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Praise for the Abby Cooper, Psychic Eye mysteries

“Victoria Laurie has crafted a fantastic tale in this latest Psychic Eye Mystery. There are few things in life that upset Abby Cooper, but ghosts and her parents feature high on her list ... giving the reader a few real frights and a lot of laughs.”—Fresh Fiction

 

“Fabulous.... Fans will highly praise this fine ghostly murder mystery.”—The Best Reviews

 

“A great new series . . . plenty of action.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“An invigorating entry into the cozy mystery realm. . . . I cannot wait for the next book.”—Roundtable Reviews

 

“The characters are all realistically drawn and the situations go from interesting, to amusing, to laugh-out-loud funny. The best thing a person can do to while away the cold winter is to cuddle up in front of a fire with this wonderful book.”—The Best Reviews

 

“A fun, light read, and a promising beginning to an original series.”—The Romance Reader’s Connection

 

“A fresh, exciting addition to the amateur sleuth genre.”

—J. A. Konrath, author of Rusty Nail

 

“Worth reading over and over again.”—Bookviews
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Chapter 1

“Good morning, Miss Holliday,” the real estate agent cheerfully greeted me outside 84 Dartmouth Street.

“Hi, there. You must be Cassandra,” I said, shaking her hand. “Please call me M.J.”

“You’re younger and prettier than I thought you’d be,” she commented as she nervously twisted the pearls at her neck.

“Thank you,” I said, then quickly got down to business. “I know we talked a little on the phone, but what can you tell me about this house?”

Cassandra paled slightly and looked up at the three-story brownstone, a turn-of-the-century gem that was right at home in Boston’s opulent Back Bay neighborhood. “I’ve had the listing for almost a year, which, as you can imagine, is unheard-of here in the Back Bay. Brownstones like this one sell around here in a matter of weeks, not months.”

“Sticker shock?” I asked.

“No, nothing like that. At one million it’s an absolute steal! And we’ve had a lot of interest in it, despite its history. But every time we get close to making a deal, the buyer backs out. They all say the same thing: The place just has bad energy.”

“You said someone was killed inside?”

Cassandra nodded. “Yes, the daughter of the current owners was raped and murdered a little over a year ago.”

“That’s awful,” I said, looking back toward the brownstone. “Did they catch the killer?”

“He was shot by police as he tried to make a getaway out the back. Unfortunately, they arrived too late to save the girl.”

“So, really, two people died in the house.”

“Yes, I suppose so,” she said.

“And what’s been happening since then?”

“Well,” she said, her hand going back to twist the pearls, “every time I show the house I get the feeling I’m being watched. And more than that, sometimes I feel like I’m being followed. People come in and don’t seem to want to stay. Most folks just take a tour of one or two rooms; then they leave like they’re being chased out.”

“I see,” I said, but I had a feeling there was more. “Is that all?”

“No,” she said after a moment. “The other day I was showing the house to this couple who really seemed to be okay with the history of the place. They considered it a good trade-off for such a bargain. But just as we were getting ready to leave, we all heard a woman’s scream from one of the bedrooms upstairs. I thought someone had come in while I was showing the couple around, so I ran up there and looked all over but no one was there. Then, just as I was coming back downstairs, I felt . . .” She paused.

“What?”

“I felt someone touch me.”

“Like a hand on your shoulder or something?”

“No,” she whispered, her eyes large and frightened. “Like someone touched me inappropriately.”

“Ah,” I said with a nod. Now I knew who the aggressor was. “Okay, if you’ll unlock the door I’ll get to work.”

“Can you really help us, M.J.?”

“That’s what I do, Cassandra,” I said. “I’m a ghostbuster. Give me a few hours and let me see what I can do.”

Cassandra followed me up the six steps to the front door and unlocked it for me. “You’ll be all right in there by yourself?” she asked, her face suddenly worried.

“I’ll be fine,” I said confidently. I’d faced scarier stuff than this before. Pausing as the door swung shut behind me, I moved into the foyer and, looked around, setting my duffel bag down in the corner by the staircase. I wanted to get the lay of things before reaching into my bag of tricks.

I let my eyes travel around the room, getting a feel for the brownstone’s configuration. The front foyer had several doorways leading to the rest of the house. To my right a corridor led to the kitchen. The living room was directly in front of me, and off to my left was what looked like a study. From my back pocket I pulled out my electrostatic meter, a small gadget that measures variances in electrostatic energy. I held my arm out and waved it in a circle around the foyer, noting the thick, luxurious carpet, high ceilings, crown molding, and expensive wall covering. The digs were definitely opulent, and even without furniture you could tell this place oozed money. And, according to my electrostatic meter, the place oozed something else, too.

With an eye on the needle bouncing back and forth across the gauge, I moved ahead through the foyer and into the living room. The needle gave a jolt as I edged over to the French doors that swung out onto the terrace. The needle bounced again. I put the little gadget in the back pocket of my jeans and closed my eyes for a moment and got myself centered.

Before I was a ghostbuster, I was a professional medium, which has proven to be the most beneficial skill for my success rate as a top-notch buster. In other words, I can sense energies that both have crossed over to the other side successfully, and those that have become stuck, or “grounded,”  as we like to call it. In 84 Dartmouth I had immediately picked up the energies of two grounded spirits, one female and one male. I decided to focus on the female first.

Moving away from the French doors, I followed the small tug in my solar plexus, heading through the hallway and up the stairs. As I closed in on the female energy, something slightly disturbing happened. I felt the male energy, which was thick with ill will, begin to follow me. “Back off a little, pal,” I said quietly to him. “I’ll deal with you in a moment.”

The male energy didn’t want to listen, but continued to shadow me up to the second floor, where I paused on the landing before continuing up to the third floor. There, at the end of the hallway, I saw a dark shadow dart into one of the bedrooms. “It’s okay,” I said to the shadow. “I’m not going to hurt you.” I walked down the hall and into the bedroom, and noticed an immediate dip in temperature. I crossed my arms and shivered slightly, feeling the icy coolness penetrate my clothing and my skin, seeping into my bones. I’d never gotten used to the deep chill that comes with rubbing up against spectral activity, but I pushed my discomfort aside and focused hard on the task at hand. “What’s your name, sweetheart?” I asked the empty bedroom softly.

There was no response, but I could feel the fear emanating from the woman’s spirit. I sensed her in the corner of the room, and sure enough, my mind’s eye flashed an image of a young woman in her early twenties, crouched and cowering by the window. I moved over to that area and felt the temperature dip even lower. I knelt down and closed my eyes to concentrate. I said aloud, “I’m here to help you. He can’t hurt you anymore, honey. And I’ll make sure he doesn’t get away with what he’s done. Please talk to me. Tell me your name.”

With relief I felt the name Carolyn float into my mind. I smiled sadly. The poor thing—not only had she been raped  and killed by the beast behind me, but now she was stuck in a confusing state of limbo. Where are my parents? she asked me desperately.

“They’re safe, but they’re very worried about you, Carolyn. They’ve asked me to help you. Will you allow me to?”

I opened my eyes and stared at the blank space in front of me. I couldn’t see Carolyn, but I could definitely feel and hear her. She didn’t answer me right away, so I continued to try to win her over. “I promise to keep you safe, but you’ve got to trust me. I will guide you home, but I can’t do that if you’re unwilling. Will you trust me?”

He promised!

“He promised what, honey?” I knew she was talking about her attacker.

He promised not to hurt me if I cooperated!

I sighed heavily. The rat bastard. I was going to enjoy dealing with him. “I know, my friend, I know,” I said gravely. “He lied. But that’s in the past. He cannot hurt you again. I absolutely forbid it.”

Where are my parents? This plea was even more urgent in my head than the first time she’d asked me. Carolyn was coming close to panicking, and if she did I’d lose contact with her. She would no doubt seek the comfort of the limbo plane that hovered just beyond the one we existed on. This was where lost spirits typically hung out, coming into our reality only when they were strong enough to deal with what had happened to them.

“Carolyn, you must listen to me,” I said sternly, hoping the command would snap her out of her desire to run. “You have to stay with me. I can get you out of here, but only if you do exactly as I say. I will guide you to safety, but we need to be quick—”

He’s here! she interrupted me. Hide! We’ve got to hide!

“Damn it,” I muttered as I turned around. Sure enough, an ominous dark shadow hung in the doorway, floating back  and forth in the opening. If I didn’t do something quickly, I’d lose Carolyn. “Stay right here, Carolyn,” I said as I stood up. “I’m going to get rid of him if you hide right here until I return. I promise I’ll help you find your way. Will you wait for me?”

A feeling that I can only describe as a nod touched my mind. “Good girl,” I said, walking toward the black shape. As I got close I could see my breath as I exhaled, and my teeth wanted to chatter. I resisted the urge to shiver and walked purposefully at the black shape.

I stopped when the shadow disappeared in front of me. To my right came a loud thumping noise. I snapped my head to where the noise had come from, but only the wall stared back at me. “So that’s how we’re going to play it, huh?” I whispered, then gathered my anger and shouted, “Listen, you miserable slug of human compost! You coward! You evil, vile excuse for a man! I think you’re afraid of me, and I’ll bet you dollars to doughnuts that you won’t follow me if I leave this room, because you don’t have the guts!” With that I dashed out of the room, and immediately felt the dark male energy give chase.

I tore down the hallway and grabbed the banister, turning the corner to jump down several stairs in one leap. The dark energy behind me seemed to thrum with excitement as my adrenaline surged. I could feel him trying to gather his strength. In a moment he would try something dirty, and I made sure to keep one hand on the railing for balance. It was a good thing I did, because in the next moment I felt a hard thud in the center of my back, and a microsecond later a strong tug on my right breast. “You son of a bitch!” I swore at him as I shook it off and continued down the stairs. “I’ll get you for that!” I said as I reached the first floor and dashed to my duffel bag. I scanned the living room, looking for what I knew had to be there, and feeling the slow, prickly sensation of something snaking around my neck.

I scowled and moved forward into the living room, searching the walls intently. “Eureka,” I said after a moment. “Gotcha, you rat bastard!” I moved closer to study the small black hole that I’d spotted in the atmosphere just above the wall. The hole was nothing more than a small one-foot-by-one-foot section of air right next to the wall that to the naked eye looked vaporous and was tinted a light gray. I could sense the energy behind me shift from hungry to nervous. “You didn’t think I knew about this little doorway of yours, did you?” I said over my shoulder as I set the duffel down and squatted to pull out my drill. “Let’s see how much of a bully you are after we close up this bad boy, shall we?”

I dug out three spikes made of magnetized metal, and a hammer to help drive them home. The force behind me thudded into my back with all his might, and I pitched forward as my head hit the wall. “You ass!” I said, turning to face him. In front of me I saw the dark shadow again, and in my mind’s eye conjured a face that was mean and full of rage.

Stop! he shouted at me.

I laughed and held my drill up to him. “Time to shut the portal,” I said, and turned back to the wall. My drill was battery operated, which prevented the likes of him from screwing around too much with it, and allowed me to begin the drilling.

No! he screamed again, and to my right there was an incredibly loud bang!

I laughed at his futile efforts, and after I’d completed three holes I turned around. “Not so tough now, are you?”

The black shadow hovered in front of me, and I could sense that his attention was quite focused on the three spikes at my feet. “This is your little gateway, isn’t it?” I said, pointing to the area where I’d drilled the holes. “Well, let me tell you something, pal. I’m not going to stand for it. You have ten seconds to make a choice. If you stay here I will  help you cross over to the other side, where you’ll have to face what you’ve done and be held accountable. Or you can head through here now, and be locked in down there until you’re ready to face your own demons and go home on your own.”

The energy in front of me wavered for a moment, and for a split second I thought I’d convinced him to let me help him. But I was sorely disappointed when the miserable scum grabbed my boob again! I growled low in my throat and whirled around, snatching the magnetic stakes and inserting the first into the hole. Behind me there was an audible male scream as I lifted my hand with the hammer, preparing to drive it home on the head of the spike. “Do-or-die time, buddy!” I yelled, and brought the hammer down. A split second before I made contact with the spike I felt the ghost behind me dash into the portal I was preparing to close. “Coward!” I roared at him as his energy dissipated into the wall.

I finished pounding in that stake, then moved on to the other two. After I’d finished I stood back a little, eyeing my handiwork. The wall was a mess, with plaster and bits of drywall on the floor, but at least the portal was gone, never to return—that is, as long as the stakes were in place.

I tucked the drill and hammer into my duffel, then quickly went back upstairs. To my immense relief I could sense that Carolyn was still hovering in the corner. “Hey, there, girl,” I said gently as I eased into the room. “I’m sure you heard everything. He’s gone, Carolyn. The man who hurt you is gone for good.”

I’m afraid, I felt her say.

“I know you are, but trust me: I can help you with that. First, show me what happened.”

I don’t want to. . . .

“I know, I know. But sweetheart, I need to see it. We both need to see it. Take me to the end of it, if the beginning and  the middle were too painful. Take me to that time right before you found yourself confused and lost.”

There was a pulling sensation to my right, and I looked over to the far corner of the room. I saw a struggle taking place. Carolyn was naked and bleeding from her nose. Her attacker was standing over her and had her gripped by the throat. She was clawing at him, her eyes wild with terror. My own insides tightened as I watched the scene unfold. This was the worst part of the job. Seeing what really happened to innocent people in those final terrifying moments was an awful thing to experience.

“That’s good, Carolyn,” I said, hating that I was putting her through this, but knowing it was absolutely necessary. “Now go a little bit further, honey. Go beyond that moment where you’re fighting for your breath.”

The scene changed, and I saw Carolyn’s murderer drop her limp body on the floor. His head then snapped up as I heard the faint sound of a siren. In the next instant the killer dashed out of the room, leaving Carolyn lying where she was.

“Good, honey,” I said when his image had left the room. “That’s terrific. Now, I need you to focus on your body for a moment. Can you see that?”

I need to get up! she said. I need to run away!

“But you can’t, can you?” I said. “You can’t, Carolyn, because you’re not breathing. See?” I said, pointing to the lifeless image of her. “Your body has died, my friend. It’s time for you to accept that.”

I had a sudden, almost overwhelming sensation of deep sadness in my chest, and I knew that Carolyn had finally registered that she was dead.

I said, “Carolyn, listen to me. Even though your body has stopped functioning, your soul needs to move forward. I can help you do that, but you’ll need to do exactly as I say. Pay close attention to my words and follow my directions and I’ll get you out of here, okay?”

With relief, I felt that mental nod come into my mind. “Good girl. Now, above you I want you to sense a great bright light coming down from the heavens, through the ceiling, and descending onto your head. Can you sense this, Carolyn?”

There was a pause, and then, Yes.

“Wonderful! You’re doing great!” I praised. “Now, as this light envelops you, I want you to feel its warmth, its goodness, its purity, and its love. Can you feel all of those things, Carolyn?”

Another pause, then an excited, Yes!

“Awesome! Now, in front of you there should be a path. It may look a bit like a tunnel; sometimes it’s different depending on the person. Can you see this path?”

I can.

“Great. I need you to be very brave and take a step onto it. It leads to more of the light, more of that love that you’re sensing right now. It’s a good path to follow, and while you’re on it you will never be hurt again.”

I held my breath, waiting for Carolyn to make that next oh, so critical move. If she blanched, I’d have to come back and try to coax her over another time. If she went for it, she’d find her way to the other side without worry. Finally I sensed something like acceptance from her, and right before I felt her move forward, I clearly heard her say, Tell my parents I love them. Tell them I’ll look after Midnight and I’ll be all right now.

I smiled brightly. “I promise I’ll get the message to them, girl. You take care—okay?” But she was already gone. In the next instant I became aware of the silence. I opened my eyes and looked around. The room was empty; there was no energy in it besides myself. As I sent out my intuitive feelers, the room felt warm and clean and happy. I smiled and stood up, and, glancing at my watch, I realized I needed to get a move on. My next client was meeting me at my office in about a half hour.

I made my way back down the stairs, retrieved my duffel, and headed out the door. Cassandra’s car was parked in front of the brownstone. I met her at the bottom of the steps and she said, “Well? How’d it go?”

“Ghost is clear!” I sang. I loved that line.

“You got rid of it?” she asked me, peering anxiously up the stairs.

“Yep. And there are a few things I need to tell you before I take off.”

“Go ahead,” she said as she fished around in her purse and pulled out her checkbook.

“Carolyn has a message that needs to be delivered to her parents. She says that she’ll look after Midnight, and that she’s going to be all right now.”

Cassandra gasped. “Oh, my,” she said.

“That message makes sense to you?”

“Well, yes. Midnight was the Kettlemans’ cat. I know that because I have a few cats of my own, and Mrs. Kettleman was very fond of her pet. Last week when I called to tell her that we had an offer on the house, she sounded so sad. When I asked her why she said that they had to put Midnight to sleep that morning; the poor thing had kidney failure.”

“Good, then the Kettlemans will know that the message truly came from their daughter.”

Cassandra scribbled in her checkbook while I went on with my directions. “Also, there are three spikes pounded into the living room wall—

“There are three what driven into where?” Cassandra squealed. Oops. I may have forgotten to disclose that sometimes I needed to make a few handy adjustments to the architecture.

“It was completely necessary, Cassandra. It was either pound in a few stakes or have this house hang on the market for another few years.”

“But why?” she asked me.

I inhaled and tried to explain. “The man who murdered Carolyn was as nasty in death as he was in life. Energies like him often create a portal or doorway to a lower plane of existence where they can become stronger and more deviant. The only way to combat them is to shut their access back to this plane, and that means closing the portal.”

“Okay,” said Cassandra. “I think I’m following you.”

“The way to close them is by using magnets that create a barrier, because they screw up the electromagnetic energy of the portal. The stakes I used are highly magnetic, which should keep that nasty man from ever bothering anyone again.”

“But how am I supposed to explain stakes driven into a wall to prospective buyers?” Cassandra asked me.

“You hire a handyman to come over and patch over the stakes. They’re driven far enough into the wall that, with a little spackle and some paint, no one will ever know.”

Cassandra looked relieved. “Well, I can handle that,” she said with a chuckle. “Is there anything else?”

“Nope. That about does it. The house is clean and clear and shouldn’t give you any more trouble, but just in case, here’s my card,” I said, extending it to her. “And if you know of anyone who can benefit from our services, I’d appreciate it if you’d pass it along.”

“Of course,” she said, taking my card and giving me a broad smile. “Thank you, M.J., I’ll get a handyman over here right away.”

I took my leave of Cassandra and jogged to my car, checking my watch again. I was cutting it really close.

A few feet away from my auto, I hit the button on the key chain to release the locks. The car gave a toot of the horn, and from inside I heard a perfect mimic of the noise. “I’m comin’, Doc,” I said as I peered through the glass. My African Gray parrot sat perched on the steering wheel, bobbing his head in excitement as I reached for the handle. Sliding into the seat I asked, “What’s up, Doc?”

“Doc’s cuckoo for Coco Puffs!” he answered back, flipping his red tail and bobbing his head.

“You’re cuckoo all right,” I said, giving him a pat on the head as I started the engine.

At the age of twelve I’d received Doc as a Christmas present from my rather eccentric grandmother, Pearl. She’d given me the six-month-old bird only three months after I’d lost my mother to cancer. It’d been her very clever way of coaxing some life back into me, as I’d refused to speak a word since the death of my mother.

Grandma Pearl had offered me the noisy bird that day, and even now her words still rang in my ears. “Mary Jane,” she said as I opened the cage and extracted the parrot, my eyes wide with wonder, “this is a unique type of parrot that bonds for life with only one person, so you must take special care to treat him with respect and friendship. He will learn to talk soon, so you’ll need to work on his vocabulary, and make sure the words you teach him are acceptable for polite society, because once an African Gray learns a word, they never forget it.”

She’d said that last bit with a wink, knowing full well that I was the sort of kid who would not limit my pet’s vocabulary if I could get away with it.

I’d named my bird after an old relative of mine, the infamous Dr. John Henry Holliday, who had survived the gun-fight at the OK Corral, and called Wyatt Earp his best friend. Doc Holliday was my great-great-granduncle, and I liked to think that I’d inherited all my rebellious genes from him.

That had been an important year for me, as not only had I lost my mother and gained Doc, I’d met Gilley Gillespie, my best friend and business partner. On the first day of school I’d been wandering around on the playground when I’d noticed a little boy was playing with two G.I. Joe figures. Something about the way he was making them interact fascinated me. I’d stared at him as he played with the dolls,  and the moment he’d crashed them together and mimicked kissing noises I knew I had to meet him.

We’d been best friends within five minutes, and it had been Gilley who had convinced me to flee my high school graduation party and the Georgia backwater where we’d grown up for the bright lights of Boston, where he had a full scholarship to MIT and I’d had far fewer prospects.

We’d shared a tiny apartment on Cambridge Street, and while Gilley went to school majoring in computer science, I’d waitressed and worked odd jobs. Then one fateful night Gilley had come home and announced, “I got you a gig.”

“What kind of gig?” I’d said.

“There’s this girl in my HTML study group. Her father just died, and she can’t concentrate. We have finals in three days, and I need her to help me through this exam. I told her you could make sure her dad was okay. She’s coming over in an hour.”

Ever since I was a very little girl I’d been able to communicate with people who were no longer living. In the beginning I’d called them spookers, as most of them were slightly spooky to a little tyke like me, but a few I recognized, like my grandfather and my aunt Carol. Gilley knew about my talent, and had never even batted an eye when I’d make general comments to him like, “I was sitting on the subway today and this woman’s dead husband told me he’d suspected all along she was really a lesbian. Now he knows for sure.”

And as irritated as I was at Gilley for setting me up like that, when the girl arrived I knew I had to help her. I connected her to her father, both her grandparents, and a friend who’d died in a car accident. As the very grateful girl got up to leave, she asked me how much I charged.

Now, I’m not dense, but for whatever reason it had never even occurred to me to charge money for this, so I think I charged her some paltry sum, like twenty dollars. And after  her session I’d had six more phone calls, all from people excited to hear from their deceased relatives.

The rest was history—I’d had a booming practice going by the time Gilley graduated, and he’d graciously taken over managing my appointments while doing some computer hacking on the side. Our business changed forever after we’d gotten an unusual request from a woman who was afraid to stay in her own home. A former roommate had hanged himself there, and since then things had been weird.

It was my first bust, and the high I got from it made me quit the medium business and dive headfirst into ghostbusting, which I’ve been doing ever since.

My cell rang, shaking me out of my musings. “Holliday,” I said as I moved Doc from the steering wheel to my shoulder.

“Where are you?” Gilley demanded.

“I’m on my way, Gil. Take a chill pill.”

“M.J.,” he began—Gilley’s big on lectures. “You have an appointment in, like . . . twenty minutes!”

“And I’m a mere fifteen away, my friend. Besides, you should be proud of me. I’ve already collected on the Kettleman case.”

“The one in the Back Bay?”

“Yep. And before you remind me that you were right, let me just congratulate you on your business acumen.”

“Told you so,” he said, sounding smug. It had been Gilley’s idea to start advertising to the real estate community. He’d been actively soliciting brokers for a few weeks now.

“You just can’t resist saying it, can you?” I answered with a chuckle.

“It’s my nature; what can I say? So about this next case. I have the scoop on this Dr. Sable.”

“Cyberspying again?”

“If the information exists, I might as well look at it.  Anyhoo, this guy is worth big—and I do mean big—bucks. Dr. Steven Sable is the son of Andrew Jackson Sable. . . .”

“That tycoon who offed himself?” I asked, remembering the news article I’d read a few weeks ago.

“That’s the one,” Gilley sang. “And he has major connections. M.J., if we pull this one off, we could be sitting pretty. We could become a fad for rich people all over New England. You know, folks at cocktail parties could ask one another if their home has been busted or not. We could be the next big thing!”

I rolled my eyes and stifled the laugh that wanted to burble up from my throat. Gilley was always predicting our imminent success. “Sure, sure. So what else can you tell me about him?”

“Oh, nothing interesting . . .” Gilley said quickly. I knew he was hiding something.

“Gil,” I said, my voice dropping an octave, “ ’fess up. What’d he do?”

“Nothing horrible,” Gilley said. “He’s just had a little trouble with the IRS recently.”

“Tax evasion?”

“Nothing proven yet. I mean, no indictments have come down . . . so far.”

I groaned. “I don’t want to take work from a criminal, Gil.”

“M.J., he’s innocent until proven guilty. Let’s just hear him out, okay?”

“Fine,” I said, sighing at the traffic. I was stuck behind a shiny black Aston Martin, a car that had the ability to go from zero to sixty in, like, three heartbeats, but the guy driving this one was plodding along doing ten under the posted speed limit. “Crap,” I said into the cell phone.

“What’s the matter?” Gilley asked.

“I’m stuck behind the Batmobile, and I can’t move around this guy.” I noticed with irritation that the driver had  his head cocked to one side, talking on his cell phone. “Man, I hate people who talk on their phones and drive at the same time.”

“Good point. Let me let you go,” Gil said.

“Uh . . . right. See you in fifteen,” I said, and hung up. Groaning, I waited for a hole in traffic that would allow me to scoot around the moron, but things just weren’t going my way today. My eyes kept inching back and forth to the clock on the dash. “Come on, dude,” I muttered. “Just move over a little so I can get around you.”

After four more blocks, an opportunity came up for me to shoot past the Aston. As I stomped on the gas, I rolled down my window and yelled, “Get off the friggin’ phone!”

The man in the car next to me glanced over, and his blank expression seemed to ask, What?

I gave him a quick snarl while Doc squawked, “Get off the friggin’ phone! I’m cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs!”

 

We arrived with barely a minute to spare, and I wasted no time as I burst through the door. “You’re going to give me a heart attack one of these days,” said a man about my height, with thick brown wavy hair, a strong jaw, and a Roman nose, as he pointed to a clock and handed me a folder.

“I know, Gil, I know,” I said, hurrying into my office. Just as I had put Doc on his perch I heard the front door of our suite open and Gilley announce jovially, “Good morning! You must be Dr. Sable. So nice to meet you.”

Discreetly I shut my door and tossed my jacket on the coatrack in the corner, sat down behind my desk, and pulled open the file. A picture of a handsome man who looked to be in his mid- to late fifties stared back at me, and I scowled as I read the headline of the article: Wealthy Family Heir Questioned for Tax Evasion. “Great,” I said with a heavy sigh.

Before I’d had a chance to read through the file, my door  opened and in hustled Gilley with a look of absolute glee on his face. “Ohmigod! M.J., this guy is gorgeous!”

“The doctor?” I asked, taken aback, because Gilley’s tastes never ventured north of his own age.

“Yes, he’s beautiful, delicious . . . he’s Dr. Delicious!”

“Dr. Delicious! Dr. Delicious!” Doc called from his perch.

“Great,” I said, looking over at my parrot. “That’s all I need.”

“Anyway, he’s filling out the paperwork, and I’ll send him right in. Remember, be polite, M.J. We could use this job.”

“Yeah, yeah . . .” I said, waving him away.

I skimmed the rest of the article and moved on to another one that documented Andrew Sable’s death. The article was heavy on Andrew’s background as a shipping tycoon and light on details of his demise. The official cause was listed as suicide, and no further investigation was planned. I switched my attention over to the other side of the folder, where Gilley had jotted his notes from the telephone call he’d received from Dr. Sable three days earlier.

Sable was interested in talking to the ghost of Andrew, which he was convinced was currently haunting the family’s hunting lodge in upstate Massachusetts. I finished scanning the notes as my door opened again and in stepped Gilley. With a huge smile and a grand sweep of his hand he announced, “M. J. Holliday, this is Dr. Steven Sable.”

I stood up and came around my desk as a very tall, broad-shouldered man with black hair and ebony eyes moved through the doorway. He held little resemblance to the man in the article, as this was clearly someone much younger and more ethnic-looking. “Hello, Dr. Sable,” I said, extending my hand to shake his. “I’m sorry, but I thought you were older,” I said, shooting a look at Gilley.

Gilley glanced at the file on my desk and quickly explained. “This is Dr. Steven Sable, the Second.”

“Ah,” I said, nodding my head and gesturing for him to sit down.

Taking his seat, Dr. Sable said, “Thank you for seeing me, Miss Holliday.” His deep baritone was laced with an accent I couldn’t quite place.

Gilley excused himself, giving me a wink as he shut the door, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, since I could clearly see his feet in front of the crack at the bottom of the door. My partner thought nothing of eavesdropping.

“Please call me M.J., Dr. Sable,” I offered.

“Then please call me Steven,” he said easily, with a hint of a smile that further accentuated his good looks.

Uh-oh, I thought. The last thing I need is a client this attractive. . . . “So, tell me what brings you here?” I said, getting right to the point.

“I may need your assistance. My grandfather has passed away, and I would like to employ you to talk with him and find out the truth of what happened the day he died.”

As I listened to Steven talk, I couldn’t help but focus on the sound of his voice mixed with that unusual accent. It seemed to be a cross between Latin and European, and the sound was silky, as if he were melting a bite of chocolate on the back of his tongue. And there was also a measured cadence to his speech, as if he were thinking of the words in his native language first, then doing the translation before speaking. “I’m sorry for your loss. I had heard your grandfather’s death was ruled a suicide.”

“Incorrectly,” Steven said, his features tensing.

“I see,” I said, studying him. “And why do you suspect he didn’t commit suicide?”

“His . . . how do you say it, this woman who cleans the residence?”

“His housekeeper?”

“Yes, that’s it. She said my grandfather asked for oatmeal the morning he died.”

Now I figure, given the stuff I do for a living, that I’ve seen and heard it all. But I’ll have to admit when Steven made that statement it was really hard not to look surprised. “Come again?” I asked when he offered no further explanation.

“The night before his death my grandfather telephoned me and said that he’d been to his physician, who suggested his cholesterol level was elevator.”

“Elevator?” I asked, working hard to hide my smirk. “I think you mean elevated.”

Steven waved his hand. “Yes, yes. It was elevated. As I was saying, my grandfather didn’t like to take pills, so he asked if I had any advice for him. I told him to begin with his diet, and try oatmeal instead of his usual bacon and eggs.”

“Uh-huh . . .” I said, trying to connect the dots. “So because he took your advice and had oatmeal for breakfast you think he wasn’t suicidal.”

“Correct,” Steven said, nodding gravely. “My grandfather was not depressed. He enjoyed his life and was in excellent health. He wasn’t in pain, and his mental state was very good. So you can see there was no reason for him to turn to suicide.”

“How exactly did your grandfather die?” I asked. The article I’d read had been light on the grim details.

“It is my belief that he was forced off the roof of his hunting lodge.”

“Long way down?” I asked, picturing a log cabin in the woods somewhere.

“Three floors.”

“Ouch,” I said, wincing. “Are you sure he didn’t just fall out a window or something?”

“The windows on the third story are all . . . how do you say, pushed back?”

“Recessed,” I offered.

“Yes, recessed above the roof of the second floor, which comes out over the west side of the lodge. My grandfather’s slipper was found on the roof.”

I nodded. “Which means he would have had to climb through the window and lower himself onto the roof, then walk several feet to the edge.”

“Correct,” Steven said.

“So who would gain from your grandfather’s passing?”

“It would be easier to tell you who wouldn’t,” Steven replied with a frown.

“And Gilley tells me that you’ve witnessed your grandfather’s ghost walking the lodge’s property?”

“Yes, last weekend. I inherited the lodge from my grandfather, and I decided to spend the weekend there. I arrived late at night and went straight to bed. In the middle of the night I heard my grandfather’s voice. He called to me.”

“Could have been a dream,” I commented. I didn’t really think it was a dream, but decided it might be wise to play devil’s advocate and see just how serious this young doctor was.

“It was not a dream. I was awake. And then, when I went to the hallway where I heard his voice, he whispered my name in my ear, and I felt his touch on my back, but when I turned around he was not there.”

“What’d you do?”

Steven smiled sheepishly. “I must admit, I gathered my things and quickly left. It frightened me a great deal.”

I inhaled a breath and sat up straight. Leaning in over my desk to rest my elbows on the blotter, I said, “Okay, Steven. Gilley and I will give this a go. We’ll need directions to the lodge and a key to get in. And I know Gilley has already talked to you about how difficult it can be to communicate with ghosts, so if I make contact there’s no guarantee that your grandfather will tell us what happened to him.”

“I understand,” Steven said. “Which is why I am coming with you.”

“Excuse me?” I asked, cocking my head.

“Did I say something incorrectly?” he asked me.

“No, you said that last bit fine; it’s just that we don’t allow clients to accompany us when we do our thing.”

“Why not?”

I blinked at him a few times. The truth was, other than thinking they would get in the way, I hadn’t really thought up a good reason why not. “Because, with all due respect, you’ll likely get in the way. Gilley and I work alone.”

Steven gave me a look that said he wasn’t buying it. After a moment he said, “M.J., I am believing you that you and your partner can work my case alone, but I am still . . . how would you say . . . with concern over all this thing you do.”

“You’re skeptical about our abilities,” I clarified.

“Yes, septical. I am a septic.”

I pulled my lips into a grimace so that I wouldn’t sputter a giggle at Steven’s use—or abuse—of the English language. “I see,” I said after a moment, trying to think of a way to convince him there was no frickin’ way I’d allow him along.

Steven continued, “So, if I employ you, it will be with the . . . eh, term?”

“Condition.”

“Yes, condition that I will be involved in this . . . er . . . bust, as you say on your Web site.”

I raised an eyebrow and replied firmly, “Sorry, Doc, Gilley and I work alone.”

“Doc is cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs!” my parrot announced from his perch.

Steven turned in his chair to look at my parrot. “Funny bird,” he said.

“He’s not talking about you,” I was quick to explain, mentally slapping myself for using Doc’s name to address Steven.

“Dr. Delicious! Dr. Delicious!” Doc sang, fluttering his wings and sidestepping along his perch.

Steven chuckled. “Very vocal.”

“Get off the friggin’ phone!” Doc yelled, bobbing his head.

At that Steven looked sharply at me and asked, “What kind of car do you drive?”

“A Volvo,” I answered tentatively.

“What color?”

“Silver, why?”

“This morning when I was coming to here, a woman in a silver car shouted at me to get off my cell phone, then . . . how do you say . . . she zigzag in front of me?”

I gulped. “Cut you off,” I said.

“Yes, cut me off.”

“Doc’s cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs!”

I felt my face flush. “Ha, ha. Yeah, sorry about that,” I said, mortified. “I was running a little late for this appointment and obviously I didn’t realize it was you. . . .”

“I was on the phone with the hospital. One of my patients was in distress.”

“Again, I’m really sorry about that,” I said, kicking myself under my desk. “I get grouchy when I’m late for an appointment.”

“Pop goes the weasel!” Doc chirped. I made a mental note to remember to move that perch out by Gilley’s desk, really,  really soon.

“If you are preventing me from coming along, Miss Holliday, then I see no need to talk any more,” Steven said formally, his voice suddenly tight.

I stared at him unblinkingly for a few moments, irritated that he was trying to back me into a corner. Finally I extended my hand across the desk and said crisply, “It was a pleasure meeting you, Dr. Sable. Thank you for coming in, and good luck finding someone to help you with your case.”




End of sample
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