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Chapter One

~Joanna~

 

If Tessa didn't return soon with the sign-in sheet, I was going to wear a hole in the floor from my anxious pacing. We scrambled to do our research before my turn on stage. When I felt I could wait no longer, she barged in with the sheet, trailed closely by my other assistant, Micah.

"I have the list!" she announced, thrusting it toward me.

I snatched it from her, quickly skimming the names. I started typing them into the computer before passing the list back to her and Micah, so they could do the same.

I had an auditorium full of people who had paid to see me speak to the dead. They didn't know I was a fake, and I worked hard to ensure the secret never came out.

"I've got some excellent stuff, Boss. Excellent," Micah declared. He read off a few things.

"Those are a good start. Write it down."

More tapping and clicking of the keyboard and mouse as we all worked.

"Oh, I got it! This is gold." I read them a story from a blog.

"Oh yeah, that's perfect for the finale," Micah said over his laptop.

"If that doesn't get them crying, I don't know what will," Tessa agreed.

"How much longer until I go on?"

"The magician has another 20 minutes, and then it's you," Micah confirmed.

We consolidated our notes, worked out what I would say, and then I took a few minutes to practice. I'd been doing this so long I could perform with little prep time.

"Two minutes," Micah cued.

I took a few deep breaths as I checked my reflection in the dressing room mirror before making the long walk down the cement gray, cinder-block hallway toward the stage.

"Okay, Boss, ready?" Micah smiled from the top of the stairs as the illusionist on stage wrapped up.

The crowd erupted in applause. I peeked around the heavy purple curtain to see Julio taking a bow to a standing crowd.

He was the perfect opening act, long enough that we could get our research complete, but not so long that the audience became bored. He was entertaining and got the crowd into it. I was glad to have him as part of the team.

He didn't know what we did while he was on stage. He just did his job and did it well.

The curtain dropped, and the stage cleared behind it. Micah winked at me before walking out in front of the curtain to make my introduction. I stood in the wings, watching him. His long legs made it to center stage in a blink. He looked sharp in his dark blue sports coat paired with a crisp white dress shirt and khaki pants. Relaxed and confident, he turned with a smile to the crowd.

"Wasn't he wonderful! Give it up one more time for Julio the Great!" The audience went crazy with applause. When they quieted, he continued. "Now up next, the woman you all came to see. She has a special connection to the other side, giving us all hope that our loved ones are still looking out for us. Because of her, I know I have a few guardian angels." He paused and put his hand on his heart, closed his eyes while bowing his head.

Micah was good, too. Damn good.

He opened his eyes and pretended to wipe away a tear. The theater filled with a soft murmur as the onlookers reacted to him.

"Let's give a warm welcome to Joanna, your Medium with a Heart."

The audience came to their feet with cheers mixed with sobbing. They were ready to believe. This was going to be a great show. I took a deep breath before walking in front of the curtain with my best pageant queen smile.

"Oh, thank you, thank you. Please, please..." I held my hands up for quiet. As they took their seats, the cheering quieted, but the gentle weeping continued.

It occurred at almost every show. People felt hope that they would hear from a loved one or two. Only a handful would, well, sort of.

I put my hands over my heart. "I'm humbled by your welcome. I hope everyone is doing well this evening. I've been backstage, clearing my mind and preparing to connect with the other side. I can already feel them waiting. Let's see..."

I paced slowly to one side of the stage, paused, and then moved back to the middle of the stage. "Hm, so I'm hearing from a woman. She's telling me a story about an olive-green dress with far too many bows." My statement was met with low laughter from the audience. "A prom dress? No, wait... a bridesmaid's dress. It caused disagreement and compromise."

There was a gasp from the right side of the audience. A woman in her mid-fifties stood. She had a tissue already pressed to one eye.

"My sister. I hated that dress," the woman stated.

A muffled laugh rolled through the crowd. I gestured for her to join me on stage.

The rest of the show went smoothly. I had picked the perfect stories, and the audience was eating them up. I felt good about the performance. The finale was the real tearjerker, a story about a mother and daughter and a rose garden they had planted together.

While my assistants did their things out front, I went to my dressing room to unwind and change into my everyday plain self. It felt good to dress up and put on my alias for the hour-long show, but it was even better to relax after.

Now in my soft, oversized t-shirt and yoga pants with beat-up sneakers, I washed my make-up off and shook out the fancy updo, pulling my hair into a ponytail. I gave a sigh of relief once I was back to plain ole Jo.

"Much better," I said to my reflection.

After I changed, I tidied the dressing area while waiting for my assistants. I wasn't one to sit idle. When I was satisfied, I scrolled through social media and my emails.

It was about an hour later when they finally joined me in the dressing room. They had a stack of receipts, cash overflowing the cash box, and empty boxes.

"Great night, Boss," Micah said as he set down the boxes with what was left. "Everyone was commenting on the rose story. They loved that one."

I peeked inside. Not much. A few shirts, some other miscellaneous items, and a few books. We had brought several dozen of each product.

"We thought they might," I confirmed. "Everything's cleaned up, so we should be good to go."

We gathered our items and turned to leave. As we turned, I noticed a man in the doorway watching us. Was he a fan looking for an autograph? He was dressed too nicely to be the janitor.

"Oh, I'm sorry. You can't be back here."

I looked over my shoulder at Micah and Tessa for confirmation. They stared at me, confused.

"Who are you talking to, Boss?" Micah asked.

"Him." I gestured toward the man standing by the door.

They looked at each other and then at me. Blank stares all around.

"You can see me?" the strange man asked.

"Um, yeah. What kind of question is that?"

"You can see me." He became animated and walked toward me. "Wow, I came here for your help. When I realized you were faking it, I was disappointed. But you can really see me. So, you can help me."

An icy prickle crawled up my spine. I took a step back.

"Okay, this is freaking me out. Who are you?"

"Boss?" Micah sounded concerned.

I looked at him and then at the stranger. Who was this guy? Why could I see him, and Micah and Tessa couldn't?

"They can't see me. I'm dead." His tone became more serious. "You're a medium, or whatever it's called, right? That's what the marquee out front says anyway."

My mouth dropped open. Every childhood memory I'd buried, every spirit I'd blocked out, came rushing back. This wasn't supposed to happen. Not anymore. I'd been faking the medium thing, trying to get my childhood powers back. I'd just never figured out how, and I couldn't believe this was really happening now. Or perhaps this was a trick?

"Okay, so you're telling me you're dead... I can see you, but you're... dead." I looked around the room for an exit.

"Yes. I am, and you can." He had a pleased look on his face, like he had just won the lottery. "I need your help. That's why I came to your show. I heard you can speak to the dead, and I need you to speak for me."

I had to ignore for a minute that he just named the most dangerous, powerful man in our town and try to focus on what he wanted me to do. I couldn't do this. Could I? What was in it for me? I couldn't think of anything. Not. One. Thing.

Plus, why would I help a womanizing con artist? Says the fake medium, I thought.

"What if I don't agree to help you?"

"Well, I have nowhere to go and nothing to do but follow you around. I can be pretty annoying."

That sounded like a threat, and based on our limited interaction, caused me to visibly shudder. I imagined he could be quite annoying. I could try to block him like I had with spirits from my childhood, but not knowing how I was seeing him now, I wasn't sure I could block him.

"What's he saying?" Tessa asked, her voice quivering slightly.

"He says he wants me to help investigate his death. Says he was murdered."

"Oh, this is crazy awesome!" Micah was grinning from ear to ear and swaying like an eager little boy. He seemed to enjoy this.

Micah was over six feet tall and thin as a rail, with a full hipster beard. To see him act childlike was amusing. If I wasn't so annoyed and spooked by this stranger's request, I would have laughed.

"Look... um, wait, what's your name?" I realized in the rush of information, he hadn't introduced himself, though he looked familiar. I just couldn't place him.

"Jeremy Landon."

"Oh, I remember hearing about you. From Creekview, like us. But the news said accidental poisoning. Not too many of the people that were interviewed seemed upset you were dead... you weren't a nice person."

"Yeah, well... I didn't deserve to die for being an asshole." He paused, running his hands through his hair. "A lot of people are assholes, and seriously, it was murder. Like you said, many people didn't like me and had good reason to kill me. I just need to prove it. Again, since you can see me, I need you to tell my side of the story."

I'd never investigated a murder. Never thought I would ever be asked to. What skills did I have? Maybe my research skills could help us, but that was really the only skill I could think of that might translate to sleuth.

"Can you at least give me tonight to think about it? Don't do the whole stalking ghost thing until I have time to think."

"Fine. I'll come see you in the morning." He turned to leave, but then stopped, pointing at me. "And for the record, my wife and girlfriend were both upset that I died. They still cry for me."

He continued his departure from the room; I followed him to watch him head down the cinder-block hallway until he was gone. Slowly, I turned back to my assistants.

"So?" they asked together. Their hands clasped, begging me for answers.

"He said he would give me until the morning to think about it. Can I really do this?"

"Yes!" they said simultaneously.

I stared blankly at them, trying to determine my next move.

Tessa seemed over her fear and now matched Micah's excitement over the situation. A freaking ghost had just asked me to help solve his murder. How had this turned into my life?

 

 


Chapter Two

~Joanna~

 

The next day, bright and way too early, I was startled awake by the feeling I wasn't alone. In the chair next to the bed sat Jeremy. I shrieked, jumping nearly out of bed.

"Holy crap, Jeremy! I wasn't expecting you this early."

"I told you that you had until morning. It's morning." He gestured toward the window, where faint light was starting to peek through the curtains.

"Ugh, too early, guy. Too early. I'm not a morning person." I fell back on my pillows, closing my eyes.

"Well, I need an answer."

I peeked at him through half-closed eyes and heaved a sigh. I desperately wanted to say 'no,' but I pictured Laney sitting at home wondering why her husband had cheated. What could she have done differently? What did she do wrong? I didn't know her, but I had lived through those feelings not that long ago. I knew the emotional rollercoaster: anger, grief, sadness, rage.

So many questions and no one to provide the answers. I could give that to her and maybe help Jeremy with his own peace of mind in the process.

And the cherry on top, I didn't want him to haunt me. From this early-morning wake-up to his lack of remorse about being an adulterer, I had a low opinion of Jeremy Landon and didn't want to spend any more time with him than was necessary. He'd actually smiled when mentioning his pregnant wife and girlfriend. Like it was something to be proud of. The man had no shame.

"I don't have the experience for this, and honestly, there isn't anything in this for me." I glared at Jeremy, trying to decide what to say. "But I can tell this won't end well if I don't agree. You clearly have no boundaries."

"No, no, I don't," he stated flatly. "And I won't leave you alone until I get my way. I didn't make my money by slacking and letting things go. I had to push my weight around." He flashed me a million-dollar smile.

"I just want to make it clear. I'm not just doing this because of your threat. Okay, well, maybe a little, but as a medium, I give people peace and closure. That's what I'll do for you. And also, being that we are both from the same hometown, I'll help a fellow Creekview citizen." I shrugged.

"Great. So, when do we get started?" He rubbed his hands together.

I shuddered. Had I made a deal with the devil? Yikes. But if it helped Laney find answers, maybe it was worth selling my soul for a few weeks.

"I need a shower and coffee, in that order. Then we can talk."

"Excellent." He settled in like he planned to stay while I showered.

Studying him, I was fascinated to realize he wasn't exactly sitting in the chair as I first thought when I woke. He was kind of hovering. Weird. But I dismissed the thought immediately. He couldn't stay while I showered and dressed. I'd figure that out later.

"Um, no. No. Nope. You have gotta go. You can wait downstairs in the lobby, but I need privacy. That's rule number one if this is going to work. Privacy."

"You're a prude. Lobby. One hour."

I turned my head to watch as he faded into the wall and was gone.

"How did I get here?" I said to the empty room.

I wanted to lie there for at least another hour, but instead, I sent a text to my assistants letting them know Jeremy had ordered us an early wake-up call and to meet me in the hotel lobby in an hour. I received delayed responses that were not polite, but they were, at least, awake.

An hour later, I was showered and dressed, then headed downstairs as promised. Stepping out of the elevator, I fought a yawn as I scanned the lobby for the hotel's coffee shop. I needed coffee, stat.

"Right on time." Jeremy snuck up behind me.

I practically jumped out of my skin. He was going to give me a heart attack if he kept sneaking up on me like that.

"I can't be seen talking to you because it will look like I'm talking to myself," I whispered.

"Fine."

I fumbled to put my cell phone to my ear to make it look like I was on a call. "I'm going to get coffee, and then I'll be right back. My assistants will be down any minute."

"Yeah, hipster guy is here already. I haven't seen goth girl yet."

"Um, thanks." I walked away but then turned back, still holding my cell phone. "She isn't goth, just... artistic."

He flashed me a slow, smart-ass grin. Arrogant prick. I desperately hoped this would be an easy mystery to solve because I didn't know how long I could stand being around him.

I saw Micah when I walked into the coffee shop. He nodded his greeting. Micah wasn't a morning person, either. He collected our order and turned to hand me a cup of coffee.

"Lifesaver," I mumbled as I took the cup and sipped the bitter nectar, sighing when it hit my soul.

"Did you see our friend yet?"

"Yeah, he's outside. He's nicknamed you hipster guy."

Micah perked up.

"Oh, yeah? Cool. I like it." He grinned and stroked his beard.

"He called Tessa 'goth girl.'"

"Ouch. She won't like that."

"I know."

We walked back out to the lobby. I looked around, then nodded in Jeremy's direction. Micah followed me. At least now I could speak without looking like I was talking to myself.

"So, where is 'artistic girl'?" He did the air quotes thing.

"I'll text her."

"He asked about Tessa?" Micah asked.

"Yeah." I typed a message into my phone.

She replied she was on her way.

Micah inspected where I'd indicated Jeremy was standing. Jeremy stared back at him.

"What is he doing?" he snapped, crossing his arms over his chest.

"I think he is trying to see you."

"I am," Micah confirmed. "I wish I could see and talk to him without you."

Jeremy rolled his eyes and glanced out the window. I didn't relay this message. It would only disappoint Micah. He wanted so badly to be a medium.

Finally, Tessa made her appearance. On closer inspection, she did look a bit goth. I, for one, had always liked her style. She was unique.

Today's outfit was a black crop top with a gray wool cardigan over it paired with a black and white plaid skirt, fishnet stockings, and combat boots. Her hair was black with dark purple highlights and pulled into a messy bun. A typical Tessa outfit.

Not many people around dressed like this. It made her stand out.

"See? You see it now, don't you?" Jeremy said smugly.

I didn't answer but turned to my assistants to discuss our next move. We needed to check out of the hotel, then travel to the next city for the last show of our tour before heading home. It had been a long month on the road, and we were all getting worn out.

I was ready to be home. Tired of fast-food and wanted something home cooked, to sleep in my own bed, and I wanted a break from standing in front of the crowds and being 'on' every night.

"I guess we need to work out who you think might have killed you, then make a plan to talk to each person and research their motives."

"Sounds good to me," Jeremy confirmed.

We checked out of the hotel. Micah drove, and we grabbed one more coffee before the three-hour drive. Jeremy and Tessa in the back, me in the front.

Once we got on the highway, I pulled out a notepad to take notes on the whos, whats, and hows. I turned so I could see him and started taking notes.

"Okay, let's start at the beginning," I said, pen in hand.

Jeremy launched into stories about his wife, his girlfriend, his business partner, and his brother. They all sounded like they had reasons to kill him. He had cheated on his wife, and both women were six months pregnant. His business partner felt betrayed by a deal he'd made without him. His brother thought he'd used their grandmother as a guinea pig for his drug trials.

"Wow, you really were an ass," I said.

"Yeah, I know. I told you that already. But I also did good things. I gave to charity, helped my employees, built a successful company that helps people." He sounded defensive.

"Okay, okay. I'm just saying, you gave a lot of people motive."

We spent the rest of the drive narrowing down the list and making a plan for how to approach each person. By the time we arrived at the next hotel, I had a solid list and felt slightly more confident about this whole investigation thing.

Maybe I could do this after all.





We arrived at the hotel around noon and checked in. After getting our room keys, we parted ways with a plan to meet up in a few hours. Tessa would come to my room to help me get ready for the evening's performance, and then we'd pick up dinner before heading to the show.

Jeremy followed me to my room, talking the entire time. With his non-stop chatter, I couldn't hear my own thoughts. I just wanted to lie down for a few minutes and relax before showtime.

Once in the room, I set my bags down and scanned the space. Nothing special about it. A standard hotel room with a queen bed covered in white bedding. A generic forest scene hung on the wall behind the bed. The window was adorned with the usual paisley-patterned curtains seen in every hotel room. There was a television across from the bed on a credenza with a single-cup coffee maker. The usual ice bucket and water glasses shared the tray with the coffee machine and its accessories.

I excused myself to the bathroom to wash my face and clear my head away from Mr. Chatty. It didn't work because I could still hear him talking, though I couldn't quite make out what he was saying.

Give me strength, I thought to myself as I stared at my reflection in the mirror.

"Are you nearly done in there? I have more to tell you."

"Yes, almost. I just need a minute alone." I answered.

"Fine. Fine. I'll be back in what? An hour?"

I opened the door with a little too much enthusiasm. "Yes, that would be perfect. Thank you."

"I think I will go spy on your assistants. The boy seems interesting."

He turned, disappearing into the wall. Maybe I should warn Micah? Nah, I wanted some peace.

I used the time to do a bit of research on my new BFF, Jeremy. I needed to find out the things he wasn't telling me. There were always three sides to every story: "yours," "mine," and the truth.

I found some information about his business deals. He seemed slimy, the stereotypical used-car-salesman slimy. He sang a good song, but the product was subpar.

It appeared he got lucky with Remarpax, but that didn't mean he hadn't taken shortcuts and stepped on toes to get there. Not to mention the experiment on his grandmother.

Next, I looked up his wife and girlfriend on various social media sites. They shared updates on their lives, preparing for their babies, and pictures of their growing bellies. I hoped I looked that cute if I was ever pregnant, but you probably have to date for that.

With my work schedule, job, and bitterness toward my first marriage, I didn't date often. The few dates I'd been on, the guys thought my job was weird, or my schedule was a hurdle they couldn't get past. I understood, mostly.

Plus, I was now a bit cynical when it came to guys. Ted left me with a lot of trust issues. I was thankful that we never had children. We had talked about it, but we had put it on hold with his supposed work travel. Little did I know back then that he wasn't traveling for work, or at least not as much as he said he was. My heart squeezed at the memories.

Now the idea of children hurt my heart. I didn't think I would ever want one. I would just enjoy my nephews.

All this Jeremy business was bringing memories back fast and hard. I had done a good job of not thinking about Ted, at least not as much as I did right after his death. Out of sight, out of mind, maybe? I had nothing in my house to remind me of him. I'd gotten rid of his things years ago. Not a picture, not a gift, nothing remained. Plus, he'd never lived here with me, so no random memories of happier times.

I felt I had a much clearer picture of Jeremy following my research. I didn't know if I would tell him everything I found. For now, I would keep it in my back pocket and use it only if needed.

"So that Micah is a strange fellow. You know he's gay?"

"Um, yeah. So?"

"I don't think I have ever been around a gay man before. At least, not that closely. I listened to him talking to his boyfriend."

"I don't want to hear this." I didn't need the details of my assistant's personal life, or anyone's, for that matter.

"No, no, not like that. It was like normal stuff. I don't know what I expected, but something... different." He sounded sincere in his fascination, and why not? Micah was a neat guy. That's why I liked working with him. "I have learned so much about people since being dead."

"I guess the whole 'life's short' thing is true?"

"Yeah, that, but I didn't spend much time with people that were different from me. I know me, but you and your friends are fascinating."

"Wait, what's fascinating about me? I'm plain... me."

"Oh, you know, not the rich country club, shopping-obsessed type of woman that I'm used to."

I didn't reply, not knowing if I should be insulted or flattered. I knew some rich country club ladies, and they were the sweetest, but his tone led me to believe he meant it negatively. He was blunt, matter of fact, and a bit of an ass, but he seemed sincere in learning about new people.

I decided to let it pass. I actually liked being plain Joanna. I had my stage persona, and that's what most people presumed I was like, but I was really an unassuming, quiet homebody. I preferred life out of the limelight, which I know with my job sounds contradictory.

On stage, I was this glamorous medium who spoke to the dead. I wore my hair in fancy styles and glittery, flashy makeup. Catsuits and kimonos with stiletto heels completed the illusion of Joanna: The Medium with a Heart. It was a flashy look, but people loved that Joanna.

Offstage, I typically wore jeans or yoga pants with baggy shirts, my hair in a ponytail, messy bun, or loose hanging to just below my shoulders. I seldom wore makeup. Maybe a little lip gloss occasionally, but rarely much more than that. This look saved me from being recognized, at least most of the time.

Only a few diehard Joanna the Medium fans saw through my plain Jo facade. They would laugh and comment on how it was smart of me to hide my identity. I played along, but the medium was the real disguise. I was plain Jo.

"So, what's the plan now?" Jeremy asked.

"I need to start getting ready for tonight's show. Tessa should be here any minute to help with my hair and makeup, and then we'll go pick up dinner before heading to the theater."

"Have you ever thought of actually talking to other dead people like me? There are more here. It isn't just me." He gestured around the room.

I cringed and looked around. I wondered how many more were here. Was I ever truly alone?

"I don't know how. You're a fluke. I have no idea if I can do this with anyone else."

I didn't mention that I used to be able to see dead people all the time. I had worked hard to block that ability and now didn't know how to get it back. After meeting this ghost, I wasn't entirely sure I wanted to meet more.

"I can teach you," he offered.

"How?"

"I don't know yet, but we'll figure it out."

"Why would you help me?" I asked. "There's nothing in it for you."

"To get you focused. This is your job; don't you want to do it properly?"

I stared at him. I wasn't sure if he was insulting me or genuinely trying to help.

"Well, yeah, I guess."

"Great. And the sooner we get through your BS, the sooner we can get to figuring out who killed me."

Ah, there was his motivation. It wasn't to help me, but to get to his case.

There was a knock at the door. I opened it to Tessa, loaded down with all the bags that would turn me from everyday Jo to Joanna the Medium with a Heart.

Tessa started unpacking my bags. She laid out my outfit for tonight. It was a kimono with gold fringe and embroidered gold floral accents that would go over a black catsuit. I had black open-toed stiletto heels to complete the look. I felt these outfits gave me a mysterious allure.

When I was dressed, Tessa painted on my face. Since she wasn't talkative, we were mostly quiet while she worked.

She applied the glittery gold eyeshadow, black eyeliner, and thick black mascara. We used a powder with a shimmer to it. The spotlights shining on me would make the makeup pop, but I always thought it looked goofy in the hotel room's plain lighting.

"Wow, I have seen your show a few times, but this is my favorite outfit so far," Jeremy said.

"Thanks. So, you like?" I posed for him.

"Oh shit, is he here? I didn't even think to ask you." Tessa looked around the room. I pointed toward where he stood.

"She's a character, yeah?"

"Yeah, a bit," I replied. "We need to get packed up. Where's Micah? He should be here by now."

I fired off a text, then Tessa and I started gathering the laptop bags. We had our merchandise shipped ahead to the theater. They would have it ready for us when we arrived. One less thing we had to worry about.

A few minutes later, my phone was still silent.

"No answer from Micah. This isn't like him."

Tessa tried to call him. "Straight to voicemail."

"We'll just go to his room."

We grabbed our gear and headed down. I knocked. Nothing. I knocked a little harder and heard mumbling, a curse, and then a thud like something fell. Maybe Micah. The door swung open.

With crazy hair and a wild, sleepy look on his face, Micah appeared at the door. "I'm so sorry, Boss. I am so, so sorry. Give me two minutes."

"No rush. We still have plenty of time before the show. Tessa and I will load the car and grab some coffees. Meet us downstairs?"

He nodded and turned back into the room, letting the door slam behind him. I giggled as we headed to the car. I guess I wasn't the only one who hadn't enjoyed Jeremy's early-morning wake-up call.

 

 

 


Chapter Three

~Joanna~

 

Micah apologized for the entire drive to the venue. "I can't believe I fell asleep. We just checked into the hotel a few hours ago, and I was only supposed to rest for a minute."

I tried to reassure him it was fine. We were all exhausted. The tour always took so much out of us, and after Jeremy's early-morning wake-up call, it was no wonder he'd passed out the moment his head hit the pillow.

"Seriously, don't worry about it. We all needed the rest. Besides, we made it with time to spare."

When we arrived in the dressing room, we got everything unpacked. It was the same as most we visited, yellowed walls that might have once been white, bright lights lining the mirrors, and long counters that we commandeered for our tech setup.

Micah and Tessa went to set up in the lobby to start selling shirts, books, and all the Joanna the Medium must-haves. I stayed behind to get the tech side of things set up.

Our opening act was once again Julio the Great. He stuck his head in when he arrived to say hello.

"Hey, Jo."

"Hey, Julio. Ready for the last show?" I smiled.

"Oh yeah, and ready to get back home. Baby's due any day."

"Congratulations! Break a leg tonight."

He left me and went to take the stage.

He was an incredible illusionist. He didn't do your typical magic show, but more of a visual display of mind puzzles. The audience was always on the edge of their seats, almost literally, through the entire show.

I dreaded the day he would realize he'd outgrown being my opener because he was going places. Whenever I told him he'd be headlining his own shows someday, he would laugh it off, but I think he knew it too.

"Are you going to cheat or trust me that you can do this?" Jeremy asked.

"I don't call it cheating. I call it... giving the people what they want." Okay, maybe it was cheating, but I wasn't admitting anything to him.

"Semantics. Okay, look, there's a guy here. His wife is going to be in the crowd tonight. He's standing right here next to me." He motioned to his right.

I stared and tried to focus.

"Jeremy, I don't know..." But as I spoke, I started to see an older man, a bit short and overweight, with the worst comb-over. I guessed even in the afterlife, bad hair was a thing. He had nervous energy, rocking slightly on his heels, hands fidgeting. "Wait. I think I see him. Is he wearing an orange Hawaiian shirt?"

"Yes, that's him," Jeremy said, becoming animated. "Joanna, meet Larry."

"Nice to meet you. I'm so glad you can see me. I need you to give my wife a message." Larry spoke with a slow Southern accent.

"Of course, but don't you want to wait for the show?"

"Um, yeah, I guess. Wait, no, I should tell you now." He looked at Jeremy and then at me. "I know she wants to hear from me, but she'll also hate hearing from me. She hates me."

"Why? What happened?" I was a sucker for other people's drama. I didn't like it in my own life.

"I died... Oh my." He looked down at the floor but then looked up at me again. "I died while having sex with another woman... her sister."

"What? I mean, oh." I needed to act cool and professional.

But what was wrong with guys? What were the odds that both dead people I could currently see were adulterers? It had me looking around for Ted, or maybe a hidden camera from some prank show.

"I know. It's horrible. I need to apologize. But that isn't even the worst part." He ran a hand over his face. "I spent all our money. We were in debt up to our eyeballs. Her sister wanted new boobs..."

He shrugged, and Jeremy laughed.

"Hey, man, I get it. I bought a pair for my girl, too."

"What the heck? I am starting to hate this job." I mumbled to myself and turned to face the mirror. He was exactly like my husband. "Are there any normal dead people?"

"Not really," Jeremy said. "Most regular folks go wherever they go. Heaven, Hell, whatever you believe in. Those of us wandering Earth? We're stuck. Unfinished business." He gestured toward Larry. "Apologies to make, or in my case, not satisfied with how they say I died. Like Purgatory, I guess."

"So, you're saying that if I meet others, they will probably have more stories like yours? More cheating husbands or other people who did bad things?" Of course. Just my freaking luck. I had a cheating husband, and now I was stuck with a bunch of them.

"Um, yeah, probably." He shrugged and said it so nonchalantly, like it was normal. "There are others, though. Just unhappy people. Like me, they don't like how they died and want to know more. Then others want to tell their loved ones they love them one last time but have no way to do it."

"Okay, so are there any more people here?" I glanced around the room, trying to figure out how to unblock my powers. I still didn't know how I was seeing anyone.

"Not in the room, but they're here. I can go get another one or two, or as many as you like, if you want to try to see them."

I could only manage a nod.

When Jeremy and Larry walked out, I collapsed into the closest chair, trying to process this latest experience.

His story wasn't the kind I thought I would be telling in this job, but I guess that's why I wanted to try. When Ted died six years ago, I wanted to learn how to channel spirits again so I could get closure on his death and lies. Though for all the crap Ted put me through, he hadn't cheated with my sister.

My brother-in-law had bought me gifts in the past, but things like books I had wanted or a glass figurine of sisters holding hands. That was the limit of our intimacy. I couldn't imagine him buying me boobs. The thought made me feel sick.

I didn't know if I really wanted to do this. These weren't the type of spirits I remembered as a child, but then would middle-aged men, like these, tell a ten-year-old girl about their affairs? Probably not. They had all been nice and told me funny stories.

I rubbed my temples. It sounded like I was going to meet a lot of people I probably wasn't going to like. A headache was starting to form at the thought.

"What have I gotten myself into?" I said to the air.

"Excuse me, Ms. Joanna?"

"Yes?" I turned to see a stunningly beautiful young girl. She couldn't have been more than eighteen years old.

"Hi, I'm Kelsey. Mr. Jeremy sent me." She gestured over her shoulder toward the hallway.

My next tragic story. What could this sweet girl have done?

"You have unfinished business with a loved one or something you want said?"

"Yes. My mother and sister are in the audience tonight. I have been following them since I died. I need them to know I'm sorry and tell them they did nothing wrong."

I hated to ask, but I knew I had to. "What happened?"

"Heart attack. I was a
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