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        Angels, and ministers of grace, defend us!

        Be thou a spirit of health, or goblin damn'd.

        Bring with thee airs from heaven, or blasts from hell.

        Be thy intents wicked or charitable.

        Thou com'st in such a questionable shape,

        That I will speak to thee.

        

        William Shakepeare

        Hamlet
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      Ann Kinnear clicked off KYW news radio as her brother, Mike, eased up on the car’s brake and the Audi rolled forward another few feet. Ann would have expected a backup on the Schuylkill Expressway during rush hour due to volume, but the traffic report confirmed that a crash a few miles ahead had caused the mid-afternoon jam.

      “At least our exit is coming up,” she said. “The client lives in Gladwyne?”

      “Right next door—in Penn Valley. Roy Mackie. Ever heard of him?”

      “Nope.”

      “You would have if you were into architecture. He and his brother designed several well-known mid-century houses in the Philly area.”

      “Mid-century houses? How old is he?”

      “According to Wikipedia, eighty-three. But I wouldn’t have guessed that based on my conversation with him. He seems pretty sharp.” As the business manager of Ann Kinnear Sensing, Mike was responsible for vetting prospective clients.

      “Are we meeting him at his house?”

      “No. He asked to meet us at the Gladwyne Country Club.”

      They got off at the Plymouth Meeting-Conshohocken exit, the scraggly trees and shrubs lining the Expressway giving way to well-groomed landscaping as the neighborhoods became posher until they reached the manicured fairways of a golf course. Mike negotiated the country club’s circular drive and parked, then they walked back to the clubhouse. Next to the entrance, a few jonquils and crocuses braved the chilly March temperature.

      Inside, taupe walls over brilliantly white wainscoting displayed individually lit botanical prints. A chandelier hung from the coffered ceiling. They were trying to decide which of several hallways to explore when a young man appeared, his shirt’s breast pocket sporting the country club’s logo.

      “Good afternoon,” he said. “Can I be of assistance?”

      “We’re here to see Roy Mackie,” said Mike.

      “Of course. Mr. Mackie reserved a room for your meeting. Follow me, please.”

      He led them down a few hallways, thick carpet muffling their footsteps, the eyes of the portraits lining the walls following their progress. Ann was glad Mike had advised her not to wear jeans.

      The young man led them to a sitting room, a pair of leather wing chairs on one side of a flickering gas fireplace, a loveseat on the other. The man who was sitting in one of the chairs stood as they entered.

      “Mr. Mackie,” he said. “Here are your guests.”

      Ann would have pegged the man at closer to seventy—maybe even late sixties—than over eighty: almost six feet tall, even with a slight stoop that suggested studiousness rather than infirmity; thinning but fluffy white hair combed neatly back from a relatively unlined forehead; dated but meticulously tailored jacket and pants; highly polished Cordovan shoes.

      Mike stepped forward. “Mr. Mackie, I’m Mike Kinnear. And may I introduce Ann Kinnear.”

      “Please, call me Roy.” He waved Mike and Ann toward the fireplace, and they sat on the loveseat. “Would you like anything to drink? Jared here makes a mean Manhattan. I allow myself one a day.”

      “I can’t say no to that,” said Mike.

      “Sounds good to me,” said Ann.

      Roy turned to Jared. “Three Manhattans, please.” He lowered himself back into the wing chair.

      The three chatted about traffic and weather until the drinks arrived.

      When Jared left, closing the door behind him, Mike said, “Roy, you described to me in general why you’d like to hire Ann, but it would be helpful for us both to hear about your goals for an engagement in a little more detail.”

      “Of course.” Roy turned to Ann. “I’d like to hire you to contact my twin brother, Raymond. He passed away several months ago, in the house that we, along with our wives, shared. In fact, it was the first house that Raymond and I designed.” He took a sip of his Manhattan. “Our wives died almost a decade ago, within just a few months of each other. They were twins as well.” He smiled. “As you might imagine, Raymond and I raised quite a few eyebrows when we married Pansy and Paulette. Some people thought it was a bit of a scandal, but it always made perfect sense to me. Raymond and I were like two halves of a whole. The same was true for my wife, Pansy, and Raymond’s wife, Paulette.” He took another sip of his drink. “Although perhaps not to the same extent. They weren’t identical twins, as Raymond and I were.”

      “Are you hoping to contact your wife and sister-in-law as well?” asked Ann.

      “Certainly I’d be happy to talk to them—especially Pansy, of course—if that proved to be possible, but that’s not the primary reason I contacted Ann Kinnear Sensing. It’s Raymond specifically whom I wish to contact.” He lapsed into silence.

      “About a particular topic?” prompted Mike.

      “There have been some unexplained events.” Roy raised a hand to his forehead, and Ann noticed a slight tremor. “I’ve never had any trouble with my memory, but since Raymond died …” His voice trailed off.

      Mike shot Ann a look, and Roy must have noticed. He dropped his hand.

      “I know what you’re thinking, young man, but I see no reason I shouldn’t keep my wits about me until the century mark. My father did, and his father before him.”

      “What are the unexplained events?” asked Ann.

      “Things aren’t where I left them, or the way I left them. The bill that I’d paper-clipped to my day planner on the day it needed to be paid turned up clipped to a day the following week. A bottle of wine I was saving for a special occasion showed up in the recycling bin, empty. My car was backed into the garage rather than pulled straight in, as I always do.” He shook his head. “Even my cat seems out of sorts. Greta never used to get up on my desk or the tables, but she must have been doing so lately because I’ve started finding my phone on the floor next to my desk or my keys on the floor next to the hall table.” He scowled. “I’ve always heard the jokes about cats pushing things off tables, but I thought it was just an internet meme.”

      “I’m a few years away from the century mark, Roy,” began Mike, “but even I⁠—”

      Roy waved a hand. “Don’t patronize me with that ‘it happens to all of us’ foolishness. Give me a math problem to solve.”

      “What?”

      “A math problem—give me one to solve.” After a moment, he added, “No division.”

      Mike glanced at Ann and back at Roy. “I don’t⁠—”

      “Eighty-five plus one-twenty-three times three minus seven,” said Ann.

      Roy’s gaze shifted to the ceiling, his lips moved, then his gaze returned to Ann. “Four hundred forty-seven.”

      Ann raised her eyebrows. “Wow.”

      “Is that right?” asked Mike.

      She laughed. “I have no idea. I don’t even remember what numbers I said.”

      “Eighty-five plus one-twenty-three times three minus seven,” said Roy. “Four hundred forty-seven.”

      Mike got out his phone and began tapping.

      “Mike!” protested Ann.

      “Please,” said Roy, “let him check.” He raised an eyebrow mischievously. “It will be more impressive when he confirms the number.”

      Mike nodded. “Yup. Four hundred forty-seven.”

      “A foolish parlor trick, perhaps,” said Roy, pleased with himself, “but proof that I’m not completely losing my marbles.”

      “And you want to contact your brother about these events?” asked Ann.

      Roy leaned forward. “Yes. I thought it was possible Raymond might be responsible for these unexplained events, especially since they started right after he died. Have you heard of such things happening?”

      “The bill and the bottle of wine, yes. The car …” She considered. “That would be a new one for me, but I can do a little research. Ask around.”

      “There are others who do what you do?” he asked, surprised. “Legitimately, I mean?”

      “A few.”

      “But not around here,” Mike added hastily. “Or as reliably.”

      Roy nodded and sat back. “I learned about you from the Register. I figured if a newspaper as well-respected as the Philadelphia Register doesn’t completely discount your ability, that’s good enough for me. Can you try to contact Raymond? See if he’s responsible for these things?”

      “I can certainly try,” said Ann.

      Mike and Roy had already agreed on a price for the engagement, and Roy pulled a checkbook from his inside jacket pocket and wrote out a check. Ann noticed that the tremor was gone.

      Roy handed the check to Mike. “After I read about you in the Register, Ann, I did some research on the internet as well. I understand that having observers lessens the chance that a spirit will make an appearance.”

      “Not always, but often.”

      “I also understand that it’s often the case that spirits make their appearance around the time of their death.”

      “Again, not always, but often.”

      “Raymond died at two-thirty in the morning at our home.” He took a keyring from his pocket and began working a key off the ring. “Pansy and Paulette were also at home when they passed. I’ve always wanted that for myself as well.” He gave her the key. “That’s to the front door. You can make yourself at home. I’ll stay in the William Penn Hotel that night.”

      “You don’t want to speak with your brother?”

      “I’d rather improve the chances of you being able to contact him.” He frowned. “I’m in a bit of a hurry to get to the bottom of this.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Mike.

      “I made the mistake of mentioning some of these unexplained events to my son, Kevin, and now he’s nervous about me being in the house on my own. He’s determined to get me into a retirement community and wants me to sell the house to help pay for it. Those places are ridiculously expensive—I’d be paying for a lot of services I don’t need.” He sighed. “He badgered me into putting a sizable down payment on a condo in one of those over-fifty-five communities, and I only have another few days to get it back if I change my mind.”

      “You could get it back even if we didn’t contact Raymond, right?” asked Ann.

      “Yes, although …” Roy turned his gaze to the flames flickering in the fireplace. “What if I am losing my marbles? It’s one thing to do math tricks, and another thing entirely to manage day-to-day life. Kev wants me to give him power of attorney over my affairs. Maybe he’s right—maybe I should do that.” He smiled ruefully. “After all, I did just write you a sizable check to have you talk to my dead brother.”

      “If you’re suggesting—” began Mike, ready, as ever, to leap to Ann’s defense, even with a client.

      Ann interrupted him. “Roy, if I’m not able to contact your brother, we’ll return your check, so there’s no financial risk. And I don’t think engaging Ann Kinnear Sensing is a sign of,” she smiled, “lost marbles. It’s a sign of an open mind.”

      Roy returned her smile, his expression now more relaxed. “Thank you, my dear.” He leaned forward. “I want to know if Raymond is the one who has been responsible for the events I described. And if he is, I want to know what he meant by it. I can’t imagine he would do something intending to annoy or upset me, but who knows what might happen to a person’s personality when they’re dead?” After a moment, he added, “Actually, Ann, I suppose you might know.”

      “People’s personalities rarely change after they’ve died. But I guess it’s clear from my answers to your questions that there are no hard-and-fast rules. For example, although I usually have
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