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Repetitive Vibes

Lea watched with trepidation and swallowed warnings of impending doom as Montgomery ascended the slender ladder in front of her. She’d been assured that the ladder would hold a man of his girth, even though Montgomery tipped the scales at two-hundred-eighty pounds. So, why was she nervous? Watching Montgomery, she suddenly realized that the anxiety she felt wasn’t due to the fact that her employer was climbing the ladder.

Lea was trying to identify the source of her unease when Kamika whispered in her ear, “If he falls, I’m not catching him.”

Lea laughed and shushed her friend and coworker. “The safety harness will catch him if he falls.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Kamika, eyeing the rigging with suspicion. “I’m glad I get to wait on the ground with the equipment. I want to know why Mrs. Hunter wants to meet up there to tell us about the case, but I’m not risking my neck to find out.”

Lea elbowed Kamika in the ribs and laughed. “It’s just a ladder to a treehouse. And, it’s safer than any treehouse I’ve ever seen. When did you ever see a children’s treehouse with a safety harness? Anyway, I’m guessing the client wants us to see something from up there that you can’t see from the ground. Look around us. All you can see are oak and cedar trees, walking paths, and that spectacular house. It’s like a nature preserve with a mansion in it. I’ll bet you can see the property better from up there.”

Kamika rolled her eyes at Lea. “From thirty feet in the air, you can probably see plenty, if you don’t fall to your death. I’m not climbing today.”

Lea glanced at the nearby mansion. The treehouse stood fifty yards from a home of immense size built for an oilman’s heir. The mansion, a masterpiece of organic architecture in the style of Frank Lloyd Wright, was occupied by the original builder’s widow, Mrs. Sarah Hunter. The small treehouse above them, like the nearby mansion, was well-built and designed to meld with its surroundings.

Lea nudged Kamika, “If we were going in the mansion, you would still have to climb stairs. Mrs. Hunter said that the elevator to the house is being serviced. I can see the repairman with his bag over by the base of that tree-like support under the house.”

The home, dramatically perched on a base that had been modeled to resemble two enormous trees, stood high above the scrub brush and surrounding native oak and cedar trees. It had a fantastic view of the Colorado River, flowing placidly toward Austin. Other nearby homes also had been raised for a better view, but none in as impressive a way as the Hunter house.

The ladder above Lea and Kamika creaked and groaned, registering its objection to the strain placed upon its rungs as Montgomery reached the top and dismounted. Lea waited to begin her ascent until Montgomery’s brown loafers vanished into the treehouse above her. 

After attaching herself to the safety harness system, Lea mounted the ladder and admired the view as she went up. Birds flitted to and from feeders that had been place in nearby trees. The day was lovely, but Lea couldn’t escape the growing feeling that something was wrong. She sensed deceit and malevolence nearby, and paused to look around her, but couldn’t locate the source. Her eyes searched the area for anything out of place. She guessed that whatever was bothering her was related to the case they were investigating for Mrs. Hunter. The client wouldn’t have called Montgomery Investigations unless something was wrong.

Kamika called to her, “What’s up?”

Lea started climbing again. “I’m not sure. Something feels off. My overly sensitive brain is picking up signals.” She smiled down at Kamika and tried unsuccessfully to shrug off the feeling. Lea’s neck continued to prickle with the suspicion that she was being watched. She glanced nervously around again, then tried to focus on the job at hand. Montgomery had told her the client would be a revelation, whatever that meant. She assumed a death was involved since Montgomery typically called her in on cases involving death. She would have to wait until she got to the top of the ladder to know for sure.

Reaching the top, Lea entered the treehouse. The interior was a symphony in nature themes, matching the exterior step for step in attention to detail. A few pieces of simple, wooden furniture stood on the plank floor beneath a wooden beamed ceiling with a large sky-light. Painted trailing vines in greens and browns, leaf impressions, and sharply detailed photographs of colorful birds augmented the feeling of being embedded in nature. Tranquility reigned here. Lea’s sense of lurking danger dissipated.

Pulling her attention from the treehouse back to her boss, Lea watched Montgomery gently shake the hand of a petite, grey-haired woman in a peach-colored, designer-label track suit. Sarah Hunter’s thinning, pale hair was carefully styled to add volume, but the fluffy cloud around her head only accentuated the shape of her skull beneath her lined, papery-thin skin.

“Don’t give me that wimpy handshake,” said Mrs. Hunter sharply, giving Montgomery an indignant look. “I may be almost eighty years old, but I won’t break. I climb up and down that ladder several times a week to watch the birds.” She gestured to a pair of binoculars on a ledge near an open window. “My youngest son, Marcus, worries about me, so he installed that harness system on the ladder.”

Lea looked with surprise at the elderly woman. Clearly, she wasn’t as delicate as she appeared.

Mrs. Hunter turned suddenly toward Lea, as if she had sensed Lea’s surprise. The older woman’s eyes wandered from the Roman tunic Lea wore over leggings to Lea’s black hair, which was wrapped around a strip of cloth holding it back. Mrs. Hunter’s eyebrows went up, but she didn’t comment. Instead, her eyes twinkled, and the lines on her face all switched direction as her lips spread into a huge smile.

Montgomery straightened his button down white shirt above his size 46 waist khaki slacks and cleared his throat. “This is Lea,” he said. “She and Kamika will be helping me with the investigation. Kamika is waiting below with our equipment.”

“You told me that you had an employee who had experience dealing with ghosts,” Mrs. Hunter said to Montgomery. “Is this the one you meant?”

“Yes.” Montgomery winked at Lea’s shocked expression. He didn’t usually tell clients in advance that Lea could see ghosts.

The tiny woman turned back to Lea. “So you see ghosts, do you? Good. Maybe you can help me get rid of one.”

“What makes you think you have a ghost?” said Lea, feeling a little off-balance. They usually touched on the issue of ghosts if they found one, not before they’d even started.

“Silly question!” barked Mrs. Hunter. “I’ve seen him, the same as I’ve seen dozens of others over the years.”

The woman examined Lea’s stunned face before she continued. “You see, sometimes, I see them. Sometimes, I can talk to them. Sometimes, I can only feel that they are present. It started when I was a small child. My father was a civil war aficionado. He loved to visit battlefields, monuments, and memorials. He dragged me everywhere from Bull Run to Appomattox Courthouse from the time I learned to walk until I was a teenager and refused to go with him anymore. On battlefields, the very ground beneath my feet emanated unimaginable horror, fear, panic, and death. As for the ghosts I’ve encountered, I can’t even say how many I’ve seen. Some of them were mere teenagers when they died. I hated those trips.” Mrs. Hunter’s sharp eyes clouded with memory for a moment before she suddenly turned back to Lea with a puzzled look. “He said you’re a graduate student in history at the university. How can you study history? Don’t you constantly run into ghosts?”

“I study books,” said Lea, coming out of a stunned silence. “If I ever raise enough money to travel, it may be a problem.”

“Hmm,” said Mrs. Hunter, giving her an appraising look. “Working for Bad Vibes Removal Services is probably the perfect job for you, if you are as sensitive to atmosphere as I am.”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s been fun eliminating all that negative emotional energy from buildings.” Lea worked for Montgomery’s second enterprise, Bad Vibes Removal Services. Montgomery had invented equipment to read the imprint which sound waves left at the molecular level in walls. As he’d worked to improve his scanners, he’d found he could identify emotional energy imprints as well. That had led him to the discovery of how to wipe out sound and emotion patterns embedded in walls. With that knowledge, he built his second business, Bad Vibes Removal Services, as a separate company from Montgomery Investigations. Montgomery used the sound and emotion scanning equipment to aid his private investigation clients. His employees at Bad Vibes Removal Services operated the obliterating equipment to help those who had moved into previously owned dwellings with negative emotional energy and in resetting the atmosphere of offices with high stress or anxiety attached to them.

“Run into many ghosts on the job?” asked Mrs. Hunter.

“So far, only a few. Mostly, I see them when Montgomery calls me in on an investigation with him.” 

Mrs. Hunter nodded and turned back to Montgomery. “I’ll show you where to look. Between us, we can solve this issue,” she said, in a down-to-earth tone as if they were discussing resolving mold spots on roses or replacing rotting trim work.

“Yes, ma’am.” Montgomery replied. “But, if you can talk to the ghost, why do you need my scanners?”

Mrs. Hunter’s forehead wrinkled as her eyebrows came together in consternation. “He won’t talk to me! Or maybe he can’t. I’m not sure. Nevertheless, this ghost won’t stand still long enough for me to find out why he’s there. I thought if I had more information, I could figure it out.”

“Ok. We can scan for emotional energy. If he
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