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Prologue

“How can we go to the governor’s mansion if it no longer exists?” Mavis asked Sophie, as the Citation X gently lifted off the runway at LAX. “I read about it on the Internet this morning, when I was checking my Web site.” Mavis’s line of funeral attire, Good Mourning, had blossomed almost overnight since its inception, but she continued to monitor her Web site for each individual order received. Now more than ever, she lived on the Internet.

Sophie rolled her chestnut eyes upward, showing only the milky-colored whites. “It still exists; just more of a tourist attraction these days. Ronald Reagan was the last governor who lived there. The gov-er-na-tor stays at the Sterling Hotel, which is where we will be staying for the next few days or however long it takes to assist the first lady of California with her nightmares.” A slight smile lifting the edge of her full lips, Sophie mimicked the instantly recognizable accent for which the famous former actor turned governor was so well known.

“Stop being so damn dramatic. You may be a drama queen, but you’re not an actress,” Toots called out from the seat in front of Sophie and Mavis.

“I didn’t say I was,” Sophie tossed back.

“Stop!” Ida intervened. “I don’t want to hear any smart comments today. I’ve about had it listening to the two of you squabble.”

Laughter bubbled throughout the private jet.

When the four women had boarded the luxury jet, all of them agreed that California’s governor flew in style. The cabin was decked out in creamy leather reclining seats, solid cherry cabinetry, and all the latest gadgets, including an Apple iPad2 equipped with high-speed Internet, and built-in telephones—just in case the governor had to make a call and was unable to move about the plane.

Theresa “Toots” Amelia Loudenberry, Sophie Manchester, Ida McGullicutty, and Mavis Hanover, the last three being Toots’s daughter Abby’s godmothers, were en route to Sacramento, the state capital. Sophie, in her newfound celebrity, was slated to perform her magic, said magic consisting of holding a séance for the Peabody- and Emmy-award-winning first lady. She had begun to be plagued with nightmares about her famous uncle, John F. Kennedy, the thirty-fifth president of the United States, who was assassinated when she was eight years old. When she’d heard of Sophie’s success in abolishing ghosts and other unworldly beings, she’d personally called to ask for her assistance.

“Oh hush, Ida! If I wanted your opinion, I’d ask.” Sophie smirked. “And I really, really do not.”

There was a long-standing war of sorts between Sophie and Ida. Though neither would ever voluntarily admit it, if pressured, both would confess to loving the other. It was just that they didn’t like each other.

“Now now, girls, let’s not fuss. We’ve got a long flight ahead of us, and I, for one, want to relax before we’re introduced to California’s first couple. I don’t want to appear haggard,” Toots explained.

Mavis, the most upbeat and positive of the group, said softly, “Oh, Toots dear, you could never look haggard! I believe you’re the most gorgeous woman I know.”

Toots smiled at Mavis. “You are too kind, but thank you anyway.”

Ida muttered something decidedly unkind.

As usual, Sophie and Toots ignored her when she mouthed off.

“Hey, this flight might not be as long as you think. Listen to this.” Sophie held up the brochure she had removed from her seat pocket. “The Citation X can fly through a half dozen time zones before refueling, and it has a Rolls-Royce engine. Whew! This is some aircraft.”

Ida spoke up. “That is good news. The less time I’ll have to listen to you three run your filthy mouths, the happier I’ll be.”

Sophie raised her hand above her head so Ida could see her middle finger standing proud and tall. “And it says the bathroom is marble.”

Coco, Mavis’s spoiled female Chihuahua, growled from her royal seat, aka Mavis’s lap. “Ida, I believe you’ve upset Coco. She knows full well that I don’t say nasty things the way the rest of you do.” Mavis grinned, before adding, “Or at least not nearly as often.”

It was hard to imagine the woman Mavis had been just two short years ago. A retired English teacher and widow for seventeen years, she’d lived in a little clapboard house near the ocean in Maine before Toots had e-mailed her and invited her to Charleston, South Carolina, Toots’s hometown. She’d been a heart attack waiting to happen when Toots rescued her, and, yes, that was exactly what Toots had done, rescued her. If she hadn’t, Mavis would probably be six feet under that very moment. Guided by Toots and a personal trainer, Mavis lost over one hundred pounds and exercised daily as though her life depended on it, which it likely did.

Ida, a native New Yorker and a high-society snob, had been a complete and total nutcase. Recently widowed when Toots invited her to come to Charleston, the elegant former photographer suffered with OCD, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and a debilitating fixation on germs. Thomas, her spouse of more than thirty years, was thought to have died from the bacterium E coli found in a tainted piece of meat Ida had purchased from her favorite butcher shop.

Circumstances being what they were, Ida’s psychological disorder had caused her to become a total shut-in. Her world of Clorox and sanitizing had quickly ended when Toots sent her to a famous doctor in California who specialized in treating her disorder. Not only had she been cured of her compulsion in a matter of weeks, but she became romantically involved with her savior, who turned out to be no doctor at all but an imposter. He’d almost bilked Ida out of three million dollars to boot. To see her now, minus her cleaning kit, was a true miracle.

Sophie, also a native New Yorker, an RN and a former pediatric nurse, had been recently widowed as well. Walter, her abusive alcoholic husband, died from cirrhosis of the liver. No big surprise there. Planning ahead and looking forward to the day he died, Sophie had taken out a five-million-dollar life insurance policy on him before it was too late and was now quite comfortable.

Toots, an expert at planning funerals—or events as she liked to think of them—had a great deal of practice over the years, and helped Sophie arrange a quick event for Walter. Toots sang an off-key “Ave Maria,” they said their Hail Marys, baked Walter’s remains, then spent the rest of the day shopping before jetting back to Los Angeles, where Toots had fulfilled a secret lifelong dream when she purchased The Informer, a tabloid newspaper where her daughter, Abby, was working as a reporter.

Two years later Abby, now editor in chief of the tabloid, still had no clue her mother was the real power behind LAT Enterprise, the corporation that owned the paper. Abby seemed content to accept her new boss’s preference for communication—e-mail and FedEx—so until Toots had a darn good reason, she had no intention of revealing her own involvement as the corporate owner of The Informer to Abby.

Knowing she’d have to stay in close contact with her daughter, Toots purchased a beautiful three-story hillside minimansion in Malibu. It had been inhabited by a former pop star, whose idea of decorating was hot pink and purple. One of the guest bathrooms actually had a mirror in the shape of a guitar, and blue rhinestones on the baseboards. Toots guessed it was a sad tribute to the King himself, dearly departed Elvis.

Prior to the pop star, the house had belonged to Desi Arnaz and Lucille Ball. Toots, along with her dear friends, had moved into the Malibu beach house while it was being remodeled. It was during the remodeling that she experienced a paranormal phenomenon in her own bedroom.

She remembered that night as being the most frightening of her life.

Awakened by a pounding heart and an eerie chill in the horrid purple bedroom she’d referred to as a hooker haven, and paralyzed by a fear unlike anything she’d ever experienced, Toots had been unable to move from her bed. Next—she still had difficulties believing this—what seemed to be four clouds, in an eerie, translucent shade of blue, clustered around her bed. Inside the cloudlike puffs were faces. Yes, she knew how insane it sounded, but she’d seen it with her own two eyes and it was what it was. Afterward, she remembered thinking she could’ve had hallucinations from a bad case of indigestion or, perish the thought, even a brain tumor. She had read somewhere about tumors on the brain causing pressure that gave rise to hallucinations. But it had been nothing like that at all.

Recalling the faces, she realized they were familiar to her, but in her traumatized state, she was unable to identify them. In a matter of seconds, the foglike clouds disappeared. Scared and shaken, she’d told Sophie what she’d experienced. Having had a lifelong interest in the paranormal, Sophie hadn’t been shocked when Toots told her what had happened. Of course, now they knew the remodeling in the bedroom had stirred up the spirits of famous movie moguls Aaron Spelling and Bing Crosby, who in life had an ongoing feud over a piece of land. Sophie had suggested a séance. Successful in her attempts to contact and communicate with the dead, Sophie had become a celebrity in the world of paranormal events and ghosts. So there they were, flying in a private jet on their way to the governor’s mansion to assist California’s first lady with her recurring nightmares.

Toots reclined in the luxurious leather seat, content with her life and that of Abby’s three godmothers. Since the girls had temporarily relocated to California and South Carolina—temporarily being two years—their lives as senior citizens had been one big roller-coaster ride. A few rough spots along the way, but thrilling nonetheless.

Toots glanced at each of her friends, who were really more like sisters. Abby’s three godmothers were quiet, each lost in her own private world. They had been friends for more than fifty years. She treasured her friendship with each woman. Each was unique and individual in her own right. Toots could only hope they’d have another fifty years together.

The copilot’s deep voice came over the intercom, announcing they were about to begin their descent into Sacramento International Airport. “Ladies, I’m going to have to ask you all to buckle up. The ceiling is down to two hundred feet with some fog and light rain. We’ll be making an ILS approach, so it could get bumpy. Please secure any open containers and that little dog.”

Ida, an uncomfortable flier on a good day, turned ten shades of white. “What does that mean? I knew I should’ve taken a commercial flight. I hate these small planes.”

“Private jets have the same stupid-ass rules as the commercial airlines,” Sophie said as she adjusted her seat belt.

Mavis put Coco in her carrier and placed it beneath the seat. The little pooch growled, then went into a series of earsplitting barks before settling down. “She just hates that crate, but we have to follow the rules. They’re for our own protection.” Mavis darted a glance at Sophie.

“Oh crap, Mavis, I know that. I just like to complain. At least we didn’t have to go through security and get felt off. I bet Ida wouldn’t mind going through security, would you?” Sophie said, trying to distract Ida.

When Ida didn’t respond to her teasing, Sophie continued. “Ida, clear something up for me. Is it ‘felt off’ or ‘felt up’? I’ve heard both, but I’m not sure which one to use.”

Toots cackled, Mavis smiled, and Ida answered Sophie, her voice trembling with fear. “Either. Personally, I like to think of it as getting ‘felt off.’ I’m surprised at you, Sophie, with your infinite well of useless information, that you would even ask such a question.” To her credit, Ida didn’t react to Sophie’s tormenting her as she would have a year ago. She was learning to be a true Southern smart-ass.

“It certainly has been in the news a lot lately, those perverts trying to cop a feel. People have no respect for one another anymore,” Toots said disgustedly.

Suddenly, the plane lurched to the left.

Ida shrieked. “What’s happening?”

Unlike a commercial jet, the private plane did not have a closed cockpit. Ida strained to see into the cockpit and gasped when she saw nothing but clouds rushing past the windscreen. “Oh my God, how are they going to land this plane? The windshield is covered with clouds! I should have stayed home.” Ida bowed from the waist, closed her eyes, and held on tight.

Toots observed Ida, whose normally composed face was etched with fear, fingernails digging into the expensive leather armrest. Toots knew full well there was nothing to fear. One of her eight husbands, she couldn’t remember exactly which one in the sequence, had been a pilot. To take Ida’s mind off her fear, she said, “I remember doing this many times; it really isn’t as dangerous as you think. See all those little gauges?” She pointed to the instrument panel, which was clearly visible from their seats. “One of those little round things has two needles on it. One goes up and down, and the other moves left and right. As the pilot approaches the airport, the needles will begin to intersect each other. Keeping them centered—it’s somewhat similar to the crosshairs on the scope of a rifle—will align the plane directly on the center of the runway at exactly the right height and allow the pilot to make a normal landing even though he can’t see.”

Incredulous, Sophie asked, “How in the hell do you know that? Or is that something you’re just making up so Ida won’t be afraid?”

“Trust me, when you’ve been in a plane that’s even smaller than this one, a four-seater, and you’re in the copilot seat and cannot even see the wings of the plane, you remember stuff like that. Plus, I think it was Joe, number four or five, who was obsessed with flying and explained everything to me when we flew together. I listened, too, just in case he kicked the bucket. By then, I was already quite experienced in the widow department.”

The turbulence ended as quickly as it had begun. Below was the view of a beautiful runway lit up like a festively decorated tree on Christmas morning. Seconds later, the wheels screeched, and they were safely on the ground.

The copilot announced their arrival, and within minutes the cabin door was opening and the automatic stairs descending for their immediate exit.

“This sure beats commercial flying. I always hate when the passengers jump up like pigs running to a feeding trough. Not to mention all the offending body odors you have to endure.”

“You’re disgusting, Sophie,” Toots said.

Their arrival was met with all the pomp and circumstance afforded visiting dignitaries, complete with a meticulously placed red carpet leading to a sleek black limousine.

The chauffeur was retrieving their luggage from the baggage compartment when a well-dressed woman in her mid-thirties emerged from the limo. She greeted the quartet as they approached the vehicle. “I’m Cynthia Johnson, the first lady’s personal assistant. How was your flight?”

Returning to her role of society snob, Ida was the first to speak. “It was perfect from takeoff to landing. It was so kind of the governor to send his jet for us.”

Sophie looked at Toots and Mavis, rolling her eyes. “Is this the same woman who left fingernail marks on the armrest five minutes ago?”

Ida shot her a shut-up-or-die look.

“I’m not the biggest fan of flying myself,” Cynthia said to Ida. “Sophia?”

“That would be me,” Sophie said, shaking hands with the woman. “These are my friends, Toots, Ida, and Mavis.”

“I’m glad you all could accompany Sophie. I’m sure you will enjoy the amenities at the Sterling Hotel. You have carte blanche, courtesy of the governor.” Cynthia looked at her slim gold wristwatch. “We’d better get going.”

Half an hour later, when they arrived at the hotel, they were greeted by the governor himself.




Chapter 1

After dinner with the first couple, Ida, Mavis, and Toots went to their rooms while Sophie met the first lady in her private suite. Slender, with a head of thick brown hair, and sparkling brown eyes, the former journalist was as bubbly in private as she was in public. Sophie liked her immediately.

“I’m not sure where to start. I’ve never done anything like this before. When I heard about your success, I knew it was something I had to try. The nightmares are so real, I must admit, I’ve been terribly ill at ease.”

Sophie could feel the woman’s uneasiness. “There are numerous ways to communicate with those who have passed. Why don’t you tell me about your dreams first, then we can decide what is best for you.”

“All right. I’m sure you know the story behind my uncle’s assassination; the entire world still speculates on exactly what happened in Dallas that day. I was just a child, yet my memory of that day is very clear.”

Sophie listened intently.

“I remember my mother had just returned from a trip, but I don’t recall where she’d been. She was crying so hard; I’d never seen her cry before. She was always such a strong woman. It scared me to see her like that. The house was instantly occupied with Secret Service. We were told we couldn’t do anything without one of them present.” The first lady paused and removed a tissue from the box on the table to her side. “Of course, I was aware our family was in the public eye, but I wasn’t used to having strangers swarming all over our home. But this doesn’t matter. You didn’t come here to listen to my childhood memories.

“The dreams, the nightmares started about a year ago. In my dream, I am walking in a tunnel, and there are hundreds of people around me, pushing and shoving one another in their attempt to get to the end of the tunnel. Two men seem to hover above the crowd. They have guns, and on their faces are horribly wicked smiles. Then there is a very loud noise, and in my dream I know it’s a gunshot. I try to get away from all the people, but I’m frozen, my legs won’t move. Those evil men above me have some sort of invisible hold on me. I struggle, and still can’t move.

“Once again I hear the same loud noise, the one I know is a gun being fired. I have to get out of that tunnel because I know if I don’t, someone will die. I continue to struggle, but I’m not going anywhere. Maniacal laughter is followed by a vision, or a flash—I’m not sure what it is—of my uncle’s face. He is trying to tell me something of great importance. And then I wake up.”

Understanding, Sophie nodded. “I’m not an expert at dream interpretations, but I’ve studied enough to have a basic knowledge of certain symbols and what they most commonly represent.”

“I know this isn’t a scientific method.”

Reassured, Sophie continued. “Dreaming that you’re running usually indicates an issue you’re trying to avoid. Some experts”—Sophie made air quotes as she said it—“would say you are not taking responsibility for your actions. In your case, it seems you’re trying to run from an attacker, or some type of impending danger. That usually means you have a fear that needs to be confronted.

“Another theory suggests that dreaming you’re running and you can’t make your feet move often signifies lack of self-esteem and confidence. I think we can agree you’re a very accomplished woman, and this is probably not an issue for you.

“On the other hand, when you dream you’re running alone, it sometimes refers to your determination and motivation in the pursuit of your goals. I could go on and on as there are varied interpretations. You say you are in a tunnel, and that often signifies determination.” Sophie paused, unsure if she should say more.

“Please, go on.”

She took a deep breath, ran a hand through her loose hair. This might be touchy, she thought, but what the hell. “It’s possible your dreams and nightmares of the faces and gunshots are relevant to the assassination. Dreams of witnessing an assassination usually indicate you should be paying attention to some small detail.”

The first lady brightened. “That’s exactly what I feel sometimes. Maybe there is an important detail I’m subconsciously aware of?”

The last thing Sophie wanted to get involved with was another conspiracy theory concerning the former president’s death. Way too heavy for her. “It’s possible your nightmare is warning you not to overlook the seemingly insignificant things in your life.” She didn’t want to come off as a street corner fortune-teller, and knew her words were much too general. But Sophie wasn’t stupid enough to think she could offer the first lady an instant cure-all solution to how and why those images plagued her dreams.

However, she’d been extremely successful contacting those who’d passed over to the other side, and they might offer an explanation.

“I suppose that could be true, but there are so many details in my daily life that are insignificant. How am I supposed to differentiate one from the other?”

“I don’t have an answer for that. All I can do is help you open the door and see what happens,” Sophie explained.

“Yes, of course. I don’t mean to suggest anything more. It’s just such a relief to have someone to discuss this with, someone who doesn’t think I’m making more out of my nightmares than I should be.”

Sophie reached across the small glass table that separated them. She took the anguished woman’s hand in hers. “I’m honored you invited me. When would you like to hold the séance?” It was too late that night, plus Sophie was tired. She had learned that when she was tired, she wasn’t nearly as successful at making contact, but if the first lady wanted to try, she would.

“Is there a particular time that’s ... better to make contact?”

Sophie smiled. “Not in my experience. If a spirit wants to make contact, it will no matter what time of the day or night. There are a few items I require, so I brought them with me. We will need a quiet room where we won’t be disturbed.”

“Yes, I thought so. If it’s all right with you, I’ve made arrangements to use one of the rooms at the governor’s mansion. It’s undergoing renovations now, so it is closed to the public.”

Sophie looked skeptical.

“We give tours. Though Ronald Reagan was the last governor to actually live there, it’s quite the tourist attraction now.”

Understanding, Sophie nodded. “You say there are renovations going on? This could be a good thing. Structural disturbances seem to appeal to the other side. How about tomorrow at noon?”

“I’ll arrange for the limo to pick you up at ten o’clock.” The first lady hesitated. “What about your friends?”

“They’re part of the package.”

“I see. They will be discreet?”

“I would trust them with my life,” Sophie stated confidently.

The first lady stood, indicating their time together was over. “I can’t thank you enough, Sophie. I hope you can help me.”

“I will do my very best.”

Sophie stepped into the hallway, where several members of the governor’s staff waited. A tall man in his late thirties escorted her back to her room. On any other occasion, Sophie would have joked around, but this was neither the time nor the place. When he reached her room, he stepped aside while she unlocked the door.

“Good night, ma’am.”

“Nighty, night,” Sophie said quietly.

And what a night it had been. She couldn’t wait until morning.

 



On their way to the old mansion, the first lady gave them a brief history of the thirty-room structure.

“A wealthy hardware merchant by the name of Albert Gallatin had the home built in 1877. It wasn’t until 1903 that the state of California purchased the house to use as the official governor’s mansion. It’s quite charming. We still have many of the furnishings from some of the former governors.” On the short commute, she filled them in on details that were irrelevant, but Sophie knew she was talking so much because she was nervous.

“I think it sounds like a wonderful home. Why doesn’t the governor live here now?” Mavis asked, her cheerful voice a welcome respite.

“When Reagan left office, the state built a new residence in Carmichael—not far from Sacramento. When Governor Brown took office, he refused to live there, and the house was sold by the state in 1982. The mansion is now considered a United States Historic Site, and is listed on the U.S. National Register of Historic Places. We’re content to commute.”

“My home in South Carolina is on the National Register, too,” Toots said. “I love old houses.”

Sophie wanted to add that if it weren’t for that old beachside dump in Malibu Toots had purchased, none of them would be riding in a limousine to a former mansion, but she refrained.

Without too much fanfare, they made their way inside the musty old mansion, where they were led to a small room on the third floor. The drapes were drawn, and, as Sophie had requested, a round wooden table with five chairs sat in the center of the room.

“It will take me a few minutes to arrange my things, so if you want to wait outside ...” She hated telling this powerful woman to wait, but she didn’t want her observing the setup ritual.

From her carry-on baggage, Sophie removed the old purple silk sheet that had been left at the beach house by the former pop star and seemed to be a symbol of good luck. Whatever it was, Sophie wasn’t going to mess with it. She’d never covered a séance table with anything else and saw no reason to make any changes in her way of conducting a séance.

She removed seven candles from a box. She knew the first lady would ask her why seven candles. There was no particular reason other than seven had always been Sophie’s lucky number. She placed six candles around the room and one on the table in front of the chair from which she would lead the séance. She also had a supply of rocks glasses that she felt were good-luck items and centered one in the middle of the table, where everyone could reach it easily.

She placed a legal pad and several pencils to her right, close to where the first lady would be seated. Sophie did not want changes in anything. It would scare the ghosts away, or so she feared.

Toots, Ida, and Mavis positioned their chairs in their usual order. Toots sat directly to Sophie’s left, then Ida and Mavis, who would be seated on the other side of the first lady. This works out perfectly, Sophie thought, because I don’t want Ida seated next to me. God forbid Ida put on some phony act just to focus attention on herself.

With the scene set Sophie stepped out of the room and told the first lady they were ready.

“You may sit here,” Sophie said, pointing to the chair to her right, “and we will begin.”

When everyone was seated, Sophie took her seat center stage, or rather center table. “I always like to explain what a séance is to those who have never attended one. I think the spirits like the formality of the introduction,” Sophie joked. She cleared her throat.

“The séance is the coming together of a number of people for the purpose of seeking communication with those who are no longer of this world. Temperaments of those attending séances should be varied as much as humanly possible. While we may share common interests, we must all have open minds in order for any supernormal phenomena to occur.” Sophie focused her attention on the first lady. She didn’t want to totally freak her out.

“Is everyone ready?” Sophie asked.

All of the women indicated they were.

“I usually open a séance with a prayer of sorts, then I ask if there is anyone who would like to make contact with our guest.” She looked at the four women, then took the first lady’s hand in her right hand and Toots’s hand in her left. Sophie bowed her head in prayer, asking that the room be blessed and that no evil enter their sacred space.

“Let us all take a deep breath, relax and open our minds and hearts to the possibility of another dimension, a place where lost souls are trapped. Now let’s place the tips of our fingers against the glass in the center of the table. This is how we communicate with the spirits.”

Each woman touched the glass with her fingertips. Sophie closed her eyes and began to speak in a soft, almost seductive tone. “We are here to contact a family member of ...” Sophie whispered the first lady’s full name. She waited several minutes, hoping the silence and the dim lighting would tempt the spirits to reach out and make contact with her.

“If there is a spirit here in this room, move the glass in the center of the table to my right, toward the first lady of California.”

All eyes were focused on the glass. When nothing happened, Sophie spoke again. “Our guest is plagued with nightmares, and she needs help to understand their meaning. Again, if there is a presence in this room, move the glass in the center of the table to the right.” Again, the women focused on the glass.

A sharp intake of breath came from the first lady when she saw the glass move ever so slightly to the right. Sophie gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “We’ve made contact.”

“If you are here on behalf of our guest, move the glass to the left.”

Suddenly, the glass lurched to the left.

The temperature in the small room became icy, and the candles flickered as though a gust of air had passed over them.

“Thank you.” Sophie figured it never hurt to let the spirit know its presence was appreciated and welcomed.

“In her dreams, she is in a tunnel filled with people. She tries to run, yet she is unable. There are gunshots. There are faces of two men in her dreams. Are the events that led to your death related to her dreams? If the answer is yes, move the glass to the right. If the answer is no, move the glass to the left.”

All eyes were focused on the glass.

As if an invisible hand swooped down and took the glass, it flew across the room, shattering against the ancient plaster walls.

“Oh my God!” the first lady cried.

Toots, Ida, and Mavis didn’t move. They’d come a long way since their first séance.

“This is no cause for alarm. I think the spirit is trying to tell us he is angry. Mavis, there is another glass in the box on the floor behind you. Would you please get it and place it in the center of the table?” Sophie asked.

Mavis slipped out of her chair quietly, located the box, took out the glass, and centered it on the table. As soon as she was seated, Sophie continued, “Let’s put our fingers on the glass.”

They did as instructed.

“If you’re angry, move the glass to the right.”

Within seconds, the glass moved to the right, stopped, then moved to the right again.

The chilled room was deathly silent.

“I think it’s time for us to try another method. I think I only have a few extra glasses,” Sophie said, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

“I don’t understand,” the first lady stated.

Sophie pointed to the legal pad and the stack of pencils on the table. “There is something called automatic writing. This allows the spirit to communicate through the medium. This technique has been very successful in the past.”

Sophie neglected to say that she’d solved a murder using automatic writing. Ida’s deceased husband was thought to have died from E-coli from eating a piece of tainted meat. During a séance, his spirit had provided them with enough information to give to law enforcement to prove his death was not an accident.

“All right. Just tell me what to do,” the first lady whispered, her fear evident.

“You don’t have to do anything except concentrate and allow the spirit to work through me. Automatic writing is essentially writing that’s done in an altered state of consciousness, and directed by the spirits of the dead. The spirit will literally manipulate the pencil in my hand. I will be unaware of what is being written and will ask that you not look at the paper until we’re finished.”

“Exactly how does one put oneself into a trance?”

Sophie had never had her methods questioned so thoroughly, but understood the first lady’s skepticism and did not resent it at all.

“I’m going to take several deep breaths, then close my eyes. It’s like self-hypnosis. Now, you will all join hands, clear your minds, and relax.”

Sophie dropped her head to her chest and began to inhale and exhale. She allowed herself several minutes to reach her self-imposed hypnotic state.

Suddenly, she grabbed the pencil in her left hand. She began to move it across the top of the legal pad. She drew four small squares, two on the top and two below. They were precise, perfectly aligned. Then she drew a large square around the four squares. Her hand whipped across the page, where she proceeded to sketch what appeared to be a small hill. At the bottom of the page, in a childlike scrawl, she wrote in block letters:

O. L. H.

H. O. L.

L. H. O.

 



She dropped the pencil, only to pick it back up with her right hand. Sophie was right-handed. Skipping all over the page, she made dozens of question marks.

She ripped a page from the tablet, and using her left hand again, drew four small squares, two on the top and two below as she had done only minutes before. On the bottom right of the page, she began to sketch slowly, then quickly, as though she was running out of time. Her head lolled to the side, she dropped the pencil, and her body collapsed in the chair.

The temperature of the room returned to normal, and the flames on the candles stopped flickering.

Toots got up and opened the drapes, while Mavis blew out the candles. Ida remained seated. The first lady looked to be in a state of semishock. Sophie stretched her arms out in front of her, then picked up the tablet.

She studied the writing on the second page. “Where is the first page?” she asked.

“Here, you tore it out.” Toots gave her the paper.

Sophie spent a few extra minutes mulling over the papers. “I’m not one hundred percent sure what this means; I don’t know how it’s connected to your dreams. Maybe you can see something I’m not.”

Handing the papers to the first lady, Sophie watched as the governor’s wife reviewed the content. When she spied the miniature drawing of the face on the bottom right corner, she gasped.

“I can’t believe it! It’s the same face from my dreams! And this, look.” She tapped her finger against the paper. “Do you have any idea what this is? I’m sure this has something to do with my uncle’s assassination. Maybe he’s been trying to tell me something in my dreams.”

Sophie nodded. Toots, Ida, and Mavis listened intently.

“I wasn’t there when it happened, but I’ve seen hundreds and hundreds of pictures and newsreels from that day. This is the grassy knoll on the hill in Dallas. And this”—she again tapped the paper with her fingertip—“is the window from the depository.” She turned the paper around in order for Sophie to see it. “What do you think?”

The three other women stood behind Sophie while she viewed her cryptic writings.

“I’ll be right back,” the first lady stated as she hurried out of the room. In less than a minute, she was back in the room with a large book in her hand. Quickly flipping through the pages, she stopped when she found what she was looking for.

She laid the book on the table next to the paper that displayed Sophie’s handiwork. “This can’t leave this room, ever. Look, you know who this man is?”

No one said a word. The significance hit the wall like a ton of bricks.

The sketch of the face at the bottom of the paper was a replica of Lee Harvey Oswald.




Chapter 2

The next morning, the first lady accompanied them on the ride to the airport, where they would board her husband’s personal jet for the return flight to Los Angeles. “I haven’t slept as well as I did last night in such a long time, and I have you to thank,” she said to Sophie, who was feeling quite proud of herself.

When the séance had ended the night before, Sophie concluded that the former president was trying to tell his niece there were no complex conspiracies, that the conspiracy theories about his death were just that and nothing more. The face from her dreams, the same face that Sophie had sketched, was that of the man responsible for his assassination.

“I was glad to help,” Sophie said.

If her findings were accurate, she would forever hold a place in history. However, the information would never be made public. Sophie was content with the results even though they had not been quite as detailed as those of some séances she had performed in the past. Maybe those seemingly insignificant things in the first lady’s life were just that. Insignificant. Personally, Sophie thought the poor woman’s life was filled with too many complex details, which led her to deny the simple truth concerning her uncle’s death. Someone was trying to tell her that, hence the nightmares.

Their return to the airport wasn’t accompanied by quite the pomp and circumstance of their arrival. The same luxury jet awaited them, and the pilots greeted them as though they were old friends.

From inside her carrier, Coco growled at the two men, then stuck her tiny tongue out as though she were a naughty child. Everyone laughed. The chauffeur assisted the copilot in storing their luggage in the cargo hold of the small jet. Sophie and the first lady said their good-byes, and Sophie shook hands with Toots, Ida, and Mavis, thanking them for their discretion. In a matter of minutes, the four friends were back inside the aircraft and strapped in for the flight to LA.

Arriving back at Malibu, courtesy of yet another limousine, they piled out of the vehicle, glad to return to the beach house. For the past forty-eight hours, Sophie and Toots had refrained from their usual chain-smoking, settling instead for the nicotine gum Mavis was always pushing. It’d been Sophie’s idea, telling Toots it probably wasn’t politically correct to chain-smoke in the presence of the first lady, knowing she and her husband were health nuts.

“I don’t know about you, but if I don’t have a cigarette soon, I’m going to croak,” Sophie said as she hustled toward the beach house.

“Oh dear, and here I thought you both were happy chewing your nicotine gum. Why don’t you try that for a while? It can’t be as bad for your lungs as those nasty old cigarettes you smoke,” Mavis said sweetly.

Toots placed an arm around Mavis’s shoulder as the two of them walked up the steps to the beach house. “Our cigarette habit is as bad as your junk-food habit was. I know it isn’t healthy, and so does Sophie. At this point in my life, I don’t feel like I’m quite ready to give up the habit, but I promise I will continue to chew that nasty rubbery nicotine gum just for you, Mavis. How’s that?”

“I suppose it will have to do,” Mavis said. “I do wish you two would stop.”

Ida, who lagged behind, spoke up. “Sophie and Toots don’t have the power to overcome their addiction.”

Toots turned around and looked at Ida. “I don’t want to overcome any of my addictions, Ida. I like sugar, I like cigarettes, and I like an occasional drink. So there. Why don’t you consider giving up men?”

“You can be such an ass.” Ida’s words weren’t said maliciously, as it was just the type of relationship they shared. Two old women bitching at each other for anything and everything. Toots was quite fond of Ida and vice versa.

Toots flipped her the single-digit salute.

Once everyone was back inside the beach house, they went to their respective rooms. They had established a routine since their temporary relocation to Los Angeles. Mavis was the official chef since she’d lost all that weight, and had become very adept at serving them healthful and delicious meals. Toots, of course, had to have her sugar-laced bowl of Froot Loops at least once a week, but she managed to do so without letting Mavis know about it. Ida, no longer obsessed with germs, had focused her energy on her old passion, photography. Toots admitted that Ida was quite good at it and encouraged her to pursue her interest. Beyond that, Mavis and Ida had become quite successful with funeral parlors throughout the country.

Mavis had designed a line of clothing called Good Mourning. They were clothes mourners could wear not only during the rituals intended to ease the journey of the dearly departed into the netherworld, a world in which Sophie seemed so comfortable, but even after the mourners’ loved ones had crossed over.

Ida, a stunning woman extremely skilled at applying makeup, took an interest in Mavis’s project when Mavis went to a conference in San Francisco, where she learned how to lay out the dead. In the course of their activities, Ida developed her own line of cosmetics, Drop-Dead Gorgeous .

Mavis, in her desire to help the dearly departed look their best, had also designed a line of clothing for the dead. Her success was so great, she had had to hire a team of seamstresses, then rent a warehouse from which to operate the company. While most of her orders came from the Internet, she had become quite well-known among morticians and funeral directors.

They had all come quite a long way since Toots had sent them that e-mail two years ago inviting them to Charleston right after her eighth husband, Leland, a wealthy cheapskate, had kicked the bucket. She’d felt herself at loose ends, something in her wanting to make a dramatic change in her life. Abby’s phone call telling her that The Informer was going up for sale had catapulted her into the life she now shared with her three childhood friends. She was truly a happy camper.

While she and the girls were in California, Bernice, her dear friend and housekeeper for more years than she cared to remember, remained in Charleston. During a visit home, to Charleston, Toots had learned of a bakery that made the most perfect pralines. Bernice, the Queen of Superstition, told her that at the grand opening of the bakery, The Sweetest Things, a man had died of a heart attack while waiting in line. Bernice was sure that anyone who came in contact with the bakery or the young girl who owned it would suffer a tragedy of their own if they purchased any baked goods.

It was all the encouragement Toots needed to go check out the bakery for herself. She, along with Mavis, Sophie, and Ida, met the owner, whose name was Jamie. Toots had taken one bite of her pralines and knew instantly that the young woman had a talent. After she had learned that Jamie was about one week from closing down, thanks to the bad publicity over the man who died while waiting in line, Toots suggested she and Jamie go into partnership together. The venture was now extremely successful. Tourists and locals waited in line for hours to purchase her pralines, which were famous statewide.

And Jamie had been living in Toots’s guesthouse ever since. She had offered to move now that she was financially stable, but Bernice had become quite attached to the young girl and insisted she stay. Toots agreed. Jamie was like a second daughter. But she was the daughter Bernice had never had. Having a grown son who spent most of his adult life traveling the world searching for who knew what, Bernice was beyond heartbroken by her son’s neglect. Toots suspected there was more to the story but didn’t voice her thoughts to Bernice. For now, she was happy and content to help Jamie with the bakery. She knew enough not to mess with a good thing.

Toots unpacked and took a quick shower. She slipped into a pair of old jeans she’d had for longer than she cared to remember, topped with a gauzy pale peach blouse. She twisted her heavy auburn hair into a topknot. Sucking in her cheeks, she filled hollows with a matte bronzer a shade deeper than her skin, accentuating her high cheekbones. A touch of mascara, and her favorite coral-colored lipstick, and she was good to go. Since starting her bicoastal lifestyle, as she liked to think of it, she’d been a wee bit more conscientious about her appearance. She slipped her feet into a pair of Kelsi Dagger embellished leather flats, grabbed her package of Marlboros, and headed out to the deck, where the four friends had agreed to meet.

Sophie had arranged the blue-and-white-covered deck chairs in their favorite positions, side by side, with the giant seashell ashtray on the table between them. Toots reclined next to Sophie, lit a cigarette, and took a deep, satisfying puff.

“I don’t see how we managed to do without these damned cigarettes for forty-eight hours.”

“Yeah, well, I can’t either, but I thought it proper given the circumstances. Plus, it seemed to make Mavis happy,” Sophie said.

Toots blew out a large stream of light gray smoke, her throaty laughter deep and rich. “You know, we have cut down quite a bit.”

“I know. But you know as well as I do that cutting down isn’t the same thing as quitting. I’m thinking about it, really.” Sophie had a smile on her face.

“I suppose if you do, I’ll have to give it a more concerted effort.”

At that moment, Mavis stepped out on the deck, carrying a tray full of tropical delights. “I thought you girls might want a snack.”

She placed the platter on the large patio table. Bowls of fresh pineapple, kiwi, and strawberries, were topped with slices of grapefruit—the day’s snacks. Mavis had arranged the fruit so perfectly, it would’ve looked at home on the cover of Bon Appétit.

Ida, the queen of sophisticated fashion, chose that moment to grace them with her presence. She was wearing a feminine, billowy yellow skirt with a matching blouse and gold kitten-heeled sandals. As always, her blond hair was coiffed in a perfect pageboy.

“I just checked my e-mail, and I have fourteen requests from funeral parlors wanting to carry my line of Drop-Dead Gorgeous cosmetics,” Ida informed them as she helped herself to a bowl of fruit.

“That’s fantastic,” Mavis said. “I must admit, I looked at my e-mail, too. There were more than a hundred orders. I still can’t believe my new career. While it’s sad, I feel good about sending people’s loved ones off in style. I always thought it was such a morbid thing to have to pick out an outfit in which to bury a family member. Now, funeral parlors can offer my services, saving the family the pain of searching for that final dress or suit. When Herbert died, he only had one suit, so there wasn’t really any choice to make.”

“Can we talk about something else besides dead people?” Toots asked.

Everyone laughed.

“Has anyone spoken to Abby?” Mavis asked.

Now that she was editor in chief at The Informer, Abby spent most of her time behind a desk. However, when the opportunity arose and she was needed, she pounded the pavement just like the reporters, in search of the next big story.

“I tried to call her right before I got in the shower. All I got was her voice mail. I left a message to tell her we were back at the beach house and would be home all evening if she wanted to bring Chester by to visit with Coco.” Chester was Abby’s German shepherd, who just happened to be madly in love with Coco.

On hearing her name, Coco popped out through her newly installed doggie door onto the deck. She growled, then barked. They all knew she had recognized Chester’s name.

Mavis picked up the little dog and placed her in her lap. “Coco would love to see her sweetie, wouldn’t she?”

Alert, her ears perking up, Coco stared at the door, most likely searching for Chester.

They spent the next half hour discussing dogs, cats, and food. Toots and Sophie smoked three cigarettes each and Mavis went back to the kitchen, where she made a pot of coffee and brought it back out to the deck.

The sun was low on the horizon, a brilliant red and yellow ball sinking into the waters of the Pacific Ocean. Foamy white waves curled onto the bisque-colored sand. The early-evening air was warm, yet the breeze off the ocean provided just the right amount of motion to make everyone comfortable. The four women continued to relax on the deck and enjoy their coffees and light conversation.

As they were about to get into a lengthy discussion on the merits and demerits of plastic surgery, the telephone rang. Expecting Abby’s call, Toots had brought it outside with her. She looked at the caller ID and picked up on the second ring. “Abby, you got my message. How are you?”

“I’m great. How are the three Gs?” Abby asked, affectionately referring to her three godmothers.

“Ornery as ever. You should know that,” Toots teased.

“How was Sacramento?”

Abby knew they’d gone to Sacramento, but had no clue why. Toots hated being dishonest or evasive, especially to her daughter. But being a newspaper editor, Abby would know how important protecting one’s sources was. What they’d just done required absolute silence.

“It was a quick trip, nothing exciting. We all had a little bit of business to attend to,” Toots explained to her daughter. “Is there any juicy Hollywood gossip these days?”

“Actually there may be. I don’t know if you’d call it juicy gossip, but, apparently, Laura Leigh is missing.”

Laura Leigh was a midlist actress in her early twenties who often guest starred on some of the more popular sitcoms. She’d had a starring role in a B-grade horror flick a few months earlier and had appeared on all the late-night talk shows. While the movie wasn’t a blockbuster by any means, she’d gained quite a following among teenagers. It was said there would be a part two, and possibly a part three, to follow. Shades of Halloween.

“Oh my God! Exactly what do you mean by missing?” Toots placed her hand over the receiver and told the other three what Abby just told her.

“Missing, as in she hasn’t been seen for three days,” Abby said. “She was supposed to meet with her agent, and apparently the meeting was crucial to her career. She never showed, and now this.”

“It’s probably some publicity stunt. Are the police involved?”

“I’m sure they are. Her family just landed at LAX about two hours ago. I had one of the reporters waiting there, hoping to get something for the paper, but her parents and younger sister wouldn’t talk. I hate to think Laura would pull such a stunt, upsetting her family like this. They all looked incredibly worried. I’ve got a reporter waiting at her house in case she shows up. It would be great for The Informer if we could get a scoop about her return. It seems that she frequents a couple popular bars in downtown Los Angeles. I’ve got two reporters staking out those places now. This could be really big news, especially if it’s a stunt, which it probably is. I think she liked all that publicity she received a few months ago, and now that it’s died down, maybe she’s looking to add a little more excitement to her life.”

“What a terrible thing to do, especially to her family. If she wants publicity, she should make better movies, something with a real plot and story line. Not those horror vampire slasher movies. Though I know they’re quite popular with the younger set.”

“Mom, can you hang on for a minute? I think I have another phone call coming in.”

“Sure.”

“Abby’s got reporters staked out at all the hot spots that Laura Leigh frequents. It seems no one has been able to locate her for the past three days,” Toots explained to Sophie, Ida, and Mavis, who were engrossed in anything their goddaughter had to say. Toots heard the click and held up a finger indicating Abby was back on the phone.

She was met with silence. “Abby, are you there?”

“Yeah, uh ... I’m here.”

“What’s wrong?” Toots asked anxiously. “I can hear it in your voice.” She knew her daughter better than anyone in the world and recognized when Abby was worried.

“I’m not sure if anything is wrong. It was just a call from one of my sources at the Los Angeles Police Department. Apparently, Laura Leigh’s family is there giving statements.” Abby paused, then went on. “I’m not sure if I believe what I just heard or not.”

“I am your mother. Do not do this to me. If there is some super-duper juicy gossip, especially something that you’re going to report in The Informer, I want to know before it’s in print.”

“Mom, you know I don’t like to reveal what my sources tell me until I’ve confirmed it, but I’m going to make an exception to the rule this time. Promise me you will not reveal one word of this to anyone.”

“Not even your godmothers, Abby?” Toots asked.

She heard her daughter’s intake of breath.

“I suppose you can tell them, but please explain to them how important it is to keep this to yourselves until I have confirmed it.”

“That’s a given, Abby, you should know that by now. I’m surprised you would even say such a thing,” Toots chastised her daughter.

Sophie, Mavis, and Ida stared at Toots, even more intrigued now that they had heard her end of the conversation.

“According to my source, and at this point I have no reason to doubt the person since the person is the one who read the missing persons report on Laura Leigh, it seems that Chris Clay was the last one to see her alive.”
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