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Jimmy’s orange Cuda rumbled to a stop
at a red light on South Main. There were two men stationed at the
light, their grubby clothes layered against the late February
chill. There were still isolated patches of snow here and there,
but it had been warm enough to wash windshields for a couple of
weeks now. One of the men started toward the Cuda with a spray
bottle and a squeegee, but the other shook his head and called his
companion back. Jimmy knew Josef – he’d been an occasional
informer, both when Jimmy was on the force and since he’d become a
private eye. Joseph knew better than to try to get anything out of
Jimmy. They nodded to each other.

The light changed, and Jimmy cruised
down South Main, admiring how different things were from a couple
of months ago. Diana’s work on the Southside Restoration was coming
along nicely, and had progressed from renovating the iconic
buildings to scrubbing graffiti and cleaning up trash. The area
looked so promising that Raymond Lewis’ offspring had stopped
shunning Diana – Misty Devereaux, as she was known to them and most
of Barnstow – and were trying to horn in on some of the credit for
the revival, as well as some of the business. It wasn’t surprising
that Andrew Lewis was involved – he had always been supportive of
Diana’s efforts – but now his siblings James and Patricia were
trying to get in on the action.

Patricia had even stopped harping on
how Diana had only won control of the Endowment because she worked
with a “bunch of whores.” Raymond Lewis had sought to redeem
himself after making part of his fortune off of Barnstow’s legal
prostitution trade by establishing the Working Sisters Foundation.
He hired Diana to run it, and she had shepherded dozens of women
out of the industry. Her success in satisfying one of Raymond’s
dreams had won her the right to fulfill another.

Jimmy was happy for Diana, and proud
of all she’d accomplished since her own reformation. At first, he’d
even attended openings and events with her to show his support. But
he had felt awkward at these. Being her escort to help show her off
to Barnstow society wouldn’t have been so bad if it didn’t make him
feel like a paid escort in the Stefano Ricci and Armani suits that
she bought for him. People smiled knowingly, well aware that he
didn’t really fit with the “in” crowd. Once he was sure that Diana
had a secure footing, he started manufacturing excuses about being
too busy with Delaney Investigation Company cases to
attend.

He might have felt better about the
gap between where he and she were on the societal ladder if he did
have some real work occupying his time.

Instead he had these oddballs with
their supernatural cases.

He knew why these clients were coming
to him. Word had gotten around about the alleged ghost that had
haunted the Lewis Estate, in The Prestige, and various other
locations when Walter Prescott had tried to gaslight Diana so he
could take over the Southside Restoration’s endowment. The
scattering of stories might have been spread by the girls from the
Working Sisters Foundation, or it might have been part of
Prescott’s gaslight campaign.

The clients coming to
Jimmy didn’t understand that it was all fake – well, most of it had
been. It was Nicolette’s ghost who had saved him and Diana when Prescott
tried to kill them in the Barnstow Arms, but he wouldn’t admit that
even to Diana. She hadn’t been talking about it, but these clients
were still coming to him. They’d gotten the idea that Jimmy could
help them with hauntings and other supernatural
problems.

Not only had these rumors
spread around to the crazies (Diana didn’t like him calling them
that, but a rose by any other name…), but his more “normal” clients
were shying away from him. People who hired a private eye expected
some level of discretion. His own notoriety had been a problem from
the beginning, but now they were having doubts about his sanity as
well. So he was reliant on the true believers, whose sanity
he questioned.

But work was work, and the crazies’
money still spends.

Jimmy pulled into an old neighborhood
on the border of the Southside and parked in front of a little
frame house. He walked up, crossed the front porch and knocked.
After a few moments, the door opened, and Mary Connelly stepped
outside.

Mary was in her sixties, short and
thin. She was dressed all in black, including a headscarf, and dark
glasses – her usual accouterments for when she represented herself
as Madam Siri, Medium Extraordinaire.

“A virtual harbinger of
doom, you are,” Jimmy said.

“You flatterer.” Mary
paused to push Mr. Pips and another of her cats back into the house
so she could close the door. “Just trying to give the people what
they expect.”

Jimmy offered his arm and helped her
down the steps from her porch.

“Aren’t you afraid people
will think you’re putting on an act?” he asked.

“Sometimes that’s what you
have to do. I used to dress like a normal person, but no one would
believe that I was a medium until I created Madam Siri.”

Jimmy opened the passenger door for
her, then got in and started driving.

“So, where are you taking
me today, Jimmy?”

“To one of the nicer
houses on the Northside. Mr. Theodore Carson might be trying to
tell his wife that he meant to make some changes to his will, so
we’re going to help give her some clarity on what her husband
really wants.”

“I take it that the Mr.
Carson we’re talking about is deceased?”

“Yes. He had a heart
attack at home – Mrs. Carson’s live-in nurse Miss Eager found him
in an upstairs bedroom. They had a séance -” Jimmy paused while
Mary snorted – she had told him that ghosts don’t like to come to
séances, “- in which Mr. Carson told Mrs. Carson that he wanted her
to sign over a summer cottage and a half-million dollars to Miss
Eager. Their son Michael is understandably bothered by the
idea.”

“Was he there for this
séance they held?”

“Yes, but when he tried to
question the late Mr. Carson, he couldn’t get a satisfactory answer
from him.”

“And I suppose the
deceased was speaking through an alleged medium?”

“Yes – one Madam
Loretta.”

“I’ve heard of her – she
only seems to be able to communicate with the wealthier
ghosts.”

“Well, Mr. Carson would
qualify as one of those.”

“Why do you bother
bringing me along to these clients of yours. You don’t believe for
a minute that any of them are haunted.”

“No, but they do. So I
bring you along to help them feel better while I figure out what’s
really going on.”

“And if I tell you that
there really is a ghost?”

“I trust you Mary.” It was
hard for him to admit under the circumstances, but it was true. “I
know that you wouldn’t lie to me like some opportunistic faker
would. We’ll just take it from there.”

They drove in through the gates of the
Carson estate and along the two hundred yards of driveway that
parted the immaculately manicured lawn with its assortment of
sculpted topiaries.

Jimmy parked in front of the
three-story, French-style manor house. He opened the door for Mary,
and was helping her out of the Cuda when he saw Michael Carson
approaching from the front door. He was fortyish, dressed casually
- as only the wealthy would do in such an environment - in a polo
sweater and jeans.

“Mr. Delaney, I didn’t
know you were bringing someone with you.”

“Madam Siri is here to
assist me.”

“Madam Siri?” Michael looked her over, while her inscrutable dark
glasses stared back at him. “I think we’ve already had enough
fakers here.”

“I assure you, I have as
much disdain for Madame Loretta and her ilk as you do, Mr. Carson.
Their shenanigans keep spirits from getting the help they need.”
She ran her eyes across the third floor windows then pointed at the
second to last one. “Is that where your father died?”

Michael looked up to where she was
pointing. “Why, yes. How did you know?”

“He waved to me. Take me
to him, please.”

Michael glanced at Jimmy who nodded.
Michael shrugged and led them inside.

As they approached the stairs, a
white-haired woman in her seventies appeared, being pushed in a
wheelchair by Miss Eager, a shapely young redhead in a white
nurse’s uniform. Jimmy wondered what it was about those uniforms
that seemed to emphasize the best in a woman.

The old woman called to them. As
feeble as she looked, her voice was still commanding.

“Michael, who are these
people, and where are you taking them?”

“Mother, this is Jimmy
Delaney and Madam Siri. I’m taking them up to Father’s
room.”

“Why?”

“Madam Siri says that
Father has asked for her.”

“Well, then, show them up
by all means. We will meet you there.” She looked back over her
shoulder. “Take me to the elevator.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” the nurse
said.

She turned the chair around and they
disappeared down a side corridor.

Michael led Jimmy and Madam Siri
upstairs to the third floor.

“Mother would obviously
wish to be a part of any conversation with Father. She felt a
little short-changed at the séance as well.”

When they arrived at the bedroom,
Madam Siri stepped inside, then turned to the two men.

“Wait out here. We’ll need
some privacy so we can talk.”

“I don’t think -” Michael
began, but the door was already closed. He looked at Jimmy. “Mother
is not going to like being left out.”

Miss Eager pushed Mrs. Carson up the
hall to join them outside the door.

“Why are we all out here?”
Mrs. Carson asked.

“Madam Siri tells me that
ghosts don’t like to be around a lot of the living, so she asked us
to wait out here,” Jimmy said.

Mrs. Carson frowned. “Why do these
mediums refuse to let me talk to my husband?”

The door opened, and Madam Siri stood
in the entry.

“I want to talk with my
husband,” Mrs. Carson said.

“It doesn’t work that way,
Lacey,” Madam Siri said.

“Don’t call me that. Only
my husband -” Mrs. Carson said, then her eyes looked past Madame
Siri. “Oh…”

“Your husband has a couple
of messages he wants delivered, and then he will be out of your
hair.”

Mrs. Carson recovered her composure
quickly. “Well, let’s get it over with, then. What does he have to
say?”

“Firstly, forget the
nonsense that Madam Loretta was spouting; he had nothing to do with
her demands – Miss Eager paid her to say those things.”

“I knew it!” Michael
said.

“Secondly, since he will
no longer be around to enjoy the effect that the lovely Miss Eager
has had on his sight or any other of his senses, there’s no need to
keep her around. You should terminate her.”

“Me?” Miss Eager clasped a
hand to her ample breast. “What have I done?”

“Oh, stow it!” Mrs.Carson
spun her wheelchair to face the nurse. “You think I haven’t seen
the plays you were making for him? Your posing? I know my husband,
and you’re just his type. Truth be told, it’s why I hired
you.”

Madam Siri looked back over her
shoulder as though listening, then nodded and turned to Miss Eager.
“Mr. Carson says that you should return Mrs. Carson’s pendant to
her.”

“How dare you! I have no
idea what you are talking about.”

Miss Eager’s words were strong, but
Jimmy saw her looking nervously toward where Madam Siri had been
nodding.

“Child, you had best give
it up. Mr. Carson has assured me that he will consider his business
on this earth done once you do so.” Madam Siri stepped well within
Miss Eager’s personal space and looked up at her. “But if you do
not do as you’re told, he promises that he will haunt your life
into the living hell that it should be.”

Miss Eager kept looking over Madam
Siri’s head as she drew out the pendant she was wearing inside her
uniform and lowered it into Mrs. Carson’s outstretched
hand.

Mrs. Carson fastened the pendant
around her own neck. “You will receive your severance in the mail.
Michael, escort this person to the door.”

“Yes, Mother.”

He led Miss Eager away toward the
stairs.

Mrs. Carson squinted as she looked in
the bedroom.

“Is he still
there?”

“No, he’s gone now,” Madam
Siri said.

“Good – I don’t want him
hanging around.”

“He wanted you to know
that she never meant anything to him, and he drew the line when she
started putting on airs, like she thought she could ever replace
you. He would have kicked her out himself if he hadn’t had a heart
attack that last time with her.”

“Teddy always was a
cold-hearted bastard
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