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  DEAD SOMETIMES


  Chapter Two


  Chapter One


  Jason Callahan, ex-cop, private detective, and all-around nice guy smiled. He was in his element, finally had a job that not only didn’t bore him to suicide but thrilled him. At that moment, he stood in a huge convention hall, surrounded by thousands of people and just about every piece of sports memorabilia a guy could ever want. It was the happiest day he’d had in ages. It was a dream come true.


  Jeans, a Yankees T-shirt and baseball cap and a pair of Nikes were the uniform of the day. He hadn’t combed his light brown hair, hadn’t even looked at a tie. For Jason, this was as good as it got.


  Nobody on Earth would have suspected why he was there. Oh, sure, he wanted to get a gander at all those collectibles and maybe even snag an autograph or two for himself. All those things aside, he was being paid to do every bit of it.


  His right hand slipped out of his jeans pocket and he thumbed through a stack of programs, neatly tucked inside a worn and musty-smelling cardboard box. His head was bowed but it was not the old baseball programs he was really interested in. His eyes found the pudgy man two tables down. He was clean-looking and a smiley sort of convivial. His table was covered with baseball cards.


  Jason had been hired to check this guy out. Several months ago, one Richard Armstrong III had purchased a complete set of signed baseball cards from the man. By complete set, Armstrong had explained, he meant every Shane Wiggins card ever made. Problem was, at least four of those cards were reproductions, made eleven years after the great pitcher had gone to that big diamond in the sky. In short, they were fakes.


  Jason moved slowly along the line of tables, nonchalantly making his way toward the fat man with the stack of cards. He could well understand why Armstrong was pissed. When you pay $40,000 for a set of baseball cards and get crap, you tend to be a little testy, no matter how rich you are. In Jason’s mind, it was on the same level with selling bum organs for transplants. There ought to be some sort of hideous penalty attached to a crime like that.


  Someone behind Jason grabbed a generous handful of his backside and Jason spun, ready to swing. But when he turned, no one was there. A shrill laugh split the distance between himself and the nearest person and Jason’s gaze shot downward. Two small boys clung to a pair of chinos, half hidden behind their dad and laughing like loons. Jason frowned at them and made a face.


  “Some people just shouldn’t be parents,” he mumbled, barely loud enough to be heard.


  Back to business. That little incident had brought him a few inches closer to the card forger. Jason took two steps sideways and began fumbling with a stack of cards. The first few were right on, dates and signatures definitely a possibility. But the next one he came to was a 2003 Catfish Hunter. Not possible. Next was a 1984 Babe Ruth. Yea right! One more card…just to be sure. 1999 Smoky Joe Williams. Smoky Joe died in 1951….or ’46, depending on which story you believed.


  Jason moved in on the man, the three cards clutched neatly in his hand. His face was still boyish, made even more so by the backward baseball cap which shielded his hair. He smiled at the pudgy man and waited, eyes sparkling. The man gave him a cursory glance, then returned to his conversation with the man in the suit.


  “Are you Benny Detwiler?” Jason asked softly, tipping his cap back a bit.


  “That I am. There something I can do for you, my friend?” He offered a smile of his own. It sat on his fat lips like a hastily perched bird.


  “I think there is. These cards. They’re hand signed, right?”


  “They are indeed, my friend.”


  “By the players. They’re genuine, am I correct?”


  “Yea, they’re genuine. Why do you ask?” The man suddenly looked very uncomfortable.


  “Well, the reason I ask is because these cards were made a long time after the players died. There’s no way in hell these are genuine signatures.” Jason paused, the smile running away from his face. “I guess that pretty much makes you a crook.”


  The man laughed. It was not the reaction Jason had expected and not nearly as satisfying as chasing the fat bastard across the crowded convention hall, tackling him, and cuffing him.


  “Actually, they are genuine.” The voice was female and it came from behind and just to the right of Jason’s shoulder.


  He turned to face the informant, forgetting the one cardinal rule of surveillance: never take your eyes off the suspect. Before him stood not just any woman, but a woman so out of place and time as to make Jason think of gypsies and horse-drawn carnival wagons. She was dripping with beads and bangles, her blonde hair tied back from her face with a scarf of many colors and her carpetbag tilting her entire body off to the left. She was just the sort of woman he had tried to avoid all his life and yet those crystal-clear blue eyes made him want to know her…intimately.


  “Excuse me?” he replied anyway, his hands finding his hips in a disgusting parody of his mother’s own perturbed stance. “Just who the hell are you?”


  The music of bangle bracelets and cheap beads ushered her hand into his. “Trina Dane, newspaper columnist and psychic advisor to the stars. And I’m telling you, those signatures are genuine.”


  Jason laughed at that. He pumped her hand a few more times than was necessary, but he laughed at her just the same. “Pardon my French but…bullshit!” He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the fat man was still where he had left him. He had to give the guy credit. A lesser man would have bolted.


  “Sorry, but it’s not.” Trina folded her arms over her chest and peered up at him with a dour look. “You see, Benny here is a channel. He channels the spirits of dead sports figures and in return for him delivering messages to their loved ones, they sign stuff for him. Isn’t that right, Benny?”


  “That’s it in a nutshell.” Benny the fat man nodded and leaned on the table. The table groaned.


  Jason laughed again, this time more loudly and through his nose. “Look, lady, this is probably none of your business. But if it is and you two are in cahoots together, I’ll be running you in, too.”


  “Take them to an expert if you don’t believe me. Any one you want.”


  “Okay, now. We all know that these cards are brand new, made after every one of these guys died. And I don’t know about you, but a signature can’t be genuine unless the hand of that genuine person actually held the pen. So, I think you both better be coming with me. There’s a certain millionaire who has a bone to pick with you.”


  “I’ll gladly come along.” Trina unfolded her arms and shored up the strap of her bag. “We can go anywhere you want to authenticate those cards. Anywhere. You’ll see.”


  “You wanna know what I think?” Jason paused for effect. “I think every card on this table is a stone-cold fake. That’s what I think. And I think we should all three take a little walk down the street to see a friend of mine.”


  “Sure thing, friend.” Benny began packing up his cards. If he was a crook, he was the calmest crook Jason had ever seen.


  “You got a Jackie Winfield card somewhere in there?” Jason wanted to know. His eyes narrowed a bit as he watched Benny search through the boxes.


  “Got one…right here.” Benny held the card up and smiled. “Why?”


  “Bring it. Let’s go.”


  Jason turned on one heel and walked away, expecting the two of them to follow. Follow they did, though Trina made faces at the back of his head and muttered things under her breath.


  “You’re a very close-minded man,” she said when they had finally gained the street. “You don’t believe in anything you can’t touch, do you?”


  “Nope! I sure as hell don’t. But I’ll tell you what I do believe in.” He swiped the cap from his head and wiped his forehead with one arm. “I believe you’ll both get ten to twenty for fraud and forgery.”


  “I believe you’ll get a load of bad karma.”


  “Oh, are you going to put a curse on me, gypsy lady? Ooh! I’m shaking in my shoes here!” Jason laughed and the sound was more jovial than he’d intended.


  “Please don’t fight, you two.” Benny sighed and shook his head. He had broken out in a sweat after only two blocks of walking and it made Jason wonder if the man wouldn’t drop dead before he was ever brought to justice. “You’re making my blood pressure go up.”


  “I’m sorry, Benny. It’s just that he’s so…”


  “…right?” Jason sneered at her and she made a face back at him. “We’re here. Come inside, please?”


  The sign on the shop door read “Pawn” but Jason knew that it was much more than a pawn shop. He’d been coming there for almost ten years, for various reasons. He led Benny and Trina to the counter, where a thin, gangly young man held sway over a very dirty older man with a broken television. The minute he saw Jason, he shoved both the television and the man aside.


  “Grandpa! Hey grandpa! Jase is here.” He shook Jason’s hand smartly and smiled. “Gramps will be right out.”


  The curtains behind the young man parted and an equally lean man stepped through them. He smiled brightly and the eyes beneath his white brows brightened. “Jason! Good to see you.”


  “I have a little problem I was hoping you could help me with.” Jason produced the Jackie Winfield card and slid it across the counter. “All you have to do is tell me that’s not your signature and you’ve never seen this man before and we’ll be on our way.”


  “Ah, Benny! How are you?” He thrust his hand past Jason and shook Benny’s hand.


  Jason’s face fell. “You know this crook?”


  “He’s no crook, Jason. This is Benny. And this sure as hell is my signature. I sign cards for him all the time.”


  Jason shoved the card in his pocket with a disgruntled frown and produced the Babe Ruth. “Okay, so you got lucky on that one, fat boy. How about this one, Jackie? Surely Babe Ruth hasn’t been hiding in the back all these years, signing cards for old Benny here.”


  Jackie took the card with some degree of annoyance and peered at it closely. “Of course the Babe didn’t sign this himself, you idgit! He’s been dead a long time. But he signed it through Benny. That’s how it works.”


  Jason pulled a sour face and snatched the card back from Jackie. “Surely you don’t buy this guy’s line of BS?”


  “No BS, Jason. I’ve watched him do it myself. And I’ve seen the faces of the loved ones Benny delivers the messages to. He tells them things there’s no way he could know on his own. It’s really quite amazing.”


  “Okay fat boy.” Jason targeted Benny with his eyes and gritted his teeth. “You go right ahead. Channel somebody for me. Better yet, you channel Win Davis. I happen to have known him personally and there’s a question I need to ask him.”


  “That’s not how it works.” Benny sighed and looked disappointed. “They come to me. I don’t come to them.”


  “Yea, that’s what I thought. Fraud! You’re a fraud!” Behind him, the bell on the door tinkled and Jason gave the door a quick glance. A business man, neatly clad in a cheap suit and even cheaper loafers, was scanning the stereos. Jason turned back to Benny and growled. “You mark my words, Benny, I’ll nail you eventually.”


  “If you feel you need to try, then by all means.” Benny mock-bowed and shook his head. “I’ve never ripped anyone off and I’ve never failed to give a refund. You tell Mr. Armstrong to come around my shop on Monday and I’ll give him back every penny he paid me. A man should be happy with his purchases.”


  Jason glared at him for a moment, as though trying to find some evidence in the man’s face. Then he fumbled in his pocket for the rest of Benny’s cards, finally thrusting them at Benny with a scowl. In the process, a lottery ticket slipped out of his pocket, fluttering neatly to the floor behind Jason. No one saw it.


  “I’ll be sure to tell him. We’ll see if he wants to pursue this with the police or not. If he asks my advice, I’ll tell him to file charges right away.” Jason put his cap back on, giving it a quick tug to shore it up on his head. He tipped it briefly to Trina and turned to leave.


  Trina followed Benny toward the door more slowly and as they walked into the sunlight, the suit-wearing gentleman claimed Jason’s lottery ticket for his own.


  Jason had gone two blocks by the time he realized that his Nikes were hammering the sidewalk. He was that mad. Benny, the girl, and finally Jackie turning on him. They were all nuts. Every last one of them ready for the Ha-ha Hotel. And if it took him the rest of his life, he’d prove that.


  He jerked open the door to the convention center and let the air conditioning wash over him. All he wanted at that point was to calm down and salvage the rest of his day. After five years of being a private dick, he knew one thing for sure: most cases went to hell and when they did, they went fast. He would call Armstrong when he got back to the office and tell him about Benny’s offer. No doubt, the man would be happy with the resolution. After all, that’s what it was all about for millionaires, right? The money? Jason would not be satisfied as easily. There was more at stake here than cash and cards. The fat bastard was forging baseball cards, for God’s sake! He’d faked Catfish Hunter’s signature and the Babe’s as well! It was treasonous! Despicable! And if it took the rest of his life, Jason would see that the man paid.


  “You know, you really are quite an ass!”


  Jason spun to face Trina. “Oh Lord! Not you again! Don’t you have crystal balls to polish or something?”


  “And don’t you have some cheating husband to catch? That would be more productive than harassing Benny the rest of the day.”


  “Oh, I have no intention of harassing Benny.” Jason edged along the wall, hoping to escape Trina, but she only advanced.


  “What if we were able to channel your mother? If she answered a few choice questions – things only you and she would know – then would you believe that it’s at least possible for Benny to channel the spirits of Babe Ruth and Todd Williams?”


  “Ted.”


  “Huh?” She cocked her head to one side like a curious bird.


  “It’s Ted Williams. Not Todd.”


  “Oh. Whatever. But would you?”


  “Okay, you produce my mother’s spirit and get her to tell me who gave me my first French kiss…I’ll believe whatever you say.”


  “Fine. Then come to this address at eleven tonight. But be ready to apologize to Benny.”


  She turned and strode away, every piece of jewelry jangling against every other, skirts flying about on the breeze created by her quick stride. Jason watched her go, suddenly aware that he saw nothing more of her than her tight hips dancing as she walked. Red-faced and angry, he threw his cap on the floor with a growl.


  


  Chapter Two


  Henry Cooke sat in his favorite chair, watching his favorite show, and wearing his favorite bathrobe. His wife, Edna, was already asleep. She always went to bed at nine, come hell or high water. It had been that way since they had first married twelve years ago. Part of Henry understood why she went to bed so early. They lived in a crappy apartment in a crappy neighborhood. They had ratty furniture and wore ratty clothes. They had never paid full price for anything, never taken a vacation, and they reserved their only three date nights in a year for their birthdays and anniversary. There was really no reason to be awake if she didn’t have to be. The fact that it was his fault ate at Henry every day of his life.


  In the pocket of Henry’s favorite ratty chenille robe sat the lottery ticket. He held it between thumb and forefinger, caressing it like a long-lost lover. His eyes were on the TV, but he really wasn’t following the show. His mind had shot ahead to the weekly lottery drawing. Henry had a hunch.


  Somehow, he had known the ticket would be a winner the minute he picked it up on that pawn shop floor. He had gone in looking for a stereo for his wife and had come out a millionaire. That’s how it was. That’s how it was meant to be. He knew it.


  Henry drew in a deep breath and his left hand reached out for his beer. It was a reflex motion and he had no need to look at the table next to him. The can was always in the same place, set neatly to the left of the phone and to the right of the remote. Always.


  But this time, his hand came up empty. It was a short month and he’d been out of work one day that week, so his pathetic paycheck had allowed no room for buying beer. Henry sighed dolefully and rested his free hand on the arm of the worn recliner. The other hand still fondled the lottery ticket inside his pocket.


  The show ended. The credits rolled. Henry sat a little higher in his chair and pulled the lottery ticket out of his pocket. His lips spread slowly as he watched the studio logo melt into that familiar lottery sign.


  Henry closed his eyes for a moment and offered up a quiet prayer.


  Every Sunday for as long as he’d known her, Henry’s loving wife had gone to church and played the organ for the services. She’d longed for a piano of her own, but the organ was all she had. When Henry had proposed, he’d promised her the moon. So far, he’d given her squat.


  “If I’m right, baby, I’ll give you everything you ever dreamed of.” His eyes peeled open and glanced at the ceiling. “Please let me be right.”


  “Six…” the perky lady on the TV screen chirped.


  Henry realized that the drawing had begun and he’d missed the first number. His eyes shot to the screen frantically. The first two numbers were right. A two and a six. So far so good.


  “Twelve….”


  “Yes!”


  “Eighteen…”


  “Yes!” Henry’s fist shot into the air. He was out of his seat now, clutching the ticket in two shaky hands.


  “Twenty-two…” the lady on TV announced with a flourish.


  “By God…YES!”


  “Twenty-four!”


  “I did it! I did it!” Henry began to dance around the room, leaping and thrusting his fist into the air in triumph. “I won! Sumbitch, I won!”


  He raced into the bedroom, where Edna was beginning to shake herself from sleep, startled by the noise.


  “Henry! What’s going on? Why are you raising such a ruckus?” She sat up, blinking as he switched on the light.


  “I did it, Edna,” he whispered as he eased onto the edge of the bed. “I found this lottery ticket and it won.”


  “How wonderful, Henry! What did you get? A hundred bucks? Two?” She smiled and blinked at him, finally able to focus.


  Henry laughed loudly, his head thrown back and his eyes shimmering with happy tears. “The jackpot is eighty-five million, baby. Eighty-five million.”


  “So…” She looked askance at him and raised her carefully plucked eyebrows. When he failed to respond, she added, “How much of that is ours?”


  “Like I said, baby, eighty-five million.”


  “The whole thing?” She had started to shake and she clutched the covers to her to stop the shaking.


  “The whole thing. The whole shebang. All the eggs, the basket, everything. We won it all!”


  And then they were both on the bed, jumping in the air and hollering, laughing like loons. All the while, Henry’s mind turned, adding up what he would buy Edna to make up for the last twelve years.


  Jason stood on the sidewalk, his head thrown back as he stared up at the old Brownstone before him. It was one of a hundred in that part of the city, all lined up like soldiers awaiting further orders. There was life somewhere inside; a light shone through several windows. He glanced at the card and then at the placard. He had the right address.


  As he ascended the steps, sounds reached his ears: laughter from a game of stickball somewhere behind him. The plaintive cry of a crow somewhere above. Music from an old and cranky radio down the street. Jason expected to find a buzzer, a row of mailboxes, some sign as to which apartment the kook might live in. Most of the old brownstones in that part of town had been converted to apartments. There was nothing but a doorbell. He pushed the button and stepped back.


  From behind the door came a jangling sound and a soft humming, then the door was yanked open. Jason smiled before he knew he was doing it and thrust his hands into his pockets.


  “I’m not late, am I?”


  “Right on time,” she giggled, ushering him in with a wave of her arms. The bracelets danced again.


  “Good, because we all know how cranky the dead get when you keep them waiting.” His pointed stare was not lost on her.


  She smiled back at him, one of those evil little smiles that women reserve for moments when they are oh-so-right and the man is oh-so-wrong. “I think somebody is in for a big surprise.”


  “We’ll see.” He stepped clear of the hallway and saw that the room directly to his right had been set up for the occasion. The windows were hung with heavy red velvet and a table sat in the middle of the room, festooned in some sort of embroidered fabric. Candles were everywhere and their eerie light danced over everything, changing the colors of walls and furniture alike.


  Benny was there too. His fat smiling face was almost child-like as he rose from the small settee against the back wall. His hand was out when he was still ten paces from Jason. “I’m glad you came,” he said, pumping Jason’s hand.


  “Yea, we’ll see.” He glanced around the room, trying to take it all in at once. It was too much, too overdone, too…too… “Is all this for my benefit?”


  Trina looked confused. She tilted her head like a dog and blinked at him. “All what?”


  “The velvet, the candles, the table…are there hydraulics? Are you going to make it float in the air?”


  “Now you’re being ridiculous. And offensive.” She swallowed, drew a deep breath, and shook her head. “For your information, my house always looks like this. I like it. And as far as doing anything for your benefit…”


  “I’m feeling sleepy. We should start.” Benny took Trina’s hand and pulled her toward the table. “I always start to feel sleepy when the spirits call,” he added as an afterthought. “It’s how I know they’re near.” He dropped into one of the three chairs and leaned his elbows on the table.


  “Shouldn’t you question me first? You know, ask me my mom’s name, where I grew up, stuff like that?”


  Trina looked perturbed. Benny just smiled. “The spirits will tell me everything I need to know.” He smiled and for a moment, his face lost that child-like quality. “I have to find her.” His eyes closed.


  Jason looked from Benny to Trina, then rolled his eyes. “Oh brother!”


  Trina reached behind her to an odd-looking and rather battered sideboard. There was a pad of paper and a pencil there and she slid these across the table to rest in front of Benny.


  “No,” he mumbled, dazedly. “This one wants to talk.”


  Trina retrieved the pad and pencil and tossed them back to the sideboard. “Mostly, Benny practices automatic writing. The spirits communicate by controlling his arm. That’s why the signatures are exactly the same as the original person’s. For all intents and purposes, Benny’s arm and hand belong to them while he is channeling.”


  “I see,” Jason sighed. He could think of nothing else to say.


  “Margaret wants to talk to you.” Benny turned so that he faced Jason, but his eyes remained shut.


  “So, you did your research on me.” Jason shrugged and sighed. He leaned back in his chair and waited for the show to start.


  “Don’t be such a ninny, Jason. And sit up straight. You’ll end up with scoliosis.”


  The voice was not his mother’s, but neither was it Benny’s own. It had an odd, shrill quality to it, though not the sort of shrillness that a man faking a woman’s voice would take on. Jason felt a chill.


  “Now, I want to tell you something so that you know it’s really me. I could tell you about the Good Fairy.”


  Jason sat up in his chair, his back straighter than he had thought possible, and his lip trembling a bit.


  “Remember? When you were little you were SUCH a handful. So, on those rare occasions when you were good all day long, the Good Fairy would come and hide a special treat for you. But you had to find it. Remember?”


  “I remember.” His voice didn’t sound like his own now. It was dreamy and far away. For a moment, he wondered if he had
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