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			CHAPTER 1

			The last time Hayley Johnson had told anyone about her abilities, the psychiatrists diagnosed her as a schizophrenic. But what did they know—or she, for that matter? By the time Hayley turned nine years old, her self-esteem had been shredded by peers as well as her parents, who had convinced her she was mentally ill. Constant tears and frustration had forced her to look for other reasons for the voices in her head. It had taken all of her life, twenty-eight years, to focus her talents and realize she wasn’t ill, but gifted. Today, finally, she had told her secrets. Less than an hour ago, Hayley confessed to five strangers that she could see the past, present, future, and the dead.

			She took the road into town, returning to Paranormal Search and Analysis after getting the call that she’d been hired. While driving through Sutterville, North Carolina, the town she’d grown up in, Hayley tried to remember the faces of those who had sat around the conference table at her interview. So many names to remember. Roger Hudson’s the acting boss, and Lee Franklin’s the second in command. I know I have that right. Who’s their third partner? Jim Newton. I didn’t meet him yet. And what were those tech specialists’ names? Oh yeah—Clint and John. And next to them, Kathy, the receptionist and researcher. She might be about my age. 

			Hayley turned the corner a few blocks beyond Main Street. Next to Henry’s Hardware stood her new place of employment, formerly—ten years ago—Sam’s used-car dealership. Once she turned into the driveway, she parked next to the entrance. 

			While taking a calming breath, she pulled the keys from the ignition. In front of her the office’s burgundy drapes were drawn across the showcase window. Good. The meeting hasn’t started yet. 

			As she stepped out of the car, an awareness of being watched triggered her psychic senses. She could see the observers in her mind. Two boys, with skateboards in hand, stood at the far end of the parking lot, staring. 

			Not detecting trouble, Hayley released the vision and again looked toward the curtained window. But there’s something about Lee. In that instant, she felt his gravitating energy tug at her. She closed the car door harder than she meant to, annoyed with herself for constantly thinking about him since the interview. Stop it. This is ridiculous. I don’t even know him. Now focus, she told herself. Reaching up, Hayley secured her purse strap across her shoulder and walked briskly to the office. 

			Through the glass door, Hayley saw Kathy stepping out from behind the reception desk. She wore a pink blouse matching her lips and fingernails, her platinum blonde hair pulled back into a braid wound into a knot.

			They met at the door.

			“You got the job. This is so cool! Jim’s not here yet, and the guys are in the back room working on evidence from a haunting in Greensboro. How about some coffee?”

			“Yes, thanks,” Hayley said.

			Kathy grabbed her empty mug from her desk and led Hayley to a small cubicle behind a tall, nondescript room divider before the hallway.

			“Help yourself. There are muffins, too.” Kathy pointed to a round pink container. Paper cups sat nearby. “The sugar’s here if you need it.” She poured a cup for Hayley and refilled her mug. “I hope you’ll like working here. It’ll be great having another girl in the office. Sometimes the testosterone gets to be a little much around here.”

			Only having Gramps and her dad as a reference to male behavior before they passed away, and occasionally when either of them visited after their deaths, Hayley guessed at the meaning of Kathy’s comment. “Everyone seems to be really nice.” She reached for the sugar, put a couple of teaspoons’ worth in her coffee, and stirred it with a swizzle stick. “Anything I should know about anyone in particular, so I don’t say or do anything stupid?”

			Kathy lowered her voice. “Roger, Lee, and Jim started this business about nine years ago. I do what any of them ask, but Roger’s the residing boss.”

			“What about their personalities?”

			“Roger’s a freak about first impressions. He wants us to be sharp and act professional when we’re on a case. This type of work sometimes gives people the idea we’re weird or something, so he’s really serious about the way we present ourselves.”

			Hayley glanced down at her black, short-sleeved blouse and khaki dress pants, then brushed her hair behind her ear, revealing her silver hoop earrings. She stepped back. “Am I dressed okay?”

			“You’re dressed fine for the office, but if we go on a case, I’d recommend jeans, and don’t wear jewelry. Sometimes we need to squeeze into some pretty dirty places, like basements or attics. Jewelry could get snagged. Oh, and don’t wear any perfume or fragrant soaps. When we’re investigating, we need to be aware of residual scents like cooking odors, cigarette smoke, and even perfume.”

			“That’s good to know.” Hayley diverted her gaze, casually stirring her coffee, and asked, “What about Lee? What’s he like?”

			“He’s the quiet type, and never moody. He writes a lot of stories for a magazine.”

			Is he married? I can’t ask her that.

			“Lee’s really a nice guy. You’ll like him.”

			She’s definitely right about that. “And Jim? I haven’t met him yet.”

			“Jim’s a character. Most of the time he doesn’t think before he speaks. His sense of humor’s a little different, so if you think he’s insulting you, he’s not. I hope you have tough skin. I can’t tell you how many times Jim’s embarrassed me. If blushing could kill, I’d be dead by now.” Kathy chose a blueberry muffin and set it on a small paper plate. “But as much as he likes to joke, he’s really serious about this job, and so are Roger and Lee. They’ve all been interested in the paranormal their whole lives, so this isn’t just a hobby to them. This is their real passion.”

			“That’s the way I feel.” Hayley picked up her coffee, trying to keep the liquid in the cup, and followed Kathy across the room to the black oval conference table by the front window.

			“You’ll fit right in,” Kathy said. “Have a seat, and I’ll tell them you’re here.”

			From where Hayley stood at the end of the table closest to the front door, she watched Kathy approach Roger, who sat at the computer, his back toward her. Hayley set her cup down, pulled out the chair, sat, and placed her purse on the floor. Her hands shook, her body tensed, but this time her stomach fluttered from missing breakfast. She glanced at the hallway, seeing Roger and Lee walking into the room. She calmed herself and smiled.

			“You’re here, great,” Roger said, taking a place at the head of the table, a notepad and pen in front of him. “Jim should be in any minute. He’s been setting up a case. I see you have coffee, but can we get you anything else?”

			“I’m fine, thanks.” Hayley cupped her shaky hands around her coffee cup, feeling its heat, and focused her thoughts on Roger. He seemed possibly ten years older than Lee and taller, or maybe his wavy blond hair gave that impression.

			Roger checked his watch.

			She diverted her gaze toward Lee, who sat across from her.

			He seemed closer to her age, maybe in his early thirties. His slightly mussed, dark brown hair looked styled. He took dark-framed glasses from the pocket of his peach, short-sleeved dress shirt and put them on.

			Kathy came into the room followed by the two young men Hayley remembered meeting at the interview. While they took seats at the far end of the table, the sensor at the front door toned.

			Looking to her right, Hayley watched a man wearing a stern expression hurry in. He appeared to be in his early fifties, slender, with a few gray hairs in his mustache and a receding hairline. Dressed in jeans and a blue T-shirt, he walked with purpose toward the head of the table.

			“Those boys are as annoyin’ as a splinter in my beehind,” the man said, gesturing toward the parking lot.

			Remaining in his seat, Roger nodded. “I’m sure Frank’s kids are wondering about our new employee.” He glanced around the table. “I don’t want anything about Hayley or her abilities to leave this room. Frank would have her name all over the papers.” He turned to his partner. “Hayley, this is Jim. Jim, Hayley.”

			Jim reached out and shook her hand. “Good to finally meet ya, darlin’.” He cleared his throat. “One thing ‘bout this job…we’re in the newspaper a hell of a lot.”

			Hayley nodded, remembering the reports she’d read about Paranormal Search and Analysis. Strange occurrences had begun during Sutterville’s downtown renovation a few years back, when mysteries filled the headlines—mysteries she knew she could solve if she could be one of the investigative team—and now here she sat. “I’ve probably read everything they’ve written.”

			“Ever since the ghost-huntin’ programs became popular on TV, Frank’s been dog-tailin’ us—usin’ his kids as spies or bookin’ the same flight as us when our case is outta town. He’s one hell of a pain.”

			“Frank Thompson owns the Sutterville Times,” Lee said. “We’ve been in business for nine years now, and no one really noticed us until he started writing about our cases three years ago. Frank’s relentless. He stops at nothing to get a story. He got past the last psychic we hired.”

			“Who?” Hayley asked. “I haven’t heard of anyone with my abilities anywhere in this state.”

			“Nate Armstrong from Greensboro. Said he was,” Jim said. “Damn jackass pulled a fast one on us. He was ‘bout as psychic as the wart on my big toe. Since then, we go by word of mouth. When people find a psychic that’s not fakin’ it, seems they can’t talk enough ‘bout ‘em. We’d heard ‘bout you from the Hastings livin’ on the outskirts of town, and the Millers livin’ near Redville, then a couple of more people who hired us. Girl, you could make a fortune off your talents.”

			Hayley shook her head. “It’s not like that. I give messages from loved ones. It’s necessary sometimes. I’ve always kept a low profile, kept things confidential, and never charged.” Grams always took care of her and had left her an inheritance. Hayley didn’t need the money. It had been hard enough approaching a stranger to tell them she’d talked to their deceased son, daughter, or husband. How on earth could I have asked them for money?

			“No one mentioned your other abilities—seeing the past, present, and the future,” Roger said. “When we read your job application, we nearly fell over.”

			Hayley chose her words carefully, trying not to go into detail. “I’ve found from past experiences that life’s a lot easier by keeping my abilities to myself.” 

			“Rough childhood?” Jim asked.

			“You can’t even imagine.” Nothing was worse than having a vision of someone’s death while she stood in front of the class reading a book report or talking to the teacher. From her reactions as she envisioned some pretty gory details, it looked to those who watched her like she’d lost her mind.

			“So, what brings you to us?” Roger asked. “Seems you’re stepping out of character—taking money for the use of your abilities and possibly exposing yourself to the press.”

			“I’ve spent all this time learning to control my abilities. I’m ready now. This seems like the perfect job. Everything I’ve read about you has been so exciting.”

			“We’re glad ya decided to join us, darlin’,” Jim said. “We’ll try to keep your abilities a secret as long as we can, but it seems we’re pretty popular. Speakin’ of our reputation…. Excuse me, darlin’.” He turned to Roger. “Have I got news that’ll tickle your gizzard!”

			“What’s up?”

			“Just listen while I explain.”

			Roger stood and knocked his knuckles on the table. “Can Jim have your—?”

			“I’ll do that. Just sit.” Jim knocked on the table. “Can I have your attention?”

			Roger moved out of Jim’s way and sat next to Hayley, setting his notepad on the table in front of him.

			“I got a call from a friend I know in Florida, Admiral Wayne,” Jim said. “The military’s come across a puzzlin’ situation and needs our help. Seems a Japanese World War II escort vessel’s been found on one of those remote tropical islands south of Guam. The village people say it’s haunted.”

			Hayley felt the excitement rise in the room. While she thought about the situation, a sense of importance nudged at the back of her mind. She assumed the compulsion to listen closely came from her desire to contribute all she could to her first case—the need to be accepted, wanting to be part of the team.

			Roger and Lee exchanged glances.

			“Where on the island?” Lee asked.

			“Grounded upriver.”

			“Must be a deep river to carry a big vessel,” Lee said.

			Jim straightened and met Lee’s gaze. “Ya want to talk weights and buoyancy? Do I look like Newton? Who knows how deep that damn river was sixty years ago? The ship mighta gone upstream durin’ monsoon season when the water was high. Anyway, the admiral told me it’s stuck in silt by the river bank.”

			Roger jotted a note and looked at Jim. “Why wasn’t the ship found before now?”

			“It’s covered with jungle growth…looks like the landscape. A botanist was pokin’ ‘round and found it. He cut aside some vegetation and climbed aboard. Instead of findin’ Japanese remains, he found American.”

			Hayley looked around the table, getting comfortable with the proceedings, seeing everyone taking notes except Clint and John.

			Roger stopped writing. “American? Doesn’t make sense.”

			“Exactly. That’s the mystery. The military wants to investigate before lettin’ the Japanese know about the vessel. If we take this case, that’ll give the military a way in without bein’ directly involved. They don’t wanna ruffle any Japanese feathers. If everythin’ goes as planned, the Japanese won’t even know anyone went on board.”

			“Why should they care who investigates?” Clint raised his hand after speaking. “The war’s over.”

			“I don’t think our government would like it if some other country was investigatin’ one of our ships,” Jim said. “Who knows how the Japanese would react, thinkin’ the ship is the restin’ place for their heroes? Respect for the dead would probably be high on their list. Might be a sensitive situation.” He turned to Roger. “Larry, the admiral, wanted me to run this by ya, to get your reaction. The military’s put a priority on this case ‘cause it’s typhoon season. I need to give him a call to let him know if we’re takin’ the case.”

			“Yes,” Roger said. “This is great! But we need more details. Call him back. We’ll have to contact our other clients. I need to give them an estimated date in order to reschedule their cases.”

			A flicker of unease ruffled Hayley’s senses at the mention of typhoons. “What’s the weather look like?”

			“You’re no doubt pickin’ up on the tropical depression that Guam experienced yesterday. That type of weather is common this time of year. Good perception, darlin.”

			Hayley warmed at the compliment, but felt driven to be an asset to the team. She closed her eyes and cleared her mind, trying to use her clairvoyance to foresee what they’d be walking into. She perceived nothing but stillness…no visions or sensing of the future. The worry she had about the weather had vanished. It’s probably nothing.

			When she opened her eyes, she was startled to find Lee studying her from across the table. Her composure shattered, her face heated. Shoot! How could he, with just one look, fluster her so profoundly?

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			She nodded and glanced around. Apparently, everyone sitting at the table, staring at her, wondered the same thing. “I was trying to get a clue about this case.”

			Clint and John leaned in, elbows on the table. Kathy stopped taking notes, her attention focused on Hayley and Lee’s discussion.

			“Get a clue? How?” Lee asked.

			“I get visions,” she said, trying to explain clearly. “Kind of like a movie playing in front of me. But it’s complicated. The future isn’t fixed. Since everyone has free will, what I see isn’t always what happens. So far, I’m not seeing anything or getting a knowing about the ship.”

			“Maybe you’re just nervous,” Lee said, as if he was putting himself in her place. “First-day-on-the-job jitters, so to speak.”

			“Could be,” she said, knowing nerves had never blocked her abilities before, and doubting that was the reason she couldn’t perceive anything about the case. So why didn’t I see this? Surprises were rare, except when pertaining to herself. Does this mean that because my future’s involved with case investigations, I’m barred from knowing their outcome? She gathered her stirring senses, closed her eyes, and looked for a hint to what had happened to the Japanese crew, trying to glimpse the past instead of the future. Unsuccessful, she opened her eyes again.

			Lee spoke up. “When are we going? Will we need shots?”

			Jim twitched his mustache. “Shots? Damned if I know. I’ll find out. Should be happenin’ within days. Some of ya might find it hard to leave on short notice.”

			Lee stood. “Possibly a ship full of ghosts, halfway around the world…can’t get any better than this.” He looked at Hayley. “You can go, can’t you?”

			His anxious expression heated the pit of her stomach and sent her daydreams of him into a spin. God, help me. “No problem with me. I’m in.”

			“Clint, John, and Kathy, any of you have a problem with leaving right away?” Roger asked.

			They shook their heads.

			“Well, if anything comes up, let me know,” Roger told them.

			“That’s it. You can have the chair back, Roger,” Jim said. He raised his chin. “I smell coffee.”

			“There are muffins over there, Jim,” Kathy said, pointing to the alcove.

			A broad smile lit Jim’s face. He crossed the room and returned to the table with a couple of muffins and a cup of coffee. “I’ll go call him back. I know Larry. He’ll be as anxious as a one-eyed cat watchin’ two rat holes.”

			After Jim backed out the door, holding his drink and snack, Roger stepped to the head of the table, grinning at Lee. “Can you believe we’ve snagged a military case?”

			Hayley watched Lee’s reaction—the line of his chin, his sensuous lips forming a smile. She felt excitement radiate from every cell of his being. “It’s almost too cool to be true,” he said.

			Roger looked down the table at Clint. “You and John go ahead and take your lunch break, and bring Hayley with you. You might take her to Lucy’s.”

			She noticed his devious smile and raised a brow.

			“It’s a haunted restaurant, built in the early 1900s,” Lee told her.

			Yes, I know. I’ve never been there on purpose. This ought to be interesting.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Sitting in the backseat of Clint’s car as he drove by Sutterville’s Main Street Park, Hayley looked out the window at the clouds rolling in. The breeze from the coming storm rustled the leaves of the maple trees as a bent old man and an elderly woman strolled through the park with their arms interlocked. Pigeons took to the air from the gazebo in the center of the green. A gloomy summer day for the living.

			Clint drove the twenty-five-mile-an-hour speed limit down Main Street, now and then looking at her through the rearview mirror. She wished he would stop. His glances made her uncomfortable.

			“There’re a lot of haunted places in town,” Clint told her. “Jim and Lee helped renovate some of the old houses around here. People who don’t believe in ghosts were surprised after the renovations started. We received plenty of calls from nonbelievers insisting ghosts don’t exist, but asking for our help anyway. Mr. Windly at the hardware store told Jim he was hearing footsteps. He thought it was squirrels.” Clint chuckled.

			“What did Jim tell him?” Hayley asked.

			“He said, ‘When ya can hear a squirrel’s footsteps, it’s time to kiss your nuts good-bye,’” Clint said, imitating Jim’s voice.

			Hayley laughed. Even if she didn’t know Jim well, she could picture his response.

			“It’s really fun when we can turn a skeptic into a believer,” John said. “Good thing we have all the tech equipment to provide proof. You know what they say—seeing is believing.”

			“I know what you mean.” She remembered her mother’s face when she had told her that Gramps was sitting at the end of the dinner table. Her mom had nearly choked on her food, chastised Hayley for her cruel humor, and broke into tears. Neither my mom nor my dad believed. After their deaths, they returned to tell her they loved her and that they were sorry for treating her so badly, calling her crazy, and sending her to a shrink. Maybe I’d be skeptical, too, if I didn’t have my gifts.

			“Lucy’s was built in the early nineteen-hundreds,” John told her. “Looks pretty much the same as it did back then. The old-time feel of the place and the good food—not to mention the ghost—bring in lots of customers. We’re considered regulars there, but over the years, we’ve never brought in our equipment to document the haunting.”

			“Why not?” Hayley asked.

			“Everyone knows it’s haunted. And the owners are happy about it. So we’re not really needed.”

			Clint pointed toward an old two-story brick building. “There it is.”

			Windows dressed with green shutters stood out against the building’s white façade. A horizontal sign reading Lucy’s Restaurant hung above the first-floor window.

			Hayley sensed the energy inside, the presence, the spirit waiting patiently. Maybe for us.

			John turned to her. “Back then, they served mostly drinks with food on the side. The original owner, Dora Appleton, ran it with her son and his wife. When Dora died, they say she didn’t want to leave. She’s been around ever since.”

			Clint parked the car in the restaurant’s small lot. As they entered Lucy’s, they looked around for a place to sit. An old-time maplewood bar with a decorative wall mirror ran along the entire right side of the room. Booths with green-checkered cushions lined the left wall, and dining tables with high-back spindle chairs filled the center area. In the back, to the left, stood a stairway with a smooth maple railing, a newel post displaying a pinecone finial at its foot. Along the back wall, a large kitchen hid behind double doors.

			“Let’s sit in the corner,” Clint said. He pointed to a booth on the far side. “We can see the entire room from there. Maybe you’ll spot Dora.”

			Hayley surveyed the room, looking for a lingering spirit, feeling unseen eyes focused on them from upstairs. She turned to see a woman in her fifties with curly, light brown hair and plump pink cheeks hurrying to their table. Her smile deepened her laugh lines and brightened her eyes as she handed them menus. “Hi, guys! See you brought a friend.”

			“Hayley,” Clint said, “this is Lucy. She and her husband, Dale, own this place. This is Hayley, Lucy. She’s one of us now. It’s her first day.”

			Lucy wiped her hands on her apron before reaching out to shake Hayley’s hand. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you. You’ve got your hands full working with these two.” She winked. “You guys must be half loony. You wouldn’t find me chasing ghosts. The one we have spooks the daylights out of me. Sure keeps the customers coming in, though. We’ve had lots of people tell us they’ve seen her shadow.”

			“Hayley can see ghosts. We thought she might see Dora,” John told her.

			Hayley gasped inside. So much for keeping a low profile.

			Lucy’s eyes widened as she took a step back. “Really? Take a look around, honey. I’ve seen her a couple of times myself…nearly scared me to death.” She moved aside and gazed out around the room. “You’re lucky you got here before the lunch crowd. There’s only a few tables taken, but in about twenty minutes, this place will be full. Do you see her anywhere?”

			Looking past the tables and chairs, Hayley slowly scanned the restaurant. “Not yet.” Although she sensed a presence near the kitchen.

			“Let me take your orders so you won’t be late getting back.”

			As soon as Lucy stepped away, Hayley leaned across the table and asked in a lower voice, “How could you just blurt that out? Weren’t we told to keep my abilities quiet?”

			“There’s nothing to worry about,” Clint said. “Lucy and Dale are good people. They won’t talk behind your back.”

			“I hope you’re right,” she said. She searched the room again for the lingerings.

			The dining room seemed hushed. A couple at a table whispered to each other, glancing their way. The laughs at the bar were low and muffled. A man with a scruffy beard peered over his shoulder at them. A shiver went up her spine. They can’t be looking at me. Am I just being paranoid?

			“People act like this all the time,” John said. “We’re celebrities.”

			He seemed to be reading her thoughts. “Do you hate it?”

			“No. It goes with the job,” Clint said.

			Up until she died, her grandmother had cooked the meals, and Hayley had preferred it that way, so she didn’t have to eat in restaurants. I appeared mental trying to look normal in public while avoiding annoying spirits. Going to school was bad enough. She hadn’t wanted the rest of the town pointing at her.

			She watched Lucy disappear through the kitchen’s swinging double doors. Seconds later, they swung open again, and the plump woman hurried off toward the bar. Walking around the counter, she nudged a man washing glasses. While wiping his hands on a bar towel, he nodded.

			“That’s Dale. They’re talking about us,” John said.

			Clint looked toward the bar. “Might be.” He turned to Hayley. “So, besides seeing the dead, you can see the future, too?”

			She nodded, wondering where this was leading.

			“If you can see the future, can’t you play the stock market?” Clint asked. “Why do you need to work? You should be rich.”

			“It doesn’t work like that. There’s a devine code that doesn’t let me see my own future or profit from playing the stock market. I have to go through the good and the bad in life just like you.”

			“That doesn’t seem fair,” John said.

			“No one like me knows the big picture,” she said. “Psychics have to work for their money giving readings, writing books, holding seminars, or doing reality shows. If they want to find out about their own future, they have to go to another psychic.”

			“If it’s not for yourself, can you see anything in the future?” John whispered to her.

			“Depends,” she answered, suspicious.

			“Could you tell me who’s going to win the game tonight so I can win our bet? It wouldn’t be for yourself, so you wouldn’t be breaking the rules,” John said.

			“That would be cheating, John,” she told him.

			“So?”

			He seems to be intuitive, so why’s he worried about winning? In her mind’s eye, she glimpsed their past bets and sensed a profound importance attached to them. Their gambling was definitely a life-link…a chain of events leading to a major occurrence. For some reason she couldn’t see the outcome, but sensed that whatever was going to happen would be critical.

			“Things happen for a reason.” Her guide Elaina’s words were drilled into her. “Just know that everything has purpose,” she’d told Hayley many times, “and purpose is not yours to know.” She was always there with wisdoms and to protect her from danger.

			John waited for her answer.

			“So, I don’t help people cheat,” she said, not wanting to explain life-links. The fewer people who knew about links meant the fewer who would try to manipulate events. She knew things had to happen naturally, or a person’s purpose could be jeopardized. Hayley glanced at the bar. “And I don’t usually tell people about my abilities.”

			“Why not?” Clint asked.

			“I don’t like being judged.”

			“Who cares what other people think?” Clint said. “Sometimes you have to be brave to be yourself.”

			She raised a brow. He was right. She’d heard Grams telling her the same thing over and over. “You know, you’re pretty smart for someone so young.”

			His mouth flew open. “Young!”

			John snickered. “Guess she told you.”

			She felt her face flush. “I didn’t mean it as an insult. I just meant you’re smart.”

			“Oh, don’t worry about it. He’s used to getting picked on,” John said. “His dad always kids him because he’s the only one in his family with red hair and freckles.”

			Clint glowered. “Thanks a lot, jerk!”

			Hayley studied Clint, then closed her eyes to glimpse the past. “Your grandmother on your father’s side, Isabelle,” she said.

			“What?” Clint asked.

			“Your dad’s mom passed the gene to you.”

			“But he had brown hair,” he told her.

			“Brown hair with red highlights. If you trace his side of the family back a few generations, you’ll find redheads.”

			“Wow! You are freaky,” Clint said.

			She grinned. “Told you.”

			Clint raised his chin. “Well, anyhow, Roger, Lee, and Jim wouldn’t have hired you if they thought you were a nut case. Didn’t you see Roger’s face at the meeting? He’s excited you’ve joined our team.”

			“I haven’t seen him this way since we built his computer system and taught him how to use all the tech equipment,” John said.

			That struck her wrong. “So he thinks I’m his new gadget?”

			Clint’s expression turned serious. “Get real! Roger is the most sincere guy you’ll ever meet. And not one of us on this team thinks you’re weird.”

			“Except us,” John said, flashing a grin.

			She sensed their sincerity. She realized if she judged Roger without knowing him, she’d be judging him the same way she thought others judged her, like the church ladies who gathered for prayer meetings next door to Grams. Once they heard I had visions, they called me a sinner.

			Glancing toward the bar, she saw Lucy hurrying back to their booth with two framed pictures, her eyes flashing with excitement. When she reached their table, Lucy’s voice had risen a couple of octaves. “Dale said Dora’s been around. She scared off a customer about forty minutes ago.” She handed Clint the pictures. “I took these down from the wall near the bar. They’re photos of Dora and her family.”

			Hayley saw a young woman by the kitchen where she’d sensed a presence earlier. Clearly it wasn’t Dora, a much older woman. She nodded. “Yes, I see her. She’s by the bar. Do you know you have two lingering spirits?”

			Lucy paled and glanced around the room. “No. Are you kidding?”

			“There’s also a younger woman back by the kitchen. Same period clothing—a floor-length skirt, long-sleeved blouse buttoned at the neck, and her hair is pinned up in curls.”

			Clint handed the picture to Hayley.

			“This is the other spirit,” she said, pointing to the photo.

			“That’s Rose, Dora’s daughter-in-law,” Lucy said. “She was about twenty-five when she died. Story is—”

			Hayley raised her hand. “Wait. Let me see if I can get an impression of what happened to her. If I’m right, let me know.” Closing her eyes, she prayed for protection and mentally surrounded herself with white light to shield herself from imposing emotions. She cleared her mind, allowing her acute perception to sense the past energy in the atmosphere around her. She viewed the past as if watching a movie in her mind. A young pretty lady walked along the balcony overlooking the main floor of the restaurant.

			“I see Rose walking toward the stairs. A man, who looks a few years older than she, is storming out of the door behind her. He’s got a beard, a mustache, and disheveled long sandy-colored hair. It’s her husband. He’s reaching out, grabbing her shoulder, stopping her on the top landing. They’re arguing because she’s pregnant. She’s crying. He’s grabbing her by the hair.” Hayley gasped. “He pushes her down the stairs. Rose is lying on the floor, dead.” When the vision ended, Hayley took a deep breath, shaking off the negativity she felt from the husband and the disgust she had for him. Then she opened her eyes and looked up at Lucy.

			“You can see all that?” Clint said. “Cool.”

			“You’re as right as rain, dear. They say Dora’s son reported he had found her that horrible morning at the foot of the stairs and called for help, but it was too late. She was already dead.” Lucy waved, calling her husband to join them, and lowered her voice to a whisper. “They called it an accident until they found out she was expecting a baby. Then it looked more like foul play. Everyone knew Thomas Appleton hated kids.” Lucy shook her head and shrugged. “But they didn’t have proof.”

			Hayley shivered, hoping he wasn’t a lingering spirit. He can’t be here. Lucy and Dale would definitely know if he were.

			Dale finished waiting on an old man sitting near the door and rushed over.

			“Did she see her?” he asked.

			“We have two. Dora and Rose,” Lucy told him. “And she had a vision, Dale—a vision of how Rose was killed.”

			“Well, I’ll be.”

			“How exciting,” Lucy said. She searched the room.

			“Where are they?” Dale asked. “Can you point to them? Maybe if I know where they are, I can see them.”

			“Dora’s over there by the bar,” Hayley said, pointing. “And Rose is standing near the kitchen by that table at the end.”

			Clint and John rose from their seats to look over the back of the booth. Dale and Lucy squinted, staring out into the dimly lit room.

			“Can’t see them,” Dale said.

			The others concurred.

			“I’ll go get your orders,” Lucy told them. “I know you have to get back.”

			Dale looked over his shoulder at the front door when a few customers walked in. Three of the people sitting at the bar turned to locate him. “Oh, shoot! Better get back to the bar. Enjoy your meal.”

			Hayley nodded. “Nice meeting you.”

			Watching Lucy move past the tables close to the kitchen, Hayley saw her stop before reaching the double doors, Rose standing next to her.

			“Rose, are you there?” Lucy asked. She shook her head and hurried through the kitchen doors.

			While John surveyed the room, hunting for signs of the ghosts, he asked Hayley, “Why can you see them sometimes and not others?”

			She thought for a moment, finding a way to explain. “It has to do with a dimensional veil. It’s like there’s a separation between them and us. Picture it as a divider with several layers. It takes energy for them to move forward through a layer, so they have to pull energy from wherever they can. That’s why it gets cold around them. They’re pulling the energy from the air. The more layers they step through, the easier it is for me to see them. You can see them, too. They just have to step through more layers.”

			Hayley jumped when Lucy set their three orders of hamburgers and fries on the table. Coming toward them from the bar, Dale carried three glasses of cola. He set them on their table, then rushed away when another customer entered.

			Lucy stood by Clint, gazing at the far end of the bar. “Do they look like their pictures? Are they transparent? What are they doing?”

			Hayley took a drink to wash down her food. It surprised her how comfortable she felt, maybe for the first time in her life, telling the team and someone other than Grams what her gifts allowed her to see. She smiled at Lucy. “They appear exactly like their pictures, only slightly transparent.” She spotted them across the room. “Rose is looking at Dora, who’s staring at us.”

			Lucy strained to see.

			Noticing Rose’s unsettled face, Hayley sensed trouble. “I think it upset Rose when you said her name on your way to the kitchen. She doesn’t seem too pleased about it.”

			“Why would that bother her?” Clint mumbled with his mouth full.

			Hayley picked up a fry and dipped it into the ketchup on her plate. “I don’t know.”

			“Well, back to work,” Lucy said after another group of customers arrived. She left their bill on the table. “Give me a wave, you guys, if you need anything.”

			Seeing that John and Clint had eaten their meals, Hayley hurried to finish.

			“This would be a great place to give you hands-on training,” Clint said. “Maybe we can talk Roger into it. It would be your last chance before we go on that military case.”

			Unable to speak with a mouthful of fries, Hayley nodded.

			Reaching across the table, John picked up the check. “My turn to buy.” He pulled out his wallet.

			“How much do I owe?” Hayley asked.

			“Nothing. I’ve got it.” He laid cash on the table.

			“Thanks,” she said, and looked at Clint. “Training? In what way?”

			“Since no one but you can see and hear ghosts,” Clint said, “you’ll need further evidence to support your encounters—something visual or audio to show the military. So we’ll be teaching you how to use our equipment. They’re easy to use. But if you need help, we always work in pairs while investigating, so someone will always be close by.”

			Hayley moved her empty plate away. “I hope he goes for it. It sounds fun.”

			Clint looked at his watch. “I guess we better get back.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin and slid out of the booth.

			Stepping aside, John allowed Hayley to follow Clint.

			Halfway to the door, she saw Dora appear at the end of the aisle, giving Clint an intense glare. Hayley grabbed Clint’s shoulder, pulling him back. “Stop! Wait.”

			“What?” He froze, reached out in front of him, and yanked his hand back. “It’s cold. Is it Dora?”

			“Yes.” Hayley stepped in front of him. She felt the air around her get colder and sensed an attack. “Dora, stop!”

			Dora flinched, her eyes widened, and her open mouth closed. With pursed lips, she glared at Hayley. She turned, took a step, and disappeared. One by one, pictures on the wall crashed to the floor. The lights in the restaurant flashed on and off.

			“Way to go, Hayley,” Clint said gruffly. “You made her mad.”

			“She was going to attack you.”

			“Attack? Wow.”

			“I surprised her. She didn’t realize I could see her.” Hayley led the way toward the exit, not waiting for anything more to happen.

			Lucy and Dale stood at the end of the bar talking to a wide-eyed customer. The lights continued to flicker.

			Embarrassment and regret flooded Hayley, feeling she’d caused all the damage. She hesitated before leaving. “It’s my fault. I’m sorry,” she told them.

			Lucy gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s all right, honey. This kind of thing happens now and then. There’s not much we haven’t seen.”

			Glasses behind the bar hit the floor and shattered. Customers sprang from their seats, spreading out into the center of the room among the tables and chairs. Hayley flinched at the sound of breaking glass. Dale and Lucy ran back to their customers and tried to encourage them to stay.

			They’ll probably ban me from the restaurant.

			“Come on, let’s get out of here,” John said, standing aside to let Hayley go first.

			Once she stepped out the door, she heard Clint gasp and scream behind her. She moved aside just as he flew out the door, sailing into John. Both tumbled to the ground.

			Hayley stared, mouth open, after the door slammed, rattling the glass in the front window. Her body shook as adrenaline rushed through her. The lingering spirits were exhilarating, unlike the mild-mannered spirits she normally encountered, who only wanted her help to give messages to their families.

			“Are you guys all right?” she asked.

			John got up, rubbing his elbow.

			Hayley offered Clint her hand. “Wow, she’s angry.”

			Clint, with her assistance, stood and brushed himself off. “Yeah! Damn, that was wicked cool! She sure would make a good bouncer.” He looked over at the car. “Let’s go! I can’t wait to tell Roger about this.”

			In minutes, they were in the car and halfway to the office.

			Hayley sat in the back. She brushed her hair behind her ear and caught Clint’s glance in the rearview mirror. “I hope he doesn’t get too upset about what just happened,” she said.

			“Don’t worry about Roger,” Clint said. “I’ll tell him you saved my life.”

			He slowed down as he turned into the parking lot, then parked. They climbed out of the car quickly, hurrying to report their encounter.

			* * *

			Roger called a meeting after lunch. He stood at the head of the table and cleared his throat. “Tonight we’ll be taking a little trip over to Lucy’s restaurant. She said they’ll be closing early, but even so we’re looking at a long day.” He scanned the team. “If I let you go home now, can everyone be here around eight o’clock?” There were no objections. “Okay, but be back on time so we can train Hayley.”

			Lee leaned toward her. “You’ve sure had a thrilling day so far. I hope we have as much excitement tonight.”

			Her heart pounded. Is it because he’s so close or because I’m going back to Lucy’s? “I hope so, too! I guess we’ll see.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Hayley opened the front gate to her home, gazing lovingly at the old Victorian with its pale green siding, cream and eggplant trim, and gingerbread details. The turret, capped with a coned roof, had four bow windows looking out over her rose garden. She took a deep breath, smelling a floral scent sweeping over her yard.

			Small, lacy sweet Williams covered the ground around the foot of the old apple tree. Along the picket fence on both sides of the yard were hollyhocks, white daisies, Virginia bluebells, foxglove, and other flowers whose names she didn’t know.

			She walked toward the front door and stepped up to the wraparound porch, where a planter of pink geraniums hung on the railing. From her purse she removed her house key and let herself in. To her, it felt like a hug to come home.

			After climbing the staircase, she headed to her bedroom to change clothes. When she reached the door she turned on the bedroom light. An old water oak grew outside her window, blocking the light entering through the sash window.

			A breeze rustled the lace curtains. She slipped off her Mary Janes, walked across the cool hardwood floor, and stood at the open window looking out at the backyard. She pictured herself on a tire swing hanging from the sturdy oak, and playing horseshoes in the sandy trench across the grass near the birch trees. It had been like this since she was little, seeing herself growing up here, even though she never did. She and her parents had lived down the street. When her grandmother died, Hayley took her inheritance and bought this house, finally making it her own and filling it with Grams’s furniture.

			Grams…the only person in the world I can tell my secrets to. And the only one who really knows me.

			A familiar squeak came from the rocking chair behind her. Smiling, she turned, noticing her clothes she’d draped across the chair were now folded neatly on the end of her bed.

			Her grandmother, eighty-two when she passed on, had materialized and sat in the rocker next to the fireplace. In spirit form, Grams appeared no older than thirty—a phenomenon Hayley always had to adjust to. Today she wore a short-sleeved dress with a daisy print, and her curled blonde hair fell softly on her shoulders. “You’re back early,” Grams said.

			“Yes, but I have to return later for some on-the-job training.”

			“Oh, sounds fun.”

			Hayley sat on her bed, thinking. I wasn’t as nervous this time. But this thing with Lee…I felt like I was in high school. She glanced at Grams. “Have any wisdoms you’d like to share with me?”

			“For instance?”

			“Like how to block these inappropriate feelings I’m having for one of my bosses.”

			“Sorry. You know the rules, dear. I can’t divulge your future. You have to go through the same romantic trials and tribulations every other woman
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