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			Dedicated to the author John Sandford who has provided many hours of entertainment. One of his books offered part of the inspiration for me to write this novel. Mirrors that serve as windows for spirits perfectly fit my story. I hope my books will inspire other authors to write. Let us all inspire each other in a positive way.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			An icy finger of doubt touched Jennifer Hughes, hijacking the joy she’d felt all morning. The house passed inspection, exceeding her expectations, but she had to clarify the abrupt misgiving. “Why did the sellers take my first low offer? Is it haunted or something?”

			The real estate agent, Pam Caufield, nodded, shrugged, and dropped her gaze to the stack of papers she held. She lost a bit of color in her olive skin. “I should have told you this before. The sellers think it’s haunted. You can back out and not sign the contracts.”

			Jen drummed her fingers. “It’s because of that creepy dirt basement, right?” 

			Pam slid the stack of Jen’s closing copies across the desk. “Dirt basements were common at the turn of the century. A lot of Victorians have them.”

			“That’s it?” Jen chuckled. “I don’t, and can’t afford to, believe in ghosts. I want that house.”

			The first day Jen drove into town and passed the Welcome to Livonia billboard, she knew this was her chance to find herself, become independent, leave the old, weak Jennifer behind and embrace the newer, stronger woman she needed to become.

			Pam’s color returned. “Well, now you know the rumor. If you’re okay with it, sign, and we’re done.”

			Jen signed on the highlighted lines.

			“Great,” Pam said. “Why don’t you go next door for a bit of lunch? I have about ten minutes’ work to do. Then I’ll join you. Okay?” 

			Accustomed to taking orders from her ex-husband Keith, Jen berated herself for immediately rising and heading for the door. Okay, I could use some coffee. Hoping she could go through this post-divorce adjustment fast, she considered her actions now, not like before, jumping at Keith’s commands without question.

			Gold leaf words, Carpe Foodum, on the glass door identified the café. When the hostess approached, Jen pointed to a booth and said, “Can I please have a cup of coffee?” 

			She headed toward the ladies’ room. In front of the mirror, she pulled the rubber band from her light brown hair and let it loose, using her fingers like a comb. She frowned at the mirror. The divorce had taken its toll on her face. 

			Damn that, Keith. Although not admitting it openly, she had lost her passion for him in the last few years. The whole divorce thing has been so frickin’ inconvenient. “Oh, quit bitchin’,” she mumbled and thought about the framed sampler she brought from her Baltimore house, embroidered in colorful cross stitch, Quitcher Bitchin’. Now it would hang in her new kitchen. She inhaled a cleansing breath, washed her hands, and returned to the table with its waiting cup of coffee. 

			Her waistband, loose from the divorce diet, gave permission for real sugar. 

			Before she could take a sip, Pam slipped into the booth. “Okay.”

			“Okay?”

			“I’m done with my chore. You’re the new owner. Everything’s good.” 

			 Jen pictured the wooden house and its fish-scale mansard cupola with the eagle weathervane. 

			Pam brushed a dark lock from her forehead, put her elbow on the table, and leaned her chin on her knuckles. “You mentioned you had just divorced. I am, too, so I understand what you are going through.”

			Jen nodded. “Thanks. Since I left our home in Baltimore, I’ve felt like a vagabond.”

			“I hear you, sister. I haven’t completely acclimated to being alone.”

			Jen looked at the coffee cup. “Absolutely. I need a good house, one that can be mine and not a relic of my past life. I’m thrilled to get this one and have some money left over for furniture.”

			“The owners said you could have the furniture if you want it.”

			“All those antiques? Wow!”

			The second coffee came. Pam said, “Thanks. I could use a shot of caffeine.”

			Jen ordered a cheeseburger and fries. “Lunch?”

			Pam thought for a moment. “Nah. I’m good with the coffee.” 

			“Okay, Pam, tell me about that house. Who thinks it’s haunted?”

			“Some of the past owners. These last owners had it exorcised. They stayed the longest. Now only people from out of town look at it.”

			“Oh, come on. It’s probably an old furnace. Maybe it gurgles. Gosh, a house near us in Baltimore exploded from a faulty furnace.”

			“The furnace works fine—upgraded ten years ago to natural gas. Funny, you should have mentioned an explosion. The original builder blew up a factory, killing a few people before he killed himself. He was involved in organized crime and all kinds of corruption.”

			“So, that man’s the ghost?”

			“I haven’t a clue. That’s the only thing I know about the first owner.”

			“There has to be a better explanation.”

			“Don’t say I didn’t warn you. You still have time to cancel if you want to get out of it.” 

			Jen took a long sip of her brew. “No. I love that house. And I want to move in right now. I’m in a cheap rent-by-the-week place. The furniture too? I can’t believe it!”

			“Everything will be yours. Everything.”

			Pam scooted out of the booth, making a scraping noise on the seat.

			“Oooh, I think that cushion is haunted,” Jen teased. “Did you hear it groan?”

			Pam smiled. “Ah, must be the suffering upholstery cheering the fact my big butt has lifted.”Pam turned to leave. After a few steps, she hurried back to the booth. “I’m sorry. I forgot to give you the keys. Come over and get them when you’re done here.” She left. The little brass bell above the café door rang cheerily from her exit.

			“Ghosts,” Jen murmured. “A haunted house.” She smiled. It couldn’t be as bad as the turmoil she had been living with in Baltimore. 

			Her burger and fries came, along with a refill for the cup. The food tasted great, with deep flavors and perfect texture. The gloominess she’d felt in the ladies’ room disappeared and had been replaced with the happies.

			Stomach full and feeling like the Bliss Fairy had unloaded her wand, Jen went next door for her keys.

			Standing in front of Pam’s desk, she put her hand out and wiggled her fingers.

			Pam leaned back in her office chair. “I hope it works out and you stay a long time.”

			“I survived, Keith. I can survive, um, whoever.” 

			“Here.” Pam held up a dark steel ring and rattled metallic keys.

			“Oh, for real? Look at those long old-fashioned things!”

			“These open the front door, the side garage, and the back door. But these….” She fanned blackened finger-sized iron cylinders. “Are for the inside doors.”

			“Skeleton keys! Isn’t that what they call them?”

			Pam’s left eyebrow went up. “Sounds appropriate.”

			Jen accepted the jangling mass.

			A line formed between Pam’s dark eyebrows as she handed over the garage remote control device. “Be careful.”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.” Jen put the keys in her purse.

			“Do you have a lot of stuff to move?”

			“Nah, my clothes, keepsakes, a few linens, and knickknacks. Keith is shipping my dishes. How nice of him, eh? Maybe his new honey doesn’t like my pattern. Actually, Old Country Roses will look good in my Victorian. Don’t you think?”

			Pam sniffed. “Sure. I can picture them flying through the air regularly.”

			“Come for tea,” Jen said in an English accent.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			That afternoon Jennifer stopped her four-year-old Acura in front of the roomy one-car detached garage of her new purchase. She pressed the remote button. As she started to emerge from the car, a hellish screeching jarred her. She flinched, and the car door hurled back at her. She jerked her leg away to keep it from being crushed. The adrenaline rush subsided as the squeal deepened and turned into a metal-upon-metal rasp. It’s the garage door! The wide wooden door finished its plaintive path, stopping at the top. “WD 40,” she said, as if a secretary stood by making a list. She popped the trunk and cautiously got out of the car. The boxes jammed into the back had not budged for three months since she left Baltimore. She struggled to dislodge her possessions, but it felt good to no longer be homeless. 

			The tidy garage had a few tools hanging on one wall, and in the corner, a ladder leaned against an upright hand truck. “A dolly, just what I need,” she said to the non-existent assistant. She wheeled it to the boxes sitting helter-skelter around her Acura.

			Jen piled three boxes on the dolly and dragged the cargo up the cement walk to the back door. The modern door key slipped into its slot, and the door lock quietly clicked. Using her knee to hold it open, she edged the loaded dolly into her kitchen. Each box proclaimed its contents by thick black markings.

			Jen looked around the kitchen. “Put plastic ware on the list.” She pulled open the refrigerator door. “And food. Got to get champagne. Not Dom Perignon.” She sighed. Keith would still drink that; she would have to step down to Piper Heidsieck. Nothing less, though. “I have my standards.”

			Opening the box marked kitchen, Jen removed the framed cross-stitch sitting on top and leaned the Quitcher Bitchin’ sampler on the counter against the fridge. “I’ll hang you later.” She pulled the dolly outside for the second load.

			Jen put the new set of boxes at the bottom of the stairs and, one by one lugged them up. Opening the one labeled linen, she took out a set of sheets and placed them on the stripped bed. She pushed the box with the towels into the bathroom, next to the antique claw foot tub. The black and white octagonal tiles on the floor reminded her of beehive cells. A semi-circular stained-glass window let in colorful light above the tub. I love this bathroom. 

			On her way downstairs, she ran her hand along the dark walnut banister. The newel at the bottom sported a carved pineapple. How many little boys had their sliding plans thwarted by the threatening points of the sculpture?

			Jen took a breather in the parlor and sat in one of a pair of wine-colored velvet wingchairs that faced the graceful fireplace mantel. She needed to go shopping before she wore out. Her rest lasted five minutes. She had things to do.

			She searched for her handbag in the kitchen. “What did I do with my purse?” She jumped when the Quitcher Bitchin’ frame clacked against the tile counter and hit the floor. 

			Her hand went to her throat. It’s only the cross stitch. Her peripheral vision detected a movement. The back door slowly swung open. Seeing her car with the trunk aloft, she remembered where she left the handbag. Dummy. “Um, secretary, remind me to keep a better watch on my purse.”

			After she locked the back door, a thud came from the kitchen. She froze. The clacking of the cross stitch falling repeated. A scraping noise followed, the kind of sound a heavy box made by being dragged across the floor. Must be an open window blowing my sampler over. Yeah, the wind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Jen hurried to the garage, got in her car, and sped away. Noises forgotten, she trekked through town feeling better than she had in months, maybe years. She found a grocery store and commenced her purchasing orgy. By the final aisle, the buggy was perilously full. 

			Luckily, Grocer’s Heaven sat opposite a liquor store. Pulling into the busy street, she made a sharp U-turn and parked in front of The Beer Cave. Saying “Beer Cahv” to herself, she wondered if the store offered a fine line of exotic beers kept at the perfect temperature for discerning customers, like a wine cave in France. Her lip turned up into a quick snarl. I won’t be around to enjoy the wines Keith bought in Beaune last year, our Europe’s Finest Wines Tour.

			The liquor store did not offer a fancy, temperature-controlled wall filled with beers from around the world. In fact, the floor was bare cement.

			“Welcome to the Beer Cave,” chimed a young man pushing a broom. He did not say cahv. 

			Not a high-end liquor store, it still offered the usual selections of champagnes. She lingered at the Dom Perignon display but pulling away from the divine nectar, she found the Piper Heisdeick and rejoiced at the $36 price tag. She selected a set of plastic wine glasses on her way to the register, where she stood behind a black man who resembled a young Denzel Washington. He turned and smiled at her. As she smiled back, the box of glasses slipped from her grip. He caught them before they hit the floor and, with an unhurried, effortless motion, handed them to her.

			“Wow, great move! Thanks,” she said. 

			“You’re welcome.” He looked her up and down. “Partying alone, honey?”

			Oh, no! What message did I send this guy? I don’t know much about Livonia, and I’m single. This isn’t my friendly, safe suburban neighborhood back in Baltimore. “Uh, no, not alone.” How do I cut this guy off? She cleared her throat to produce a lower register. “Actually, um, I’m buying this champagne here to celebrate my engagement to my girlfriend. She said ‘yes,’ and we’re headed to a special chapel in Aberdeen, uh…called the Queen’s Choice to tie the knot tomorrow. Mazel tov! Eh?”

			A nanosecond look of confusion crossed his face before he nodded. “Yeah, mazel tov.” He turned around and took his change from the cashier. His wedding band flashed as he pocketed the change. 

			She paid for her purchase, reining in her usual chattiness. Leaving the store, she spoke to the unseen secretary. “New town, new people, new start. Right?”

			When she pulled in to her driveway and hit the garage door opener, the door again screeched and squealed its slow progress up. WD 40, first thing tomorrow. 

			Jen spent an hour bringing in and stowing the copious purchases, then slumped into a parlor wing chair. After kicking off her shoes, she rubbed her neck and took a deep breath. “We’ll have no champagne tonight. I’m dead tired and need sleep.” Sandals in hand, she headed up the stairs to her bedroom.

			She showered, brushed her teeth, and put on a red nightshirt. Catching her reflection in the door mirror, Jen modeled her nightwear and stroked her sides. She fluttered her eyelids, remembering how Keith liked the nightshirt. The upward curve on the side seams showing the tops of her legs turned him on, he claimed. He never failed to tweak her nipples that made slight bumps under the cotton knit. She glided her hands over her breasts. Well, he’ll never tweak these again.

			Jen opened her travel case and lined up a few bottles on the bedside table. Ever since Keith started divorce proceedings, she’d had trouble sleeping.

			“What shall it be tonight? I’m so tired, I might not be able to sleep at all.” She looked at the bottles. “Timed Release Ambien? Xanax?” The other bottles stood like soldiers, the guardians of her rest. “Ah, yes! I shall sleep with Prince Valium tonight.” She shook the bottle of white pills. The label indicated ten milligrams as the dosage. “But tonight, sweet Prince, I shall make sure I get the rest I need for a big day of hard work tomorrow.” She let two tablets fall into her palm and spun the blue top of Crystal Geyser.

			Twelve hours later, she woke, stretched, and smiled.

			Rested but groggy, Jen made her way down the stairs and into the kitchen. “Coffee,” she said limply, waving her hand to the invisible secretary. “I need caffeine.” 

			As she moved toward the cabinets, a glimpse of white grabbed her view. A trickle of fear, enough to bring her to full attention, guided her to a multitude of white plastic bags strewn about the floor. The pantry door gaped open.

			“Hey!” Jen protested. I’m sure I put these away. There has to be a logical explanation. Logical. Drafts? Of course, these old houses are full of drafts. But the pantry door?

			She wadded the plastic mass and shoved it into a bottom cabinet. “Make a note, canvas shopping bags. And check the handle to the pantry.” She arched her back in a stretch. Lord, do I need my cup this morning. Even if it is made from my new $15 Mister Coffee maker.

			The brew, along with two delicate croissants, fulfilled her brunch needs. Embracing the caffeine jolt, she planned to dedicate her morning to the garage. Inside the pantry, along with a few items from her shopping trip, she found the WD40 and a new speckled turkey feather duster askew on the floor. “Right. Drafts.” She picked up the items. Then, lubricant and duster in hand, she headed out the back door and walked the twenty-odd steps to the garage.

			Using the ladder left by the old owners, she dusted vigorously and lubed every moving part on the door opener mechanism. At the conclusion of the cleaning, the machine squeaked less, but not enough for her satisfaction. She stood in the open entry, hand on hip, and vowed to eventually quiet the damn thing. Jen, still in a defiant stance and focused on her mission, barely heard the little white Kia Rio pull up the gravel driveway.

			“Hi,” a familiar voice said behind her. “I see you’re still here.” Pam got out of the car. 

			Jen turned. “Yep, still here.” She brought the remote from her pocket and demonstrated her minor success on the door sounds, then moved the ladder to the wall and put away the cleaning articles.

			“So, how was your first night in the house? Any strange noises?” 

			Jen wiped her dusty hands on her jeans and meandered toward the Rio. “My first night? Great. I didn’t hear a thing.”

			“That’s good news.” Pam returned to her car and came back with three bunches of grocery store flowers. “Welcome. I should have done this yesterday.”

			“Thanks,” Jen said, pleased at the thoughtfulness. “Come in. We’ll put them in water.”

			In the kitchen, Pam stripped the plastic from the daisies, pink carnations, and the third bunch of leather leaf fronds and baby’s breath. Jen took the cellophane covers, still marked with Three for twelve dollars, and threw them in her new trash bin. Thinking about the overlooked price tags, Jen recognized that she and Pam had a few things in common.

			“Oh,” Jen’s voice dropped. “I don’t have a vase. I’ll put that on my next list.” 

			Pam said, “A big jar would work.”

			“I remember seeing some Mason jars on the shelves near the basement stairwell.” Jen made an exaggerated shudder. “That basement is nasty.”

			Pam nodded. “I’m brave. I’ll get one.” She returned with a large mouth jar sporting the word Mason.

			Jen cleaned the jar and decorated it with a paper doily, an impulse purchase from the previous night’s shopping trip. She snapped a rubber band around the jar’s neck. “Voila. An Elizabethan collar for a Victorian house.” They both stepped back and admired the arrangement.

			“Nice,” Pam said. “I took the day off. Can I help you get settled?”

			Jen accepted, but before she could map out the day’s labor, the doorbell rang. It was a UPS man with a large box on an upright dolly. He brought it in, and she signed for the delivery.

			Jen glanced at the return address. “My dishes!” She eyed the heavy packing tape securing the box. “I need a box opener, Pam. Will you come with me to the DIY store? I also need to make a stop at an appliance place.”

			Pam grabbed her purse as an answer.

			At the home store, Jen bought a threateningly large box cutter, hammer, nails, screwdrivers, a hose, and other DIY necessities. They walked to the nearby appliance store for the next purchase, a sixty-inch flat-screen television and a DVD player. Jen made one more stop for a rotisserie chicken and fixings after Pam agreed to stay for dinner. 

			As they exited the deli, a big red movie rental machine caught her eye. “I didn’t know the stores still had these. I don’t have Internet yet. Let’s make this a true girls’ night out.” She rented Gone with the Wind. 

			They unloaded the home supplies into the garage. The television was lightweight but large and required them both to carry the box. As they passed the kitchen, they saw the doily-decorated Mason jar on its side, water puddled on the floor, and the flowers askew, some on the table, some in the puddle.

			“Drafts?” Jen mumbled in a half-hearted excuse as she continued into the living room with her end of the box. They leaned their burden against the wall.

			“Um, I’ll go get the DVD player,” Pam said.

			“Okay, I’ll clean up the flowers.”

			Flowers restored, and boxes opened. The two women set up the television and connected the DVD player.

			“I feel really good about being able to set up all of this equipment,” Jen said. “I never plugged in a technology thingy in my life. I guess I’ll have to buy a computer, too. I hope it’s as easy as this stuff.”

			With the television installation completed, Jen cut open the UPS box and pulled the first wadding of bubble wrap from the dishes. 

			“Pretty dishes,” Pam said. 

			“Thank you. I’ll feel like I’m home when my Country Roses are in place.”

			Jen and Pam cleaned the built-in china cabinet, then rinsed and dried the dishes. One by one, the floral dinnerware went into its place in the formal dining room. 

			Pam said, “Break time,” and returned from the kitchen holding two bottles of spring water. In the dining room, she extended the water to Jen, who sat on the floor leaning against a chair. 

			Pam twirled off the top of her water, squatted, and took a long drink. “How long have you been divorced?” 

			“Close to six months,” Jen said. “How about you?”

			“A little over a year.”

			“Did it hit you out of the blue, too?”

			Pam sneered, making a noise from her throat. “I threw him out after I found a credit card receipt for a hotel room dated for the same time I attended a convention. Stupid man. He didn’t pay cash when he cheated. I’m still adjusting. I know it’s difficult.”

			Jen sighed. “One night, my ex said, ‘I don’t love you anymore.’ And I bit the bait. I said maybe we should get divorced. He pulled the papers from his briefcase and told me to sign them. When I protested and suggested I get my own attorney, he assured me everything would be fairly divided. Our kids, Chrissy and Bobby, attend college, which he agreed to finance, and he promised to give me alimony for five years, so I agreed. It only took a few weeks, and poof! I was out the door. We met in college, and I dropped out to be a secretary so he could go to law school. Yep, Keith Hughes, Ass-squire.”

			Jen finished the water, stood, then pushed the empty box outside through the back door with her foot. She washed her hands in the kitchen sink and called out, “It’s six o’clock. Hungry?”

			Pam came into the kitchen. “Starving.”

			They filled their plates with the chicken and fixings from the grocery store and moved to the couch in front of the television. Jen opened the DVD case. “The champagne! I almost forgot.” 

			Jen came back with the moisture-coated bottle of Piper and two plastic hollow-stemmed glasses. She twisted the wire cage and eased the mushroom-shaped cork until it popped and flew across the room. They laughed, and Jen poured a liberal portion of bubbly gold. 

			“To your new home,” Pam said.

			“Down with men,” Jen countered.

			Their toasts stopped mid-lip to the sound of the china closet door swinging open.

			“Must be a man-ghost,” Jen said, sipping. She laughed at her accusation, took another long sip, and moved to close the etched glass door. “Leave my stuff alone,” she teased loudly into the room. “We’re trying to celebrate our liberation.” Jen returned to the coffee table, where her fizzy Piper and meal waited. “By the way, I don’t believe in ghosts, but did those families say they were harmed?”

			“From what I heard, just frightened. I don’t know much.”

			Jen moved her hand in the air, dismissing the thought. “Whatever. Movie time.” Jen inserted the disk into the player. The room filled with orchestral beginnings, voices singing, and the scenes of the Old South. They ate, sipped, and watched. At intermission, Jen cleared the plates and grabbed a package of rich, chocolaty cookies.

			“Here,” Jen put the bag on the coffee table. “Enough chocolate to satisfy two almost middle-aged women not currently getting any.”

			“Give me two—no, make that four,” Pam said.

			“More champagne?”

			Pam bit into the dark brown delight. “Better not. I’m easily inebriated and won’t be able to drive home.”

			They moaned at the screen’s long shot of soldiers suffering in the town square and sighed when Atlanta tumbled, burning. They cheered at the scene where Rhett carried Scarlett up the staircase. Jen and Pam reached for a cookie. Together, they sniffed when Rhett left after his famous line. Jen wiped a tear away. “I have to finish the story in my mind. I imagine Rhett doesn’t get on his horse. He rushes back to her, and they have a happy ending.”

			Pam used her knuckle to dry her eyes. “Me too.” She stood and touched her purse. “I have to go. I had a good time. Call me if you need anything.”

			“Okay.” Jen gave her new friend a quick hug and walked her to the door. She flicked on the porch light and waited until Pam’s taillights turned the corner. 

			She closed and locked the door, then turned out the lights. Taking the champagne, she trudged upstairs and got ready for bed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			That night she chose the Ambien, washing one down with champagne. That should be enough to help me sleep. And it was.

			The next morning Jen, refreshed, blessed the Piper for never giving her a headache. After breakfast, she put in one of her favorite CDs, Bach, cello by Yo-Yo Ma, to get her in the mood for cleaning.

			The tall wood clock in the foyer had a layer of oily grit on the exposed parts. She cleaned it, and to her surprise, when she used the key lying behind the elegant curved top, she was able to wind it. With a gentle nudge, the pendulum moved in a graceful arc, and the clock began to tick.

			Later that afternoon, she polished furniture. In the dining room, a drawer in the country French buffet stubbornly held its ground, unwilling to pull completely forward. Jen rubbed a bar of soap on the side rims. When the drawer came loose, it flew out, causing her to fall backward. She banged her ankle against one of the heavy chair legs. “Damn!” 

			But she forgot the minor sting when she saw an old photograph lying next to her foot. Her grandmother called this larger type a cabinet photo as opposed to a business card-sized carte-de-visite. The picture showed a handsome man, resplendent in his formal frock coat, a heavy gold chain stretched across the vest, and a lovely woman, wearing a white gossamer fabric dress, her hair pulled up, long curls cascading down one side. Although they didn’t smile, the look of pleasure sparkled in their eyes. Jen read the neat handwritten explanation on the cardboard backing, Miles and Virginia Hampton, 1890. Our wedding day.

			Jen stared at the photo. A flutter of envy filled her from the couple’s togetherness. I might do some research on these people. As she held the picture, a shadow passed over it from behind her and lingered for a second. When she turned, there was nothing there.

			Leaving the memento of days gone by on the coffee table next to the remote, she went into the kitchen and heated a frozen dinner, which she brought into the living room with a glass of Coke. As she set the food and drink down on a kitchen towel, she noticed the photo was gone.

			Hmm. I left that old picture right there. She searched under the couch, behind the curtains, and even the rest of the downstairs. The remote was still there, so she snapped on the news for an hour. Jeopardy and one detective show after another kept her entertained until the grandfather clock chimed its eleven bells. 

			Okay, one more night with Prince Valium. But that’s it, no more. She took the recommended ten-milligram dose and slept like the proverbial baby.

			Until a crash in the kitchen woke her up. 

			Jen scrambled to get her senses in order and away from the clutches of her favorite prince. Even when she lived with Keith, she hated the things that went bump in the night. Okay, one point for Keith—he would go and check noises. Now, alone, she would be her own hero. The bedside clock said 4:02 a.m.

			She snapped the lights on in each room as she entered. Another crash sounded from the kitchen, and she really didn’t want to go in there. But she pressed on, and as soon as the lights illuminated, the source of the clatter surprised her. 

			A large, fat raccoon stretched from the counter up into an open cabinet. Two smaller ones, maybe the adolescent children of the monstrous mother, ate the spilled cereal and oats scattered everywhere. Jen let out a howl, more of relief than anger, but there was plenty of that too. The raccoons ran from their feast and into the open basement door. Jen closed the door with a bang and wedged it with a chair from the kitchen set. I’m going to nail that door shut.

			It didn’t take long to sweep up the debris, but the whole time she worked, a tingle tickled her spine. Accepting the sensation as the after-effects of bedtime ala Prince, she hurried to finish and hoped to get back to sleep. After an hour of lying in bed, she gave up and went downstairs to watch television. 

			Channel surfing produced no good old movies. To avoid the incessant infomercials, she settled on a jewelry sales channel. As she admired the offerings, she thought about the pieces she had inherited from her mother and grandmother. Keith had given her a few antique items over the years too. Stop thinking about Keith. She yawned. The sounds of the droning sales pitches lulled her to sleep, and she didn’t wake until after nine.

			Jen had dressed and made her late breakfast when the doorbell rang. She pulled back the nylon drape liners to see her visitor. A man holding an umbrella and a briefcase, dressed in a yellow golf shirt and gray pants, waited at the doorstep.

			She didn’t undo the chain but cracked the door. “Yes?”

			“Ms. Jennifer Hughes?”

			“Yes?”

			He pushed his card through the door. A plain white card with black letters read Speigal Enterprises.

			“Speigal?” She asked. “Like the real estate office?”

			“That’s right. The real estate office is one of our holdings. May I come in? I think you will like what I have to offer.”

			“You’re selling something?”

			“No,” he said, exasperation making its way through the words. “I’m offering you a temporary job. A great deal of money for a small amount of work. It will take maybe twenty minutes of your time. Can I come in?”

			“I don’t know,” she said, stalling while she tried to decide if he was legitimate.

			“Do you know Pam Caulfield?”

			“You’re a friend of Pam’s?”

			“More like a business associate.”

			“Well, okay.” She pushed the door closed enough to undo the chain. 

			The man opened the door before she could do it and stepped inside. “I’m Sal Zemric. My mother is a Speigal. Zemric, from my father.” He sat down uninvited on Jen’s couch, opened his briefcase, and took out a note. 

			“I’ll get right to the point. The Speigals pretty much run Livonia. There are three of the old families still here—the Speigals, the Ratterlees, and the Owings.”

			“Owings? As in Paul Owings, the police chief?” Jen had seen his name on a sign as she entered the town.

			Sal’s lip curled. “Yeah, he’s one of the Owings. I’ll skip the old family crap. You are single. You bought this house, so we know you are financially desperate. Not that I believe in that haunting sh—uh, crap, but no one would buy this heap if they weren’t in some kind of trouble. Now, with that in mind, we are offering you ten bills for a small favor.”

			Jen recoiled, revolted by the man’s approach. 

			“Ah, just let me finish, lady. Don’t get all uppity until you hear the deal.” He fished around in the case and produced an old driver’s license. “See this woman? Arlene Holmes? You look like her, don’t you?”

			Jen studied the face. Darker hair and glasses, but a distinct resemblance. Sal brought forth another item from his leather satchel. A blown-up reproduction of Jen’s driver’s license had her hair penciled darker and glasses drawn on. He put Arlene’s license under the large photocopy of hers. They looked alike. 

			“Okay, Baby Sister, ten bills if you pretend to be Arlene Holmes at the bank and get what’s in her safety deposit box. Oh, yeah, we already have the key.”

			Jen folded her arms in front. “Why doesn’t Arlene get the contents out of her box?”

			Sal grimaced. “Because Ms. Holmes has something that belongs to us and won’t give it up. You say you are Holmes at the bank, get the contents, give it to me, and receive thousands. How easy is that?”

			“It’s illegal.”

			He closed one eye and made an annoyed moan. “Not to worry. It’s in the next town, and no one will know you or Arlene. We have an inside guy at the bank who’ll make it work. We need you for the security cameras. You’ll wear a wig and glasses. It’s a no-brainer, and you’re making a bank deposit for your next vacation.”

			She shot to her feet. “Get out.” 

			“Hey, don’t be that way. It’s easy. I would have used Pam, but she’s too dark and would never pass.”

			Jen went to the door, grabbing the handle. “Pam wouldn’t do it. I know she wouldn’t.”

			Sal went to her and touched her arm. Jen pulled back and then opened the door.

			“Yeah? Well, maybe Pammy wouldn’t want to do it, but she would if we asked her nice. You know?”

			“If you don’t leave right now, I’m calling the cops.”

			Sal’s lips formed a bizarre smile. The word malevolent came to her mind.

			“What could the cops do? I’m just here selling you insurance. Your word against mine.” He went to the couch, put back the things he had removed from his case, and snapped it shut.”This ain’t the end, Jen-ny. People don’t refuse to help the families, see?”

			“Out! Now!”

			Sal took his time sauntering through the open doorway. He dodged the few raindrops beginning to splatter. She slammed the heavy oak door and made sure the lock connected.

			Jen put her hand on her chest, feeling the rapid beating beneath. She hyperventilated for a few moments. As the weather occluded the sunlight, the room cooled. A movement in the corner caught her eye. Darkness, like a charcoal cloud, wavered. She couldn’t make out its shape as it faded in and out. Although she couldn’t see the shape in the shadow, when a blast of lightning flashed, a man’s form stood out clearly in the blue flicker of the storm.

			Jen jumped up from the couch and ran to the front door, madly fidgeting with the chain.

			“Don’t be afraid,” a voice with fluctuating volume called out.

			She put her hands down and turned toward the corner. “You’re kidding.”

			The murky mist disappeared. “I won’t harm you.” Lightning flashed through the window, and she saw the man once again. “Under the pillow.” 

			“What?”

			“Pillow,” the voice repeated.

			She moved to the couch, keeping her eye on the vacant corner.

			“Woman!” the voice said, annoyed. “Look under the pillow.”

			She didn’t touch any of the couch pillows. A forearm appeared sleeved in black wool, showing a white cuff held together by a gray Wedgwood cufflink. The arm threw back the small middle pillow to expose a worn, brown leather book closed with a thick rubber band.

			“Call…the…police….”

			“Who are you?” she asked.

			“Out…of…energy. Call…police…now.” The voice faded. “I…can’t…later.”

			The first impulse was to look at the book, but all those hours spent watching the detective stories taught her the first rule: no fingerprints. Her second impulse was to get out of there. Realizing the second impulse was the wiser, she, in fitting haste, grabbed her purse and cell phone, fled to the garage, and got in her car, locking the doors. The reason she raised the garage door wasn’t exactly clear to her—maybe it would assist a quick getaway. But after a few deep breaths, she called the police and stumbled over the reason she wanted their presence.

			“Ah, I, uh, someone threatened me, and uh, I think, uh, I have something like evidence. Just send someone, will you?”

			Five minutes gave her time to reflect on the incident. It’s my house. I can’t stay in the car forever. “So?” she asked the unseen secretary, “That man, Sal Zemric….” She shook her head at the thought. “But do I allow a ghost, a man, to run me out of my own place? Do I become independent or not?” Jen already knew the answer.

			The pelting rain gave her reason to stay in the Acura. However, the time was up when a white Crown Victoria pulled into her driveway. She got out, snatched a newspaper from a stack ready to be recycled, and went to the car, holding the paper to shield her from the rain. A black man left the driver’s seat, and a white man came from the other side. They showed their badges, and she motioned them to follow her into the back door.

			In the kitchen, the white man said, “I’m Detective Burleigh Ferguson. This is Detective Ashton Grainger.” 

			“Detectives? Don’t regular cops respond to calls?”

			Detective Ferguson nodded. “We were right around the corner.” 

			Ashton Grainger winked at Jen and pursed his lips. “Having trouble with the missus already?” He turned to the other officer. “I told you about meeting her. Remember, Lee?”

			“What?” Then she recognized him, the man in the liquor store. Oh, God. She ran her two eyebrows together. “Hey, you came on to me. And you’re married.” She pointed to his ring.

			“He was on duty,” Detective Ferguson said. “We had word there was a new madam in town, and supposedly she looks like a normal housewife like we’d never recognize her even if we stood in front of her. He had to give you the test.”

			Jen frowned. “A normal housewife? That’s what this madam looks like? It’s what I look like?”

			“Well, you know,” Ferguson said, nervously tugging at the knot of his tie. “Like a church lady.”

			“I look like a church lady?”

			Ash chuckled. “Maybe a church lady who goes to services in Aberdeen.”

			Jen folded her arms in front, her lips pressed together.

			“Okay, Miss…,” Ferguson said.

			“Ms. Hughes. Jennifer Hughes.”

			“Okay, Ms. Hughes, what can we do for you?”

			She motioned them to the living room. “A man named Sal Zemric asked me to pose as someone else to open a safe deposit box. He threatened me. I think this is his.” She pointed to the leather binder. “It might be important.”

			Grainger picked up the scuffed brown book and snapped off the band. 

			“Hey,” she cautioned, “what about fingerprints?”

			“We need to see it first.” Grainger thumbed through the pages.

			“How did he threaten you?” Ferguson asked.

			“Well,” Jen twisted her lip. “He didn’t actually define the threat. He just said it wasn’t over, and people don’t refuse the families and….”

			Grainger shoved the book into Ferguson’s view. 

			Ferguson took it and read a page. “We need to call this in.” He turned to Jen and pointed to the couch. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” 

			The cops stepped outside the front to confer. She glanced at the corner for signs of the mist. Nothing had changed. Outside, the rain abated, and sunlight brightened the room. Ferguson and Grainger returned to the living room and sat on either side of her.

			“Where did you get that book?” Ferguson asked.

			“I’m not sure. Sal Zemric left it. I think.”

			Grainger leaned toward her. “It is against the law to lie.”

			“So, are you the bad cop.” She pointed to Ferguson, “And he is the good one?”

			“Watching a lot of television, are we?” Ferguson said.

			“Is that book important?” Jen said.

			“I think it’s really important, which makes where you got it a priority. Please, Ms. Hughes, where did it come from?” 

			“I just bought this house, and when I cleaned, it wasn’t here. Now it is.” She picked up the card he left on her coffee table and handed it to him. “Like I said, Sal Zemric paid me a visit this morning and sat on the couch with his briefcase. After he left, I found the book there. It must have come from his briefcase.”

			Grainger looked at the card and laughed. “Lord, Lord, Sal is stupid. They had to know he was their weakest link. But how did you know what was in the book to make you steal it?”

			Her face got hot. “I didn’t steal anything.” 

			“Well,” Ferguson’s blue eyes flashed. He smoothed his full hair with his fingers, a few streaks of gray moving under the stroke. “I’m sure Sal didn’t leave or lose this little gem because if he did, he knows he’s a dead man.”

			Grainger took over. “So, tell us the truth—you know, the whole truth, and nothing─”

			“You want the truth? The whole truth? Fine! A ghost gave it to me.”

			“Right,” Grainger said.

			Lee Ferguson stood up. “Okay, I’ve heard the rumors about this place since I was a kid, but you and I know there’s no such thing as ghosts.”

			Jen rose from her seat. “What if that Sal person comes looking for his book?”

			Grainger made an oomph sound. “I wouldn’t worry about that. Once he sees it’s gone, he’s headed for parts unknown. But you can call us. In fact, stay in touch.” He handed her his card, and Ferguson gave her his, too. 

			She walked them to the door and watched them leave.

			Returning to the corner where she had seen the image, she called softly, “Hey, where are you?”

			“Later,” a weak voice rasped. Then the house was quiet.

			Later? Oh, God! What the hell? The taste of bile welled in her throat. She plopped on the couch, taking small breaths to hold back the remnants of her last meal, and with utmost scrutiny, glued her stare to the empty corner—that union of wallpaper, joined at a ninety-degree angle, where not a speck, a hair, or a bit of matter moved. That cop Lee Ferguson said there’s no ghost. Nuh-uh. I heard words coming from an image flickering in the lightning and saw a disembodied arm push away a silk pillow. She stroked the goosebumps on her arm. 

			She forced herself to leave the couch and stand in the place he—or it, that figure—had been. Not a trace, absolutely nothing. Well, what should I expect? Shoeprints? 

			Mixed feelings roiled through her mind. Fright? Hell, yes, fear. Confusion? Definitely. Anxiety? Oh, yeah. What am I going to do? Xanax? The doctor told her in times of stress, she should take one. She slapped her knee with her palm. “No man—nope, not even a dead one—will stress me again.” She tried to say, “Come out, you coward,” but the command piled up in her throat like a hallway rug on a slippery floor. 

			She smacked her knee again. No Xanax. 

			Before she became further engrossed in her thoughts, the phone rang. She jumped. It was Pam, her voice different, shaky. A knot of worry wormed itself into Jen’s chest at the hesitation in Pam’s words.

			“Jennifer? I need to ask you some, um, questions about Sal Zemric.”

			Jen didn’t like the sound of Pam’s delivery. Sal Zemric’s words played like a recording. Maybe Pammy wouldn’t want to do it, but she would if we asked her nice, you know?

			“Be careful,” the unseen secretary warned. 

			“Who?” Jen said into the phone in her best dumb-dumb manner. “I’ve never heard of Hal Sendick.”

			After a pause and a muffled conversation on her end, Pam’s voice took on a relieved quality. “Oh, okay. I must be mistaken. I’ll talk to you later.”

			Yes, something was definitely off. But what? Why? Not hearing an answer to her unspoken question, Jen pressed the phone’s off button and went into the kitchen. She grabbed a glass and shoved it under the ice dispenser on the door. Taking two cans from the fridge, she poured a mixture of half-regular Coke and half Coke Zero, then returned the half-cans to the cold shelves.

			Pushing out a breath of determination, she brought her drink into the living room, sat, and pressed the remote. The new television sprang to life. One station offered an NCIS marathon, continuous delightful hours of crime investigation. Every so often, Jen’s eyes moved to check the corner for activity. Seeing nothing both pleased and worried her. She fell asleep on the couch and awoke to the boob tube’s early morning program, a snappy young couple hawking a countertop cooker with a chicken and vegetables turning on a spit. 

			The infomercial’s chicken turned along its endless path, dripping juices as it moved up, around, and down. Yep, that’s me. Chicken on a spit. She pressed the remote button, and the television’s image reduced inward until gone. Staring at the blank screen, she flinched at the sound of a voice coming from the corner.

			“Good morning.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			A charcoal-colored shimmer floated a few inches from the floor.

			Jen pressed her body against the back of the couch. Terrorized, she threw a small pillow at the image, which sailed through the vapor and bounced off the wall. “Jesus!” she screamed. “Don’t do that.”

			“What is it you would have me do?” the voice asked.

			“I don’t know. Hearing words like that. It’s creepy. Hey, have you been there all night?”

			“No,” the answer came from the dark mist. “I can’t bear that horrid thing.”

			“What horrid thing?”

			“The picture frame with the moving objects.”

			“What’s so horrid about the television? I can see your point on infomercials, but─”

			“The evil opinions, why do you listen to them?”

			“What evil opinions?”

			“The voice that says, ‘drink more beer, you need more money, take what you want, hate people who are different.’”

			“The television doesn’t say that. Not directly. Maybe there are subtle hints—”

			“Yes, it does. Can’t you hear it?” The cloud darkened. “Every so often, a voice, a high-pitched whine, says these dreadful words. I can’t be in the room with that thing on.”

			Jen sat straight up. “Who are you?”

			“Forgive me,” the male voice said. The image tightened, touched the floor, and assumed a human shape.

			“You’re the man in the photograph.”

			“Miles Hampton.” The figure bowed his head slightly.

			“Of course. Hey, did you take my photo from the coffee table?”

			The misty figure intensified and became opaque. “My photograph.” He coalesced into a solid form, wearing the formal frock suit like the man in the picture she had found stuck in the back of the drawer.

			Jen sat back. “Right. It did belong to you.” 

			The form clouded but maintained the man’s likeness. “I must retreat now.”

			“Retreat? Where do you go?”

			The mist evaporated, his voice faint. “I don’t know….” 

			“Wait!” Jen sprang from her seat and stood where she had seen Miles Hampton appear, but once again, not a vestige of him remained. “Am I crazy?”

			“No,” the secretary said. “You saw and heard him. And you found that book.”

			She hit the on button of the television remote, then pressed the mute button, wondering about the evil advice. Did the mute option stop the subliminal messages the ghost heard? Just in case, she turned the set off. While the clock chimed seven, she wanted the secretary to reaffirm her saneness but dismissed the notion. Miles Hampton might think she was talking to him. Jesus, I’m worried about talking to an invisible secretary because the ghost in my house might misinterpret the conversation! 

			Jen marched into the kitchen and made coffee. After her java and bowl of cereal, she remembered she still wore last night’s clothes. 

			Upstairs she showered and brushed. Selecting a sweater and wool pants, Jen rubbed the pink cashmere on her cheek before sliding into the top. Loving the feel, she sighed. The sweater’s softness offered some comfort, but the earlier encounter with the apparition left her feeling what her mother would have called the willies.

			Jen usually cured uneasiness by focusing on appearance. Maybe she could feel better by looking nice. With that in mind, she plugged in the curling iron and lined makeup on the counter. Finished with her fine-tuning, she checked her image in the mirror over the sink and approved of the result. “Not bad. In spite of all the stress.” She stood sideways and sucked in her stomach. It hadn’t been so flat in years. “At least something positive came from that divorce mess.” 

			She tidied up, wondering about the next encounter. Heading for the stairs, she stifled fear as it tried to wiggle free. Afraid? Of course. But damn, how can I have assimilated this much weirdness in so short a time? How come I haven’t freaked out? Am I that flexible?

			She paused where the staircase widened into the curved broad bottom step and, placing her hand on the carved newel, entered the living room. Everything appeared as it should, the only noise being the quiet ticking of the clock and the wind chimes tinkling outside the back door. Okay? What now? 

			Lasagna. She had purchased the ingredients for the casserole, and she had yet to cook in her new home, her own Quitcher-Bitchin’ kitchen. Engrossed in creating her favorite cuisine, she temporarily forgot the earlier events. She smashed the garlic in her new marble mortar. The fresh garlic aroma wafted up, and she breathed in its smell. “Garlic is friendly,” she told the secretary. “Good thing I’m not going to kiss anyone.” Looking at the wide windowsill over the sink, she decided she would plant herbs in small pots. Pots with foliage would look terrific against the green and red design in the stained-glass window. 

			As she grated the final layer of cheese, the clock pealed its melodic signal, then two bongs. The pinnacle of Italian cuisine took its place on the middle rack of the oven, and she set the timer. Figuring she’d earned a reward, she opened a bottle of Lambrusco. It could breathe as she cleaned up from cooking. Would her ectoplasmic visitor return? 

			On the parlor couch, she took a few sips of her second glass of wine. A white Crown Victoria pulled into the drive.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Jen opened the door before they could knock.

			“Hello,” Detective Ferguson said.

			Grainger tipped a pretend hat. “Howdy.”

			Jen stood unmoving in the open doorway. “Yes?”

			Ferguson smiled apologetically. “Uh, I think we got off to a bad start yesterday. Can we come in and talk?”

			Jen paused a moment, then moved aside. Detective Grainger sat in one of the velvet wing chairs.

			Ferguson stood by the couch. “Ms. Hughes, may I call you Jennifer?”

			Jen shrugged.

			“Jennifer, that little leather book turned out to be a gold mine. No kidding. It will help us shut down at least a portion of a crime ring.”

			Jen sat on the other velvet wing chair. “What did it say?”

			“You must know,” Grainger said. “It was in your possession. So, tell us about it. Start with what business Zemric had with you.”

			Are they accusing me? A hot ripple moved from her head down through her shoulders. “He had no business with me. I don’t know anything about anything. After the vile man left, that book was just there,” she pointed, “under the pillow.”

			“Yep.” Grainger directed his words to Ferguson. “We were born yesterday.”

			“Cool it, Ash,” Ferguson said. “Jennifer, we need to know more.”

			Jen moved to the edge of her seat and tilted her head toward Ferguson. “First, you tell me what the book is all about.”

			“Fair enough.” Ferguson sat down on the couch. “We knew about Sal and his activities but had no proof. That book contains details regarding Sal Zemric’s extortion victims. Names, dates, addresses, amounts, and a code of what he had on them. We didn’t see a name or even initials looking like yours. So, we wonder how you connect to Zemric. Maybe he had something on you.”

			“No, he didn’t have something on me. There’s nothing. Not now, not ever.”

			Grainger smiled. “You think lying doesn’t count?”

			She wanted to protest, but the yarn of taking her girlfriend to Aberdeen had come back to bite her. Her mother always warned her against lying. Jen wanted to cooperate but didn’t know where to start. “Uh, do you know a woman named Arlene Holmes?”

			“Do you?” Grainger asked, decidedly accusing.

			“Apparently, she has a safety deposit box in a nearby town. That man, Sal, said I looked somewhat like her. He wanted me to impersonate her for the bank’s cameras using her driver’s license so I could get something out of the box for him.”

			Ferguson looked at Grainger, then turned to Jen. “Arlene Holmes is missing. What do you know about her?”

			Jen put her hands in front of her, warding off suspicion. “Only that she has a box, and whoever they Sal referred to wanted what was theirs.”

			Grainger rose. “I’m going to call this in, Lee. We’ll search the banks and get a warrant to see the box. Her folks didn’t mention that. They may not know.”

			When Grainger left, Ferguson pulled at his chin. “Why did Zemric think you would impersonate Arlene Holmes?”

			“Because I bought this house no one else would buy, he figured I was in need of money and would do a little favor, as he called it, and I could earn ten bills. I think he meant ten thousand dollars.” 

			Lee smiled and nodded his head. “That’s what it means. That slime ball, Zemric, figures everyone has something in their closet. When he finds anything advantageous, he uses it to make people pay, in money or services.”

			The oven bell went off, and Jen jumped at the strange noise. Because she had not heard the timer sound before, it took her a second to understand.

			“The lasagna!” She hurried into the kitchen. The oven mitts, new and stiff, didn’t flex as she slid her hands into them. She bent down to the oven door and sensed Detective Ferguson’s watchful gaze. As she pulled out the oblong glass dish, she saw him from the corner of her eye standing in the kitchen doorway.

			“Smells good.” 

			She didn’t respond and wished the secretary would whisper a clever, witty comment appropriate for the situation. The lasagna really did smell delightful. “Um, thanks.” Her reply was neither witty nor clever. 

			So, here was this man in her kitchen, attractive, about her age, and wearing no wedding band, watching her move. Am I supposed to offer him some lasagna? “Idiot,” the secretary mumbled. “He suspects you’re involved with the mob.” 

			Jen turned to face him. “Look, I’m not involved with Sal Zemric. I just moved here. I bought the house because it was in my price range, and I loved it. I don’t know how that man got a picture of my driver’s license, and if he really did check me out, he didn’t find anything more than a moving violation. I’ve been a Girl Scout leader, for crying out loud.”

			“Relax. Zemric probably got your data from the real estate office. It’s one of the Speigal’s legitimate businesses. We ran a background check on you and know you’re okay.”

			“You checked me out? Why?”

			“Take it easy. We don’t think you’re involved with the Livonia Mob.” 

			“This little town has a mob?”

			“Indeed, it does, ever since 1857 when the carriage factory was built. The Irish crime bosses, the Ratterlees, moved in and ran the factory. Another mob, the Speigals, Germans, went up against them and ran the local horse trading. When automobiles started to outnumber the carriages, both businesses fell, and the families moved to new endeavors.”

			“Wait, Sal Zemric said, three families run this town. The third was Owings, like the police chief, Owings.”

			“He’s right. But the Owings are the good guys. Uncle Paul keeps on top of them—”

			“Uncle Paul? The chief of police is your uncle? A little nepotistic, don’t you think?”

			“Nice word, but inaccurate in this case. I worked for my position. Paul Owings, my mother’s brother, wouldn’t allow it any other way.” 

			Jen shook her head. “This town is tiny. I’ll bet there aren’t two hundred businesses in the whole place. How can that support a mob?”

			“Two mobs,” he corrected. “I told you when the factory shut down—blew up actually—and the horse-trading business slacked, they found other sources of income. That little book you donated provided us with information on where the Speigals are operating, like Richmond, Baltimore, Hagerstown, and Lynchburg.”

			Grainger entered the kitchen, sniffing the air. “Smells good. We’re checking banks now. Who knows what we’ll find? Things happen fast in Livonia.”

			The secretary reminded Jen, “Don’t we know it.” 

			Ferguson smiled. “Too bad we can’t stay for dinner.”

			Too bad? I didn’t invite you.

			“But we have to get going. Lots of paperwork for warrants and such. Keep in touch. Especially if you find any other books, like information on the Ratterlees.”

			A thought occurred to Jen. “Hey, I got a call asking about Mr. Zemric.”

			Grainger and Ferguson looked at each other.

			“Not good,” Ferguson said. “Who was it, and what did you say?”

			“The call came from Pam Caulfield. I said I didn’t know a Hal Semdick.” She quickly added, for Grainger’s benefit, “It wasn’t a lie. I really never heard of a man by that name.”

			Grainger grinned. “Ah, lies of commission, or omission, remain lies, nonetheless. But, damn smart. You may have saved yourself a lot of grief. Caulfield, eh?”

			“We looked at her when Holmes went missing,” Ferguson said.

			That got Jen’s attention. “Pam? What does she have to do with Arlene Holmes?” 

			“Ask her for the details,” Grainger said. “She has her reason to hate Arlene.”

			“Look.” Ferguson handed her another business card. “Call if you think of something.” He took a deep sniff. “Or if you have too much leftover lasagna.”

			She saw them to the door and watched the Crown Vic depart. Ferguson waved his hand from the lowered window.

			Jen returned to the couch, picked up the glass of wine, and took a long drink. Her mind wandered. Holding the glass up against the arm of one wing chair, she compared the rich ruby hues. Hues, like Hughes, my name. 

			“Like Keith’s name,” the secretary said, breaking the reverie. 

			She took another sip, and the shadow formed in the corner as she put the glass on the coffee table.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The dark patch wavered and swirled. 

			“Okay, I see you,” Jen said. “Thank you for using motion to get my attention. Do you stay in the same place?” 

			The image converted to light gray and stabilized into a man’s shape. “Of course not. I move where I wish.”

			She willed her heart not to pound. “How come you go in and out of focus? That’s creepy. Can’t you just look like you did in life?”

			“The more you can see, the more energy I use. When I become corporeal, it drains me.”

			“Corporeal? Wow. Great word. But would you please tell me why you are still in this house? Aren’t you supposed to go somewhere after you die?”

			“I believed that at one time, but here I am. I don’t know why.”

			“Well….” She didn’t know how to say what she thought. Yet I am having a conversation with a dead person. How much worse can it get? “Didn’t you kill some people and then yourself? Maybe—”

			The shape changed to a cloud and went from gray to black. It shimmered like heat on the road. “Never! I did not do those things.” 

			Don’t make a ghost mad. The indignant protests sounded genuine. Jen caught her breath. “But,” she said gently, “you scared all the other owners away.”

			The image softened. A man’s form reassembled. “Frightened, yes, but I harmed no one.”

			“Are you going to try to get rid of me?”

			“You’re different and don’t frighten so easily. The first night when I made all of my menacing noises, you ignored me and never left the bed. Even when I tried the second night, you barely moved. You’re brave.”

			Oh, my wonderful prince. 

			Miles moved to the fireplace. “Furthermore, you like cello music.”

			Cello music soothes the spirits. Who knew?

			“And,” he said, turning to look at the oval carving of a woman’s face on the elaborate mantel. “Your name is Jenny. You remind me of her. She played the cello.”

			“Her?” The carved lady’s face on the mantel? She thought about the names on the back of the photo. “Your wife? Virginia?” Jenny, the same nickname as Jennifer. “I look like her?”

			“You smell like her. My Jenny liked to wear a scent made for men. It suited her.”

			“You don’t mean Mouchoir de Mondsieur?”

			“I believe that is the name of the scent. It was our secret. I bought it; she wore it. You are wearing it now.”

			Spirits can smell. She put her hand to her throat in a mild panic. “Just how close does a um, spirit, um, have to get to smell perfume?”

			“I noticed it when you were sleeping.”

			“Hey! Stay out of my bedroom.”

			“This house is mine.”

			“Not anymore, Miles Hampton. Gentlemen don’t….” She couldn’t think fast enough to list what gentlemen weren’t supposed to do.

			“Forgive me,” he said. “Gentlemen, don’t enter ladies’ bedrooms.”

			“And other things.” She still hadn’t figured out what actions should be ruled out by proper gentlemen.

			The form faded into a mist. “I feel my energy fading. I gain more each time I appear, but I won’t last.” 

			The gray mist flickered, weakened, and dissolved.

			“Miles? Are you still here?”

			“I can speak a little longer if I don’t manifest.”

			“Manifest. Another great word. How else am I different?”

			“You stood up to that detestable Speigal.”

			“The Speigals? You know them?”

			“I knew the ones who lived in my time. Criminals and villains, every one of them.”

			“How did you know about the book? The one under the pillow?”

			“I saw it in his portmanteau when he went to the door.”

			“His what?”

			“His business case, valise. The Speigal opened it when he took out the paper he showed you. I saw the book inside and took it.”

			“But how did you know what the book contained?”

			“I recognized it as evidence. Even in my day, the unsavory kept their information in small leather volumes such as that. I spotted his type as soon as he opened his mouth.”

			“I don’t understand how you could know what the book meant.”

			“In 1900, I joined the Livonia police force and made detective within five years. Crime transcends time. Some things never change. By experience, I knew what would be in that book. But now I must retire. We will talk later.”

			Jen
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