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BACK OFF OR YOU’RE NEXT!

I set the appointment book carefully in the far left-hand corner of my desk and turned my attention to the mail. Phone bill . . . electric bill . . . junk mail . . . flyer . . . coupon booklet . . . manila envelope addressed to me with no return address. Curiously, I turned the envelope over and saw nothing unusual. Intrigued, I opened the flap and pulled out the contents, then quickly sucked in a breath of shock and horror. Spillling out onto my desktop were several 8 × 10 glossies of yours truly, all taken from just a few yards away.

There was one of me at the grocery store, one walking Eggy, another of me out with Dirk, yet another of me talking with Marco at the dealership. My hands shook as I pawed through each one, a feeling of vulnerability like I’d never known creeping down my backbone. Underneath the photos was a folded piece of paper with glued-on letters cut out from a magazine that read:

 

BACK OFF OR YOU’RE NEXT!

 

That was all I really needed. I pulled my appointment book close again and began dialing. . . .

 

“This is a seriously fun book! Abby Cooper is a fresh, exciting addition to the amateur sleuth genre, and Psychic Eye is a romantic and humorous page-turner. Laurie has talent to spare—she’s a writer to watch!”

—J. A. Kronath, author of Whiskey Sour
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For my sister, Sandy Upham Morrill. 
You are my rock, my rainbow, and my sounding board. 
I’m so extraordinarily lucky to be related 
to you—my very best friend!
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Prologue

On May 28 of this year, at approximately four thirty P.M., Officer Shawn Bennington was summoned to 1865 Meadowlawn in response to a 911 emergency. The following is an excerpt from his notes in that file:Victim was a twenty-eight-year-old female Caucasian dead at the scene from a single gunshot wound to the left temple. Victim was discovered in a quasi-fetal position on the bed in her room. A neighbor at 1863 Meadowlawn reported hearing a “loud popping noise” at approximately 3:00 p.m. Victim was discovered at approximately 4:20 p.m., when her fiancé came over to check on the victim after not being able to reach her by phone. 911 emergency was alerted within minutes of discovery.

The handgun used was a twenty-five-caliber Smith and Wesson, registered to the victim. Fingerprints found on the gun appear to match those of the victim. A suicide note was recovered from the top of the victim’s dresser (see enclosure in  file) and a mutilated wedding dress was also discovered crumpled in a heap near the bed.

Signs of depression were recently noted by the victim’s sister, who suggested that the victim seemed tense and edgy in last few days, and had complained of feeling tired. Lately the victim had been known to take long naps in the afternoon. Victim’s sister was not present at the time of shooting.

File is tentatively being marked as “Suicide,” pending completion of forensic evidence for powder burns, fingerprints and handwriting analysis. S. Bennington








Chapter One

My basic philosophy is simple: People are like ice cream. Take me, for instance. You’d think that by my profession alone—professional psychic—I’d be a ringer for Nutty Coconut, but the reality is that I’m far more like vanilla—consistent, a little bland, missing some hot fudge.

The exception, of course, is my rather unique ability to predict the future. Okay, so maybe with that added in I’m at least a candidate for French vanilla.

Still, overall my life is sadly that boring. I’m single with no immediate prospects, I rarely go out (hence the no immediate prospects), I pay all my bills on time, I have very few vices and only two close friends.

See what I mean? Vanilla.

Now, I’m not saying my life is all bad. At the very least I’m privy to the richly flavorful lives of my clients. Take the Tooty-Fruity sitting in front of me for example. Sharon is a pretty young woman in her mid-thirties, with short blond hair, too much makeup, a recent boob job and not a clue in sight. On her left hand dangles a rather opulent diamond wedding ring,  and over the course of the last twenty minutes all I’ve been able to do is feel sorry for the poor schmuck who gave it to her.

“Okay, I’m getting the feeling that there’s a triangle here . . . like there’s someone else moving in on your marriage,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And it’s someone you’re romantically interested in.”

“Yes.”

“And they’re telling me that you think this is true love . . .”

“Yes, but, uh, Abigail? Who are ‘they’?” she asked, looking around nervously.

I get this question all the time, and you would think I would have learned by now to prepare my clients before beginning the session, but change was never my strong suit. “Oh, sorry. ‘They’ are my crew, or rather, my spirit guides. I believe that they talk to your spirit guides and it all gets communicated back to me.”

“Really? Can they tell you their names?” she whispered, still looking around bug-eyed.

We were getting off track here. I pulled us back on course, afraid I would lose the train of thought flittering through my brain. “Uh, no, Sharon, I don’t typically get names, I only get pictures and thoughts. So, as I was saying, we were talking about this love triangle, right?”

“Yes,” she answered, leaning forward to hang on my every word.

“Okay, I’m just going to give it to you the way they’re giving it to me. . . . They’re giving me the feeling that this other guy is saying all the right things, that he may say he’s interested in you and that he wants to be with you but he’s not telling you the whole  story.” Sharon’s bug eyes squinted now as she looked at me critically. “Okay, does this other guy have blond hair?”

“Yes.”

“And he works some sort of night job, like, he works at night. . . . Is he a bartender?”

“Oh my God . . . yes, he is!”

“And your husband, he’s the guy with dark brown hair and a beard or facial hair, right?”

Sharon sucked in a breath of surprise and replied, “Yes, he’s got a goatee.”

“And your husband does something with computers, like he has something to do with making computers or something.”

“He’s a computer engineer . . .”

“Okay, Sharon, they’re telling me that the blond is a liar, and that you may not think your husband is Mr. Don Juan but he loves you. They’re saying if you leave your husband for this other guy with the blond hair that there won’t be any going back. You won’t be able to fix it once it’s out in the open. And I get the feeling that if you continue to fool around on the side you’re going to get caught. If you think you won’t, then you’re kidding yourself. They’re saying there is already a woman, I think she’s older than you, with red hair, who’s very nosy and she already suspects, and she wouldn’t think twice about telling your husband. I think this is like a neighbor or something . . .”

“Oh my God! My neighbor, Mrs. O’Connor, has red hair, and she would tell my husband!”

“See? She’s already very suspicious, and I get the feeling that if you don’t rethink this whole thing you could end up divorced and alone. This bartender guy isn’t going to marry a divorced woman with two kids. You have two, right? A boy and a girl?”

“Yes, but . . .” she squeaked.

“No,” I said firmly. “No buts. You need to do some hard thinking here, ’cuz there will be no going back, and if you continue down this path I’m seeing nothing but heartache in your life. You won’t really know what you’ve lost until it’s gone.”

At that moment I heard the blissful sound of my chime clock dinging and the tape in the cassette player clicked off. I instantly felt relieved. This woman wasn’t picking up what I was laying down and it was pretty frustrating to me. I stood and said gently but firmly, “And that’s all the time we have.” I flipped open the cassette player and removed the tape, enclosed it in its plastic case and handed it to her along with a tissue. Sharon got up with me and walked with bent head and a forced smile toward the door.

She thanked me for my time and was asking when she could come back when I said, “Actually, Sharon, I’d prefer it if you made an appointment with a friend of mine.” I walked back toward my credenza and retrieved a card from a stack piled there. “This is Lori Sellers. She’s a psychotherapist with an office over on Eleven Mile. She’s very good and I think it would be a good thing for you to talk to her about the choices in front of you.” I put the card in her outstretched hand. “If you want to come back and see me, I allow only two visits per year, and that’s a good rule of thumb. You shouldn’t get hooked on readers; remember that all of the answers are inside you. All you have to do is trust yourself and listen.”

Sharon didn’t look convinced, so I placed my hand on her arm and walked her gently to the door. “Now I want you to go home and replay the tape and consider everything I’ve said. You have the gift of free will, and it’s a powerful force. You can change your own destiny if you put your mind to it. Just be careful,  okay? I mean, you’ve been married, for . . . what? Ten years?”

Another sucked-in breath of surprise. “Yes. How did you know that?”

I smiled and spread my hands in an “aha” gesture. “I’m psychic.”

As I watched Sharon leave I couldn’t help but consider for the billionth time how much that word “psychic” still caught in my throat. It’s just too close to the word “psycho” for my taste. Typically, when asked what I do for a living I tack on a softer word, like “psychic intuitive” to lend a smidgen of legitimacy. I’d even had business cards made up reading, ABIGAIL COOPER, P.I. with teeny-weeny little letters underneath in parentheses spelling out PSYCHIC INTUITIVE. Most people think I’m trying to be clever. The truth is, I’m a chickenshit.

I never wanted to be a psychic, professional or otherwise. It’s something that was more or less thrust upon me, and I’ve never really felt comfortable with it. It isn’t that I’m not proud of what I do; it’s just that I’ve always been conscious of the fact that I’m  different.

For instance, there are plenty of people out there who will engage me in casual conversation and might even find me amusing until they discover what I do for a living . . . and then they recede like a tide from the beach and I’m left in the sand feeling like I’ve got a big red X on my forehead. I’ve been a professional psychic for four years now, and I’m still waiting for the proverbial tide to come back in.

I was just about to close the door after Sharon when one of my regulars, Candice Fusco, came walking down the corridor, carrying a large manila envelope. “Hey, Candice,” I called as she caught sight of me.

“Hi, Abby. I’m on time, right?” She glanced at her watch and hurried her step.

“Yup. I was just seeing my last client out.” I stepped sideways, holding the door open and allowing her to enter. Candice was probably only an inch or two taller than me, but the three-inch heels I had never seen her go without made her tower over me. She was an elegant woman, with a fondness for expensive suits. Today she wore cream silk that flowed and rippled with the breeze of her movements and set off the tan of her skin and her light blond hair. Her femininity usually makes me a little self-conscious, but within a minute or two I’m over it, eased, I think, by her genuine nature. You would never guess by her dress and mannerisms that Candice is a private investigator, and a damn good one at that—although her most recent successes were helped a bit by yours truly.

“Would you like to sit here or in my reading room?” I asked, closing the door behind Candice.

“Here would be fine, Abby, this shouldn’t take us too long,” she replied, pulling the straps from her purse and shoulder bag off her shoulder.

“So how’s Kalamazoo these days?” I asked, gesturing toward the two chairs in the office waiting room for us to sit in.

“Still there.” she said taking a seat, “I swear this drive takes longer every time.”

“The way you drive? I doubt it. How long did it take you today?”

“An hour and forty-five minutes.”

“New record?”

“Nah. I’ve done it in an hour and thirty-five before. Of course, I was doing ninety-five the whole time, but I’ve slowed it down a notch since you told me to.”

“Yeah, not a good idea to ignore a warning like that when it comes up.” I’d told Candice the last time  we saw each other to watch her lead foot or she could end up with a hefty speeding ticket. “So, is that the stuff?” I asked, pointing to the manila envelope she still held.

“Yes, these are the three employees we’ve narrowed it down to,” Candice said, extending the envelope toward me. I took it and opened the flap, extracting three pictures—two women and one man, all posing for mug shots of the employee-badge variety. I flipped quickly from photo to photo, then back through more slowly, taking my time to open my intuition to each person. Candice had called me the previous evening about a new case she was working on. A large company that handled mutual funds had discovered several thousand dollars missing from its clients’ portfolios. The company had not made the discovery public yet and wanted Candice’s help in identifying the embezzler.

“Okay—these two?” I said, holding up a photo of a man in his mid-forties, with droopy jowls and yellowed teeth, and another of a woman in her mid- to late twenties, with bangs poufed high above her head and gobby eyes coated with too much mascara. “There’s something going on between them. I get the feeling that they two have some sort of romantic connection. This guy”—I pointed to the photo of the man—“He’s up to no good. I get the feeling that he’s sneaky, and it’s not just about fooling around with another employee. There’s something more sinister here. Did he just buy a new boat?”

“He’s made quite a few purchases lately, which is one of the reasons the company suspects him. And yes, one of his purchases was a boat.”

“Okay, this is your guy. There’s something about this boat, though. I get the feeling that he’s covered his tracks pretty good, but there’s evidence hidden on  the boat. I’d start by snooping around on it and seeing what you turn up.”

“What about the third photo?” Candice asked.

I looked at the third photo, an older woman roughly in her late fifties to early sixties, with washed-out gray hair, a prominent nose and muddy eyes. I held the photo and felt around using my radar. “I get the feeling this woman has no clue about what’s going on, that she’s being used as a pawn or something. This guy may be using her in some way to cover his tracks, setting her up to take the blame for the crime.”

“That makes a lot of sense,” Candice said. “Most of the evidence is pointing to her right now, but she’s been an exemplary employee at the company for almost thirty years. She’s about to retire, and we couldn’t figure out why, after all this time, she would start stealing from the company.”

“Yeah, I agree with your instincts. It really feels to me like she’s being set up. Look on the boat, Candice. There’s something there.”

Candice gave me a big smile as I put the photos back in the envelope. “Thanks, Abby. You’ve probably saved me a ton of legwork on this.”

“No sweat, Candice. By the way, what’s the deal with Ireland?”

Candice gave a startled laugh. “God! Does anything get by you? I’m going there next month for a six-week vacation.”

“Wow,” I said enviously. “Well, you’re going to have a great time, but you’ll need to pack warmer than you think.”

“Thanks. I’ll make sure I do. I’ll be back in September, and I’m sure I’ll be calling you for help on the next big case I get.”

“Anytime,” I said, standing up as she handed me a check and we walked to the door.

“Say, by the way,” Candice said as she stooped to gather up her purse and briefcase, “I saw this documentary the other night on the Discovery Channel about a psychic who works with the police to solve some of their toughest cases, and while I was watching I immediately thought of you. You know, I think you’d make a great police psychic.”

My eyes widened at the suggestion. She had to be kidding, “No way!” I laughed as if she’d made a particularly funny joke.

“Why not? You’ve helped me find all sorts of clues to white collar crimes. Why not lend that same talent to your community?”

I looked at Candice for a long moment, struggling to come up with a valid reason she would accept as to why I wouldn’t go near the police, when my intuition went suddenly haywire and several very quick flashes bulleted through my mind’s eye. The vision was so intense that I stepped back abruptly, nearly losing my balance as Candice reached forward quickly to grab my arm and steady me.

“Abby?” she asked alarmed, “Abby, are you okay?”

Startled out of my trance, I snapped my head up and quickly recovered myself. “Yeah, just a really weird déjà vu moment there,” I said, shaking my head to clear it. Trying to reassure her, I said, “Listen, you drive safe back home, okay? And call me next time you get into town and we’ll have lunch or something.”

Candice still looked worried, but being the talented detective that she is, took the hint that I didn’t want to talk about what had just happened. “Sounds great. Take care, Abby,” she said, squeezing my shoulder.

I closed the door behind Candice and sighed deeply, rubbing my temples. It had been a long morning. I walked over to my appointment book to check what  the rest of my day looked like, scrolling my finger down to the next appointment. My eleven o’clock had canceled, and my next client wasn’t until one. I did a small “hurrah” with my hands. With the cancellation I had a two-hour break for lunch and whatever.

Not wanting to waste a minute of it, I blew out all the candles I’d lit earlier, grabbed my purse and bolted out the door. As I entered the hallway of my office building, the coolness of the central air wafted over me, instantly rejuvenating me.

One of the hazards of my job is that air pressure and temperature often change when I’m in session with a client. Cold rooms get warm, warm rooms get hot, and sometimes my ears ring with a high-pitched whine. I’d learned over the past few years to ignore most of it, but in the middle of July it was typically more of a struggle. My office was located in one of the older buildings in town, and the central air, while fabulous in the main hallway, seemed only to leak stingily out of the vent in my suite.

Reaching the stairs, I pitched forward, grabbing the railings and thrusting my hips out in front of me, launching myself down several steps at a time. What can I say? I was always the last kid off the monkey bars when recess ended.

Hitting the ground floor with a loud thunk, I stood for just a minute in the marble enclosure, soaking up the cool air before braving the heat and the bustle of people I knew would be waiting for me outside.

 

I live and work in a suburb of Detroit called Royal Oak, which stands as one of the last great bastions of middle-class neighborhoods buffering Detroit from its much wealthier suburbs slightly to the north, thus saving the area from total plutocracy.

Royal Oak is a city bursting at the seams, sandwiched between Ten Mile and Fourteen Mile Roads. In southeastern Michigan, the mile roads measure roughly how far from Detroit you are—the farther north the location, the bigger the mile number and the farther north the real estate’s price tag. A single mile can be the difference of a cool quarter million or more.

In the past several years Royal Oak has transformed from a place to avoid to the place to be seen. These days many of its residents spend their time in the city’s downtown area, strolling the streets and lounging on benches, doing nothing but ogling. All kinds are welcomed and represented here: Gens X & Y, homos, heteros, winos, midlifers, boomers and dinks. The place is a regular United Nations.

My office is located in the Washington Square Building, which rests on the northern tip of downtown, just before Eleven Mile. I share the four-room suite with my best friend, Theresa, who is a psychic medium. We chose this particular location because not only is the building the biggest in Royal Oak but it’s structurally one of the quirkiest.

By all appearances the building is an absolute marvel of architectural indecision. Its layout is a hodgepodge of brick and mortar, chalky brown in color. Boxy sections contrast drastically with sharply angular wings, and windows range from arch shape to retangular depending on what floor you’re peering up at. A huge neon sign advertising a local newspaper drapes the cornice like a necklace and can be seen for miles, making it easy for Theresa and me to give directions to new clients.

Inside, small shops, galleries and restaurants make up the street level establishments, while professional suites occupy the upper floors. Theresa and I are sandwiched between an accountant and a computer graphics firm on the building’s northern square end. The rent is reasonable, the building is well maintained, and nobody in the other office suites has complained yet about our liberal use of candles and incense. For four years it’s been the perfect place to operate.

 

After sufficiently soaking up the cool lobby air, I stepped courageously out into the furnace of the mid-July day. I turned right toward the center of downtown and pulled my cell phone out of my purse. Flipping the phone open I hit the number for voice mail and listened intently as I walked down Washington heading three blocks south to the Pic-A-Deli Restaurant for a tuna on honey whole wheat with extra-hot peppers. I had one message, from Theresa.

Theresa and I had met four and a half years earlier through very unusual circumstances, and to this day I still marvel at the magnitude of the gift that led her to me.

I was working in a bank at the time, trying my best to fit into a world that never really accepted me. My childhood had been filled with unusual singular events that since they occurred over the spread of several years were fairly easy for me and my family to ignore: my announcement of a fire in our basement a week before smoke alarms woke us from a sound sleep; my premonition of my grandfather’s death ten minutes before the phone call from my aunt; and finally, to the chagrin of my social-climbing parents, my proclamation that my father’s high-paying executive position was going to fall victim to corporate downsizing a full month before he received his pink slip.

To parents who distrusted anything metaphysical, it was as if my divining such things meant I was forcing them to happen and that if I had just shut my mouth we could have avoided such hardships. I learned pretty  quickly that it was better to keep my premonitions to myself.

As I grew older, my “episodes,” as I’d come to call them, happened much more frequently and were much stronger. One day when I was in college I was overcome with a feeling that forced me against my better judgment to approach my statistics professor just before class. I hopped from foot to foot behind him, anxious to get his attention, and when he finally turned to look at me I blurted out in a rush that he needed to get to the doctor right away because I saw a problem with his heart.

He looked at me oddly for a long moment before asking me to take my seat so that he could begin his lecture. A week later the class was canceled due to the death of our professor. You guessed it—heart attack.

That single event convinced me far more than my parents’ insinuations that I had somehow been the cause of a terrible thing. I felt that by speaking the words aloud I had somehow caused my professor’s premature demise. I didn’t know anything about intuition back then, how it worked, what it felt like. I just knew the pattern of causation: I saw things in my mind’s eye, I said them out loud, they happened—ergo, I made them happen.

For the rest of my years in college and into my early career in banking I refused to speak things that I saw aloud again. If I had a flash of something in my mind’s eye I quickly focused on something else and began humming. By the time I was twenty-six I was humming constantly.

Then one morning when I was working at my desk in a local bank I got an odd feeling that someone was looking at me. Glancing around I saw a young woman across the lobby with curly chestnut hair and large brown eyes staring at me in an odd, almost blank way.

I smiled at her, wondering if I knew her from somewhere. She smiled back and continued to stare. I shrugged my shoulders slightly in question; she nodded back, then exited the bank. Even as I puzzled over her strange behavior, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I would see her again.

The next day I had just come out of the supply room, my arms loaded with flyers and pamphlets for the lobby, when I noticed the same woman sitting at my desk. I set down the pamphlets and hurried over to her, eager to find out how we knew each other.

“Hello,” I said as I settled into my chair. “May I help you?”

She looked at me for a moment, and it was as if she was looking through me. “You’re Abigail, right?”

“Yes?” I said, nudging the little nameplate at the front of my desk closer to her.

“My name is Theresa, and I know this is going to sound really crazy to you, but I’m a medium and I have a message for you.”

I’m sure the look on my face changed in an instant from polite inquisitiveness to caution. I didn’t know what a “medium” was, and so I was prepared for some sort of Bible-thumping lecture that I was sure would end with my calling Security.

When I said nothing Theresa continued. “Do you know someone named Carl?” she asked.

My mouth fell open a little. “My grandfather’s name was Carl.” He and I had been very close, and he’d died when I was twelve.

“And who is Sum—Summer?” she asked, working to get the name right.

“Sumner,” I corrected. “He was my other grand-father.”

I was conscious at that moment that I had suddenly  stopped breathing, as if the sound of my breath would distract her from talking further.

“And Margaret?”

Unbidden tears sprang to my eyes; no one I socialized with knew the names of all my grandparents, “My grandmother—she was married to Carl and died when I was six.”

“Okay, well, your grandparents have been talking to me for two days, and they have a message that I’m supposed to deliver. They want you to know that they know you can see things. They know that you have a gift, and they want me to help you develop it. You’re supposed to be using your gift, not this”—she waved a hand at my desk—“to make a living.”

For a very long moment we just stared at each other. To her credit, Theresa looked as unsure of the message she’d just delivered as I felt. I considered the possibility that this was a joke, that some sick bastard thought this was funny and had put an actress up to it. Or maybe this woman was crazy, and she’d just made three very good guesses. But what I couldn’t discount was the fact that she had just voiced aloud what I’d inherently known all my life: that I was, in fact, “gifted.”

Up to this point, it hadn’t felt much like a gift, but when I understood what kinds of emotions could be stirred by the encounter I was now having, I felt that term was more than appropriate.

I’d love to tell you that I had a Jerry Maguire moment, jumping up and announcing to one and all that I was quitting my boring bank job to go be a professional psychic, but the truth is that it took a long time for me to warm to the idea.

Theresa left me her card—she was doing readings out of a little coffee shop back then—and told me to  call her when I decided to trust my own intuition and follow the path I was meant to be on.

For three months I mulled it over, unwilling to make a decision either way; then fate intervened and the decision was made for me. A larger conglomerate bought the bank I was working in, and I was downsized. Finding myself unemployed and a bit desperate, I looked up Theresa, who’s been my tutor, best friend and partner ever since.

Together we’ve built a business that combines our talents: She connects people with their deceased loved ones, and I connect them to their futures. It’s a great mix, as we really don’t compete, and we like to compare notes a lot. Yes, we do that—we intuitives love to talk to each other about what kinds of messages come through. It helps us calibrate our skills and understand the mechanics of what’s happening.

People think that we can hear these magic beings in our head, or that we get this full-color film reel of an event and that’s how we predict the future. In truth, the reality is much less glamorous.

What happens is that a thought or an image that feels like a memory will pop into my head, and this is coupled with a strong compulsion to blurt out what’s swirling around in my mind’s eye. It’s a little like psychic Tourette’s, things seem to tumble out of my mouth that have no forethought, and somehow these are always the most accurate bits of imformation.

The best way to describe it is to compare it to the game of Clue. In my mind’s eye I may see a peacock, a pool table and some candles. When I see these images, I will have a strong compulsion to say something like, “Who’s the pool player who wears peacock feathers and likes to play by candlelight?” which would be the way my logical mind might translate what I’m  seeing. It’s then up to the client to put together the clues and figure out that Mrs. Peacock did it in the billiard room with the candlestick. My readings tend to be very interactive that way, and the more cooperative the client the better the results in the end.

 

Walking to the deli, I smiled as I listened to Theresa’s voice sing over the recorded voice mail. She was currently in California, where she’d been for the last three weeks meeting with producers and other Hollywood types negotiating a possible television pilot centered around her ability to connect people with their deceased loved ones. As a psychic medium, Theresa’s focus isn’t like mine, where I use my talents to predict the future. Her ability rests almost solely on bridging the gap between the living and the dead, and Theresa wasn’t just good at what she did, she was amazing. Her sessions were most powerful in large group settings, with lots of tears and jaw dropping drama as she is able to intuit with incredible accuracy names, places and dates relative specifically to people who have crossed over, giving hard proof that life continues beyond the headstone.

Watching her at work is really mesmerizing, which was why Hollywood had come knocking on her door one day and asked her to come out and talk. These days, if you want to become famous for having a sixth sense, you gotta be able to talk to the dead, and as I don’t relish a lot of attention, I’m lucky not to have this particular talent. Besides, Theresa’s far more suited for all the attention. Of the two of us she’s much more poised, and even though she’s a few years younger than me, she’s typically the grownup between us.

Her message was short and excited. “Hey, girl! I’ve  got news! Call me!” I immediately hit speed dial to her cell phone and waited for the sound of her voice. She picked up on the fourth ring.

“Hey, what’s up?”

“Oh, hi! I was just about to try you again. I don’t have a lot of time—they’re calling our flight in a minute here—but I had to tell you that we signed this morning!”

“Told you so,” I said, smiling. There is no greater feeling to me than being right. I had given Theresa a reading before she left for California, and it was music to my ears to hear that something I’d predicted had come true.

“And you were right about the house too. We found this adorable little three-bedroom for rent in Santa Monica, and we just confirmed with the woman who owns it that we’re going to rent it beginning the first of the month!”

Most of me was damned happy; however, the part of me that had grown used to hanging out with Theresa and Brett, her husband, felt sad and abandoned. “So you’re really leaving me, huh?”

“ ’Fraid so, my friend. But I’m headed back today, and we have the rest of the month, and there are like a billion planes a day flying between Detroit and L.A. You can come out here, I can come there . . . really, it will be okay.”

I reached the Pic-A-Deli, but my appetite had disappeared. I walked inside anyway and stood in line, pouting like a three-year-old. I’d always known this day would come, but that didn’t help—it still felt cruddy. As I listened to Theresa talk about her exciting new television career I feigned interest and forced my voice to higher octaves of excitement. I don’t think I was a very good actress though, because she finally said, “Hey, I’ll be home later tonight—I’ll call you  and we can talk it through then. You could always move out to L.A. too, you know.”

Since intuition is a right brain activity, I mentally asked the question on the right side of my head—a technique I used when I needed a yes or no answer: Should I move to California? The difference between a “yes” and a “no” is that “yes” feels light and airy on the right side of my body and “no” feels thick and heavy on the left. Now my left side felt thick and heavy.

Putting my acting voice back on, I said, “Sure, give me a call tonight, Theresa. We’ll talk more then.”

I was next in line, and Theresa’s plane was boarding, so we disconnected. Marching up to the counter, I smiled at the heavyset man with receding white hair and forced a smile I didn’t feel.

“Abigail! The usual today?”

“Sure, Mike, but extra extra-hot peppers. I’m feeling reckless.”

Mike laughed and nodded at me. As he reached for the bread knife, however, a thought flickered into my head. Most people think that psychics are “on” all the time, like we walk through the streets able to detect good people from bad and at a moment’s notice know everything there is to know about total strangers. The truth is that we’re only “on” when we want to be. In other words, it’s very similar to a phone ringing in the distance; it’s always ringing, sometimes loudly, sometimes not. If we pick up the phone, we know we’ll get some info, but if we don’t pick it up, we get nothing. As Mike began cutting the bread, my intuitive “phone” was ringing very loudly. Annoyed, I answered it, and got a flash and a feeling. I looked at Mike. He knew what I did for a living; in fact, he let me hang my card on his bulletin board and didn’t seem too unnerved by it, so I decided to blurt out the thought that was now zipping through my head.

“Uh, Mike?”

“Yeah, Abby?”

“You drive a silver car?”

“Yeah! How’d you know?”

I smiled and tapped my temple, winking conspiratorially. “I think your car’s leaking fluid—oil or antifreeze or something. You may want to check it later.”

Mike stared at me for a long moment without blinking, his mouth hanging slightly open, then a huge grin spread across his face. “Abby, you’re good! I noticed a small stain on the floor of my garage this morning and I was thinking I’d take it to the gas station this weekend. Hey, can you tell me the winning lotto numbers?”

If I had a nickel for every person that asked me that question, I wouldn’t need to work anymore. I’d be retired and rich, rich, rich!

“Pal, if I knew, I’d be playin’ ’em!” I said as he wrapped my lunch and handed it over the counter to me. I paid for my sandwich, throwing in a Coke and some potato chips, and headed back to the office.

As I trundled up the stairs to the hallway leading to my suite, I noticed a woman pacing impatiently just outside the locked door. I felt a moment of panic and looked again at my watch. It was a little after eleven thirty. Had I misread my appointment book and looked at the wrong day? Did I forget to write in an appointment?

Truth be told, I wasn’t the best at the administrative side of the business. I usually considered it a pain-in-the-ass part of the job, and sometimes I took a little longer to get back to people than was appropriate, and sometimes I missed an appointment or two altogether.

Red-faced now, I walked briskly up to the woman and smiled my most winning smile. “Hello,” I said. “I apologize—I don’t remember booking an appointment for this time. Did I goof?”

The woman was tall and thin with shoulder-length  chestnut hair, horn-rimmed glasses and big brown eyes that looked both exhausted and anxious at the same time. “Are you Abigail?” she asked in a voice soft as Minnie Mouse.

“Yes.”

“Oh, thank God. My name is Allison Pierce. My friend Connie canceled her eleven o’clock with you, and I thought perhaps if you hadn’t filled it you might be willing to see me?”

I checked my watch again and looked at the bagged lunch I now carried. My initial reaction would have been no, I don’t do “please-please-please-with-sugar-on-top-just-fit-me-in-this-one-time” readings. Experience has taught me that the moment you make an exception you can count on it becoming the rule.

Something about her anxious face and the wringing of her hands tugged at me, though. I sighed and checked in with “the crew,” hoping they’d back me up. Instead I got a very firm “yes!” Crap.

Well, I wasn’t that hungry anymore anyway. “Okay,” I said, “I’ve got some time before my next appointment arrives. Come on in.”

I unlocked the office, letting us both in, put my lunch in the small refrigerator in the waiting room, locked the front door and ushered Allison into my reading room.

Our office is laid out in a T-shaped floor plan. The front door deposits you in our tiny waiting room, where two chairs sit facing the door and a small table holds several magazines. Directly behind that room is our administrative office, with a small desk in the center of the room to hold the phone, the computer, and two large filing cabinets, which hold client release forms and mailing lists. Two other rooms also open off the waiting room: Theresa’s reading room to the right, and mine to the left.

The space that I use to read people is one of my favorite places on earth. The room is rather small, only eleven by nine feet, but to me it’s the perfect size. I’d painted the walls an azure blue that always reminded me of one of those travel calendars I’d seen with a photo of the Greek island of Mykonos and the sea surrounding it. The room has an abundance of trim, and this I’d painted a rich buttery cream that complemented the blue. Daylight pours in through two long horizontal windows that run almost the full length of the room. Seven very tall bamboo shoots sprout from a rainbow-colored glass vase, which rests on a credenza butted up against the windows.

Dotting every possible surface are clusters of crystals and lightly scented candles. In the center of the room two overstuffed cream-colored chairs sit facing each other, between them a small table that holds a tape recorder. On the walls I’d hung a favorite photo of Hawaii and a beautiful mosaic glass mirror. Tucked into one far corner, a mammoth linear waterfall gave rhythm to the room.

I pointed to one of the chairs, and as Allison settled herself, I quickly walked around the room with a lighter, igniting several of the candles. Finally, I went to my chair and pulled a blank tape from a stack on the credenza next to me. I stuck the tape in, set the clock and got comfortable.

For most people, intuition is little more than a whisper, a flutter in the white noise they’ve grown so used to ignoring. For me, it’s an actual physical sensation involving flashes of pictures, pressure changes, ringing in my ears and tugs on my body. There are times when I feel so compelled to say something to someone that I can’t focus on anything else until I’ve said it. I’ve even had instances where I’ve had a kind of tunnel vision, the world slipping from my peripheral vision as the message I’m supposed to relay plays over and over in my head.

Over the past several years I’ve discovered ways to control the beast, so to speak, and have found it best that before each session with a client I establish a regular routine. I begin by closing my eyes, and in my mind’s eye envisioning white light surrounding me and filling the room. I then invite my crew in.

My “crew” consists of five spirit guides, and one by one I can “feel” their energy enter the room and stand on my right. Think of it like closing your eyes and sensing someone entering the room; there is almost a radiance emanating from them that you can detect without really understanding why you can detect it. This is how it feels to me when I ask my guides to attend.

Once my guides have entered, I then ask the client for their full name and date of birth, which is sort of like painting a bull’s-eye on a target for me. Once I have the client’s name and birth date I open my intuition, pointing it directly at the client, like an arrow at a target. When I feel a connection to their energy, I know it’s time for me to speak.

After a few moments in front of Allison I felt a strong connection to her energy and got several images right away. “Okay, the first thing I’m picking up is pottery. They’re showing me a potter’s wheel and that scene from Ghost, you know, where Demi Moore is making clay pots?”

Allison replied in a surprised breath, “I teach a pottery class at the Art Institute.”

“Cool! Okay, they’re giving me the feeling that you’ve been very sad lately. I feel like someone close to you, a woman, has left the picture and that this has made you very depressed; your pottery is suffering or you’re neglecting your class as a result.”

“Yes,” she said as I paused between sentences.

“They are making me feel like you used to be an outdoorsy kind of person, like you enjoyed planting flowers and tending the garden and you’ve been spending all this time indoors with the shades drawn.”

“Yes.”

“Your guides are telling me that you need to get on with your life, that this sadness needs to pass and that there is a big giant world of discovery out there if only you’ll venture out.”

Silence.

I rarely look at my clients when I’m doing a reading as I’ve found that their facial expressions tend to distract me. I typically point my gaze to an empty corner of the room or just close my eyes. The only time I will look at a client is when they don’t confirm something I’ve said. Allison hadn’t responded yet, so thinking that I might have gotten the last statement wrong, I glanced at her to gauge her physical reaction. What I noticed was that her mouth had formed a grim, thin line and her hands were gripping the sides of the chair so fiercely that her knuckles were turning white.

A little confused at her reaction, I checked again with my crew to make sure I was on track. They replayed everything I’d just said again in my head, a sign that I was in fact getting it right. I focused again on Allison, and I suddenly noticed the tiniest shift in her energy. She was closing herself off. Experience had taught me that this meant that either I was way off or I had struck a nerve. I mentally asked the crew for a different topic.

“Okay, now they’re showing me a FOR SALE sign. . . . Are you selling your house?”

“Yes.”

“Good, they’re saying move forward with this. I feel like this is a really good thing you’re doing, like they are really happy you’re doing this. I get the feeling  that there was too much of the past here and that by moving out you’re letting go of things that have been weighing you down.”

More silence. I refused to look at Allison anymore, deciding to keep my eyes closed. Her reactions were throwing me off, and I just wanted to concentrate on what I was getting. I could feel her energy both accepting what I was saying and holding it at bay. The incongruity of it was making me mentally scratch my head. Feeling slightly frustrated, I again asked my crew for another topic.

“Okay, they’re saying there is a dark-haired man around you, and they are attaching a warning to him. They’re saying that you need to have nothing to do with him. I get the feeling this guy is connected to you in some obscure way, like he’s a family member but not, a brother figure or something, someone you’ve lost touch with, and you should keep it that way—he’s just got bad news written all over him. They’re also connecting him to this feeling of loss for you, like he was why this woman you were close to left, and that you want to blame him, and they’re saying that it’s okay to blame him, but not to his face. Like he really did do what you think he did, but you need to tread carefully here. They keep saying ‘Leave well enough alone’ and I get the feeling that you’re sticking your nose into something that is bigger than you thought it was or that you could be getting yourself into trouble with this dark-haired man. They’re saying that there’s really nothing you can do and just to leave it alone.”

Silence.

Once in a great while I will get a really “icky” feeling connected with a possible future event. The icky feeling with the professor and his heart condition was what compelled me to warn him that day in class.

I was getting the same type of very icky feeling around Allison and this dark-haired man. Hearing no confirmation for what I had just said, I finally opened my eyes and looked at her. She had gone very pale and very still and her eyes were liquid, tears on the verge of spilling over.

The warning continued to play over and over in my head, so I emphasized it by saying, “Allison, I’m telling you, they are making it clear that you need to stay away from this guy, whoever he is. You have the power to change your destiny. It’s called free will, and you can choose to ignore this advice and bring one kind of future to yourself, or you can take my advice and stay out of trouble. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she whispered and nodded her head.

In retrospect, I suppose I wanted to believe that I’d gotten through to her; I wanted to believe she’d listened to the warning and taken my advice. Why I didn’t probe a little deeper when I had the chance, I’ll never know. What I do remember is that my icky feeling refused to subside, but I asked for another topic anyway, and the rest of her reading was actually rather bland. Other than the initial warning nothing jumped out at me. I’ve gone back over it many times since then, wondering continually if I could have altered fate in some way. Maybe if I’d just pushed a little harder, used my gift to probe a little deeper, perhaps I could have saved Allison’s life in the end, and in doing so prevented a serial killer from setting his sights on me.

The tricky thing about fate, however, is that it’s all in the timing.
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