. “I’m sorry as hell. But in this line of business, you know, shit happens.”
 
   That pissed Julie off. “Maybe to her mother,” she said as she moved closer. I could see Julie shaking with rage. Rage for the loss of her friend’s life, which didn’t seem to mean anything to anyone. Except the five of us, of course. “But nothing should have happened to Carla. You didn’t even know her name, did you? She never deserved any of this.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t even smoke her,” JJ protested. “It was him!” He pointed a finger at Michael.
 
   “But you made him do it,” I said. “You threatened him. He’s just a kid himself. Or was, anyway. And look at him now. Do you see how he died?”
 
   Silence filled the room. JJ hadn’t been in the habit of thinking of anyone else but himself in a long time. He wouldn’t have then, either, if not forced to.
 
   “I’m sorry, kid,” he said to Carla.
 
   Carla just hovered. She didn’t bat an eye. I didn’t blame her. Could I have forgiven JJ, who had ordered her life taken from her, without a second thought? I doubted it.
 
   JJ couldn’t calm down. I didn’t really blame him for that either, but I wasn’t sympathetic. He kept looking around for an escape, or something he could use against us. He couldn’t hurt the ghosts, but Julie and I were vulnerable. His eyes landed on a crowbar nearby.
 
   I don’t know what he was thinking, because hurting either me or Julie would only make things worse. He was programmed for defense mode, I supposed.
 
   Before he even finished thinking whatever he was planning to do, Carla floated forward and stuck her fingers deep into his arms. He jerked his hand away, shivering, repulsed.
 
   “Just think how you’d feel if I took over your whole body,” Carla whispered into his ear.
 
   “There’s room for all of us in there,” Michael added. Mack nodded agreement and moved toward the now pathetic JJ.
 
   “Okay, okay!” JJ shouted. “Stay away from me! I’ll do anything! Don’t possess me!” He shuddered.
 
   They moved away temporarily. JJ looked at me, shaking now. “I can’t take this, lady,” he said. “You said you could help.”
 
   He approached me and Julie, and to our surprise, got down on his knees, all the while keeping an eye on the spirits in his garage. “Resolve the problem, you said. What do I have to do to make you all go away?”
 
   Now, we were getting somewhere.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-six
 
    
 
   “Get up,” I snapped at JJ. “You’re pathetic.”
 
   JJ rose. “Can’t you just make them go away? Please?” His voice had risen an octave, and he sounded like a whiney kid.
 
   “Perhaps I can. Probably. It really depends on you.” I turned to Snake and added, “and you.”
 
   Julie was kind of enjoying being the heavy for once, but she didn’t show it. “Sit!” she commanded, pointing at the tattered bed JJ used.
 
   Both men immediately sat on the mattress, as far apart from each other as possible. Neither one of them looked at the other.
 
   “You both say you want these spirits to leave you alone,” I declared.
 
   “Ye—Yes,” Snake answered. JJ nodded emphatically.
 
   The place was dirty, disgusting. I looked around, and found a fairly recent newspaper. I unfolded a section and laid it down on JJ’s Eazy Boy chair before sitting. Julie sat on the armrest next to me. Our ghost friends, Mack, Carla and Michael hovered, menacingly, but also curious.
 
   “Okay, here’s how this works.” I pulled out a cigarette and lit it. I took a couple of puffs, sizing them up intellectually. Neither seemed too bright to me. Probably due to the drugs. They waited with forced patience.
 
   “I am what you call a psychic, or Medium. People hire me to communicate with the dead. Usually relatives who have passed recently, that kind of thing. Understand?”
 
   They nodded.
 
   “Part of my job is to get to the heart of unresolved problems between the living and the dead. Many times, the dead—the ghosts, spirits—are unable or refuse to go to what you might call Heaven, because they have unfinished business here on Earth. Such is the case with the spirits that have been haunting you.”
 
   I paused to give them time for this to sink in. Seemed like they needed it. JJ finally nodded, but Snake remained confused.
 
   “I don’t know what all this has to do with me,” he concluded defensively. “I mean, yeah, I know Michael...” He glanced at Michael’s shadowy image. “Or I did know him, but we weren’t close. I didn’t have anything to do with what went down.” He spoke directly to Michael now. “I haven’t even seen you, dude, in like...” Snake’s voice trailed off, confused, as he tried to figure out how long it had been.
 
   “Well, you’re just a lucky one, then, aren’t you?” Mack grinned. “You’ll do.”
 
   “I’ll do? Do for what?” He had that panic in his eyes again.
 
   I tried to keep this professional. “Communication is what I help with,” I continued. “I help people, here in this world, and those in the spirit world understand what they need to so that everyone can go on with their lives.”
 
   “I understand,” JJ told me. “I said I was sorry.”
 
   “I don’t think you do understand,” Julie said quietly. “But you need to.”
 
   Julie looked at me and gestured to Carla. I shifted my gaze to the girl and she hesitated, but then nodded.
 
   “Everybody has a story,” I explained. “You two, when we’re done with you, are going to change how your own life stories turn out. I think you need to understand someone else’s story, in order to help you do this. Carla is going to share her story with you. Aren’t you, hon?”
 
   Carla nodded, and floated a little closer to them.
 
   “Hold on,” JJ said. “What is she going to do?”
 
   “She’s going to just touch your hand, and show you.”
 
   “No! No way do I want no ghost touching me!” Snake growled as he got up again and backed away from Carla.
 
   Suddenly, the lights went out. It was pitch black in JJ’s little garage, that is, except for the three spirits hovering and kind of glowing eerily. We couldn’t see each other, but we could see them, very clearly. And they weren’t happy.
 
   “So,” I spoke into the darkness, “you guys want to live like this for the rest of your lives?”
 
   I heard Snake tripping over something a few feet away, and crying out like a little boy. The temperature in the room, which of course had dropped when we all entered, fell to an icy forty-ish. I knew we would have been able to see our breath, if we could have seen anything.
 
   “Christ!” Snake cried. “All right!”
 
   Julie and I were smiling when the lights came on as quickly as they had gone out.
 
   “Now come, sit back down, and relax. You’re not going to die or anything. Yet.”
 
   Carla waited until Snake sat back on the bed, sweating now in spite of the cold. “I can tell you, show you both at once,” she offered.
 
   The two men gulped simultaneously.
 
   Carla really was too kind. She smiled at them, and nodded. “Just hold out your hands,” she instructed, “and when I touch you, you will understand. I won’t hurt you,” she promised.
 
   It would have been comical to watch, had the stakes not been so high. The two men each put a shaking hand out for the girl ghost, Carla. For their sake, she approached slowly, gingerly.
 
   She waited for them to calm a little, but they didn’t seem to be anywhere near calming down, so Carla nodded to them with encouragement. “Close your eyes,” she told them.
 
   They did.
 
   Carla softly laid each hand on a hand of Snake’s and JJ’s. The men tensed a moment, but then relaxed, their heads turned slightly as if listening.
 
   It only took a moment, but I knew Carla was sharing with them everything she had with me and Julie; her life, her mother, the circumstances that led to her death. That fateful night she tried, unsuccessfully, to pull her mother away to safety.
 
   She drew her hands away, but stayed close by as they opened their eyes.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-seven
 
    
 
   Both Snake and JJ were clearly moved by the experience. Carla stayed just in front of them, watching their reactions intently. She really didn’t want to harm them; but she did want them to understand. She wanted them to know that their actions affected other people.
 
   Snake looked like he’d just watched a sad movie. He gazed into Carla’s eyes, thoughtfully, and forced himself to keep from tearing up. He shook his head a little in wonder; he’d never really listened to anyone before, much less felt what another had gone through. He could only hold her gaze for so long, then he hung his head down.
 
   Carla shifted her eyes—which were fading a little from the amount of energy she’d just used to transfer her story to them—to JJ.
 
   JJ had known Carla and her mother, even if not very well.
 
   Carla was tuned into JJ now, and read his thoughts. “You didn’t think my mom should have brought me with her,” she noted.
 
   JJ couldn’t take his eyes off Carla. It was all still sinking in. “No. No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Why not?” Carla asked. “I mean, you sell to mothers all the time. Pregnant women, even. You don’t care. As long as you make your money, and you don’t have to work too hard, and you don’t get caught.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” JJ said, and this time, his apology sounded slightly more sincere. “I guess I know they have kids. The guys, too. I just never saw them. Only you.”
 
   “And you saw me because I took care of my mother,” Carla said. “Even when she needed her fixes, or had some crazy scheme, I never left her side.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   JJ was having trouble with these emotions, I could tell. He suddenly got defensive. “But your mother scammed me.” He scowled. “She got me good. I’m still not all the way recovered from that.”
 
   Carla’s jaw dropped, but it was Julie who spoke up now. “You haven’t recovered?? Jeez, I’m so sorry to hear that.”
 
   JJ realized too late his selfish comment. Julie stood now, and got in his face. “You know, I could probably fix it so that you don’t have to deal with any of this, anymore. Ever. How would you like that?”
 
   But Carla, who was shimmering now, her body outlined but her core little more than shiny dust, shushed Julie. 
 
   I put a hand on Julie’s arm to calm her. Violence would beget violence. That was not my way.
 
   Carla reached down and stuck her finger into the extension cord on the floor, and her form reappeared more clearly. She still watched JJ. She was pretty good, I thought. She was letting him get it for himself. The room was so quiet I could hear JJ gulp.
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” he offered to Carla. “I didn’t know it would end like that. And I didn’t know you. You didn’t deserve to...die like that.”
 
   Carla reached for his hand again, and this time, he didn’t flinch. His apology couldn’t change the past. He knew that. I could tell by the look on his face.
 
   “Maybe I deserve to be haunted,” he told us.
 
   “Maybe you do,” I said, “but that’s not for me to decide.”
 
   “Then, who decides?” JJ asked bluntly.
 
   Snake looked up now, curious about the answer as well.
 
   “Why,” I answered, “The haunters. The ghosts decide.”
 
   “But, what can I do? Michael won’t leave me alone.”
 
   Snake was listening intently now. Whatever JJ had to do to get rid of Michael, Snake intended to do the same thing to get rid of Mack.
 
   Be careful what you wish for, I thought to myself. Out loud, I told them, “There is something you can both do. And we’ll tell you soon. But first, I think, there is one more soul’s story you need to know about.”
 
   Carla moved aside, and now, Michael came forward.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Michael wasn’t as gentle with them as Carla had been. Maybe because they were guys, after all, and he wanted to be a little macho, a little tough. Or maybe he just wanted to get this over with. 
 
   “Give me your hands,” he simply said.
 
   They did.
 
   Julie and I, Carla and Mack, watched as the three closed their eyes and Michael showed them his side of the story. Again, it only took a moment. But for Michael, it seemed to take a great toll on him. His expression was anguished as he sent images, feelings, of his life into the two living men. When he finished, he pulled away. If he could have sat and leaned back, he would have.
 
   As it was, though, the two men looked at him, not with the sympathy they’d given to Carla, but with grave faces. They were the faces of men who didn’t necessarily like bad news, but were used to it. Neither spoke.
 
   I stepped back into my role as Medium Mediator. “Snake, JJ,” I began, trying to push aside the thought that their names were really stupid. “Now, perhaps you both have a little understanding of the importance of your actions.”
 
   They were, I believe, ashamed. They both nodded.
 
   “How do you feel now?” I asked them.
 
   “Well, how do expect me to feel?” JJ demanded. “I don’t like this shit. None of it. I don’t like being haunted, and I really don’t like knowing why, now. But, I still don’t know what I can do to change the past.”
 
   “You can’t do anything to change the past,” Mack remarked grimly. He’d been so quiet I’d almost forgotten he was there. “Though many of us would like to,” he added a little mysteriously. I made a mental note to try again to get his own history out of him. It was high time he told me. And perhaps, if I knew the old ghost’s story, I could find a way to help him go Home. But that would be for another time, another place.
 
   “No, I don’t guess you can,” Snake agreed.
 
   “Well, then, what’s the point?” He asked. “I mean, you ladies come here, with three ghosts. I can’t even believe those words just came out of my mouth, this is so crazy. But you come in here, with Snake, and make me listen to these sad lives. That’s the way things are sometimes. What can I do to change that? What can anyone do?”
 
   That was my cue. I gave him a wry smile and answered, “JJ, I’m so glad you asked.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-eight
 
    
 
   The garage became quiet. Snake and JJ looked at me for an explanation, but I looked to Michael.
 
   “Well?” Snake finally asked. “Anyone want to tell us how we can go back to living a normal life?”
 
   I nodded to Michael. “You’re on, son,” I told him.
 
   Now that it came down to it, he didn’t know what to say. All eyes were on him, and I kind of felt sorry for him. I was about to take over when he finally spoke.
 
   “Okay,” Michael began as he moved toward the two men. “Now that you know about me, and about Carla, there’s a little more to this.”
 
   “Go on,” JJ said, impatient.
 
   “When Carla...when I killed Carla, she saw the opening to Heaven. Her mother went, but Carla stayed behind.”
 
   “Really?” Snake asked. He turned his attention to Carla. “You really saw it? It’s real?”
 
   Carla smiled a little. “Yeah. It’s real.”
 
   “Why didn’t you go?” JJ asked.
 
   Carla glanced at Julie, but remained silent. Their relationship was special, truly. But these guys probably wouldn’t understand.
 
   “She had her reasons,” Michael intervened.
 
   “What, to help you haunt us?”
 
   “Not everything is about you.” I couldn’t help it. These two idiots, I thought to myself. I tried not to judge others, but they were testing my patience. “And the girl’s reasons are none of your business. Michael, continue, please.”
 
   “Carla saw an opening to the afterlife, or whatever you want to call it,” Michael said to them. “But when I died, I didn’t see it.”
 
   Snake and JJ looked at him, dumbfounded. “Did you see a stairway down, man? I mean, like to, you know, Hell?”
 
   “No. I didn’t see anything. I just saw my body below me.”
 
   Snake and JJ both frowned. “Well, what does that mean?” JJ asked. “You’re gonna just...just be a ghost? For how long?”
 
   I could see that both dealers were worrying about their own fates, whenever their time came. Again, I had to stop myself from slapping them upside their self-absorbed heads.
 
   “I don’t know,” Michael responded. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” He leveled his eyes to their questioning faces. “I thought I would be stuck here, forever,” he explained, “but then I met Carla, and Mack, and Pauline here. And we came up with an idea that might get me into Heaven.”
 
   “I hope so,” Snake told him. “Then maybe the three of you will leave us alone.”
 
   “I hope so, too. And that’s where you come in.”
 
   I couldn’t stand it anymore. Their quizzical faces were just too much. “Michael thinks he’s done more harm than good in this world,” I intervened. “I’m not sure if this is true, or why he didn’t have a chance to go ‘Home,’ as I call it. I’ve been doing this work for a long time, and his is the first spirit I’ve come across who hasn’t had that opportunity. Yet.”
 
   I paused, waiting for their hazy minds to absorb this information. “What we think is that Michael needs to set some things right with the world, and then, he’ll be offered his chance to leave this realm. And go upstairs.”
 
   JJ scratched his head. Snake didn’t seem to like what he was hearing.
 
   “If I can stop others from becoming like Carla’s mom,” Michael told them with more patience than I could have given, “and if I can stop at least one other person from feeling like he, or she, has no other option than to kill themselves, then I think I might be offered my shot at Heaven.”
 
   “What does that have to do with us?” JJ asked.
 
   Mack even chuckled. These guys were absolutely clueless.
 
   “Like I said, this is where you two come in. You can help me. I want you two to stop dealing drugs. If I can get you to do that, I will have played a hand in stopping just a few people from going down the wrong path.”
 
   Their jaws dropped open at the same time. Then, in stereo, they both said, “What??”
 
   We couldn’t help it, we started laughing at them.
 
   Snake and JJ looked around at us. Snake was again dumbfounded, but JJ was obviously pissed off.
 
   “Well, think again, pal,” JJ smirked. “I’ve got a sweet deal here. And I didn’t get you into this mess. You did what you did. It’s not my fault.”
 
   “Yeah,” was all Snake could come up with.
 
   “But you were involved,” Carla told them. “All of us were. We make our own choices, but we’re all connected here. All of us.”
 
   I nodded. I tried to be kind. “All of our lives are connected, in some way,” I told them. “No, JJ, you didn’t physically force Michael to do what he did, but can’t you understand that he felt he had no choice?”
 
   JJ didn’t answer. 
 
   “And,” I went on, “can’t you see that if Michael hadn’t known you, then, quite probably, three lives could be completely different? That no one might have died? And that goes for you, too, Snake. How can I make you understand?” I threw up my hands.
 
   “I can make ’em undahstand,” Mack bellowed. He’d had enough of these two. He started toward them.
 
   “Wait,” I told him. “You can’t really do it that way, Mack.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked.
 
   “You know as well as I do. You’ll just have to keep coming back here, to JJ’s and to Snake’s, for as long as they live, if they don’t agree of their own free will.”
 
   This reasoning caught both the men’s attention.
 
   But Mack didn’t care. “I’ve got nothing bettah to do with my time,” he countered, glaring down at them.
 
   But Michael was pensive. He really wanted them to get it. “What if helping you guys change is part of my goal? I’m thinking that’s a good reason I’m still here.”
 
   “And don’t you guys remember anything?” Carla suddenly spoke up. “Just a few minutes ago, you experienced my life and Michael’s. And you felt something, something like compassion. I know you did. It’s gone already? What are you going to do? Just make addicts out of more and more people? Do you want to go to Hell? Do you?”
 
   Snake got up and started pacing. “You guys don’t understand,” he said. “What am I going to do? I don’t know how to do anything else. I grew up in this life.” He stopped and faced me and I could see real panic in him now.
 
   “Surely you can do something,” I offered. “Can’t you fix cars or sweep floors?”
 
   “No, no, I can’t do anything.”
 
   “Everyone is good at something,” I said.
 
   “No. I’m worthless. Worthless.” He turned his back, but not before I caught a glimpse of a tear spilling down his cheek.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-nine
 
    
 
   While Snake was in the corner of the garage now, trying to deal with the ultimatum just given, JJ looked up at Michael and Carla. “You really think we can change the world, just so you two can go to Heaven? Or Home? Or whatever you call it. Man, we’re not the only ones. Why don’t you pick on someone bigger than us? Like the ones who make this shit, or bring it to the States?”
 
   “Because I don’t know them,” Michael answered. “And it doesn’t matter, I don’t think. If you choose, you can change the way you affect people. That would be good. And if I’m the one to get you to do it, then that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   Snake’s single tear hadn’t been lost on Julie, either. However, what she did next surprised me.
 
   Julie got up, and pulled a small paper out of her purse. She crossed the room to Snake. She spoke quietly, but the place was so quiet we could all hear.
 
   “Look, I can help you,” she said as she put a hand on Snake’s shoulder. “Here’s the name and number of a guy. He’s looking for people who want to change their lives. Like you, I hope, and like JJ.”
 
   She held the paper out to him. “I didn’t know your real names, and I don’t want to. But I told him that, if all goes well, two guys who knew what it was like to be...like you are...would call him. He promised me he’d find you good work.”
 
   Snake glanced down at the slip of paper, then back up at Julie. “He could really help you,” she persisted, “and you, too, JJ. Just think what it would be like to not have to hide anymore. To be proud of what you’re doing, for once. I promise you, that could happen.”
 
   “But why would he help us?” JJ asked.
 
   “There are people like that in this city,” I commented. Julie caught my gaze and I gave her a wink; she was apparently one of those people. “You could at least try.”
 
   “Or, you could deal with us,” Mack added. “Of course, your ‘clientele’ might be followed home. We could make sure you lose your business and end up homeless.”
 
   “Please, mister,” JJ pleaded.
 
   “Either way, you’d stop dealing drugs.” Mack inspected his ghost fingernails as if he had just remarked on the weather.
 
   Snake and JJ didn’t know what to say. I knew it was time to let them think things over. I rose from my seat, thinking that I hadn’t had a drink all night. And, I felt okay. How had that happened? Was this whole thing also supposed to be a “scared straight” life lesson for me? It had crossed my mind.
 
   “Let’s give them a little time,” I told Julie and the three spirits, who were fading. “They’ve been given a gift, Michael, whether they know it or not. A second chance, if they will take it.”
 
   We all gathered at the side door. The two dealers were too shocked, I guess, to move. I turned once again to them. “I’ll be back,” I told them. “I want to know what your choices are.”
 
   “Sure you will,” JJ said sourly. “All of you will, I bet.” 
 
   I wasn’t so sure about that, but I let it go. Instead, I told him, “Believe it or not, I’d be willing to help you, too. All you have to do is ask.” 
 
   I slipped out the door.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Soon, we were back at my apartment, a few miles and a world away from the one we had just visited. Mack, Michael and Carla had faded, and Julie couldn’t see them, although she could feel Carla’s presence and the girl’s hand on her own.
 
   “I wonder if that will do it,” Michael said. “I mean, do you think it’s enough?”
 
   I smiled at him. “Time will tell, I suppose. But I think you’ve done what you can, Michael. For now.”
 
   Mack, who had become something like a father figure to the young man’s spirit, nodded agreement. “We’ll get ’em, one way uh the other, don’t you worry. And if they try to leave, we can find them.”
 
   “But give them at least a day to decide on their own,” I told them. “They may surprise you. People often do, you know.”
 
   With this last sentence, I looked over at Julie. The fact that she had gone to such lengths to help those two, as well as Michael, impressed me.
 
   But Julie was nodding out. Carla stayed with her, of course. I smiled at the pair. I wondered what kind of adventures they would have had if Carla’s life hadn’t been cut short so suddenly.
 
   I was about to comment to Mack and Michael about this, but when I looked back, they were gone. I was alone, left to myself to reflect on the evening’s strange events.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   The next morning, I snapped my kitchen window closed in an effort to shut out the noise of the gas lawnmower down the street. Can’t they make those things quieter? I asked myself as I poured myself a cup of coffee with a little Captain Morgan added to it.
 
   I picked up my cup, along with plain coffee for Julie, and headed for the back patio.
 
   Outside the sliding glass door, the high clouds scattered the sky; a possible indication that it might not be too hot later in the day. It was more peaceful out here, the gardener’s noise now just a distant buzz as he moved away from us. We sipped our coffees and watched the traffic below. It was Monday, and drivers were in a rush to get back into their busy workweek schedule. I relaxed, grateful for my refuge up here, and grateful to be away from all that chaos of last night.
 
   “I don’t know where Carla’s gone,” Julie remarked.
 
   I just nodded. I didn’t know where that little ghost had gone either, but I was reveling in the peace I felt.
 
   It was kind of nice to just be among the living. Julie and I had had a hell of a week, and if things didn’t settle down around here, I was going to dub my apartment the CGC: Center for Ghost Control. I smiled at the thought and sipped my rum and coffee.
 
   “Carla and I have been talking a lot,” Julie said, her voice a little nervous. 
 
   “Oh? What about?” I asked, although I had a hunch.
 
   “I told her I didn’t want her to, you know, stick around just for me. She said she would, but somehow, it just doesn’t seem right.”
 
   I nodded again. In my opinion, spirits are meant to go Home, whatever that meant for them. I couldn’t imagine Carla hanging around forever. Not even for Julie. And from my experience, the opportunities to leave became fewer, the longer that a spirit stayed in this corporeal world. I would hate for Carla to lose her chance.
 
   As if summoned, I suddenly saw Carla’s shimmering outline appear next to Julie. It was far too bright for Julie to see the girl, but she felt Carla touch her hand, and sat up straight.
 
   So much for a quiet morning, I thought to myself, although her smile always made me smile, too. Then, as if to confirm that I’d had enough peace for one morning, I heard a thump inside.
 
   Julie was used to Mack by now and she didn’t jump. I sighed, though, and got up. “Come on inside,” I said to Julie. “By the way, Carla’s tugging on your hand, I think she’s got something important to tell you.”
 
   Inside, I righted the chair for the hundredth time and Mack sat down, levitating just above it. Michael was next to him. I pulled my drapes closed for Julie’s sake, and went to the kitchen for a refill.
 
   Mack followed me. “Can I buy a thing for twenty bucks on eBay?”
 
   “Are you freaking kidding me? What could a ghost possibly need on eBay?”
 
   “It’s impahtant. I just had to click a couple times. I’ve watched you do it.”
 
   “Wait. You already bought it?”
 
   “Yah. It’s coming pretty quick. I checked the tracking number.”
 
   “Geez, Mack. Next time, ask first.”
 
   “It was twenty bucks for something impahtant, Pauline.”
 
   “Fine. Fine. We have guests, you know. Come on.”
 
   We went back into the living room. I walked. Mack glided.
 
   Julie could see Michael and Mack, and as soon as Carla touched the remote—which they had obviously done—her shimmering outline filled out.
 
   I sat in my usual corner of the couch, tucking my feet under me, and looked at the three of them. “What’s up?”
 
   “I think they went,” Michael said simply.
 
   “You mean Snake and JJ?”
 
   Michael nodded. Mack’s smile was almost imperceptible but I caught it, and it told me he was happy for the boy. I was beginning to doubt that Mack didn’t have a heart, after all.
 
   “Yeah,” Michael continued. “We went there this morning, to both of their places. They were gone, and everything else was, too. No drugs, nothing. They beat it.”
 
   “That doesn’t necessarily mean they went to see Julie’s friend,” I said, and I regretted the negative comment as soon as it came out of my mouth.
 
   Mack flashed me a mean glare. But Michael wasn’t discouraged. “Well, I hope they went.”
 
   “I can find out,” Julie offered. “Let me just make a call.” With that she stepped outside again, cell phone in hand.
 
   This made Michael a little nervous. “Oh, God, I hope they went,” he said, now rising into the middle of the living room. “I tried, right? I tried to set some things right. What if it didn’t work? I mean, I don’t know what else to do.”
 
   I tried to soothe him. “Don’t worry, Michael. We’ll know soon enough. And, either way, it’s my job to help souls go Home. I’ll be here for you, no matter what.”
 
   Mack nodded in agreement. Carla had wafted out to eavesdrop on Julie’s conversation.
 
   I spoke to him encouragingly, assuring him he had done his best. I wished I could give him a drink to settle him down, then checked that line of thinking. Not everyone was like me, nor did I ever need to make them think so.
 
   Soon, Julie opened the sliding glass door, Carla floating in after her. Both were smiling.
 
   Julie looked at Michael. “You got them to go for help,” she said.
 
   Michael’s jaw dropped, and he held still. “Really?”
 
   “Yes!” Carla blurted out. “They will have some therapy, too, like rehab, but Julie’s friend talked with them, and he’s agreed to help them.”
 
   Michael, in spite of his vile-looking appearance with the vomit and his bluish face, laughed. I’d not seen him look so happy since I’d met the young man. Ghost, I meant.
 
   “Thank God,” he said, relieved. “I wonder whether it will work? What do you think, Pauline?”
 
   I was about to answer, to say that the stairway to Heaven appears at mysterious times, but I didn’t have the chance.
 
   Everyone could see a bright light, a tunnel almost, appearing right in the middle of my living room.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirty-one
 
    
 
   Julie could see it, too, and her jaw dropped. The brightness continued to expand until it encompassed the whole far wall.
 
   The light was indescribably magnificent. I’d seen it many times before, and it was almost always the same, but not quite. This time, I could see a little ways up the stairs, and there were leafy trees and brilliant flowers lining the golden steps.
 
   I caught my breath as a glowing figure descended the steps, smiling at Michael, and I knew this was it for him.
 
   The illumination from the opening shone into my apartment, but mostly on Michael. He took it in, as if he were inhaling it. I could see a new glow on his face, as if he were coming alive again.
 
   The glowing figure held out her hand to him, and Michael’s lips drew up into the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. 
 
   I found myself weeping tears of joy for him.
 
   “Come, Michael,” she simply said. Her voice was musical, even harmonic, and Michael took a step forward.
 
   He stopped for a moment and turned to us. “Thank you so much. I love all of you. Truly.”
 
   There really wasn’t time for words. Cheeks wet with tears of joy now, I merely lifted my hand and waved. Michael smiled one more time, an angelic smile now, and went forward to take her hand.
 
   I took a deep breath. He was swallowed by the light. Gone. 
 
   Mack hovered behind me, as far away from the light as he could get. I could tell he was happy for Michael, but his face was grim, which bothered me more than a little. Why was he avoiding the light?
 
   Julie had her arm around Carla. The light usually disappeared after a soul went through, but this time it stayed, and I knew that could only mean one thing.
 
   I turned to Julie, but I didn’t need to tell her what it meant.
 
   “I know,” Julie whispered, holding back a sob.
 
   The appearance of the brightly lit stairway changed slightly. The trees beyond now looked like fruit trees filled with pomegranates and cherries, and the flowers were like yellow daisies, but much larger. There were also what looked like periwinkles, their deep lavender blue contrasting brilliantly with the daisy-like flowers.
 
   Another figure, this one with an ageless beauty, descended gracefully down the stairway. She had piercing eyes that matched the periwinkles, and a smile so bright radiated from her—it was nearly always a female—that I almost shielded my eyes. But it was a gentle brilliance, and I could not bear to look away. I wanted to see everything.
 
   Carla squeezed Julie, and then pulled away. 
 
   Julie let go physically and to the depths of her heart.
 
   Carla smiled merrily, as if she hadn’t a care in the world. She didn’t. She was going Home. “Remember,” she said to Julie.
 
   “I will,” Julie called after her, but Carla was skipping up the stairs now, taking the Greeter’s hand. They didn’t look back as they moved up into the stunning bounty of nature that awaited them.
 
   Julie remained motionless until the last of the brilliant light was completely gone. I looked up to where Mack had been hovering, but I wasn’t surprised that he’d disappeared again. He couldn’t bear too much emotion. And he had not made one move toward the light. 
 
   When my apartment was back to normal again, I turned to Julie. I was afraid that she’d be a mess, but she wasn’t. She was happy.
 
   Still I asked, “Are you okay?”
 
   She sat heavily on my couch, searching for words. “I’m better than okay. That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”
 
   I sat, and patted her hand, perhaps as much for my own comfort as for hers. “It is always beautiful,” I reflected. “That is why I do my work.”
 
   “So that you can see them go Home.”
 
   “Yes.” I paused, reliving the whole thing in my head. Then I smiled. “Michael is truly happy now.”
 
   “Oh, Pauline, I’m so glad you were able to help him.”
 
   “He really helped himself. I did my part as mediator, but he worked for it. You have no idea how many souls just give up.” I couldn’t help thinking about Mack, in particular.
 
   Julie was still on cloud nine. “Carla...what a gift she was. No, what a gift she is.”
 
   “She is something, isn’t she? An old soul inside a little girl. She’ll always be with you.”
 
   “I know she will. Oh! I was going to tell you, before...all this happened, that Carla helped me to find my purpose in life.”
 
   “Tell me now, if you like.”
 
   She did.
 
   She also wrote me a check for a few hundred, probably all that she could afford. I didn’t want her to, but she said, “It isn’t much, but I want you to be able to keep doing what you do. Don’t ever stop.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know how.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirty-two
 
    
 
   Los Angeles does have some beautiful sunsets. Oranges, golds, reds, purples. Most places have decent sunsets, as a matter of fact, but there was something spectacular about watching the sun sink into the vast darkening maw of the Pacific Ocean. 
 
   I loved to watch the days end from my cracked patio. As the sun disappeared each night, the city lights took its place. Headlights and streetlights were turned on, and all of the restaurants and bars below my patio lit up with their own allure, their own twinkling light that seemed magical. 
 
   Here in Echo Park, people didn’t quit their day with the departing sun. Indeed, I could feel the mood change down in the city, even from my patio perch. The place lit up with life, with an energy that denounced the workday and embraced the night life. Scraps of live music drifted up here and there to entice me to seek out their origins. Dance to them, even. Someday.
 
   I briefly thought about taking Mack dancing with me and smiled at the ridiculous notion. Obviously, the two martinis were going to my head as I pictured Mack, with his salt-and-pepper hair, the crinkles in the corners of his wicked, bright eyes and his Boston accent. And that rare grin, gawd. He was the first person I talked to in the morning and the last person I talked to at night. A ghost. That’s who I had as the only constant with another being, dead or alive.
 
   I sipped my martini, the second one of the evening, and told myself that I should go down there some evening, to the lights. Feel the vibe. Partake in shooting a round of pool, if I could still remember how to even rack ‘em, or just have a beer with another person. Laugh with others. The living.
 
   I thought about my recent encounter with Michael and Carla. I thought about how Mack had stepped up to the plate for them. I’d never known him to do that before. But then again, he might not have had the opportunity. Maybe it was the poker game I had hosted for him that had motivated him to help.
 
   Whatever the reason, Mack had given a lot. He was usually a fairly solitary creature, like me. I hadn’t actually seen him for a couple of days, not since Michael and Carla had gone Home. He’d show up, I told myself. 
 
   Julie had given a lot, too. 
 
   I thought about Julie’s and Carla’s idea. Julie told me, after Carla had left, that they’d worked out a possible plan to still share this life together, only in a different way, in a different kind of relationship.
 
   They had at first planned to connect somehow, enjoy good times, and support each other in not-so-good times. Most of all, their plan was to be best friends until the end. Obviously, it hadn’t worked out that way. 
 
   Now, it was Julie’s idea to apply to become a foster parent for drug-addicted newborns. She would have to go through some medical training and the usual foster parent classes, but that was all right. She would take in the little ones until their parents could care for them or someone wanted to adopt them.
 
   The hope was that Julie would fall in love with one of those babies. It would be a special child, and Julie would work so that she would have the means to support them. She would, if her choice was right, adopt a child, who loved and needed her as much as Carla had, and they would share a life as mother and child; Carla would be a spiritual presence in their lives. 
 
   That was something, I reflected. Julie had intended to become a hairstylist before she’d met Carla. Funny how people could change your life, even if they were ghosts. Funny how you never knew what would happen next.
 
   As if on cue, I heard the chair in my living room thump as it overturned. 
 
   Macky’s back in town.
 
   Well, he’d been gone for a couple days and there he was, chair bowling again and putting an old song lyric in my head. I took a last look at the line of headlights shining in my direction, and the taillights headed away from me, and then, I headed inside. Maybe Mack had something important to tell me, or maybe he just wanted to bother me. Either way, it was okay. 
 
   A Fed-Ex overnight envelope with my name on it was torn open and on the floor with some discarded bubble wrap. 
 
   What the hell? I picked it up and realized it must have been what Mack had ordered from eBay.
 
   As I turned the chair right-side up from Mack’s relentless passive-aggressive gag, my stereo turned on and a record dropped. I heard the brief whisk-whisk before a song on vinyl began. Bobby Darin started singing Mack the Knife, which made me laugh out loud to discover what Mack had bought on eBay. Apparently, he had chosen his personal theme song. Or something. What a character he was.
 
   A tingle went through me as I heard Mack start belting out the lyrics along with the record, and without his Boston accent, how funny. Funny, as in strange, because he was doing it from somewhere else. Like from another dimension. I’d have to ask him about that. How he did it.
 
   Mack must have really been something when he was alive, because even as a shadow of his former self, he was pretty damn vibrant when he wanted to be. All this time he’d been my friend and still, I knew almost nothing about him except that he came from Massachusetts. And that he had more compassion for others than he let on. But actions speak louder than words...
 
   I thought about how ghosts were only echoes of the people they had been, and how someday, I, too, would become an echo, unless I went straight Home when called. 
 
   I doubted I would want to leave Earth immediately, although I guessed I wouldn’t know until I was standing there in the moment and the Light came for me. Would I go or stay? I guessed that depended on how my life ended and if I had unfinished business or not. And if there was someone who loved me, whom I loved back, holding me tight to Earth.
 
   Michael had left without seeing Renee, at least, that I knew of. He was probably too ashamed or scared of what he might find, things he couldn’t control or repair as a ghost. Not everything and everyone had to have closure when I thought it did. I had learned this over the last couple of days, with Michael and Carla.
 
   With a start, I suddenly wondered if Mack was staying because of me. The way he shrank back from the light that led Home. The way he avoided talking about leaving or actually leaving. Was it me? I sighed. It better not be me. I didn’t want a ghost not to go Home because of me. My job was to help them go Home. Not that I didn’t appreciate Mack’s undying friendship and loyalty. In fact, I cherished it. But at what cost to him? Was I making him stay?
 
   After the “45” ended, the record player clicked off automatically. 
 
   “Mack?” No, I didn’t sense Mack nearby. Where the heck did he go again? And when would he be back? 
 
   I grabbed the remote and tried to turn on the TV, but the batteries were dead.
 
   I scrabbled through my kitchen junk drawer and discovered it held no more fresh batteries. Those things were expensive and I went through a lot of them. I also realized I had no idea how to turn on the TV manually. So much for a TV-filled night. Or a ghost-filled one, for that matter.
 
   But I couldn’t stop thinking about Mack. Why, indeed, was he so mysterious? About his own death, and why he stayed so far away from the light that came to bring souls Home? I made a resolution, then and there, to find out. I would drag it out of him if I had to. Yes, I was fond of him. I was used to his presence. Probably more so than was healthy, for either of us. Of all the souls I had assisted, Mack might have deserved my help the most. The decision to unravel Mack’s mysterious death, and help him, calmed me. I would miss him, but hell, it was my life’s work.
 
   There were two things I really liked to drink: booze and coffee.
 
   Instead of pouring myself the usual third martini—hey, I was trying to cut down—I brewed a pot of fresh-roasted coffee, put on an old cardigan and went outside again to sit in my patio chair. The coffee steamed up its ghostly wisps of vapor into the crisp October night. It would be Halloween soon, my favorite holiday. I wondered if I could get Mack to help me plan a Halloween party with his friends, and maybe I would have Julie over, too. She was a client, but I liked her. A lot.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Not even one minute after I had planted my butt in the patio chair, damned if I didn’t hear my mockingbird singing. Just one trilled, sweet melodic song for about thirty seconds, and then he was quiet. I had forgotten that mockingbirds sang at night sometimes.
 
   Yep. Mockingbirds were like Mediums. We sang everyone’s songs. Day or night. 
 
   In the dark, I noticed him roosting right on top of the bird feeder. Talk about knowing what you wanted from life. And claiming it. 
 
   I sipped my coffee and listened to the endless prattle of the ghosts of Echo Park rise up like a symphony. 
 
   Perhaps it was. 
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, the heart is more powerful than the brain?” Julie asked me.
 
   We were sitting at my patio table, as we often did. It was Saturday morning and although there was a slight chill in the air, the clouds were parting and it promised to be a lovely day.
 
   Julie had come a long way since we’d first met. The first time she appeared on my doorstep, she had been a frightened young woman, plagued by nightmares and visions she hoped I could help with, due to my skills as a Medium and Psychic. More than that, she’d been an unassuming woman, lost in life.
 
   Since then, we had become friends, and she wanted to learn more about Mediumship and connecting with the spirit world. She had good reason to.
 
   I ashed my cigarette. “Our brains, our minds help us process thoughts. For many people, the brain processes mostly logical thoughts. What most people don’t know is that the heart has its own mind.”
 
   “The heart can think?” Julie was coming along in her studies with me, but sometimes, she just didn’t get it.
 
   “I know it sounds crazy, but I believe so, yes. Think about it. When you feel joy, or sadness, where do you feel those emotions? Do you feel them in your head?”
 
   Julie’s brows drew together. “No, you’re right, Pauline. I feel those things in my heart.”
 
   “The heart has a spirit of its own,” I continued, sipping my coffee. “It’s not all of our soul, but it’s just as connected with the soul as our brain is.”
 
   “Wow.” 
 
   Julie was trying to process this new information. She’ll get it, I thought to myself. I left her there for a few moments while I went inside to refill our cups.
 
   It was late morning, so I figured it wouldn’t be too awful to mix a little of my favorite additive into my own coffee. 
 
   “I thought you wah layin’ off that,” Mack said suddenly from behind me. I jumped, just a little, and spilled some of the rum.
 
   “Damn you, look what you made me do,” I snapped at the ghost. “When did you get here? And it’s Saturday. Drop it.”
 
   “Just trying to keep you honest, my deah,” he said as he floated around to face me.
 
   “As if I could keep anything from you at all. Nobody’s perfect.”
 
   “Indeed not,” he answered, folding his arms. “And what’s this nonsense about the haht and the brain?” he asked. “I knew you wuh bonkers, but don’t fill Julie’s head with yuh wild ideas.”
 
   “Don’t tell me what to do, you old fart. Move. I’m going back outside to enjoy what’s left of the morning.”
 
   “I think I’ll join you. See if she’s learning anything from you.”
 
   I sighed and poured an extra dash of rum into my cup. Mack didn’t budge, though, and while I didn’t at all enjoy the sensation of moving through spirits—it always chilled my own body—I walked right through him. This act was an insult, an invasion of “ghost space,” but he followed me anyway. Of course. 
 
   Back outside on my patio that overlooked Echo Park, I handed Julie a hot cup of coffee. She could tell I was irritated, but to my surprise, she detected the reason for it. Mack appeared as just a hint of a shimmer out in the daylight, but Julie could see his outline. She knew well enough by now that Mack and I bickered like an old married couple. She understood that I loved the old ghost, even if I didn’t know why he had decided to haunt me, of all people, practically every day. 
 
   “Why do you irritate her all the time, Mack?” she asked, looking at him.
 
   “Because I can,” he quipped.
 
   “Well, we’re enjoying a nice morning, so leave her alone.”
 
   Well. Julie was sticking up for me. Wonders never ceased. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “I don’t have that much time, and I’d like to have a little peace, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Ah, yuh class,” Mack mocked. “That’s always fun. But half those people don’t really get it, you know. They pretend to, but I know they don’t.”
 
   “I know it, too,” I answered. “Does it matter? They want to, that’s the important thing to remember. And they pay for these classes.” 
 
   “Well, let me round up the usual suspects,” Mack finally said. “We’ll see you later.”
 
   As he moved toward and through my closed door, I called, “Try to get someone new. Fresh material.” I saw his head nod just once, and he was gone. 
 
   Julie shook her head. “I don’t know how you put up with him. I mean, it’s nice to visit with him when I’m here, but jeez. I like my peace and quiet.”
 
   “He’s been a bit more ornery than usual lately,” I said. “I think he’s feeling a little threatened by these workshops.”
 
   “I wonder why?”
 
   I had time for another cigarette, so I thought about how to answer as I lit one. “Before I started these Medium classes, I didn’t really talk to anyone. You know I’m a bit of a recluse.”
 
   “And now, you’re becoming more social.” 
 
   “Exactly. Renting out the clubhouse here, meeting people, and making a few friends takes away from time with Mack. I wish he understood.”
 
   “He must know you need the money,” Julie offered.
 
   Indeed, times were becoming a little tough. People who used to come to me for psychic readings were using their money to pay bills, whether they were being haunted or not. So, I began to hold classes, workshops, really, on honing psychic skills and learning about becoming a Medium. Of course, to rent the clubhouse down in the basement of my apartment complex, I’d had to write down “spirituality” for the purpose of these meetings, but that wasn’t really a lie, was it?
 
   “What about me?” Julie asked. “Does he see me as a threat, as you call it?”
 
   I laughed. “Mack loves you, Jules. Ever since you helped out with Carla and Michael, he’s had a great respect for you.”
 
   Carla and Michael were two souls who had not gone Home, as most people did when they died. Julie had played a big part in helping me send them. Mack had helped, too. Carla had stayed here on Earth because she was linked to Julie. That was when Julie and I first met, when she’d come to me for help. Michael was the first soul I’d met who’d never been offered the Light, the invitation to go Home. He had killed Carla and her mother, and then himself. 
 
   It had been a challenge for us to set things right so that Carla and Michael could finally go Home. I didn’t really do much but use my skills as both Medium and mediator, but ever since then, Julie and I had become friends. She attended my classes, and we also worked one on one, because she wanted so badly to be able to connect with the spirit world. As I said, she had her reasons for that. Important reasons.
 
   “No, Jules,” I continued our conversation, “you’d know if Mack didn’t like you. At the very least, he wouldn’t talk to you at all. If he really hated you, he’d be over at your place, creating havoc. He could probably drive a person crazy.”
 
   “Well, thank God,” Julie said. “I like him, too. But why is he still around? Have you found out yet?” 
 
   “I’m trying to,” I answered with a sigh. “I’ve asked him. I’ve done some research, but he really doesn’t want me to know. Don’t worry, I won’t give up on him. Eventually, he will go Home.”
 
   “Right. Well, I’ve got a few errands to run before the class.” She finished her coffee, and I downed mine and stubbed out my cigarette. We stood and headed back inside. 
 
   After Julie left, I still had a little time before the class. I’d gotten in the habit of reading the newspaper again. I hated watching the news on TV; it was too depressing. However, the great thing about newspapers was that you could read what you wanted. You didn’t have to be bombarded with whatever the TV media decided you should hear about over and over.
 
   So, I sat on my comfy couch, tucked my feet under me and opened the paper. I’d gotten in the habit of reading the sports page, thanks to Mack. I would often leave that out for him so he could read it. 
 
   And I didn’t find the obituaries as sad as most people did. Ghosts were my business, my career, and I took an interest in who had transitioned to the next phase of life. 
 
   Today, I also read the engagement announcements. It was kind of fun to learn about who was marrying whom in the LA/Hollywood world. I took these announcements with a grain of salt, understanding that most of the announcements were for the rich, those who could afford to pay for them. And, of course, I reminded myself that half the marriages today ended in divorce. What a waste of money, I thought. I tried to remind myself that these were supposed to be happy announcements, joyful news. All those couples were dressed up, smiling, and anticipating a life of bliss together. I could do with a little less pessimism, I supposed.
 
   Then I gasped. One photo and announcement in particular made my jaw drop. I took a closer look  and read out loud: “Exotic beauty and model, Lana Costa, is engaged to billionaire and Silver Lake investment property mogul, Garrett Mackenzie. The couple met on holiday only six months ago, but Mackenzie proposed last week, saying he has found the woman of his dreams…” I glanced back to the photo.
 
   “Oh, my God.” They were a fine-looking couple, no doubt about that. She was indeed an exotic beauty. Garrett was very handsome. But his face. The way he tilted his head, and raised his eyebrows just so, smiling into the camera. His dark, curly hair was seemingly untamable. Even the shape of his torso struck me as familiar.
 
   He was the spitting image of Mack.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “Pick up, pick up, pick up,” I couldn’t stop saying out loud. I paced back and forth, willing Julie to answer her phone.
 
   “Hello?” Finally, Julie did answer. “Pauline? What’s up?”
 
   “Get back here,” I told her. “I need you to cover the class. I have something that can’t wait.”
 
   “Cover your class! I don’t know how to do that.” Julie’s voice was stressed. It didn’t matter.
 
   “Of course you can, Julie.”
 
   “But why? Everything was fine when I left. What happened?” She was almost whining now. I loved Jules, but I could do without the whine. 
 
   “I just have something that can’t wait. I don’t want to talk about it just yet, but I will later. Can you come now? I’ll give you my notes. It’ll be easy. I promise you.”
 
   An hour later, I had calmed down, and I greeted the six or seven class participants at the clubhouse door with Julie. I’d explained to Julie what to do, what to talk about. “Just give them encouragement, keep everyone focused,” I told her. “Maybe Mack’s new friends will connect with some of them.”
 
   Mack was there, with a couple of ghosts I’d never seen before. One was an old woman, and the other, a man in his fifties. 
 
   I waited until everyone was seated in the chairs that were set into a circle. “Hi,” I said as brightly as I could. “And, thank you for coming. Today’s class will be led by Julie. You all know her. She’s been working with me for a while now, and I’m sure you’ll be in good hands.”
 
   A couple of doubtful looks came my way, but most accepted this and nodded their assent. I continued, “Julie will lead you in a clearing meditation, like we always do. And, I must tell you, we have a couple of new souls here today. I trust you will make some kind of contact.”
 
   Mack was surprised that I had Julie taking over the day’s class. One of my more gifted students could actually see Mack, and observed Mack’s disapproval. I ignored the student’s curiosity.
 
   “Have a wonderful time,” I called enthusiastically over my shoulder as I crossed the room and exited, leaving Julie, I could tell, feeling a bit overwhelmed. However, I had faith in her. 
 
   On the other side of the closed door, I whispered, “Mack! Mack, I need to talk with you.”
 
   He floated through the closed door, hovering above me. He hovered above when he wanted a little distance. Sometimes, I wished I could do that. Oh, the benefits of being a ghost.
 
   The newspaper announcement prickled at me. Not only was I certain I’d learned something about Mack that he never intended to tell me, but something was nagging at me to communicate about this with him. And I didn’t want him to read my thoughts. I wanted a discussion. 
 
   “What’s got yuh panties in a wad now?” he asked.
 
   “I need to show you something,” I told him as I walked briskly to the elevator. The door slid open and he followed me in as I pushed the button for the first floor.
 
   I could feel him trying to probe my mind. “Stop it,” I snapped.
 
   Mack stopped. He understood that I wasn’t easily upset, and he knew me well enough to respect my wishes when I was serious about something. 
 
   I didn’t say another word until we were in my apartment. And then, I couldn’t think of how to begin.
 
   “I need a cigarette,” I announced, and began making myself a martini. I didn’t care what time it was.
 
   Mack could have made a snide remark, but he didn’t. Sometimes, he could be thoughtful like that.
 
   I shook the decanter as my lit cigarette hung from my mouth. I removed the lid and poured the soothing contents into my favorite martini glass. I took a sip that emptied half the glass, refilled it and turned to him. “You know, as much of a pain in my ass that you are, I care about you.”
 
   “So, you want me to watch you get drunk?” he asked, trying to make light of my bad habit. “I’ve seen it before, woman.”
 
   I moved slowly toward the living room to where the newspaper lay on my coffee table. “I’ve got a bad feeling about something in the paper.”
 
   Mack tilted his head ever so slightly, and gave me a brief encouraging smile. “Let’s have it, then. Zombies really do exist? The mother of all tsunamis? More radiation in the atmosphere? None of them can hurt me, Pauline.”
 
   I downed my drink. Get it over with. Maybe it’s nothing, I told myself. “First, you have to promise to not disappear on me.”
 
   “I’ll promise no such thing,” Mack countered. “I come and go as I please.”
 
   “Well, let me put it this way. If I tell you, and you leave, then don’t come back. I mean it.”
 
   Mack folded his arms, face now grim. “All right, bazo, you’ve got a deal.”
 
   Sometimes, I hated the fact that I was psychic. I took a big breath. “I didn’t think anything could hurt you, old man,” I told him, and pointed to the newspaper, “but I have a feeling this might.”
 
   Mack was still curious when he floated over to have a look at the opened news page. 
 
   When he saw the photo of the couple, I knew.
 
   I didn’t think it was possible, but his ghost face paled. The look of recognition was followed by such grief that I could barely stand it. He scanned the article announcing their marriage, but his eyes kept flitting back to the photo.
 
   Then he glanced back up at me as he put more distance between us.
 
   When he reached the wall, I took a step forward. “Stop. You promised you wouldn’t disappear.”
 
   “You. You tricked me. How did you find this?”
 
   “It’s in the paper, for God’s sake.”
 
   “This is none of your business, Pauline.”
 
   “Well, it’s public knowledge now,” I pointed out. 
 
   “So, why do you think I would be so interested in a couple becoming engaged? People marry all the time. It’s not as great as it sounds. Believe me.”
 
   “Mack, please don’t leave. I know you don’t talk about your past, at least to me. But he looks just like you. And I’m telling you, I have a bad feeling about this impending marriage.”
 
   On the brink of leaving, Mack just hovered. I didn’t know if he thought I was serious about never coming back. I wasn’t, really. Especially not with his reaction to what I’d just shown him. 
 
   “Please,” I begged. “Tell me.”
 
   I waited, while Mack hovered. He seemed to be weighing something in his mind. After a moment, he floated down closer to me. A single ghost tear slid down his ghost cheek.
 
   “You’re right,” he said grimly. “That’s my son.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   I’d already known the photo of Garrett Mackenzie was Mack’s son; I’d felt it in my bones. But hearing him say the words aloud shocked me all over again. I had so many questions. I knew I had to be patient, gentle. This was the first thing I’d ever learned about the old ghost from Massachusetts.
 
   Mack hovered in his favorite chair, the one he liked to overturn when he wanted my attention. I opted for another martini, and left him to his thoughts as I prepared it in the kitchen.
 
   Then I opened the sliding glass door to the patio, since I wanted another cigarette. I didn’t like to smoke inside, but sometimes, I broke this rule. 
 
   “So, you have a son,” I began quietly. “And he’s apparently in love, and getting married.”
 
   Mack nodded. “Garrett. I haven’t seen his face in I don’t know how long.”
 
   “Have you seen him since you died?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Is it because he lives outside of Echo Park?”
 
   “No. I can go to Silver Lake if I want to. I could probably go anywhere. But no, I’ve not seen my son in many yeahs, I imagine.”
 
   “Mack, I don’t want to pry. I’ve been respectful of your privacy. But you know, I do get these feelings, and well, I’m not sure if it was just seeing the photo of him—he really does look a lot like you—that surprised me, or what.”
 
   “Uh, yuh,” Mack looked down at the coffee table between us. He wouldn’t look me in the eye.
 
   “I can imagine it’s hard to see his face after such a long time.” I was dying to ask Mack how long he had been dead. I wanted to know how he died. There were so many things I wanted to know.
 
   But I couldn’t push too hard. So, I tucked my toes under my legs, and took a small sip from my glass. The glass sloshed, and I did my best not to spill. Mack didn’t seem to be going anywhere, and that was a good sign. But he was deep in thought. 
 
   “I know you want me to tell you everything,” he said. He could read my thoughts much more easily than I could read his. “I think I died about two or three years ago. It’s becoming harder to remember. I have a gravesite, also in Silver Lake. It has the date. I’ve never been there, either.”
 
   “So, you lived in Silver Lake?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. Garrett must have taken after me. So, he’s a real estate investor. Good for him. Maybe he’ll have better luck than I did.”
 
   This seemed a safe enough subject to talk about, so I asked Mack, “Did he inherit all his property from you?”
 
   “No. It all went to someone else. I left him almost penniless. And I’ll never forgive myself for that.”
 
   More riddles. “Mack, can I ask…?”
 
   But Mack suddenly became angry. His eyes were deadly cold now, and he flew up, knocking over the chair. I jumped, as well, and I spilled my drink. I had to admit, he frightened me a little. I’d never seen Mack so furious.
 
   “Damn, woman, have a little respect!” he shouted. “This isn’t even about you.”
 
   “I’m—I’m sorry,” I whispered.
 
   Mack was moving away from me now. He settled for the middle of the room. 
 
   “Look, Pauline, I’ve got some things to attend to. No wondah yuh single, you don’t know how to let a man be. I’ll be back.” And with that, he was gone.
 
   My apartment on the hill of Echo Park was quiet. Sometimes, too quiet. It was like that now. The only sound was the ticking of my wall clock, the kind that used batteries. Tick, tick, tick. I glanced at it, noting the time read a little past noon. It was really a little past one, but I hadn’t bothered to change it when daylight savings time had started.
 
   Since the class ended at one, Julie would probably be here at any moment. I sighed, wondering where Mack had gone. He was in real anguish and pain, even though he was no longer alive. What could be troubling him so much?
 
   “What, indeed?” I said aloud, my voice sounding much too loud. There was something wrong. I could feel it. I wondered how pissed off Mack would be if I did some research on his son.
 
   I rose from the couch and drained what was left of my martini. I pulled the chair back into position, and went into the kitchen to get a paper towel to wipe off my blouse where I’d spilled my drink.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   I heard Julie’s knock—she always gave three quick taps on the door—and then she entered. We knew each other well enough by now that she felt comfortable coming in, at least when she knew I was expecting her.
 
   “Pauline!” she exclaimed, bustling in with my notebooks for the class. “You won’t believe what happened…” She stopped. I must have looked upset, or at least, flustered. “What’s wrong?”
 
   I didn’t know what to say, so I just shook my head and continued wiping my shirt.
 
   “Pauline, what is it? And why wasn’t Mack haunting the class today?”
 
   “Let’s just say Mack and I had a little talk,” I answered. I forced myself away from the liquor area and grabbed a couple bottles of water from the fridge, handing one to Julie.
 
   “What about? Is he here? I want to talk to him. He left me with some real winners, those two new spirits.”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t bother him with it just now,” I said dryly. “And besides, no, he’s not here. I don’t know where he went.”
 
   She set her purse and my books down on the kitchen table, and got out her pack of cigarettes. She glanced at me questioningly, and I nodded. We headed out to my patio.
 
   The sky had cleared up, and I guessed the temperature was about seventy—not bad. My thoughts were scattered. Probably the martinis. Maybe because of Mack. Perhaps both.
 
   I lit a smoke and looked at the cracks on the cement patio. I should get those fixed, I thought. I glanced up at the little Christmas lights I’d strung along the eaves for the holidays. I should take those down, too. 
 
   Julie leaned forward, frowning at me. “You’re not listening to a word I’m saying.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jules, what?”
 
   “I was trying to tell you about today. But maybe you should go first. What’s going on?”
 
   “No, give me a New York minute, all right? What were you saying?” I shook myself and gave Julie my full attention. 
 
   Julie leaned back, trying not to be offended at my indifference. “It was a strange class today,” she began again. “Those two ghosts Mack brought, I don’t know where he got them from, but one of them is a real piece of work. Mack’s going to hear it from me, let me tell you.”
 
   “Was it the man or the woman?”
 
   “It was the man,” Julie answered, and giggled a little. “I guess it’s not really so bad, but he really spooked some of the participants. Two of them left.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “Well, my guess is that Mack told him he was supposed to haunt the room. And this ghost—his name is Dan—maybe he got the wrong idea. I mean, the ghosts are supposed to see if the class can feel their presence, or make contact, right?”
 
   I nodded. That’s what I’d been teaching them for the past month. 
 
   “Okay, but Dan just didn’t get it. Or, more likely, Mack told him to have a little fun with the class. I tried to explain to him and the woman ghost, Mary, but Dan had other ideas.”
 
   I was intrigued. “Do tell.”
 
   “First, we were meditating, like we always do. And it was really quiet. Everyone was concentrating on being open, you know, all that. So, a couple of minutes into it, we all hear this woooo, waaaa, whooo, like a ghost in a cartoon, or the Haunted Mansion ride at Disneyland. I was thinking, ‘Oh, my God,’ but some of the participants didn’t think it was all that funny.”
 
   “Ha!” I smiled, imagining it. “Then what happened?”
 
   “Well,” Julie became more animated now, “he showed himself. Most of the class could see him. He was swirling around the room, sideways, like he was racing after something.”
 
   Julie giggled again, and this time, I joined her. “Oh, no.” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Wait, there’s more. We could also hear this other sound, a really high-pitched mewling. I didn’t even know what it was, until I saw it.”
 
   My curiosity was really piqued now. “What was it?”
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like it before,” Julie was almost bursting. “However the guy died, his cat, poor thing, must have died with him. And it turned out, that’s what he was chasing around the room.”
 
   “A cat?”
 
   “A ghost cat. Can you believe it? It was cute, black and white, with really green eyes. At first, we didn’t know what he—Dan, the ghost, I mean—was hauling ass all around the room for. And then, the cat just appeared. At first, because it was kind of dark, you know, I thought it was a rat or something. And I got kind of creeped out, and then, because I was scared, everyone else freaked. Panic in the clubhouse!”
 
   I tried to imagine the scene, my students with a sub for the first time, and with a crazy ghost making spooky sounds while chasing a cat ghost around the clubhouse room.
 
   I cracked up laughing. Julie, who had been trying to stay serious while explaining all this, joined me.
 
   I laughed so hard that my sides ached. “Oh, God,” I said, trying to catch my breath and wiping my eyes. “I wish I could have been there.”
 
   “Me, too!” she exclaimed. “I could barely control the class. Finally, I ordered Dan to leave.”
 
   “I wonder where he went,” I managed to say as my laughter settled into an occasional chuckle.
 
   “I wonder where he usually haunts,” Julie said. “Heaven help whoever he hangs with.”
 
   And we started laughing all over again. God, it felt good to laugh. I probably would have savored it a lot more if I’d known what was going to happen next.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   I waited for Mack to come back.
 
   I hated waiting, so I went with Julie back down to the clubhouse room and helped to clean up. We put away the chairs and tossed empty soda cans and water bottles into the recycling bin. I knew I was walking a fine line by holding my ghost classes in the clubhouse, so I always made sure the apartment manager had nothing to complain about.
 
   I did try to summon that pesky ghost, Dan, the one with the cat. I wanted a word with him. He couldn’t disrupt the class like that. I was also mildly curious as to how he’d died. It was rare for ghosts to have ghost pets, but not impossible.
 
   But the room was obviously devoid of spirits. They’d both left—to where, I didn’t really know. That was Mack’s department. He was the one who brought me “study cases” for my classes. He could be a dear. My heart went out to him. He’d stayed with me many a lonely night, and even if he was a bit irritating at times, I appreciated his company. I wished I could do something for him in return.
 
   And Julie kept asking me what had kept me from leading the class. When we finally went back to my apartment, I showed her the engagement announcement, and told her what had taken place between Mack and me.
 
   She studied the photo with interest. “Wow,” she said. “You really can tell this is Mack’s son.”
 
   “Yep,” I agreed. It was mid-afternoon, and I was trying to decide whether to have a drink before my nap.
 
   Julie was persistent. “Why doesn’t Mack want to talk about it?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine,” I replied. “I’ll try to get more out of him when he comes back.”
 
   “Do you think he went to see his son, after all this time?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Do you think he’ll try to actually contact him—Garrett?”
 
   I sighed. Apparently, Julie didn’t have anything else to do today. “I really couldn’t say. We’ll just have to wait for Mack, and hope he tells us more. We can’t do much right now.” I yawned dramatically, hoping Julie would get the hint. 
 
   “I know you’re tired,” she said, “but Pauline, would you mind if I stayed a little while?”
 
   The trouble with having martinis too early in the day is that sometimes you don’t realize your brain gets a little fuzzy. I now took a good look at Julie. She’d had an exhausting day, what with the crazy ghost chasing his ghost cat all over. And I knew she had come to care about Mack, too. 
 
   But she looked depressed. Julie was rarely depressed, something I admired and almost envied about her. “What’s wrong, Julie?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” she said, leaning back on the couch. “I guess today just took a toll on me. And learning about Mack. He has a son. It’s making me think of Carla.”
 
   “Ah.” The girl ghost. Carla and Julie were soul mates. 
 
   “I know we have this plan, and we’ll connect again. Oh, Pauline, I try to have patience. I do remember Carla’s cute spirit, and it cheers me up sometimes. And I feel her presence when I think of her. At least I think I do. I hope so.”
 
   Selfish me. There I was, hoping Julie would be on her way, and that Mack wouldn’t return until I’d gotten some shut-eye. What kind of friend was I, anyway?
 
   “I can understand how you would miss her,” I responded, thinking of the little girl ghost that Julie and I had helped send Home. “She was fun.”
 
   “She was, wasn’t she?”
 
   I put a comforting hand on Julie’s arm. “She was, and she still is. And I’m sure her spirit is with you. I’m very proud of you.”
 
   Julie brightened a bit. “Really?”
 
   “Really. You’ve come a long way since that first day when you knocked on my door. And I’m grateful for your friendship.”
 
   Julie waved a hand before her eyes, trying not to tear up. She laughed a little. “This is silly. I’m fine, really.”
 
   She started to gather her things to go. Be a friend, I told myself. “Well, why don’t you stay? We’ve done our work for the day. We could watch a movie.”
 
   Then Julie did give me a genuine smile. “That would be nice, Pauline.”
 
   “Why don’t you find us a good chick flick? I’m going to make a drink. Want one?”
 
   Julie picked up the remote and started pressing buttons. “Sure, why not. Got any popcorn?”
 
   I did have popcorn, the microwave kind, so I made some and a couple of mild martinis, and Julie settled into Mack’s favorite chair while I took my place on the couch. The weather, which had been warm, started to turn cooler. You never knew what the day was going to be like in Southern California. But I tucked my feet under my legs, and put a little throw blanket over me, handing one to Julie as well.
 
   I tried to stay awake for the movie. Some romantic comedy about a divorce lawyer who falls for her latest client. But I dozed off within the first half hour.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Thud. I opened my eyes to see Julie asleep in the chair, and the TV showing news, but no sound. It had been muted.
 
   I rubbed my eyes. They felt dry and red. Tried to get my bearings.
 
   Thud. I turned my face to where the sound came from, the edge of the coffee table. There was Mack, dropping the remote onto the table in an effort to wake me.
 
   I was about to make some snide comment about respecting others while they slept, but then I remembered about Mack. How he’d taken the news of his son, and that he’d left in an angry rage.
 
   I stretched my arms. One of my hands, the one my head was resting on in my slumber, was asleep again. I shook it out, and opened and closed it to get the circulation back.
 
   “Hey, you,” I said.
 
   Mack jerked his head towards Julie. “You turning huh into a lush as well, now?”
 
   “We were just watching a movie,” I said, trying to keep my patience. “And, you have some explaining to do, mister. Who the hell was that ghost you brought? Today, of all days!”
 
   “Oh, Dan,” Mack answered. “He’s harmless enough.”
 
   “He scared half the class away, with his ghost cat and all,” I exaggerated. “That wasn’t fair to Julie.”
 
   “Well, I had meant to stay, and keep him in line. It’s not my fault you dragged me up here.”
 
   My eyes were adjusting to the now dim room. Mack was making small talk, I could tell. Though he was no longer angry, he looked tired, spent.
 
   There was no point in beating around the bush. “So? Did you go to see your son in Silver Lake?”
 
   Our conversation woke Julie. She hadn’t drunk much alcohol, and now, she gazed at us sleepy-eyed.
 
   “Did you tell Julie?” Mack asked, keeping his eyes on me.
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   Mack floated over next to me and sat, or hovered, on the couch, as Julie was seated in his favorite spot. “Ah, well, I suppose it’s just as well.”
 
   My mouth was dry and tasted like an ashtray. I wanted to get some water but Mack had that serious look in his eyes, so I stayed. And waited for him to talk.
 
   Julie, however, was not quite as patient. “Well, are you going to tell us whatever it is that’s bothering you so much? Pauline’s been really worried, you know.”
 
   “Has she, now?” Mack, for all the worry on his face, glanced at me with something like appreciation.
 
   “Of course I’ve been worried, you old bag of bones,” I quipped.
 
   Mack ran his ghost hand through his ghost hair, thinking. “All right, then,” he finally said. “I suppose it’s time for you to heah my story.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   “I was one of six children,” Mack began. “I had three bruthahs and two sistahs. We grew up near the Cape, in a home my grandfather built.”
 
   “Wow, that must have been amazing,” Julie commented.
 
   Mack cocked his head. I pictured him re-living some childhood memory. “In some ways, it was. But we weren’t rich, like most of the folk. My fathah ran a boat rental. Not one on those big fancy ones like they have today. It was seasonal. We all worked there in the summers, even my sistahs. The rest of the yeah, us boys would find wahk on fishing boats. It was hahd wahk and it was cold. But that was back in the day.”
 
   I was listening intently while making some coffee in the kitchen. “I bet it was cold,” I reflected. “Is that what brought you to California, eventually?”
 
   “I’ll get to that,” Mack answered. He waited for me to return, handing a cup of coffee to Julie as well as my own doctored cup.
 
   “Go on, we’re listening,” I said gently.
 
   “My parents divorced when I was about sixteen,” he continued. “A divorce was practically unheard of back then, in our little town, about fifteen miles away from Cape Cod. I was second to the eldest. My oldest brothah and my next brothah and I stayed with my dad, and the rest moved with my mothah down to Georgia.”
 
   He paused, caught up in his own story. I wondered how long it had been since he’d told anyone this. The wall clock ticked. 
 
   I did my best to encourage him to continue. “So, your family split. That must have been tough.”
 
   “My brothahs and I worked with my dad. We didn’t really have time to think about much besides work, and school. School came second. I was the only one to graduate high school. And when I turned eighteen, I left.”
 
   “Where did you go?”
 
   “First, I went down to Atlanta, and spent a yeah or so there. I got a good job, fixing boats. I saved every penny I could. It was good to see my mothah and sistahs again, but I didn’t really belong. The South is much different.”
 
   Mack got up now, and moved around the room. He stayed at floor level, moving back and forth, ghost-pacing.
 
   “A buddy said he was moving to California, and talked me into going with him. This was during the mid-seventies. He talked about what a life we could have, the California girls, the wahm beaches, how you could do anything you wanted in California. But I wanted to wahk. I wanted to make enough money to buy my mothah the home she deserved, and put my sistahs through college.
 
   “When I came to California…boy, talk about a change of lifestyle! My buddy, Pete, and I got a little place down near Venice Beach.”
 
   Mack smiled as he spoke now. I had a feeling he was remembering simpler times. “California in the seventies! You really could do almost anything you wanted to. Jobs were easy enough to find. Pete went through job aftah job. He was fired every month or so for not showing up, but he could always get another one easily.
 
   “Me, I saved my money and spent time at the more formidable bahs, and made connections with more serious people. Mind you, I did love the girls, but I could not stand all the drugs. Pete was in the habit of smoking pot and partaking in other drugs. I just didn’t enjoy it. The pot made my mind hazy, and the other drugs scared me. So, I got to know a few wealthier people, and stayed away from all that hippie stuff as much as I could.
 
   “A man hired me on in construction. He owned a construction company, but he was also into real estate. I showed up eahly each day and, having been brought up with a hearty wahk ethic, I learned quickly. I stayed after wahk, and asked him all I could think of about how to invest in real estate. After a few months, he asked me if I’d saved any money. I had. I’d saved every penny I could, looking for opportunity.”
 
   Julie and I listened to Mack’s story, spellbound. He’d never said one word about his life up until now, and here he was telling his life story to us. We couldn’t wait to hear how his life would turn out, although I suspected that it might have a sad ending.
 
   “He offered to let me in on a property deal. I would put up twenty-five percent of the puhchase. He told me it was a steal, and that we could sell it within a few months and triple ah money. I trusted him, and I did it. And, I tripled my money.”
 
   “So, you were able to buy your mother a house, and send your sisters to school?” Julie asked.
 
   Mack guffawed. “Hahdly, Julie. It would take much more than that to achieve my goals.”
 
   I poked Julie to hush her up. “Let him talk,” I whispered. Now that we had him on a roll, I didn’t want to interrupt.
 
   “I was very, very lucky to have met this man. Once he saw that I was serious, even though I was young, and that I really wanted to make a fahtune, he took me under his wing, and taught me everything I needed to know. He taught me how much to save, what and when and where to invest, and why and how to walk away from a deal. You have to understand, this was long ago. Credit scores didn’t mean as much as cash. I learned from one of the best how to buy propahty. I rented out much of it, and I sold some. I made mistakes and lost money sometimes, but he taught me to pick myself up by my bootstraps and carry on. It was the price of doing business, he said.
 
   “I studied areas of Los Angeles that weren’t yet developed, and invested mainly there. He’d already bought a good deal of Hollywood, so I had to make my own stake. I decided on Silver Lake.”
 
   “Ah,” Julie and I said at once.
 
   “There wuh some older homes in Silver Lake, but there were also large areas of undeveloped land. I decided that I would buy as much of it as I could, and make my riches there.
 
   “Took me several yeahs of hahd work, of wheelin’ and dealin’, as they say. And I was able to take care of my mothah and sistahs during that time. I’m at least thankful for that.”
 
   “I’m guessing it wasn’t all milk and honey,” I offered.
 
   “You’re guessing right,” Mack answered. “Even back then, real estate investment was a shahk’s game. You had to be a step ahead, always. And although I tried to be as honest as possible, I had to be savvy. There was no one to look out for me but me.”
 
   Mack sighed. I took advantage of the moment and hurried into the kitchen. It was now evening, and after gulping down the water, I saw no harm in opening a beer. I brought one for Julie, just in case.
 
   “Thanks,” Julie said, setting the beer on a coaster on the coffee table. I knew from experience that Julie would let it rest there until it was warm, and then she wouldn’t want it anymore. It irritated me. How could people just let a drink sit there? A perfectly good beer?
 
   Get over it, I told myself silently. Listen to Mack.
 
   “So, did you make it?” I asked. “I have a feeling you did. You said your son has taken after you.”
 
   “Yes, I ‘made it,’ as you put it, Pauline. I became very wealthy within a few yeahs. I left my buddy Pete behind. I made new friends. I hung with high society. Women—all kinds of women—were after me, and while I had my fair share of fun, I knew they were mostly after my money.
 
   “A decade went by. I became wealthier and wealthier. But I was also becoming disenchanted with high society. I started to bow out of pahties, and stay away from the bahs. I was only in my late twenties and I was getting burned out on life. That is, until something happened that changed my life forever.”
 
   “What was that?” Julie leaned forward, ignoring her beer. I leaned forward, taking a sip of mine.
 
   Mack bowed his head, as if the very words were too painful to utter, but he finally answered, “I met the most beautiful, sweetest woman to evah walk the face of this earth. Garrett’s mothah.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “I met her at a holiday pahty, one of those fancy hullabaloos for the very rich in Laurel Canyon. I didn’t much like the holidays. I would have rather spent them with my own family back east, but I had to wahk. It was why I attended the pahty in the fuhst place. I was making business connections.
 
   “Then she walked into the room, and everything else seemed to disappear. She was an angel, I knew it the moment I saw her. And I knew right then and there I would marry her someday.”
 
   “Love at first sight,” Julie commented, smiling at the romance.
 
   Mack touched the remote for some juice and his ghost form brightened. He smiled back at Julie. “That’s just what it was. She was with a date that night, but not a serious one. She was really there for the same reason I was. She had her own business, and had come to the pahty to make an appearance.
 
   “We talked all night, I remember. God, but she made me laugh! And from that night on, I decided to make her smile every single day.”
 
   “She had her own companies to manage and we were both hahd wahkers. But I wooed her the old-fashioned way, and within a yeah we were married.”
 
   I’d never seen Mack look so happy, so serene, as he looked then. I enjoyed that smile—a smile I suspected was for his wife. “What was her name?” I asked him.
 
   “Rose,” he answered. “My Rose. I gave her roses every day for yeahs. We took a three-month honeymoon, and traveled all over. I became connected with other tycoons—that’s what I had become, myself, a true business tycoon—and made smaht investments ovahseas. We went everywhere first class. And she was smaht, my Rose was. She enjoyed meeting people wherever we went, and she had a knack for knowing who to connect with. With her by my side, I was golden. It’s true what they say: behind every successful man is a good woman. We became very rich together.”
 
   “It sounds amazing,” I commented. I almost didn’t want to hear anymore. I could just feel something bad coming.
 
   “It was. We had four glorious yeahs together. It wasn’t until the mid-eighties that she became pregnant. When she told me the news, I think I was the happiest man on Earth.”
 
   I tensed as Mack’s smile became bittersweet. But I didn’t say a word.
 
   Mack’s tone changed, too, as he continued. “Being pregnant made Rose very sick. She couldn’t eat, but she threw up anyhow. She lost weight instead of gaining, and the doctors became concerned. My Rose was so happy to be having a baby, and I was, too. Except that I couldn’t stand the toll it was taking on her.”
 
   “She’d been ordered to stay on bed rest when her morning sickness didn’t go away by the fifth month. Although I’d hired the best care for her—which she objected to, stubborn woman that she was—I tried to stay with her as much as possible. But I still had to wahk sometimes. 
 
   “One day, I came home to find that Rose was vomiting blood. She refused an ambulance, saying she didn’t want to attract attention. I drove her to the hospital. She was admitted, and the doctors ordered a battery of tests.”
 
   Mack rose above us now, like he did when he needed some distance. Gone was his smile. I could feel his pain. 
 
   “She hated being in the hospital, but it took a week to find out what was wrong.”
 
   “What was it?” Julie whispered.
 
   “It was a rare form of cancer.” Mack’s voice was so quiet that Julie and I both held our breath. “Everyone thought she was sick because she was with child. Otherwise, the doctors might have caught it earlier. She couldn’t take chemo, or any other treatment, because of the baby. It was a race against time for the baby to be born, so the best doctors in the world could try to save my Rose.”
 
   I lit a cigarette and, having finished my own beer, picked up Julie’s untouched bottle. I knew enough not to rush people’s stories. Especially Mack’s. There must be some reason he was telling me all this, but for now, I just wanted to let him get it all out.
 
   He turned his back to us for a long moment. It was heartbreaking to see him this way, so very sad.
 
   He faced me and Julie again. “I set up a mini-hospital at home. Put a bed in one of the brighter rooms, next to the windows that viewed her favorite garden. Being home helped a little, but God, you should have seen her! She smiled at me, and she still tried to make me laugh. But I could see the light fading from her. She grew more and more pale, almost like a ghost herself.
 
   “Finally, Rose became so weak the doctors talked us into taking the baby by cesarean a few weeks early. It was a gamble, much more risky than it would have been these days. They said that she wouldn’t have been strong enough to have the baby naturally anyway, and so, the sooner the better.”
 
   “Oh, Mack.” I didn’t know what else to say.
 
   “Let me finish, woman.” But he took a moment again to steady himself, before finishing what I knew would be a tragic ending. “As I said, I had the best doctors possible. But the surgery was hahd on Rose. She lost a lot of blood. She pulled through it, but barely.”
 
   “And the baby?” Julie asked. “Is that Garrett?”
 
   Mack nodded. “God, how she loved him. He was beautiful, I admit that. But it was…most difficult for me to love the boy. In my mind, he was what was killing the love of my life.”
 
   I willed myself not to tear up. I could tell Mack felt guilty about his feelings for his new son.
 
   “Still and all,” he continued quietly, “Rose loved him. She was becoming weaker, and by then, I knew that not even chemo would save her. She was dying. My Rose was dying. And she spent every waking moment with Garrett. She loved him so.
 
   “Rose knew me better than anyone else. She understood my resentment, and made me promise to love him, no matter what happened. Of course I promised her. I would have moved heaven and earth for that woman.”
 
   Silence. I knew this was taking a lot out of Mack. He’d been snatching up electricity for a while, but he was becoming faded, little more than a shimmer.
 
   “Rose died a couple of days after I made that promise. She was holding little Garrett, and I was holding her. I knew she was near the end. With what strength she had, she smiled at me and squeezed my hand. And then she kissed Garrett on the forehead and closed her eyes for the last time.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “I did spend as much time as I could with my boy,” Mack continued, “but as he grew older, he made his own friends. I know that’s natural. But he didn’t need me as much. I found myself alone many nights.
 
   “I started dating. Nothing serious, at first. I rarely introduced any of my lady friends to Garrett. I didn’t have the heart to love any of them, and the relationships never lasted more than a few months.
 
   “Garrett graduated from high school, and he went off to college when he was eighteen—that would have been 2005, I believe. It’s a little foggy now. Anyhow, he’d been gone a couple of years when I met Bella. She was a beauty, and smaht, and she was easy to be around.”
 
   “That must have been nice, for a change,” Julie offered.
 
   “You would have thought so,” Mack said bitterly. “I thought as much myself at the time. Garrett would visit in the summers and holidays, and when I finally introduced them, she was kind enough to him. At first, he didn’t accept her, but when he saw that she made me at least a little happy, he tried his best to like her.”
 
   “Maybe he just wasn’t used to you being in a relationship,” I said.
 
   Mack shook his head. “The boy sensed something about her that I didn’t. He was congenial, but I knew he didn’t truly trust her. I should have taken it as a warning, but it had been so long, and I was tired of being alone.
 
   “So, I married her. We had a grand wedding, and after our honeymoon, I became more social. Bella was wealthy in her own right. She was from southern Europe, and she wanted me to help her establish herself in California society, both business and social.
 
   “When Garrett returned from college with a degree in finance and business, I was prepared to teach him what I knew about real estate investment. He had always admired me, and took an interest in my business affairs, and I wanted to see Garrett succeed as I had.”
 
   “That’s only natural,” I commented. I was still amazed that Mack was finally sharing his life. And what an interesting life it was.
 
   “That’s what I thought, too,” Mack reflected. “By then, Bella and I had joint ventures together, and we knew each other’s businesses well. We were, I thought at the time, real partners in everything.”
 
   “You thought…at the time?” Julie asked. “What does that mean?”
 
   “I’m getting to it,” Mack said, his voice a little grumpy. “Bella told me she didn’t think Garrett was responsible enough to handle his own business affairs. She suggested I coach him, but for the time being, keep everything in our names.” 
 
   Mack started hovering a little again. I could tell he was becoming anxious with talking about this part of his life. He floated down to get some juice from the remote, but then rose into the air once more.
 
   “I thought Bella was trying to be a wise stepmother, even though Garrett didn’t see it that way. He wanted to be on his own, climb the ladder as I had done. But I consented, and I told him that with my expertise I could protect his assets until he had some experience under his belt.”
 
   “But your assets were her assets,” I concluded.
 
   Mack’s eyes took on a dark, angry look. “Yes. If only I had seen it. At first, she made only small shifts in our finances, which was fine with me. She had an explanation for everything. Putting money here instead of there where it would earn more interest, she’d say. And she was right.
 
   “It was then that I started feeling ill. I lost my appetite and lost weight. I was tired all of the time. I went to the doctor, who told me I wasn’t twenty anymore, and that I should reduce my level of stress.”
 
   Julie and I were silent. I didn’t know if Julie saw it coming, but I did. I almost didn’t want to hear it.
 
   “Of course, Bella offered to help. She said that was what married couples did, helped each other through rough spots, and of course, I agreed.”
 
   “Oh, Mack…” I started, but he waved his hand to silence me.
 
   “It happened pretty quickly. Bella appeared very upset when the doctors wouldn’t find anything wrong with me. She said her native food would do me good and flew in cooks from Europe. She got new doctors, ones she said she trusted. Garrett worked harder, trying to compensate for my absence from work. He visited less often, and when he did, he was more distant. He didn’t want to discuss business with me. He said he didn’t want to upset me. By then, I was mostly confined to my bed.”
 
   Mack turned his back to Julie and me as if he were ashamed. We waited patiently for him to finish. Tick, tick, tick. The clock sounded loud in my quiet apartment.
 
   “One night, I became extremely sick. Doctors were summoned, and they gave me medication. After that, my brain went foggy. I only remember asking Bella where Garrett was. I vaguely remember her asking me to sign some important documents. I didn’t know, or really didn’t care what they were. I thought I was dying, and I was. So, I signed them.”
 
   I sighed, holding in my questions.
 
   “At the end,” Mack faced us again, forcing all the emotion out of his voice, “I was alone. I called out for Bella, and for Garrett. Neither came. I was alone, in my master bedroom of my mansion that I had worked a lifetime for, and I called but nobody came.”
 
   Julie was crying openly, and I was trying to stay strong for Mack. Mack just hovered there in my living room, reliving his last moments of life.
 
   “After I took my final breath, I was suddenly looking down on myself from above. I was shocked at the body I saw lying there; it was so frail, just a shell of the man I had once been.”
 
   “Did you see the light?” I asked. “Did someone come to take you Home?”
 
   “Ayuh,” he answered, nodding. “I saw it, but I wanted to see Bella first. You see, I thought the light would wait for me. I moved—it was odd to be able to float, it was effortless—down to the living room. And what I saw shocked me more than anything. Bella was there, with the doctors. They were talking, laughing!” Mack was enraged all over again. “They had music on—they never even heard me cry out. Champagne. My best champagne, from my own cellar! I watched them for a moment, and then I understood. I turned back, wanting nothing more than to go to Heaven, or Home as you call it. I was done with the world.”
 
   “But the light was gone,” I whispered.
 
   “It was gone,” Mack agreed. “And I left. I left that place and never returned. And when the light came for me again, I turned my back on it.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “Why?” Julie finally asked. “Why did you turn your back on the light?”
 
   “Because I didn’t deserve it,” Mack answered brusquely. “Any man stupid enough to be murdered in such a way—poisoned and drugged—without realizing what’s being done to him, is a fool. That’s what I am. A fool.”
 
   I had been listening to Mack talk for a long time. It was dark outside by then, and I opened my patio door and lit a cigarette.
 
   But Mack’s response bothered me. “This wasn’t your fault,” I told him quietly. 
 
   “Like hell it wasn’t,” he countered. “But enough. You’ve gotten what you wanted, now you know everything.” He started to float toward the front door.
 
   “Wait,” I said.
 
   “Oh, woman, what more do you want from me?”
 
   “First of all, thank you, Mack,” I said, smiling at him. “Thank you for telling us all of this.”
 
   “Yes,” Julie chimed in. “Thank you, Mack. It must have been a horrible way to die.”
 
   Mack just hovered, waiting for me to finish. “I have a bad feeling about your son.” I went on, “I told you this before. But now that I’ve heard your story, I just don’t know. It’s like a big lump in my stomach.”
 
   “Well, there’s nothing I can do about anything anymore,” Mack declared. “I don’t know why my son stopped visiting me. Perhaps Bella convinced him. I don’t know, and I don’t want to know.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “But what?” he demanded. “There’s nothing more, Pauline. Leave me be.”
 
   And he was gone.
 
   The silence in the living room was too much. I picked up a throw blanket, wrapped it around me and moved out onto the patio, juggling my drink, the bottle of vodka—screw the hassle of making martinis—and my cigarettes. Julie followed.
 
   It was one of those California evenings when you couldn’t see the stars. The smog, the city lights, and a little haze created a gray roof over our heads. But I could hear some crickets singing over the distant traffic noise below. 
 
   “Poor Mack,” Julie said. “I had a feeling his life was sad, otherwise, he would have told us some happy memories, don’t you think?”
 
   I nodded. “He did have a few happy years, though. Sometimes that’s enough.”
 
   “But how he died! He didn’t deserve to be alone. I’m disappointed that his son didn’t help him.”
 
   “That’s bothering me, too,” I said. “It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “You’re going to look into it, aren’t you?” Julie asked me.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “But Mack said to leave it alone.”
 
   “No, he said to leave him alone. There’s a difference. And I won’t rest easy until I have some more facts.”
 
   “Pauline, you don’t want to upset Mack. I’m afraid of what he might do.”
 
   I thought about it. What would Mack do? What could he do? He could make my life hell, I knew that much. Or worse, he could just disappear altogether, and never come back. I didn’t want that, as much of a pain in the ass the old ghost was. 
 
   But the gnawing in my gut persisted. I knew to trust it. Something wasn’t right. 
 
   “I don’t care what he does,” I finally said. “I’m going to see what I can find out.”
 
   “Oh, good!” Julie exclaimed, surprising me. “I’m in, okay?”
 
   “All right,” I said, smiling. “Tomorrow, then. Around ten?”
 
   “You bet.” Julie rose. “But I’m going to get some shut eye.”
 
   “Good idea,” I said. I was feeling dark and hazy, like the sky. I had a serious appointment with my bed and pillows. I didn’t want to weave or stumble in front of Julie, though, so I stayed put while she made her way inside and toward the front door. “Oh, Julie?”
 
   “Yes?” she called over her shoulder.
 
   “Wear something nice. All right?”
 
   “Whatever you say, sure.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Silver Lake was just a hop, skip and a jump from my place in Echo Park. Julie arrived promptly at ten with donuts and coffee and wearing light Capri pants along with a silk blouse. I had dressed similarly, and when we looked in the large mirror near my front door, we laughed.
 
   “Looks like we’re going on another adventure,” Julie said. “Remember when we wanted to scare those drug dealer creeps and we wore all black?”
 
   “How could I forget? I still can’t wear those black boots you talked me into buying without thinking of that night.”
 
   We took my car, weaving through mid-morning traffic. I hadn’t been to Silver Lake in some time. A couple of years back, Julie had been interested in becoming a real estate agent, and she had some software that allowed her to look up information about properties: how much houses were worth, who owned them, etc. So, she had Garrett Mackenzie’s address. I was curious to see where he lived, but I didn’t really have a plan for whether to approach him or how.
 
   When we made our way into the eclectic area, I remembered why I had always liked it so much. The neighborhood surrounded the Silver Lake reservoir, and many of the houses were built up along the hillsides. These were mostly older houses, but grand houses, nonetheless, some built by famous architects such as Frank Lloyd Wright and Richard Neutra.
 
   “You know, Walt Disney built his first animation studio here,” I remarked as I wove through the old and narrow streets. “It’s where he made Snow White.”
 
   “Really?” Julie’s interest was genuine. She glanced from her cell phone, from which she navigated the directions to Garrett’s house, to the streets for a moment. “Look! You can see the Hollywood sign.”
 
   I smiled at Julie’s good nature. She was curious about everything. “It’s beautiful here,” she went on, “but the properties cost an arm and a leg.”
 
   I thought about Mack, and how he’d owned a lot of Silver Lake property at one time. He’d invested before property values went sky high. I was sure Mack had been worth millions when he died. My smile faded. 
 
   “Turn right here,” Julie instructed.
 
   I did, and we found ourselves winding up into the hills. I would have gotten lost without Julie. I didn’t have a GPS. There was a limit to how much technology I let the changing times force upon me.
 
   Eventually, we pulled up across the street and a little farther down from a beautiful, sprawling home set behind well-manicured lawns and gardens. Huge glass windows, sparkling clean, made for a magnificent view, I imagined. The place was simply yet elegantly fashioned, quietly announcing wealth and a little decadence.
 
   “Wow,” Julie whispered.
 
   Yeah. Wow. I wondered if this was one of Mack’s homes, or whether Garrett had acquired it on his own.
 
   “What are we going to do now?” Julie asked me.
 
   I didn’t answer right away. I wanted to get a feel for Garrett, and seeing the way he lived helped me do that. I had done a little research and found his work address, but I didn’t know whether he was at home or at work. There were two cars in the driveway. One of them could belong to Garrett. They didn’t look like the maids’ cars to me.
 
   “I don’t know,” I finally answered. “I’m trying to think of a good reason to knock on his door.”
 
   “We could say we love the house and want to buy it,” Julie suggested. 
 
   “People don’t do that,” I said.
 
   “I know. But we could act stupid. Fake it.”
 
   I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel.
 
   “We could tell Garrett that we’re friends with his ghost father,” Julie said.
 
   “People don’t do that either,” I chuckled.
 
   Just then, a man and a woman appeared from a side door leading to the driveway. The woman was undoubtedly the beautiful Lana Costa, Garrett’s fiancée. But the man holding her hand wasn’t Garrett. Julie and I watched, fascinated, as they spoke casually. Then the man kissed Lana.
 
   “Oh!” Julie exclaimed, horrified. Her mouth failed to close—she was that surprised.
 
   The man got into his car and started backing down and out of the driveway.
 
   “Quick, turn your head away,” I said.
 
   “But he…”
 
   “I know, I know. But we can’t draw any attention. Look out the window at the view.” Julie did as I told her to. “Smile,” I said, smiling myself. The man, whoever he was, would pass right by us in a half a second. “Take a picture with your phone.”
 
   I pointed to the Hollywood sign as Julie rolled down her window and aimed her phone/camera at the sign and the sparkling reservoir.
 
   “That’s right,” I said as the man passed us and whizzed off. I didn’t know whether he noticed us or not. I did, however, notice a prominent window sticker with a dot com address on it. “He works at that famous modeling agency that all the supermodels do,” I said.
 
   Julie said, “It would be pretty smarmy if she was two-timing Garrett with her booking agent.”
 
   “Oh, that’s sick!” I said in disgust. Julie was probably right. I risked a glance back at the house while Julie snapped pictures. Lana was getting into the other car. “What a bitch,” I said, still smiling and pointing for Julie to keep taking pictures.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Julie said. “Lana is a…skank!”
 
   Lana left, passing us, too. I did manage a peek at her, but she didn’t glance at me. Her expensive sunglasses hid her eyes as she drove down the winding street.
 
   I waited about ten seconds, then started my car. I pulled into Garrett’s driveway and backed out, heading the other way. 
 
   “We’re following her.” Julie had a habit of stating the obvious.
 
   “Yep,” I said. “It’s time to find out a little more about Garrett’s cheating fiancée.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Lana drove like a bat out of hell. Along the way down the hill, another vehicle got in front of us, which was good, I thought. Perhaps she wouldn’t notice she was being followed. She might not have anyway, but better safe than sorry.
 
   She came to a stop on Hyperion and, luckily, I found a parking spot not far behind her. She got out of her car and crossed the street as if she’d done so a hundred times before.
 
   “Come on,” I told Julie.
 
   We grabbed our purses and exited my car. I didn’t want to lose sight of the beautiful Lana, but we had to wait for passing traffic before we could cross.
 
   Lana walked like the international model that she was. She carried herself like a queen, as if she owned the world. She wore a light sundress that accented her slim but curvy, sexy figure. Her long, tanned legs seemed to go right up to her neck. Men did a double take as she strolled down the busy sidewalk, but she paid them no heed. Still, her lips curved ever so slightly as she moved with grace, as if all was as it should be in her glamorous universe.
 
   We stayed a slight distance behind her, pretending to window shop as we strolled down the block. Suddenly, she ducked through an opening, disappearing from our sight.
 
   I hurried Julie along to where Lana had turned. You could miss the spot if you weren’t careful. The walkway was all but camouflaged with luscious trees.
 
   We stepped off the sidewalk onto the walkway and found ourselves in an open patio with umbrella-covered tables, many of which were occupied by patrons. It was a restaurant.
 
   Lana wasn’t at any of these tables, so we continued to the main doors leading inside. 
 
   “Two, please,” I told the receptionist, and Julie and I were led to a table. It was a fairly small place, but Lana was seated across the room from us.
 
   “I guess we’re having lunch,” Julie said as we settled ourselves at the table.
 
   “Yeah. When in Rome,” I said as I perused the menu. But I couldn’t help glancing at Lana. She was cool as a cucumber. The waitress automatically brought her a cup of coffee, and she sat, shades still on, gazing out the window. She glanced at her cell phone, looking at the time, I presumed. Or at texts from her nasty boyfriend-on-the-side.
 
   I rarely ate pasta, but the menu boasted of homemade ravioli, so I ordered it, the special of the day. I hadn’t had Chianti in a while, and I thought it was a good occasion for a glass of that as well. Julie ordered a turkey and avocado sandwich. Across from us, Lana was given a simple salad.
 
   The restaurant door opened again and Lana glanced up. She took off her sunglasses and smiled at the handsome young man who had just entered.
 
   It was Garrett. He spotted Lana immediately, and I got the feeling the couple had dined at that same table before. He moved smoothly to her side and bent down to kiss her tenderly. She returned his kiss, and then wiped lipstick from his lips with her finger.
 
   “That witch,” Julie hissed. “She just kissed one lover goodbye, and look at her. He doesn’t suspect a thing.”
 
   Indeed, Garrett was all smiles. He seated himself across from Lana and took her hand. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the conversation appeared casual. 
 
   The waitress brought our meals, and we ate while we watched the pair.
 
   “Look at that ring,” Julie observed. “It’s got to be over three karats.”
 
   I nodded agreement. Lana also wore a beautiful diamond bracelet, the likes of which I’d never before seen. It was made of white gold, or possibly platinum, with interlocking Celtic knots. Each knot was inlaid with diamonds and sapphires. It was absolutely gorgeous.
 
   Lana conducted herself with undeniable grace. Her demure composure was enticing, and she had a mystique that seemed to belie innocence. When she smiled, her lips spoke of mischief. The young woman was altogether enchanting, and she knew it.
 
   And my gut told me not to trust it, not to trust her. “I have to talk to him,” I said suddenly. “Now.”
 
   “What?” Julie asked. “You’re just going to go over there?”
 
   “No. What we need is a distraction.”
 
   “Ah, the old distraction maneuver.” Julie faked some Eastern European accent. 
 
   “We’re going to make like we’re leaving,” I said, downing my wine, “and you’re going to spill something all over Lana’s pretty dress. Then go with her to the restroom to help her clean it up. Leave the rest to me.”
 
   “But—”
 
   I ignored her protests and got up. The check hadn’t even come yet, but I was sure I could pay the hostess, who was stationed at a cash register. 
 
   I led Julie around the tables so that we had to pass Garrett and Lana. Then I moved aside and gave Julie, who was obviously nervous, a little shove so she was in front of me. “You can do it,” I whispered as we neared their table. She nodded and took a breath.
 
   When Julie reached their table, she turned to me, inconspicuously swinging her purse right at Lana’s coffee. Sure enough, the cup tipped over, spilling onto the supermodel’s lap.
 
   “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry!” Julie cried as she turned back to Lana. “I’ve made a horrible mess!”
 
   Lana was actually mortified. She had barely jumped at all, but she looked down at the dress with such dismay and distain that Julie and I took a step back. Gone was the pretty smile on her face. She glanced up at Julie with something like malice. 
 
   Garrett immediately rose and leaned over to see the mess. “Are you all right, darling?” he asked. 
 
   Lana was using a napkin on her dress, and Garrett used his to soak up the coffee still dripping from the table.
 
   “Here, let me help you,” Julie said innocently enough.
 
   Lana ignored her and got up. “Excuse me, Garrett. My outfit is a Jean Paul Gaultier original and I’ve got to save it.” She acted as if neither Julie nor I existed, and headed for the restroom. Julie looked after her like a frightened rabbit. I gave her another little shove.
 
   “Oh, let me help you, please,” Julie called, taking the cue and following after Lana. “It’s the least I can do, I’m really sorry…” I couldn’t hear the rest.
 
   A waiter was already finishing cleaning the booth seat. Garrett sat back down, and as soon as Lana’s place was dried off, I sat across from him.
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked, puzzled.
 
   He did look like his father. Younger, more handsome, but definitely Mack’s son. He was in good shape, and had the body of a man who worked out regularly. He was tan, too, although Lana’s skin was more of an olive brown, while Garrett’s tan was more golden.
 
   I took in all of this in a second, while he continued to regard me with curiosity. I knew I only had a couple of minutes before Lana returned, even with Julie trying to stall her.
 
   “You’re Garrett Mackenzie?” I asked, trying to think quickly.
 
   “I am. And you are…?” His eyes softened a little as he spoke.
 
   “I have to talk to you,” I said quietly, “but not here. I need to speak with you privately.”
 
   He frowned a little. “About what?”
 
   “I can’t tell you,” I stammered. Damn it, why was I so nervous?
 
   “Well, then, I can’t help you,” Garrett said stiffly. “If you don’t mind, my fiancée will return shortly, and will need her seat.”
 
   “Please,” I whispered. “It’s very important.” The vibe I’d gotten from Lana almost made me add, it’s a matter of life and death, but I held my tongue.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked me point blank. “And what do you want?”
 
   I reached into my purse and quickly retrieved a business card. I held it out for Garrett, but he made no move to take it from me.
 
   “Just call me. You won’t be sorry.”
 
   Garrett’s brows drew together, his frown deepening. He turned to a waiter, about to say something.
 
   Damn. The last thing I wanted was to attract attention. I got up and placed my card down in front of him. 
 
   “Call me when you are alone,” I pressed. “It’s about your father.”
 
   Garrett gasped. I turned toward the restroom, and saw that Lana was coming back. I nodded at Garrett, who was looking at me with mild shock. I waited for Julie, and then turned to go.
 
   However, I noticed that Garrett had palmed my card in his hand before Lana had a chance to see it.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   The next day was Monday, and Julie had to work. Mack had not come to visit since he’d told us his story, and his absence made my apartment feel unusually empty. I kept expecting him to show up, appear behind me to try to frighten or surprise me, but so far, nada.
 
   I had no private appointments for the day. I tried to push the thought away that it meant no money either. I did have class that night, and I made a mental note to have a word with the ghost named Dan beforehand. But I wanted to use the free day to find out more about Garrett Mackenzie and his fiancée, Lana Costa. 
 
   I turned on my laptop. First, I looked up Garrett. I’d already gotten his place of business, an upscale investment business in downtown LA. I googled him, and found his website. It was all on the up and up, with information about his successes and experience. He had indeed worked hard over the last four years buying properties all over, although mainly in Silver Lake. He had a reputation for the Midas touch. He’d made a fortune, and his site stated that he would be glad to help others with wise investments as well. For a fee, of course. He was businessman. I was sure that Mack would be proud when I told him about Garrett. Maybe I could show Mack the website. 
 
   But it wasn’t really what I was looking for. I wanted some personal information about Garrett. I tried to find him on Facebook and Twitter, but came up empty. Either he didn’t have time for it, which was rare, or he was a very private person. I searched for him and his company by name in the local newspapers, but again, I found business news only. The only personal information about him was the engagement announcement.
 
   It was around noon, lunchtime. I made myself a tuna sandwich and brought it back to my laptop. 
 
   Time to look up Lana Costa. Unlike Garrett, when I googled her name, a slew of sites for her popped up. She was, after all, one of the top models in the world. It turned out she had been “discovered” by a photographer in southern Spain almost four years ago. Just about the time Mack died, I mused. She rose quickly in the modeling world, working for major clothing designers. A couple of years ago, she had even appeared in the widely known—mostly by men—Sports Illustrated swimsuit calendar. There was a lot of gossip about her in those inquiring-mind types of newspapers. There were shots of her partying with rock stars in Hollywood and in Europe.
 
   But nothing too recent. She’d been fairly quiet for the last six months. I remembered the engagement announcement stated that she and Garrett had met six months ago. To all appearances, it would seem that she’d calmed down since meeting him. 
 
   Maybe he was good for her, I thought to myself. Then my mind recaptured the image of her kissing another man at Garrett’s own home. Who was that man? I went through all the sites again, this time looking for him in the numerous photos of Lana. He was nowhere, not in any of them.
 
   I was getting nowhere fast. It was still early afternoon, and I was restless. I had meant to wait for Garrett to call me, but since I still had several hours until my ghost class, I decided to call his office. I looked the number up on the Internet, and was about to dial when my cell phone rang.
 
   I smiled to myself. I loved it when coincidences happened. I always took it as a sign that I was on the right track.
 
   “Hello?” I said into the phone.
 
   “Hello, may I speak to Pauline Ocean?” It was Garrett. I could tell by the voice.
 
   “This is she,” I answered. “Garrett Mackenzie?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m so glad you called me.”
 
   “Miss Ocean, I’ll get right to the point. Why did you want to talk with me about my father?” He was polite but direct. My business card didn’t have my line of work on it, as I felt it put people off sometimes. So, Garrett really had no idea who I was or that I was a Medium. 
 
   “I, uh, I have some information about him that I think would interest you,” I said vaguely.
 
   “What kind of information? How did you know him?”
 
   “I’d just like to share some things he told me, about you and your mother.” I tried to think fast. “And we’re—we were—friends.” This was true enough, since I had no idea how Mack would react when he found out I was snooping around.
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss Ocean,” Garrett said, “but can you be more specific? I’m a busy man.”
 
   “Yes, I know you’re very busy. I saw the engagement announcement in the paper. But I’d like to meet with you in person, if at all possible. You name the time and place.”
 
   A pause. I looked at my cell phone to make sure we were still connected. Then Garrett said, “All right, I suppose so. There is a small park in Silver Lake…”
 
   I jotted down the directions. “Got it,” I said.
 
   “I’ll be there in an hour.”
 
   “Thank you, Garrett. You won’t be sorry.”
 
   “I hope not, Miss Ocean.”
 
   Click.
 
   I glanced at my cell phone. One of my pet peeves was that the younger generation rarely said “goodbye.” Why was that? It was such a simple courtesy. “Times change,” I said to the empty living room. “You’re getting old, Pauline.”
 
   I finished my sandwich and then went to the bathroom to brush my teeth and put on a little makeup. I knew I’d be early, but I left anyway. I needed a little time to think about what to tell Garrett. It was sometimes difficult to explain to people that I was a Medium, and that I talked with spirits on a regular basis. 
 
   So, I took my time and pondered the subject at hand. How much should I tell him? I usually didn’t care much what others thought about my gifts and profession, but this was Mack’s son. I was anxious.
 
   My apprehension increased as I tried to decide whether to tell Garrett Mackenzie that his fiancée was cheating on him. I didn’t like that woman. She gave me a cold feeling.
 
   A dead, cold feeling.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The park was not far from Garrett’s home. It wasn’t one of those new “kid-designed” parks one saw all over, with the plastic contraptions that children climbed through. There were some older swings, but mainly the place consisted of soft, sweet-scented grass and picnic tables shaded by old pine and maple trees.
 
   And, as I made my way to one of the tables, spring flowers. I loved the spring almost as much as I loved the fall, and daffodils were in bloom, offsetting the lush lawns with their bright yellow blossoms. It was a peaceful place.
 
   I wasn’t as early as I thought I would be, due to the unpredictable traffic, and I still hadn’t really made up my mind what to say to Garrett. I was sweating despite the shade, which made me feel self-conscious. I took a napkin from my bag and wiped my forehead and tried a few explanations. “Believe it or not, Garrett, I met your father after he died.” That wouldn’t do. “I’m a Medium…” Never start with that, I’d learned. “Your girlfriend’s a cheating hussy,” I said, and chuckled. 
 
   A fancy black BMW sports car pulled up and Garrett got out. He was dressed in dark slacks and his shirt looked freshly pressed, no tie. He walked toward me with a combination of ease and purpose. I wiped my forehead one last time and smiled as he reached the table.
 
   “Miss Ocean,” he said, seating himself across from me and holding out a hand.
 
   “Pauline, please,” I said shaking his hand.
 
   Garrett smiled, his eyes twinkling just like his father’s. Mack must have been a real looker in his time.
 
   “You have your father’s eyes,” I told him. “And his smile. Anyone tell you that you look like him?”
 
   “I don’t know many of the people he knew,” Garrett answered, his smile fading somewhat.
 
   “But surely, since you followed in his footsteps, you come in contact with others he came in contact with?”
 
   “I tried not to,” he said simply. “You mentioned you wanted to share something with me. Can I ask how you knew him?”
 
   “I don’t remember exactly when we met, but we didn’t do business together. Mack has always been a good friend to me. I’m sorry you lost him at such a young age. I just recently learned…of his death.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said politely. “So, you weren’t in contact with him when he died?”
 
   “No, not really,” I stammered. “But he would be awfully proud of you, I just know it.”
 
   Garrett’s smile had all but disappeared. “You still haven’t answered my question. How did you know my father? How did you meet him? Cut the b.s.” He said that last part in a voice just like Mack’s.
 
   I looked past Garrett at the trees and the beauty of the park. “It’s complicated,” I began. “I’m not sure you would understand, or believe me.”
 
   “Try me,” Garrett said. “Were you one of his old flings?”
 
   “No, no. Nothing like that.”
 
   “You’re stalling. Are you a cop? A private investigator?”
 
   “I’m not a cop,” I said with a chuckle. “And I’m not really a P.I.”
 
   “Not really? What does that mean?”
 
   Garrett was becoming skeptical, if not downright suspicious. 
 
   “I’m not a professional P.I., although I do have some information I think you would be interested in.”
 
   “This is about money, isn’t it?” he asked, his voice cold now. “I can tell you right now that I won’t be pushed around. I earned every penny I’ve made. I have nothing left from my father. In fact, Pauline, if that’s your real name, I don’t think I want to continue this discussion.”
 
   Garrett put on his sunglasses and started to get up from the picnic table.
 
   “Wait,” I said, and grabbed his hand. “I have your father’s best interest at heart, I promise you that.”
 
   “Then start talking,” he said, looking at his watch. “You’ve got two minutes to convince me this is worth my time.”
 
   I couldn’t help it, I needed a cigarette. I took one out and lit it. Big inhale. What the hell, I thought. “What would you say if I told you I was a Medium?” 
 
   Garrett was puzzled. His eyes moved to my clothes, my body. I could tell he was thinking I probably wore a size large. I laughed out loud, and he actually blushed a little. “A Medium is a psychic. I connect with spirits. And I know your father now.”
 
   It was his turn to laugh. “Well, that’s one I haven’t heard before,” he said sarcastically. “But I don’t have time for this.”
 
   “You said two minutes,” I pleaded.
 
   “True, and I’m a man of my word. Ninety seconds now.”
 
   “I help people connect with the spirit world,” I explained quickly. “Your father has been haunting me for the last couple of years.”
 
   “Oh, yes? What’s he like?”
 
   “He looks like you, you look like him. He was a hard worker, and a business tycoon.”
 
   “Many people know that,” he countered.
 
   “He told me about how your mother died shortly after your birth. She was the love of his life. Her name was Rose.”
 
   “You’ve got a lot of nerve,” he growled. “That’s not private information either.”
 
   “Ask me about him,” I said. “I’m telling you, I know him.”
 
   “Is he here right now?” Garrett quipped, glancing dramatically around.
 
   “No,” I said. “He doesn’t know I’ve made contact with you. But ask me something, something not everyone would know about him.”
 
   Garrett gave a bitter smile. “What did he buy me for my tenth birthday?”
 
   Crap. “I don’t know,” I said miserably. “But ask me about Mack. Your father.”
 
   Garrett thought for a moment. “What do you know about his family?”
 
   “I know he was one of six children,” I said, triumphant. “He lived in Massachusetts, near Cape Cod. But he wasn’t rich. He worked for tourists, a boat-rental business.”
 
   Garrett drew his fingers through his hair. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. That information could have been researched.”
 
   “But it wasn’t,” I said. I tried to think of something personal about Mack. “He calls me Bazo,” I said, and then Garrett did look back at me. “It’s slang for…”
 
   “For a drunk. You’re a psychic and a drunk. Great. Nice try, Miss Ocean. You’re a good one. But I’m not giving you any money, not for a reading to ‘connect’ with my father, or for anything else.”
 
   He got up and started to walk away.
 
   Think, Pauline, think! “He loved you,” I called out in desperation. “He still does.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” he called back.
 
   I got up and ran to catch up with him. “Please, listen to me.”
 
   “You haven’t told me anything important,” Garrett said without glancing at me or breaking his stride.
 
   “Well, that’s because it’s rather delicate.”
 
   “Right. Find someone else to scam, yah crazy loon.”
 
   I stopped short, shocked, while Garrett kept walking toward his beemer. 
 
   That got me good. Especially since he sounded exactly like his father. Screw trying to spare Garrett’s feelings.
 
   “I know about Bella!” I cried.
 
   Garrett stopped.
 
   “I know she murdered your father.”
 
   Finally, Garrett turned around and faced me.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   I took a breath of relief, but it was short-lived. It took only a moment to realize that Garrett wasn’t looking at me, he was looking past me. The hair on my neck rose, and I turned around.
 
   Lana was standing in back of me. She took no notice of me, or she appeared not to. She only had eyes for Garrett, and she smiled radiantly at him.
 
   “Lana,” he said, surprised. “What are you doing here?”
 
   That’s what I wanted to know, too. She probably had that cell phone-tracking thing on his phone. I didn’t know how to use mine, but I knew it was easy to do.
 
   “I was on my way home to change, my love,” she said sweetly, “and I noticed your car.” Lana did look at me then. “Aren’t you one of the women from the restaurant yesterday?” she asked point blank.
 
   “Uh, yes,” I answered. “Sorry about your dress.”
 
   Lana waved a hand, dismissing my apology. “And how do you know my fiancé?”
 
   “We just met…purely coincidence.” I had to lie sometimes. I hoped Garrett wouldn’t call me on it. I quickly changed the subject. “This is a beautiful park, isn’t it?”
 
   But Lana dismissed me again, like an old bag blowing in the wind. “Darling, have you forgotten that we have golf today?”
 
   “I remember,” Garrett said. I could tell he, too, was puzzled by Lana’s unexpected arrival.
 
   Lana laughed playfully. “Well, you’d better change, too.”
 
   Garrett looked from Lana to me, trying to decide what to do. He nodded. “You’re right. We don’t want to be late.”
 
   “I’ll be right there,” she said as he turned to go again. “Right behind you.”
 
   I watched Garrett make his way to his car, his gait more uncertain than it had been when he’d first approached me.
 
   Then I felt a tap on my shoulder.
 
   Lana’s smile was gone. She regarded me as if I were an insect, something to be squashed into the grass.
 
   “Leave him alone,” she ordered. “Leave us alone. I don’t know who you are, but I intend to find out. And I will decide whether you need to be dealt with, and how.”
 
   She didn’t give me a chance to respond, but wheeled abruptly around and headed for her own car.
 
   “Well!” I humphed. I wouldn’t be intimidated by her. Not when it came to Mack’s son. Her veiled threat only increased my suspicions of her character, or lack thereof.
 
   The park was beautiful, peaceful. I told myself I really should get out more. Perhaps I would come back. But I was more determined than ever to get to the bottom of whatever was going on. I left the daffodils and the pine trees and got into my car.
 
   Back at home, I looked up Lana Costa again on the Internet. None of the information I found helped. I got a beer from the fridge, opened the patio door and lit a cigarette.
 
   Back at my computer once again, I thought there had to be something else. I tried to trace that gut feeling I had back to its root. When did I first get that feeling? I closed my eyes, and brought Garrett’s and Lana’s faces into my mind.
 
   Garrett was already wise to the tougher sides of being a wealthy businessman. He was skeptical, but he seemed like a nice enough young man to me. He was obviously in love with Lana.
 
   Lana Costa seemed savvy enough, too. She knew exactly who she was, and wasn’t intimidated easily. But she was deceitful. I got the feeling she was dangerous.
 
   I realized I’d had that feeling, that intuition, before I even learned that she was cheating on Mack’s son. It had come to me the moment I’d seen the photo of the two in the paper.
 
   I opened my eyes, and brought that photo up on my laptop. There they were, looking as though they were on top of the world. To all outward appearances, they were.
 
   Garrett and Lana were dressed to the nines and posing for the picture. He held her left hand with his right, so that her engagement ring shined brightly for all to see.
 
   A heavy thump sounded behind me, and I jumped. I coughed out the cigarette smoke I had just inhaled. Damned cigarettes.
 
   “Could you please stop scaring me?” I said, once I had caught my breath.
 
   “Nevah,” Mack said. “It’s too much fun.”
 
   I minimized the photo on my computer screen in hopes that Mack wouldn’t see it.
 
   Too late. “What ah you up to, Bazo?” Mack was now hovering behind me, and his tone implied he wasn’t too happy.
 
   “Just a little news-surfing,” I tried to sound innocent.
 
   “You’ve been meddling. You’ve gone to see Garrett.”
 
   “Would you please stop reading my mind? It’s an invasion of privacy,” I snapped.
 
   “How can I help it? Yah thoughts ah awfully loud. I told you before, this is none of yah affair.”
 
   Affair. I tried to think of something else, anything else besides the image of Lana kissing that other man.
 
   “Now you’re hiding something from me,” Mack accused.
 
   I shifted around in my seat and looked up at the old ghost. “I’m just trying to help, Mack. This hole in my stomach won’t go away.”
 
   Mack sighed. He knew I had premonitions, and that I was almost always right.
 
   “What was he like?” he finally asked.
 
   “Oh, he’s a fine young man, Mack. You would be proud of him.”
 
   “He’s well? Healthy? Happy?” Mack dropped his guard a little. He tried to mask how important these questions were to him, but I knew better.
 
   “All of the above,” I managed. “He’s happy enough, but…”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “I don’t trust Lana. She’s a model, you know.” I said it as if being a model explained my lack of trust.
 
   “Did you meet her?” Mack asked me.
 
   “Yes. Yesterday, and again today.”
 
   “And?”
 
   I didn’t want to tell him. “Stop it,” I barked. “Let me have my own thoughts, please. I’m trying to help you. And Garrett.”
 
   Mack did stop probing into my mind. Good. I downed my beer and went to get another one. When I returned, Mack was seated, floating in my chair and fiddling with my mouse. He couldn’t get it to work.
 
   “Show me what you found,” he told me.
 
   “Well, I haven’t found much,” I said. “Move over.”
 
   Mack moved out of my chair and sat to the left of me, but he wasn’t really sitting on anything. Just air. 
 
   I sat down. “Mack, I wish you would let me get some more concrete information first. I don’t want to upset you.”
 
   “Well, you’ve already done that,” he retorted. “Show me.”
 
   I clicked on my mouse, and the engagement photo popped up. “I’ve done some research on Lana,” I explained. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Not for an international model, anyway. She’s climbed the ranks, starting in Europe a few years ago, and graduated to the United States. She’s led a glamorous life…”
 
   Mack invaded my space, floating closer to the computer and passing through the left side of my body. I shivered and scooted over to get out of his way.
 
   He was studying the photo carefully. “What’s that jewelry she’s got on?” he asked, peering closely.
 
   “The ring’s something else, isn’t it? It’s got to be at least three karats,” I said, quoting Julie.
 
   “No,” Mack whispered. “On her wrist.”
 
   “It’s a beautiful bracelet. She was wearing it yesterday, too. I’ve never seen one like it.”
 
   “Well, I think I have,” Mack said. “Zoom in on it.” 
 
   I made a few clicks, enlarging Lana’s wrist. The photo wasn’t so high definition that it was really clear, but it was detailed enough.
 
   Mack gasped. “Who is this woman?” he growled.
 
   I glanced at him, a little nervous. I didn’t want to see Mack angry again. “Like I said, I didn’t really find much useful information about her…Mack, what’s wrong?”
 
   “I know that bracelet,” Mack declared. “You’re right. There is no other like it.”
 
   “How do you know?” I asked.
 
   “Because I had it made. I gave it to Bella as a wedding gift.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I was confused. I didn’t see why this would necessarily upset Mack, other than stirring up more memories. “Maybe Garrett found it after you died and gave it to Lana,” I said. “Or maybe Bella gave it to him.”
 
   “No. No, that’s not possible.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Mack rose above me now, and away. I got up. “Why not, Mack? It would be a completely normal, appropriate thing to give to her. She is his fiancée.”
 
   But Mack shook his head. “You don’t understand. He couldn’t have given it to her.”
 
   Mack was right. I didn’t understand. But I waited patiently for him to continue. 
 
   Mack was trying to make sense of something, I could see that. He looked into the distance, rubbing his chin with his hands. And his eyes took on that dark look that had frightened me before.
 
   “Remember I told you that Bella and I honeymooned in Europe?” he said. It was more of a statement. I simply nodded.
 
   “Well, I wanted to give Bella something really special. I wanted her to be happy. So I had this bracelet designed by one of the best jewelers in Ireland. He’s known all over the world for his work. If I’d known what that witch had in mind for me…” He clenched his fists in frustration. “Anyway, I told the jeweler I wanted to give Bella something that was one of a kind. Something no one else in the world had. That thing cost me a fortune. And when we arrived in London, the jeweler delivered it to me personally. I made him sign a contract that he would never duplicate it. That cost me money, too, but I didn’t care.”
 
   “Go on,” I said, trying to decide whether to have another beer. “I’m listening.”
 
   “Bella was delighted, of course. I was glad that she loved it. Well, we continued our honeymoon. We had to work a little, but we spent most of the time relaxing in southern Europe. She had some business to take care of in Portugal, where she had numerous properties. I offered to go with her, but she said she would only be a couple of days.”
 
   The suspense was killing me. “And? What does this have to do with Lana?”
 
   “The thing is, when she joined up with me again, she didn’t have the bracelet anymore.”
 
   “What do you mean? Surely she wouldn’t have sold it,” I said.
 
   “No, she didn’t need money. She said she’d lost it.”
 
   My lips puckered into an oh. That was interesting.
 
   “She mentioned that she bumped into some family while she was there. I was disappointed, but she acted so sorry!” Mack looked like he’d been hit by a train. We were both realizing that his black widow, Bella, had been deceitful to him from the beginning. I could tell he was hurt.
 
    “So, now you think she didn’t lose it after all,” I said quietly. 
 
   “That’s exactly what I think. How could she have? What are the odds, Pauline? That my Bella lost the bracelet, and now it shows up on my son’s girlfriend’s wrist?”
 
   “But that would mean there is a connection with Bella and Lana!” I exclaimed.
 
   I hadn’t meant to blurt it out like that. The realization of this fact shocked us both more than anything else. Mack had a look of horror on his face. I imagine I did, too.
 
   “Oh, Mack. What does this mean? Where is Bella now? Do you know?”
 
   “No, I don’t. Like I said, I left my home the night I died, and I never went back.”
 
   I began pacing back and forth. I couldn’t get my head around the fact that Bella and Lana were somehow connected. Bella, who had killed Mack. And Lana, who was engaged to Mack’s son. 
 
   “They are both from southern Europe.”
 
   “You’re right.” Mack was so frustrated he couldn’t keep still. “You have to see him again, Pauline. You have to.”
 
   “But he doesn’t want to see me,” I told him “When I told him I was a Medium, he thought I was trying to scam him. I tried to convince him. I told him to ask me anything about you, but that backfired.”
 
   “How so?” Mack swooped down from above and came face to face with me
 
   “Garrett asked me what you gave him for his tenth birthday. I didn’t know.”
 
   “It was a horse,” Mack said. “A good Arab. Garrett loved horses.”
 
   “What was the horse’s name?” I asked.
 
   “Thunder,” Mack answered. “His name was Thunder. Garrett loved him, and he took good care of him. You should have seen them together. Thunder galloped like the wind, and Garrett was a good rider. They were the best of friends.”
 
   This was another memory Mack hadn’t thought about in a while, I could tell.
 
   Then the ghost shook himself. “It’s not important now. You’ve got to talk to him. Go to him, Pauline.”
 
   I could see the genuine concern on Mack’s gray face. I didn’t want to add to it, but I knew I had to.
 
   “Mack, there’s something else you should know about.”
 
   He stood like a soldier, though, prepared for anything. “Tell me,” he said simply.
 
   I told him about the day before, when Julie and I found Garrett’s house. How Lana had another man there, how we’d followed her, and how when she met up with Garrett she didn’t even bat an eye about first kissing this other man, and then later, kissing Garrett.
 
   Mack was ready to explode. In fact, he was so enraged that his fury sent my books and magazines tumbling to the floor from the shelves, and my kitchen cabinet doors swung open and closed. Even though I was used to ghost activity, Mack’s emotions had caused real physical movement, something I hadn’t seen him do before. He could turn over a chair, lift a remote control or a book, but that was far different than this display of anger.
 
   I put a hand on his cold ghost arm. “I’ll go, of course I will,” I said gently. “Believe me, Mack, I will do anything I can to help your son.”
 
   This calmed him down a little. “I know you will,” he said quietly. “You don’t know what it’s like, having kids. You do your best, and you hope no harm will ever come to them. I don’t want to see his heart broken.”
 
   “Broken hearts can heal,” I tried to reassure him.
 
   “Can they?” he asked, as if to himself.
 
   “Well, Garrett has to be told the truth,” I said.
 
   “Of course. About that man, Lana’s lover. And more importantly, about the bracelet. I wish I had a picture of it, so you could have some proof.”
 
   “I’ll do whatever it takes to convince him, Mack. I’ll go to his office tomorrow.”
 
   “Good,” Mack said, sounding a little more at ease. “And I’m going with you.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Arguing with Mack was like hitting my head against a brick wall. When his mind was made up, there was just no use.
 
   I really didn’t feel like holding my class that night, but I couldn’t ask Julie to do it again so soon.
 
   Mack was in no mood for the class either, and when Dan the ghost with the cat showed up, Mack lit into him pretty hard. He scared Dan so badly that I felt bad for the thin, pale spirit and his cat, who’d both ended up disappearing before Mack had finished with Dan.
 
   So, that left the ghost, Mary, for our class, and she wasn’t really all that exciting. She’d decided to appear in a rocking chair and knitted the whole time. A few class participants drew pictures of her, and it was always interesting for the classmates to compare what they saw.
 
   But I was glad when the class ended. Julie helped me clean up as usual, and afterward, in my apartment, I caught her up on the latest details regarding Garrett.
 
   Julie was, of course, mortified. “Oh, Mack!” she exclaimed, looking up at his shadowy figure. “I’m sooo sorry! I wish I could just give you a big, giant hug.”
 
   Even Mack had to crack a slight smile at her genuine concern. “Thank you, dahlin,” he said.
 
   “Don’t worry, Julie,” I said. “I’m going to go see Garrett tomorrow morning.”
 
   “And I’m coming along,” Mack chimed in.
 
   “Really?” Julie could be overly dramatic at times. Or maybe, under these circumstances, she exuded the perfect amount of drama. It would have been more exciting if it hadn’t felt so damned dangerous to me.
 
   “Really,” I answered dryly.
 
   Speaking of dry, it was martini time. It had been a hell of a day, and I felt I’d earned it. I let my cigarette dangle from my lips as I shook the cocktail shaker. I was a real pro at this.
 
   I glanced through the opening from where I was in the kitchen to Julie and Mack, who were just a few feet away in the living room. Julie was looking wide-eyed up at Mack.
 
   “Are you going to, you know, show yourself to Garrett?” she asked him.
 
   “I’m not sure,” he answered, his tone serious. “I would like nothing more, but I think my son will have enough on his mind after Pauline talks with him. I don’t want to overwhelm the lad.”
 
   “I hate to say it,” I told him as I brought my glass of liquid relaxation into the living room, “but I think you’re right. Let’s get this all out in the open and when it’s sorted out, then you could see your son.”
 
   “Let me come,” Julie said, excited. “Please? I can help. I’ll have your back.”
 
   I gazed up at Mack, questioning. He thought for a moment, and then nodded.
 
   “All right,” I said, seating myself in my favorite spot on the couch. I tucked my feet under me and took a sip of my drink. God, it tasted good. “But we all have to keep our cool. We want to convince Garrett that he’s making a mistake.”
 
   “I wish I’d taken a picture of Lana kissing that man,” Julie said bitterly. “That would have gone a long way.”
 
   “Well, we’ll get through to him. Somehow.”
 
   “I’ll help you, Pauline. Remember, I’ve helped you before. But it’s getting late. I’d better get home, get some rest. What time should I be here tomorrow?”
 
   “How about nine?” I suggested, looking at the clock. It was almost eleven. I needed rest as well.
 
   “Nine, it is,” she said as she gathered her purse. “Mack, don’t you worry. We’re not going to let anything happen to Garrett.”
 
   “No, we won’t.” I noticed he included himself, but I kept quiet.
 
   Julie blew him a kiss, and he did smile then, and pretended to catch it. “Back atcha, sweetie.”
 
   After Julie left I made myself another martini. Surprisingly, Mack stayed. I could tell by the way he hovered over me and looked down his nose that he didn’t approve, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
   He followed me into the living room, and I turned on the TV for him. There was a baseball game on, but I didn’t pay attention. I never did, unless it was the Dodgers. Or the Red Sox. I always felt like a traitor, watching the Red Sox, but Mack loved them, and he told me stories about the players and the team.
 
   That night, neither team was playing, and I had other things to think about. I pondered about the bracelet. How could I convince Garrett that Mack had given it to Bella?
 
   “That’s easy,” Mack said, reading my thoughts again. “I had it inscribed: ‘Bella Mackenzie.’”
 
   “Well, why didn’t you mention that before?” I half-mumbled.
 
   “I didn’t think of it before,” he said. “Sometimes, things, memories, are a bit hazy.”
 
   I finished my drink, and set the glass down. “I’m going to bed.”
 
   Mack didn’t say anything as I got up. I didn’t mind if he stayed. If I knew him, he would be there in the morning to make sure I got up on time.
 
   I made my way to my bedroom, put on my jammies and pulled back the covers and climbed in bed. I doubted the TV would keep me up.
 
   I rested my head on my pillow, grateful to finally be in bed. As I drifted off into my drunken slumber, I tried to hold on to the thought that the next day might be one of the most important days of my life. My thoughts drifted from Garrett to Mack. Mack, who was keeping vigil over me so I could help his son. 
 
   And then I was out.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   The next thing I knew, my alarm clock was blaring. I still had one of those old clocks that honked a monstrous noise so loud it would wake the dead. And apparently, it did, because when I hit the snooze button, I heard a tap-tap on my closed bedroom door.
 
   “I’m up,” I mumbled.
 
   Thank God Mack was gentlemanly enough to give me privacy to get up and get ready. I knew I was no spring chicken. I always looked like hell in the mornings. He kept his eyes on the TV as I ambled into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. While it brewed, I went into the bathroom and began the task of making myself presentable. I remembered a time when it took me less than five minutes to apply just a little makeup. Those were the days. But they were long gone. I had to put Visine in my eyes twice in the mornings now to get the red out.
 
   I got a big mug of coffee and headed back to my bedroom to dress. I was just about ready when I heard the thud of the remote dropping onto the coffee table repeatedly. It was Mack’s way of telling me to hurry up.
 
   “Relax,” I called, and gulped my coffee. Too bad I couldn’t put any rum into it. I was driving into downtown L.A., and even I didn’t drink and drive. It was probably the biggest reason I rarely went out these days.
 
   I had on a fairly nice suit, and my uncomfortable nice shoes. I grabbed the matching jacket, knowing I’d be too warm with it on, and picked a nice pair of earrings that matched.
 
   I appeared in the living room, ready to go, when Julie knocked on the door. I unlocked it for her, and hurried to the kitchen to put some more coffee in a travel mug.
 
   “You look nice,” Julie offered. I didn’t dress up too often.
 
   “Thanks. So do you.”
 
   Mack was hovering impatiently in the kitchen.
 
   “It’s precisely nine o’clock,” I snapped.
 
   “There might be traffic,” Mack countered.
 
   “There’s always traffic in L.A., Mack. You haven’t been gone that long.”
 
   “I brought you a bagel with cream cheese,” Julie said brightly. I tried not to let her youth and morning spryness irritate me. I flipped open a bottle of ibuprofen and downed two with my coffee. “We’ll have to eat in the car,” I said. “I doubt we could relax, eat in peace and have a nice cigarette.” I eyed Mack as I said this. He didn’t care.
 
   I got onto the I-5 South. Downtown wasn’t too far away, but it was true that there was always traffic. Almost always.
 
   Mack sat in the back, looking out the window and frowning. “I don’t know why Garrett moved the offices from Silver Lake,” he remarked.
 
   “Well, he’s not as established as you were,” I observed. “Maybe he’s sharing office space. And, it’s good to be in the center of town. Says something about your business.”
 
   Julie handed me my bagel, and I took a bite. A big blob of cream cheese plopped onto my black blouse.
 
   “Damn it,” I swore. “Hand me a napkin, Jules.”
 
   She did so, and I tried my best to wipe it off while weaving through the thousands of other cars on the freeway. I ended up with a big greasy spot right on my boob. Crap.
 
   We pulled into a multi-level underground parking lot off of Spring Street. I took a deep breath and smiled into the rearview mirror at Mack. “Ready?” I asked.
 
   “I am,” he said. “We’ve got some business to attend to before going to his office, though.”
 
   “And what would that be?” I asked. You never knew with Mack. But his answer surprised me.
 
   “We were followed heah,” he said, and jerked his head to a car parking not far away.
 
   I followed his line of vision. A dark, sleek SUV had just pulled in.
 
   “Are you sure?” Julie asked.
 
   “Yep. Evah since we left the neighborhood.”
 
   No one got out of the SUV.
 
   “Bet they’ll get out once you ladies do,” Mack predicted.
 
   “Well, there’s only one way to find out,” I told them. “Come on, Julie.”
 
   Julie was nervous, I could tell. Sure enough, as we exited the car—and Mack moved through it—a man in a dark suit and dark sunglasses got out. He was wearing a long overcoat, even though the day promised to be warm.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Mack said as he rose into the air and looked down at the man.
 
   He headed towards us, and I decided to wait for him. He looked a little surprised that we weren’t hurrying for the elevator, but he kept his pace until he reached us.
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked coolly. I had my own shades on, which was good. I didn’t want him to see any fear in my eyes. And I reassured myself that Julie and I had a bodyguard that this man didn’t know about.
 
   “Pauline Ocean.” He looked away while he said my name.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Julie took a step closer to me, but kept silent.
 
   “You’re here to visit Garrett Mackenzie. Is that right?”
 
   “You’re correct. And your name is…?”
 
   “My name’s not important. I don’t think it would be in your best interest to visit Mr. Mackenzie.”
 
   It irritated me that he wouldn’t look at me. Probably some kind of dramatic thug trait he had picked up from watching too much TV.
 
   I laughed. “Who do you think you are? You can’t tell me what to do. Good day to you, sir.”
 
   Julie and I turned, but the man caught my arm. “I’m afraid you don’t understand,” the man said quietly. He was glancing around the semi-dark lot.
 
   It was then that Mack decided to show himself. He just appeared, right next to me. He hovered above the floor and put his hand on top of the man’s grip on me.
 
   “I’m afraid it’s you who doesn’t undahstand,” Mack bellowed.
 
   The trench coat man whipped his hand off of me and jumped back. “Whaa…”
 
   Mack pushed him, and I knew that the man would be chilled by the ghost’s touch. It’s not a pleasant experience, most of the time, to be touched by a ghost. Add to it the element of surprise and most people are spooked enough.
 
   Add an angry and impatient Mack, and the results were most spectacular.
 
   The man almost fell, more out of fear and surprise than anything. He caught himself and gaped at Mack’s shimmering image now floating in front of me and Julie. He tried to gather his wits about him, but it was clear that he was spooked.
 
   “What were you saying?” Julie asked with a smile.
 
   Arms crossed, Mack moved closer to the man. The man stood his ground, but just barely. Whoever he was, he was a bully, and he was used to intimidating people. His face, which had gone pale, reddened with embarrassment.
 
   “You don’t scare me,” the man said uncertainly. “I’ve got a job to do.”
 
   Mack drew himself up and took a deep breath. “BOO!” he bellowed.
 
   “Mother of God,” whimpered the man, and he turned around and fled.
 
   “That’s right!” Mack hollered after him as the man tried to unlock his car with shaking hands. “Come around these ladies again and you’ll get what you deserve!”
 
   The man got into his car and backed out too fast, bumping into another car. He didn’t stop, though, and sped right past us. Mack took the opportunity to sweep alongside of the man’s window for a few yards, moaning loudly.
 
   With the Trench Coat Man gone, Mack came back to my side. 
 
   Julie laughed, and I joined in. 
 
   Mack was obviously pleased with himself, although it hadn’t taken much to get rid of our tail.
 
   “Now,” I said, turning finally toward the elevator at the far end of the lot, “you’ve had your fun, Mack. I hope you don’t have any ideas once we get inside.”
 
   “Not unless there are any more like him,” Mack answered.
 
   Once we found the floor where Garrett’s office was, Mack became somber.
 
   “It might be difficult to see your son again after so long,” I offered. “You can wait outside the office if you’d like.”
 
   “No, I don’t want to wait outside. I won’t show myself to him. I wouldn’t want to scare Garrett, or make him sad.”
 
   We were approaching his suite. My shoes were pinching my toes and I could feel a blister already forming at one of my heels. Julie had her eye on the old ghost. “Why don’t we wait and see how things go?” she asked. “If he’s receptive…”
 
   “I know my son.” Mack cut her off. “I think, even if he believes you, he will need some time to get used to the idea of me being around.”
 
   We arrived at the office doors. “All right,” I said. “Let’s just see how he receives us.”
 
   I opened the door and we filed in. I had a feeling that, one way or the other, we were about to change Garrett’s life forever.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   A receptionist sat at her desk behind a small window that could slide open and shut. It was closed, but she looked up at Julie and me and smiled. She wasn’t aware that Mack was right next to me.
 
   “Good morning,” she greeted me cheerfully enough. “How can I help you ladies?”
 
   “We’re here to see Garrett Mackenzie,” I told her, returning the smile.
 
   “May I have your name, please?” she asked. Her eyes darted for a half a second to the oily blob on my blouse, but she continued smiling. 
 
   Oh, well.
 
   “I’m Pauline Ocean. This is my friend, Julie.”
 
   We had come unannounced, but the receptionist maintained her friendly mannerism. “One moment, please.”
 
   She picked up the phone next to her and pressed a button. She turned her head slightly and spoke softly so that I couldn’t hear the conversation.
 
   Then she hung up and faced us again. “I’m sorry, but Mr. Mackenzie is in a meeting. I’d be happy to tell him you came by.”
 
   I had no intention of leaving. “It’s important,” I told her. “Could you please tell him I have to see him?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but he’ll be in meetings all day.” Her smile never faltered as she looked me square in the eye.
 
   “Thunder,” Mack said. I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t talk to him in front of the receptionist and he knew it. But he persisted. “Write a message for Garrett.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “May I leave a message for him?”
 
   “Certainly,” the young woman answered, and handed me a small pad of paper and a pen through the window. She went back to her typing while she waited for me.
 
   I took the pen and wrote Thunder on it.
 
   “Write that Garrett used to take Thunder to the old pepper tree on the weekends. Thunder would graze while Garrett read.”
 
   I glanced at Mack. “She’s going to think I’m crazy,” I whispered.
 
   “Who cares?” Mack said.
 
   “Mack’s right,” Julie whispered, “If that will get us in to see Garrett, then do it.”
 
   The receptionist kept her hands on her keyboard but stole a glance at us, curious as to why Julie and I were looking to the side, whispering. 
 
   I sighed. “Whatever it takes,” I said, and wrote down what Mack had told me.
 
   I folded the paper into quarters and handed it back to the receptionist, along with the pad and pen. “I understand Mr. Mackenzie is a busy man,” I told her, “but he will want to see this.”
 
   “I can give it to him later,” she told me, “but I can’t interrupt him right now. I’m sure you understand.”
 
   “I understand that he will want to see this note,” I said, taking a slightly firmer stance. “And I know you won’t want to disappoint your boss.” I passed the note to her through the window. “I’ll wait while you give it to him.”
 
   She hesitantly took the paper. I could tell we were trying her patience, but she’d get over it. She got up and disappeared down a hallway.
 
   Julie and I waited and Mack hovered, studying two pieces of artwork that were side by side. They were abstracts, and Mack tilted his head sideways, frowning at them.
 
   The receptionist returned and opened the door that led from the outer office to her world, and the business world of Garrett Mackenzie. “Mr. Mackenzie can see you now. If you’ll follow me, please?” She held the door for us and as she closed it, Mack whisked through it.
 
   There were several employees working in a large, open space that was surrounded by several doors and conference rooms. The receptionist walked confidently to one of the doors, knocked briefly and opened it for us. She stepped aside.
 
   Garrett sat behind a large dark office desk piled with papers and files. He was on the phone but waved us in. 
 
   Mack remained behind me, but I could feel his vibes. He hadn’t seen his son in four years. I glanced back at him; his face was set like cold stone, but his eyes revealed the love he felt for his son.
 
   Garrett hung up the phone and rose, although he didn’t seem too thrilled to see Julie and me. “Close the door, please,” he said simply.
 
   We did, and he gestured for us to sit. He sat back down behind his massive desk. He rested his elbows on the hardwood, and put his fingers together like so many steeples.
 
   I thought it best to let him begin the conversation; I didn’t want to appear too eager or pushy, even though I had come unannounced.
 
   Finally, he looked up at me. “How did you know about the pepper tree?” he asked, but before I had a chance to answer, he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll come up with some plausible answer, and I still won’t believe you.”
 
   “Garrett,” I began, “I understand that me coming to you is unusual, and that you might not believe I am who I am, or what I have to tell you.”
 
   “All of that is beside the point, too, Miss Ocean.”
 
   “Please, call me Pauline. And this is Julie.”
 
   Mack was way up in the corner at the far end of the room. About as far away as he could get without leaving the office altogether. 
 
   “Pauline, then. All right, you’ve gotten me to agree to see you. Tell me what you want to say. I’ll listen to you, this once. Then if I see you again, I should warn you I might file harassment charges against you. Are we clear?”
 
   “Perfectly,” I said, looking into his dark eyes. “Well, I hope you take me seriously. There are three things I need to tell you. And, in return, or should I say as a favor to me, I’d like to ask you some questions about your father’s demise. His death. As you know, I don’t think he died a natural death. I’m sure of it, and if I can, I’d like to find out the truth.”
 
   “Shoot.” He leaned back in his leather swivel chair and put his feet up on the desk. “If you give me something important, I may answer some of your questions.”
 
   “You’re not going to like any of it,” I cautioned. Julie stayed quiet, but I was glad she was with me. I could use the moral support. I continued, “The first thing is this.” I shifted in my seat. I really didn’t want to hurt Garrett. “The bracelet your fiancée wears. It’s one of a kind. There isn’t another in the world like it.”
 
   “So?” he asked. “I’m not surprised. Lana told me it’s a family heirloom, and that she loves it.”
 
   “Family heirloom,” Julie muttered. I elbowed her.
 
   “I suppose it could be,” I told Garrett. “The thing is, the bracelet was originally given to your father’s widow, Bella.”
 
   Garrett laughed. “You must be joking. The two have never met.”
 
   “You sure about that?” I asked him.
 
   “I haven’t seen Bella since my father died. And I don’t want to.” His lips turned down, and his face reddened a bit. “I’m quite sure I would know if Lana ever knew or met Bella. Lana knows how I feel about her.”
 
   “I’ll say the same thing: Are you sure about that? It’s got an inscription on the inside. It says ‘Bella Mackenzie.’ Have you seen that?”
 
   “Look.” Garrett’s tone was soft but threatening. “I don’t know what you’re implying about Lana. Bella disappeared after my father’s death. With all of his money.”
 
   “Really,” Julie said.
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Well, you can verify this information if you like. It was made in Ireland, for Bella, by a famous jeweler. He even signed a contract that he would never make another. Your father, Mack, wanted Bella to have something that was hers and hers alone. I guess that doesn’t count for much.”
 
   “I don’t have to check anything out,” Garrett responded, but I detected a hint of doubt. Just a hint. “What’s next on your list? You had three things you wanted to tell me.”
 
   This time, Julie took the lead. “What would you say if we told you that we were followed here this morning? A man, a thug, tried to keep us from visiting you.”
 
   “I would say that’s highly unlikely, and has nothing to do with me. I’m not sure I believe you. Why would anyone do that?”
 
   “That’s what we would like to know,” I said. “More importantly, who would want to stop us?”
 
   “Again with the accusations,” he answered wryly. “This is becoming tedious. And, begging your pardon, if such a thing did occur, how did he fail?”
 
   “Let’s just say he was scared off.” I looked down at my nails, hiding a smile at the memory of Mack frightening the guy.
 
    “All right, have it your way,” Garrett took his feet off the desk and leaned forward. “So far, you haven’t told me anything of interest. What’s the third thing you want to tell me?”
 
   Julie wanted so badly to tell him about Lana’s lover. She opened her mouth, but I put my hand on hers.
 
   “You will be interested in that, Garrett, I guarantee you. But you won’t be happy about it, so could I please ask you some questions first? As I said, Mack is dear to me, and I’d like to know what events occurred before he died. It would bring him peace.”
 
   At this, Mack swooped down to just beside Garrett’s desk. Julie and I wanted answers. But Mack really wanted to know the truth.
 
   There was a framed picture of Garrett and Lana on the desk, and Mack gathered his strength and gave it a shove. It fell over forward, face down. 
 
   Garrett jumped. “How’d you do that?” he asked, glancing around warily.
 
   “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   Before I could say any more, Mack moved in back of Garrett and put a hand on his son’s shoulder. Garrett tensed, sucked in a breath, but then relaxed. Mack stayed that way for a moment, while Garrett looked out his window, lost in thought. I didn’t know what Mack was doing. Perhaps he was sending memories or emotions to his son. Finally, Mack removed his hand, but he stayed next to his son.
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on,” Garrett sounded spent, almost defeated. “I have tried not to look back. But somehow, I feel like I should tell you.”
 
   Julie and I held our breath.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   “My father was a good man,” Garrett began. “It took a long time for me to realize it, but I understand that now. You know my mother died shortly after I was born. It wasn’t easy, especially back in the 80s, to be a single father. He worked a lot, and was out of town often. I resented him for not spending time with me like other fathers, and I think somewhere inside of him, he constantly fought off blaming me for my mother’s death.
 
   “But when he was around, he took a real interest in me. We had fun together. He took me all over the world in the summers and on school breaks. He gave me a love for horses. He told me all about my mother, so that I would never forget her.”
 
   Garrett paused. This was going to be tough, I thought to myself. But I wouldn’t have missed Garrett’s side of the story for the world. Mack was still behind Garrett, but rising slowly, steadily upward. And except for the picture knocked over, Garrett had no inkling of any supernatural presence.
 
   “The horse he gave me was the greatest gift I ever received. He knew I wanted one, having taken lessons for a couple of years.” Garrett shook his head, filled with memories. “I remember giving him a hell of a time when I was a teen. I guess all kids do that,” he chuckled. “And when he sent me off to college, I started to grow up, though I was still a spoiled rich kid.
 
   “But you want to know the circumstances of his death. I gotta tell you, Pauline, it’s a mystery, and to this day, I don’t have an answer. I still have a lot of questions.”
 
   “Like what?” I asked. “Mack simply told me you didn’t visit him much after he married Bella.”
 
   This stunned him for a moment. “You really are in touch with him,” he said in wonder.
 
   “I am,” I answered, being careful to keep my eyes averted from the old ghost above Garrett. “It’s partly for him that I’m asking you to tell me what happened.”
 
   “Well,” Garrett toyed with a pen as he spoke, “I first met Bella after I came home from graduating from college. He’d told me all about her and I understood that she was special.
 
   “I remember how beautiful she was. She was drop-dead gorgeous, but I was uncomfortable seeing them so close. My dad dated, yeah, but I could tell this was different. And she tried to befriend me. Too much, I thought. She was different, unique. At the time, I thought it was because she was from a different culture. I saw that my father was happy, so I did my best to accept her.
 
   “They married sooner than I expected. It was a huge affair, and they went off to Europe for their honeymoon. I was working at his office, learning from his partners to make a career of working with him and following in his footsteps.”
 
   Garrett got up from his desk and crossed to his huge window that lent a magnificent view of LA. Julie and I didn’t say a word; we didn’t want him to stop. He would come to it, I told myself. Mack kept to Garrett’s side, waiting for something he’d yearned to know for years now.
 
   “Everything was fine,” Garrett went on, “for about a year. Then my father started feeling sick sometimes. Just getting the flu or something, but more often than is usual. He wasn’t that old. He went to the doctors, and they found nothing wrong. He tried to cover up how he was feeling physically, but I could tell. Bella said he was overtired and overworked. That he needed more rest. He started working from home more.
 
   “It didn’t really bother me, at first, when she started helping him. She would make business and financial decisions for him, more and more. But I had this nagging feeling, you know? That something was wrong. I tried to talk to him about it, and explained that I wanted to be involved in more of his business decisions. That never happened. I don’t know why. Or at least, I didn’t at the time.
 
   “Then he got really sick. He couldn’t work at all. I remember arguing with Bella, how I was a part of the family business and had a right to know what was going on. She always had some answer. That my father didn’t want me burdened, or that deals were made when I wasn’t present, things were done without my knowledge.
 
   “I tried to talk to Dad. But by then, he was really sick. He was bedridden. I didn’t think of it at the time, but looking back, I’ll bet he was drugged. He could barely talk. I wanted to take him to the hospital, but Bella had a doctor come in and talk to me. He convinced me that Dad was better off at home. Bella reminded me how proud Dad was, and that he wouldn’t want to be in a hospital, or even let anyone know he was so sick. I can’t believe she talked me into leaving him there, at home. It was the last time I ever saw him.”
 
   Mack was growing more emotional. He floated next to Garrett, fists clenched. 
 
   “What happened?” Julie asked. “Did he die that day?”
 
   “No,” Garrett answered. He was reliving tough times. He looked defeated. He turned to us, and Mack made room for him. “After that, the next day, I changed my mind. I was determined to take him to a hospital. I didn’t care what Bella said. I was angry with her, and becoming more suspicious.
 
   “When I got to his house, there were armed guards outside the gate. I demanded them to be let in, but they refused even when I told them who I was. I called Bella, but she didn’t pick up. I even called the police. I told them the situation, and they told me my father had filed a restraining order against me, and that I should leave.”
 
   “Oh, my God,” I whispered, looking up at Mack, whose expression was a mixture of anger toward Bella, and new understanding for his son. He’d thought his son had abandoned him, but now, he was getting the truth.
 
   “I got the call the next day that my father had died. Bella told me he had died in his sleep. I was devastated. I couldn’t believe it. I felt guilty that I hadn’t done more. I should have called his attorney, but it all happened so fast; I wasn’t thinking straight. Turned out that Bella had hired new attorneys anyway. She did ask me to come over, that there was business to be taken care of. And the funeral.
 
   “I rushed over there. I wanted to see my father one last time. But his body had already been taken from the house. Bella sat in the main living room with her new attorneys, whom I’d never met before. Probably hours before his death, he had taken me completely out of the will and left everything to Bella.
 
   “I was furious,” Garrett growled. “Not so much because of the money. I admit, that was part of it. But I knew, I just knew that my father would never have done anything like that. He wanted me to work with him! He was happy that I’d earned a degree in finance and business investment, and I knew he meant for me to take over his business one day.
 
   “But when I argued with Bella, she had me thrown out. She had changed completely. She didn’t seem sad at all, and she wanted me gone. She told me to never set foot in her house again. Her house.”
 
   Julie was almost in tears. “Oh, Garrett, that must have been awful.”
 
   “It was,” he agreed. “And I still wasn’t thinking clearly. I still thought I could get things sorted out. I went to a friend’s house that night and got drunk. That was probably the biggest mistake I made. It was a waste of precious time. The next day, I went to the coroner’s office and requested the autopsy results. I was sure if I could get proof, I could claim what was rightfully mine.”
 
   “Good thinking.” I tried to encourage Garrett, who sounded like a lost child. 
 
   “Yes. But the chief coroner met with me. He told me there had been a ‘mistake.’ That my father’s body had been cremated already, and that an autopsy hadn’t been performed.”
 
   “What?” I exclaimed. “They can’t do that.”
 
   “I know. But it happened. To this day, I’m sure that Bella had something to do with it. I went to my dad’s old attorney and explained the situation. He was distant, cold to me. He’d been my dad’s friend and lawyer for years, but he said he couldn’t take on any new cases and bid me good day.”
 
   “Wow,” Julie and I said in unison. Mack was boiling by this point. He was shimmering more brightly, and I could plainly see him in the office, next to and just above his son.
 
   This was a horrible story, and I had a feeling Garrett wasn’t done. I couldn’t help it, I needed a cigarette. I went to the window and opened it. “Would you mind if I had a cigarette? I asked him. “I’ll blow it out the window.”
 
   At this point, Garrett couldn’t have cared less. “Go ahead,” he said with a wave of his hand.
 
   I lit one up and inhaled deeply. “Then what happened? Please go on.”
 
   “I lost it,” Garrett told us. “My father was dead, and I was grieving, and I was angry. I knew Bella had done it. I didn’t know how, but I was determined to find out. I drove to the house to confront her. I thought of killing her, I was so mad.”
 
   “I don’t blame you,” Julie said.
 
   “Yes. The gated driveway was open, no security guards. I ran up the steps and pounded on the door. There was no answer. The door was unlocked, so I went inside, intent on getting the truth out of that bitch.”
 
   I puffed three times on my smoke and stubbed it out on the window ledge, fanning the smoke out.
 
   “What did she say?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Garrett said. “The house was empty. Bella was gone.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   “Gone?” Julie asked.
 
   Garrett glanced at his cell phone. I could tell he was looking at the time. We had been there at least an hour. But I wanted him to finish.
 
   “So, what did you do?” I prompted.
 
   “What could I do?” he exclaimed bitterly. “The house wasn’t mine. Nothing was. I went upstairs, looking for something to remember my father by.” Mack was surprised at this. “He’d had a portrait done of him a while back. It hung in the upper hallway. It was slashed.”
 
   Simultaneously, Julie and I said, “Ooohhh.” 
 
   “That was when I knew for sure,” Garrett went on. “I mean, I realized there was foul play, but that was when it struck my heart. In the master bedroom, all of Bella’s clothes were gone, as well as her jewelry and anything else of value. I did find an old photo of me and my dad, when I was younger. I kept it, and framed it.”
 
   I nodded for him to go on.
 
   “It’s not altogether true that he left me with nothing. I had about a hundred grand. I decided to hire a private detective to help me.”
 
   “That was a good idea,” I told him. “What did he find?”
 
   “Well, he did come up with a few things,” Garrett answered. “He found out that the chefs Bella had flown in were really chemists. I gave him more money and told him to dig deeper. But after that, nothing. At least that’s what he said. I paid him a lot more money up front, and he came to me a week later and told me he could no longer work on my case.”
 
   “That’s odd,” I murmured. 
 
   “I know. I hired another one. Same thing. A few days later, he called, too. Didn’t even have the guts to see me in person. Said he couldn’t help me. By the time the third one I hired told me the same thing, I gave up. The police wouldn’t help, there was no autopsy, and obviously someone was either scaring the P.I.’s or buying them off. By that time, I really was almost broke.”
 
   “Ask him about the chemists,” Mack said.
 
   I did.
 
   “They were gone,” Garrett’s voice was full of despair. “I couldn’t find them on my own. It all happened so fast, you know? I couldn’t think straight. All of the P.I.s were spooked. I didn’t know what to do.”
 
   It seemed he was finally out of words. Julie and I sat across from him, unable to find any of our own. Mack touched his son’s shoulder lightly, and Garrett did sit up a little straighter. A touch from a ghost doesn’t have to be cold, not when it comes from love. Perhaps I was right. The heart is stronger than the brain.
 
   “I guess I pissed away a little more money. I traveled for a month or so, partying, but also soul-searching. I finally came to the conclusion that my father, however he died, would have wanted me to go on with life. So I did.”
 
   I reached across the desk and patted his hand. “You were right about that, Garrett. You should be proud of yourself.”
 
   “I guess so. It took me four years to find someone suited for me. Lana is the best thing that ever happened to me. And now, you ladies tell me she’s trying to pull something, and your only proof is a bracelet…” He looked out the window in thought. Then he turned to us. “Why would you do such a thing?”
 
   I was taken aback. “I can see how you might be suspicious,” I told him, “but honestly, we’re just trying to help.”
 
   But Garrett didn’t want to hear it. “Maybe you’re working for Bella,” he accused. “I shouldn’t have told you all that.” He rose, and was about to push a button on his phone when his office door opened.
 
   In walked Lana. She smiled at him, but took one look at us and her mouth turned down into a frown. “What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice cold. 
 
   “They were just leaving,” Garrett told her. He crossed the room and kissed her.
 
   Mack didn’t like it at all. It was the first time he’d seen Garrett’s fiancée, and he whooshed over and pushed his hands through Lana. She shivered suddenly.
 
   “I thought I told you to leave Garrett alone,” she said, looking down her nose at me as if I were a dead rodent.
 
   I ignored her. “Garrett, there was one other thing we wanted to tell you…” I didn’t want to tell him about her lover when she was present, but I would if I had to.
 
   “I don’t want to hear it,” he snapped. “I don’t know what you want of me, but let me be clear. No one will ever get the best of me again. I’ve learned my lesson.”
 
   Lana stood next to him, smiling like the cat that ate the canary. “Darling,” she said, taking his hand, “we’ll be late for lunch. You haven’t forgotten, have you?”
 
   “No, no, we’re finished here. Miss Ocean, Julie, I would like you to leave now. And don’t come back.”
 
   I knew not to push too much. I would find another time to talk with him. I’d come up with something. “Come on, Julie,” I said as I stood up.
 
   “No,” Mack said firmly.
 
   Again, I forced myself not to look at him. “Another time.” I tugged at Julie’s arm. I didn’t want to cause a scene. Julie let me pull her toward the door.
 
   But Mack was impatient. “Tell him,” Mack said. “Tell him now, before it’s too late.”
 
   “It won’t be too late,” I whispered. “There’s still time.”
 
   But Garrett and Lana heard me. And of course, what I had just said could be interpreted any number or ways.
 
   Garrett took a long stride and grabbed my arm. “Still time for what? Who are you? Tell me what you want!”
 
   Garrett was intimidating me. Mack was angry with me, he hovered, fuming, arms crossed. For once, I didn’t know what to do.
 
   So, Julie did it for me. She raised her arm and pointed a finger at Lana. “She’s having an affair! We saw her kissing another man! He was driving a car with the logo of a modeling agency on the back window.”
 
   Lana’s face went pale, and then grew red with anger. “How dare you!” she hissed. She pounced toward Julie and slapped her hard across the face.
 
   Julie was about to hit Lana back. Cat fight, I thought to myself, but I grabbed Julie and pulled her back while Garrett fought to control his tigress.
 
   A couple of staff appeared in the doorway, curious about the commotion. 
 
   “Get them out of here,” Garrett spat, “before I call the police.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   If Mack could have coldcocked the security guard that followed us to our car, he would have. There was another guard watching us exit at the bottom of the parking structure.
 
   “That could have gone better,” Julie said as she gingerly touched her cheek. It was still red from Lana’s slap. I hoped it wouldn’t bruise.
 
   “I’m so sorry she hit you,” I told her. I balanced the steering wheel with my elbow so I could light a cigarette.
 
   “You should have given her what she deserves,” Mack growled from the back seat. “I’ve a good mind to teach her a thing or two.”
 
   “Hmmm,” I said, looking into my rearview mirror at him. He was just an outline, a shadow of himself, or of what I usually saw. His arms were still crossed as if to demonstrate his consternation. The thought of him teaching her “a thing or two” actually had some merit.
 
   I puffed, exhaled out the window. Back on the freeway. “We did get a lot of information. That was thanks to you, Mack. Right? You touched him, and then he told his story.”
 
   “Well, I might be dead but I still have some life in me.” He stared out the window. I could only imagine how he felt. A mixture of emotions; realizing that his son had never abandoned him. Garrett really did try. Anger at the young woman who threatened Garrett now. Garrett’s financial life, and possibly, his physical life, too. 
 
   “Well, we do have time,” I repeated. “The wedding’s about a month away. Surely we can get somewhere by then.”
 
   I realized I was preaching to the choir. Both Julie and Mack were lost in thought. I flipped my cigarette stub out the window with a pang of guilt for littering.
 
   When we got home, the first thing I did was take off my shoes and change into something more comfortable. Julie got a washcloth and wrapped it around some ice for her cheek.
 
   “She’s stronger than she looks, the skinny bitch,” I remarked. I set about making margaritas. They weren’t my favorite, too sweet for me, but Julie liked them. I poured the ingredients into the blender and switched it on. 
 
   Mack was quiet, but it was the kind of quiet that a man has when he’s deadly angry. Dead or alive, angry men made me nervous. I wouldn’t show it, though. I knew Mack would never harm me, no matter how annoying he could be or how mad he got.
 
   I brought Julie a margarita to where she was seated on the couch. “No salt,” I said. “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Julie said, setting the drink down without even tasting it. I tried not to let that irritate me. I sipped my own, and it was pretty good.
 
   “So, you’re just going to sit here and get sloshed.” Mack’s ghostly figure was back. “That’s ya ansah to everything. Good Christ, woman, how selfish can ya be?”
 
   “No,” I said, lips pursed. “I’m trying to think. If only Lana hadn’t come in when she did, I’m sure we could have told him what we saw in a more delicate manner.”
 
   “That Bella must pull a lot of weight,” Julie said. Mack brought himself down to her level and inspected her cheek. The red handprint was fading, but it seemed to make him even angrier. Julie smiled at him and continued, “I mean, who can get someone cremated like that? What did she do to scare off those P.I.’s and even have the coroner in her back pocket to release the body for cremation before an autopsy? It had to have been Bella, right?”
 
   “Right,” I agreed. “And Lana’s got to be connected with her. How else would she have gotten that bracelet?”
 
   “We need to let Garrett cool off,” Julie said. “Men need time to process things. Maybe he’ll find out about her cheating on him. At least we told him.”
 
   “Maybe,” Mack said, “and maybe not.” He rose again. “Julie, I’m sorry about your cheek. You ladies might not be able to do anything right now, but I certainly can.”
 
   He was heading for the door. “What are you going to do?” I asked. “You should wait, Mack. Let things calm down a bit.”
 
   “Why?” he asked. “My son will listen to me, if no one else.”
 
   “Because you’ll scare him,” I argued.
 
   “No, but I’m going to put the fear of God into her,” Mack called over his shoulder.
 
   “Wait, Mack!” I hollered.
 
   But it was no use. Mack was gone. 
 
   We were both wondering just what Mack planned to do, and although it added tension to an already tense day, neither one of us could think of anything to say.
 
   I got up and went into the kitchen. Those margaritas were pretty good, but I also needed something to eat. Julie came in and together we made some sandwiches.
 
   We took them out onto the patio. A hummingbird zipped over to my feeder and drank, then was gone.
 
   “It would be fun to watch whatever Mack does,” Julie said, breaking our silence. “I hope he doesn’t go too far.”
 
   “He’s a wise soul,” I reflected. 
 
   “Yeah, but I’ve never seen him so angry. He’s the type you wouldn’t want to mess with.”
 
   “I think he’s also the type who would never hurt a woman, though.” I took a bite and washed it down with my drink. “He’s pretty smart. He’ll come back and tell us all about it. You never know, he just might solve all of this himself.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Julie frowned. “This whole thing is making me uneasy.”
 
   I simply nodded. Things were out of my hands for the moment, but I knew how Julie felt. After learning about Bella, who knew what Lana was capable of? It seemed as if the two bitches were connected, but how?
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
   There seemed to be nothing we could do for the moment, only wait for Mack to come back. Julie and I set about cleaning up my potted plants. We plucked dead leaves from them and I was unraveling the hose, getting the kinks out of it, when we heard a great thump in the living room.
 
   Mack was back.
 
   “Come on,” I said to her.
 
   I barely got inside when Mack was in my face, nervous as a racehorse. “You’ve got to stop them,” he puffed as if he was out of breath.
 
   “Mack, what’s wrong?” Julie asked when she saw his anxiety.
 
   “Oh, she’s got her claws into him,” Mack burst out. “Come on, there’s no time to waste!”
 
   He rushed to the door, and it opened. Mack hardly ever did that.
 
   “Stop him from what?” I asked. I knew he was talking about Garrett.
 
   “Get your cah keys!” Mack rushed back to the coffee table where my car keys lay and shoved them at me. They landed at my feet.
 
   “All right, all right,” I said, bending to pick them up. Whatever it was, Mack seemed desperate about it. “Where are we going?”
 
   “You go to Garrett’s house. I’m going ahead to see where they’re headed and I’ll meet you when you get there.”
 
   He was behind us now, herding us like a couple of cows. I snatched up my purse, and Julie did likewise. I set down my margarita, and handed the keys to Julie. I wasn’t drunk, but she hadn’t even finished her first one.
 
   “Come on, quit dilly-dallying,” Mack urged as I closed my apartment door from the outside. 
 
   “We’re not,” I argued. “And could you please tell me what is so urgent?”
 
   “She’s a sly one, that Lana,” Mack growled as we descended the front steps to my car. “Smaht little hussy. No time to waste.”
 
   Julie hurried to the car and unlocked it.
 
   “For Pete’s sake, Mack, what’s going on?”
 
   “They’re getting married,” Mack spat out. 
 
   “Yeah, that was in the newspaper. They’re engaged. There’s going to be a big fancy wedding.”
 
   “No, they’re eloping. Now! She talked him into it. She’s got the whole thing planned. I don’t know where, but when I got there, she was talking him into it. I tried to scare them out of it. I shook the walls, but they thought it was an earthquake.”
 
   “What? Married? Today?”
 
   He nodded. “She surprised him. She talked him into it. A limousine is coming. I’ve got to go, see where it takes them. I’ll meet you at his house.”
 
   Julie started the car. 
 
   “Hurry!” Mack shouted, and then he was gone.
 
   We made record time. Julie took some chances, speeding through yellow-almost-red lights, cutting into parking lots to turn corners faster.
 
   “What are we going to do?” she whined. Julie whined when she was scared, like a child.
 
   “We’ll think of something,” I said as calmly as I could.
 
   The truth was, I didn’t know. I understood that Garrett loved Lana, or rather, he loved who he thought she was. Most importantly, I knew it was nearly impossible to talk reason into someone young and in love. They never listened.
 
   Julie rounded the curves and narrow winding roads up to Garrett’s house, and I forced myself not to grip the door handle. She would do anything for Mack, I knew.
 
   “Turn around!” 
 
   We both jumped at Mack’s voice. He’d appeared from nowhere in my back seat.
 
   “Jesus, you scared me,” Julie uttered. She hit the brakes and pulled into a driveway to turn around.
 
   “Where to?” I asked him. No point in berating him for almost giving me a heart attack.
 
   “Up that way,” Mack leaned forward, and pointed a shimmering finger upward. “They’re at one of those big homes you rent out for parties and filming.”
 
   “I’m not sure what you want me to do when we get there,” I told the agitated ghost.
 
   “I’ll handle Garrett,” he said. “They’re getting dressed there. I heard Lana tell him his tux was there, and her gown, too.”
 
   “That primping session will buy us a little time.” Julie was always trying to point out the bright side.
 
   “Hope so,” Mack said. “See it? It’s up there.”
 
   We gazed up to the top of a huge hill to see one lone house looming amid spacious grounds. There were trees surrounding the place; a single weeping willow silhouetted against the sky lent a certain romantic air.
 
   The house itself was massive and old, much like the tree. Three chimneys reached up into the sky. The house had been there for a long time, overlooking Silver Lake. It was built of wood with large windows that would have lent a gorgeous view if they hadn’t been blinded shut. A porch encircled the entirety of the house. 
 
   On any other day, it would have been a beautiful sight. But not today.
 
   And at the base of the driveway, wouldn’t you know, there were security guards.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
   “Damn,” I muttered as Julie slowed to a stop. I looked behind me. There was a small side street that led around the base of the hill. “Turn there.”
 
   Julie backed up the car and turned onto the little street, which was lined with houses sloping down on the right. To the left was a hill with wild brush that led up to the huge old house.
 
   “We’re going to have to go up that way,” I told Julie. “And hoof it.”
 
   “Well, park the blasted car,” Mack barked.
 
   Julie looked a little hurt as she eased my car to the side of the curb. She was doing her best; neither of us had been prepared for this. 
 
   We got out, with Mack right alongside of us. “I’ll be up there,” he said. He was almost invisible in the daylight. “I’ll delay them. You,” he pointed at me, “think of something. And get a move on!”
 
   He was gone again before I had a chance to reply.
 
   We crossed over to the hilly side of the road.
 
   “I’m not dressed for a hike,” Julie muttered as she stepped up off the asphalt to the dirt and bushes.
 
   “At least you have shoes,” I told her. I was wearing flip-flops along with my comfy loose drawstring pants. I had a tank top on; hardly the attire in which to show up at a wedding. 
 
   But I was more concerned with climbing the hill for the moment. I let Julie take the lead, following in her footsteps. The ground was rocky, and we held hands. I wished I was younger. I wasn’t in shape for this, but I didn’t complain.
 
   It seemed to take forever, but it probably only took about ten minutes to reach the top. I slipped a couple of times, and though I wasn’t really hurt, I stood there, huffing and puffing, sweating. My hair was a mess and I had a couple of scratches on my face and arms. I wanted to catch my breath, but Mack’s sense of urgency forced me to waste no time. 
 
   We found ourselves facing an old but strong iron fence that surrounded the place. I took the lead now, around to the right, the back of the house. There had to be a gate somewhere. We clung close to the metal fencing as the ground sloped steeply. If we’d had time, we might have admired a rare view of Los Angeles.
 
   But we didn’t have time, and we hurried until we finally found a gate. It was locked, but it was also old and loose. Julie and I shook it back and forth, and it finally came unhinged enough for Julie to slip through. Then she pulled it open wider for me and my girlish figure.
 
   “You okay?” Julie looked at me with concern. “You’re awfully red.”
 
   “I can imagine. I’m fine. Let’s go.”
 
   In contrast to the wild hillside we’d just climbed, the lawn and grounds were gorgeous. The trees rustled in the breeze, their branches swaying gently. There was an old pathway from the gate to a back door of the house. I tried to slow down a little and be quieter. We mounted some steps, reached the door and peered through the glass panes.
 
   Inside was a short hallway that I could see led to a kitchen.
 
   I tried the door. It was unlocked, thank God. Out here were trashcans, and I figured that the household staff had unlocked the door to access them. 
 
   We slipped inside. It was quieter without the wind. I could hear voices from somewhere toward the front of the house and I pointed to the hardwood floors for Julie. They were old and probably creaked. I put a finger to my lips and she nodded.
 
   At the end of the short hallway, which doubled as an old laundry room, the kitchen lay to the right. The conversations came from that direction. To our left, there was another short hall and a doorway.
 
   We headed to the left, and quietly opened the door.
 
   This kind of home was built with all kinds of anterooms. The one we’d entered was small, perhaps a large closet or changing room. At the far side was another door, and I could hear women talking from within.
 
   One of the voices was Lana’s. At least one other woman was in the room. From the compliments I heard, Lana was donning her wedding dress.
 
   “What should we do?” Julie whispered in my ear, and I jumped. My irritation must have showed, because she mouthed, “I’m sorry.”
 
   I was thinking fast. There was no time to convince Garrett he was making a huge mistake, even if I could find him. Chances were, he was on the other side of the great home, putting on his tux. 
 
   Well, desperate times called for desperate measures.
 
   I drew myself up to my full height and took a deep breath. I reminded myself that I was a strong soul, and that I had a mission before me. I took a look at Julie, who was biting her lip in anxiety.
 
   “This is no time for weakness,” I told her. She stopped chewing off her lipstick. “Come on. Just have my back.”
 
   The glint in her eye surprised and relieved me. “You got it,” she said.
 
   With a purposeful stride, I crossed the room to the other door, with Julie just behind me. I didn’t bother knocking. I slung it open and stepped inside. There were four women in that room.
 
   Lana was admiring herself in a large oval antique mirror and an older woman wearing a corsage was just about to help her with her veil. As her focus shifted from herself to me in back of her, she froze.
 
   But just for a second. She wheeled around, almost knocking down the older woman right next to her. “You!” Her voice was low and full of malice. “How did you get here?” She took in my clothing, my flushed face, wind-whipped hair and scratches with utter disdain.
 
   “I’ve got my resources,” I said calmly. “The game’s over, Lana. You’re not going to get your man. I know everything.”
 
   “You’re a crazy old woman,” she spat. “Get out, now, or I’ll have you removed.”
 
   The two other women backed away from Lana. Whether they were confused at my presence or Lana’s sudden change to Ice Queen, I wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter. They moved their heads from her to me like they were watching a ping-pong game.
 
   “I know you’re connected with Bella,” I announced, “probably related. And I can prove it.”
 
   Lana gave a harsh laugh, but I could see an aura of defense building up around her. “Bella?” she asked. “What has she got to do with anything?” 
 
   The older woman looked at her sharply.
 
   “I’ve got photos of that bracelet.” I gestured to the beautiful Celtic jewelry on her wrist. “Several photos.” This wasn’t quite true, but I didn’t care. It only mattered that she believed me.
 
   Apparently, she did. She shifted her head slightly to the other two women, but kept her eyes on me and Julie. “Leave us,” she commanded.
 
   “Should we call for Garrett?” one of the women asked timidly.
 
   “No. Go wait out back. Until I call for you again. I’ll text you. Go.”
 
   One of them scooped up things into a professional makeup kit that looked like a tackle box and closed it. The other one swept hairbrushes, hairspray and bobby pins into a pile. She unplugged the curling iron and left it on the dressing table.
 
   As the two women passed us, I stared them down. Julie managed to follow my lead nicely.
 
   Okay, so now the makeup artist and hairdresser were gone. It was just Lana and, I assumed, her matron of honor. And us. 
 
   Once they closed the door and the four of us were alone, Lana’s demeanor changed. “Why do you want to hurt him?” she asked, almost pleading. “Filling his mind with thoughts of his father, and of me betraying him? All I want is for us to be happy. Why would you want to destroy that? What have I ever done to you?”
 
   “You don’t want his happiness,” I countered. “You’re just like Bella. And what you’ve done is hurt a good friend of mine.”
 
   “A friend? What friend?”
 
   “Garrett’s father. He loved his son, he still does. And I won’t let what happened to him happen to Garrett.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re delusional. Garrett’s father is dead.”
 
   “And I bet you know just how he died,” Julie spoke up. “But he’s not gone.”
 
   “You’re crazy, the both of you,” Lana declared. She turned from us and reached into her purse on the mirrored table. She pulled out some lip gloss to cover up what she was really getting from her purse. Either she was stupid, or she was too nervous to think straight. It was probably the latter. She forgot I could see her in the mirror as she also pulled out a small pistol and held it behind her back.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
   My gaze never left her, but Julie started glancing around for some kind of weapon. Anything. I sent her a strong telepathic image of the knives stored in a wooden knife block back in the kitchen. Julie flinched, and I could tell she’d gotten the message. She started backing away slowly toward the door behind us.
 
   I moved to the side to distract Lana. She saw Julie moving away, but chose to focus on me.
 
   “Define crazy,” I said. “Is it crazy to believe in spirits, to communicate with them? Or is it insane to kill someone just for their money?”
 
   “It really doesn’t matter,” Lana answered with an air of arrogance. “All that matters is proof, and who can provide more facts. I can have you locked up and put away for the rest of your life.”
 
   “Oh? I’ve broken no laws. Can’t say the same for Bella, now can we? Or you, I should imagine.”
 
   Julie slipped out the door and I knew she was headed toward the kitchen for a knife. 
 
   Lana took a step to the side, and I did likewise. We faced each other, slowly moving around, almost dancing in a circle. I tried to keep my thoughts off the gun in her hand, off the deadly hatred in her eyes.
 
   “I can prove how Bella killed Mack,” I found myself saying. Another lie. Somewhere in the back of my mind came the reminder that certain Native American tribes believed it was all right to lie if you had to protect yourself. “And I’ve made the link from Bella to you. What do you think a judge would say about that?”
 
   “You can prove nothing,” she hissed. Suddenly, she stopped, seemed to try and get a hold of herself. “I’ll give you one chance,” she said softly. “You can walk out that door, and leave with your friend. Leave me and Garrett alone. If you truly know what Bella is capable of, then you’re a fool to come here. Surely you see the logic in that.” 
 
   The matron of honor took a step back, as if she’d made a decision. 
 
   Lana continued her fake negotiating as she looked for an opportunity to shoot both of us. “Or, I can prove that you’re a psychotic woman bent on stalking Garrett and me. I’ll tell the police that you think you talk with spirits, and they tell you what to do.”
 
   “You won’t go anywhere near the police because you have too much to hide. You and Bella. I’m assuming she’s your step-aunt by marriage or something distant like that.”
 
   Now Lana looked scared.
 
   “Look at you!” she blurted. “And look at me. Do you honestly think I’m going to let anyone or anything ruin my wedding day?”
 
   “Honestly?” I repeated. “I really don’t know what’s going on inside that head of yours, Lana. But I’m not afraid of you. You’re not thinking straight. I know you have a gun in your hand behind your back. You’re not going to use it. That would most certainly ruin this day, ruin everything. I guarantee you, if you pull that trigger, the wedding will not take place, not today, not ever.”
 
   My certainty gave her pause. Obviously, she wasn’t the brightest young woman and was easily manipulated.
 
   Where was Julie? Lana and I continued slowly circling each other, but I stopped near the doorway.
 
   “I’m going to talk with Garrett now.” I took a step back. “This is not your wedding day, Lana Costa.” 
 
   “Shut up!” the older woman said to me.
 
   I tore my gaze from the gun in Lana’s hand and looked intently at the older woman. I noticed how youthful her face looked, compared to her aging hands. At first glance, her facial skin was taut, shiny, perfect. Not even a pore showing. She’d obviously had a lot of work done. She had her hair in an up-do and I saw plastic surgery scars behind her ears—thin white lines. I also noticed that the makeup artist had not yet finished covering the woman’s recent scars from a chin job, a nose job, and maybe even a cheekbone job. The parts, viewed separately, were beautifully done, however, as a whole, her face did not go together. It looked like she had asked to be transformed into a combination of Jessica Simpson and Katy Perry, something to totally change her appearance. And suddenly, I understood everything.
 
   I dared to say to the older woman, “So, Bella. What’s your cut from this fiasco?”
 
   The older woman screamed in shock and that was when Lana raised the gun and shakily pointed it at me. She was cruel, cold, yes. But she was also sweating now, nervous. That was more dangerous than anything else.
 
   “You’re going to shoot me?” I braved. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Think again,” Lana threatened and her finger hovered over the trigger.
 
   “What designer are you wearing?” I asked, to buy us time.
 
   “It’s a Vera Wang original. It hasn’t even been on the runway yet. It’s…borrowed,” she said with a sneer.
 
   I talked fast. “You’re too pretty for such a mess. And the resulting blood-spatter pattern on your wedding dress would convict you. Not Bella. You.”
 
   Hopefully, her need to return the purloined designer gown without bloodstains and my limited forensic knowledge from watching the TV show, CSI, were assets in this situation.
 
   Just then, the door burst open. Lana jumped, turned from me toward the door and fired. She must have thought it was Julie coming back—Julie who would take the bullet. I dove to the side, and I saw Lana’s expression transform from hatred to surprise and fear.
 
   Garrett fell forward onto the floor.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
   “No!” Lana cried. She dropped the pistol and knelt next to him “Garrett! Garrett!” she sobbed.
 
   Julie had been right behind him. She screamed when she saw what had happened. Mack appeared as well, and the horror of seeing his son bleeding on the floor chilled me to the bone. His mouth fell open as somehow, he recognized Bella through her disguise and ran right through her body to Garrett.
 
   I bent down over Garrett, put my fingers on his neck. He had a pulse.
 
   “Call 9-1-1!” I yelled. “Get an ambulance. And the police,” I added.
 
   Everything hit Lana at once. She glanced to the gun on the floor, then at me, then down in shock at the ruined designer gown. Just as I had warned her, there was blood spatter all over it. 
 
   A crowd of people gathered in the doorway, and one of the men was already on his cell phone giving the address to the 9-1-1 dispatcher.
 
   Lana kept looking at the gun, indecision on her face.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” I said, indicating the gun. I got up and picked it up with a rattail comb the hairdresser had left behind, so my prints wouldn’t get on it. “Julie, get a towel or something! Maybe we can stop the bleeding before the paramedics get here.”
 
   What broke my heart was Mack. No one could see him but me, and probably Julie. He was on the floor, his hand over his son. He focused on nothing else.
 
   Julie came back with some towels and we turned Garrett carefully to his back. He was unconscious and pale. The bullet had entered his upper right chest. I hoped it had missed his lung, but I was no doctor.
 
   I pulled Lana away and pushed her down onto the chair at the vanity table. I didn’t know the handful of people now crowding into the room, but they regarded her with dismay. The guy who was apparently the wedding photographer started snapping photos. I was sure he was going to make a bundle from these photos. The makeup artist and the hair stylist were screaming and crying. It was pandemonium in the room as more people crowded in to see what the hell had happened.
 
   Everything happened quickly. Julie pressed towels onto Garrett’s wound, but he was still bleeding. Then I remember the paramedics arriving, and they began working on Garrett. Mack didn’t speak to me; he never left his son’s side. Julie had the sense to find out what hospital they were headed for. She left, presumably to bring her car up.
 
   The police arrived, and they handcuffed Lana. She was clearly humiliated. “You’re going to be very, very sorry,” she snarled, and then she actually spat on me.
 
   Mack’s neck turned, and he was at Lana’s side in an instant. She didn’t see him, but it was obvious that she felt something. Like a flash of lightning, he zoomed up to the light hanging from the ceiling and drove his hand into it. The bulbs exploded, and he materialized. Not everyone saw him, but I did.
 
   And Lana did. Her face was filled with terror, but she couldn’t move with the cuffs on.
 
   Mack whipped back to Lana’s wrists behind her. I knew the energy from the lights would only last so long. But she froze when she felt his hands on her, undoing the catch. The bracelet fell to the floor and I put my foot over it, but kept all my weight on the other foot.
 
   “You have the right to remain silent…” the officer stiffly reminded Lana. 
 
   I looked around wildly, but did not see Bella.
 
   In all the commotion, she had slipped away.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-five
 
    
 
   We arrived at the hospital and Julie got the information about Garrett. We walked down the halls, following the yellow line that led to a waiting room for surgeries.
 
   I was a bit woozy. I tried several times to shake myself out of it, and I wondered what was wrong with me.
 
   “You’re in shock,” Julie said. She’d picked up my thoughts.
 
   “I don’t know why,” I murmured as we took two empty seats in the small room. “I wasn’t hurt.”
 
   “Not physically,” she said quietly. “Don’t beat yourself up about this, Pauline. Mack knows you never meant for Garrett to get shot.”
 
   That was it. Mack. Where was he? I realized he was probably in the operating room, watching the surgeons work on his son. That had to be gruesome. I shuddered, and realized that tears were falling from my cheeks.
 
   Julie handed me a tissue from a box on a nearby table. “It’s going to be okay,” she told me. I didn’t know who she was trying to convince more, me or herself.
 
   I thought about the crazy events of the day. How could I have handled it better? Was Mack angry with me? I couldn’t bear the thought of it. The tears continued until I felt dehydrated. 
 
   We waited. And waited. Julie checked at the nurse’s desk a couple of times. I knew that the longer the surgery, the more complicated Garrett’s wounds probably were.
 
   I tried to call Mack in my mind but came up empty. I knew he wouldn’t leave his son. His son that he’d just met again.
 
   I was thinking about how much I hated hospitals. The vibes, I felt them more than others did. I could feel a constant tenseness in the air. Hospitals always smelled like a mixture of sickness and the antiseptic meant to battle illness.
 
   Julie had gone down to the cafeteria to get us some sandwiches. They were horrible, but I gobbled mine. I hadn’t even realized I was hungry. It took a lot of energy to keep my mind off Garrett. Not knowing was hard. And Mack, I knew he needed comfort, but I also knew it couldn’t come from me. Not just then. If Garrett died, perhaps not ever.
 
   Julie patted my arm, as if she were reading my mind again.
 
   The waiting room door opened and a doctor walked in. He approached Julie, who had taken the reins with the whole situation. 
 
   “He’s alive,” the doctor said in a detached tone. “The bullet punctured his lung, and shattered his shoulder. But he’s in recovery now. You can see him in about half an hour.”
 
   That was all I needed to hear. Julie asked a couple of questions, but I paid no attention. I was so relieved. I kept taking deep breaths to calm myself. I wanted so much to see Mack.
 
   Only then did Julie and I take turns going outside to have a cigarette. I snuck two, but I smoked them so quickly they made me feel dizzy and a little sick.
 
   Back in the waiting room, I watched the minutes tick by on the clock on the wall, the second hand making a full circle and then the minute hand clicking forward.
 
   Finally, a nurse came for us. She led us down a couple of hallways and into a dark room. We entered quietly, stood at the foot of the bed.
 
   Mack floated over a chair, sitting next to Garrett. Garrett had an oxygen mask on, but at least he didn’t have a breathing tube down his throat. Mack had his hand over one of Garrett’s, the one with the IV inserted into it.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Mack,” I whispered.
 
   He didn’t say anything, just gave a brief nod.
 
   “I’m glad he made it,” Julie said optimistically. 
 
   I wanted to do something, anything. I thought of going down to the gift shop to buy some flowers.
 
   “No,” Mack said. “No flowers in the ICU.”
 
   So I stayed put, feeling awkward. The nurse had said Garrett would probably sleep through the night. I looked around for some other chairs for me and Julie, but there were none.
 
   “You should go home.” Mack’s voice was low, but it also sounded small. “I’ll stay with him.”
 
   “Mack, I…” 
 
   “I’ll stay with him,” Mack repeated, a little louder this time.
 
   Julie and I locked eyes. She nodded to me, and took my arm.
 
   “We’ll be back,” I managed.
 
   We turned to go. We were almost out the door when Mack called my name.
 
   “Yes?” I turned and looked at the old ghost.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” he told me.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. I felt like crying again. “Thank you,” I whispered.
 
   “And thank you,” he said. 
 
   “I’m just sorry that Bella got away.”
 
   He nodded and turned his full attention back to his son. 
 
   Somehow, I guessed that Mack might not go Home until Bella faced some kind of justice for what she had wrought on him and his son.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-six
 
    
 
   I was utterly exhausted by the time Julie and I got back to my apartment. Julie was actually worried about me, and offered to fix dinner while I showered and changed. I let the hot water tumble onto me, finally relaxing. I toweled my hair dry, not bothering with the blow dryer.
 
   She had the patio table set outside, and had even made me a martini. I guess I looked like I needed it. “I tried to make it strong, like you do,” she offered as I took a sip. It had too much vermouth, but that was okay.
 
   “Thank you, Jules. Just what the doctor ordered.”
 
   I sat back in my chair, enjoying the last bit of dusk. Stars were quietly lighting the sky, and the moon was already up. I drank my martini as Julie brought out a big salad with chicken and green beans.
 
   “Do you think Mack will come over?” she asked through a bite of lettuce and cucumber.
 
   “I doubt it. He’ll probably stay with Garrett.”
 
   “What was he doing while we were with Lana?” she wondered.
 
   “We’ll have to find out.”
 
   “Hmmm. It must be strange to be a ghost. They don’t really have a concept of time.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s got all the time in the world.” I felt a pang in my heart. Dead for four years, Mack might have missed his chance to go Home. I hoped not. Then again, I was glad that he was with his son after all this time.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It had been six days since Garrett had been shot. I’d wanted to visit him in the hospital, but something inside me told me to give him some space. And Mack, too. So, I stayed away.
 
   I was working in the patio when I heard the knock on the door. The last couple of days I had been cleaning up. I swept and hosed down the patio, put up a regular bird feeder next to my hummingbird one. I almost took down the little Christmas lights, but decided to leave them. I could turn them on at night. So what if it wasn’t Christmas? I thought they were pretty.
 
   I went inside to rinse off my hands. “Coming,” I called to whoever was at my door.
 
   I opened it, and to my surprise and delight there stood Garrett, with Mack behind and a little above him.
 
   “Garrett,” I smiled. “What are you doing here? Come in, come in,” I urged.
 
   Garrett’s right arm was in a sling and he moved a little stiffly into my home. “Hi, Pauline. I wasn’t sure if you would want to see me, but I’ve got a stubborn old man who won’t leave me alone.” He grinned.
 
   “Ah,” I said. “I understand exactly what you mean. Please, sit down. Should you be out of bed?” I made space for him on my couch, arranging little pillows for him to sit more comfortably.
 
   “I got out of the hospital a couple of days ago,” he replied as he sat. “I’m feeling better every day.”
 
   “I wanted to come visit you.” I sat at my little corner of the couch. Mack took his place in the big chair.
 
   “No, that’s fine. I’ve had some unusual company.” He glanced around. “I still can’t see him.”
 
   “He’s here,” I told him. “They take some getting used to, ghosts.”
 
   “Yes. I thought I was crazy.”
 
   I laughed. “You’re not. I’ll bet he never left your side.” I looked at Mack. “Strange not having him here bothering me all the time, for once,” I teased. “Would you like something, Garrett? Coffee? Soda?”
 
   “No, no, I’m fine.” He shifted his shoulder gingerly.
 
   “Well, it’s good to see you up and around. I’m so glad you’re all right.” I wanted to say more, but some things were better left unsaid.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett’s tone was somber. “I’m glad you weren’t crazy. Lana almost had me convinced.”
 
   “Yes. Well.” Again, I didn’t want to go into it all.
 
   “Pauline, I came to thank you. For everything. Not just Lana, but for my dad. I never thought I’d see him again.”
 
   “Strange how things never work out like you think they will,” I mused.
 
   We exchanged pleasantries, and I tried to keep the conversation going. We avoided talking about Lana, or the day he was shot. Soon, Garrett said he should be going.
 
   “I didn’t want to interrupt your day,” he said. “I just wanted to thank you again, for everything.”
 
   I helped him up. Mack was right beside him. “You coming back sometime, you old bag of bones?” I asked the shimmering ghost.
 
   “Most likely, but only if you stop bothering me so much,” Mack joked. I laughed.
 
   “You talking to him?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yes. I think he wants to stay with you, at least for a while.”
 
   Garrett made his way to the door.
 
   “Oh, wait a minute,” I said suddenly. I left him and hurried down the hall to my bedroom. I returned and held out my hand. “I took this when Lana was…when she left,” I stammered, offering Lana’s bracelet. “You should have it.”
 
   Garrett reached out for it with his left hand, but then stopped. “You know what? I think you should keep it.”
 
   I gasped. “What? No, Garrett, it’s yours. Your father had it made.”
 
   “I think he wouldn’t mind if I gave it to you. As a token of thanks.”
 
   I glanced up at Mack. Garrett couldn’t see the grin on his face, but I could. “Take it, dahling,” he said. “The lad’s right.”
 
   Garrett took my outstretched hand and closed my fingers over the bracelet.
 
   “Thank you.” It was all I could manage at the moment.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Not five minutes later there were three quick raps on my door and Julie peeked her head in.
 
   “Hi, Jules,” I called.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind,” she said as she bent down. “I picked up a few things for you.” She was bringing in several garden plants, pots and soil. “I know you’re trying to fix things up. I thought you could use some help.”
 
   “Wow,” I said as she filled the entryway.
 
   She merely nodded, as if she’d done this a thousand times before. But she hadn’t.
 
   “You just missed them,” I said, and told her about Garrett and Mack’s visit.
 
   “He gave you the bracelet?” she exclaimed. “Let me see it.”
 
   We went out to the patio and I showed it to her.
 
   “It’s beautiful.” Julie nodded as she read the inscription and then clasped the bracelet around my wrist. “It’s so gorgeous,” she declared, admiring the intricate, interlaced gold and jewels.
 
   The diamonds and sapphires glistened in the sun’s rays. “It is,” I agreed. I was pleased that Garrett had given it to me, with Mack’s blessing. I knew I would give it back to Garrett one day, but for the time being, I was the Keeper.
 
   “I’m sorry I missed them,” Julie said. “I would have loved to see them both.”
 
   “You will, I’m sure,” I told her. But my heart told me that the days of Mack’s constant company were over, at least for a while. The place felt quiet without him.
 
   “Do you think Mack will ever be able to go Home?” Julie asked me.
 
   “I think Heaven has a spot for him,” I answered. “He’s not ready, though. Not yet.”
 
   Julie and I relaxed in the sun, each caught up in our own thoughts. It had been a hell of a week. I couldn’t have done it without Julie. She continued to surprise me with her strength and big heart.
 
   “Mack has a big heart, too.” Julie seemed to be picking up on my thoughts more and more. Interesting. Maybe she would become a Medium one day, too. “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   “Right about what?” I asked her.
 
   “That the heart is stronger than the mind. Mack’s heart wants to stick around a little while, don’t you agree?”
 
   I nodded. “I wouldn’t blame him, either. I think he deserves it. And, I think he has some work to do before he goes.” I thought of Bella, who was probably on the run from the police by now as Lana unfurled the whole story to her lawyers.
 
   “Well, we’ve got some work to do,” she gestured to the plants on the ground. “What do you say we make this the prettiest garden in the complex?”
 
   I stubbed out my cigarette. “I say that’s a great idea,” I said, grinning.
 
   “You can make a martini or something,” she said hesitantly. “I don’t mind.”
 
   I thought about it. “No, I don’t need one. Not right now.”
 
   It felt good to work in the sun, and with a friend. And no, I really didn’t feel like having a drink. Maybe later. What I knew for sure was that I wanted to be fully present for whatever happened next. 
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
   Pauline will return in:
 
   Hollywood Hills
 
   Medium Mysteries #3
 
   Coming soon!
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   She was a pretty young thing, despite the fact that I could see through her.
 
   Her name was Dawn and she had died a year ago from an accidental drug overdose. And, like me, she was still hanging around the same apartments. Unlike me, she didn’t say much, and so I did most of the talking.
 
   We were in her death apartment; that is, the place where she had died. Or, more precisely, the place where she had been found foaming at the mouth after a long night of partying. I had been there, too, minus the partying. I had sat in the far corner of the living room, secretly watching the living destroying their lives.
 
   What else was a ghost supposed to do on a lonely weekend night?
 
   Anyway, she and her friends had been partying hard. Too hard. Dawn had taken one too many snorts of something of this, and one too many syringes of something of that, and sometime in the middle of the night, she was spasming and vomiting violently.
 
   As her friends rushed to call 911, and others clumsily—and drunkenly—applied CPR, she expired. And from the corner of the room where I had been observing the party and her death, I watched as a very bright soul rose up confusedly from her dying body.
 
   I came back later that night after the paramedics and police had come and gone, and found her soul huddling in the far corner of the room—the same corner I had been watching the party from.
 
   “Hi,” I said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That was about a year ago—or maybe longer. Or shorter, for that matter. I can never remember dates these days.
 
   It’s hell being dead.
 
   It was late and we were alone in her death apartment. Her spirit was quite bright tonight, a veritable silver fireball. New spirits are always like that, so full of energy and life. Mine, not so much. The life is still there, granted, but the energy is mostly gone. And the longer I stick around the duller I get. Someday I suspect I will just be an amorphous, brain-colored mist with no form or identity, flitting about randomly. Why this happens, I’m not sure, but I think the memory of who we are helps define our spirit’s shape.
 
   Unfortunately, with each passing day, I’m losing my memory faster and faster, and thus losing my shape.
 
   A sick circle, for sure.
 
   So here she was tonight: this bright, pretty young thing, dead before her time and regretting every second of it. I knew she regretted every second of it because I often found her sobbing in the far corner of the room, which is how I found her tonight. As she sobbed into her ghostly hands, I had slipped through the apartment and gone over and sat on the couch.
 
   “I’m sorry you’re sad,” I finally said.
 
   She gasped, startled, and turned her tear-stained celestial face toward me. The tears cascading down her cheeks looked like twin streams of molten silver. She absently wiped the pseudo tears from her eyes and looked down at her fingertips, which now sparkled with silver drops of liquid moonlight.
 
   “Those aren’t real tears,” I said. “At least, not in the physical sense. The soul seems to remember what it was like to cry, and emulates it quite amazingly. Then again, who knows, maybe they are tears. What the hell do I know? I’m just a ghost.”
 
   I drifted up off the couch and moved cautiously toward her. As I did so, she huddled deeper in the dark corner. She usually shrank away from me in fear. I was, after all, a ghost. I sensed she had been an atheist in life and just couldn’t accept what had become of her in death. I also sensed she didn’t really believe she was dead. That she was living a nightmare. A nightmare from which she could not awaken.
 
   I paused in the center of the room. Actually, I paused in the center of the coffee table. I’ve been doing that a lot lately; that is, walking through furniture. In the old days, in the months following my murder, I had instinctively tried to avoid such things as chairs and couches and bar stools.
 
   That instinct is gone now. That instinct was now defunct. Why go around, when you can go through?
 
   Anyway, her soul was still quite a bit brighter than mine, although lately it had been dimming somewhat. As always, the dimming starts with the feet. In her case, the ghostly hint of her tennis shoes—which she had been wearing at the time of her death.
 
   I hated to see her dim. She was too pretty to dim.
 
   The apartment’s tenants were asleep, and so we had the living room to ourselves. I continued standing in the middle of the coffee table; she continued huddling in the far corner of the room.
 
   Just two lost souls, lost in every sense of the word.
 
   The moon shown down through the sliding glass windows, slipping through the Venetian blinds, splashing silver bars across the Pergo floor. Somewhere in the apartment building someone was playing music; it thumped up pleasantly through the floorboards. Some smooth R&B.
 
   I stepped out of the coffee table, and continued slowly toward her. Normally, I didn’t approach her. Tonight was different. Tonight it was time for her to come out of the corner. Why was tonight different? I didn’t know, exactly, but it felt different. Perhaps I didn’t like her fading away before my eyes. Perhaps it was time for her to quit living in fear of me.
 
   That is, living in death.
 
   So I moved as slowly as I could, drifting like a bed sheet caught in a small wind. A bed sheet with a very low thread count.
 
   As I approached, she huddled deeper into her corner, utterly terrified of me.
 
   But I continued coming.
 
   And she pressed deeper into the shadows, so deep her shoulder actually disappeared into the wall. When I reached the middle of the living room floor, somewhere between the TV and the couch, I finally stopped.
 
   And held out my hand.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “I promise.”
 
   She stared at my outstretched hand for a long, long time. The faint music continued thumping up through the floor. Finally, she seemed to come to some sort of decision. Her shoulder which had disappeared into the wall, reappeared.
 
   I continued standing in the center of the floor, continued holding out my outstretcheded hand. Silver beams of moonlight came in at an angle through the Venetian blinds. The moonlight shined straight down through my phantasmagoric arm. I couldn’t help but notice I didn’t even leave a shadow on the faux wooden floor below. Like I wasn’t even there.
 
   Anyway, I said nothing to Dawn, and simply waited. I suspected that if I spoke, I would scare her away. Spook her, so to speak.
 
   I didn’t want to scare her away. Not tonight. Not ever.
 
   Even though she had never spoken a word to me, she was all I had. And I would take even that little bit, because without her I would be alone. Alone with the living.
 
   I continued standing there, continued holding out my hand to her. Waiting. An open invitation. To what, I didn’t know. But at least we had each other.
 
   She took a tentative step away from the corner, and with that first step, my heart leaped for joy.
 
   She took another, and then another, and soon she was standing in the center of the living room floor, just beyond my fingertips. She looked at me with the biggest, roundest eyes I had ever seen.
 
   Then she did something I thought she would never do. 
 
   She reached out and took my hand.
 
   Her soft touch sent a ripple of pleasure through me, the first such pleasure I had felt in God knows how long.
 
   I closed my fingers around hers and drew her carefully toward me. She came willingly, even though fear still flickered in those round eyes. I kept drawing her to me until her face was pressed lightly against my bullet-riddled chest.
 
   With her palm in mine and her head on my chest, with the moonlight shining through us and the music thumping away from below, two lost souls danced the night away....
 
    
 
   The End
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   STAVE ONE.
 
   MARLEY’S GHOST.
 
    
 
   Marley was dead: to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that. The register of his burial was signed by the clergyman, the clerk, the undertaker, and the chief mourner. Scrooge signed it: and Scrooge’s name was good upon ’Change, for anything he chose to put his hand to. Old Marley was as dead as a door-nail.
 
   Mind! I don’t mean to say that I know, of my own knowledge, what there is particularly dead about a door-nail. I might have been inclined, myself, to regard a coffin-nail as the deadest piece of ironmongery in the trade. But the wisdom of our ancestors is in the simile; and my unhallowed hands shall not disturb it, or the Country’s done for. You will therefore permit me to repeat, emphatically, that Marley was as dead as a door-nail.
 
   Scrooge knew he was dead? Of course he did. How could it be otherwise? Scrooge and he were partners for I don’t know how many years. Scrooge was his sole executor, his sole administrator, his sole assign, his sole residuary legatee, his sole friend, and sole mourner. And even Scrooge was not so dreadfully cut up by the sad event, but that he was an excellent man of business on the very day of the funeral, and solemnised it with an undoubted bargain.
 
   The mention of Marley’s funeral brings me back to the point I started from. There is no doubt that Marley was dead. This must be distinctly understood, or nothing wonderful can come of the story I am going to relate. If we were not perfectly convinced that Hamlet’s Father died before the play began, there would be nothing more remarkable in his taking a stroll at night, in an easterly wind, upon his own ramparts, than there would be in any other middle-aged gentleman rashly turning out after dark in a breezy spot—say Saint Paul’s Churchyard for instance—literally to astonish his son’s weak mind.
 
   Scrooge never painted out Old Marley’s name. There it stood, years afterwards, above the warehouse door: Scrooge and Marley. The firm was known as Scrooge and Marley. Sometimes people new to the business called Scrooge Scrooge, and sometimes Marley, but he answered to both names. It was all the same to him.
 
   Oh! But he was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone, Scrooge! a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous, old sinner! Hard and sharp as flint, from which no steel had ever struck out generous fire; secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster. The cold within him froze his old features, nipped his pointed nose, shrivelled his cheek, stiffened his gait; made his eyes red, his thin lips blue; and spoke out shrewdly in his grating voice. A frosty rime was on his head, and on his eyebrows, and his wiry chin. He carried his own low temperature always about with him; he iced his office in the dog-days; and didn’t thaw it one degree at Christmas.
 
   External heat and cold had little influence on Scrooge. No warmth could warm, no wintry weather chill him. No wind that blew was bitterer than he, no falling snow was more intent upon its purpose, no pelting rain less open to entreaty. Foul weather didn’t know where to have him. The heaviest rain, and snow, and hail, and sleet, could boast of the advantage over him in only one respect. They often “came down” handsomely, and Scrooge never did.
 
   Nobody ever stopped him in the street to say, with gladsome looks, “My dear Scrooge, how are you? When will you come to see me?” No beggars implored him to bestow a trifle, no children asked him what it was o’clock, no man or woman ever once in all his life inquired the way to such and such a place, of Scrooge. Even the blind men’s dogs appeared to know him; and when they saw him coming on, would tug their owners into doorways and up courts; and then would wag their tails as though they said, “No eye at all is better than an evil eye, dark master!”
 
   But what did Scrooge care! It was the very thing he liked. To edge his way along the crowded paths of life, warning all human sympathy to keep its distance, was what the knowing ones call “nuts” to Scrooge.
 
   Once upon a time—of all the good days in the year, on Christmas Eve—old Scrooge sat busy in his counting-house. It was cold, bleak, biting weather: foggy withal: and he could hear the people in the court outside, go wheezing up and down, beating their hands upon their breasts, and stamping their feet upon the pavement stones to warm them. The city clocks had only just gone three, but it was quite dark already—it had not been light all day—and candles were flaring in the windows of the neighbouring offices, like ruddy smears upon the palpable brown air. The fog came pouring in at every chink and keyhole, and was so dense without, that although the court was of the narrowest, the houses opposite were mere phantoms. To see the dingy cloud come drooping down, obscuring everything, one might have thought that Nature lived hard by, and was brewing on a large scale.
 
   The door of Scrooge’s counting-house was open that he might keep his eye upon his clerk, who in a dismal little cell beyond, a sort of tank, was copying letters. Scrooge had a very small fire, but the clerk’s fire was so very much smaller that it looked like one coal. But he couldn’t replenish it, for Scrooge kept the coal-box in his own room; and so surely as the clerk came in with the shovel, the master predicted that it would be necessary for them to part. Wherefore the clerk put on his white comforter, and tried to warm himself at the candle; in which effort, not being a man of a strong imagination, he failed.
 
   “A merry Christmas, uncle! God save you!” cried a cheerful voice. It was the voice of Scrooge’s nephew, who came upon him so quickly that this was the first intimation he had of his approach.
 
   “Bah!” said Scrooge, “Humbug!”
 
   He had so heated himself with rapid walking in the fog and frost, this nephew of Scrooge’s, that he was all in a glow; his face was ruddy and handsome; his eyes sparkled, and his breath smoked again.
 
   “Christmas a humbug, uncle!” said Scrooge’s nephew. “You don’t mean that, I am sure?”
 
   “I do,” said Scrooge. “Merry Christmas! What right have you to be merry? What reason have you to be merry? You’re poor enough.”
 
   “Come, then,” returned the nephew gaily. “What right have you to be dismal? What reason have you to be morose? You’re rich enough.”
 
   Scrooge having no better answer ready on the spur of the moment, said, “Bah!” again; and followed it up with “Humbug.”
 
   “Don’t be cross, uncle!” said the nephew.
 
   “What else can I be,” returned the uncle, “when I live in such a world of fools as this? Merry Christmas! Out upon merry Christmas! What’s Christmas time to you but a time for paying bills without money; a time for finding yourself a year older, but not an hour richer; a time for balancing your books and having every item in ’em through a round dozen of months presented dead against you? If I could work my will,” said Scrooge indignantly, “every idiot who goes about with ‘Merry Christmas’ on his lips, should be boiled with his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart. He should!”
 
   “Uncle!” pleaded the nephew.
 
   “Nephew!” returned the uncle sternly, “keep Christmas in your own way, and let me keep it in mine.”
 
   “Keep it!” repeated Scrooge’s nephew. “But you don’t keep it.”
 
   “Let me leave it alone, then,” said Scrooge. “Much good may it do you! Much good it has ever done you!”
 
   “There are many things from which I might have derived good, by which I have not profited, I dare say,” returned the nephew. “Christmas among the rest. But I am sure I have always thought of Christmas time, when it has come round—apart from the veneration due to its sacred name and origin, if anything belonging to it can be apart from that—as a good time; a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time; the only time I know of, in the long calendar of the year, when men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts freely, and to think of people below them as if they really were fellow-passengers to the grave, and not another race of creatures bound on other journeys. And therefore, uncle, though it has never put a scrap of gold or silver in my pocket, I believe that it has done me good, and will do me good; and I say, God bless it!”
 
   The clerk in the Tank involuntarily applauded. Becoming immediately sensible of the impropriety, he poked the fire, and extinguished the last frail spark for ever.
 
   “Let me hear another sound from you,” said Scrooge, “and you’ll keep your Christmas by losing your situation! You’re quite a powerful speaker, sir,” he added, turning to his nephew. “I wonder you don’t go into Parliament.”
 
   “Don’t be angry, uncle. Come! Dine with us to-morrow.”
 
   Scrooge said that he would see him—yes, indeed he did. He went the whole length of the expression, and said that he would see him in that extremity first.
 
   “But why?” cried Scrooge’s nephew. “Why?”
 
   “Why did you get married?” said Scrooge.
 
   “Because I fell in love.”
 
   “Because you fell in love!” growled Scrooge, as if that were the only one thing in the world more ridiculous than a merry Christmas. “Good afternoon!”
 
   “Nay, uncle, but you never came to see me before that happened. Why give it as a reason for not coming now?”
 
   “Good afternoon,” said Scrooge.
 
   “I want nothing from you; I ask nothing of you; why cannot we be friends?”
 
   “Good afternoon,” said Scrooge.
 
   “I am sorry, with all my heart, to find you so resolute. We have never had any quarrel, to which I have been a party. But I have made the trial in homage to Christmas, and I’ll keep my Christmas humour to the last. So A Merry Christmas, uncle!”
 
   “Good afternoon!” said Scrooge.
 
   “And A Happy New Year!”
 
   “Good afternoon!” said Scrooge.
 
   His nephew left the room without an angry word, notwithstanding. He stopped at the outer door to bestow the greetings of the season on the clerk, who, cold as he was, was warmer than Scrooge; for he returned them cordially.
 
   “There’s another fellow,” muttered Scrooge; who overheard him: “my clerk, with fifteen shillings a week, and a wife and family, talking about a merry Christmas. I’ll retire to Bedlam.”
 
   This lunatic, in letting Scrooge’s nephew out, had let two other people in. They were portly gentlemen, pleasant to behold, and now stood, with their hats off, in Scrooge’s office. They had books and papers in their hands, and bowed to him.
 
   “Scrooge and Marley’s, I believe,” said one of the gentlemen, referring to his list. “Have I the pleasure of addressing Mr. Scrooge, or Mr. Marley?”
 
   “Mr. Marley has been dead these seven years,” Scrooge replied. “He died seven years ago, this very night.”
 
   “We have no doubt his liberality is well represented by his surviving partner,” said the gentleman, presenting his credentials.
 
   It certainly was; for they had been two kindred spirits. At the ominous word “liberality,” Scrooge frowned, and shook his head, and handed the credentials back.
 
   “At this festive season of the year, Mr. Scrooge,” said the gentleman, taking up a pen, “it is more than usually desirable that we should make some slight provision for the Poor and destitute, who suffer greatly at the present time. Many thousands are in want of common necessaries; hundreds of thousands are in want of common comforts, sir.”
 
   “Are there no prisons?” asked Scrooge.
 
   “Plenty of prisons,” said the gentleman, laying down the pen again.
 
   “And the Union workhouses?” demanded Scrooge. “Are they still in operation?”
 
   “They are. Still,” returned the gentleman, “I wish I could say they were not.”
 
   “The Treadmill and the Poor Law are in full vigour, then?” said Scrooge.
 
   “Both very busy, sir.”
 
   “Oh! I was afraid, from what you said at first, that something had occurred to stop them in their useful course,” said Scrooge. “I’m very glad to hear it.”
 
   “Under the impression that they scarcely furnish Christian cheer of mind or body to the multitude,” returned the gentleman, “a few of us are endeavouring to raise a fund to buy the Poor some meat and drink, and means of warmth. We choose this time, because it is a time, of all others, when Want is keenly felt, and Abundance rejoices. What shall I put you down for?”
 
   “Nothing!” Scrooge replied.
 
   “You wish to be anonymous?”
 
   “I wish to be left alone,” said Scrooge. “Since you ask me what I wish, gentlemen, that is my answer. I don’t make merry myself at Christmas and I can’t afford to make idle people merry. I help to support the establishments I have mentioned—they cost enough; and those who are badly off must go there.”
 
   “Many can’t go there; and many would rather die.”
 
   “If they would rather die,” said Scrooge, “they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population. Besides—excuse me—I don’t know that.”
 
   “But you might know it,” observed the gentleman.
 
   “It’s not my business,” Scrooge returned. “It’s enough for a man to understand his own business, and not to interfere with other people’s. Mine occupies me constantly. Good afternoon, gentlemen!”
 
   Seeing clearly that it would be useless to pursue their point, the gentlemen withdrew. Scrooge resumed his labours with an improved opinion of himself, and in a more facetious temper than was usual with him.
 
   Meanwhile the fog and darkness thickened so, that people ran about with flaring links, proffering their services to go before horses in carriages, and conduct them on their way. The ancient tower of a church, whose gruff old bell was always peeping slily down at Scrooge out of a Gothic window in the wall, became invisible, and struck the hours and quarters in the clouds, with tremulous vibrations afterwards as if its teeth were chattering in its frozen head up there. The cold became intense. In the main street, at the corner of the court, some labourers were repairing the gas-pipes, and had lighted a great fire in a brazier, round which a party of ragged men and boys were gathered: warming their hands and winking their eyes before the blaze in rapture. The water-plug being left in solitude, its overflowings sullenly congealed, and turned to misanthropic ice. The brightness of the shops where holly sprigs and berries crackled in the lamp heat of the windows, made pale faces ruddy as they passed. Poulterers’ and grocers’ trades became a splendid joke: a glorious pageant, with which it was next to impossible to believe that such dull principles as bargain and sale had anything to do. The Lord Mayor, in the stronghold of the mighty Mansion House, gave orders to his fifty cooks and butlers to keep Christmas as a Lord Mayor’s household should; and even the little tailor, whom he had fined five shillings on the previous Monday for being drunk and bloodthirsty in the streets, stirred up to-morrow’s pudding in his garret, while his lean wife and the baby sallied out to buy the beef.
 
   Foggier yet, and colder. Piercing, searching, biting cold. If the good Saint Dunstan had but nipped the Evil Spirit’s nose with a touch of such weather as that, instead of using his familiar weapons, then indeed he would have roared to lusty purpose. The owner of one scant young nose, gnawed and mumbled by the hungry cold as bones are gnawed by dogs, stooped down at Scrooge’s keyhole to regale him with a Christmas carol: but at the first sound of
 
    
 
   “God bless you, merry gentleman!
 
    May nothing you dismay!”
 
    
 
   Scrooge seized the ruler with such energy of action, that the singer fled in terror, leaving the keyhole to the fog and even more congenial frost.
 
   At length the hour of shutting up the counting-house arrived. With an ill-will Scrooge dismounted from his stool, and tacitly admitted the fact to the expectant clerk in the Tank, who instantly snuffed his candle out, and put on his hat.
 
   “You’ll want all day to-morrow, I suppose?” said Scrooge.
 
   “If quite convenient, sir.”
 
   “It’s not convenient,” said Scrooge, “and it’s not fair. If I was to stop half-a-crown for it, you’d think yourself ill-used, I’ll be bound?”
 
   The clerk smiled faintly.
 
   “And yet,” said Scrooge, “you don’t think me ill-used, when I pay a day’s wages for no work.”
 
   The clerk observed that it was only once a year.
 
   “A poor excuse for picking a man’s pocket every twenty-fifth of December!” said Scrooge, buttoning his great-coat to the chin. “But I suppose you must have the whole day. Be here all the earlier next morning.”
 
   The clerk promised that he would; and Scrooge walked out with a growl. The office was closed in a twinkling, and the clerk, with the long ends of his white comforter dangling below his waist (for he boasted no great-coat), went down a slide on Cornhill, at the end of a lane of boys, twenty times, in honour of its being Christmas Eve, and then ran home to Camden Town as hard as he could pelt, to play at blindman’s-buff.
 
   Scrooge took his melancholy dinner in his usual melancholy tavern; and having read all the newspapers, and beguiled the rest of the evening with his banker’s-book, went home to bed. He lived in chambers which had once belonged to his deceased partner. They were a gloomy suite of rooms, in a lowering pile of building up a yard, where it had so little business to be, that one could scarcely help fancying it must have run there when it was a young house, playing at hide-and-seek with other houses, and forgotten the way out again. It was old enough now, and dreary enough, for nobody lived in it but Scrooge, the other rooms being all let out as offices. The yard was so dark that even Scrooge, who knew its every stone, was fain to grope with his hands. The fog and frost so hung about the black old gateway of the house, that it seemed as if the Genius of the Weather sat in mournful meditation on the threshold.
 
   Now, it is a fact, that there was nothing at all particular about the knocker on the door, except that it was very large. It is also a fact, that Scrooge had seen it, night and morning, during his whole residence in that place; also that Scrooge had as little of what is called fancy about him as any man in the city of London, even including—which is a bold word—the corporation, aldermen, and livery. Let it also be borne in mind that Scrooge had not bestowed one thought on Marley, since his last mention of his seven years’ dead partner that afternoon. And then let any man explain to me, if he can, how it happened that Scrooge, having his key in the lock of the door, saw in the knocker, without its undergoing any intermediate process of change—not a knocker, but Marley’s face.
 
   Marley’s face. It was not in impenetrable shadow as the other objects in the yard were, but had a dismal light about it, like a bad lobster in a dark cellar. It was not angry or ferocious, but looked at Scrooge as Marley used to look: with ghostly spectacles turned up on its ghostly forehead. The hair was curiously stirred, as if by breath or hot air; and, though the eyes were wide open, they were perfectly motionless. That, and its livid colour, made it horrible; but its horror seemed to be in spite of the face and beyond its control, rather than a part of its own expression.
 
   As Scrooge looked fixedly at this phenomenon, it was a knocker again.
 
   To say that he was not startled, or that his blood was not conscious of a terrible sensation to which it had been a stranger from infancy, would be untrue. But he put his hand upon the key he had relinquished, turned it sturdily, walked in, and lighted his candle.
 
   He did pause, with a moment’s irresolution, before he shut the door; and he did look cautiously behind it first, as if he half expected to be terrified with the sight of Marley’s pigtail sticking out into the hall. But there was nothing on the back of the door, except the screws and nuts that held the knocker on, so he said “Pooh, pooh!” and closed it with a bang.
 
   The sound resounded through the house like thunder. Every room above, and every cask in the wine-merchant’s cellars below, appeared to have a separate peal of echoes of its own. Scrooge was not a man to be frightened by echoes. He fastened the door, and walked across the hall, and up the stairs; slowly too: trimming his candle as he went.
 
   You may talk vaguely about driving a coach-and-six up a good old flight of stairs, or through a bad young Act of Parliament; but I mean to say you might have got a hearse up that staircase, and taken it broadwise, with the splinter-bar towards the wall and the door towards the balustrades: and done it easy. There was plenty of width for that, and room to spare; which is perhaps the reason why Scrooge thought he saw a locomotive hearse going on before him in the gloom. Half-a-dozen gas-lamps out of the street wouldn’t have lighted the entry too well, so you may suppose that it was pretty dark with Scrooge’s dip.
 
   Up Scrooge went, not caring a button for that. Darkness is cheap, and Scrooge liked it. But before he shut his heavy door, he walked through his rooms to see that all was right. He had just enough recollection of the face to desire to do that.
 
   Sitting-room, bedroom, lumber-room. All as they should be. Nobody under the table, nobody under the sofa; a small fire in the grate; spoon and basin ready; and the little saucepan of gruel (Scrooge had a cold in his head) upon the hob. Nobody under the bed; nobody in the closet; nobody in his dressing-gown, which was hanging up in a suspicious attitude against the wall. Lumber-room as usual. Old fire-guard, old shoes, two fish-baskets, washing-stand on three legs, and a poker.
 
   Quite satisfied, he closed his door, and locked himself in; double-locked himself in, which was not his custom. Thus secured against surprise, he took off his cravat; put on his dressing-gown and slippers, and his nightcap; and sat down before the fire to take his gruel.
 
   It was a very low fire indeed; nothing on such a bitter night. He was obliged to sit close to it, and brood over it, before he could extract the least sensation of warmth from such a handful of fuel. The fireplace was an old one, built by some Dutch merchant long ago, and paved all round with quaint Dutch tiles, designed to illustrate the Scriptures. There were Cains and Abels, Pharaoh’s daughters; Queens of Sheba, Angelic messengers descending through the air on clouds like feather-beds, Abrahams, Belshazzars, Apostles putting off to sea in butter-boats, hundreds of figures to attract his thoughts; and yet that face of Marley, seven years dead, came like the ancient Prophet’s rod, and swallowed up the whole. If each smooth tile had been a blank at first, with power to shape some picture on its surface from the disjointed fragments of his thoughts, there would have been a copy of old Marley’s head on every one.
 
   “Humbug!” said Scrooge; and walked across the room.
 
   After several turns, he sat down again. As he threw his head back in the chair, his glance happened to rest upon a bell, a disused bell, that hung in the room, and communicated for some purpose now forgotten with a chamber in the highest story of the building. It was with great astonishment, and with a strange, inexplicable dread, that as he looked, he saw this bell begin to swing. It swung so softly in the outset that it scarcely made a sound; but soon it rang out loudly, and so did every bell in the house.
 
   This might have lasted half a minute, or a minute, but it seemed an hour. The bells ceased as they had begun, together. They were succeeded by a clanking noise, deep down below; as if some person were dragging a heavy chain over the casks in the wine-merchant’s cellar. Scrooge then remembered to have heard that ghosts in haunted houses were described as dragging chains.
 
   The cellar-door flew open with a booming sound, and then he heard the noise much louder, on the floors below; then coming up the stairs; then coming straight towards his door.
 
   “It’s humbug still!” said Scrooge. “I won’t believe it.”
 
   His colour changed though, when, without a pause, it came on through the heavy door, and passed into the room before his eyes. Upon its coming in, the dying flame leaped up, as though it cried, “I know him; Marley’s Ghost!” and fell again.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Marley’s Ghost
 
    
 
   The same face: the very same. Marley in his pigtail, usual waistcoat, tights and boots; the tassels on the latter bristling, like his pigtail, and his coat-skirts, and the hair upon his head. The chain he drew was clasped about his middle. It was long, and wound about him like a tail; and it was made (for Scrooge observed it closely) of cash-boxes, keys, padlocks, ledgers, deeds, and heavy purses wrought in steel. His body was transparent; so that Scrooge, observing him, and looking through his waistcoat, could see the two buttons on his coat behind.
 
   Scrooge had often heard it said that Marley had no bowels, but he had never believed it until now.
 
   No, nor did he believe it even now. Though he looked the phantom through and through, and saw it standing before him; though he felt the chilling influence of its death-cold eyes; and marked the very texture of the folded kerchief bound about its head and chin, which wrapper he had not observed before; he was still incredulous, and fought against his senses.
 
   “How now!” said Scrooge, caustic and cold as ever. “What do you want with me?”
 
   “Much!”—Marley’s voice, no doubt about it.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Ask me who I was.”
 
   “Who were you then?” said Scrooge, raising his voice. “You’re particular, for a shade.” He was going to say “to a shade,” but substituted this, as more appropriate.
 
   “In life I was your partner, Jacob Marley.”
 
   “Can you—can you sit down?” asked Scrooge, looking doubtfully at him.
 
   “I can.”
 
   “Do it, then.”
 
   Scrooge asked the question, because he didn’t know whether a ghost so transparent might find himself in a condition to take a chair; and felt that in the event of its being impossible, it might involve the necessity of an embarrassing explanation. But the ghost sat down on the opposite side of the fireplace, as if he were quite used to it.
 
   “You don’t believe in me,” observed the Ghost.
 
   “I don’t,” said Scrooge.
 
   “What evidence would you have of my reality beyond that of your senses?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Scrooge.
 
   “Why do you doubt your senses?”
 
   “Because,” said Scrooge, “a little thing affects them. A slight disorder of the stomach makes them cheats. You may be an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of an underdone potato. There’s more of gravy than of grave about you, whatever you are!”
 
   Scrooge was not much in the habit of cracking jokes, nor did he feel, in his heart, by any means waggish then. The truth is, that he tried to be smart, as a means of distracting his own attention, and keeping down his terror; for the spectre’s voice disturbed the very marrow in his bones.
 
   To sit, staring at those fixed glazed eyes, in silence for a moment, would play, Scrooge felt, the very deuce with him. There was something very awful, too, in the spectre’s being provided with an infernal atmosphere of its own. Scrooge could not feel it himself, but this was clearly the case; for though the Ghost sat perfectly motionless, its hair, and skirts, and tassels, were still agitated as by the hot vapour from an oven.
 
   “You see this toothpick?” said Scrooge, returning quickly to the charge, for the reason just assigned; and wishing, though it were only for a second, to divert the vision’s stony gaze from himself.
 
   “I do,” replied the Ghost.
 
   “You are not looking at it,” said Scrooge.
 
   “But I see it,” said the Ghost, “notwithstanding.”
 
   “Well!” returned Scrooge, “I have but to swallow this, and be for the rest of my days persecuted by a legion of goblins, all of my own creation. Humbug, I tell you! humbug!”
 
   At this the spirit raised a frightful cry, and shook its chain with such a dismal and appalling noise, that Scrooge held on tight to his chair, to save himself from falling in a swoon. But how much greater was his horror, when the phantom taking off the bandage round its head, as if it were too warm to wear indoors, its lower jaw dropped down upon its breast!
 
   Scrooge fell upon his knees, and clasped his hands before his face.
 
   “Mercy!” he said. “Dreadful apparition, why do you trouble me?”
 
   “Man of the worldly mind!” replied the Ghost, “do you believe in me or not?”
 
   “I do,” said Scrooge. “I must. But why do spirits walk the earth, and why do they come to me?”
 
   “It is required of every man,” the Ghost returned, “that the spirit within him should walk abroad among his fellowmen, and travel far and wide; and if that spirit goes not forth in life, it is condemned to do so after death. It is doomed to wander through the world—oh, woe is me!—and witness what it cannot share, but might have shared on earth, and turned to happiness!”
 
   Again the spectre raised a cry, and shook its chain and wrung its shadowy hands.
 
   “You are fettered,” said Scrooge, trembling. “Tell me why?”
 
   “I wear the chain I forged in life,” replied the Ghost. “I made it link by link, and yard by yard; I girded it on of my own free will, and of my own free will I wore it. Is its pattern strange to you?”
 
   Scrooge trembled more and more.
 
   “Or would you know,” pursued the Ghost, “the weight and length of the strong coil you bear yourself? It was full as heavy and as long as this, seven Christmas Eves ago. You have laboured on it, since. It is a ponderous chain!”
 
   Scrooge glanced about him on the floor, in the expectation of finding himself surrounded by some fifty or sixty fathoms of iron cable: but he could see nothing.
 
   “Jacob,” he said, imploringly. “Old Jacob Marley, tell me more. Speak comfort to me, Jacob!”
 
   “I have none to give,” the Ghost replied. “It comes from other regions, Ebenezer Scrooge, and is conveyed by other ministers, to other kinds of men. Nor can I tell you what I would. A very little more is all permitted to me. I cannot rest, I cannot stay, I cannot linger anywhere. My spirit never walked beyond our counting-house—mark me!—in life my spirit never roved beyond the narrow limits of our money-changing hole; and weary journeys lie before me!”
 
   It was a habit with Scrooge, whenever he became thoughtful, to put his hands in his breeches pockets. Pondering on what the Ghost had said, he did so now, but without lifting up his eyes, or getting off his knees.
 
   “You must have been very slow about it, Jacob,” Scrooge observed, in a business-like manner, though with humility and deference.
 
   “Slow!” the Ghost repeated.
 
   “Seven years dead,” mused Scrooge. “And travelling all the time!”
 
   “The whole time,” said the Ghost. “No rest, no peace. Incessant torture of remorse.”
 
   “You travel fast?” said Scrooge.
 
   “On the wings of the wind,” replied the Ghost.
 
   “You might have got over a great quantity of ground in seven years,” said Scrooge.
 
   The Ghost, on hearing this, set up another cry, and clanked its chain so hideously in the dead silence of the night, that the Ward would have been justified in indicting it for a nuisance.
 
   “Oh! captive, bound, and double-ironed,” cried the phantom, “not to know, that ages of incessant labour by immortal creatures, for this earth must pass into eternity before the good of which it is susceptible is all developed. Not to know that any Christian spirit working kindly in its little sphere, whatever it may be, will find its mortal life too short for its vast means of usefulness. Not to know that no space of regret can make amends for one life’s opportunity misused! Yet such was I! Oh! such was I!”
 
   “But you were always a good man of business, Jacob,” faltered Scrooge, who now began to apply this to himself.
 
   “Business!” cried the Ghost, wringing its hands again. “Mankind was my business. The common welfare was my business; charity, mercy, forbearance, and benevolence, were, all, my business. The dealings of my trade were but a drop of water in the comprehensive ocean of my business!”
 
   It held up its chain at arm’s length, as if that were the cause of all its unavailing grief, and flung it heavily upon the ground again.
 
   “At this time of the rolling year,” the spectre said, “I suffer most. Why did I walk through crowds of fellow-beings with my eyes turned down, and never raise them to that blessed Star which led the Wise Men to a poor abode! Were there no poor homes to which its light would have conducted me!”
 
   Scrooge was very much dismayed to hear the spectre going on at this rate, and began to quake exceedingly.
 
   “Hear me!” cried the Ghost. “My time is nearly gone.”
 
   “I will,” said Scrooge. “But don’t be hard upon me! Don’t be flowery, Jacob! Pray!”
 
   “How it is that I appear before you in a shape that you can see, I may not tell. I have sat invisible beside you many and many a day.”
 
   It was not an agreeable idea. Scrooge shivered, and wiped the perspiration from his brow.
 
   “That is no light part of my penance,” pursued the Ghost. “I am here to-night to warn you, that you have yet a chance and hope of escaping my fate. A chance and hope of my procuring, Ebenezer.”
 
   “You were always a good friend to me,” said Scrooge. “Thank’ee!”
 
   “You will be haunted,” resumed the Ghost, “by Three Spirits.”
 
   Scrooge’s countenance fell almost as low as the Ghost’s had done.
 
   “Is that the chance and hope you mentioned, Jacob?” he demanded, in a faltering voice.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “I—I think I’d rather not,” said Scrooge.
 
   “Without their visits,” said the Ghost, “you cannot hope to shun the path I tread. Expect the first to-morrow, when the bell tolls One.”
 
   “Couldn’t I take ’em all at once, and have it over, Jacob?” hinted Scrooge.
 
   “Expect the second on the next night at the same hour. The third upon the next night when the last stroke of Twelve has ceased to vibrate. Look to see me no more; and look that, for your own sake, you remember what has passed between us!”
 
   When it had said these words, the spectre took its wrapper from the table, and bound it round its head, as before. Scrooge knew this, by the smart sound its teeth made, when the jaws were brought together by the bandage. He ventured to raise his eyes again, and found his supernatural visitor confronting him in an erect attitude, with its chain wound over and about its arm.
 
   The apparition walked backward from him; and at every step it took, the window raised itself a little, so that when the spectre reached it, it was wide open.
 
   It beckoned Scrooge to approach, which he did. When they were within two paces of each other, Marley’s Ghost held up its hand, warning him to come no nearer. Scrooge stopped.
 
   Not so much in obedience, as in surprise and fear: for on the raising of the hand, he became sensible of confused noises in the air; incoherent sounds of lamentation and regret; wailings inexpressibly sorrowful and self-accusatory. The spectre, after listening for a moment, joined in the mournful dirge; and floated out upon the bleak, dark night.
 
   Scrooge followed to the window: desperate in his curiosity. He looked out.
 
   The air was filled with phantoms, wandering hither and thither in restless haste, and moaning as they went. Every one of them wore chains like Marley’s Ghost; some few (they might be guilty governments) were linked together; none were free. Many had been personally known to Scrooge in their lives. He had been quite familiar with one old ghost, in a white waistcoat, with a monstrous iron safe attached to its ankle, who cried piteously at being unable to assist a wretched woman with an infant, whom it saw below, upon a door-step. The misery with them all was, clearly, that they sought to interfere, for good, in human matters, and had lost the power for ever.
 
   Whether these creatures faded into mist, or mist enshrouded them, he could not tell. But they and their spirit voices faded together; and the night became as it had been when he walked home.
 
   Scrooge closed the window, and examined the door by which the Ghost had entered. It was double-locked, as he had locked it with his own hands, and the bolts were undisturbed. He tried to say “Humbug!” but stopped at the first syllable. And being, from the emotion he had undergone, or the fatigues of the day, or his glimpse of the Invisible World, or the dull conversation of the Ghost, or the lateness of the hour, much in need of repose; went straight to bed, without undressing, and fell asleep upon the instant.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   STAVE TWO.
 
   THE FIRST OF THE THREE SPIRITS.
 
    
 
   When Scrooge awoke, it was so dark, that looking out of bed, he could scarcely distinguish the transparent window from the opaque walls of his chamber. He was endeavouring to pierce the darkness with his ferret eyes, when the chimes of a neighbouring church struck the four quarters. So he listened for the hour.
 
   To his great astonishment the heavy bell went on from six to seven, and from seven to eight, and regularly up to twelve; then stopped. Twelve! It was past two when he went to bed. The clock was wrong. An icicle must have got into the works. Twelve!
 
   He touched the spring of his repeater, to correct this most preposterous clock. Its rapid little pulse beat twelve: and stopped.
 
   “Why, it isn’t possible,” said Scrooge, “that I can have slept through a whole day and far into another night. It isn’t possible that anything has happened to the sun, and this is twelve at noon!”
 
   The idea being an alarming one, he scrambled out of bed, and groped his way to the window. He was obliged to rub the frost off with the sleeve of his dressing-gown before he could see anything; and could see very little then. All he could make out was, that it was still very foggy and extremely cold, and that there was no noise of people running to and fro, and making a great stir, as there unquestionably would have been if night had beaten off bright day, and taken possession of the world. This was a great relief, because “three days after sight of this First of Exchange pay to Mr. Ebenezer Scrooge or his order,” and so forth, would have become a mere United States’ security if there were no days to count by.
 
   Scrooge went to bed again, and thought, and thought, and thought it over and over and over, and could make nothing of it. The more he thought, the more perplexed he was; and the more he endeavoured not to think, the more he thought.
 
   Marley’s Ghost bothered him exceedingly. Every time he resolved within himself, after mature inquiry, that it was all a dream, his mind flew back again, like a strong spring released, to its first position, and presented the same problem to be worked all through, “Was it a dream or not?”
 
   Scrooge lay in this state until the chime had gone three quarters more, when he remembered, on a sudden, that the Ghost had warned him of a visitation when the bell tolled one. He resolved to lie awake until the hour was passed; and, considering that he could no more go to sleep than go to Heaven, this was perhaps the wisest resolution in his power.
 
   The quarter was so long, that he was more than once convinced he must have sunk into a doze unconsciously, and missed the clock. At length it broke upon his listening ear.
 
   “Ding, dong!”
 
   “A quarter past,” said Scrooge, counting.
 
   “Ding, dong!”
 
   “Half-past!” said Scrooge.
 
   “Ding, dong!”
 
   “A quarter to it,” said Scrooge.
 
   “Ding, dong!”
 
   “The hour itself,” said Scrooge, triumphantly, “and nothing else!”
 
   He spoke before the hour bell sounded, which it now did with a deep, dull, hollow, melancholy One. Light flashed up in the room upon the instant, and the curtains of his bed were drawn.
 
   The curtains of his bed were drawn aside, I tell you, by a hand. Not the curtains at his feet, nor the curtains at his back, but those to which his face was addressed. The curtains of his bed were drawn aside; and Scrooge, starting up into a half-recumbent attitude, found himself face to face with the unearthly visitor who drew them: as close to it as I am now to you, and I am standing in the spirit at your elbow.
 
   It was a strange figure—like a child: yet not so like a child as like an old man, viewed through some supernatural medium, which gave him the appearance of having receded from the view, and being diminished to a child’s proportions. Its hair, which hung about its neck and down its back, was white as if with age; and yet the face had not a wrinkle in it, and the tenderest bloom was on the skin. The arms were very long and muscular; the hands the same, as if its hold were of uncommon strength. Its legs and feet, most delicately formed, were, like those upper members, bare. It wore a tunic of the purest white; and round its waist was bound a lustrous belt, the sheen of which was beautiful. It held a branch of fresh green holly in its hand; and, in singular contradiction of that wintry emblem, had its dress trimmed with summer flowers. But the strangest thing about it was, that from the crown of its head there sprung a bright clear jet of light, by which all this was visible; and which was doubtless the occasion of its using, in its duller moments, a great extinguisher for a cap, which it now held under its arm.
 
   Even this, though, when Scrooge looked at it with increasing steadiness, was not its strangest quality. For as its belt sparkled and glittered now in one part and now in another, and what was light one instant, at another time was dark, so the figure itself fluctuated in its distinctness: being now a thing with one arm, now with one leg, now with twenty legs, now a pair of legs without a head, now a head without a body: of which dissolving parts, no outline would be visible in the dense gloom wherein they melted away. And in the very wonder of this, it would be itself again; distinct and clear as ever.
 
   “Are you the Spirit, sir, whose coming was foretold to me?” asked Scrooge.
 
   “I am!”
 
   The voice was soft and gentle. Singularly low, as if instead of being so close beside him, it were at a distance.
 
   “Who, and what are you?” Scrooge demanded.
 
   “I am the Ghost of Christmas Past.”
 
   “Long Past?” inquired Scrooge: observant of its dwarfish stature.
 
   “No. Your past.”
 
   Perhaps, Scrooge could not have told anybody why, if anybody could have asked him; but he had a special desire to see the Spirit in his cap; and begged him to be covered.
 
   “What!” exclaimed the Ghost, “would you so soon put out, with worldly hands, the light I give? Is it not enough that you are one of those whose passions made this cap, and force me through whole trains of years to wear it low upon my brow!”
 
   Scrooge reverently disclaimed all intention to offend or any knowledge of having wilfully “bonneted” the Spirit at any period of his life. He then made bold to inquire what business brought him there.
 
   “Your welfare!” said the Ghost.
 
   Scrooge expressed himself much obliged, but could not help thinking that a night of unbroken rest would have been more conducive to that end. The Spirit must have heard him thinking, for it said immediately:
 
   “Your reclamation, then. Take heed!”
 
   It put out its strong hand as it spoke, and clasped him gently by the arm.
 
   “Rise! and walk with me!”
 
   It would have been in vain for Scrooge to plead that the weather and the hour were not adapted to pedestrian purposes; that bed was warm, and the thermometer a long way below freezing; that he was clad but lightly in his slippers, dressing-gown, and nightcap; and that he had a cold upon him at that time. The grasp, though gentle as a woman’s hand, was not to be resisted. He rose: but finding that the Spirit made towards the window, clasped his robe in supplication.
 
   “I am a mortal,” Scrooge remonstrated, “and liable to fall.”
 
   “Bear but a touch of my hand there,” said the Spirit, laying it upon his heart, “and you shall be upheld in more than this!”
 
   As the words were spoken, they passed through the wall, and stood upon an open country road, with fields on either hand. The city had entirely vanished. Not a vestige of it was to be seen. The darkness and the mist had vanished with it, for it was a clear, cold, winter day, with snow upon the ground.
 
   “Good Heaven!” said Scrooge, clasping his hands together, as he looked about him. “I was bred in this place. I was a boy here!”
 
   The Spirit gazed upon him mildly. Its gentle touch, though it had been light and instantaneous, appeared still present to the old man’s sense of feeling. He was conscious of a thousand odours floating in the air, each one connected with a thousand thoughts, and hopes, and joys, and cares long, long, forgotten!
 
   “Your lip is trembling,” said the Ghost. “And what is that upon your cheek?”
 
   Scrooge muttered, with an unusual catching in his voice, that it was a pimple; and begged the Ghost to lead him where he would.
 
   “You recollect the way?” inquired the Spirit.
 
   “Remember it!” cried Scrooge with fervour; “I could walk it blindfold.”
 
   “Strange to have forgotten it for so many years!” observed the Ghost. “Let us go on.”
 
   They walked along the road, Scrooge recognising every gate, and post, and tree; until a little market-town appeared in the distance, with its bridge, its church, and winding river. Some shaggy ponies now were seen trotting towards them with boys upon their backs, who called to other boys in country gigs and carts, driven by farmers. All these boys were in great spirits, and shouted to each other, until the broad fields were so full of merry music, that the crisp air laughed to hear it!
 
   “These are but shadows of the things that have been,” said the Ghost. “They have no consciousness of us.”
 
   The jocund travellers came on; and as they came, Scrooge knew and named them every one. Why was he rejoiced beyond all bounds to see them! Why did his cold eye glisten, and his heart leap up as they went past! Why was he filled with gladness when he heard them give each other Merry Christmas, as they parted at cross-roads and bye-ways, for their several homes! What was merry Christmas to Scrooge? Out upon merry Christmas! What good had it ever done to him?
 
   “The school is not quite deserted,” said the Ghost. “A solitary child, neglected by his friends, is left there still.”
 
   Scrooge said he knew it. And he sobbed.
 
   They left the high-road, by a well-remembered lane, and soon approached a mansion of dull red brick, with a little weathercock-surmounted cupola, on the roof, and a bell hanging in it. It was a large house, but one of broken fortunes; for the spacious offices were little used, their walls were damp and mossy, their windows broken, and their gates decayed. Fowls clucked and strutted in the stables; and the coach-houses and sheds were over-run with grass. Nor was it more retentive of its ancient state, within; for entering the dreary hall, and glancing through the open doors of many rooms, they found them poorly furnished, cold, and vast. There was an earthy savour in the air, a chilly bareness in the place, which associated itself somehow with too much getting up by candle-light, and not too much to eat.
 
   They went, the Ghost and Scrooge, across the hall, to a door at the back of the house. It opened before them, and disclosed a long, bare, melancholy room, made barer still by lines of plain deal forms and desks. At one of these a lonely boy was reading near a feeble fire; and Scrooge sat down upon a form, and wept to see his poor forgotten self as he used to be.
 
   Not a latent echo in the house, not a squeak and scuffle from the mice behind the panelling, not a drip from the half-thawed water-spout in the dull yard behind, not a sigh among the leafless boughs of one despondent poplar, not the idle swinging of an empty store-house door, no, not a clicking in the fire, but fell upon the heart of Scrooge with a softening influence, and gave a freer passage to his tears.
 
   The Spirit touched him on the arm, and pointed to his younger self, intent upon his reading. Suddenly a man, in foreign garments: wonderfully real and distinct to look at: stood outside the window, with an axe stuck in his belt, and leading by the bridle an ass laden with wood.
 
   “Why, it’s Ali Baba!” Scrooge exclaimed in ecstasy. “It’s dear old honest Ali Baba! Yes, yes, I know! One Christmas time, when yonder solitary child was left here all alone, he did come, for the first time, just like that. Poor boy! And Valentine,” said Scrooge, “and his wild brother, Orson; there they go! And what’s his name, who was put down in his drawers, asleep, at the Gate of Damascus; don’t you see him! And the Sultan’s Groom turned upside down by the Genii; there he is upon his head! Serve him right. I’m glad of it. What business had he to be married to the Princess!”
 
   To hear Scrooge expending all the earnestness of his nature on such subjects, in a most extraordinary voice between laughing and crying; and to see his heightened and excited face; would have been a surprise to his business friends in the city, indeed.
 
   “There’s the Parrot!” cried Scrooge. “Green body and yellow tail, with a thing like a lettuce growing out of the top of his head; there he is! Poor Robin Crusoe, he called him, when he came home again after sailing round the island. ‘Poor Robin Crusoe, where have you been, Robin Crusoe?’ The man thought he was dreaming, but he wasn’t. It was the Parrot, you know. There goes Friday, running for his life to the little creek! Halloa! Hoop! Halloo!”
 
   Then, with a rapidity of transition very foreign to his usual character, he said, in pity for his former self, “Poor boy!” and cried again.
 
   “I wish,” Scrooge muttered, putting his hand in his pocket, and looking about him, after drying his eyes with his cuff: “but it’s too late now.”
 
   “What is the matter?” asked the Spirit.
 
   “Nothing,” said Scrooge. “Nothing. There was a boy singing a Christmas Carol at my door last night. I should like to have given him something: that’s all.”
 
   The Ghost smiled thoughtfully, and waved its hand: saying as it did so, “Let us see another Christmas!”
 
   Scrooge’s former self grew larger at the words, and the room became a little darker and more dirty. The panels shrunk, the windows cracked; fragments of plaster fell out of the ceiling, and the naked laths were shown instead; but how all this was brought about, Scrooge knew no more than you do. He only knew that it was quite correct; that everything had happened so; that there he was, alone again, when all the other boys had gone home for the jolly holidays.
 
   He was not reading now, but walking up and down despairingly. Scrooge looked at the Ghost, and with a mournful shaking of his head, glanced anxiously towards the door.
 
   It opened; and a little girl, much younger than the boy, came darting in, and putting her arms about his neck, and often kissing him, addressed him as her “Dear, dear brother.”
 
   “I have come to bring you home, dear brother!” said the child, clapping her tiny hands, and bending down to laugh. “To bring you home, home, home!”
 
   “Home, little Fan?” returned the boy.
 
   “Yes!” said the child, brimful of glee. “Home, for good and all. Home, for ever and ever. Father is so much kinder than he used to be, that home’s like Heaven! He spoke so gently to me one dear night when I was going to bed, that I was not afraid to ask him once more if you might come home; and he said Yes, you should; and sent me in a coach to bring you. And you’re to be a man!” said the child, opening her eyes, “and are never to come back here; but first, we’re to be together all the Christmas long, and have the merriest time in all the world.”
 
   “You are quite a woman, little Fan!” exclaimed the boy.
 
   She clapped her hands and laughed, and tried to touch his head; but being too little, laughed again, and stood on tiptoe to embrace him. Then she began to drag him, in her childish eagerness, towards the door; and he, nothing loth to go, accompanied her.
 
   A terrible voice in the hall cried, “Bring down Master Scrooge’s box, there!” and in the hall appeared the schoolmaster himself, who glared on Master Scrooge with a ferocious condescension, and threw him into a dreadful state of mind by shaking hands with him. He then conveyed him and his sister into the veriest old well of a shivering best-parlour that ever was seen, where the maps upon the wall, and the celestial and terrestrial globes in the windows, were waxy with cold. Here he produced a decanter of curiously light wine, and a block of curiously heavy cake, and administered instalments of those dainties to the young people: at the same time, sending out a meagre servant to offer a glass of “something” to the postboy, who answered that he thanked the gentleman, but if it was the same tap as he had tasted before, he had rather not. Master Scrooge’s trunk being by this time tied on to the top of the chaise, the children bade the schoolmaster good-bye right willingly; and getting into it, drove gaily down the garden-sweep: the quick wheels dashing the hoar-frost and snow from off the dark leaves of the evergreens like spray.
 
   “Always a delicate creature, whom a breath might have withered,” said the Ghost. “But she had a large heart!”
 
   “So she had,” cried Scrooge. “You’re right. I will not gainsay it, Spirit. God forbid!”
 
   “She died a woman,” said the Ghost, “and had, as I think, children.”
 
   “One child,” Scrooge returned.
 
   “True,” said the Ghost. “Your nephew!”
 
   Scrooge seemed uneasy in his mind; and answered briefly, “Yes.”
 
   Although they had but that moment left the school behind them, they were now in the busy thoroughfares of a city, where shadowy passengers passed and repassed; where shadowy carts and coaches battled for the way, and all the strife and tumult of a real city were. It was made plain enough, by the dressing of the shops, that here too it was Christmas time again; but it was evening, and the streets were lighted up.
 
   The Ghost stopped at a certain warehouse door, and asked Scrooge if he knew it.
 
   “Know it!” said Scrooge. “Was I apprenticed here!”
 
   They went in. At sight of an old gentleman in a Welsh wig, sitting behind such a high desk, that if he had been two inches taller he must have knocked his head against the ceiling, Scrooge cried in great excitement:
 
   “Why, it’s old Fezziwig! Bless his heart; it’s Fezziwig alive again!”
 
   Old Fezziwig laid down his pen, and looked up at the clock, which pointed to the hour of seven. He rubbed his hands; adjusted his capacious waistcoat; laughed all over himself, from his shoes to his organ of benevolence; and called out in a comfortable, oily, rich, fat, jovial voice:
 
   “Yo ho, there! Ebenezer! Dick!”
 
   Scrooge’s former self, now grown a young man, came briskly in, accompanied by his fellow-’prentice.
 
   “Dick Wilkins, to be sure!” said Scrooge to the Ghost. “Bless me, yes. There he is. He was very much attached to me, was Dick. Poor Dick! Dear, dear!”
 
   “Yo ho, my boys!” said Fezziwig. “No more work to-night. Christmas Eve, Dick. Christmas, Ebenezer! Let’s have the shutters up,” cried old Fezziwig, with a sharp clap of his hands, “before a man can say Jack Robinson!”
 
   You wouldn’t believe how those two fellows went at it! They charged into the street with the shutters—one, two, three—had ’em up in their places—four, five, six—barred ’em and pinned ’em—seven, eight, nine—and came back before you could have got to twelve, panting like race-horses.
 
   “Hilli-ho!” cried old Fezziwig, skipping down from the high desk, with wonderful agility. “Clear away, my lads, and let’s have lots of room here! Hilli-ho, Dick! Chirrup, Ebenezer!”
 
   Clear away! There was nothing they wouldn’t have cleared away, or couldn’t have cleared away, with old Fezziwig looking on. It was done in a minute. Every movable was packed off, as if it were dismissed from public life for evermore; the floor was swept and watered, the lamps were trimmed, fuel was heaped upon the fire; and the warehouse was as snug, and warm, and dry, and bright a ball-room, as you would desire to see upon a winter’s night.
 
   In came a fiddler with a music-book, and went up to the lofty desk, and made an orchestra of it, and tuned like fifty stomach-aches. In came Mrs. Fezziwig, one vast substantial smile. In came the three Miss Fezziwigs, beaming and lovable. In came the six young followers whose hearts they broke. In came all the young men and women employed in the business. In came the housemaid, with her cousin, the baker. In came the cook, with her brother’s particular friend, the milkman. In came the boy from over the way, who was suspected of not having board enough from his master; trying to hide himself behind the girl from next door but one, who was proved to have had her ears pulled by her mistress. In they all came, one after another; some shyly, some boldly, some gracefully, some awkwardly, some pushing, some pulling; in they all came, anyhow and everyhow. Away they all went, twenty couple at once; hands half round and back again the other way; down the middle and up again; round and round in various stages of affectionate grouping; old top couple always turning up in the wrong place; new top couple starting off again, as soon as they got there; all top couples at last, and not a bottom one to help them! When this result was brought about, old Fezziwig, clapping his hands to stop the dance, cried out, “Well done!” and the fiddler plunged his hot face into a pot of porter, especially provided for that purpose. But scorning rest, upon his reappearance, he instantly began again, though there were no dancers yet, as if the other fiddler had been carried home, exhausted, on a shutter, and he were a bran-new man resolved to beat him out of sight, or perish.
 
   There were more dances, and there were forfeits, and more dances, and there was cake, and there was negus, and there was a great piece of Cold Roast, and there was a great piece of Cold Boiled, and there were mince-pies, and plenty of beer. But the great effect of the evening came after the Roast and Boiled, when the fiddler (an artful dog, mind! The sort of man who knew his business better than you or I could have told it him!) struck up “Sir Roger de Coverley.” Then old Fezziwig stood out to dance with Mrs. Fezziwig. Top couple, too; with a good stiff piece of work cut out for them; three or four and twenty pair of partners; people who were not to be trifled with; people who would dance, and had no notion of walking.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Mr. Fezziwig’s Ball
 
    
 
   But if they had been twice as many—ah, four times—old Fezziwig would have been a match for them, and so would Mrs. Fezziwig. As to her, she was worthy to be his partner in every sense of the term. If that’s not high praise, tell me higher, and I’ll use it. A positive light appeared to issue from Fezziwig’s calves. They shone in every part of the dance like moons. You couldn’t have predicted, at any given time, what would have become of them next. And when old Fezziwig and Mrs. Fezziwig had gone all through the dance; advance and retire, both hands to your partner, bow and curtsey, corkscrew, thread-the-needle, and back again to your place; Fezziwig “cut”—cut so deftly, that he appeared to wink with his legs, and came upon his feet again without a stagger.
 
   When the clock struck eleven, this domestic ball broke up. Mr. and Mrs. Fezziwig took their stations, one on either side of the door, and shaking hands with every person individually as he or she went out, wished him or her a Merry Christmas. When everybody had retired but the two ’prentices, they did the same to them; and thus the cheerful voices died away, and the lads were left to their beds; which were under a counter in the back-shop.
 
   During the whole of this time, Scrooge had acted like a man out of his wits. His heart and soul were in the scene, and with his former self. He corroborated everything, remembered everything, enjoyed everything, and underwent the strangest agitation. It was not until now, when the bright faces of his former self and Dick were turned from them, that he remembered the Ghost, and became conscious that it was looking full upon him, while the light upon its head burnt very clear.
 
   “A small matter,” said the Ghost, “to make these silly folks so full of gratitude.”
 
   “Small!” echoed Scrooge.
 
   The Spirit signed to him to listen to the two apprentices, who were pouring out their hearts in praise of Fezziwig: and when he had done so, said,
 
   “Why! Is it not? He has spent but a few pounds of your mortal money: three or four perhaps. Is that so much that he deserves this praise?”
 
   “It isn’t that,” said Scrooge, heated by the remark, and speaking unconsciously like his former, not his latter, self. “It isn’t that, Spirit. He has the power to render us happy or unhappy; to make our service light or burdensome; a pleasure or a toil. Say that his power lies in words and looks; in things so slight and insignificant that it is impossible to add and count ’em up: what then? The happiness he gives, is quite as great as if it cost a fortune.”
 
   He felt the Spirit’s glance, and stopped.
 
   “What is the matter?” asked the Ghost.
 
   “Nothing particular,” said Scrooge.
 
   “Something, I think?” the Ghost insisted.
 
   “No,” said Scrooge, “No. I should like to be able to say a word or two to my clerk just now. That’s all.”
 
   His former self turned down the lamps as he gave utterance to the wish; and Scrooge and the Ghost again stood side by side in the open air.
 
   “My time grows short,” observed the Spirit. “Quick!”
 
   This was not addressed to Scrooge, or to any one whom he could see, but it produced an immediate effect. For again Scrooge saw himself. He was older now; a man in the prime of life. His face had not the harsh and rigid lines of later years; but it had begun to wear the signs of care and avarice. There was an eager, greedy, restless motion in the eye, which showed the passion that had taken root, and where the shadow of the growing tree would fall.
 
   He was not alone, but sat by the side of a fair young girl in a mourning-dress: in whose eyes there were tears, which sparkled in the light that shone out of the Ghost of Christmas Past.
 
   “It matters little,” she said, softly. “To you, very little. Another idol has displaced me; and if it can cheer and comfort you in time to come, as I would have tried to do, I have no just cause to grieve.”
 
   “What Idol has displaced you?” he rejoined.
 
   “A golden one.”
 
   “This is the even-handed dealing of the world!” he said. “There is nothing on which it is so hard as poverty; and there is nothing it professes to condemn with such severity as the pursuit of wealth!”
 
   “You fear the world too much,” she answered, gently. “All your other hopes have merged into the hope of being beyond the chance of its sordid reproach. I have seen your nobler aspirations fall off one by one, until the master-passion, Gain, engrosses you. Have I not?”
 
   “What then?” he retorted. “Even if I have grown so much wiser, what then? I am not changed towards you.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Am I?”
 
   “Our contract is an old one. It was made when we were both poor and content to be so, until, in good season, we could improve our worldly fortune by our patient industry. You are changed. When it was made, you were another man.”
 
   “I was a boy,” he said impatiently.
 
   “Your own feeling tells you that you were not what you are,” she returned. “I am. That which promised happiness when we were one in heart, is fraught with misery now that we are two. How often and how keenly I have thought of this, I will not say. It is enough that I have thought of it, and can release you.”
 
   “Have I ever sought release?”
 
   “In words. No. Never.”
 
   “In what, then?”
 
   “In a changed nature; in an altered spirit; in another atmosphere of life; another Hope as its great end. In everything that made my love of any worth or value in your sight. If this had never been between us,” said the girl, looking mildly, but with steadiness, upon him; “tell me, would you seek me out and try to win me now? Ah, no!”
 
   He seemed to yield to the justice of this supposition, in spite of himself. But he said with a struggle, “You think not.”
 
   “I would gladly think otherwise if I could,” she answered, “Heaven knows! When I have learned a Truth like this, I know how strong and irresistible it must be. But if you were free to-day, to-morrow, yesterday, can even I believe that you would choose a dowerless girl—you who, in your very confidence with her, weigh everything by Gain: or, choosing her, if for a moment you were false enough to your one guiding principle to do so, do I not know that your repentance and regret would surely follow? I do; and I release you. With a full heart, for the love of him you once were.”
 
   He was about to speak; but with her head turned from him, she resumed.
 
   “You may—the memory of what is past half makes me hope you will—have pain in this. A very, very brief time, and you will dismiss the recollection of it, gladly, as an unprofitable dream, from which it happened well that you awoke. May you be happy in the life you have chosen!”
 
   She left him, and they parted.
 
   “Spirit!” said Scrooge, “show me no more! Conduct me home. Why do you delight to torture me?”
 
   “One shadow more!” exclaimed the Ghost.
 
   “No more!” cried Scrooge. “No more. I don’t wish to see it. Show me no more!”
 
   But the relentless Ghost pinioned him in both his arms, and forced him to observe what happened next.
 
   They were in another scene and place; a room, not very large or handsome, but full of comfort. Near to the winter fire sat a beautiful young girl, so like that last that Scrooge believed it was the same, until he saw her, now a comely matron, sitting opposite her daughter. The noise in this room was perfectly tumultuous, for there were more children there, than Scrooge in his agitated state of mind could count; and, unlike the celebrated herd in the poem, they were not forty children conducting themselves like one, but every child was conducting itself like forty. The consequences were uproarious beyond belief; but no one seemed to care; on the contrary, the mother and daughter laughed heartily, and enjoyed it very much; and the latter, soon beginning to mingle in the sports, got pillaged by the young brigands most ruthlessly. What would I not have given to be one of them! Though I never could have been so rude, no, no! I wouldn’t for the wealth of all the world have crushed that braided hair, and torn it down; and for the precious little shoe, I wouldn’t have plucked it off, God bless my soul! to save my life. As to measuring her waist in sport, as they did, bold young brood, I couldn’t have done it; I should have expected my arm to have grown round it for a punishment, and never come straight again. And yet I should have dearly liked, I own, to have touched her lips; to have questioned her, that she might have opened them; to have looked upon the lashes of her downcast eyes, and never raised a blush; to have let loose waves of hair, an inch of which would be a keepsake beyond price: in short, I should have liked, I do confess, to have had the lightest licence of a child, and yet to have been man enough to know its value.
 
   But now a knocking at the door was heard, and such a rush immediately ensued that she with laughing face and plundered dress was borne towards it the centre of a flushed and boisterous group, just in time to greet the father, who came home attended by a man laden with Christmas toys and presents. Then the shouting and the struggling, and the onslaught that was made on the defenceless porter! The scaling him with chairs for ladders to dive into his pockets, despoil him of brown-paper parcels, hold on tight by his cravat, hug him round his neck, pommel his back, and kick his legs in irrepressible affection! The shouts of wonder and delight with which the development of every package was received! The terrible announcement that the baby had been taken in the act of putting a doll’s frying-pan into his mouth, and was more than suspected of having swallowed a fictitious turkey, glued on a wooden platter! The immense relief of finding this a false alarm! The joy, and gratitude, and ecstasy! They are all indescribable alike. It is enough that by degrees the children and their emotions got out of the parlour, and by one stair at a time, up to the top of the house; where they went to bed, and so subsided.
 
   And now Scrooge looked on more attentively than ever, when the master of the house, having his daughter leaning fondly on him, sat down with her and her mother at his own fireside; and when he thought that such another creature, quite as graceful and as full of promise, might have called him father, and been a spring-time in the haggard winter of his life, his sight grew very dim indeed.
 
   “Belle,” said the husband, turning to his wife with a smile, “I saw an old friend of yours this afternoon.”
 
   “Who was it?”
 
   “Guess!”
 
   “How can I? Tut, don’t I know?” she added in the same breath, laughing as he laughed. “Mr. Scrooge.”
 
   “Mr. Scrooge it was. I passed his office window; and as it was not shut up, and he had a candle inside, I could scarcely help seeing him. His partner lies upon the point of death, I hear; and there he sat alone. Quite alone in the world, I do believe.”
 
   “Spirit!” said Scrooge in a broken voice, “remove me from this place.”
 
   “I told you these were shadows of the things that have been,” said the Ghost. “That they are what they are, do not blame me!”
 
   “Remove me!” Scrooge exclaimed, “I cannot bear it!”
 
   He turned upon the Ghost, and seeing that it looked upon him with a face, in which in some strange way there were fragments of all the faces it had shown him, wrestled with it.
 
   “Leave me! Take me back. Haunt me no longer!”
 
   In the struggle, if that can be called a struggle in which the Ghost with no visible resistance on its own part was undisturbed by any effort of its adversary, Scrooge observed that its light was burning high and bright; and dimly connecting that with its influence over him, he seized the extinguisher-cap, and by a sudden action pressed it down upon its head.
 
   The Spirit dropped beneath it, so that the extinguisher covered its whole form; but though Scrooge pressed it down with all his force, he could not hide the light: which streamed from under it, in an unbroken flood upon the ground.
 
   He was conscious of being exhausted, and overcome by an irresistible drowsiness; and, further, of being in his own bedroom. He gave the cap a parting squeeze, in which his hand relaxed; and had barely time to reel to bed, before he sank into a heavy sleep.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   STAVE THREE.
 
   THE SECOND OF THE THREE SPIRITS.
 
    
 
   Awaking in the middle of a prodigiously tough snore, and sitting up in bed to get his thoughts together, Scrooge had no occasion to be told that the bell was again upon the stroke of One. He felt that he was restored to consciousness in the right nick of time, for the especial purpose of holding a conference with the second messenger despatched to him through Jacob Marley’s intervention. But finding that he turned uncomfortably cold when he began to wonder which of his curtains this new spectre would draw back, he put them every one aside with his own hands; and lying down again, established a sharp look-out all round the bed. For he wished to challenge the Spirit on the moment of its appearance, and did not wish to be taken by surprise, and made nervous.
 
   Gentlemen of the free-and-easy sort, who plume themselves on being acquainted with a move or two, and being usually equal to the time-of-day, express the wide range of their capacity for adventure by observing that they are good for anything from pitch-and-toss to manslaughter; between which opposite extremes, no doubt, there lies a tolerably wide and comprehensive range of subjects. Without venturing for Scrooge quite as hardily as this, I don’t mind calling on you to believe that he was ready for a good broad field of strange appearances, and that nothing between a baby and rhinoceros would have astonished him very much.
 
   Now, being prepared for almost anything, he was not by any means prepared for nothing; and, consequently, when the Bell struck One, and no shape appeared, he was taken with a violent fit of trembling. Five minutes, ten minutes, a quarter of an hour went by, yet nothing came. All this time, he lay upon his bed, the very core and centre of a blaze of ruddy light, which streamed upon it when the clock proclaimed the hour; and which, being only light, was more alarming than a dozen ghosts, as he was powerless to make out what it meant, or would be at; and was sometimes apprehensive that he might be at that very moment an interesting case of spontaneous combustion, without having the consolation of knowing it. At last, however, he began to think—as you or I would have thought at first; for it is always the person not in the predicament who knows what ought to have been done in it, and would unquestionably have done it too—at last, I say, he began to think that the source and secret of this ghostly light might be in the adjoining room, from whence, on further tracing it, it seemed to shine. This idea taking full possession of his mind, he got up softly and shuffled in his slippers to the door.
 
   The moment Scrooge’s hand was on the lock, a strange voice called him by his name, and bade him enter. He obeyed.
 
   It was his own room. There was no doubt about that. But it had undergone a surprising transformation. The walls and ceiling were so hung with living green, that it looked a perfect grove; from every part of which, bright gleaming berries glistened. The crisp leaves of holly, mistletoe, and ivy reflected back the light, as if so many little mirrors had been scattered there; and such a mighty blaze went roaring up the chimney, as that dull petrification of a hearth had never known in Scrooge’s time, or Marley’s, or for many and many a winter season gone. Heaped up on the floor, to form a kind of throne, were turkeys, geese, game, poultry, brawn, great joints of meat, sucking-pigs, long wreaths of sausages, mince-pies, plum-puddings, barrels of oysters, red-hot chestnuts, cherry-cheeked apples, juicy oranges, luscious pears, immense twelfth-cakes, and seething bowls of punch, that made the chamber dim with their delicious steam. In easy state upon this couch, there sat a jolly Giant, glorious to see; who bore a glowing torch, in shape not unlike Plenty’s horn, and held it up, high up, to shed its light on Scrooge, as he came peeping round the door.
 
   “Come in!” exclaimed the Ghost. “Come in! and know me better, man!”
 
   Scrooge entered timidly, and hung his head before this Spirit. He was not the dogged Scrooge he had been; and though the Spirit’s eyes were clear and kind, he did not like to meet them.
 
   “I am the Ghost of Christmas Present,” said the Spirit. “Look upon me!”
 
   Scrooge reverently did so. It was clothed in one simple green robe, or mantle, bordered with white fur. This garment hung so loosely on the figure, that its capacious breast was bare, as if disdaining to be warded or concealed by any artifice. Its feet, observable beneath the ample folds of the garment, were also bare; and on its head it wore no other covering than a holly wreath, set here and there with shining icicles. Its dark brown curls were long and free; free as its genial face, its sparkling eye, its open hand, its cheery voice, its unconstrained demeanour, and its joyful air. Girded round its middle was an antique scabbard; but no sword was in it, and the ancient sheath was eaten up with rust.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Scrooge’s Third Visitor
 
    
 
   “You have never seen the like of me before!” exclaimed the Spirit.
 
   “Never,” Scrooge made answer to it.
 
   “Have never walked forth with the younger members of my family; meaning (for I am very young) my elder brothers born in these later years?” pursued the Phantom.
 
   “I don’t think I have,” said Scrooge. “I am afraid I have not. Have you had many brothers, Spirit?”
 
   “More than eighteen hundred,” said the Ghost.
 
   “A tremendous family to provide for!” muttered Scrooge.
 
   The Ghost of Christmas Present rose.
 
   “Spirit,” said Scrooge submissively, “conduct me where you will. I went forth last night on compulsion, and I learnt a lesson which is working now. To-night, if you have aught to teach me, let me profit by it.”
 
   “Touch my robe!”
 
   Scrooge did as he was told, and held it fast.
 
   Holly, mistletoe, red berries, ivy, turkeys, geese, game, poultry, brawn, meat, pigs, sausages, oysters, pies, puddings, fruit, and punch, all vanished instantly. So did the room, the fire, the ruddy glow, the hour of night, and they stood in the city streets on Christmas morning, where (for the weather was severe) the people made a rough, but brisk and not unpleasant kind of music, in scraping the snow from the pavement in front of their dwellings, and from the tops of their houses, whence it was mad delight to the boys to see it come plumping down into the road below, and splitting into artificial little snow-storms.
 
   The house fronts looked black enough, and the windows blacker, contrasting with the smooth white sheet of snow upon the roofs, and with the dirtier snow upon the ground; which last deposit had been ploughed up in deep furrows by the heavy wheels of carts and waggons; furrows that crossed and re-crossed each other hundreds of times where the great streets branched off; and made intricate channels, hard to trace in the thick yellow mud and icy water. The sky was gloomy, and the shortest streets were choked up with a dingy mist, half thawed, half frozen, whose heavier particles descended in a shower of sooty atoms, as if all the chimneys in Great Britain had, by one consent, caught fire, and were blazing away to their dear hearts’ content. There was nothing very cheerful in the climate or the town, and yet was there an air of cheerfulness abroad that the clearest summer air and brightest summer sun might have endeavoured to diffuse in vain.
 
   For, the people who were shovelling away on the housetops were jovial and full of glee; calling out to one another from the parapets, and now and then exchanging a facetious snowball—better-natured missile far than many a wordy jest—laughing heartily if it went right and not less heartily if it went wrong. The poulterers’ shops were still half open, and the fruiterers’ were radiant in their glory. There were great, round, pot-bellied baskets of chestnuts, shaped like the waistcoats of jolly old gentlemen, lolling at the doors, and tumbling out into the street in their apoplectic opulence. There were ruddy, brown-faced, broad-girthed Spanish Onions, shining in the fatness of their growth like Spanish Friars, and winking from their shelves in wanton slyness at the girls as they went by, and glanced demurely at the hung-up mistletoe. There were pears and apples, clustered high in blooming pyramids; there were bunches of grapes, made, in the shopkeepers’ benevolence to dangle from conspicuous hooks, that people’s mouths might water gratis as they passed; there were piles of filberts, mossy and brown, recalling, in their fragrance, ancient walks among the woods, and pleasant shufflings ankle deep through withered leaves; there were Norfolk Biffins, squat and swarthy, setting off the yellow of the oranges and lemons, and, in the great compactness of their juicy persons, urgently entreating and beseeching to be carried home in paper bags and eaten after dinner. The very gold and silver fish, set forth among these choice fruits in a bowl, though members of a dull and stagnant-blooded race, appeared to know that there was something going on; and, to a fish, went gasping round and round their little world in slow and passionless excitement.
 
   The Grocers’! oh, the Grocers’! nearly closed, with perhaps two shutters down, or one; but through those gaps such glimpses! It was not alone that the scales descending on the counter made a merry sound, or that the twine and roller parted company so briskly, or that the canisters were rattled up and down like juggling tricks, or even that the blended scents of tea and coffee were so grateful to the nose, or even that the raisins were so plentiful and rare, the almonds so extremely white, the sticks of cinnamon so long and straight, the other spices so delicious, the candied fruits so caked and spotted with molten sugar as to make the coldest lookers-on feel faint and subsequently bilious. Nor was it that the figs were moist and pulpy, or that the French plums blushed in modest tartness from their highly-decorated boxes, or that everything was good to eat and in its Christmas dress; but the customers were all so hurried and so eager in the hopeful promise of the day, that they tumbled up against each other at the door, crashing their wicker baskets wildly, and left their purchases upon the counter, and came running back to fetch them, and committed hundreds of the like mistakes, in the best humour possible; while the Grocer and his people were so frank and fresh that the polished hearts with which they fastened their aprons behind might have been their own, worn outside for general inspection, and for Christmas daws to peck at if they chose.
 
   But soon the steeples called good people all, to church and chapel, and away they came, flocking through the streets in their best clothes, and with their gayest faces. And at the same time there emerged from scores of bye-streets, lanes, and nameless turnings, innumerable people, carrying their dinners to the bakers’ shops. The sight of these poor revellers appeared to interest the Spirit very much, for he stood with Scrooge beside him in a baker’s doorway, and taking off the covers as their bearers passed, sprinkled incense on their dinners from his torch. And it was a very uncommon kind of torch, for once or twice when there were angry words between some dinner-carriers who had jostled each other, he shed a few drops of water on them from it, and their good humour was restored directly. For they said, it was a shame to quarrel upon Christmas Day. And so it was! God love it, so it was!
 
   In time the bells ceased, and the bakers were shut up; and yet there was a genial shadowing forth of all these dinners and the progress of their cooking, in the thawed blotch of wet above each baker’s oven; where the pavement smoked as if its stones were cooking too.
 
   “Is there a peculiar flavour in what you sprinkle from your torch?” asked Scrooge.
 
   “There is. My own.”
 
   “Would it apply to any kind of dinner on this day?” asked Scrooge.
 
   “To any kindly given. To a poor one most.”
 
   “Why to a poor one most?” asked Scrooge.
 
   “Because it needs it most.”
 
   “Spirit,” said Scrooge, after a moment’s thought, “I wonder you, of all the beings in the many worlds about us, should desire to cramp these people’s opportunities of innocent enjoyment.”
 
   “I!” cried the Spirit.
 
   “You would deprive them of their means of dining every seventh day, often the only day on which they can be said to dine at all,” said Scrooge. “Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “I!” cried the Spirit.
 
   “You seek to close these places on the Seventh Day?” said Scrooge. “And it comes to the same thing.”
 
   “I seek!” exclaimed the Spirit.
 
   “Forgive me if I am wrong. It has been done in your name, or at least in that of your family,” said Scrooge.
 
   “There are some upon this earth of yours,” returned the Spirit, “who lay claim to know us, and who do their deeds of passion, pride, ill-will, hatred, envy, bigotry, and selfishness in our name, who are as strange to us and all our kith and kin, as if they had never lived. Remember that, and charge their doings on themselves, not us.”
 
   Scrooge promised that he would; and they went on, invisible, as they had been before, into the suburbs of the town. It was a remarkable quality of the Ghost (which Scrooge had observed at the baker’s), that notwithstanding his gigantic size, he could accommodate himself to any place with ease; and that he stood beneath a low roof quite as gracefully and like a supernatural creature, as it was possible he could have done in any lofty hall.
 
   And perhaps it was the pleasure the good Spirit had in showing off this power of his, or else it was his own kind, generous, hearty nature, and his sympathy with all poor men, that led him straight to Scrooge’s clerk’s; for there he went, and took Scrooge with him, holding to his robe; and on the threshold of the door the Spirit smiled, and stopped to bless Bob Cratchit’s dwelling with the sprinkling of his torch. Think of that! Bob had but fifteen “Bob” a-week himself; he pocketed on Saturdays but fifteen copies of his Christian name; and yet the Ghost of Christmas Present blessed his four-roomed house!
 
   Then up rose Mrs. Cratchit, Cratchit’s wife, dressed out but poorly in a twice-turned gown, but brave in ribbons, which are cheap and make a goodly show for sixpence; and she laid the cloth, assisted by Belinda Cratchit, second of her daughters, also brave in ribbons; while Master Peter Cratchit plunged a fork into the saucepan of potatoes, and getting the corners of his monstrous shirt collar (Bob’s private property, conferred upon his son and heir in honour of the day) into his mouth, rejoiced to find himself so gallantly attired, and yearned to show his linen in the fashionable Parks. And now two smaller Cratchits, boy and girl, came tearing in, screaming that outside the baker’s they had smelt the goose, and known it for their own; and basking in luxurious thoughts of sage and onion, these young Cratchits danced about the table, and exalted Master Peter Cratchit to the skies, while he (not proud, although his collars nearly choked him) blew the fire, until the slow potatoes bubbling up, knocked loudly at the saucepan-lid to be let out and peeled.
 
   “What has ever got your precious father then?” said Mrs. Cratchit. “And your brother, Tiny Tim! And Martha warn’t as late last Christmas Day by half-an-hour?”
 
   “Here’s Martha, mother!” said a girl, appearing as she spoke.
 
   “Here’s Martha, mother!” cried the two young Cratchits. “Hurrah! There’s such a goose, Martha!”
 
   “Why, bless your heart alive, my dear, how late you are!” said Mrs. Cratchit, kissing her a dozen times, and taking off her shawl and bonnet for her with officious zeal.
 
   “We’d a deal of work to finish up last night,” replied the girl, “and had to clear away this morning, mother!”
 
   “Well! Never mind so long as you are come,” said Mrs. Cratchit. “Sit ye down before the fire, my dear, and have a warm, Lord bless ye!”
 
   “No, no! There’s father coming,” cried the two young Cratchits, who were everywhere at once. “Hide, Martha, hide!”
 
   So Martha hid herself, and in came little Bob, the father, with at least three feet of comforter exclusive of the fringe, hanging down before him; and his threadbare clothes darned up and brushed, to look seasonable; and Tiny Tim upon his shoulder. Alas for Tiny Tim, he bore a little crutch, and had his limbs supported by an iron frame!
 
   “Why, where’s our Martha?” cried Bob Cratchit, looking round.
 
   “Not coming,” said Mrs. Cratchit.
 
   “Not coming!” said Bob, with a sudden declension in his high spirits; for he had been Tim’s blood horse all the way from church, and had come home rampant. “Not coming upon Christmas Day!”
 
   Martha didn’t like to see him disappointed, if it were only in joke; so she came out prematurely from behind the closet door, and ran into his arms, while the two young Cratchits hustled Tiny Tim, and bore him off into the wash-house, that he might hear the pudding singing in the copper.
 
   “And how did little Tim behave?” asked Mrs. Cratchit, when she had rallied Bob on his credulity, and Bob had hugged his daughter to his heart’s content.
 
   “As good as gold,” said Bob, “and better. Somehow he gets thoughtful, sitting by himself so much, and thinks the strangest things you ever heard. He told me, coming home, that he hoped the people saw him in the church, because he was a cripple, and it might be pleasant to them to remember upon Christmas Day, who made lame beggars walk, and blind men see.”
 
   Bob’s voice was tremulous when he told them this, and trembled more when he said that Tiny Tim was growing strong and hearty.
 
   His active little crutch was heard upon the floor, and back came Tiny Tim before another word was spoken, escorted by his brother and sister to his stool before the fire; and while Bob, turning up his cuffs—as if, poor fellow, they were capable of being made more shabby—compounded some hot mixture in a jug with gin and lemons, and stirred it round and round and put it on the hob to simmer; Master Peter, and the two ubiquitous young Cratchits went to fetch the goose, with which they soon returned in high procession.
 
   Such a bustle ensued that you might have thought a goose the rarest of all birds; a feathered phenomenon, to which a black swan was a matter of course—and in truth it was something very like it in that house. Mrs. Cratchit made the gravy (ready beforehand in a little saucepan) hissing hot; Master Peter mashed the potatoes with incredible vigour; Miss Belinda sweetened up the apple-sauce; Martha dusted the hot plates; Bob took Tiny Tim beside him in a tiny corner at the table; the two young Cratchits set chairs for everybody, not forgetting themselves, and mounting guard upon their posts, crammed spoons into their mouths, lest they should shriek for goose before their turn came to be helped. At last the dishes were set on, and grace was said. It was succeeded by a breathless pause, as Mrs. Cratchit, looking slowly all along the carving-knife, prepared to plunge it in the breast; but when she did, and when the long expected gush of stuffing issued forth, one murmur of delight arose all round the board, and even Tiny Tim, excited by the two young Cratchits, beat on the table with the handle of his knife, and feebly cried Hurrah!
 
   There never was such a goose. Bob said he didn’t believe there ever was such a goose cooked. Its tenderness and flavour, size and cheapness, were the themes of universal admiration. Eked out by apple-sauce and mashed potatoes, it was a sufficient dinner for the whole family; indeed, as Mrs. Cratchit said with great delight (surveying one small atom of a bone upon the dish), they hadn’t ate it all at last! Yet every one had had enough, and the youngest Cratchits in particular, were steeped in sage and onion to the eyebrows! But now, the plates being changed by Miss Belinda, Mrs. Cratchit left the room alone—too nervous to bear witnesses—to take the pudding up and bring it in.
 
   Suppose it should not be done enough! Suppose it should break in turning out! Suppose somebody should have got over the wall of the back-yard, and stolen it, while they were merry with the goose—a supposition at which the two young Cratchits became livid! All sorts of horrors were supposed.
 
   Hallo! A great deal of steam! The pudding was out of the copper. A smell like a washing-day! That was the cloth. A smell like an eating-house and a pastrycook’s next door to each other, with a laundress’s next door to that! That was the pudding! In half a minute Mrs. Cratchit entered—flushed, but smiling proudly—with the pudding, like a speckled cannon-ball, so hard and firm, blazing in half of half-a-quartern of ignited brandy, and bedight with Christmas holly stuck into the top.
 
   Oh, a wonderful pudding! Bob Cratchit said, and calmly too, that he regarded it as the greatest success achieved by Mrs. Cratchit since their marriage. Mrs. Cratchit said that now the weight was off her mind, she would confess she had had her doubts about the quantity of flour. Everybody had something to say about it, but nobody said or thought it was at all a small pudding for a large family. It would have been flat heresy to do so. Any Cratchit would have blushed to hint at such a thing.
 
   At last the dinner was all done, the cloth was cleared, the hearth swept, and the fire made up. The compound in the jug being tasted, and considered perfect, apples and oranges were put upon the table, and a shovel-full of chestnuts on the fire. Then all the Cratchit family drew round the hearth, in what Bob Cratchit called a circle, meaning half a one; and at Bob Cratchit’s elbow stood the family display of glass. Two tumblers, and a custard-cup without a handle.
 
   These held the hot stuff from the jug, however, as well as golden goblets would have done; and Bob served it out with beaming looks, while the chestnuts on the fire sputtered and cracked noisily. Then Bob proposed:
 
   “A Merry Christmas to us all, my dears. God bless us!”
 
   Which all the family re-echoed.
 
   “God bless us every one!” said Tiny Tim, the last of all.
 
   He sat very close to his father’s side upon his little stool. Bob held his withered little hand in his, as if he loved the child, and wished to keep him by his side, and dreaded that he might be taken from him.
 
   “Spirit,” said Scrooge, with an interest he had never felt before, “tell me if Tiny Tim will live.”
 
   “I see a vacant seat,” replied the Ghost, “in the poor chimney-corner, and a crutch without an owner, carefully preserved. If these shadows remain unaltered by the Future, the child will die.”
 
   “No, no,” said Scrooge. “Oh, no, kind Spirit! say he will be spared.”
 
   “If these shadows remain unaltered by the Future, none other of my race,” returned the Ghost, “will find him here. What then? If he be like to die, he had better do it, and decrease the surplus population.”
 
   Scrooge hung his head to hear his own words quoted by the Spirit, and was overcome with penitence and grief.
 
   “Man,” said the Ghost, “if man you be in heart, not adamant, forbear that wicked cant until you have discovered What the surplus is, and Where it is. Will you decide what men shall live, what men shall die? It may be, that in the sight of Heaven, you are more worthless and less fit to live than millions like this poor man’s child. Oh God! to hear the Insect on the leaf pronouncing on the too much life among his hungry brothers in the dust!”
 
   Scrooge bent before the Ghost’s rebuke, and trembling cast his eyes upon the ground. But he raised them speedily, on hearing his own name.
 
   “Mr. Scrooge!” said Bob; “I’ll give you Mr. Scrooge, the Founder of the Feast!”
 
   “The Founder of the Feast indeed!” cried Mrs. Cratchit, reddening. “I wish I had him here. I’d give him a piece of my mind to feast upon, and I hope he’d have a good appetite for it.”
 
   “My dear,” said Bob, “the children! Christmas Day.”
 
   “It should be Christmas Day, I am sure,” said she, “on which one drinks the health of such an odious, stingy, hard, unfeeling man as Mr. Scrooge. You know he is, Robert! Nobody knows it better than you do, poor fellow!”
 
   “My dear,” was Bob’s mild answer, “Christmas Day.”
 
   “I’ll drink his health for your sake and the Day’s,” said Mrs. Cratchit, “not for his. Long life to him! A merry Christmas and a happy new year! He’ll be very merry and very happy, I have no doubt!”
 
   The children drank the toast after her. It was the first of their proceedings which had no heartiness. Tiny Tim drank it last of all, but he didn’t care twopence for it. Scrooge was the Ogre of the family. The mention of his name cast a dark shadow on the party, which was not dispelled for full five minutes.
 
   After it had passed away, they were ten times merrier than before, from the mere relief of Scrooge the Baleful being done with. Bob Cratchit told them how he had a situation in his eye for Master Peter, which would bring in, if obtained, full five-and-sixpence weekly. The two young Cratchits laughed tremendously at the idea of Peter’s being a man of business; and Peter himself looked thoughtfully at the fire from between his collars, as if he were deliberating what particular investments he should favour when he came into the receipt of that bewildering income. Martha, who was a poor apprentice at a milliner’s, then told them what kind of work she had to do, and how many hours she worked at a stretch, and how she meant to lie abed to-morrow morning for a good long rest; to-morrow being a holiday she passed at home. Also how she had seen a countess and a lord some days before, and how the lord “was much about as tall as Peter;” at which Peter pulled up his collars so high that you couldn’t have seen his head if you had been there. All this time the chestnuts and the jug went round and round; and by-and-bye they had a song, about a lost child travelling in the snow, from Tiny Tim, who had a plaintive little voice, and sang it very well indeed.
 
   There was nothing of high mark in this. They were not a handsome family; they were not well dressed; their shoes were far from being water-proof; their clothes were scanty; and Peter might have known, and very likely did, the inside of a pawnbroker’s. But, they were happy, grateful, pleased with one another, and contented with the time; and when they faded, and looked happier yet in the bright sprinklings of the Spirit’s torch at parting, Scrooge had his eye upon them, and especially on Tiny Tim, until the last.
 
   By this time it was getting dark, and snowing pretty heavily; and as Scrooge and the Spirit went along the streets, the brightness of the roaring fires in kitchens, parlours, and all sorts of rooms, was wonderful. Here, the flickering of the blaze showed preparations for a cosy dinner, with hot plates baking through and through before the fire, and deep red curtains, ready to be drawn to shut out cold and darkness. There all the children of the house were running out into the snow to meet their married sisters, brothers, cousins, uncles, aunts, and be the first to greet them. Here, again, were shadows on the window-blind of guests assembling; and there a group of handsome girls, all hooded and fur-booted, and all chattering at once, tripped lightly off to some near neighbour’s house; where, woe upon the single man who saw them enter—artful witches, well they knew it—in a glow!
 
   But, if you had judged from the numbers of people on their way to friendly gatherings, you might have thought that no one was at home to give them welcome when they got there, instead of every house expecting company, and piling up its fires half-chimney high. Blessings on it, how the Ghost exulted! How it bared its breadth of breast, and opened its capacious palm, and floated on, outpouring, with a generous hand, its bright and harmless mirth on everything within its reach! The very lamplighter, who ran on before, dotting the dusky street with specks of light, and who was dressed to spend the evening somewhere, laughed out loudly as the Spirit passed, though little kenned the lamplighter that he had any company but Christmas!
 
   And now, without a word of warning from the Ghost, they stood upon a bleak and desert moor, where monstrous masses of rude stone were cast about, as though it were the burial-place of giants; and water spread itself wheresoever it listed, or would have done so, but for the frost that held it prisoner; and nothing grew but moss and furze, and coarse rank grass. Down in the west the setting sun had left a streak of fiery red, which glared upon the desolation for an instant, like a sullen eye, and frowning lower, lower, lower yet, was lost in the thick gloom of darkest night.
 
   “What place is this?” asked Scrooge.
 
   “A place where Miners live, who labour in the bowels of the earth,” returned the Spirit. “But they know me. See!”
 
   A light shone from the window of a hut, and swiftly they advanced towards it. Passing through the wall of mud and stone, they found a cheerful company assembled round a glowing fire. An old, old man and woman, with their children and their children’s children, and another generation beyond that, all decked out gaily in their holiday attire. The old man, in a voice that seldom rose above the howling of the wind upon the barren waste, was singing them a Christmas song—it had been a very old song when he was a boy—and from time to time they all joined in the chorus. So surely as they raised their voices, the old man got quite blithe and loud; and so surely as they stopped, his vigour sank again.
 
   The Spirit did not tarry here, but bade Scrooge hold his robe, and passing on above the moor, sped—whither? Not to sea? To sea. To Scrooge’s horror, looking back, he saw the last of the land, a frightful range of rocks, behind them; and his ears were deafened by the thundering of water, as it rolled and roared, and raged among the dreadful caverns it had worn, and fiercely tried to undermine the earth.
 
   Built upon a dismal reef of sunken rocks, some league or so from shore, on which the waters chafed and dashed, the wild year through, there stood a solitary lighthouse. Great heaps of sea-weed clung to its base, and storm-birds—born of the wind one might suppose, as sea-weed of the water—rose and fell about it, like the waves they skimmed.
 
   But even here, two men who watched the light had made a fire, that through the loophole in the thick stone wall shed out a ray of brightness on the awful sea. Joining their horny hands over the rough table at which they sat, they wished each other Merry Christmas in their can of grog; and one of them: the elder, too, with his face all damaged and scarred with hard weather, as the figure-head of an old ship might be: struck up a sturdy song that was like a Gale in itself.
 
   Again the Ghost sped on, above the black and heaving sea—on, on—until, being far away, as he told Scrooge, from any shore, they lighted on a ship. They stood beside the helmsman at the wheel, the look-out in the bow, the officers who had the watch; dark, ghostly figures in their several stations; but every man among them hummed a Christmas tune, or had a Christmas thought, or spoke below his breath to his companion of some bygone Christmas Day, with homeward hopes belonging to it. And every man on board, waking or sleeping, good or bad, had had a kinder word for another on that day than on any day in the year; and had shared to some extent in its festivities; and had remembered those he cared for at a distance, and had known that they delighted to remember him.
 
   It was a great surprise to Scrooge, while listening to the moaning of the wind, and thinking what a solemn thing it was to move on through the lonely darkness over an unknown abyss, whose depths were secrets as profound as Death: it was a great surprise to Scrooge, while thus engaged, to hear a hearty laugh. It was a much greater surprise to Scrooge to recognise it as his own nephew’s and to find himself in a bright, dry, gleaming room, with the Spirit standing smiling by his side, and looking at that same nephew with approving affability!
 
   “Ha, ha!” laughed Scrooge’s nephew. “Ha, ha, ha!”
 
   If you should happen, by any unlikely chance, to know a man more blest in a laugh than Scrooge’s nephew, all I can say is, I should like to know him too. Introduce him to me, and I’ll cultivate his acquaintance.
 
   It is a fair, even-handed, noble adjustment of things, that while there is infection in disease and sorrow, there is nothing in the world so irresistibly contagious as laughter and good-humour. When Scrooge’s nephew laughed in this way: holding his sides, rolling his head, and twisting his face into the most extravagant contortions: Scrooge’s niece, by marriage, laughed as heartily as he. And their assembled friends being not a bit behindhand, roared out lustily.
 
   “Ha, ha! Ha, ha, ha, ha!”
 
   “He said that Christmas was a humbug, as I live!” cried Scrooge’s nephew. “He believed it too!”
 
   “More shame for him, Fred!” said Scrooge’s niece, indignantly. Bless those women; they never do anything by halves. They are always in earnest.
 
   She was very pretty: exceedingly pretty. With a dimpled, surprised-looking, capital face; a ripe little mouth, that seemed made to be kissed—as no doubt it was; all kinds of good little dots about her chin, that melted into one another when she laughed; and the sunniest pair of eyes you ever saw in any little creature’s head. Altogether she was what you would have called provoking, you know; but satisfactory, too. Oh, perfectly satisfactory.
 
   “He’s a comical old fellow,” said Scrooge’s nephew, “that’s the truth: and not so pleasant as he might be. However, his offences carry their own punishment, and I have nothing to say against him.”
 
   “I’m sure he is very rich, Fred,” hinted Scrooge’s niece. “At least you always tell me so.”
 
   “What of that, my dear!” said Scrooge’s nephew. “His wealth is of no use to him. He don’t do any good with it. He don’t make himself comfortable with it. He hasn’t the satisfaction of thinking—ha, ha, ha!—that he is ever going to benefit US with it.”
 
   “I have no patience with him,” observed Scrooge’s niece. Scrooge’s niece’s sisters, and all the other ladies, expressed the same opinion.
 
   “Oh, I have!” said Scrooge’s nephew. “I am sorry for him; I couldn’t be angry with him if I tried. Who suffers by his ill whims! Himself, always. Here, he takes it into his head to dislike us, and he won’t come and dine with us. What’s the consequence? He don’t lose much of a dinner.”
 
   “Indeed, I think he loses a very good dinner,” interrupted Scrooge’s niece. Everybody else said the same, and they must be allowed to have been competent judges, because they had just had dinner; and, with the dessert upon the table, were clustered round the fire, by lamplight.
 
   “Well! I’m very glad to hear it,” said Scrooge’s nephew, “because I haven’t great faith in these young housekeepers. What do you say, Topper?”
 
   Topper had clearly got his eye upon one of Scrooge’s niece’s sisters, for he answered that a bachelor was a wretched outcast, who had no right to express an opinion on the subject. Whereat Scrooge’s niece’s sister—the plump one with the lace tucker: not the one with the roses—blushed.
 
   “Do go on, Fred,” said Scrooge’s niece, clapping her hands. “He never finishes what he begins to say! He is such a ridiculous fellow!”
 
   Scrooge’s nephew revelled in another laugh, and as it was impossible to keep the infection off; though the plump sister tried hard to do it with aromatic vinegar; his example was unanimously followed.
 
   “I was only going to say,” said Scrooge’s nephew, “that the consequence of his taking a dislike to us, and not making merry with us, is, as I think, that he loses some pleasant moments, which could do him no harm. I am sure he loses pleasanter companions than he can find in his own thoughts, either in his mouldy old office, or his dusty chambers. I mean to give him the same chance every year, whether he likes it or not, for I pity him. He may rail at Christmas till he dies, but he can’t help thinking better of it—I defy him—if he finds me going there, in good temper, year after year, and saying Uncle Scrooge, how are you? If it only puts him in the vein to leave his poor clerk fifty pounds, that’s something; and I think I shook him yesterday.”
 
   It was their turn to laugh now at the notion of his shaking Scrooge. But being thoroughly good-natured, and not much caring what they laughed at, so that they laughed at any rate, he encouraged them in their merriment, and passed the bottle joyously.
 
   After tea, they had some music. For they were a musical family, and knew what they were about, when they sung a Glee or Catch, I can assure you: especially Topper, who could growl away in the bass like a good one, and never swell the large veins in his forehead, or get red in the face over it. Scrooge’s niece played well upon the harp; and played among other tunes a simple little air (a mere nothing: you might learn to whistle it in two minutes), which had been familiar to the child who fetched Scrooge from the boarding-school, as he had been reminded by the Ghost of Christmas Past. When this strain of music sounded, all the things that Ghost had shown him, came upon his mind; he softened more and more; and thought that if he could have listened to it often, years ago, he might have cultivated the kindnesses of life for his own happiness with his own hands, without resorting to the sexton’s spade that buried Jacob Marley.
 
   But they didn’t devote the whole evening to music. After a while they played at forfeits; for it is good to be children sometimes, and never better than at Christmas, when its mighty Founder was a child himself. Stop! There was first a game at blind-man’s buff. Of course there was. And I no more believe Topper was really blind than I believe he had eyes in his boots. My opinion is, that it was a done thing between him and Scrooge’s nephew; and that the Ghost of Christmas Present knew it. The way he went after that plump sister in the lace tucker, was an outrage on the credulity of human nature. Knocking down the fire-irons, tumbling over the chairs, bumping against the piano, smothering himself among the curtains, wherever she went, there went he! He always knew where the plump sister was. He wouldn’t catch anybody else. If you had fallen up against him (as some of them did), on purpose, he would have made a feint of endeavouring to seize you, which would have been an affront to your understanding, and would instantly have sidled off in the direction of the plump sister. She often cried out that it wasn’t fair; and it really was not. But when at last, he caught her; when, in spite of all her silken rustlings, and her rapid flutterings past him, he got her into a corner whence there was no escape; then his conduct was the most execrable. For his pretending not to know her; his pretending that it was necessary to touch her head-dress, and further to assure himself of her identity by pressing a certain ring upon her finger, and a certain chain about her neck; was vile, monstrous! No doubt she told him her opinion of it, when, another blind-man being in office, they were so very confidential together, behind the curtains.
 
   Scrooge’s niece was not one of the blind-man’s buff party, but was made comfortable with a large chair and a footstool, in a snug corner, where the Ghost and Scrooge were close behind her. But she joined in the forfeits, and loved her love to admiration with all the letters of the alphabet. Likewise at the game of How, When, and Where, she was very great, and to the secret joy of Scrooge’s nephew, beat her sisters hollow: though they were sharp girls too, as Topper could have told you. There might have been twenty people there, young and old, but they all played, and so did Scrooge; for wholly forgetting in the interest he had in what was going on, that his voice made no sound in their ears, he sometimes came out with his guess quite loud, and very often guessed quite right, too; for the sharpest needle, best Whitechapel, warranted not to cut in the eye, was not sharper than Scrooge; blunt as he took it in his head to be.
 
   The Ghost was greatly pleased to find him in this mood, and looked upon him with such favour, that he begged like a boy to be allowed to stay until the guests departed. But this the Spirit said could not be done.
 
   “Here is a new game,” said Scrooge. “One half hour, Spirit, only one!”
 
   It was a Game called Yes and No, where Scrooge’s nephew had to think of something, and the rest must find out what; he only answering to their questions yes or no, as the case was. The brisk fire of questioning to which he was exposed, elicited from him that he was thinking of an animal, a live animal, rather a disagreeable animal, a savage animal, an animal that growled and grunted sometimes, and talked sometimes, and lived in London, and walked about the streets, and wasn’t made a show of, and wasn’t led by anybody, and didn’t live in a menagerie, and was never killed in a market, and was not a horse, or an ass, or a cow, or a bull, or a tiger, or a dog, or a pig, or a cat, or a bear. At every fresh question that was put to him, this nephew burst into a fresh roar of laughter; and was so inexpressibly tickled, that he was obliged to get up off the sofa and stamp. At last the plump sister, falling into a similar state, cried out:
 
   “I have found it out! I know what it is, Fred! I know what it is!”
 
   “What is it?” cried Fred.
 
   “It’s your Uncle Scro-o-o-o-oge!”
 
   Which it certainly was. Admiration was the universal sentiment, though some objected that the reply to “Is it a bear?” ought to have been “Yes;” inasmuch as an answer in the negative was sufficient to have diverted their thoughts from Mr. Scrooge, supposing they had ever had any tendency that way.
 
   “He has given us plenty of merriment, I am sure,” said Fred, “and it would be ungrateful not to drink his health. Here is a glass of mulled wine ready to our hand at the moment; and I say, ‘Uncle Scrooge!’ ”
 
   “Well! Uncle Scrooge!” they cried.
 
   “A Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year to the old man, whatever he is!” said Scrooge’s nephew. “He wouldn’t take it from me, but may he have it, nevertheless. Uncle Scrooge!”
 
   Uncle Scrooge had imperceptibly become so gay and light of heart, that he would have pledged the unconscious company in return, and thanked them in an inaudible speech, if the Ghost had given him time. But the whole scene passed off in the breath of the last word spoken by his nephew; and he and the Spirit were again upon their travels.
 
   Much they saw, and far they went, and many homes they visited, but always with a happy end. The Spirit stood beside sick beds, and they were cheerful; on foreign lands, and they were close at home; by struggling men, and they were patient in their greater hope; by poverty, and it was rich. In almshouse, hospital, and jail, in misery’s every refuge, where vain man in his little brief authority had not made fast the door, and barred the Spirit out, he left his blessing, and taught Scrooge his precepts.
 
   It was a long night, if it were only a night; but Scrooge had his doubts of this, because the Christmas Holidays appeared to be condensed into the space of time they passed together. It was strange, too, that while Scrooge remained unaltered in his outward form, the Ghost grew older, clearly older. Scrooge had observed this change, but never spoke of it, until they left a children’s Twelfth Night party, when, looking at the Spirit as they stood together in an open place, he noticed that its hair was grey.
 
   “Are spirits’ lives so short?” asked Scrooge.
 
   “My life upon this globe, is very brief,” replied the Ghost. “It ends to-night.”
 
   “To-night!” cried Scrooge.
 
   “To-night at midnight. Hark! The time is drawing near.”
 
   The chimes were ringing the three quarters past eleven at that moment.
 
   “Forgive me if I am not justified in what I ask,” said Scrooge, looking intently at the Spirit’s robe, “but I see something strange, and not belonging to yourself, protruding from your skirts. Is it a foot or a claw?”
 
   “It might be a claw, for the flesh there is upon it,” was the Spirit’s sorrowful reply. “Look here.”
 
   From the foldings of its robe, it brought two children; wretched, abject, frightful, hideous, miserable. They knelt down at its feet, and clung upon the outside of its garment.
 
   “Oh, Man! look here. Look, look, down here!” exclaimed the Ghost.
 
   They were a boy and girl. Yellow, meagre, ragged, scowling, wolfish; but prostrate, too, in their humility. Where graceful youth should have filled their features out, and touched them with its freshest tints, a stale and shrivelled hand, like that of age, had pinched, and twisted them, and pulled them into shreds. Where angels might have sat enthroned, devils lurked, and glared out menacing. No change, no degradation, no perversion of humanity, in any grade, through all the mysteries of wonderful creation, has monsters half so horrible and dread.
 
   Scrooge started back, appalled. Having them shown to him in this way, he tried to say they were fine children, but the words choked themselves, rather than be parties to a lie of such enormous magnitude.
 
   “Spirit! are they yours?” Scrooge could say no more.
 
   “They are Man’s,” said the Spirit, looking down upon them. “And they cling to me, appealing from their fathers. This boy is Ignorance. This girl is Want. Beware them both, and all of their degree, but most of all beware this boy, for on his brow I see that written which is Doom, unless the writing be erased. Deny it!” cried the Spirit, stretching out its hand towards the city. “Slander those who tell it ye! Admit it for your factious purposes, and make it worse. And bide the end!”
 
   “Have they no refuge or resource?” cried Scrooge.
 
   “Are there no prisons?” said the Spirit, turning on him for the last time with his own words. “Are there no workhouses?”
 
   The bell struck twelve.
 
   Scrooge looked about him for the Ghost, and saw it not. As the last stroke ceased to vibrate, he remembered the prediction of old Jacob Marley, and lifting up his eyes, beheld a solemn Phantom, draped and hooded, coming, like a mist along the ground, towards him.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   STAVE FOUR.
 
   THE LAST OF THE SPIRITS.
 
    
 
   The Phantom slowly, gravely, silently, approached. When it came near him, Scrooge bent down upon his knee; for in the very air through which this Spirit moved it seemed to scatter gloom and mystery.
 
   It was shrouded in a deep black garment, which concealed its head, its face, its form, and left nothing of it visible save one outstretched hand. But for this it would have been difficult to detach its figure from the night, and separate it from the darkness by which it was surrounded.
 
   He felt that it was tall and stately when it came beside him, and that its mysterious presence filled him with a solemn dread. He knew no more, for the Spirit neither spoke nor moved.
 
   “I am in the presence of the Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come?” said Scrooge.
 
   The Spirit answered not, but pointed onward with its hand.
 
   “You are about to show me shadows of the things that have not happened, but will happen in the time before us,” Scrooge pursued. “Is that so, Spirit?”
 
   The upper portion of the garment was contracted for an instant in its folds, as if the Spirit had inclined its head. That was the only answer he received.
 
   Although well used to ghostly company by this time, Scrooge feared the silent shape so much that his legs trembled beneath him, and he found that he could hardly stand when he prepared to follow it. The Spirit paused a moment, as observing his condition, and giving him time to recover.
 
   But Scrooge was all the worse for this. It thrilled him with a vague uncertain horror, to know that behind the dusky shroud, there were ghostly eyes intently fixed upon him, while he, though he stretched his own to the utmost, could see nothing but a spectral hand and one great heap of black.
 
   “Ghost of the Future!” he exclaimed, “I fear you more than any spectre I have seen. But as I know your purpose is to do me good, and as I hope to live to be another man from what I was, I am prepared to bear you company, and do it with a thankful heart. Will you not speak to me?”
 
   It gave him no reply. The hand was pointed straight before them.
 
   “Lead on!” said Scrooge. “Lead on! The night is waning fast, and it is precious time to me, I know. Lead on, Spirit!”
 
   The Phantom moved away as it had come towards him. Scrooge followed in the shadow of its dress, which bore him up, he thought, and carried him along.
 
   They scarcely seemed to enter the city; for the city rather seemed to spring up about them, and encompass them of its own act. But there they were, in the heart of it; on ’Change, amongst the merchants; who hurried up and down, and chinked the money in their pockets, and conversed in groups, and looked at their watches, and trifled thoughtfully with their great gold seals; and so forth, as Scrooge had seen them often.
 
   The Spirit stopped beside one little knot of business men. Observing that the hand was pointed to them, Scrooge advanced to listen to their talk.
 
   “No,” said a great fat man with a monstrous chin, “I don’t know much about it, either way. I only know he’s dead.”
 
   “When did he die?” inquired another.
 
   “Last night, I believe.”
 
   “Why, what was the matter with him?” asked a third, taking a vast quantity of snuff out of a very large snuff-box. “I thought he’d never die.”
 
   “God knows,” said the first, with a yawn.
 
   “What has he done with his money?” asked a red-faced gentleman with a pendulous excrescence on the end of his nose, that shook like the gills of a turkey-cock.
 
   “I haven’t heard,” said the man with the large chin, yawning again. “Left it to his company, perhaps. He hasn’t left it to me. That’s all I know.”
 
   This pleasantry was received with a general laugh.
 
   “It’s likely to be a very cheap funeral,” said the same speaker; “for upon my life I don’t know of anybody to go to it. Suppose we make up a party and volunteer?”
 
   “I don’t mind going if a lunch is provided,” observed the gentleman with the excrescence on his nose. “But I must be fed, if I make one.”
 
   Another laugh.
 
   “Well, I am the most disinterested among you, after all,” said the first speaker, “for I never wear black gloves, and I never eat lunch. But I’ll offer to go, if anybody else will. When I come to think of it, I’m not at all sure that I wasn’t his most particular friend; for we used to stop and speak whenever we met. Bye, bye!”
 
   Speakers and listeners strolled away, and mixed with other groups. Scrooge knew the men, and looked towards the Spirit for an explanation.
 
   The Phantom glided on into a street. Its finger pointed to two persons meeting. Scrooge listened again, thinking that the explanation might lie here.
 
   He knew these men, also, perfectly. They were men of business: very wealthy, and of great importance. He had made a point always of standing well in their esteem: in a business point of view, that is; strictly in a business point of view.
 
   “How are you?” said one.
 
   “How are you?” returned the other.
 
   “Well!” said the first. “Old Scratch has got his own at last, hey?”
 
   “So I am told,” returned the second. “Cold, isn’t it?”
 
   “Seasonable for Christmas time. You’re not a skater, I suppose?”
 
   “No. No. Something else to think of. Good morning!”
 
   Not another word. That was their meeting, their conversation, and their parting.
 
   Scrooge was at first inclined to be surprised that the Spirit should attach importance to conversations apparently so trivial; but feeling assured that they must have some hidden purpose, he set himself to consider what it was likely to be. They could scarcely be supposed to have any bearing on the death of Jacob, his old partner, for that was Past, and this Ghost’s province was the Future. Nor could he think of any one immediately connected with himself, to whom he could apply them. But nothing doubting that to whomsoever they applied they had some latent moral for his own improvement, he resolved to treasure up every word he heard, and everything he saw; and especially to observe the shadow of himself when it appeared. For he had an expectation that the conduct of his future self would give him the clue he missed, and would render the solution of these riddles easy.
 
   He looked about in that very place for his own image; but another man stood in his accustomed corner, and though the clock pointed to his usual time of day for being there, he saw no likeness of himself among the multitudes that poured in through the Porch. It gave him little surprise, however; for he had been revolving in his mind a change of life, and thought and hoped he saw his new-born resolutions carried out in this.
 
   Quiet and dark, beside him stood the Phantom, with its outstretched hand. When he roused himself from his thoughtful quest, he fancied from the turn of the hand, and its situation in reference to himself, that the Unseen Eyes were looking at him keenly. It made him shudder, and feel very cold.
 
   They left the busy scene, and went into an obscure part of the town, where Scrooge had never penetrated before, although he recognised its situation, and its bad repute. The ways were foul and narrow; the shops and houses wretched; the people half-naked, drunken, slipshod, ugly. Alleys and archways, like so many cesspools, disgorged their offences of smell, and dirt, and life, upon the straggling streets; and the whole quarter reeked with crime, with filth, and misery.
 
   Far in this den of infamous resort, there was a low-browed, beetling shop, below a pent-house roof, where iron, old rags, bottles, bones, and greasy offal, were bought. Upon the floor within, were piled up heaps of rusty keys, nails, chains, hinges, files, scales, weights, and refuse iron of all kinds. Secrets that few would like to scrutinise were bred and hidden in mountains of unseemly rags, masses of corrupted fat, and sepulchres of bones. Sitting in among the wares he dealt in, by a charcoal stove, made of old bricks, was a grey-haired rascal, nearly seventy years of age; who had screened himself from the cold air without, by a frousy curtaining of miscellaneous tatters, hung upon a line; and smoked his pipe in all the luxury of calm retirement.
 
   Scrooge and the Phantom came into the presence of this man, just as a woman with a heavy bundle slunk into the shop. But she had scarcely entered, when another woman, similarly laden, came in too; and she was closely followed by a man in faded black, who was no less startled by the sight of them, than they had been upon the recognition of each other. After a short period of blank astonishment, in which the old man with the pipe had joined them, they all three burst into a laugh.
 
   “Let the charwoman alone to be the first!” cried she who had entered first. “Let the laundress alone to be the second; and let the undertaker’s man alone to be the third. Look here, old Joe, here’s a chance! If we haven’t all three met here without meaning it!”
 
   “You couldn’t have met in a better place,” said old Joe, removing his pipe from his mouth. “Come into the parlour. You were made free of it long ago, you know; and the other two an’t strangers. Stop till I shut the door of the shop. Ah! How it skreeks! There an’t such a rusty bit of metal in the place as its own hinges, I believe; and I’m sure there’s no such old bones here, as mine. Ha, ha! We’re all suitable to our calling, we’re well matched. Come into the parlour. Come into the parlour.”
 
   The parlour was the space behind the screen of rags. The old man raked the fire together with an old stair-rod, and having trimmed his smoky lamp (for it was night), with the stem of his pipe, put it in his mouth again.
 
   While he did this, the woman who had already spoken threw her bundle on the floor, and sat down in a flaunting manner on a stool; crossing her elbows on her knees, and looking with a bold defiance at the other two.
 
   “What odds then! What odds, Mrs. Dilber?” said the woman. “Every person has a right to take care of themselves. He always did.”
 
   “That’s true, indeed!” said the laundress. “No man more so.”
 
   “Why then, don’t stand staring as if you was afraid, woman; who’s the wiser? We’re not going to pick holes in each other’s coats, I suppose?”
 
   “No, indeed!” said Mrs. Dilber and the man together. “We should hope not.”
 
   “Very well, then!” cried the woman. “That’s enough. Who’s the worse for the loss of a few things like these? Not a dead man, I suppose.”
 
   “No, indeed,” said Mrs. Dilber, laughing.
 
   “If he wanted to keep ’em after he was dead, a wicked old screw,” pursued the woman, “why wasn’t he natural in his lifetime? If he had been, he’d have had somebody to look after him when he was struck with Death, instead of lying gasping out his last there, alone by himself.”
 
   “It’s the truest word that ever was spoke,” said Mrs. Dilber. “It’s a judgment on him.”
 
   “I wish it was a little heavier judgment,” replied the woman; “and it should have been, you may depend upon it, if I could have laid my hands on anything else. Open that bundle, old Joe, and let me know the value of it. Speak out plain. I’m not afraid to be the first, nor afraid for them to see it. We know pretty well that we were helping ourselves, before we met here, I believe. It’s no sin. Open the bundle, Joe.”
 
   But the gallantry of her friends would not allow of this; and the man in faded black, mounting the breach first, produced his plunder. It was not extensive. A seal or two, a pencil-case, a pair of sleeve-buttons, and a brooch of no great value, were all. They were severally examined and appraised by old Joe, who chalked the sums he was disposed to give for each, upon the wall, and added them up into a total when he found there was nothing more to come.
 
   “That’s your account,” said Joe, “and I wouldn’t give another sixpence, if I was to be boiled for not doing it. Who’s next?”
 
   Mrs. Dilber was next. Sheets and towels, a little wearing apparel, two old-fashioned silver teaspoons, a pair of sugar-tongs, and a few boots. Her account was stated on the wall in the same manner.
 
   “I always give too much to ladies. It’s a weakness of mine, and that’s the way I ruin myself,” said old Joe. “That’s your account. If you asked me for another penny, and made it an open question, I’d repent of being so liberal and knock off half-a-crown.”
 
   “And now undo my bundle, Joe,” said the first woman.
 
   Joe went down on his knees for the greater convenience of opening it, and having unfastened a great many knots, dragged out a large and heavy roll of some dark stuff.
 
   “What do you call this?” said Joe. “Bed-curtains!”
 
   “Ah!” returned the woman, laughing and leaning forward on her crossed arms. “Bed-curtains!”
 
   “You don’t mean to say you took ’em down, rings and all, with him lying there?” said Joe.
 
   “Yes I do,” replied the woman. “Why not?”
 
   “You were born to make your fortune,” said Joe, “and you’ll certainly do it.”
 
   “I certainly shan’t hold my hand, when I can get anything in it by reaching it out, for the sake of such a man as He was, I promise you, Joe,” returned the woman coolly. “Don’t drop that oil upon the blankets, now.”
 
   “His blankets?” asked Joe.
 
   “Whose else’s do you think?” replied the woman. “He isn’t likely to take cold without ’em, I dare say.”
 
   “I hope he didn’t die of anything catching? Eh?” said old Joe, stopping in his work, and looking up.
 
   “Don’t you be afraid of that,” returned the woman. “I an’t so fond of his company that I’d loiter about him for such things, if he did. Ah! you may look through that shirt till your eyes ache; but you won’t find a hole in it, nor a threadbare place. It’s the best he had, and a fine one too. They’d have wasted it, if it hadn’t been for me.”
 
   “What do you call wasting of it?” asked old Joe.
 
   “Putting it on him to be buried in, to be sure,” replied the woman with a laugh. “Somebody was fool enough to do it, but I took it off again. If calico an’t good enough for such a purpose, it isn’t good enough for anything. It’s quite as becoming to the body. He can’t look uglier than he did in that one.”
 
   Scrooge listened to this dialogue in horror. As they sat grouped about their spoil, in the scanty light afforded by the old man’s lamp, he viewed them with a detestation and disgust, which could hardly have been greater, though they had been obscene demons, marketing the corpse itself.
 
   “Ha, ha!” laughed the same woman, when old Joe, producing a flannel bag with money in it, told out their several gains upon the ground. “This is the end of it, you see! He frightened every one away from him when he was alive, to profit us when he was dead! Ha, ha, ha!”
 
   “Spirit!” said Scrooge, shuddering from head to foot. “I see, I see. The case of this unhappy man might be my own. My life tends that way, now. Merciful Heaven, what is this!”
 
   He recoiled in terror, for the scene had changed, and now he almost touched a bed: a bare, uncurtained bed: on which, beneath a ragged sheet, there lay a something covered up, which, though it was dumb, announced itself in awful language.
 
   The room was very dark, too dark to be observed with any accuracy, though Scrooge glanced round it in obedience to a secret impulse, anxious to know what kind of room it was. A pale light, rising in the outer air, fell straight upon the bed; and on it, plundered and bereft, unwatched, unwept, uncared for, was the body of this man.
 
   Scrooge glanced towards the Phantom. Its steady hand was pointed to the head. The cover was so carelessly adjusted that the slightest raising of it, the motion of a finger upon Scrooge’s part, would have disclosed the face. He thought of it, felt how easy it would be to do, and longed to do it; but had no more power to withdraw the veil than to dismiss the spectre at his side.
 
   Oh cold, cold, rigid, dreadful Death, set up thine altar here, and dress it with such terrors as thou hast at thy command: for this is thy dominion! But of the loved, revered, and honoured head, thou canst not turn one hair to thy dread purposes, or make one feature odious. It is not that the hand is heavy and will fall down when released; it is not that the heart and pulse are still; but that the hand was open, generous, and true; the heart brave, warm, and tender; and the pulse a man’s. Strike, Shadow, strike! And see his good deeds springing from the wound, to sow the world with life immortal!
 
   No voice pronounced these words in Scrooge’s ears, and yet he heard them when he looked upon the bed. He thought, if this man could be raised up now, what would be his foremost thoughts? Avarice, hard-dealing, griping cares? They have brought him to a rich end, truly!
 
   He lay, in the dark empty house, with not a man, a woman, or a child, to say that he was kind to me in this or that, and for the memory of one kind word I will be kind to him. A cat was tearing at the door, and there was a sound of gnawing rats beneath the hearth-stone. What they wanted in the room of death, and why they were so restless and disturbed, Scrooge did not dare to think.
 
   “Spirit!” he said, “this is a fearful place. In leaving it, I shall not leave its lesson, trust me. Let us go!”
 
   Still the Ghost pointed with an unmoved finger to the head.
 
   “I understand you,” Scrooge returned, “and I would do it, if I could. But I have not the power, Spirit. I have not the power.”
 
   Again it seemed to look upon him.
 
   “If there is any person in the town, who feels emotion caused by this man’s death,” said Scrooge quite agonised, “show that person to me, Spirit, I beseech you!”
 
   The Phantom spread its dark robe before him for a moment, like a wing; and withdrawing it, revealed a room by daylight, where a mother and her children were.
 
   She was expecting some one, and with anxious eagerness; for she walked up and down the room; started at every sound; looked out from the window; glanced at the clock; tried, but in vain, to work with her needle; and could hardly bear the voices of the children in their play.
 
   At length the long-expected knock was heard. She hurried to the door, and met her husband; a man whose face was careworn and depressed, though he was young. There was a remarkable expression in it now; a kind of serious delight of which he felt ashamed, and which he struggled to repress.
 
   He sat down to the dinner that had been hoarding for him by the fire; and when she asked him faintly what news (which was not until after a long silence), he appeared embarrassed how to answer.
 
   “Is it good?” she said, “or bad?”—to help him.
 
   “Bad,” he answered.
 
   “We are quite ruined?”
 
   “No. There is hope yet, Caroline.”
 
   “If he relents,” she said, amazed, “there is! Nothing is past hope, if such a miracle has happened.”
 
   “He is past relenting,” said her husband. “He is dead.”
 
   She was a mild and patient creature if her face spoke truth; but she was thankful in her soul to hear it, and she said so, with clasped hands. She prayed forgiveness the next moment, and was sorry; but the first was the emotion of her heart.
 
   “What the half-drunken woman whom I told you of last night, said to me, when I tried to see him and obtain a week’s delay; and what I thought was a mere excuse to avoid me; turns out to have been quite true. He was not only very ill, but dying, then.”
 
   “To whom will our debt be transferred?”
 
   “I don’t know. But before that time we shall be ready with the money; and even though we were not, it would be a bad fortune indeed to find so merciless a creditor in his successor. We may sleep to-night with light hearts, Caroline!”
 
   Yes. Soften it as they would, their hearts were lighter. The children’s faces, hushed and clustered round to hear what they so little understood, were brighter; and it was a happier house for this man’s death! The only emotion that the Ghost could show him, caused by the event, was one of pleasure.
 
   “Let me see some tenderness connected with a death,” said Scrooge; “or that dark chamber, Spirit, which we left just now, will be for ever present to me.”
 
   The Ghost conducted him through several streets familiar to his feet; and as they went along, Scrooge looked here and there to find himself, but nowhere was he to be seen. They entered poor Bob Cratchit’s house; the dwelling he had visited before; and found the mother and the children seated round the fire.
 
   Quiet. Very quiet. The noisy little Cratchits were as still as statues in one corner, and sat looking up at Peter, who had a book before him. The mother and her daughters were engaged in sewing. But surely they were very quiet!
 
   “‘And He took a child, and set him in the midst of them.’”
 
   Where had Scrooge heard those words? He had not dreamed them. The boy must have read them out, as he and the Spirit crossed the threshold. Why did he not go on?
 
   The mother laid her work upon the table, and put her hand up to her face.
 
   “The colour hurts my eyes,” she said.
 
   The colour? Ah, poor Tiny Tim!
 
   “They’re better now again,” said Cratchit’s wife. “It makes them weak by candle-light; and I wouldn’t show weak eyes to your father when he comes home, for the world. It must be near his time.”
 
   “Past it rather,” Peter answered, shutting up his book. “But I think he has walked a little slower than he used, these few last evenings, mother.”
 
   They were very quiet again. At last she said, and in a steady, cheerful voice, that only faltered once:
 
   “I have known him walk with—I have known him walk with Tiny Tim upon his shoulder, very fast indeed.”
 
   “And so have I,” cried Peter. “Often.”
 
   “And so have I,” exclaimed another. So had all.
 
   “But he was very light to carry,” she resumed, intent upon her work, “and his father loved him so, that it was no trouble: no trouble. And there is your father at the door!”
 
   She hurried out to meet him; and little Bob in his comforter—he had need of it, poor fellow—came in. His tea was ready for him on the hob, and they all tried who should help him to it most. Then the two young Cratchits got upon his knees and laid, each child a little cheek, against his face, as if they said, “Don’t mind it, father. Don’t be grieved!”
 
   Bob was very cheerful with them, and spoke pleasantly to all the family. He looked at the work upon the table, and praised the industry and speed of Mrs. Cratchit and the girls. They would be done long before Sunday, he said.
 
   “Sunday! You went to-day, then, Robert?” said his wife.
 
   “Yes, my dear,” returned Bob. “I wish you could have gone. It would have done you good to see how green a place it is. But you’ll see it often. I promised him that I would walk there on a Sunday. My little, little child!” cried Bob. “My little child!”
 
   He broke down all at once. He couldn’t help it. If he could have helped it, he and his child would have been farther apart perhaps than they were.
 
   He left the room, and went up-stairs into the room above, which was lighted cheerfully, and hung with Christmas. There was a chair set close beside the child, and there were signs of some one having been there, lately. Poor Bob sat down in it, and when he had thought a little and composed himself, he kissed the little face. He was reconciled to what had happened, and went down again quite happy.
 
   They drew about the fire, and talked; the girls and mother working still. Bob told them of the extraordinary kindness of Mr. Scrooge’s nephew, whom he had scarcely seen but once, and who, meeting him in the street that day, and seeing that he looked a little—“just a little down you know,” said Bob, inquired what had happened to distress him. “On which,” said Bob, “for he is the pleasantest-spoken gentleman you ever heard, I told him. ‘I am heartily sorry for it, Mr. Cratchit,’ he said, ‘and heartily sorry for your good wife.’ By the bye, how he ever knew that, I don’t know.”
 
   “Knew what, my dear?”
 
   “Why, that you were a good wife,” replied Bob.
 
   “Everybody knows that!” said Peter.
 
   “Very well observed, my boy!” cried Bob. “I hope they do. ‘Heartily sorry,’ he said, ‘for your good wife. If I can be of service to you in any way,’ he said, giving me his card, ‘that’s where I live. Pray come to me.’ Now, it wasn’t,” cried Bob, “for the sake of anything he might be able to do for us, so much as for his kind way, that this was quite delightful. It really seemed as if he had known our Tiny Tim, and felt with us.”
 
   “I’m sure he’s a good soul!” said Mrs. Cratchit.
 
   “You would be surer of it, my dear,” returned Bob, “if you saw and spoke to him. I shouldn’t be at all surprised—mark what I say!—if he got Peter a better situation.”
 
   “Only hear that, Peter,” said Mrs. Cratchit.
 
   “And then,” cried one of the girls, “Peter will be keeping company with some one, and setting up for himself.”
 
   “Get along with you!” retorted Peter, grinning.
 
   “It’s just as likely as not,” said Bob, “one of these days; though there’s plenty of time for that, my dear. But however and whenever we part from one another, I am sure we shall none of us forget poor Tiny Tim—shall we—or this first parting that there was among us?”
 
   “Never, father!” cried they all.
 
   “And I know,” said Bob, “I know, my dears, that when we recollect how patient and how mild he was; although he was a little, little child; we shall not quarrel easily among ourselves, and forget poor Tiny Tim in doing it.”
 
   “No, never, father!” they all cried again.
 
   “I am very happy,” said little Bob, “I am very happy!”
 
   Mrs. Cratchit kissed him, his daughters kissed him, the two young Cratchits kissed him, and Peter and himself shook hands. Spirit of Tiny Tim, thy childish essence was from God!
 
   “Spectre,” said Scrooge, “something informs me that our parting moment is at hand. I know it, but I know not how. Tell me what man that was whom we saw lying dead?”
 
   The Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come conveyed him, as before—though at a different time, he thought: indeed, there seemed no order in these latter visions, save that they were in the Future—into the resorts of business men, but showed him not himself. Indeed, the Spirit did not stay for anything, but went straight on, as to the end just now desired, until besought by Scrooge to tarry for a moment.
 
   “This court,” said Scrooge, “through which we hurry now, is where my place of occupation is, and has been for a length of time. I see the house. Let me behold what I shall be, in days to come!”
 
   The Spirit stopped; the hand was pointed elsewhere.
 
   “The house is yonder,” Scrooge exclaimed. “Why do you point away?”
 
   The inexorable finger underwent no change.
 
   Scrooge hastened to the window of his office, and looked in. It was an office still, but not his. The furniture was not the same, and the figure in the chair was not himself. The Phantom pointed as before.
 
   He joined it once again, and wondering why and whither he had gone, accompanied it until they reached an iron gate. He paused to look round before entering.
 
   A churchyard. Here, then; the wretched man whose name he had now to learn, lay underneath the ground. It was a worthy place. Walled in by houses; overrun by grass and weeds, the growth of vegetation’s death, not life; choked up with too much burying; fat with repleted appetite. A worthy place!
 
   The Spirit stood among the graves, and pointed down to One. He advanced towards it trembling. The Phantom was exactly as it had been, but he dreaded that he saw new meaning in its solemn shape.
 
   “Before I draw nearer to that stone to which you point,” said Scrooge, “answer me one question. Are these the shadows of the things that Will be, or are they shadows of things that May be, only?”
 
   Still the Ghost pointed downward to the grave by which it stood.
 
   “Men’s courses will foreshadow certain ends, to which, if persevered in, they must lead,” said Scrooge. “But if the courses be departed from, the ends will change. Say it is thus with what you show me!”
 
   The Spirit was immovable as ever.
 
   Scrooge crept towards it, trembling as he went; and following the finger, read upon the stone of the neglected grave his own name, Ebenezer Scrooge.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   The Last of the Spirits
 
    
 
   “Am I that man who lay upon the bed?” he cried, upon his knees.
 
   The finger pointed from the grave to him, and back again.
 
   “No, Spirit! Oh no, no!”
 
   The finger still was there.
 
   “Spirit!” he cried, tight clutching at its robe, “hear me! I am not the man I was. I will not be the man I must have been but for this intercourse. Why show me this, if I am past all hope!”
 
   For the first time the hand appeared to shake.
 
   “Good Spirit,” he pursued, as down upon the ground he fell before it: “Your nature intercedes for me, and pities me. Assure me that I yet may change these shadows you have shown me, by an altered life!”
 
   The kind hand trembled.
 
   “I will honour Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year. I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future. The Spirits of all Three shall strive within me. I will not shut out the lessons that they teach. Oh, tell me I may sponge away the writing on this stone!”
 
   In his agony, he caught the spectral hand. It sought to free itself, but he was strong in his entreaty, and detained it. The Spirit, stronger yet, repulsed him.
 
   Holding up his hands in a last prayer to have his fate reversed, he saw an alteration in the Phantom’s hood and dress. It shrunk, collapsed, and dwindled down into a bedpost.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   STAVE FIVE.
 
   THE END OF IT.
 
    
 
   Yes! and the bedpost was his own. The bed was his own, the room was his own. Best and happiest of all, the Time before him was his own, to make amends in!
 
   “I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future!” Scrooge repeated, as he scrambled out of bed. “The Spirits of all Three shall strive within me. Oh Jacob Marley! Heaven, and the Christmas Time be praised for this! I say it on my knees, old Jacob; on my knees!”
 
   He was so fluttered and so glowing with his good intentions, that his broken voice would scarcely answer to his call. He had been sobbing violently in his conflict with the Spirit, and his face was wet with tears.
 
   “They are not torn down,” cried Scrooge, folding one of his bed-curtains in his arms, “they are not torn down, rings and all. They are here—I am here—the shadows of the things that would have been, may be dispelled. They will be. I know they will!”
 
   His hands were busy with his garments all this time; turning them inside out, putting them on upside down, tearing them, mislaying them, making them parties to every kind of extravagance.
 
   “I don’t know what to do!” cried Scrooge, laughing and crying in the same breath; and making a perfect Laocoön of himself with his stockings. “I am as light as a feather, I am as happy as an angel, I am as merry as a schoolboy. I am as giddy as a drunken man. A merry Christmas to everybody! A happy New Year to all the world. Hallo here! Whoop! Hallo!”
 
   He had frisked into the sitting-room, and was now standing there: perfectly winded.
 
   “There’s the saucepan that the gruel was in!” cried Scrooge, starting off again, and going round the fireplace. “There’s the door, by which the Ghost of Jacob Marley entered! There’s the corner where the Ghost of Christmas Present, sat! There’s the window where I saw the wandering Spirits! It’s all right, it’s all true, it all happened. Ha ha ha!”
 
   Really, for a man who had been out of practice for so many years, it was a splendid laugh, a most illustrious laugh. The father of a long, long line of brilliant laughs!
 
   “I don’t know what day of the month it is!” said Scrooge. “I don’t know how long I’ve been among the Spirits. I don’t know anything. I’m quite a baby. Never mind. I don’t care. I’d rather be a baby. Hallo! Whoop! Hallo here!”
 
   He was checked in his transports by the churches ringing out the lustiest peals he had ever heard. Clash, clang, hammer; ding, dong, bell. Bell, dong, ding; hammer, clang, clash! Oh, glorious, glorious!
 
   Running to the window, he opened it, and put out his head. No fog, no mist; clear, bright, jovial, stirring, cold; cold, piping for the blood to dance to; Golden sunlight; Heavenly sky; sweet fresh air; merry bells. Oh, glorious! Glorious!
 
   “What’s to-day!” cried Scrooge, calling downward to a boy in Sunday clothes, who perhaps had loitered in to look about him.
 
   “Eh?” returned the boy, with all his might of wonder.
 
   “What’s to-day, my fine fellow?” said Scrooge.
 
   “To-day!” replied the boy. “Why, Christmas Day.”
 
   “It’s Christmas Day!” said Scrooge to himself. “I haven’t missed it. The Spirits have done it all in one night. They can do anything they like. Of course they can. Of course they can. Hallo, my fine fellow!”
 
   “Hallo!” returned the boy.
 
   “Do you know the Poulterer’s, in the next street but one, at the corner?” Scrooge inquired.
 
   “I should hope I did,” replied the lad.
 
   “An intelligent boy!” said Scrooge. “A remarkable boy! Do you know whether they’ve sold the prize Turkey that was hanging up there?—Not the little prize Turkey: the big one?”
 
   “What, the one as big as me?” returned the boy.
 
   “What a delightful boy!” said Scrooge. “It’s a pleasure to talk to him. Yes, my buck!”
 
   “It’s hanging there now,” replied the boy.
 
   “Is it?” said Scrooge. “Go and buy it.”
 
   “Walk-er!” exclaimed the boy.
 
   “No, no,” said Scrooge, “I am in earnest. Go and buy it, and tell ’em to bring it here, that I may give them the direction where to take it. Come back with the man, and I’ll give you a shilling. Come back with him in less than five minutes and I’ll give you half-a-crown!”
 
   The boy was off like a shot. He must have had a steady hand at a trigger who could have got a shot off half so fast.
 
   “I’ll send it to Bob Cratchit’s!” whispered Scrooge, rubbing his hands, and splitting with a laugh. “He sha’n’t know who sends it. It’s twice the size of Tiny Tim. Joe Miller never made such a joke as sending it to Bob’s will be!”
 
   The hand in which he wrote the address was not a steady one, but write it he did, somehow, and went down-stairs to open the street door, ready for the coming of the poulterer’s man. As he stood there, waiting his arrival, the knocker caught his eye.
 
   “I shall love it, as long as I live!” cried Scrooge, patting it with his hand. “I scarcely ever looked at it before. What an honest expression it has in its face! It’s a wonderful knocker!—Here’s the Turkey! Hallo! Whoop! How are you! Merry Christmas!”
 
   It was a Turkey! He never could have stood upon his legs, that bird. He would have snapped ’em short off in a minute, like sticks of sealing-wax.
 
   “Why, it’s impossible to carry that to Camden Town,” said Scrooge. “You must have a cab.”
 
   The chuckle with which he said this, and the chuckle with which he paid for the Turkey, and the chuckle with which he paid for the cab, and the chuckle with which he recompensed the boy, were only to be exceeded by the chuckle with which he sat down breathless in his chair again, and chuckled till he cried.
 
   Shaving was not an easy task, for his hand continued to shake very much; and shaving requires attention, even when you don’t dance while you are at it. But if he had cut the end of his nose off, he would have put a piece of sticking-plaister over it, and been quite satisfied.
 
   He dressed himself “all in his best,” and at last got out into the streets. The people were by this time pouring forth, as he had seen them with the Ghost of Christmas Present; and walking with his hands behind him, Scrooge regarded every one with a delighted smile. He looked so irresistibly pleasant, in a word, that three or four good-humoured fellows said, “Good morning, sir! A merry Christmas to you!” And Scrooge said often afterwards, that of all the blithe sounds he had ever heard, those were the blithest in his ears.
 
   He had not gone far, when coming on towards him he beheld the portly gentleman, who had walked into his counting-house the day before, and said, “Scrooge and Marley’s, I believe?” It sent a pang across his heart to think how this old gentleman would look upon him when they met; but he knew what path lay straight before him, and he took it.
 
   “My dear sir,” said Scrooge, quickening his pace, and taking the old gentleman by both his hands. “How do you do? I hope you succeeded yesterday. It was very kind of you. A merry Christmas to you, sir!”
 
   “Mr. Scrooge?”
 
   “Yes,” said Scrooge. “That is my name, and I fear it may not be pleasant to you. Allow me to ask your pardon. And will you have the goodness”—here Scrooge whispered in his ear.
 
   “Lord bless me!” cried the gentleman, as if his breath were taken away. “My dear Mr. Scrooge, are you serious?”
 
   “If you please,” said Scrooge. “Not a farthing less. A great many back-payments are included in it, I assure you. Will you do me that favour?”
 
   “My dear sir,” said the other, shaking hands with him. “I don’t know what to say to such munifi—”
 
   “Don’t say anything, please,” retorted Scrooge. “Come and see me. Will you come and see me?”
 
   “I will!” cried the old gentleman. And it was clear he meant to do it.
 
   “Thank’ee,” said Scrooge. “I am much obliged to you. I thank you fifty times. Bless you!”
 
   He went to church, and walked about the streets, and watched the people hurrying to and fro, and patted children on the head, and questioned beggars, and looked down into the kitchens of houses, and up to the windows, and found that everything could yield him pleasure. He had never dreamed that any walk—that anything—could give him so much happiness. In the afternoon he turned his steps towards his nephew’s house.
 
   He passed the door a dozen times, before he had the courage to go up and knock. But he made a dash, and did it:
 
   “Is your master at home, my dear?” said Scrooge to the girl. Nice girl! Very.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Where is he, my love?” said Scrooge.
 
   “He’s in the dining-room, sir, along with mistress. I’ll show you up-stairs, if you please.”
 
   “Thank’ee. He knows me,” said Scrooge, with his hand already on the dining-room lock. “I’ll go in here, my dear.”
 
   He turned it gently, and sidled his face in, round the door. They were looking at the table (which was spread out in great array); for these young housekeepers are always nervous on such points, and like to see that everything is right.
 
   “Fred!” said Scrooge.
 
   Dear heart alive, how his niece by marriage started! Scrooge had forgotten, for the moment, about her sitting in the corner with the footstool, or he wouldn’t have done it, on any account.
 
   “Why bless my soul!” cried Fred, “who’s that?”
 
   “It’s I. Your uncle Scrooge. I have come to dinner. Will you let me in, Fred?”
 
   Let him in! It is a mercy he didn’t shake his arm off. He was at home in five minutes. Nothing could be heartier. His niece looked just the same. So did Topper when he came. So did the plump sister when she came. So did every one when they came. Wonderful party, wonderful games, wonderful unanimity, won-der-ful happiness!
 
   But he was early at the office next morning. Oh, he was early there. If he could only be there first, and catch Bob Cratchit coming late! That was the thing he had set his heart upon.
 
   And he did it; yes, he did! The clock struck nine. No Bob. A quarter past. No Bob. He was full eighteen minutes and a half behind his time. Scrooge sat with his door wide open, that he might see him come into the Tank.
 
   His hat was off, before he opened the door; his comforter too. He was on his stool in a jiffy; driving away with his pen, as if he were trying to overtake nine o’clock.
 
   “Hallo!” growled Scrooge, in his accustomed voice, as near as he could feign it. “What do you mean by coming here at this time of day?”
 
   “I am very sorry, sir,” said Bob. “I am behind my time.”
 
   “You are?” repeated Scrooge. “Yes. I think you are. Step this way, sir, if you please.”
 
   “It’s only once a year, sir,” pleaded Bob, appearing from the Tank. “It shall not be repeated. I was making rather merry yesterday, sir.”
 
   “Now, I’ll tell you what, my friend,” said Scrooge, “I am not going to stand this sort of thing any longer. And therefore,” he continued, leaping from his stool, and giving Bob such a dig in the waistcoat that he staggered back into the Tank again; “and therefore I am about to raise your salary!”
 
   Bob trembled, and got a little nearer to the ruler. He had a momentary idea of knocking Scrooge down with it, holding him, and calling to the people in the court for help and a strait-waistcoat.
 
   “A merry Christmas, Bob!” said Scrooge, with an earnestness that could not be mistaken, as he clapped him on the back. “A merrier Christmas, Bob, my good fellow, than I have given you, for many a year! I’ll raise your salary, and endeavour to assist your struggling family, and we will discuss your affairs this very afternoon, over a Christmas bowl of smoking bishop, Bob! Make up the fires, and buy another coal-scuttle before you dot another i, Bob Cratchit!”
 
   Scrooge was better than his word. He did it all, and infinitely more; and to Tiny Tim, who did not die, he was a second father. He became as good a friend, as good a master, and as good a man, as the good old city knew, or any other good old city, town, or borough, in the good old world. Some people laughed to see the alteration in him, but he let them laugh, and little heeded them; for he was wise enough to know that nothing ever happened on this globe, for good, at which some people did not have their fill of laughter in the outset; and knowing that such as these would be blind anyway, he thought it quite as well that they should wrinkle up their eyes in grins, as have the malady in less attractive forms. His own heart laughed: and that was quite enough for him.
 
   He had no further intercourse with Spirits, but lived upon the Total Abstinence Principle, ever afterwards; and it was always said of him, that he knew how to keep Christmas well, if any man alive possessed the knowledge. May that be truly said of us, and all of us! And so, as Tiny Tim observed, God bless Us, Every One! 
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   I stepped through the wall and into my daughter’s bedroom.
 
   She was sleeping contentedly on her side. It was before dawn, and the building was quiet. The curtains were open, and the sky beyond was black. If there were any stars, they were lost to the LA smog. The curtains were covered with ponies, as was most of the room. A plastic pony light switch, a pony bed lamp, pony wallpaper and bedspread. Someday she would outgrow her obsession with ponies, although I secretly hoped not.
 
   A girl and her pony. It’s a beautiful thing.
 
   I stepped closer to my sleeping daughter, and as I did so she shifted slightly toward me. She mewed like a newborn kitten. Crimson light from her alarm clock splashed over her delicate features, highlighting a slightly upturned nose and impossibly big eyes. Sometimes when she slept, her closed eyelids fluttered and danced. But not tonight. Tonight she was sleeping deeply, no doubt dreaming of sugar and spice and everything nice.
 
   Or of Barbies and boys and everything in between.
 
   I wondered if she ever dreamed of me. I’m sure she did at times. Were those dreams good or bad? Did she ever wake up sad and missing her father?
 
   Do you want her to wake up sad?
 
   No, I thought. I want her to wake up rested, restored, and full of peace.
 
   I stepped away from the far wall and glided over to the small chair in the corner of her room. We had made the chair together one weekend, a father-daughter project for the Girl Scouts. To her credit, she did most of the work.
 
   I sat in it now, lowering my weightless body into it, mimicking the act of sitting. Unsurprisingly, the chair didn’t creak.
 
   As I sat, my daughter rolled over in her sleep, facing me. Her aura, usually blue and streaked with red flames, often reacted to my presence, as it did now. The red flames crackled and gravitated toward me like a pulsating static ball, sensing me like I sensed it.
 
   As I continued to sit, the lapping red flames grew in intensity, snapping and licking the air like solar flares on the surface of the sun. My daughter’s aura always reacted this way to me. But only in sleep. Somehow her subconscious recognized me, or perhaps it was her soul. Or both. Either way, from this subconscious state, she would sometimes speak to me, as she did now.
 
   “Hi, Daddy.”
 
   “Hi, baby,” I said.
 
   “Mommy said you got hurt real bad.”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “Mommy said that a bad man hurt you and you got killed.”
 
   “Mommy’s right, but I don’t want you thinking about that right now, okay?” 
 
   “Okay,” she said sleepily. “Am I dreaming, Daddy?”
 
   “Yes, baby.”
 
   We were quiet and she shifted subtly, lifting her face toward me, her eyes still closed in sleep. There was a sound from outside her window, a light tapping. I ignored it, but it came again and again, and then with more consistency. I looked over my shoulder and saw that it was raining. I looked back at my daughter and thought of the rain, remembering how it felt on my skin, on my face. Or, rather, I was trying to remember. Lately, such memories of the flesh were getting harder and harder to recall.
 
   “It’s raining, Daddy,” she said. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Do you live in the rain?” 
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Where do you live, Daddy?” 
 
   “I live here, with you.” 
 
   “But you’re dead.” 
 
   I said nothing. I hated to be reminded of this, even by my daughter. 
 
   “Why don’t you go to heaven, Daddy?” 
 
   I thought about that. I think about that a lot, actually. I said, “Daddy still has work to do.”
 
   “What kind of work?” 
 
   “Good work.” 
 
   “I miss you,” she said. “I miss you so much. I think about you every day. I’m always crying. People at school say I’m a crybaby.”
 
   “You’re not a crybaby,” I said. “You’re just sad.” My heart broke all over again. “It’s time to go back to sleep, angel.”
 
   “Okay, Daddy.”
 
   “I love you, sweetie.” 
 
   “I love you, too, Daddy.” 
 
   I drifted up from the small wooden chair and moved across the room the way I do—silently and easily—and at the far wall I looked back at her. Her aura had subsided, although some of it still flared here and there. For her to relax—truly relax—I needed to leave her room entirely.
 
   And so I did. Through the wall.
 
   To hell with doors.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   2.
 
    
 
   I was standing behind him, reading the newspaper from over his shoulder, as I did every morning.
 
   His name was Jerrold, and he was close to sixty and close to retirement. He lived alone and seemed mostly happy. He was addicted to Internet poker, but, as far as I could tell, that was his only vice.
 
   Thank God.
 
   He turned the paper casually, snapping it taut, then reached for his steaming mug of coffee, heavy with sugar and cream, and took a long sip. I could smell the coffee. Or at least a hint of it, just like I could smell a hint of his aftershave and hair gel. My senses were weak at best.
 
   As he set the mug down, some of the coffee sloshed over the rim and onto the back of his hand. He yelped and shook his hand. I could see that it had immediately reddened.
 
   Pain.
 
   I hadn’t known pain in quite a long time. My last memory of it was when I had been working at a friend’s house, cutting carpet, and nearly severed my arm off.
 
   I looked down at my translucent arm now. Although nearly imperceptible, the scar was still there—or at least the ghostly hint of it.
 
   Still cursing under his breath, Jerrold turned back to his paper. So did I. He scanned the major headlines, and I scanned them along with him. After all, he was my hands in this situation.
 
   He read through some local Los Angeles news, mostly political stuff that would have bored me to tears had I tears to be bored with. I glanced over at his coffee while he read, trying to remember what it tasted like. I think I remembered.
 
   I think.
 
   Hot, roasted, bitter, and sweet. I knew the words, but I was having a hard time recalling the actual flavor. That scared me.
 
   Jerrold turned the page. As he did so, something immediately caught my eye; luckily, it caught his eye, too.
 
   A piano teacher had been murdered at St. Luke’s, a converted monastery that was now being used as a Catholic church and school. Lucy Randolph was eighty-six years old and just three days shy of celebrating her sixtieth anniversary with her husband.
 
   I had known Mrs. Randolph. In fact, she had been my own music teacher back when I was a student at St. Luke’s. She had been kind to a fault, a source of inspiration and joy to her students, and especially to me.
 
   And now, according to the report, someone had strangled her, leaving her for dead on the very piano she had taught on. Perhaps the very same piano I had been taught on.
 
   Damn.
 
   Jerrold clucked his tongue and shook his head and moved on to the next page, but I had seen enough. I stepped away.
 
   “You’re still young, Jerrold,” I said to him. “Lose fifteen pounds and find someone special—and ditch the gambling.”
 
   As I spoke, the small hairs on the back of his neck stood up and his aura shifted toward me. He shivered unconsciously and turned the page.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   3.
 
    
 
   We were in Pauline’s apartment.
 
   She was drinking an apple martini and I wasn’t, which was a damn shame. At the moment, I was sitting in an old wingback chair and she was on the couch, one bare foot up on a hand-painted coffee table that could have doubled as a modern piece of abstract art.
 
   “If you ever need any extra money,” I said, “you could always sell your coffee table on eBay.”
 
   “It’s not for sale,” she said. “Ever.” 
 
   “What if you were homeless and living on the streets and needed money?” 
 
   “Then I would be homeless and living on the streets with the world’s most bitchin’ hand-painted coffee table.”
 
   Her name was Pauline, and she was my best—and only—friend. She was also a world-famous medium. She could hear me, see me, and sometimes even touch me. Hell, she could even read my thoughts, which was a bit disconcerting for me. She was a full-figured woman, with perhaps the most beautiful face I had ever seen. She often wore her long brown hair haphazardly, a look that would surely have your average California girl running back to the bathroom mirror. Pauline was not your average California girl. She wasn’t your average girl by any definition, spending as much of her time in the world of the dead as in the world of the living. Luckily, she just so happened to live in the very building I was presently haunting.
 
   “Yeah, lucky me,” said Pauline, picking up on my thoughts.
 
   She did her readings out of a small office near downtown Los Angeles, usually working with just one or two clients a day. Some of her sessions lasted longer than others, and tonight she was home later than usual, hitting the booze hard, as she often did. I wouldn’t call her a drunk, but she was damn close to being one.
 
   “I’m not a drunk,” Pauline said absently, reading my thoughts again. “I can stop anytime I want. The booze just helps me…release.”
 
   “Release?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, to forget. To unwind. To un-everything.”
 
   “You should probably not drink so much,” I said.
 
   She regarded me over her martini glass. Her eyes were bloodshot. Her face gleamed with a fine film of sweat. She wasn’t as attractive when she was drunk.
 
   “Thanks,” she said sarcastically. “And do you even remember what it’s like being drunk?”
 
   I thought about that. “A little. And that was below the belt.”
 
   “Do you even have a belt?”
 
   I looked down at my slightly glowing, ethereal body. Hell, even my clothing glowed. It was the same clothing I had been wearing on the night I was murdered two years ago: a white T-shirt and long red basketball shorts, my usual sleeping garb. I was barefoot, and I suspected my hair was a mess, since I had been shot to death in my sleep. Dotting my body were the various bloody holes where the bullets had long ago entered my living flesh.
 
   “No belt,” I said. “Then again, no shoes, either.”
 
   She laughed, which caused some of her martini to slosh over the rim. She cursed and licked her fingers like a true alcoholic.
 
   “Oh, shut up,” she said.
 
   “Waste not, want not,” I said.
 
   She glared at me some more as she took a long pull on her drink. When she set it down, she missed the center of the cork coaster by about three inches. Now part of the glass sat askew on the edge of the coaster, and the whole thing looked like it might tip over. She didn’t notice or care.
 
   Pauline worked with spirits all day. Early on, she had tried her best to ignore my presence. But I knew she could see me, and so I pursued her relentlessly until she finally acknowledged my existence.
 
   “And now I can’t get rid of you,” she said.
 
   “You love me,” I said. “Admit it.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, “I do. Call me an idiot, but I do.”
 
   “Idiot,” I said. “Besides, I’m different than those other ghosts.”
 
   “Yeah? How so?” 
 
   “I’m a ghost on a mission.”
 
   “Could that sound more corny?” she said.
 
   “Maybe after a few more drinks,” I said.
 
   “So how’s the mission coming along?” she asked. We had been over this before, perhaps dozens of times.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s not like I’m getting a lot of feedback from anyone—or anything.”
 
   “And when will you be done with your mission?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know that, either.”
 
   “And what, exactly, is your mission?” As she spoke, she peered into the empty glass with one eye.
 
   “To save my soul.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, that. And you’re sure it’s not too late to save your soul? I mean, you are dead, after all.”
 
   “It’s never too late,” I said.
 
   “And you know that how?” she asked.
 
   “Because I’m not in hell yet.”
 
   “You’re haunting an old apartment building in Los Angeles,” she said. “Sounds a bit like hell to me.”
 
   “But I can see my wife and daughter whenever I want,” I countered. “Can’t be that bad.”
 
   “Your wife has already remarried,” said Pauline. “And weren’t you two separated at the time of your death?”
 
   We had been, but the details of our separation were lost to me. We had financial problems I seemed to recall, which had led to many arguments. What we had argued about was anyone’s guess. But the arguments had been heated and impassioned, and in the end I had moved out—but not very far. To stay close to my daughter, I had rented an apartment in the same building.
 
   “Yes, we had been separated,” I said. “And thank you for reminding me of that.”
 
   “Just keeping it real,” said Pauline indifferently. “Besides, there is no hell.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I talk to the dead, remember? And not just ghosts,” she added, “but those who have passed on.”
 
   “Passed on to heaven?” I asked.
 
   “Passed on to something,” she said. “Neither heaven nor hell. A spirit world—and it’s waiting for you.”
 
   I didn’t believe that. I believed in heaven and hell, and I was certain, as of this moment, that I was going to hell. “Well, it can keep on waiting. I’m not ready to pass on.”
 
   “Obviously.”
 
   “I need to work some things out,” I said.
 
   “And then what?” she asked.
 
   “And then I will accept my fate.”
 
   She nodded. “But for now you hope to change your fate.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She looked at me with bloodshot eyes. Sitting on the couch, she had tucked her bare feet under her. Now her painted-red toes peeked out like frightened little mice.
 
   “Nice imagery,” she said, wiggling her toes. “So you still can’t remember why you are going to hell?”
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   “But it was something bad.”
 
   “Very bad,” I said.
 
   “Bad enough to burn forever?” she asked.
 
   “Somebody died, I think.”
 
   “So you’ve said, but you still don’t remember who or why.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, but it happened a long, long time ago.”
 
   “And with your death,” she added, “it was the first of your memories to disappear.”
 
   She was right. My memories were disappearing at an alarming rate. The earlier memories of my life were mostly long gone. “Yeah, something like that,” I said.
 
   “And now you’re afraid to pass on because you think you are going to hell, even though you can’t remember why you are going to hell.”
 
   “It’s a hell of a conundrum,” I said.
 
   She nodded, then got up, padded into the adjoining kitchen, and poured herself another drink. When she came back and sat, some of her drink splashed over the rim of her glass.
 
   “Don’t say a word,” she cautioned me. 
 
   I laughed and drifted over to the big bay window and looked out over Los Angeles, which glittered and pulsed five stories below. At this hour, Los Feliz Boulevard was a parking lot dotted with red brake lights as far as the eye could see. I had heard once that it was one of the busiest streets in the world. Standing here now, I believed it.
 
   After a while, Pauline came over and stood next to me. Actually, some of her was standing inside me. She shivered with the sensation, apologized, and stepped back. Ghostly etiquette.
 
   I thought of my sweet music teacher. According to the paper, she had been murdered just days away from her sixtieth wedding anniversary. Sixtieth.
 
   Anger welled up within me. As it did so, a rare warmth spread through me. Mostly my days were filled with bone-chilling cold, minus the bones. But whenever strong emotion was involved, such as anger, I became flush with energy. And when that happened—
 
   “Hey,” said Pauline. “Someone’s making a rare appearance.”
 
   And so I was. So much so that I could actually see myself reflected in the big sliding glass door. Next to me was Pauline, looking beautiful but drunk. Bloody wounds covered my body, in particular, my forehead, neck, and chest.
 
   I didn’t get to see myself often, and, despite my anger, I took advantage of this rare opportunity. Pale and ethereal, I was just a vague suggestion of what I had once been—and I was growing vaguer as the years pressed on. There was stubble on my jaw, and my dark hair was indeed askew. Eternal bedhead.
 
   Great.
 
   “But you’re still a cutie,” said Pauline, giggling, now almost entirely drunk.
 
   And with those words and that infectious giggle, my anger abated and I started fading away again.
 
   “Tell me about your murdered friend,” said Pauline.
 
   “She wasn’t necessarily a friend.”
 
   She explored my mind a bit more. “My apologies. Your piano teacher from grade school.” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why would someone kill her?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   She paused, then nodded knowingly. “I see you intend to find out.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And perhaps save your soul in the process?”
 
   “That’s the plan,” I said. “For now.”
 
   “You do realize you have limits to where you can go and what you can do, right?”
 
   I shrugged. “Minor technicalities.”
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   The girl could see me, and, amazingly, she wasn’t afraid.
 
   Since she and her mother were new tenants in the apartment building I haunted, I swung by to say hello like any good neighbor. And by swinging by, I mean I walked straight through their front door and into their living room.
 
   To my surprise, the little girl immediately looked up from where she was sitting at a desk in the far corner of the room. Her eyes impossibly huge and innocent. She was young, perhaps seven or eight, about the age of my own daughter.
 
   Hey, maybe they’ll be friends.
 
   I was in a low-energy state, which meant I was just a murky drift of ectoplasm that was vaguely humanoid and barely visible even to myself. It would take a keenly aware medium to see me now.
 
   But she sees you now, I thought.
 
   Indeed. And a thrill coursed through me.
 
   She stood slowly from her swivel chair. I could hear her mother was in the other room, unpacking and singing contentedly to herself, unaware that her daughter had just made contact with the Great Beyond.
 
   The girl approached me carefully, as if walking a tightrope. As if, remarkably, she was afraid of scaring me off. Tough girl. She stopped ten feet away. There was a smudge of chocolate in the corner of her mouth. I could see her brain working behind those impossibly huge eyes. 
 
   “I’m not afraid of you,” she said. “I see ghosts all the time.” 
 
   I smiled, and impressed into her mind the image of a friend.
 
   “You’re a good ghost,” she said, nodding. “Some ghosts are not good; some are bad.”
 
   I next tried impressing the images of my daughter and wife and my apartment down the hall, but none of this got a response from her. She was attuned, but not highly attuned. Like a deaf musician. 
 
   “You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to,” she said. “Mommy thinks I make up the ghosts, anyway. Maybe I do. Maybe ghosts are just figmentals of my imagination, like she says.”
 
   Despite her bravado, there was still a touch of fear in her eyes. I smiled reassuringly, but I wasn’t sure if she could see the fine details of my smile. She studied me a moment longer, shrugged, then plodded back to her chair. Once seated, she swiveled around and faced me, her bare feet dangling just inches from the faux-hardwood floor.
 
   I drifted closer and raised my finger, pointing at her computer. 
 
   She followed my finger. “The computer?” 
 
   I nodded exaggeratedly so that she could not mistake the gesture.
 
   “What about the computer?” she asked.
 
   I focused on the image of a writing program. 
 
   She studied me. “Do you want me to open Word?”
 
   I nodded vigorously.
 
   She turned back to her computer and clicked open Word for Windows. When a blank screen appeared on the monitor, I leaned across her body and drew energy from both her and the computer, and struck a key on the keyboard. Granted, my finger disappeared down through the key, but luckily the sensitive keyboard recognized my touch. Ghosts and machines sort of go hand in hand.
 
   A letter appeared on the monitor before her, a Y. I continued typing until I had formed a complete sentence.
 
   Yes, I’m a ghost was my reply.
 
   The little girl, who had scooted back in her chair to allow me room, squealed with delight, clapping. “You can type!”
 
   Yes, I responded, the words appearing on the white screen.
 
   “Do I need to type back?” she asked me.
 
   No, I wrote. I can hear you just fine. What’s your name?
 
   She scooted back in her chair, giving me enough room to type. “Kaira,” she said. “So, how long have you been dead?”
 
   Two years. I think.
 
   “You think?” she asked.
 
   It’s getting harder and harder to remember dates.
 
   She screwed up her little face. “I can see that, I think.”
 
   You are a smart girl, Kaira.
 
   “So are you really a good ghost?”
 
   Yes.
 
   “Then why didn’t you go to heaven?”
 
   I thought about that, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. She was just a little girl—no need to burden her with too much information.
 
   It’s not time, I wrote.
 
   “You’re not going to heaven, are you?” she said. She was more sensitive than I thought.
 
   I hesitated, then typed my reply.
 
   No, I don’t think so.
 
   “You’re going to hell,” she said.
 
   I think so, yes. But I’m working on that.
 
   She pushed her chair back and stood suddenly. She looked at me warily. “Were you a bad man?”
 
   Yes, I wrote. I’m sure I was. But I don’t remember what I did.
 
   “But you said you are a good ghost.”
 
   I’m a good ghost, but I was a bad man.
 
   She continued watching me cautiously. I didn’t blame her. “What did you mean when you said you were ‘working on that’?”
 
   I typed: Means, I’m trying to be a better person.
 
   “But it’s too late,” she said. “You’re already dead.” 
 
   A minor technicality.
 
   “What’s a technicality?”
 
   Means I’m working on it, I typed, then added a winky face, complete with semicolon and parentheses.
 
   “Kaira, honey,” called her mother from the next room, “who are you talking to out there?”
 
   “No one, Mommy,” said the little girl.
 
   “Come and help me, sweetie.”
 
   “Okay, Mommy.” She quickly closed the Word document and turned to me. “I got to go,” she whispered. “You seem like a good ghost. I hope you don’t go to hell.”
 
   “That makes two of us,” I said, but she showed no indication of hearing me. I smiled at her again and exited the same way I had come, through the closed front door.
 
   Welcome to the neighborhood.
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   It was early morning.
 
   My daughter was asleep. Most of the building was asleep, except for the security guard who worked the graveyard shift; he would be coming home in a few hours. Maybe I would haunt him later, kill some time until morning.
 
   I felt restless, detached, ungrounded. Nothing new for a ghost. But tonight the feelings were especially strong, especially poignant. Something was happening, but I wasn’t sure what. Being dead, after all, was still fairly new to me.
 
   I was in a favorite part of the building: a long interior hallway that morphed into an exterior walkway. The hallway was, in effect, part interior and part exterior, and thus not subject to the regular rules and regulations that govern my haunting. Who made these rules, I didn’t know, but they were there, and one such rule stated that I could not leave the confines of the building. 
 
   Anyway, I followed the interior hallway to the point where it turned into the exterior—or outer—walkway. At this juncture, I could nearly stand outside.
 
   Nearly, but not quite.
 
   Still, as I pretended to lean a shoulder against the hallway wall, I could almost feel the cool wind that rustled the leaves of the rustic hillside that jutted up behind the apartment complex.
 
   As the wind picked up, a part of me wished it would take hold of me and carry me away.
 
   And where would you go?
 
   Good question.
 
   The moon, hanging above the highest trees, looked cold and eternal. I felt cold and eternal. I also felt unhinged and adrift, as if the smallest breeze might blow me away.
 
   As I continued staring up into the night sky, and as the wind continued passing straight through me, a pinprick of light appeared in the heavens above. It could have been a star, but it wasn’t, and suddenly I knew why I was feeling so unsettled.
 
   The pinprick of light grew rapidly into something much more than a pinprick. Much, much more. And it kept growing and expanding until it had burned a hole into the sky. Golden light poured out.
 
   It was the tunnel to heaven.
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   I had first seen the tunnel two years ago.
 
   I had been asleep. I had been dreaming of work, my baby girl, my failed marriage, and everything in between, when a half dozen loud explosions forcibly yanked me out of my sleep and, apparently, right out of my body.
 
   To say I was confused was an understatement.
 
   In utter bewilderment, I found myself floating in my bedroom, floating above my body, as a man, standing in the middle of my room and holding a gun, pulled the trigger again and shot me point-blank in my chest. The explosion was loud, deafening in the confined space. But my body didn’t move with the impact. I was already dead.
 
   Hell of a bad dream.
 
   The shooter fell to his knees and dropped his gun and buried his face in his hands. I saw that he was wearing latex gloves. His body shook as he sobbed. Eventually he got hold of himself, picked up his gun, and stood. He looked down at my dead body. So did I. The sheet was now completely covered in blood and gleaming wetly.
 
   He quickly left my bedroom, and a moment later I heard my front door open and then click shut. He was gone, and I was dead.
 
   Why he killed me, I didn’t know. Why he wept, I didn’t know. Who he was is still a mystery.
 
   As I hovered above my body, I could smell my fresh blood and I could smell the gunpowder. In the distance I could hear an ambulance coming, or perhaps the police. Someone had reported the gunshots.
 
   I’m dreaming; this really isn’t happening. I’m going to wake up any moment now. 
 
   It was then that a bright light appeared above me. I turned away from my body and looked up, and there, replacing my ceiling, was a golden tunnel. Light poured out of it and washed over me, and something close to singing reached my ears. Heartbreakingly beautiful singing. The voice of angels.
 
   I could see people inside the tunnel. Not people, really, but spirits, souls. They were all glowing.
 
   The light in the tunnel was inviting. I felt its pull. I wanted to drift up to it. I needed to drift up to it.
 
   But I also felt fear. No, terror. If I was dead—and I was seriously suspecting that I was not dreaming—then God awaited beyond that golden tunnel. God and judgment and hell.
 
   So I resisted the pull. I resisted with all my might.
 
   And that’s when I saw the beautiful, dark-haired woman standing in the far corner of my bedroom.
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   She approached me slowly, smiling warmly, her hands folded together at her waist. She was wearing a white, translucent gown. No, the gown wasn’t translucent.
 
   She was translucent.
 
   Good God, I can see through her! This can’t be happening.
 
   Now she was standing before me as I hovered over my dead body. I tried standing, but I was unable to control my movements. I felt helpless and trapped.
 
   I’m dreaming.
 
   “No, James. You have passed on.” Her voice was soothing and full of love. So much love.
 
   “Do I know you?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” she answered, and I saw the tears in her eyes. I think they were tears of joy, but I could have been wrong. I also realized that her lips weren’t moving.
 
   Yeah, this is a dream. 
 
   “I don’t know what’s happening to me,” I said. I could hear the panic in my voice.
 
   The woman held out her hand to me. “It’s okay, James. Take my hand.”
 
   Never had I felt such love. So real and palpable. It came in wave after wave from this strange woman, washing over me, around me, through me.
 
   “Take my hand, James. It’s okay. Come with me. I will explain everything to you, but for now it’s time to go.” 
 
   Her hand was small and elegant and seemed suffused with an inner light that seemed to reach out beyond the hand itself.
 
   “We need to go,” she calmly said again.
 
   And with those words, the glowing tunnel above flared in intensity. But instead of taking her hand, I said, “I know you from somewhere.”
 
   She only smiled as another wave of love washed over me, engulfing me completely.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   “You will remember,” she said, “in time.” 
 
   “You are so beautiful.”
 
   She stepped forward and held out her glowing hand. Like a Michelangelo painting, I reached down for it, and when our fingers touched, a fleeting, haunting image of the two of us flashed through my mind: she and I were in a golden field, with the sun high above. We were desperately, madly in love.
 
   “I miss you, James,” she said. “We all do. It’s time for you to come home.”
 
   Something deep inside me was overjoyed by her presence, but it was buried deep beneath the confusion, the horror, and the fear.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, James,” she said. “You are deeply loved.”
 
   “I’ve done some bad things,” I said.
 
   “I know,” she said. 
 
   “I don’t want to go to hell,” I said.
 
   She looked away, and now there were tears on her high cheekbones, burning like golden drops of liquid sun. She said nothing.
 
   “Am I going to hell?” I asked. I heard the desperation in my voice.
 
   At that moment, something started happening: she started fading before my eyes. “Please, James,” she said, gripping me tighter. “We can be together again. Everything will be okay.”
 
   “Will it?” I asked, pulling back. “How do you know?”
 
   “Please, James.”
 
   Frozen with fear, afraid to face what lay beyond, I didn’t move. And when she disappeared altogether, the golden tunnel in the ceiling disappeared with her, and I was left alone with my own dead body.
 
   And that’s when the eternal cold set in.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The tunnel in the sky shone brightly now.
 
   I could feel its pull, like a siren’s song. Every instinct in my nonbody told me to go to the light. That going to the light was the natural thing to do, that it was the right thing to do, that it was the logical thing to do.
 
   No, I thought. Not yet. 
 
   Lately, the tunnel had been appearing less frequently and its pull seemed to be diminishing. As if it were giving up on me.
 
   Don’t give up on me yet, I thought. I need more time. Just give me a little more time.
 
   The light in the sky wavered. It always wavered just before it disappeared. I continued gazing up at it, continued fighting its gentle pull. Why the tunnel existed, I didn’t know, but it was a part of my life now. Or, more accurately, a part of my death. Where and to whom it led, I did not know. But I suspected it led to heaven.
 
   Or to hell.
 
   The wind, like something curious and blind, moved over the ceramic tiles of the outdoor hallway, feeling everything, touching everything. But not me. Never me. Instead, it went through me. On the hillside beyond the balcony, something crashed through the trees and then scurried up the hillside. A raccoon, perhaps.
 
   Maybe it’s scared of ghosts.
 
   When I looked up again, the tunnel was gone.
 
   Don’t give up on me, I thought. Please.
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   It was late afternoon, and I was standing near Pauline’s sliding glass door as the setting sun angled down into her living room, splashing across the polished Pergo floors and straight through me.
 
   I was drawing energy from the sun, which meant I was in a high-energy state. Pauline, however, wasn’t in a high-energy state. She lounged languidly on her couch, and I suspected there was a strong drink in her very near future.
 
   “You suspect right,” she said, standing with considerable effort. “Hey, you’re shadowing,” she said as she passed by me.
 
   Indeed I was. I looked down, and there I was on the floor, a vague shape of a man. Gleefully, I moved my arms, and the shadow’s arms moved as well.
 
   A thrill coursed through me.
 
   Pauline appeared a moment later with an apple martini in her hand. “I’d offer you one, love, but it’s going to take more than a shadow to put it away.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “I think.”
 
   “So why are you haunting me tonight?” she asked.
 
   “Why, do you have something better to do?”
 
   “Than to hang out with a ghost? Sadly, no.” She took a sip from her drink and studied me. “So tell me, honey, why are you here tonight? I sense you want to ask me something.”
 
   There were no secrets with Pauline. “I want your help to bust me out of here.”
 
   “Bust you out of where?”
 
   “Here,” I said. “The apartment building.”
 
   She set her drink down directly on her hand-painted coffee table. So much for the coaster. “And where would you like to go, Mr. Blakely?” she asked.
 
   An image of the monastery must have been sitting heavily on my mind, because she nodded almost instantly.
 
   “I see,” she said. “So you are serious about looking into your music teacher’s murder?”
 
   “Deadly serious.”
 
   “And you think this will help save your soul?” she asked. 
 
   “It couldn’t hurt,” I said.
 
   “Did it ever occur to you that it might be too late for you, James?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you’re going to go through with this anyway?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She sat forward in the love seat, the springs creaking beneath her weight. She reached out and held the stem of the martini glass without actually lifting it.
 
   “You’ve been dead nearly two years?” she asked.
 
   Dates were getting fuzzy with me, but that number seemed right. “Yes,” I said. “I think.”
 
   “And what, exactly, have you done during these past two years to help save your soul? And finding Mrs. Carney’s lost cat doesn’t count, since you were the one who spooked it in the first place.”
 
   “I found Mrs. Carney’s lost cat.”
 
   “Doesn’t count.”
 
   “I’ve been waiting for the right situation,” I said.
 
   “And you think finding your music teacher’s murderer is that situation?”
 
   I thought about that. “It feels right. I can’t explain it other than that.”
 
   “It feels right?”
 
   I sensed her trying to talk me out of this. I didn’t want to be talked out of this. I wanted this. “I adored that woman,” I said. “I want to help.”
 
   “There’s one problem, James,” she said. “You’re earthbound to this apartment building.”
 
   “Which is why I need your help.”
 
   She sighed heavily and took a sip from her drink. “Fine. Let me ask around.” 
 
   “Whom will you ask?”
 
   “I know people,” she said.
 
   “Dead people?” I asked.
 
   “Very dead people.”
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   A few days later, Pauline stepped through her front door and found me hovering in her kitchen. I had, admittedly, been waiting for her.
 
   “How was your day, dear?” I asked pleasantly.
 
   She ignored me and tossed her purse and keys on her kitchen table and headed straight for the fridge. A moment later, she emerged with a bottle of Miller Lite.
 
   “You know,” she said, “there are some people who are greeted by their mate when they first come home. Or by their kids. Or even their dogs. Me? I get a ghost.”
 
   “I could take offense at that,” I said. “At least you have someone.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was a shitty thing to say.”
 
   “I could piss on your leg, if that makes you feel any better.”
 
   “I said I’m sorry. Besides, I have good news. I might have found a way to break you out of here.” She twisted off the cap to her beer and drank deeply from it. When she pulled away to breathe, she said, “I’d offer you one, but you don’t have any lips.”
 
   “Very funny,” I said.
 
   “Wait till I have a few beers in me—I’ll be a regular comedian.”
 
   We moved over to the couch. She curled her feet under her and looked steadily at me. “I’m going to miss you, James.”
 
   That surprised me. “That’s if we can figure a way to get me to the church. Besides, I always got the impression that I bothered you, Pauline. That since you spent the bulk of your day dealing with the dead, the last thing you wanted was to have a ghost haunting you at home.”
 
   Outside, in the parking lot below, a car alarm suddenly went off, followed immediately by the sound of running feet. Had a car alarm actually served its purpose? Pauline ignored the sound. She was silent and meditative, her thoughts closed even to me.
 
   Finally, she said, “Yes, James, there are times when I desperately need a break from the dead, even from you. No offense.”
 
   “None taken.” 
 
   “But you seem to be pretty good at discerning those times, and so it’s mostly not a problem.”
 
   She was staring intently at me. I wondered just how much of me she could actually see.
 
   “I see the outline of you,” she said, reading my thoughts. “I see your jawline, your cheekbones, your mouth. You have very full lips.”
 
   “Had very full lips,” I corrected.
 
   She ignored me. “You were a very handsome man, James. I could have loved a man like you.”
 
   “Well, I think you do a little,” I said. It was meant as a joke, but my ability to joke seems to have gone the way of my body. After all, humor is as much body language and inflection as it is content, and I didn’t have much of either these days.
 
   She studied me from over her bottle of beer, then swirled the contents, which caused frothing whitecaps to appear over the lip.
 
   “Frothing whitecaps? You have a vivid imagination.”
 
   “It’s what makes me special.”
 
   “Yes, you are special,” she said. “And, yes, I do think I love you a little. You have proven to be a good friend and a wonderful confidant.”
 
   She stared at me some more, then drank from her beer. As she did so, I found myself trying to remember how beer tasted. Hoppy and bitter were two words that came to mind—two words that had mostly lost their meaning to me.
 
   “Don’t forget filling, complete, and quenching,” said Pauline, easily following my train of thought. She finished her beer, got up from the couch, and headed over to the kitchen. She tossed the empty bottle and got herself another one. “Here, let me give you a taste.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” I said. I could just imagine her dumping the beer all over her kitchen floor as she tried to find my ghostly gullet.
 
   “No,” she said, “I have another idea. Come here.”
 
   I approached her nervously. What did she have in mind? I paused about halfway through the kitchen as she took a long drink from the bottle, then wet her lips slowly with her narrow tongue. She moved over to me. Or perhaps sidled would have been a better word. Either way, she had a fairly hungry look in her eye, one that would have caused my physical body to react a certain way, no doubt.
 
   “Just shut up for a few seconds,” she said.
 
   “But I didn’t say anything.” 
 
   “Then turn off your damn brain and relax.”
 
   “I’m a ghost. How much more relaxed could I be? Besides, I don’t have a brain—”
 
   “Shh!”
 
   Now she was standing before me. Her eyes roamed my face with interest. She reached up and touched my hair, or tried to.
 
   “Your hair is slightly mussed,” she said. 
 
   “Yeah, well, I was asleep when I died.”
 
   “I want you to do something for me,” she said.
 
   I didn’t say anything. I just stood there in the kitchen, looking down at this woman I had gotten to know so well over the past two years. A woman who was my only connection to the real world.
 
   “Shh,” she hissed again. “I want you to draw energy from me. You know how to do it, and I give you my full permission. I want to see you, James. All of you.”
 
   She had never given me such permission, and rarely did I draw upon the energy of others. Not sure why I didn’t; again, call it ghostly etiquette.
 
   “Do it,” she said, “And just shut up. But first…” She drank deeply from the bottle and licked her lips again. “Okay, now do it.”
 
   And so I did. I reached out and held her head in my hands. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Energy—her energy—crackled up my arms, through my body, spread to all my extremities. Her eyelids fluttered wildly.
 
   A moment later, I made a full appearance.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She opened her eyes and smiled at me—and nearly fainted. In fact, she would have fallen to the floor had I not held her up.
 
   “Don’t let go,” she said.
 
   So I continued holding her head in my milky-white hands, continued drawing energy from her.
 
   “Kiss me,” she said throatily. She opened her eyes and tried to smile—and nearly fainted again. “Do it now, you dope.”
 
   And so I did.
 
   Holding her face in my hands, I leaned down and pressed my semisubstantial lips down onto hers. Her lips, soft and wet, were coated with a thin film of beer. As I kissed her, more energy passed from her to me. A lot more energy.
 
   Too much.
 
   Finally I pulled away from her. As I did so, a thin, elastic thread of ectoplasm stretched from my lips to hers and snapped off in a puff of cotton candy as I carefully lowered her to the kitchen floor.
 
   I stepped back, and two things happened simultaneously: she slowly regained her strength—and I slowly disappeared.
 
   But before I faded altogether, I fetched her a pillow from the couch, slipped it under her head. When she opened her eyes again, she looked up at me weakly and smiled.
 
   “So how did the beer taste?” she asked.
 
   I grinned down at her, licking my lips.
 
   “Wonderful.”
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   Pauline came back slowly.
 
   Making a full appearance was rare for me. To do so, I needed the full compliance of the living. Most of the living rarely complied.
 
   I was still reeling from the kiss. Her lips had been so soft against mine. I could still taste the alcohol on her lips. I could taste something else, too—her lipstick. And her perfume was more than just a phantasmal hint.
 
   It was the real thing. And she had smelled so damn good.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, sitting up, blinking hard. “You were bad. I told you to kiss me, not suck the life out of me.”
 
   “My bad,” I said.
 
   She sat up on the Pergo floor and wrapped her arms around her knees. Dust bunnies, stirred up from the recent commotion, flitted across the floor like mini–gray ghosts. I said nothing, although my thoughts turned to my wife, who was living two floors above us and a hallway or two down.
 
   “You didn’t cheat, silly,” she said.
 
   “Feels like cheating.”
 
   “We’re just friends experimenting. Like I did back in college, only you’re not a sophomore cheerleader with sexuality issues.”
 
   “Still, I should be kissing her,” I said.
 
   “She doesn’t know you exist,” said Pauline gently. “Besides, James, she remarried, remember?”
 
   No, I hadn’t remembered. These days I was forgetting more and more. Then again, perhaps that was a memory I wanted to forget. Good God, my wife had remarried?
 
   I felt as if someone had sucker-punched me in the gut.
 
   Pauline stood on shaky legs. “You’re going to be okay, kiddo. I promise.” She headed straight to the fridge and pulled out another bottle of beer. “Now, I actually had some news to tell you.”
 
   “That is, before we got distracted,” I said, and suddenly wondered why I was feeling so awful. But I couldn’t remember. Something to do with my wife, I think. I shrugged off the feeling.
 
   “That was a hell of a distraction,” said Pauline.
 
   “Did your news have something to do with me finding a way out of here?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. 
 
   “So how do we do it?” I asked.
 
   She grinned at me. “I’m going to need a pair of your socks.”
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   It was past midnight, and my daughter was sleeping soundly.
 
   I stepped into her bedroom through her closet door, noting that she appeared to have a new winter coat inside, although I couldn’t quite remember if it was new or not. At any rate, it certainly seemed new.
 
   Damned memory.
 
   She was sleeping on her back, with her head turned slightly toward me. Thanks to a nearly full moon, the light inside her room was especially bright.
 
   I noted that she had recently added a life-size poster of Kobe Bryant slam-dunking a basketball, feet hovering unnaturally above the court, tongue sticking out, face contorted in the sweaty throes of competition. I was uncomfortable with my nine-year-old daughter having a poster of anyone in the sweaty throes of anything.
 
   She was growing up.
 
   I hated that.
 
   And she was doing so with a new daddy now. The man himself was kind enough, yes, although he really didn’t give her enough time or attention. She was always an afterthought, always an obligation, and she deserved much better. So much better.
 
   She deserved me.
 
   “I’m doing my best, baby doll,” I said to her sleeping figure.
 
   As I spoke, her aura shifted toward me, as it always did. It had been undulating softly in sleep, and now suddenly crackled with energy. The red, lapping flames flared up toward me before dissipating into puffs of fuchsia-tinted smoke.
 
   I sat next to her. “Hi, baby,” I said. “You know I’m here, don’t you?”
 
   Her aura shifted colors. The red was now interlaced with wisps of blue steel.
 
   “What are you dreaming about?” I asked softly.
 
   More blue wisps penetrated the red. She was awakening. The colors together were beautiful. A phantasmagoric rainbow, perhaps made more beautiful because they were emitting from my daughter. Either way, I could watch them all night, and sometimes I did.
 
   “I don’t remember what I was dreaming about, Daddy,” she said sleepily.
 
   The blue bands continued to weave through the red, and now there seemed to be some orange and yellow in there, too. The colors of her mood. She was excited. Her aura also retracted a little, much the same way an excited puppy would eventually calm down. As she lay there on her side, eyes closed, she appeared to be asleep, but the blue in her aura gave her away. The blue meant she was semiconscious; or, rather, a part of her was semiconscious and very much aware of me.
 
   “You like Kobe, eh?” I said. 
 
   She giggled. “Yes! Everyone does!”
 
   “Because he’s such a great basketball player?”
 
   “No!” she said, laughing. “Because he’s so cute!”
 
   “Oh, brother,” I said.
 
   She giggled some more.
 
   I said, “You’re too young to think boys are cute.”
 
   “He’s not a boy. He’s a man.”
 
   “Okay, you are definitely too young to think men are cute.”
 
   “Oh, Dad. I know!”
 
   We were quiet some more. The silver moonlight and reddish alarm clock light fused together to give her face a sort of pinkish glow, a face that was indeed losing some of its chubbiness. Her cheekbones were making an appearance. And, thanks to her mother, she was going to be beautiful.
 
   “Daddy needs your help,” I said.
 
   Her aura flared immediately, snapping and crackling like a fire-breathing dragon. She shifted in her sleep and her eyelids fluttered briefly, as if she might fully awaken. She spoke excitedly. “Anything for you, Daddy! What do you need?”
 
   I paused. This was going to be hard. “Daddy needs his scarf back.”
 
   “Your scarf?” she asked, confused.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Her aura receded like a blue-and-red tide. Some of the crimson in it flared to green, and I knew this was the color of her sadness. She loved that scarf and wore it all the time, even when the weather didn’t permit.
 
   “Of course, Daddy,” she said. “I would give you anything. Are you cold?”
 
   Daddy is always cold, I wanted to say. Instead, I said, “Yes, baby, a little.” 
 
   “You can have it, Daddy.” 
 
   “Thank you, angel.”
 
   We were silent some more, and the dull green in her aura flashed brilliantly emerald and then was gone, replaced with something brown. I knew this to be the color of her resolve. Her strength.
 
   “I don’t want you to be cold, Daddy.”
 
   “You are a good girl.”
 
   I told her exactly what I needed for her to do next, and she did what I asked, operating in a semi-hypnotic state. She pushed aside her covers, got up from the bed, and went over to her dresser. She pulled open the top drawer, rummaged through it briefly, and pulled out the red scarf, now well worn. It wasn’t socks, as Pauline had requested, but it would do. Next, she walked to her bedroom door, opened it, and stepped out into the hallway. I drifted through her room and followed her. She moved surprisingly quickly for someone walking with her eyes shut. Then again, the muscle memory was there, and her aura reached out before her, guiding the way.
 
   The spirit always knows the way.
 
   She opened the front door to the apartment and wrapped the scarf around the doorknob, where Pauline would collect it early the next morning.
 
   She shut the door again, locked it, and headed back to her bedroom, deftly avoiding the corner of the kitchen table. She shut the bedroom door and crawled back into bed. I could see the tears on her cheeks. She loved that scarf.
 
   “You are a good girl,” I said.
 
   “I don’t want you to be cold, Daddy.”
 
   “I love you, baby. Now get some sleep.”
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   I have good days in death, and I have bad days in death.
 
   This was a bad day.
 
   “Excuse me, sir,” I said. “Can you help me? I think I’m lost.”
 
   But the man wearing the shabby seersucker coat ignored me. His head and shoulders were wet, and the umbrella he was carrying was dripping rainwater all over the polished marble floor. He was leaving a slippery—and dangerous—trail down the center of the hallway. Not only did he care little for others’ welfare, the bastard was also ignoring me.
 
   I picked up my pace and tapped him on the shoulder. At least, I think I tapped him on the shoulder.
 
   Sweet Jesus, did my finger just pass through his shoulder? Of course not. I’m seeing things.
 
   “Excuse me, sir?” I said again.
 
   But he kept moving briskly through the hallway. I moved briskly, too, directly behind him. His leather hiking boots squeaked along the floor. I didn’t squeak at all.
 
   “Hey,” I said, “why won’t you—” 
 
   And then he stopped suddenly and I nearly ran into him. Actually, I did run into him. Or, rather, I should have run into him. Instead, I went through him.
 
   Stunned, I stepped back. The man was shivering now, nearly uncontrollably. The hair on the back of his neck was standing on end.
 
   “Excuse me,” I said again, completely shaken. “I think I’m lost.”
 
   His back was still to me. He cocked his head to one side and appeared to be listening. Then slowly—very slowly—he turned around and looked straight at me.
 
   Well, sort of.
 
   Actually, his eyes had that sort of glazed, unfocused look that people get when they’re staring off into space.
 
   Or looking through you.
 
   “Sir?” I said again.
 
   He continued staring through me for another beat or two, then frowned and turned and started squeaking down the hallway again.
 
   I watched him go. He paused outside a door, fished for a bundle of keys in his pocket, sought one out, and inserted it into the lock. He opened the door and was gone in an instant, and I was left standing in the hallway alone.
 
   What the hell?
 
   I turned slowly. I realized, with some alarm, that nothing looked familiar. The hallway was covered in mirrors. I stopped turning and faced one such mirror.
 
   There was nothing in the mirror.
 
   I wasn’t in the mirror!
 
   Maybe they weren’t mirrors. I walked over to it, reached out a finger to touch it, and…my finger passed straight through the mirror as if it weren’t there.
 
   No, a voice in my head said. It’s you who isn’t here. 
 
   I next looked at my hand. It was there, true, but I could actually see through it. Through my own hand.
 
   Jesus!
 
   I turned in circles, panicking. Where was I? The mirrored hallway…the smooth granite floor…the polished wooden ceiling fans….
 
   I knew this place. I had been here before.
 
   Think!
 
   I tried to think, but there was no memory at all of who I was or why I was here. Fear gripped me. Pure, unadulterated fear, and now I found myself backing away—and into the mirrored wall behind me.
 
   And backing through it.
 
   In a blind panic, I found myself running down the hallway of mirrors. I turned wildly around a corner and was about to head outside along what appeared to be a connecting outdoor walkway—and slammed headlong into something invisible, and hard.
 
   I stumbled backward, disoriented, thoroughly confused. I reached for a staccato column to support myself, but my hand passed straight through it, too.
 
   Please, God, let this be a bad dream.
 
   I staggered, found my balance. What the hell had I hit? I didn’t know, but now I inched forward slowly, reaching my hand out cautiously before me. Beyond the railing of the hallway was a steep hill covered in dense shrubs. A small wind touched me—and then promptly passed straight through me.
 
   I’m dreaming, I thought. I have to be dreaming.
 
   I took another step, then another, and my outstretched hand touched something. Something hot and electrified. I recoiled instantly.
 
   Jesus, what the hell was that? 
 
   Suddenly an image flashed in my thoughts, of a man being shot to death in his sleep. The man looked familiar. Very familiar. I was suddenly certain I knew who this man was.
 
   But my brain wasn’t working, refused to click into gear, refused to draw up any memories at all.
 
   Another flashing image. A very cute little girl. My heart instantly warmed. My girl. Yes, that was my girl. 
 
   But I couldn’t remember her name or even if she was a little girl anymore. More images. A woman I knew. An apartment I knew. Gunshots. Flashes of light. Images of a golden tunnel in the sky.
 
   I continued backing away from the outside walkway, continued backing away from the invisible barrier that impeded me. And I backed straight through a stucco wall to find myself surrounded by mops and brooms and buckets and cleaning agents. A janitor’s closet.
 
   Disoriented and confused, I found myself falling. Straight through the floor.
 
   Down, down.
 
   Screaming.
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   I dropped into an apartment.
 
   Inside, flashing by me in a blur, were a woman and a toddler playing near the TV. The toddler turned its little head, saw me, and pointed excitedly with a chubby finger…
 
   But I was already falling down through the hardwood floor. I instinctively covered my face and screamed—and passed straight through into another room.
 
   This one was dark and vacant. I braced myself for the coming floor, expecting to pass right through it, as I had done the others…
 
   But this time I hit the floor hard and something close to pain coursed through me. Or was it the memory of pain? I lay there for a moment, scared and completely bewildered, and realized I wasn’t in pain at all.
 
   “They’re all memories,” said a voice behind me. “You cannot feel pain, James. Not really, not the way you used to. But you remember how it felt, and sometimes that’s good enough.”
 
   I looked up from the ground where I lay, and there stood an angel across the dark room, glowing softly. I slowly found my feet.
 
   “I’m not an angel,” she said, blushing slightly, the color red rippling through her silvery, ethereal glow. “But I’m honored you think so.”
 
   “You just read my thoughts,” I said, backing away.
 
   “Yes, and you’re reading mine, James.”
 
   Indeed, her mouth never moved, yet I heard her words perfectly, clearly.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   “Just a friend,” she said, although she sounded mildly hurt. Her incandescent glow now rippled with green.
 
   I was in what appeared to be a storeroom, filled with dismantled sinks, dented trash cans, toilets, and rows and rows of unused lumber.
 
   “Why did I stop falling in here?”
 
   “Because you are earthbound to this building, James, and as long as this building stands, you will never leave it. And should this building ever be destroyed, you are bound to the empty lot. For all eternity.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said, and felt the rush of fear all over again.
 
   “Yes, you do, James. Make yourself understand—it’s important that you do.”
 
   “Why do you keep calling me James?”
 
   “Because that’s your name.”
 
   I suddenly wanted to run. I wanted to be anywhere but here in this creepy room.
 
   “Anywhere but here?” she said, reading my thoughts. “I could take offense at that, James.”
 
   “No offense, it’s just that—”
 
   “You’re scared.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She continued hovering before me and glowing serenely. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. And at that thought, she smiled warmly at me, and in her smile there was so much love that I nearly broke down in tears.
 
   “Why do you look at me like that?” I asked.
 
   She did not answer me; instead, she continued smiling, continued sending me wave after wave of love.
 
   “Why do you love me so much?” I asked. “I don’t know you.”
 
   But her smile never wavered. I thought of the dead man I had seen in the vision, the man who had been shot to death. I looked down at my body now, at my chest and stomach. Both were dotted with bullet wounds. “I’m the dead man in the vision,” I said.
 
   She continued saying nothing, but something horrible started happening. She started fading.
 
   “And the girl in my vision is my daughter,” I cried out to her.
 
   She smiled and faded and said nothing.
 
   “And I’m dead,” I said.
 
   But she was already gone.
 
   And in the empty silence and darkness of the storage room, I found myself looking at my own glowing hands. Hands that I could actually see through. “And my name is James,” I said to the emptiness.
 
   And with horrific clarity, I remembered everything in a rush of ghastly memories, and I found myself on my knees, weeping molten tears that fell from my cheeks and shriveled and dissipated before they hit the cold concrete floor.
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   Pauline was sitting on her couch with her legs stretched out before her. She was drinking a cosmopolitan and seemed to be enjoying it.
 
   “It’s heavenly,” she said. “By the way, I hid the scarf in the church today.”
 
   “Thank you, Pauline.”
 
   “Thank your daughter, too. She gave up her scarf for you.”
 
   “I love her more than you know.”
 
   “Oh, I know,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, I suppose you would know.”
 
   In death, I had known only the apartment, known only its mirrored hallways, its many residents, its empty storerooms, and the forgotten nooks and crannies that most residents didn’t know—or cared to know—existed.
 
   This was my home. This was my haunt in more ways than one. It was all I’d known in death. And sometimes, this was all I remembered, too.
 
   Pauline was polite enough to let me work through my anxiety without comment. I sat on the coffee table across from her. The sitting, of course, was just an illusion. I simply made the motion of sitting. I am, after all, nothing but energy.
 
   “You are more than energy,” she said. 
 
   “How much of me can you really see?” I asked.
 
   “I can see enough of you. The rest I fill in with my imagination.” 
 
   She then got up from the couch and sat next to me on the coffee table. I could sense the heat coming off her body but not really feel it. She opened her hand and held it out to me.
 
   “Take it,” she said.
 
   I did my best to hold on to hers, and we sat there like that in silence, holding hands. Outside, a dog barked. Inside, a medium and a ghost were holding hands. She turned her face and I saw that there were tears on her cheeks. I put my arm around her and she unconsciously shivered. The dog continued barking and we continued hugging and holding hands.
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   It was late and she was asleep.
 
   Her aura had shifted toward me, but this time, I kept my distance.
 
   Let her sleep, I thought. Leave her be.
 
   A very small part of me realized that I had been selfish by coming in here and disturbing her sleep, causing her unknown psychosomatic problems in her waking life.
 
   She rolled over now, and her angelic face angled toward me. Her eyelids fluttered. Her aura, now a soft pink with occasional flashes of red, snapped at me like tiny, fiery bullwhips. 
 
   Do it now. Before she wakes.
 
   As Pauline had instructed, I closed my eyes, which, somehow, I could still do. I held the image of the red scarf in my thoughts. I visualized it as clearly as I could. I saw myself touching it, holding it. I visualized it as I used to wear it: around my neck, flapping in the wind behind me as if I were a WWI fighter pilot.
 
   Focus. 
 
   Focus on the scarf. 
 
   And so I did. I saw it around my neck, could feel it in my hands, remembered the cozy warmth it had provided me in days past, days I could no longer remember.
 
   Focus.
 
   In my mind’s eye, the scarf seemed to solidify, seemed to coalesce into something real, something more than thought, something more than memory.
 
   When I opened my eyes again, there it was.
 
   In my hands.
 
   The red scarf.
 
   In shock, I looked up and immediately felt a wave of dizziness. I was not expecting to see what I saw before me. I had been expecting to see my daughter’s room.
 
   Instead, I found myself standing in a cavernous church cathedral.
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   I released my hold on the scarf, which had been tucked deep into the cushions of a church pew.
 
   I took in my surroundings. I was in a church nave. And not just any nave. It was the church of my youth, where I had gone to school for so many years of my life, where, among other things, my fear of God had been born.
 
   A hell of a fear.
 
   It was the middle of the night, and the church was empty—and creepy. Even for a ghost. I drifted out to the center aisle and stopped there. The ceiling was high and arched and vast. Massive stained-glass windows circled the cavernous room, each depicting popular scenes from the Bible: David leading his flock, Jesus breaking bread, Moses and his commandments, Enoch riding a fiery dervish into the Heavens.
 
   At the back of the church, hanging high above the sanctuary, was a bloody, lifelike statue of Jesus Christ suspended from the cross. Too lifelike. The sculptor had gone a little crazy with the blood, which poured from many open wounds. Anyone looking up at the statue couldn’t help but be powerfully struck by Christ’s ultimate sacrifice for our sins.
 
   I remembered the statue. It had given me nightmares when I was a child. I looked away from it now.
 
   I knew the building had once been an old monastery, and I knew the monastery had a rich cultural history—and a bloody one, too. There had, in fact, been many tragedies. None of which I could remember now; that is, except this latest one.
 
   The murder of my music teacher.
 
   Who would kill her? And why kill her here, at school, within this very cathedral? According to the newspaper article—which Pauline had located and recently read to me twice—the police had found no motive and very few clues. 
 
   I spied the piano from across the vast cathedral, gleaming dully, sitting high on the raised dais.
 
   The very piano she had been strangled on.
 
   I drifted toward it, down the center aisle. I recalled that the church was popular for weddings. Down this very aisle many brides had walked arm in arm with their fathers before being given away. I would never give my daughter away. Ever.
 
   As a crushing sadness threatened to overcome me, I continued down the center aisle toward the raised stage. And as I did so, I realized I wasn’t alone.
 
   Here be ghosts.
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   I was about halfway down the aisle, approaching the raised sanctuary with its altar and lectern and pulpit, when a figure stepped out from behind a velvet curtain to my right.
 
   Or, rather, stepped through the curtain.
 
   It was a child, and he stood there watching me, one finger raised to his lip. He was glowing softly. If not for the fact that I could see through him, or that he was pulsating with his own inner luminosity, he would have looked like any other precocious child.
 
   Granted, one had to ignore the mortal wound in his head and the transparent blood that stained his freshly ironed dress shirt. Except I couldn’t ignore it.
 
   Sweet Jesus.
 
   Ghosts and color don’t exactly mix, and so the bloodstain on his shirt was really just a splash of silver, which spread all the way down to his navel. Sweet Jesus…what had happened to him? I knew my own ethereal body was covered in similar splotches—thirteen gunshot wounds, to be exact.
 
   The child watched me some more, rising and falling gently as if adrift on some unseen, unfelt current.
 
   I moved closer to him.
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked from a few pews away, keeping my distance.
 
   He didn’t answer, just continued to bob gently on the noncurrents of nonspace. I drifted closer still.
 
   I said, “My name is…” but I suddenly had to stop and think. Panic surged through me. What the hell was my name? Jim? Jack? No, not quite. James? Yes, James!
 
   “My name is James,” I said.
 
   I think.
 
   He watched me some more, then finally spoke, his voice small and hesitant, barely reaching my ears. “I don’t remember my name, mister.”
 
   I nodded. “That’s okay. Sometimes I don’t remember mine, either.”
 
   He next surprised me by confidently and boldly moving toward me, drifting straight through the pews. Perhaps he sensed a friend. As he came toward me, his slightly mussed hair never moved—and would never move again. And neither would mine, no matter how hard the wind might blow.
 
   His cheeks were still chubby, and I saw the ghostly hint of freckles. His eyes were bright. The brutal damage to his head made me want to look away, but I forced myself not to. Now, of course, he did not feel the pain, just as I did not feel the bloody wounds that dotted me from head to toe.
 
   And, perhaps most amazingly, he looked familiar.
 
   I think.
 
   “You got all shot up,” said the boy.
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
   “Were you bad, too?”
 
   “Maybe,” I said. “I don’t remember.”
 
   “I was bad and I had to die.”
 
   Sweet, sweet Jesus.
 
   “Why didn’t you go to heaven?” I asked.
 
   “Daddy says there is no heaven,” he answered.
 
   “And you believe your daddy?” I asked, surprised, since I had found the boy in a church, after all.
 
   “Oh, yes!”
 
   “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
 
   He paused long and hard. “I think so, yes. A brother.”
 
   “Do you have a mommy?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   And then he did something I was completely unprepared for. He burst into tears and threw his little arms around my waist and hugged me hard, burying his nose in my hip. His deep shudders rippled through me as he cried long and hard.
 
   I put my arm hesitantly around him. “You miss your mommy, don’t you?”
 
   “I want to go home,” he said, his voice muffled. “Please help me go home, mister.”
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   We sat together in the front pew.
 
   The image of Jesus Christ hovered above us in all its contorted, bloody glory. The boy rested his wounded head on my shoulder. From this angle, I could look down into his broken skull. I averted my eyes.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to say to him or how to console him. I was certain that his lack of belief in the afterlife was keeping him grounded to the church, the place of his death.
 
   So I asked the obvious question. “If you don’t believe in heaven, then why did you go to church?”
 
   He wiped his nose, although there was nothing running from it. Strictly a human habit. “Mommy made us go.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   “Yes, me and my brother.”
 
   “I see. But your dad didn’t believe.”
 
   He screwed up his little face. “I can’t really remember anymore, mister. But that sounds about right.”
 
   “So your teachers taught you one thing, and when you came home, your dad taught you another. And you believed your dad, because he’s your dad.”
 
   The boy nodded eagerly, but I was certain I had lost him, and I was also certain that he had lost the specifics of his own life, just as I was losing the specifics of mine. Luckily, talking often to Pauline—about my life, about my past—helped me remember who I was. I suspected the boy didn’t have the benefit of a powerful medium. The boy, for all intents and purposes, had been completely forgotten.
 
   “Who killed you?” I asked.
 
   “Some boys. Older boys. Big boys.”
 
   “Why did they kill you?” I asked.
 
   The little boy shrugged. “I don’t remember. But I did something bad. They kept telling me I was a bad boy and that I deserved to fall.”
 
   To fall?
 
   Suddenly, a series of violent, flashing images—all coming from the boy’s own memory—came to me. As they did so, the boy began rocking back and forth on the pew:
 
   Two older boys, both dressed in traditional Catholic uniforms—black slacks, white button-up short-sleeve shirts—were laughing at him. The images were distorted. They appeared in the boy’s thoughts rapidly and probably out of order. As if a film editor had gotten a movie’s sequence all mixed up.
 
   An image of the older boys laughing at him…
 
   Being dragged up a dark flight of steep stairs…
 
   Boys and girls playing on the playground…
 
   Two boys waving him over to a drinking fountain…
 
   Being hauled through a dark doorway…
 
   Hanging over a wooden beam—a rafter…
 
   Looking down…to the sanctuary far below…
 
   Children skipping rope outside…
 
   Kicking and screaming, begging for forgiveness…
 
   One of the older boys screaming that something had been stolen. Blaming the little boy…
 
   Children running to a drinking fountain, jostling to be first in line…
 
   The older boys reaching down for the falling boy, horror on their faces…
 
   The altar rapidly approaching below…
 
   Rapidly…
 
   Blackness.
 
   And then the boy, confused and terrified, hovering over his own broken, dead body. Blood everywhere.
 
   The older boys appearing now at ground level, out of breath, their faces pale with shock and horror…
 
   And then they are running, dashing through the church…. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The boy stopped rocking next to me. I looked at him and found him absently probing his crushed skull, slipping his fingers inside the deep gash.
 
   Sweet Jesus.
 
   “Jesus was just a man,” said the boy, picking up on my thoughts. “He wasn’t really God. That’s what my daddy says.”
 
   I nodded, and we were quiet some more. The boy’s thoughts were mostly quiet, although occasionally a very old woman would appear in them. I sensed love radiating from her, and so did the boy, but he was confused and did not remember her.
 
   “I’m sorry you died,” I said.
 
   “It’s okay. I mostly don’t remember it. Just when I’m reminded of it.”
 
   “I’m sorry that I reminded you.”
 
   “It’s okay,” he said again. “Sometimes it feels like it happened to someone else, you know? Like I’m remembering a movie, or someone else’s memories. Does that ever happen to you?”
 
   I nodded. I knew what he was talking about. Probably what Alzheimer’s patients dealt with. A detachment from one’s own memories. Distrust of one’s own memories.
 
   A horrible, horrible feeling.
 
   And since we were already in a gloomy state, I decided to go ahead and get this over with, and pushed forward. “There was a teacher killed in this room,” I said. “I think this happened a few weeks ago, but I’m not sure. Maybe shorter, maybe longer.”
 
   “Yes,” said the boy eagerly. “She was my music teacher.”
 
   “Mine, too,” I said.
 
   “A man killed her,” he said, nodding.
 
   “A man?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you…” I paused. “Did you watch the man kill her?”
 
   He nodded again. “Yes. I saw everything.”
 
   Now images of her murder came flashing into his mind. And because her murder was recent, the images were more concrete and vivid, and the sequence seemed to be relatively in order.
 
   And through the boy’s memory, I saw it all unfold….
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   My ex–music teacher—and neither of us could remember her name—is sitting at the piano in what appears to be late-morning light, judging by the explosion of color that angles down through the stained-glass windows above. The cavernous chapel is empty; her music fills the entire room.
 
   I sense the boy’s love for music. Or, rather, her music. I also sense that he listens to her each and every morning.
 
   This morning is no different. He watches her from the front pew, but she is oblivious to his presence.
 
   A sudden, rapid shift in perspective:
 
   Now he’s sitting next to her on the bench, pretending to play alongside her. She hums softly to herself, her long fingers flying nimbly over the keys, sitting straight as a board, as she always taught me to do. I could almost—almost—smell her strong perfume. Always too strong, and always a bit overwhelming.
 
   As she plays, she cocks her head to one side, as if listening for something, and then smiles to herself. Her lips move, and she forms a single word. A name, in fact.
 
   “Jacob,” she says quietly.
 
   And now she’s referring to the little boy sitting next to her. She senses him, feels him. She smiles again.
 
   The boy’s name is Jacob.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The boy picked up on my thoughts and turned to me excitedly. “My name is Jacob?”
 
   “I think it might be,” I said. “But I could be wrong. Does it sound right to you?”
 
   He screwed up his little face, then started nodding. “Yeah, my name is Jacob. I’m sure of it.” He sat back, pleased. Then snapped his head around and looked at me. “Hey, mister, what’s my name again?”
 
   “Jacob,” I said.
 
   “Jacob,” he said again. “Will you help me remember my name?”
 
   “Yes,” I said. “As best I can.”
 
   He smiled and clapped his hands and said his name over and over again.
 
   “Jacob,” I said gently, “can we continue with the story?”
 
   I didn’t want to make the boy relive such a horrible memory, especially since I knew something bad was about to happen to our music teacher.
 
   “Yes,” said Jacob, reading my thoughts. “Very, very bad.”
 
   But I was here for a reason. What that reason was remained to be seen. I had to know.
 
   “Are you okay remembering all this bad stuff?” I asked him.
 
   He nodded, and as he did so, I heard him whispering his name over and over. I slipped back into his memory, and the story continued….
 
   


  
 

 
 
   20.
 
    
 
   From behind the music teacher comes a noise, a cough, someone clearing his throat.
 
   Startled, she turns. So does Jacob. And since I’m seeing all this through the boy’s eyes, so do I. A man is standing there in the center aisle, holding a gun loosely at his side, head cocked to one side, staring oddly at the music teacher. He sports thick eyebrows, curly black hair, and impossibly bloodshot eyes.
 
   It takes me only a second or two to dredge up the memory of my own murder—in particular, the memory of my killer looking oddly at me from the doorway, head cocked, holding his pistol loosely at his side.
 
   Perhaps even the same pistol.
 
   The man is also my killer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He is speaking to the music teacher, but the boy misses most of the exchange, although I do make out “keep quiet” and “no one gets hurt” and “give me the….”
 
   But Jacob misses the last word. He also misses nearly everything the music teacher says in response. The man, apparently not liking her response, suddenly points the gun at her.
 
   And that’s when she screams.
 
   The man pounces, hurling himself up the stage. Jacob screams, too. Images flash and blur, like a camera rolling down a flight of stairs. I have no clue what’s happening next, but I hear grunts and cries and banging.
 
   When things stabilize, when the dust settles, so to speak, I see the man is now sitting on top of the music teacher as she thrashes wildly beneath, fighting and clawing.
 
   Jacob fights, too, pounding the man furiously with tiny fists that pass harmlessly through his back. Apparently, a ghost boy and an old lady are no match for the man, as he hunches his shoulders and puts more weight into whatever it is he’s doing to her.
 
   The motherfucker is choking the life out of her. That’s what he’s doing.
 
   This goes on for perhaps another minute: the boy pounding, the man hunched, me watching in helpless frustration. What happens next is surprising, but not unexpected.
 
   While the teacher’s physical body still fights her attacker, her spirit, an exact replica of the teacher herself, rises from the floor and floats a few feet above the scene. Her beautifully glowing spirit looks, to say the least, completely bewildered. I know the feeling. Below, her physical self is finally succumbing to her killer. Interestingly, her spirit was released prior to physical death.
 
   Her spirit then looks straight ahead—and straight into Jacob’s eyes. Both recoil. Her mouth opens, and various shades of gold ripple through her ethereal body. Jacob backs away as a bright light appears in the ceiling above. He looks up.
 
   It’s the tunnel.
 
   Unaware of the events unfolding around him, the killer sits back and sucks wind. Apparently, it’s hard work strangling the life out of someone.
 
   Appearing from the stage to Jacob’s left, like a troupe of heavenly actors, are a dozen or so beautifully serene and loving spirits. From them, a kindly old woman steps forward across the carpeted dais. The recognition in our teacher’s eyes is instant, and immediately her fear and confusion abate. The older woman, I can see, looks similar to our piano teacher, but younger. A sister, perhaps? I don’t know, but, after hugging deeply and chatting briefly, they rise together to the tunnel above.
 
   Jacob scurries behind the altar and shuts his eyes. After an unknown amount of time, he opens his and peers around the altar, but the spirits are all gone, including that of his music teacher.
 
   Jacob is now alone with the killer.
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   The killer moves quickly.
 
   He repositions the piano bench, which has toppled over in the melee, then moves over to the body. He struggles mightily as he lifts her, but he’s a determined killer, and soon he has her back in a sitting position on the bench. He gently lays her face down on the ivory keys, closes her eyes, and folds her hands in her lap. I see that there is fresh blood beneath her nails. The killer’s DNA. Something for the police to chew on. Good.
 
   Now he reaches around her neck—the same neck he has just choked the life out of—and unclasps something. A necklace? Good God, is he just a common thief?
 
   Not quite. The necklace has something dangling from it.
 
   A key.
 
   And like a cannon shot, Jacob suddenly bursts from behind the altar and launches himself onto the killer’s back, kicking and screaming and punching. Although he never materializes (and I sense the boy doesn’t quite know how to materialize), Jacob somehow manages to make his presence known. The killer, who has been about to turn around, suddenly pauses and shivers and looks warily over his shoulder.
 
   What happens next, admittedly, shocks even me.
 
   The killer whispers a name—a name framed as a question: “Jacob?”
 
   The boy, angry and spitting mad, doesn’t catch his own name being whispered. But I do.
 
   The killer pauses a moment longer, listening, waiting—then shakes his head, and now he’s moving again, quickly. Jacob, still screaming, moves with him, following him around the piano and over to a side door near the raised stage. The killer uses his freshly stolen key, inserts it into the doorknob and turns. The door opens. He steps inside, and Jacob follows right behind.
 
   A single overhead lightbulb illuminates a small storage room packed to overflowing with all sorts of church and musical supplies. Choir gowns, hymnbooks, a stack of tambourines, and what appears to be a very old drum set. The killer heads straight for the far corner of the room. There, he moves aside a vacuum cleaner and drops to his knees and fishes around inside his jacket pocket until he comes up with a screwdriver. There’s a rusted air vent located at the bottom of the wall directly in front of him, and he sets to work unscrewing it, his rapid breathing filling the small room, echoing. Sweat drips from the tip of his nose. Once he gets the screws out, he moves aside the vent and reaches deep inside the dark hole in the wall.
 
   Panic flashes across his face.
 
   And then he smiles. He pulls something out. Something small and dark and square and covered in dust. He quickly screws the vent back into place, returns the vacuum, steps over to the room’s single lightbulb. There he examines the square object under the dim light—luckily, so does Jacob.
 
   It’s a very old leather wallet.
 
   The killer opens it—and smiles again. Inside are many green bills. He removes them, shoves them in his front jeans pocket. Next, he moves quickly to the rear of the storage room and finds a suitably forgotten cardboard box stuffed with black cables and shoves the wallet deep within.
 
   He turns, steps straight through Jacob, and, shivering, exits the room.
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   Back in the sanctuary, the killer stops behind the dead woman. For the briefest of moments, I see remorse cross his bloodshot eyes, and as the man stands there staring down at her—and taking a phenomenal risk at being caught, I feel—little Jacob does something unexpected.
 
   The boy moves around him and faces him. Then reaches up and gently touches the man’s deep wounds on his face—fresh wounds from our piano teacher’s nails.
 
   The moment Jacob touches him, the killer shivers and the hairs on his forearms stand on end.
 
   “Eli?” Jacob whispers, so low that no mortal could have possibly heard it, and yet the killer reacts instantly. He snaps his head up and looks directly into Jacob’s eyes.
 
   The two stare at each other. And because I’m reliving all of this through Jacob’s memory—and thus seeing what he’s seeing—I feel as if the killer is looking directly at me, too.
 
   The name Eli strikes a chord in me, too; it pulls at a distant, forgotten memory.
 
   Jesus, what’s going on here?
 
   But I don’t have time to contemplate it, as the killer next shakes his head and yanks himself out of whatever drug-induced reverie he thinks he’s in.
 
   He heads straight to the altar.
 
   Once there, he uses the same key to open a back panel. I know immediately what he’s after: the church’s treasured sacraments. Jacob watches quietly as the man removes a large plastic trash bag from inside his jacket and begins shoveling in the ornate crosses, jewel-encrusted goblets, and golden communion plates. All would fetch a pretty penny on the black market—and all should keep him high for months.
 
   When finished, he ties off the bag and heads back behind the pulpit. And looks up. Directly above him is the massive statue of Jesus Christ hanging grotesquely from the cross.
 
   Is the killer asking for forgiveness? Is he praying? Is he perhaps mocking the Lord?
 
   None of the above.
 
   Indeed, he appears to be looking at what is hanging just beneath the crucifix. It’s a massive oil painting depicting Christ’s arrest on the Mount of Olives. Massive and old. And probably worth a fortune.
 
   Since when do junkies have a taste for art? Perhaps junkies looking for something—anything—to pay for their next fix.
 
   And I thought I was going to hell.
 
   It’s a big painting and would take a lot of work for him to remove it, but the killer seems undaunted. He reaches up for it, and just as he does, something moves quickly to his left. Something dark and swift. A moving shadow, in fact. But Jacob doesn’t see it, or perhaps chooses to ignore it, and so I lose my chance to see what, if anything, it is.
 
   But something seems to be out there, moving.
 
   The killer doesn’t see it, and continues reaching up, and just as his fingertips touch the ornate frame, something happens.
 
   Unfortunately, the next few images are a blur.
 
   In one of them, I see a very menacing, red-eyed shadow rise up from the painting itself. In the next, the killer is beating a hasty retreat out of the church, his sack of stolen loot swung over his shoulder like that of a murderous Santa Claus. The anti-Santa. He looks back once, terror on his face, then quickly disappears through a side door and out into what appears to be a courtyard, complete with a gurgling fountain.
 
   Jacob watches him go. Whatever spooked the killer doesn’t seem to affect the boy, who simply turns and looks back at his dead music teacher, who’s still propped up on the piano bench.
 
   The boy floats over and lays his head on her unmoving shoulder.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jacob and I sat together in silence.
 
   The church itself was completely devoid of noise. Not even a creak. The structure had long ago settled into place. After a while, I said, “You miss your music teacher, don’t you?”
 
   “She played for me every day,” he said. “She would say my name and play me songs, and sometimes she would sing for me, too. She knew I was here.”
 
   We continued sitting together in the pew. The nave was empty and quiet and eternal. The boy inhaled, taking a pseudobreath, and rested his wounded head against my own bloodied shoulder, much as he had done with his piano teacher.
 
   I put my arm around him, and we sat like that until dawn.
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   It was early morning.
 
   I was alone in one of the church’s administrative offices, gazing out a partially open window. It was one of those windows that had to be cranked open. I didn’t do the cranking. Such cranking was probably beyond anything I could do in this form, anyway. Now, through the gap in the frosted-glass window, I could see the branches of an oak tree swaying in the early-morning wind. A bird or two flitted by.
 
   A maintenance worker had come by earlier. He’d looked spooked as hell. He should be spooked. Here be ghosts.
 
   Speaking of ghosts, Jacob was off roaming the nave alone. Or, as some would call it, haunting it. I had slipped away to explore my new home, although much of it was already familiar to me. Call it more of a reacquaintance.
 
   The parking lot beyond the window was mostly empty, but it was still early. Only the maintenance man was out and about; of course, I was out and about, too, but then again, I never slept, either.
 
   It’s hard to sleep when you’re living a nightmare.
 
   Now, as I gazed out the window, I tried to recall what it was like to sleep. I knew I had enjoyed it. In fact, I remembered that sleeping in had been a rare luxury, one that I had indulged in whenever I could. Now, eternally awake, I wondered why I had enjoyed it so much. What had been the appeal?
 
   I couldn’t remember.
 
   I shut my eyes, tried to remember what sleep had been like, and behind my closed lids was a churning sea of eternal blackness streaked with scattered memories and flashes of light and a horrific sense of continuously falling. I snapped my eyes open.
 
   There was no rest for me.
 
   Let’s think about something else.
 
   I knew who the piano teacher’s killer was. Jacob had called him Eli. (And I made myself constantly repeat the name, as I did not want to forget it.) Later, when I had questioned Jacob about the name, he could not recall saying it and was adamant that he did not know who the killer was.
 
   I still doubted that this Eli had meant to kill our piano teacher, probably assumed she would see the gun and simply give up the key.
 
   Instead, she screamed bloody murder.
 
   And his reaction was to quiet her. And quiet her he did, strangling the life out of her.
 
   Then again, maybe I was wrong. Maybe his intent was to kill her all along. Maybe. But I doubted it. He had also been high on something, which accounted for his bloodshot eyes, and that something would have clouded his judgment.
 
   Just a crackhead in need of his next fix—and in need of some extra money.
 
   Which made me wonder: Had Eli been high on something when he killed me? I thought back to my own death, to the look on Eli’s face as he stood over my dead body. Yeah, he was definitely high on something, or drunk. Perhaps both.
 
   The morning sun was making its appearance. Pigeons flashed across the window and into the brightening sky. I heard cars moving down a distant street, and one or two of them pulled into the church parking lot.
 
   One thing was certain: Eli was affiliated with the church somehow, either as a worker or as a parishioner. Something. He’d known about the key and the wallet and when to strike—in particular, when the piano teacher would be alone in the chapel.
 
   Perhaps he had once been a student here, too, like Jacob and I.
 
   I thought of the two names: Eli and Jacob. Both names were biblical, and both were from the Old Testament. More importantly, both rang a tantalizing bell within me.
 
   So what was my next step?
 
   Easy: find out who the hell Eli is.
 
    
 
   The Body Departed
 
   is available here:
 
   Amazon Kindle * Amazon UK * Paperback * Audio
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