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Synopsis

A girl meets girl, girl meets ghosts, funny,
fast-paced thriller stretching from the streets of London's
theatre-land to the sand dunes of Provincetown.

When Tony Carson wakes to a pretty drag queen perched
on her chest of drawers, she thinks she's dreaming. But it's Tony's
powers that have awoken, and the ghosts just won't leave her
alone.

Struggling with the mystery surrounding the death of
her father, attractive herbalist Maya Silva needs Tony more than
she knows, and it's not just for her supernatural detecting.

Dark storms are brewing and Tony's about to discover
the spirit world can be a very dangerous world indeed..
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Chapter One

“It’s wetter than a rainy day in Rainsville,
Rainsylvania, out there,” Jade said, taking a sip of her cosmo
mocktail and watching gusts of water throw themselves against the
small round houseboat windows. “What if it’s not natural? Shouldn’t
we be worried with all these climate changes and everything?”

“Well,” Tony said, glancing up from the script of
Oklahoma. “If you see an old bloke with a
long beard leading a bunch of animals down the road, we should
probably start to stock up on baked beans.”

Tony was tucked up and cozy in the sitting area of
her best friend Jade’s narrow boat, which was moored in Poplar
Dock, a quiet marina hidden away amongst the bustle and splendor of
Canary Wharf in London’s Docklands. Rain pelted down rhythmically
on the wood and fiberglass paneled ceiling, and Tony was glad of
the heat thrown out by the black solid fuel stove set into the
corner of the room.

“Ha!” Jade laughed into her glass, splurting
cranberry juice down her white top. The red stains on the tight
white top contrasted with her deep, roasted-coffee complexion in a
flattering, if slightly unsightly way. “Come on, Tony. How sad are
you, sitting in on a Sunday night testing my lines? Let’s hit the
Candy Store, see if we can’t get you a new girlfriend.”

“In this weather? Anyway, I’m not looking,” Tony
muttered, shifting about on Jade’s expensive designer sofa.
“Besides, as you said yourself, the show opens in three weeks, and
you need to be line perfect and off book by Friday.” One good thing
about having a best friend in the business of show business was
they both had the same night off. Tony understood the strange life
of a musical theater performer. Although Tony was production crew,
she’d worked with West End Wendys long enough to understand their
funny little ways and appreciate their needs. “Come along,” Tony
said sternly. “Let’s go over act two, scene two again. You were
pretty crap at that.”

“Thank you,” Jade said sarcastically before tipping
her head back and narrowing her eyes. Jade had a unique physical
characteristic for each character she played: Laurey Williams
apparently had facial problems. “Why we stopping? Thought you
wanted to dance,” Jade said, slipping effortlessly into a Midwest
accent.

“Want to talk to you. Whut made you slap that whip
onto Old Eighty and nearly make her run away? Whut was yer hurry?”
Tony read Jud Fry’s part in the thickest accent she could manage,
making Jade wince. “What on earth is an Old Eighty?” Tony
asked.

Jade glared at Tony. “I hate it when you interrupt
the flow. It’s a cow or a horse or something. Give me the line
again.”

“Whut was yer hurry?” Tony said, even thicker than
before.

“I was afraid we’d be late for the party,” Jade
said, tipping her head back.

“No, that’s wrong,” Tony said. Jade had given her
strict instructions to correct her on every word.

“What is it, then?”

“You actually say, ‘’Fraid we’d be late fer the
party.’”

“That’s what I said.”

“You said for, it says
fer.”

“That’s the accent, fool.” Jade rolled her eyes and
looked up at Tony affectionately. “You know you’ll never find true
love sitting around my houseboat.”

“That depends,” Tony said. Jade had an obsession for
finding true love. It didn’t help when she got romantic parts in
musicals. In fact, she was such a method actor it sent her into a
frenzy of true-love finding.

“Depends on what?” Jade finished the last of her
cosmo and stared at the bottom of the glass as if it would
magically refill itself.

“Depends on who I meet here. Or on the way here,”
Tony added. “I could meet someone on the bus.” The wind picked up,
whistling around the boat like it was made of balsa wood. Tony had
no desire to go out to a bar, searching for someone to make her
feel less lonely. I have Jade for that.
She looked at her affectionately. Jade crinkled up her eyes before
leaning over to pour herself another alcohol-free cosmopolitan from
a jug.

Tony rustled the script. “Let’s do more lines, and I
want to hear you sing ‘Slurry with the Fringe on Top.’ You’d think
they’d change that word for a British run, wouldn’t you? After all,
‘Pig manure with a fringe on top’ probably won’t go down so well
with London audiences.”

“Oh God, man, it’s surry, not slurry, you dumb ass!”
Jade frowned at Tony, her Trinidad accent bursting free from the RP
English accent that got her seen for parts like Laurey Williams,
rather than be forever consigned to playing gang members,
prostitutes, and the occasional Carmen Jones. “Now, am I your very
best friend in the whole world?” Jade ripped the script out of
Tony’s hands.

“Best and most annoying friend.” Tony lunged for the
script and landed between Jade’s cranberry-stained breasts. Tony
would have found that exciting four years previously when she’d had
a huge crush on Jade and hadn’t yet heard her crunch down on ginger
biscuits.

“Then listen to me, hot stuff. You’ve been on the
shelf since Amy left six months ago.”

Tony scowled. Rain pitter-pattered on the houseboat
roof, and a high, pealing laughter came from the walkway to the
barge next door. “And beleeeve! You’re getting dusty and past your
sell-by date. You got to get out there, Tony. Face it. Amy’s not
coming back.”

Tony scowled harder. There was a rattle of chain
from the barge’s gangway. She tensed as a premonition snaked
through her gut. She jumped up, running through the galley kitchen
to wrench open the small door. “Bring your phone,” she shouted back
to Jade before stepping out into driving rain.

As Tony walked along the deck, heading for the
gangway, a woman drunkenly tried to wrench open the locked barge
door. Expecting it to open, the woman slipped, hit the chain link
handrail, and bounced straight into dense, green water. She
disappeared below, leaving nothing but ripples churned to an eddy
by wind and rain.

“Hell!” Tony kicked off her shoes, pulled off her
watch, and jumped in. Freezing water slapped the breath out of her
body. She could just make out a mass of flailing limbs beneath her
in the murky, airless depths. She filled her lungs and dived.

Vise-like pressure gripped Tony’s head. Her ears
thumped with eerie underwater sounds as water rushed through her
eyes and nose. She stretched toward the frantically moving limbs,
grabbed hold of wet cloth, and pulled. The drunk woman struggled
against her, making it painfully hard to drag her upward. Tony’s
ears pounded; her chest was on fire. In a few seconds, she would
have to breathe in. Kicking and pulling like crazy, she broke the
surface and hauled the woman up. Tony gulped down sweet air and
foul canal water, while the woman continued to flail her arms
against Tony’s face.

“Calm down!” Tony choked out.

“Here!” Jade threw a large red lifebelt into the
canal. A splash of water hit Tony in the face. The woman grabbed
the belt and swam furiously away from her.

Tony started to shiver as she heaved herself wearily
back onto the towpath. Jade and Tony took a hand each and hauled
the drunk girl out. She was heavy for such a small, scowling woman.
“Why did you try to kill me?” she spat demonically.

“What do you mean? Tony saved your life! You were
drowning,” Jade said indignantly.

“Rubbish! I would have been all right in a minute.
All that kicking and pushing, it was her that nearly drowned me.”
The drunk girl’s teeth were chattering, making her look like a wet,
scowling, nodding dog.

“Can you swim?” Jade asked.

“No, but…” She huffed, then sighed and looked into
the water. Tony started to walk toward Jade’s boat. “Where you
going? My bag’s still in there.” The woman waved an indignant
finger toward the canal.

Tony glared at her. “I’m not going back in that
water.”

“But it’s got my keys and everything. My boyfriend’s
not back till tomorrow.”

Jade pulled the woman to her feet. “You’ll have to
stay the night with me,” she said reluctantly.

 


*

 


Jade closed the bedroom door on loud, slurred
snoring. “That was a brave thing you did.”

Tony handed her a mug of tea as she squeezed in
beside her on the small but elegant sofa. “I didn’t stop to think
about it.”

“Considering your fear of water and all,” Jade said,
putting her arm around her. She pulled her into her ample chest.
The steam from her tea rose pleasantly into Tony’s frozen face. “I
was worried about you for a minute there.” She hugged Tony tight
before pushing her away. “You knew something was going to happen,
didn’t you? You jumped up like she’d fallen in already.”

Tony nodded, pulling at the jogging bottoms and
T-shirt Jade had lent her. Tony was considerably taller than Jade,
and her clothes were cutting into delicate places.

“One of your feelings?”

“Yeah,” Tony said, trying to pull the pants from
between her bottom cheeks.

“Shame your premonitions don’t stretch to
lifebelts.”

“Huh?”

“The lifebelt hanging on the wall―you could have
just thrown it in after her.”

Tony caught a cab home, stumbled into bed, and tried
to lose the shivery feeling that crawled over her skin. When she
closed her eyes, all she could see was dull, green water washing
over her head, and long, shadowy fingers sucking her down…

 


*

 


The news, when it came, was devastating. The phone
was cold and hard against Maya’s cheek. “We found him out in the
dunes. Near that old beach shack of his.” Uncle Pete’s voice
growled on, low and reassuring. Maya wasn’t hearing anything. Her
mind tumbled six words over and over. Your father
passed away this morning.

It was night now. The back garden was bathed in the
inky orange light of London nights. Here in the
UK, it’s night now, Maya wanted to say. In Cape Cod, it
would be mid-afternoon and probably freezing. She shut her eyes and
thought about her father, lying in a mortuary somewhere, all alone.
A knot of pain cut through the anesthetizing numbness of shock. She
bit her lower lip.

The street door rattled open and shut. Another
occupant of the flats coming home: the daily routine of their life
continuing as normal.

“It’s his birthday next week…” Maya faltered. “It
would have been his sixty-second birthday next week.”

“Hmm? Oh. Yeah. February twenty-third.” Uncle Pete’s
quiet breath rose and fell rhythmically. “Tell me when you’re
coming. I’ll meet you in Boston.”

All Maya could think of was standing in line at the
post office that morning. She was already late for a client, but
she’d been determined to mail her parcel. Her father would have
already been dead. And she’d been trying to make sure he got his
birthday present on time.

 


*

 


“Oh pl-eeese! It’s like talking to a drunk’s
didgeridoo.”

Tony blinked open her eyes to squint at a pretty
lady with six-inch sparkly eyelashes, huge blond hair, and a dress
that had both sequins and shoulder pads. She was perched
cross-legged on Tony’s chest of drawers.

“Wake up and smell the brimstone, sweetcakes,” she
croaked in a pitch as rich as molasses.

“Smell the…huh?”

“Tony, you’re thirty-eight. Lord knows you’re
practically mature. It’s time you acknowledged your psychic
abilities. What’s to lose? It’s not like you have a lot of other
abilities.”

How rude you are,
strange lady perched on my chest of
drawers. It dawned on Tony that she wasn’t so much a large
femme as a small ladyboy.

“Call me Deirdre,” she said. “And call your father.
He knows what to do.”

Tony closed her eyes at the thought of talking to
her father about psychic matters. When she opened her eyes again,
Deirdre had gone.

 


*

 


Tony nodded to the guy on the stage door as she ran
through to the backstairs and dashed into the lighting box just in
time for show call.

“Tony on cans,” she announced, putting the headset
on and speaking into the microphone that hovered just in front of
her mouth.

The deputy stage manager laughed. “I’m guessing
you’re panting because you’re late again, rather than excited to be
speaking to me.”

“Ha ha,” Tony muttered, switching on the lighting
desk and waiting for the monitor to scroll up the show
information.

Whenever the DSM got drunk she’d whisper huskily,
“I’m practically bisexual. ’S just I love my boyfriend.” Tony
avoided being in dark corners with her and wished she wouldn’t
embarrass herself on cans with the whole crew listening.

“Beginners on stage, please. Stand by lighting cues
two through four.”

“Standing by,” Tony responded. She looked through
the big glass window in front of her at the audience in the upper
circle, taking their seats. Soft, red, fold-up, cinema-style chairs
ran in semicircular rows in front of the ornate cream and gold
balcony. Slim brass railings prevented people determined enough to
lean over the balcony from falling the thirty meters to the stalls
below. The rest of the auditorium wrapped around, via private boxes
decorated with plaster scrollwork, to the magnificent proscenium
arch and the plush red velvet front tabs.

“Front of house clearance. This is your front of
house clearance. Go LX two, sound cue two, fly cue one.” The DSM
might be a nightmare after one too many Bacardi Breezers, but Tony
knew she was second to none at calling the show.

Tony pressed the Go button. The house lights dimmed,
and the preshow lighting state faded to a dim blue sidelight as
flying crew lifted the front tabs revealing the stage to the
audience for the first time. A line of dancers strutted on and
stood behind chairs as the lights began fading up into a brighter
blue state, which silhouetted them in their angular pose. The
audience relaxed into the opening number.

Tony had time to read the paper during scene three,
a long scene with no songs that she swore got longer every
night.

“My God! You could get a bus through their
pauses.”

Alarmed, Tony clicked her head up to find the
ladyboy from her dream perched on the other high swivel chair.
“W-What are you?” she stuttered. “Are you
real?”

“Oh, you silly lesbian,” Deirdre tsked. “Haven’t you
worked it out by now? I’m your spirit guide.”

Tony stared openmouthed.

“I can tell you now, that’s not a look that works
for you,” Deirdre said, looking down her aquiline nose at Tony.

Tony closed her mouth. “Go away. I’m working.”

“Working smerking. All you do is press a button, and
someone tells you when to do that.”

“I rig lights as well, and focus them and…other
stuff!”

Deirdre didn’t look impressed. “You’re ignoring your
true calling. You’re psychic, and people need psychics. Well, dead
people need psychics, so step up and do your duty, you Sapphic
sap.”

“Stand by LX cues twenty-five through
thirty-two.”

“Standing by,” Tony muttered. “Now shut up. I’ve got
to concentrate.” She glared at Deirdre.

“I beg your pardon!” the DSM said angrily through
Tony’s headset.

Shit! I haven’t switched my mic
off. Tony flushed with embarrassment.

“How can I shut up? I’m cueing you. See how far you
get without me reminding you. We all know you practically nap
through the show.”

Deirdre snorted as Tony wondered how the DSM could
possibly be so snippy. Usually, people at least had the courtesy to
sleep with her before they spoke to her like that.

Sally Bowles took her bowler hat off. That was LX
cue twenty-five; Tony was sure of it. The DSM was deathly quiet.
Should Tony go anyway? Sweat broke out on her forehead. Her finger
hovered over the Go button.

“Go cues twenty-five through thirty-two.”

Tony hit Go.

“Would you like my assistance in future?” the DSM
said prissily.

“Yes. Yes. I wasn’t talking to you.”

“Who were you talking to then? Is there someone in
the lighting box with you?” the DSM said sharply.

“No.” Tony glanced at Deirdre, who was reapplying
lipstick and combing through her wig.

“Someone else is coming, so be ready,” she said out
of the corner of her mouth.

Tony switched off her mic. “Who?”

“You see dead people, honey. Get used to it. Also,
get some advice. I told you: Go see your dad.”

Tony looked Deirdre up and down. “Are you dead?”

“Hard to believe, I know, but don’t feel bad for me.
This beauty’ll never age.” Deirdre patted her nose with face
powder. “You’d tell me if I had a sheen wouldn’t you, honey?”

“Huh?” Tony peered at Deirdre in the dim light of
the lighting box.

“Tony! What’s the matter with you tonight! Go LX
thirty-three!”

Tony looked round to see a scene change taking place
in full light. Quickly, she plunged the stage into a pale lilac
glow. When she looked back, Deirdre had vanished again.


Chapter Two

Tony was propped up on the edge of her dad’s old
brown three-seater sofa. She picked at a bit of thread as she
worried about bringing up the subject of ghosts. Her dad brought
two beers through to the lounge that had hardly changed since
Tony’s mother had died. Two large matching sofas ran against two of
the walls, with a set of wooden coffee tables nestled into the
corner between them. A large LCD TV dominated the room in front of
a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf in a large alcove, next to the
Victorian fireplace her dad had restored.

“I’m touched you came to see me on your only day
off,” he said, taking a seat beside her. “I’ve been worried about
you. It can’t be easy being away from Amy and Louise.”

Tony flinched. She didn’t want to think about her
ex-girlfriend and the child they were supposed to bring up
together. She popped the top off her Beck’s, and then bit on a
nail. “I’m worried I’m hallucinating,” she said quietly.

“Have you been taking those high-caffeine pills
again?” Her dad frowned.

“No, Dad. I just took them when I was working the
two jobs, remember? They did make me feel strange, though. Do you
think it’s a throwback?”

Tony’s dad scratched his head. “That was over a year
ago, wasn’t it, Tony? When Louise was still a baby and Amy couldn’t
work.”

Tony stared at the label on her beer bottle. What
was it with her dad? He seemed to be obsessed with talking about
the family she missed so desperately. He sighed beside her. His
eyes were fixed on the TV. Tony knew her dad had loved having a
granddaughter. Damn Amy for going two hundred
miles away, back up to Manchester. Well, there was no point
thinking about that now.

“I’m seeing a dead person!” Tony blurted out.

Her dad stiffened. Other than that, he gave no
indication that he’d heard her.

“A drag queen,” Tony said louder.

“You’re seeing a dead drag queen? You couldn’t see a
normal person?” He flicked his eyes at her for a moment before
fixing back on a washing powder advert.

“What’s normal, Dad?” Tony said defensively.

“You know what I mean. Pass me the paper, will you?
Let’s see what’s on later.”

“Don’t try to change the subject. She said to talk
to you about it.” Tony willed him to meet her gaze.

Finally, Tony’s dad tore his eyes away from the
screen. “I was worried this would happen. I never liked those
premonitions of yours.”

“Well, nobody liked my premonitions. It usually
meant something bad was going to happen,” Tony mumbled.

“Okay, well, this is my advice: Don’t have anything
to do with ghosts. Tell this drag act to leave you alone. If you
start talking to them, they’ll hound you day and night. It got to
the point I was half-crazy with it. Then I met your mother and she
got me out of all that.”

Tony stared at him in amazement. “You did speak to
ghosts, then?”

Her dad looked startled. He thought for a moment.
“Well, there was a time it certainly seemed to me like I did. How
can you prove it, if no one else can see them? Alice helped me,
with counseling and medication. I don’t want to worry you, Antonia,
but maybe it’s a kind of insanity that runs in the family. I
regularly found my mother talking to an empty chair. But it doesn’t
matter. You can get over it. All you need is something to fill your
life.” Her dad patted Tony’s hand. “Look, why don’t you get us
another beer?” He reached for the phone. “I’ll ring Giuseppe’s.
What kind of pizza do you want?”

“Margherita,” Tony mumbled. She allowed her dad to
change the subject. Whatever she was seeing, it looked like her dad
had seen them too. Things were just getting stranger and
stranger.

 


*

 


There was only the wind. Blowing endlessly through
the shifting sand. Away from the shore and the shacks, in a lonely
spot, tucked away from hikers and dune tourists, Pete Silva sat
cross-legged, meditating on patience.

An ant, as large as his thumbnail, made a slow trail
across the sand in front of his feet. Bowed under the weight of a
dead insect, the ant slipped and slid, pressing forward painfully
slowly. Pete imagined the ant’s grim determination. He reached down
inside himself, searching into the depths of his soul. He drifted,
focused on filling his mind with the will to carry through Jose’s
desires. After years of blocking out his former teacher, now Pete
called to him every day, asking Jose to guide him in the dream
time.

Nestled between the dark layers of his soul, Pete
found a spark of uncertainty. Was it really necessary to pursue
this brutal course? Decades ago, Jose had taught him to put aside
the false morality of his Western culture. He had sometimes yearned
to do just that in the years of cloying goodness that followed
Pete’s flight from Mexico. A long time ago, he’d run away from Jose
and his teachings, his faith in dark shamanism destroyed. Now he
embraced it once more. Pete knew he had to search out his own
reluctance and crush it, just as the weight of the dead fly would
surely crush the ant.

He saw now that it was always going to come to this.
Years of harnessing spiritual energies had made him a powerful
shaman, but he had been walking in the wrong direction. He had been
sucked up in trying to help his brother, trying to protect his
niece, and trying not to hate what his hometown had become. A gust
of wind showered Pete with sand. The same wind tossed the ant
sideways, wrenching the fly out of its grasp. Sand covered the
flailing ant until it disappeared under a cloud of golden grit.

Dark forces stirred in Pete. Like an alcoholic
eyeing the whisky bottle, Pete hungered for the obscene surge of
power that had once frightened him. To get that kind of power, Jose
had told him in his dream, Pete must search patiently through his
chakras, removing all and any traces of his own humanity.

The newly formed miniature sand dune by Pete’s left
foot stirred. The ant’s head emerged. It hauled the rest of its
body onto the surface and took a second to orientate itself. Then
it set off solidly toward the dead fly.

 


*

 


Jade had insisted on taking Tony for a stroll by the
river.

“Don’t you see enough of water?” Tony grumbled,
zipping her jacket against the bitter wind that sliced into any
exposed skin. She had to admit the river was beautiful, though.
Even murky and gray, the expanse of it carved a lungful of air into
the city. On the South Bank, with the old-fashioned black iron
street lamps washing everything gently golden, it was magical.

“I’ll pop in the BFI and grab us a couple of
coffees.” Jade flashed Tony a grin and disappeared.

Tony leaned against the wall that stopped careless
tourists falling into the river and watched revelers on a river
cruise sail slowly by. The boat churned a white stream through the
gray-green water. People were dancing below deck, and a couple
kissed at the front of the boat. The softly lit old buildings on
the other side of the river glowed in a friendly, impressive way.
People strolled across Waterloo Bridge seemingly unaware of the
London law that states all citizens must rush at all times and
never, never, never stop to admire the beautiful city they live
in.

“Help me.” An elderly woman was staring anxiously up
at Tony. She was frail-looking. The pale skin on her hands and face
stretched over her bones like paper. She was holding on to a worn
brown handbag while pulling a thin beige mac tightly around her
body. Wisps of snowy white hair fluttered out from under a tan and
beige crocheted hat.

“Pardon?”

“Help me,” she repeated urgently.

“Are you lost?”

“You have to come to my house. Now.” She turned.

“Wait a minute. I’ll help you if I can. Just tell me
what the problem is.”

“The problem is you’re talking to yourself.”

“What?” Tony spun round to see Jade, one eyebrow
raised, staring doubtfully at her.

“No, I’m not!” Tony tipped her head toward the
elderly woman. “I’m talking to this lady.”

The old lady pressed her lips together anxiously.
Jade sipped coffee through a hole in the plastic lid of her paper
cup. Steam curled upward. “Er, Tony, what lady?”

“This—” Tony jerked her finger toward…empty space.
“Oh.” Her stomach tensed. “Tell me you saw the old lady standing
next to me.”

Jade shook her head slowly. “So, my friend, have you
been taking those high-caffeine pills again?”

Tony took a sip of her own coffee. “Jade, strange
things have been going on. I’ve been seeing a dead drag queen.”

“Jesus Christ, Tony. I know I said you should get
back out there, but I didn’t mean to the land of the truly
bizarre.”

“No, I didn’t mean I was going out with him—her. I
meant seeing him, as in: lo, he appeared before me.”

“When you say dead?”

“I mean like a ghost. I’ve been talking to a ghost.
Well, maybe two ghosts. Are you positive you didn’t see that old
lady?”

“Positive,” Jade said quietly. “There was no one
here but you, Tony.”

“Hmm.” Tony’s gaze flickered away from Jade and out
to the darkening water.

 


*

 


Provincetown in February was deserted and frozen.
The holiday homes, the locals, and the shops on Commercial Street
were battened down and braced for a Cape Cod winter.

The morning of Maya’s father’s funeral was dull and
hazy. Mellow, stonewashed sunlight sighed through the cloudy sky.
Maya had traveled thousands of miles from her adopted home in
London back to her Cape Cod childhood.

Maya sat through the Unitarian service, next to her
uncle Pete, thankful for his calm strength. Perhaps his
spirituality was helping him, or maybe he was just older and had
seen more death. Her mother wasn’t coming back to Cape Cod, not
even to bury her husband. Uncle Pete was all the family she had.
Uncle Pete made her feel safe and eased her pain a little. She
remembered when she was a child, how he’d always been there,
standing quietly in the background, ready with a kind word. The
pastor stood in front of the big, old dark wood altar in his neat,
plain gray suit and said soothing words that Maya couldn’t quite
focus on. She stared past the black-clothed backs in front of her,
letting her eyes drift upward to the enormous chandeliers hovering
over the congregation and then outward to the double windows and
rows of tall pillars running the whole length of the chapel on each
side. She took some comfort in the height of the white, light
space. It was a good place to say good-bye.

Outside the church, Maya shook hands with people who
looked older than she remembered them. Tom from the bank, Martha
from the movie house, and several generations of Johnsons—their
next-door neighbors for twenty years. Provincetown locals all, they
squared back their shoulders and looked Maya in the eye. Maya knew
their offers of help were genuine. These were people who would come
out in a storm. Any one of them would have helped her father. If
only they’d known he was out there.

Old artist friends had come from all over Cape Cod,
Boston, and New York. Her father’s work had a reputation. Uncle
Pete had mentioned the price was already going up for his
paintings.

The ride out to the crematorium was through forest.
The threaded fingers of pine trees, shrouded in icing sugar snow,
blocked out a sky now somber with gray cloud.

Numb with grief, Maya watched her father’s coffin
disappear behind a curtain. She clenched her fists until the nails
bit into her palms and let the tears fall. Uncle Pete pressed a
handkerchief into her hand. It smelled of soap and pine.

Snow was falling by the time they left the
crematorium. Maya searched the horizon, looking toward the hulking
dunes. She followed their shadows as they rumbled on toward the
ocean’s shallow waves. Her heart was breaking. She wanted to hug
her dad. Their relationship had been difficult at the best of
times. She’d struggled for years to cope with his push-pull and his
constant needs. Finally, she’d traveled three thousand miles to the
other side of the Atlantic Ocean, only to wake each morning with
the compulsion to call him. There was always the voice inside Maya
nagging at her to check he was taking his meds. Funny how all the
pain and frustration with him had swept away the instant he died.
Now her heart ached with guilt and with missing him. There should
have been years more for visits. She’d always had an excuse not to
come back. Her heart was full of regrets and her head full of
questions: Why was he out there anyway? What was he doing in that
beach shack with no electricity or running water, in the dead of
winter, when he had a nice warm house in the West End? And why had
he been out in the water, in the cold hours before dawn, in the
middle of a storm, in jeans and a T-shirt?

Maya sat next to Uncle Pete at the lawyer’s in Truro
and dimly heard the lawyer say she’d been left both the big house
in the West End and the beach shack. She didn’t want any of it. At
that moment, all she wanted was the paintbrush beneath her fingers
that she’d taken out of her dad’s workshop and put in the pocket of
her long wool coat. That and the photo in its wooden frame back at
the house, of Maya, aged six, holding her father’s hand, looking
trustingly up into his eyes while he painted at his easel, out in
the dunes.

 


*

 


It took three bars of organic chocolate to sweeten
up the deputy stage manager. “Well, if you bought me the one with
almonds in, you must really want to make it up to me,” she pouted,
tearing off the wrapper and then cramming six pieces into her mouth
at once. “Mmm. Thish ish reeely nice, Tony, thank you.”

Tony delicately glanced away from the chocolate
dribble creeping down the left side of her mouth. “No problem.”
Tony took the back stairs two at a time, relieved the DSM was
talking to her and that she could go back to not getting any
serious news at all from the free newspaper.

By the second half of the show, with no ghostly
ladyboys or strange old ladies materializing in the lighting box,
Tony had persuaded herself that her mind had been playing tricks on
her. Besides, a nasty toothache that had been on-again-off-again
had returned, and was raging in her upper left wisdom tooth. Tony
irrationally didn’t like going to the dentist, as she was rather
sexy, and Tony couldn’t bear for her to see Tony in a chair with
her mouth open.

Onstage, Sally Bowles was getting concerned about
events in Berlin. The group of fascists singing “Tomorrow Belongs
to Me” while drinking what could only be warm lager had probably
given her a clue. Tony happily focused on pressing the flashing
orange button whenever the DSM told her to. The sweet everyday
rhythm of operating lights on a running show was as warm as a
blanket over her shoulders.

“The one in the bowler hat, did she fall out with
the costume designer?”

Tony looked round reluctantly. Deirdre swiveled
eerily round to face her in the dim blue light.

“No.”

“Oh, come on. You’d have to hate someone to put an
ass like that in a Basque.” Deirdre patted her backcombed hair.

“The costume’s kind of expected. Didn’t you see the
film? When did you die anyway?”

“Nineteen eighty-two. It was a wonderful year.
Everyone, and I mean everyone, was young and had shoulder pads. The
bathhouses and back rooms were packed tighter than a drag king’s
underpants with happy homos, finally proud and free to consume all
the men they could eat. We did it all, and I did more than most. I
thought nothing could stop me. I hadn’t even heard of immunity, let
alone the compromised type.” Deirdre peered at the dancers over
enormous eyelashes mottled with chunks of mascara. “Seriously, the
designer hates her. Her butt cheeks are grazing the back of her
knees. Anyway, I got sick and I got some very unsightly sores. Then
I got to watch my friends terrify themselves till they couldn’t
look at me anymore.”

“Deirdre…”

She turned a cheek in Tony’s direction.

“I want to hear you properly, but I’m listening out
for my cues. I really can’t piss off the DSM again. Can you pass by
later, when I get home?”

“Okay. I’ll bring Mrs. Turner.”

“Who?”

“The old dame from the South Bank.”

“Oh God, no. Don’t bring her…” Tony lowered her
voice, unsure if Mrs. Turner was lurking somewhere unseen. “She’s a
bit scary.”

Deirdre laughed. “Like you’ve got a choice! You have
to listen to her or she’ll haunt you, and if you think she’s scary
now—”

“Stand by lighting cue fifty-six.”

“Standing by.” Tony switched the mic off. “Okay,
Okay, just go.”

 


*

 


Tony was tucked into her ninth-floor flat in Poplar,
sucking on a clove and making herself a chamomile tea when Deirdre
popped in with the old lady. They materialized in front of the big
glass windows that looked out for miles over London. Deirdre beamed
at Tony through hot pink lips while Mrs. Turner ran her eyes
skeptically over the minimalist living room.

“Can I get you anything?” Tony said out of
habit.

“Yeah. Steak and chips with a glass of Californian
Merlot, followed by Mom’s cherry pie,” Deirdre said wryly.

“Ooh yes!” The old lady frowned at Tony’s sofa,
patted an almost imperceptible stain to check it wasn’t still wet,
then sat down gingerly. “What I wouldn’t give for a nice
fry-up.”

“But you can’t eat, can you?” Tony chipped in. “What
with you being…”

“It’s all right, honey, you can say it. We’re dead.
Dead and proud,” Deirdre said, snapping her fingers.

“Speak for yourself, dear. I’m dead, but I don’t
have to be proud of it.” The old lady flicked at a piece of fluff
on the sofa. Her fingers sailed straight through it.

“That’s because you ain’t passed over. Tony, this is
Mrs. Turner. She can’t rest because of her fireplace.”

Mrs. Turner looked up at Tony. “This could be a nice
little flat, dear, if you got a cleaner in and spruced it up a bit.
You could do with a few knickknacks. Maybe a vase of flowers. You
can get plastic ones if you don’t want to be bothered with
fresh.”

Tony walked over to the sofa and sat next to Mrs.
Turner. Part of her wanted to see what would happen if she sat on
her. Was it rude to sit on the dead, she wondered?

“My son sealed it up.”

Tony sipped her tea. “You can’t rest because your
son sealed up your fireplace?”

Mrs. Turner nodded.

“Must really like open fireplaces, huh?”

Mrs. Turner tapped Tony’s knee crossly, or tried to.
Her fingers went through Tony, like the fluff. “I don’t give two
hoots for the fireplace, except that’s where I hid the
necklace.”

“Diamonds!” Deirdre said out of the corner of her
mouth like a doll out of Guys and Dolls.
She perched on the arm of the sofa, flexing her hands out like two
fans. Tony got a flash of hot pink nail varnish with something
sparkly in it.

“It’s a family heirloom. Passed down for
generations. See, I left the house to my son, Billy. The necklace
was supposed to go to his wife. Trouble was, I popped off rather
sudden, without telling anyone where I’d hidden the family jewels.
Then Billy sealed off the old fireplace, put a fancy new gas one
in. I’ve tried to tell him where the necklace is, but he can’t hear
me. He’s a lovely boy but not a psychic bone in his body.” Mrs.
Turner shrugged apologetically.

“Watcha gonna do?” Deirdre patted Mrs. Turner’s
knee. “That’s where you come in, Tony. You have to go and tell
them.”

Toothache shot through Tony’s upper jaw. She
winced.

“Don’t pull that face. It’s not far. It’s only in
Camden,” Mrs. Turner said sharply.

“I’ve got a toothache.” Tony tried massaging her
cheek. It just shot the pain upward, making her eye water.

“Toothache? Christ, Tony, go to the orthodontist.
You gotta look after yourself, honey. You got people relying on you
now. We need your body, not having our own.”

A tear plopped out of Tony’s watery eye.

“Oh, don’t be sad, dear. He’s a nice young man
really, isn’t he?” Mrs. Turner said softly to Deirdre.

“He’s a lesbian,” Deirdre said.

“Oh.” Mrs. Turner stared at Tony. “It’s hard to
tell, isn’t it? I’ve never sat on a lesbian sofa before.”

“So, Tony honey, get some sleep, get your teeth
fixed. We’ll show up when it’s the right time.” Deirdre stood,
flicked hair off her shoulder, and beckoned to Mrs. Turner, who was
still staring.

“Perhaps if you wore a hat, dear?” she whispered
into Tony’s ear as she got up. “A big floppy one with a bow, or
flowers. People wouldn’t think you were a man then, would
they?”

Tony forced a smile as the ghosts left through the
plate glass windows. She imagined Deirdre and Mrs. Turner floating
up and away over the twinkling white and orange lights of the
London skyline.


Chapter Three

Jade was driving Tony to a house party in Clapton.
While most people who could had left “murder mile,” Jade’s friend
clung fondly to the old days when respectable families lived in
reasonable harmony in the neighborhood.

“Take a left.” Tony was directing Jade with her
trusty, well-thumbed A-Z. Jade didn’t bother with maps. According
to her, she knew London as well as a cabbie. Tony, however, had
been subjected to Jade’s “knowledge” of London roads far too many
times to get in a car with her without a map.

“It’ll take you out of yourself,” Jade declared,
slamming her foot on the brakes as a little black Escort, squishing
bass, cut in front of her. “Learn how to drive, bastard!” she
shouted. There was no chance the black Escort was going to hear
Jade’s insults over Eminem loud enough to rattle their teeth.

“Right here.”

“Watch him. Look how close he’s driving to that
Mini. Dangerous fool!”

“Turn right here!” Tony shouted as they drove past
the turning.

Jade turned anyway, narrowly missing a motorbike,
two pedestrians, and a white van.

“Learn how to drive, bastard!” the white van driver
shouted.

On St. Paul’s Road, Tony’s gut tightened into a hard
knot. She wanted to avoid Lower Clapton Road. The hair standing up
on the back of her neck was screaming at her to avoid it.

“Jade, take a left.”

“That’s Kingsland Road,” Jade muttered.

“Yes. Take a left,” Tony said sharply. Her right leg
started to shake.

“Don’t be silly. That’s the wrong way.”

“Take a left. Take a left!” Tony had a horrible urge
to grab the steering wheel and wrench it. She was going to do it.
Any minute, she was going to pull the wheel out of Jade’s hands.
Terrified, Tony wrapped her arms around herself, as if that would
prevent them moving.

“What the hell’s the matter with you?” Jade snapped
her head in Tony’s direction.

“For God’s sake, don’t go on the Lower Clapton
Road!” Tony yelled.

“Why?”

“We’re going to die. Someone’s going to die.” Tony
could see it: Jade driving too fast, Tony grabbing the wheel, the
car spinning out of control. The smell of burning rubber so acrid
it burnt, as the car plowed across the road into a pedestrian
island. Everything lifted up, the car flipped, a few seconds of
nothing, then a sick, heart-stopping crash, the sound of metal
crumpling, glass breaking―

A weird and terrible silence. Tony upside down,
knowing something was badly wrong with her legs…and next to her,
the person next to her…she got no sense of them at all.

“Tony.” A warm hand rested lightly on Tony’s
arm.

Tony opened her eyes. Jade was staring at her,
concerned as hell. Tony looked around. The car was perfectly fine.
Jade had pulled over.

“You were whimpering,” Jade said.

“I saw this awful crash.”

“A premonition?”

“I don’t know. I never had such a vivid
premonition.”

“Yeah, but your supernatural abilities are coming to
the surface. Maybe your premonitions are getting stronger.”

Tony gripped her arm. “You’re a really good mate,
you know, like a sister…I love you,” she said in a small voice.

Jade laughed. “Why are you saying that now?”

Tony didn’t want to tell her about the nothingness
she’d felt from the driver’s seat.

“Let’s go to the party.”

“You still want to?”

“Yeah. But we have to avoid that road.”

It took another twenty minutes, and a really long
detour, but Tony didn’t care, as long as they got there safely.
Tony kept sneaking a look at Jade. Tony felt Jade’s eyes on her
when she was checking out the map.

The house party was jumping when they got there. The
floorboards were literally jumping to the bass. Tony put a frosty
six-pack on the kitchen table and then took one back, popping the
top off and trying not to swig it in one. She nodded to a few
people she barely knew and avoided catching the eye of a woman
she’d met in Candy Store, taken home, and never returned her calls.
Tony felt bad, but it had been too soon after Amy left. She hadn’t
been ready to handle sex with a stranger. She ducked out of the
kitchen.

Jade was leaning against the pale chocolate wall,
nodding her head to the old-school lovers’ tune. Tony slipped an
orange and raspberry drink in her hand. She pulled Tony close.

“It’s cool, Tony, all this weird stuff. We’ll work
it out,” she said into Tony’s ear so she could hear her over the
music.

Tony knew if there was anything Jade could do to
help her, she would.

The flat was on the ground floor of a late Victorian
terraced house. Jade’s friend had kept the original coving, and
shutters on the big bay window. She’d stripped the floorboards and
stained them dark oak. The front room and the old parlor were now
one big through lounge, empty except for the sound equipment. The
DJ was in front of the back window fiddling with a couple of iPods
hooked up to a mixer. A pair of small moving lights sat on the
floor, spinning colored patterns across the ceiling and walls. Tony
followed a set of small rotating triangles up the opposite wall and
into the center of the room. She froze, her beer halfway to her
lips.

A woman so beautiful she really shouldn’t be allowed
out in public was dancing alone. There was something about her that
made Tony stare. She was dancing to Freddie McGregor’s “Joy in the
Morning,” an old tune. Her eyes were closed, and her face was
completely relaxed. She had dark hair tied back, smooth, olive
skin, long eyelashes, and full, dark lips that were smiling softly.
She was toned but not skinny. In fact, she had the kind of real
curves Tony adored on a woman: proper thighs, proper booty, and a
handsome pair of breasts. She wound slowly, her body bouncing in
time to the sweet bass. Tony found herself humming along. The
woman’s hips ground in a way Tony knew would bring anyone joy in
the morning. The woman turned, doing a cute little shoulder dip
until both cheeks of her most glorious booty danced in front of
Tony. The way she moved took Tony’s breath away.

The tune changed to an R&B floor filler.
Beautiful Lady Dancing Alone flicked her eyes open and took off.
The room got suddenly colder. Tony allowed a deep breath to spill
out of her.

“Do you want another juice?” Tony mouthed into
Jade’s ear. She nodded.

The lovely dancer stood by the kitchen sink,
draining a big blue tumbler of water. Her head leaned gently back
exposing a gracious neck.

“How comes you never called me back?” The woman Tony
had been avoiding stepped in front of her.

“I’m sorry. That was rude of me.”

“You’re not wrong!”

Lovely Dancer’s eyes flicked toward them.

“How can you sleep with a woman and not call her
back?”

Before Tony dropped her head, she saw Lovely Dancer
turn to look. She raised her eyebrows.

“I couldn’t handle it. I know I should have called
you. I did e-mail.”

“E-mail
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