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Happily Never After


 


When the spirits of the dead come to me, they’re
always dressed in what they were buried in, or in what they died in—I’m not
sure they get to choose. You don’t see a grandmother in a wedding gown, for
instance, or a grown woman in a tutu. You don’t get to take baggage into the
Light, which means no change of clothes. 


I can’t help but notice things like that, because I
run a vintage clothing store, a quirky little haven for those with a great
sense of fashion and an enduring love of the past. My name is Nicki Styx, and
in the past couple of years—since my own near-death experience—I’ve helped more
than a few lost souls find their way home. I’ve even helped a few get their
happily-ever-after. Now, at almost thirty, I’m engaged to be married, and if I
could ask just one little favor from the universe, I’d really, really
like to have a happily-ever-after of my own. 

















 












Chapter 1


“Something old, something new, something borrowed,
something blue.” 


My friend Evan held a ridiculously frilly blue garter
belt up for my inspection. “This is the smallest bit of blue you can get away
with without ruining the whole color scheme of the wedding,” he pronounced.
“Either that, or blue panties.” 


 “Who says I’ll be wearing panties?”


 “Slut,” my best bud hissed, putting the garter belt
back on the shelf.


 “Skank,” I whispered, not wanting to shock the saleslady
in Annabelle’s Bridal any more than I had to.


 Evan and I had been to four different bridal shops
this morning, and nothing, as yet, had caught my eye. A pair of shoes immediately
caught Evan’s, however, and we were happily arguing over the merits of strappy
sandals vs. peep-toe pumps when an outraged shriek came from behind the drapes
in the dressing room area.


 “Ow! Watch out! Pay attention to what you’re doing,
you stupid bitch!” A moment later there was another shriek, even louder than
the first, and then the drapes were thrust violently aside. A thin blonde woman
in a strapless wedding gown, fists bunched in her skirts, stormed out of the
back and into the main store. “Annabelle, where are you? I need you here right now…
right this second!” Behind the outraged bride-to-be trailed two people: an
elderly black woman who looked distressed, and a younger white woman who just
looked resigned. 


The saleslady hurried forward, well-groomed eyebrows
raised in alarm. “What in the world—? What’s happened?”


“Your seamstress just jabbed me with a pin, Annabelle!”
the drama queen screeched. “Twice!”


 The black woman made the mistake of defending herself.
“But I wasn’t using no pins!”


 The bride-to-be turned on her with a snarl. “Are you
calling me a liar?” She jabbed a French-manicured finger toward a spot near her
ribs. “Look at this… just look at it! It’s blood! On my dress!” 


 “Now, now,” the saleswoman, whose name I now knew was
Annabelle, stepped in. “It’s just a spot, dear. I’m sure it will come right out
with a dab of cold water. No need to get so upset, we can fix it.”


 “Oh, you can fix it, all right!” Bridezilla’s face
screwed itself into a hateful pucker. “I want this lying bitch fired!”


 The seamstress put both hands to her mouth, glancing
anxiously toward Annabelle.


 “Surely there’s no need for such extremes, dear.
Let’s just go and get that spot taken care of, shall we?”


 “What kind of a place is this?” the blonde
screeched. “She poked me twice, she lied about it, and she’s ruined my
wedding gown! I wouldn’t be treated this way at Beauchamps Bridal—I should’ve
bought my gown from them!”


 Demonstrating a sense of class that the bride-to-be
obviously lacked, the shop owner kept her cool. “Shirley,” she told the
seamstress quietly, “perhaps you could wait for me in my office while I help
this young lady personally.” She slipped an arm around the outraged bride, easing
her toward the dressing room. “I’ll help you slip this off, dear, then I’ll get
you some ice and a band-aid. Are you feeling light-headed? Do you need sit
down?” 


“What about her?” the blonde whined, tossing a resentful
look over her shoulder at the seamstress as she allowed herself to be led away.



“I’ll take care of it, I promise,” assured Annabelle,
and with a murmured flood of sympathy and concern, she managed to take the diva
off the main floor and into the back. The much-maligned seamstress, eyes gleaming
with tears, caught sight of Evan and me standing in the shoe section. Upset and
humiliated, she put her head down and disappeared through a door behind the
register, leaving only the resigned looking woman—clearly a beleaguered friend
or relative—to trail listlessly in the bride-to-be’s wake.


 “Wow,” Evan muttered. “There’s a piece of work for
you. I hope she never comes into our shop.”


“She doesn’t look like the type who would appreciate
quality vintage,” I murmured back, “so I think we’re safe.”


Evan and I are co-owners of Handbags and Gladrags, a
funky yet upscale vintage clothing store in the funky yet upscale Atlanta
shopping district known as Little Five Points. Clothes, jewelry, designer
handbags—we have it all, and we sell it in a quaint little neighborhood smelling
of incense, coffee and really good soul food. 


The bride-to-be’s voice could still be heard through
the draperies that divided the shop, but things quieted down, and Evan and I
went back to some good-natured wrangling. We found an adorable feathered
headband with pearl flowers, very chic, and were back to the shoes when
Bridezilla emerged from the back, now wearing her street clothes.


 “Hurry up, Lisa,” she snapped to the woman with her.
“I have to stop by the florist and make sure they understand I want organza
ribbons instead of the cheap ones they used at Janet Hansen’s wedding.”


 “Okay,” said Lisa, with a distinct lack of
enthusiasm.


 “I think we should stop by the caterer’s, too. The
bacon-wrapped shrimp they served at Janet’s wedding were completely dry,
and she had her nose so high in the air that she didn’t even notice!”


 “It was her wedding day,” said Lisa, in what was probably
a rare voicing of an opinion. “I’m sure she had more things to worry about than
the shrimp.”


 “I swear, you are so stupid sometimes,” snapped the
bride-to-be, on her way out the front door. “I can’t have those people at the
Capital Club making snide comments about my shrimp! You have no idea how
much pressure a woman has on her when she’s about to get married.”


 “Oh, Jennifer,” sighed Lisa, clearly giving up the
fight. She was so busy shaking her head that she almost didn’t see the door
closing right in her face. Catching it just in time to avoid a broken nose, she
followed her bitchy friend into the parking lot.


 A few moments later, the saleslady emerged from the
back. Her mouth was tight, shoulders stiff, but catching sight of us, she instantly
put on her game face. “How are you two doing out here? Anything I can help you
with?


 “Don’t you worry about us,” Evan replied. “You take a
minute and recover from that over-the-top diva who just walked out the door.”


 Annabelle sighed, letting her shoulders slump very
slightly. She was a well-dressed woman in her sixties, white hair in a short,
stylish pixie. “I’m so sorry you had to hear that.”


 “You handled her beautifully,” he said, with a wave
of hand. “What a drama queen!”


 The saleslady shook her head ruefully. “Drama queens
are our business, dear.”


 Evan made a dismissive noise. “That girl should save
the drama for her mama, and eat a cookie once in a while! You go ahead and talk
to that poor woman in your office,” he urged, “while we finish arguing over
these shoes.”


 “Yes, please, you go ahead.” I spoke up, adding my
two cents. “I think we’ll be here a while.”


 Annabelle’s bright gaze fixed on me. “Have you picked
out your dress yet, dear?”


 I shook my head, having not yet found anything close
to resembling my dream dress.


 “You’d look lovely in a simple a-line with a scoop
neck,” she mused, eyeing me up and down. “How do you feel about beading?”


 “Love it!” Evan gushed, not giving me a chance to
respond, “the more beads the better!” He’d had been planning my wedding since
we were twelve, when we’d used the playhouse in my backyard as a makeshift
church and stuffed animals as wedding guests. Ever the bridesmaid and never the
bride, I sometimes thought he was more invested in the details than I
was. 


 Except for the dress. I definitely
cared about the dress.


 “I’m looking for something with a minimum of
beading,” I told Annabelle firmly. “Simple, elegant, ankle length or above. Vintage
style without being old-fashioned, if you know what I mean.”


 Annabelle’s face lit up in a smile. “I may have just
the thing,” she said. “Let me guess… size 8?”


 Nodding, I watched as she hustled into the back,
returning a few minutes later with a bagged dress held high. At first glance,
the gown appeared to be just what I’d been hoping for: scoop neck, eyelet lace
with a satin ribbon at the waist, no unnecessary frills or ruffles.


 “Classic… gorgeous!” Evan fingered the gown through the
plastic, his love of beading apparently forgotten. “Tea length, with cap sleeves!
Hurry up, Nicki—go try it on!” 


 “Calm down,” I murmured, quelling a flutter of hope.


 “This way, dear,” Annabelle urged, and led me toward
the back. 


 “I’ll come help you with the zipper,” Evan announced,
but I stopped him with a look.


 “I’ll be right back,” I said firmly, and turned him
the other way. “Go distract yourself with something shiny.”


  Annabelle led me into the dressing room area and
hung the gown on a hook, then removed it from the bag. “Take your time, dear,”
she whispered, having obviously been through her share of bossy bridesmaids, or
bridesmen, as the case may be. “There’s a private viewing mirror right over
there—let me know if you need help with the zipper.”


 “Thank you.” I gave her a grin and drew the curtain. There
was a small crinoline hanging on a hook, so I undressed and put that on first. The
dress went over my head and even before it was zipped, I had a really good feeling
about it. It fit me like a glove, the eyelet lace simple and feminine, a wide satin
ribbon at the waist all the decoration the dress needed. Drawing back the
curtain, I saw myself in the changing room mirror, and caught my breath. 


Absolutely, positively, perfect.


Suddenly—desperately—I wanted my mother. I wanted her
to see me in this dress, and because of an icy stretch of road nine years
earlier, neither she, or my dad, ever would. She wouldn’t get to help me decide
on the flowers, or the favors for the reception, or sit dewy-eyed in a pew
while my dad walked me down the aisle. 


 “I do hope those are happy tears,” came a woman’s
voice, and my heart leapt to my throat. An elderly woman, elegantly dressed in
flowing green chiffon and laden with jewelry, was sitting in one of the
curtained alcoves. “You look far too beautiful to be unhappy about it.” She
had bright red hair—too bright for a woman her age—and friendly blue eyes that
sparkled. One bejeweled hand rested atop a cane, the other in her lap. 


 “You startled me.” Scared me to death was
more like it. “I didn’t know anyone else was in here.”


 “My apologies, dear. I used to be an actress once, back
in the day, and now I can’t seem to stop making an entrance.” She laughed, flapping
a glittery hand in my direction. “You wouldn’t remember me, though. It was a
silly old soap opera called “As Tomorrow Turns”, ran from 1965 to 1969.”


I wiped my cheeks and shook my head, clueless. 


“I’m so sorry for frightening you,” she said. “Are you
all right?”


“I’m fine,” I said, though the fact I was all teary probably
ruined my effort at conviction. “I just…”


Screw it…I wasn’t fine. 


“I miss my mother.” The tears overflowed, and I didn’t
try to hide them. “I just found the perfect dress, and she’ll never be able see
me in it.”


“Oh, you poor dear.” The woman tsked and clucked, manicured
fingers moving restlessly on the head of her cane. “There’s a box of tissues
over there on that table,” she said. “You get yourself a few of them and have yourself
a good cry.”


I took a couple, even though I’d never understood the
concept of a “good cry”… crying always gave me a headache, and never changed a
thing.


“I’m so sorry about your mother,” the woman said
sympathetically. “When did she pass?”


I tried to get myself together, sniffling and dabbing
at my eyes. “Nine years ago.”


She tsked and clucked some more, shaking her bright
red head. “Nine years? And you so young. Well, a mother’s love for her child
never dies, dear, and I’m sure she’s here with you in spirit.”


I nodded, even though she wasn’t here in spirit.
She wasn’t here in spirit because her spirit had, quite simply, moved on. I knew
this, because I’d been to the place she’d gone, and experienced the whole
glorious, amazing, mind-boggling, journey into death myself. White light,
rushing tunnel, celestial music… both my parents had gone into the Light, but I’d
been sent back with the words “Do unto others as you would have done unto
you” ringing in my head, and a newfound awareness that death was not the
end, but the beginning of something else entirely. 


“You seem like such a nice girl.” The woman was still talking,
drawing me back to the present. “I wish I’d lived long enough to see my son
marry a nice girl.”


The hair on the back of my neck began to prickle.


“I had a few good years left,” she went on wistfully.
“I might even have lived to see another grandchild or two.” Sadly, she shook
her head. “Oh, that son of mine… handsome, smart, great with kids, but when it
comes to women he’s as dumb as a post. He could have any girl he wanted, but
instead of a nice young woman like you, my boy is marrying a murderer.” She
said this calmly, as though marrying a murderer was an everyday occurrence. “He
doesn’t realize it yet, but Jennifer Johnson is a stone-cold killer.”


I stared at her, tears momentarily forgotten. No,
no, no…


My legacy from the Light, my unwelcome bonus gift from
the Great Beyond. My near death experience had turned me into a beacon for
restless spirits, the ones who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—cross over. They
could see me, and I could see them, and some of them were not shy when
it came to asking me to finish their unfinished business.


“Jennifer made it look like natural causes, of course.
I’d had a stroke, and hadn’t the strength to fight her when she lowered the pillow.”
The old woman’s lips pursed in distaste, fingers moving fretfully on the head
of her cane. “It’s all so tawdry, like a storyline from my soap opera days. She
knew I didn’t like her, wanted me out of the way so she could marry my Donnie.”



There was a pause, during which I had no idea what to
say, as “Sorry you were smothered by your son’s girlfriend” just didn’t
seem to cut it.


“You’re the only one who’s been able to see or hear me
since it happened.” She brightened, clearly pleased to finally be seen. “What’s
your name, dear?”


I sighed, wiping the last of my tears away. “Nicki
Styx.” 


“Well, Nicki,” she tilted her head, blue eyes
beginning to sparkle again. “I’m Imogene Martin. I must say, you certainly
don’t seem surprised to be talking to a dead woman. Something tells me that this
isn’t your first time at the rodeo.” 


“No, ma’am, it isn’t.” I didn’t bother to add how much
I disliked rodeos.


“I wonder if you could do me a favor.”


My heart sank.


“My son Donnie needs to know the truth,” she said
earnestly. “His fiancé killed me, and she could easily kill him, too, once
she’s got her hands on his money. And my grandson, he’s only six! What if she
hurts him? How could I rest in peace knowing my family was in danger? What kind
of mother would I be then?”


I kept my mouth shut, already knowing that “a dead
one” was the wrong answer. 


“Earth to Nicki.” Evan’s voice came to me through the
curtains, a welcome distraction from Imogene’s pleading. “Do we need to send a
search party in after you?” 


“Everything okay in here?” Annabelle popped her head
through the curtains. “Do you need some help with the zipper?”


 I glanced at Imogene, but the chair she’d been
sitting was empty. I sighed, knowing exactly how those poor little calves at
the rodeo must feel when the ropes closed around their ankles.


Do unto others, Styx, as you would have done unto you.


No matter that I just wanted to get married and live
happily-ever-after. I had a feeling (and I was usually right about my feelings),
my happily-ever-after was probably only going to come if I helped this
particular spirit get hers.


 “Everything’s fine,” I told Annabelle. “Tell Evan
I’ll be right out.” 
















 












Chapter 2


 There was no sign of Imogene after Annabelle withdrew.
I took a few moments to blow my nose and fix my makeup; tears, mascara and eyelet
lace just didn’t mix. This was a special moment, and I wasn’t going to let my
unexpected encounter with a dead woman steal my thunder, particularly when I
had no idea who her son was. I was learning to resign myself to situations like
this; if she came to me again, I’d do what I could, and that’s all I could do. 


 “Ready?” I called to Evan, through the curtains.


“Hurry up,” he whined, “You’re taking forever.”


I parted the drapes with a dramatic flair, giving him
an upturned profile à la Audrey Hepburn. His gasp of pleasure told me
everything I needed to know, and the look on his face almost made up for my
mother not being there.


Almost.


 “It’s—” Evan laid a hand on his chest, at an
uncharacteristic loss for words. “It’s just—”


 “Perfect,” I said firmly.


 “Perfect,” he breathed, on a sigh. “It is absolutely perfect.”



 His look of delight was contagious, and I felt it
seep into my soul like water. I turned and walked toward the nearest mirror, envisioning
the look on Joe’s face when he saw me in the dress. Then my mind went
one step further, envisioning the look on his face when I stepped out of
it, and I laughed out loud.


 “Joe’s going to love it,” Evan grinned, echoing my
own thoughts, as usual. “But don’t you dare let him see it beforehand… it’s bad
luck.”


 “It’s only bad luck if he sees me in it,” I
argued, but Evan’s mind was clearly made up.


 “You will not ruin the surprise,” he said
firmly, dabbing at his eyes. “I’m keeping it at my house until the wedding.”


 “No way,” I answered teasingly, “you’ll try it on and
stretch the seams.”


 “Don’t be silly.” He waved a damp tissue in my
direction. “White is so not my color.”


 “You look beautiful.” Annabelle beamed as she came up
behind me in the mirror, eyeing the dress. “I think a teeny little tuck in the
bodice area would improve the fit, though, don’t you?”


 “Yes. Nicki’s always been a bit lacking in the bodice
area.”


 I ignored Evan’s gibe, knowing it was just payback
for the “trying on the dress” comment, and nodded an agreement to Annabelle. I
twirled a little, the skirt swishing like a dream around my legs, making me
sigh happily.


 “Let me go get our seamstress.” Annabelle disappeared
into the back, returning a few moments later with the same elderly black woman
who’d been the target of Bridezilla’s earlier wrath. The woman eyed me
hesitantly, her back ramrod straight, hands clasped nervously at her waist. “This
is Shirley,” Annabelle said, “She’s been with us for years.”


“Hi, Shirley.” I smiled to put the woman at ease. “I’m
told that my boobs are too small for this dress. Could you fix it?”


She gave me a grateful look, her shoulders relaxing. “I
sure can, miss. Could you step up here, please?”


I stepped on small platform, and she moved in to
concentrate on the dress. Her fingers were gentle, her touch light, and she had
my bodice area pinned into shape in no time.


 “Should we take up the hem?” Evan treated my fitting
as a joint effort, chatting easily with Shirley. 


 “No,” I said. “The hem is perfect where it is.” 


 “You sure picked a pretty dress,” she offered gently,
fingering the lace. “Most girls think this style is too simple, too old-fashioned,
but I just love it.” She smiled at me in the mirror, her mahogany face creased
with wrinkles. “Simplicity, that’s the mark of a true lady… seems like
everybody’s going for bling and glitter these days.” Her gaze flicked over the pink
streaks in my otherwise dark hair. “If you wanted to, we could switch out this
here ribbon at the waist to pink,” she suggested, “look real pretty with your
hair.” 


“Great idea!” Evan answered for me. “But a classic
pink, not a girly pink.” In his mind, there was a distinct difference, and as
long as I didn’t end up looking like bubblegum on a stick, I was content to let
him determine what that difference was.


A few ribbon samples and some final measurements
later, the seamstress gave a nod of satisfaction. “All done for now. Be careful
of them pins when you take it off.”


 “Hurry up and change,” Evan chirped, ushering me off.
“We still need to decide on the shoes, and a veil, and a garter, and…”


 “No veil.” I twitched the curtain closed behind me.
“We talked about this already.”


 Shirley and Annabelle stayed in the outer dressing
room, talking quietly as I changed out of the dress. The curtain made me
invisible, but I could hear every word they said.


 “I’m so sorry about that fuss with Miss Johnson earlier,
Annabelle,” Shirley murmured. “I just can’t figure out what happened. I wasn’t
using any pins on her yet, just checking the fit with my fingers. Hadn’t even
touched a pin—they was all in my cushion.”


“Never you mind,” Annabelle answered briskly. “I’m
very happy with the quality of your work, and you know it. A little cold water took
the spot right out, and she has only one more fitting, which I’ll handle
personally.”


“To be honest,” Annabelle went on, “if she were
marrying anyone but Donnie Martin, I’d happily tell her to take her business
elsewhere, but he asked me, as a favor to his mother, to take care of her gown
and accessories. I owe it to Imogene’s memory to do right by her boy, even if
she didn’t like Jennifer Johnson any more than we do.”


Imogene. Jennifer
Johnson. All the pieces clicked, and my heart sank to my toes.


Another day, another rodeo.


I was thoughtful as I finished changing, smoothing the
dress carefully as I put it back onto the hanger. My mother would never get to
see me in it, but I had Evan, and I had Joe, and I had a wonderful life. Imogene
Martin had nobody and nothing. No matter how much I wanted to be selfish for a
change and just concentrate on me, Nicki Styx, an old woman had been
murdered, and somehow, someway, I needed to do something about it.


I was NOT going to put my life on hold, though. I had
a wedding to plan and a happily-ever-after to enjoy, and I was still going to
do just that.


Leaving the dressing room, I found Evan in the
lingerie department, straightening the displays as if he worked there. “White
is definitely not your color,” I teased, “remember?”


“True, but I look adorable in baby blue,” he replied,
not missing a beat. “Makes my eyes pop.”


I grinned. “Did Butch tell you that?”


Evan gave a conceited sniff. “He didn’t have to.”


I chuckled, but Evan looked up from his sorting, sensing
the change in my mood. “Something wrong, chickie?”


“No.” I sighed, offering him a rueful smile. “But
there’s something I have to do.”


Evan was good at reading my face and was fully aware
of my “I see dead people” problem. His blue eyes widened, and he took a quick
glance over my shoulder toward the dressing room. “Oh, please… not now,” he
whispered. He was scared to death of spirits, having dealt with more than his
share because of me. “Please tell me there’s not one here right now.”


 “No.” I reached out and took his hand, squeezing it
in reassurance. “Not right now.”


 Breathing a sigh of relief, Evan leaned in. “Maybe we
should leave,” he suggested, but I shook my head.


 “Too late. We need to find out more about the drama
queen who was in here earlier.”


“We?” squeaked Evan, but I couldn’t afford to
take pity on him.


“Yes, we.” We were whispering now. “You’re way
better at schmoozing than I am, and the shop owner likes you. The woman’s name
was Jennifer Johnson. Go ask about her.”


“Why?”


“Because her fiancé’s dead mother was hanging out in
the dressing room, and she says that Jennifer is the one who killed her.”


“Holy shit,” Evan breathed.


“Exactly,” I replied.


* * *


“So who was that awful woman who was here earlier?”
Evan asked, without a shred of tact, as we stood at the register, getting rung
up. He’d needed a few moments to compose himself, but then had rallied like a
trooper. “If she ever comes into our store, I’m going to tell her we’re
closed.”


 “You’re in retail?” Annabelle’s ears perked up, as
I’d known they would, and I listened as Evan told her all about our vintage
clothing business.


 “We get our share of divas,” Evan said, “but that
girl was definitely over the top!”


 Annabelle chuckled a little, shaking her head. “Yes, Jennifer’s
a bit of a drama queen. I’ve known her fiancé since he was a boy, and his
mother was one of my dearest friends.” Her smile faded. “Poor Imogene, she
passed away six months ago. She was a bit of a drama queen, herself, that
Imogene… she used to love to come in the shop and give all the new brides
unsolicited advice on their wedding gowns.” Her smile returned, but it was a
sad smile. “She was usually right, though; Imogene had a wonderful eye! I swear
I still feel her presence here sometimes. Anyway, when Donnie brought his
fiancé here to pick out a gown I could hardly say no, now could I?”


 Evan made appropriate noises of sympathy about Imogene
as I reviewed and signed the credit card slip. “It must have been so hard to
lose your friend,” he said. “What happened to her?”


“A stroke, the poor dear, which left her completely
bedridden. She seemed to be getting better, but then a second stroke did her
in.”


 “That is so sad,” I murmured, meaning it sincerely.


 “Yes, especially for a woman like Imogene. She was
always the life of the party, that one.” Annabelle’s voice held genuine
affection. 


 “Must be a big wedding,” Evan said, “I heard Bridezilla
say something about the Capital Club.”


 “Oh, yes.” Annabelle nodded, arching an eyebrow. “Jennifer
wants to make sure that all of Atlanta knows that she’s marrying a doctor.”


 “Nicki’s marrying a doctor, too!” Evan exclaimed, as
though that piece of knowledge was the most interesting fact in all creation. “Chief
of ER at Columbia General Hospital!”


 “I’m marrying a great guy,” I corrected gently, “who
just happens to be a doctor.”


 Annabelle beamed. “That’s what I like to hear,” she
said. “True love conquers all, no matter how much money you have in the bank.”


 “I agree.” 


 “Not that money hurts, mind you.” Annabelle wrapped
my headband carefully in tissue paper before putting it in a box. “Imogene had
plenty of that, and Donnie was an only child, so it all went to him, of course.
He’s a pediatrician, with a very nice practice.” My shoes were next, placed in
a bag separate from the headband. “Has the cutest little boy you ever did see,
shares custody of him with his ex-wife.” She sighed, shaking her head again.
“That child was the apple of Imogene’s eye. It’s such a shame she won’t get to
see him grow up.”


 Evan looked stricken, eyeing me anxiously. He had a
soft spot for kids, though he’d deny it if I called him on it. He liked to
claim that rug rats gave him a headache.


 “Are you and your fiancé planning on children, dear?”
Annabelle turned the conversation back to me, her gossip session apparently over.


 “Not right away,” I told her. “But we haven’t ruled
them out.” I picked up my packages and gave her a smile, having learned all I
needed to know about Imogene Martin and her son. “Thanks so much for all your
help with the dress, Annabelle.”


 “It was an absolute pleasure,” she declared. “Shirley
will have it ready for you a week from Friday. See you both then!”


 
















 


 












Chapter 3


 “True love does conquer all,” Joe murmured, sliding a
hand over my naked hip. “But great sex doesn’t hurt, either.”


 I rolled onto my side, nearly purring in bliss. The
covers were somewhere near the foot of the bed, and my pillow was gone, but I
didn’t care.


 “I knew there was a reason I wanted to marry you,” I
murmured. “Thanks for the refresher course.”


 “You’re welcome.” He pressed a warm, lingering kiss
on my lips before easing my head down onto his shoulder. “Any time.” His heart was
pounding hard and strong beneath my ear, slowing gradually as we lay together,
boneless and content.


 I drowsed a little, musing over my day, which I’d
told Joe all about over a glass of wine and dinner. Found the perfect wedding
dress, met a little old lady who claimed she’d been murdered; the strange had
become normal in my world. Joe knew all about my encounters with the dead, and somehow
managed to love me anyway. It felt good to be so open with him, so good that I
couldn’t imagine it any other way.


 “I’m glad you found a dress,” he said idly, stroking
my arm. “Three more weeks, and I’ll get to see you in it.”


 “Yep.” I smiled against his chest. “Three more weeks.
Speak now, or forever hold your peace.”


 “My peace is long gone,” he murmured, tightening an arm
around me. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


 “You know I have to help the old lady I met in the
changing room, right?” I whispered the words, wishing I didn’t have to.


 “I know.” He said it calmly, and my heart, already
full, swelled to bursting.


 “I want you to promise me something, though. I want
you to promise not to go off on any wild goose chases without telling me where
you’re going first, and I want you to promise not to confront anyone alone.”
His tone was adamant, terms clearly non-negotiable. “This is your life, but
we’re in this together, you know? Your safety is my number one priority.”


  “Getting bossy already,” I teased, tweaking him on
the nipple. “The minister hasn’t pronounced us man and wife yet.”


 “Immaterial,” Joe growled, rolling me onto my back.
“You’re stuck with me now, Nicki Styx.”


 “Lucky me.” I kissed him quick, using the move as a
cover as I felt around for my missing pillow. “But you’re not the boss of me
yet.” I smacked him gently with the pillow, and a mock wrestling match ensued.
Joe won, of course; he was laughing, green eyes alight, dark hair mussed from
my fingers. It was in that moment I actually felt sorry for Jennifer Johnson,
because no matter how much money she ended up with, she’d never have this.


 Then I remembered that she was a murderer, and all thoughts
of sympathy flew right out the window.


 “I mean it,” Joe said. “No going off without me. I’m going
to ask around the hospital, find out more about Donnie Martin.” He grabbed my
pillow and stuffed it behind him, settling us both against it. “Any Atlanta pediatrician
worth his salt would have privileges at Columbia General. If he seems like an
okay guy, we can go together to break the news about his mother.”


 I was tempted, yet reluctant. “I don’t know, Joe… you
got in a lot of trouble with the hospital board of directors last year because
of me. I don’t want it happening again.”


 “You were possessed by an evil spirit.” Joe said
grimly. “You didn’t know what you were saying at the time.”


My finger touched to his lips. “I don’t think either
one of those facts counts as a positive,” I whispered. “No one wants to hear a
story like, ‘My girlfriend was possessed by a dead patient, and then got caught
on film accusing me of murder. She really didn’t mean to.’”


 He sighed, accepting the irony but not abandoning the
argument. “No one wants to hear that their fiancé is a murderer, or that their
mother is a ghost, either. You’re going to have to approach Don Martin very
carefully to get him to take you seriously, and you’re going to do it with me
in the room,” he stated firmly. 


 “It’s not that I want to tell him those things.”
I settled my cheek more comfortably against his chest. “It’s that I have
to tell him those things.”


 “Have to?” He smoothed my hair, tucking it
gently behind an ear. “Did Imogene Martin threaten to haunt you until your dying
day if you didn’t agree to help her?”


 “No.”


 “Did she say she’d go after Evan and scare him to
death?”


 “No.” I grinned a little, remembering Evan’s reaction
the last time he’d had to cope with a ghost. “She seemed more like the type
who’d adopt him. Two drama peas in a drama pod, if you ask me.”


 Joe chuckled, chest rumbling against my cheek. “She sounds
like a real terror, but sooner or later you’re just going to have to admit that
you help these poor souls because you’re a good person, Nicki.” He lifted my
chin, looking into my eyes. His were soft and lightly crinkled at the corners.
“I know it goes against your ‘Oh, I’m such a badass’ front, but you’re a
softie, through and through. You know it, and I know it. Evan and Butch
know it, too.”


 “Surrounded by know-it-alls,” I grumbled. “What’s a girl
to do?”


 “I’ve got some suggestions,” Joe teased, “but you’re
going to have to let me rest a little first.”


 “Wimp.” I kissed the skin of his shoulder nearest to
my lips, and then kissed it again, letting my hand wander across his chest, and
down his belly. A light tracing of hair led to a delightful discovery that,
while soft at first, didn’t remain that way long.


 “Mmmm,” Joe murmured. “I see that your talents
include raising the dead, as well as speaking to them.”


 I grinned, happy to have at least one of those
talents. “This poor soul seems to have a lot to say,” I told him, sliding down
in the bed. “I better do some more “doing unto others”, and pay attention.”


* * *


 Sometime during the middle of the night, Joe’s phone
began to buzz; an insistent hum from the nightstand, demanding attention. 


 I rolled over, hearing him answer, voice thick with
sleep. 


“Bascombe here.” 


Another man’s voice came through the phone, words too
faint to register. 


“Does he have a history of seizure?” Obviously a call
from the hospital. “Are his vital signs stable?” 


“Wake up, dear.” A woman’s voice, right in my ear, the
tone pleading and insistent. “Oh, please wake up. It’s an emergency!”


 I came fully awake in an instant, but Joe didn’t seem
to hear the woman, as he rolled out of bed and headed down the hallway toward
the living room, still talking to whoever was on the other end of the phone. “Are
his pupils dilated?”


 “I’m over here, Nicki… oh, please wake up.”


I sat bolt upright in the bed, dragging the sheets
with me. Imogene Martin was sitting in a corner chair, one that usually held a
stack of clean laundry. I never slept without a nightlight anymore, so I could
see her plainly, bright red hair muted to dull copper in the dim light, ringed
fingers shifting restlessly on the head of her cane. “I’m so sorry to wake you,”
she apologized, “but my grandson is in the hospital—that horrible woman tried
to poison him!”


 “What? Who?” I was stunned that she’d invaded my
bedroom, grandson or no grandson. I’d only met the woman once, and I was
completely naked under Joe’s Atlanta Braves t-shirt; it was not a good time for
company.


 “My sweet little Travis could have died tonight,” she
cried theatrically, putting one jeweled hand to her chest. “Jennifer put
something in his drink! I tried to knock it over before she could give it to
him, but I just couldn’t do it. He became violently ill. He had a seizure! He’s
never had one of those before. Donnie rushed him to the ER.” 


 I felt guilty for my grumpiness. Poor little kid.
“Is he all right?”


 “It seems so,” Imogene said fretfully, “for now, but
you’ve got to do something about her—you’ve got to tell Donnie what she did to
Travis, and what she did to me!”


 I glanced at the clock beside my bed, unsurprised to see
that it was just past three in the morning. Some strange vagary of fate or weird
law of the universe had determined that 3:00am was the best time for spirits to
penetrate the veil, and I could do nothing about it. “Ok, Imogene.” Scrubbing
my face with my hands, I resigned myself to yet another weird encounter with a
stranger who was going to think I was a freak or—at best—a simple nut job. “I’ll
go see your son first thing tomorrow morning.”


 “Tomorrow morning?” There was no mistaking the dismay
in Imogene’s tone. “But you have to go now, tonight!”


 Before I could argue, Joe came back into the room.
“Sorry about that, babe,” he said, when he saw me sitting up. “I had to
authorize some tests, but the attending can take it from here.” He climbed onto
the bed, his beautiful bottom—thankfully clad in a pair of Calvin
Kleins—perfectly presented to the old woman in the chair. “Let’s go back to
bed.” 


 “My goodness,” Imogene looked her fill, carefully
drawn eyebrows high. “There’s an offer that must be extremely hard to
refuse.” 


 I frowned, twitching the sheet up to cover Joe’s
gorgeous ass. Joe could neither see her or hear her, of course, but I did not
appreciate her ogling. 


 “You okay, babe?” The bed shook a little as Joe settled
in. “Sorry I woke you.”


 “You didn’t wake me.” I hated to have to tell him,
but I did. “Imogene Martin, the lady I met in the dressing room today, is here.”


 He looked around, but the room was dim, and it didn’t
matter anyway… he clearly wasn’t able to see her. “She’s here now?”


 I nodded toward the corner, where Imogene sat waiting.
And ogling.


 Joe shifted again, arranging himself to sit next to
me in the bed, back to the headboard. Keeping the sheets over his lower half,
he murmured, “She wasn’t here earlier, was she?”


 “She can hear you, and she better not have been,” I
answered, narrowing my eyes at the old woman.


 “Of course not.” Imogene finally had the grace to
look embarrassed. “I was at the emergency room with Travis. Now tell that
handsome young man of yours to get dressed, and get down to the hospital, both
of you.”


 “But—” 


 “Please,” she begged, “you’re already awake. Travis
is only six years old. He’s helpless and vulnerable in the hands of that
horrible woman. She tried to murder him, just like she murdered me, and I
can’t go another night without Donnie knowing the truth.”


 I had no defense against that, and she knew it. “Ok,
Imogene. Let me get dressed first.”


 She heaved a sigh, satisfied that she’d gotten her
way. “Thank you, dear. I’ll see you at the hospital.”


 Then she was gone, her figure fading into nothingness,
the chintz pattern of the chair coming more into focus. Swinging away the
covers, I sat up.


 “Where are you going?” Joe, of course, had heard
nothing of Imogene’s story, so I needed to bring him up to speed.


 “I have to go to the hospital.” 


 “Why?”


 I found my jeans on the floor, and moved to the
dresser to get a clean pair of undies. “Because Imogene Martin isn’t going to leave
me alone until I do.”


 “I don’t understand.” Joe got up, too, looking around
for his t-shirt, which I was already wearing.


 I felt guilty dragging him with me. He’d worked a
twelve-hour shift the day before, then come over and made mad love to me. “You
don’t have to come with me, Joe—stay here and get some sleep.”


 He didn’t even acknowledge the statement, reaching
for his overnight bag. He dug around and pulled out a clean pair of scrubs.
“What does she want you to do at the hospital?”


 “That phone call you had from the hospital earlier—it
was about a six year old boy who’d had a seizure, right?”


Joe slipped on his pants and reached for his shirt. “That’s
right.”


“The little boy is Imogene Martin’s grandson, and she
claims he was poisoned.”


Joe’s head came up. “Poisoned? How? With what?”


“I don’t know. Imogene said there was something in his
drink.”


He spun, scooping up his cell phone. Flipping on the
light, punched a button on speed dial. “Did she say what it was?” He started
pacing, looking grim as he waited for his call to be answered.


“No, I—”


“Jessup, it’s Bascombe.” He held up a finger, asking
me to wait as he spoke to someone on the other end of the phone. “The boy who
seized, did he ingest anything before the seizure? Run a tox screen. Still vomiting?
I want you to administer Antizol, stat.”


There was a pause, during which I tugged on my jeans
and took off Joe’s t-shirt, turning to the closet to find my own.


“Just a hunch,” Joe said to Jessup, over the phone.
“I’m coming in. I also want a calcium oxalate test. Tell the lab to put a rush
on it.”


The urgency in Joe’s voice was catching, and I suddenly
felt guilty for not telling him right away about the poison—I’d believed
Imogene when she said the boy was all right.


“Poor kid is in for a rough night after the Antizol,”
Joe said into the phone. “Keep him hydrated, and I’ll be there in about twenty
minutes.” He hung up without waiting for a reply, giving me an apprehensive
look as he tucked the phone into his pocket.


“What do you think she gave him, Joe?” 


“I’m not sure,” he said grimly. “But if it was
something he drank, the most common culprit would be ethylene glycol.”


“Ethylene what?” I wiggled my feet into a pair of
Sketchers.


“Antifreeze. It’s got a sweet taste, looks like blue
Kool-Aid®.”


“Will he be ok?”


“Depends on how much he swallowed, and how quickly
he’s treated.”


























Chapter 4


The emergency room at Columbia Hospital was a busy
place, day or night. The smell of sickness and disinfectant, bright lights and
hurrying people—all too familiar since my own stay here, over a year earlier.
I’d been unconscious when I was wheeled in, the victim of cardiac arrest. If
Evan hadn’t called an ambulance in time, if Joe hadn’t been so dedicated a
doctor, I’m not sure I would’ve made it back.


 I didn’t regret the experience, though. Having Joe
leaning over me when I opened my eyes had been the best thing that ever
happened to me. I hoped it would be lucky for little Travis Martin, too.


 “I can’t take you in the examining room with me,
Nicki.” Joe was in a hurry, as he always was while on the floor, me having to
practically run to keep up with his long strides. “To be honest, I really don’t
like having you here at all. If your visitor was telling the truth tonight, the
woman who did this is dangerous.” He kept his voice low. “I’ll talk to Don
Martin myself, man to man.”


 “You’re a doctor, Joe, Chief of ER at a major
hospital—you can’t just blurt out that you think the woman he’s marrying
poisoned his kid and murdered his mother.” I had a very vivid memory of the
last time my knack for seeing spirits caused problems for Joe at the hospital.
“There’s no need for you to stick your neck out. Just take me to Don Martin,
and I’ll talk to him myself.” 


 “I’m not worried about my job, Nicki, I’m worried
about you.”


 “I know you are,” I took his arm as we walked,
slowing him a little. “But nothing’s going to happen to me. Worst case
scenario, he thinks I’m a nutcase; best case scenario, it just might make him look
twice at his bride-to-be. Either way, I’ll have fulfilled Imogene’s dying wish,
and she’ll be free to go into the Light, which means we’ll both be able to get
some sleep tomorrow night.” I gave his arm a squeeze. “No reason to tell anyone
that your girlfriend sees dead people.”


 “Fiancé,” he corrected. “You’re my fiancé, not my
girlfriend.”


 I smiled a little at that. “Listen up, Dr. Bascombe.
You just go in there and do what you do, and get some test results to back me
up. Imogene Martin came to me, not you, and I can describe her, tell him
exactly what she said. I need to be the one to talk to Don Martin.” 


 Releasing a sigh of surrender, Joe stopped at a
closed door, marked PRIVATE. “According to his chart, the boy is still in the
ER, waiting on a room so he can be admitted, which means his dad will be nearby.
I can’t take you into the examining area,” he repeated, and put his hand on
door, “but you can wait in here until I track him down.”


 The door opened to reveal a couple of well-worn
couches, a TV, and two people. One was Jennifer Johnson, looking wan and pale
in skinny jeans and an oversized sweater, and the other was a slender, balding
guy in his late 40’s. Jennifer was clutching a wad of tissues, eyes red-rimmed
and swollen, and the man was comforting her. “Is there news about Travis?” she
quavered, taking note of Joe’s lab coat. “Please tell me it’s good news.”


 The man shot to his feet, his eyes going straight to
Joe’s nametag. “Dr. Bascombe,” he said, offering a hand. “I’m Dr. Martin, Don
Martin, Travis’s father. The ER attending told me that you’d ordered Antizol
for Travis… do you think his seizure may be toxin-related?”


 “Nice to meet you. I just came on shift, and haven’t
seen Travis myself yet, but he’s in good hands with Jessup.” A slight pause,
unnoticed by anyone save me. “I have no evidence to support toxins, but better
safe than sorry. The Antizol will flush his system. I’ve ordered a gas
chromography test as well.”


 Don looked surprised, but nodded. “Certainly, if you think
it necessary.”


 Joe’s eyes flicked to Jennifer.


 “This is my fiancé, Jennifer Johnson.” Don put a hand
on Jennifer’s shoulder. “She’s very worried about Travis.”


 She nodded, pressing tissue to her mouth as though
unable to speak. I wanted to barf at the melodrama, having seen for myself what
a drama queen she was.


 Why hadn’t I considered that she’d be here,
garnering sympathy and attention while the kid she poisoned puked his guts out?


“Travis is stable.” Joe looked at the chart he’d
picked up on the way in, directing his words to Don. “His EEG looks good, as
does the initial CT scan. At this point, it’s just a matter of letting him get
some rest while we wait for lab results. Hopefully, they’ll help us determine
what may have caused the seizure.”


 Don looked no less worried than before, but he nodded,
squeezing Jennifer’s shoulder.


 She put her left hand—the one that glittered with a
big diamond ring—over his. “I’m so glad,” she cooed, her emotional equilibrium
apparently restored. “When can we take him home?”


 Joe shook his head. “I don’t know yet. I’m having him
admitted for observation.”


 “It’s better this way, Jenn.” Don obviously agreed
with Joe. “This is the best place for Travis to be right now.”


 There was a moment of awkward silence, during which
it seemed that all eyes turned to me, still standing motionless beside Joe,
just inside the doorway.


“This is my fiancé, Nicki Styx.” Joe pulled me
forward, offering belated introductions, unable to avoid doing otherwise.
“She’s waiting for me to finish up so she can… ah… take me to breakfast.”


 “Nice to meet you,” Don said. “Why don’t you two
ladies take the couch while I consult privately in the hall with Dr. Bascombe?”


 Inwardly, I froze, as this was not what I’d
had in mind. 


 “Oh, Don,” Jennifer waved her tissue weakly. “Please
don’t leave me alone like this… not right now.”


 “You’re not alone,” he stated firmly. “Dr. Bascombe’s
fiancé is here to keep you company.” He sent me a pleading glance, clearly
hoping for an ally. “I won’t be long.”


 Jennifer eyed me dubiously. She clearly didn’t
remember me from the bridal shop, but why would she, when she’d been in the
middle of pitching a hissy fit of epic proportions?


 “Nicki, I—” Joe didn’t like the arrangement any more
than I did, I could tell.


 “It’s okay, Joe.” I wasn’t afraid of Jennifer
Johnson. Her specialty seemed to lie in hurting defenseless old women and
helpless kids, and I was neither. Don’s message from his mother could wait a
few more minutes while he checked on his own son. “Go do what you need to do,
and I’ll be right here when you get back.”


 The test results could only help prove what I needed
to tell Don, and Joe—bless his worried heart—knew that, too.


 “I shouldn’t be long.” he said, and went into the
hallway with Don, who was already holding the door for him.


 Taking a deep breath, I sat down on the couch next to
Jennifer, watching as her pitiful little “woe-is-me” attitude shifted to one of
annoyance as soon as the door shut behind them.


 She heaved a long-suffering sigh and dabbed at her
eyes; her makeup was holding up pretty well considering all the crocodile tears.
“The service in this place is awful,” she said. “It’s been hours since
we got here, and nobody will tell us anything. Don’s a doctor, for God’s
sake—you’d think the nurses would at least bring us coffee.”


 “I’ll get us both a cup,” I offered, seizing the
brief opportunity to escape. “The cafeteria doesn’t open until 6:00am, but
there’s always coffee in the staff lounge.”


 Jennifer shuddered and shook her head, as if the idea
of bad coffee might send her right over the edge, and her hand shot out to grab
my arm. I froze, trying not to think about how those French-manicured fingers
had once clutched a pillow and held it down over a helpless old lady’s face. “Please
don’t leave me alone.” The whine in her voice grated on my nerves. “I could
really use a friend right now.”


 Given the way I’d heard her speak to her friend at
the bridal shop, I was willing to bet there was some definite truth to that
statement.


 Imogene Martin appeared out of nowhere, startling me.
She was sitting in a chair in a corner of the room, her anger at Jennifer like
a physical thing, hard and sharp, radiating from her quiet figure. I sensed
that she might have been sitting there for some time, and Jennifer’s desperate
desire not to be left alone suddenly made sense. 


“Don and Joe should be back soon with the test
results,” I said out loud, for Imogene’s benefit.


 “It could be hours before they get back,” Jennifer
said peevishly. “‘Five minutes’ to Don usually means two hours.” She huddled in
on herself, rubbing her arms. “It’s awfully cold in here, isn’t it? Feels like
the temperature just dropped ten degrees.”


“You’ll be a lot warmer in Hell,” Imogene snapped,
though Jennifer couldn’t hear her. “I hear it’s lovely this time of year.”


The skinny blond sniffed again, making a visible
effort to cheer up. “So we’re both getting married. And to doctors… what are
the odds of that? I swear I’ve just been a bundle of nerves lately, what
with all the wedding arrangements, and there’s still so much to do.”


“Don’t waste your time with this gold-digging piece of
trash!” Imogene was clearly impatient with the chit-chat. “Go find Don and tell
him what I said!”


“Every time I think I’ve got everything covered,
something seems to go wrong somewhere,” Jennifer went on, with another
long-suffering sigh. “The caterer, the florist, the invitations, the wedding
favors, and now Travis is sick… are you as nervous about all the details as I
am?”


 I shook my head, ignoring Imogene’s angry outburst. “No.
I’m pretty sure I have everything under control.” 


Imogene thinned her lips in frustration, but took the
hint, subsiding with an unhappy scoffing noise.


“I’m just waiting on a couple of confirmations,” I
reiterated. “Then I’m good to go.”


“When’s your wedding?” Jennifer dabbed at her eyes one
final time, then tucked her tissue into her purse.


“May 12th. Three more weeks.”


 “Lucky you,” she gushed. “Don and I are getting
married in June.”


 “Not if I can help it,” Imogene muttered darkly. 


 “I’ve always wanted a June wedding.” Jennifer said
dreamily, oblivious to her dead future mother-in-law. “White gown, organ music,
my daddy walking me down the aisle. We’re getting married at Buckhead Baptist
and having the reception at the Capital Club.” She preened a little, shooting
me a glance beneath her lashes to check whether or not I was suitably
impressed. “How about you?”


 “We’re having a small wedding. Just family and
friends.” I saw no need to go into details, as I could care less what a poisoning
murderess might think of my wedding arrangements.


 “Oh.” Jennifer appeared disappointed, whether with my
meager wedding description or my lack of desire to engage, I wasn’t sure. 


There was an awkward silence, one that Jennifer seemed
determined to fill. “Isn’t it great that we both snagged a doctor? When
did you and your fiancé meet?”


 “About a year and half ago.”


 “Don and I have known each other for years,”
she said, “but we only started dating last year, after his divorce. I went to
college with his ex-wife, Julia, although we were never close.” The sniff she
gave this time was one of disdain. “Travis lives with Julia, but Don gets him
every other weekend. It’s just like her to dump Travis on us when he’s sick.”


 I had nothing to say in response to that, but my
coolness seemed to make no difference whatsoever to Jennifer, as she chattered
on for the next half hour about her wedding and her planned honeymoon, as
though I were naturally dying to know the details.


 And all the while, Imogene Martin watched and
fretted, making periodic barbed snipes and noises of disgust that Jennifer
couldn’t hear. I tried my best to keep my face bland and my eyes away from her,
so it was a huge relief when Joe and Don finally came back. Joe’s expression was
unreadable, and Don’s seemed considerably lighter.


 “Travis is resting quietly,” Don said to Jennifer. “He’s
doing fine. Barring any complications, we should be able to bring him home
tomorrow.”


 “What kind of complications?” Jennifer brought a hand
to her mouth, back to looking every inch the worried stepmom-to-be.


 “Hopefully none,” Don said firmly. “It’s just
standard doctor speak.”


 “Oh, thank goodness.” Jenn’s sigh of relief seemed
very genuine, and if I hadn’t known that she poisoned the kid, I’d almost
believe she cared.


 I looked pointedly at Joe, anxious hear the rest of
it so that I could deliver Imogene’s message, get out of that waiting room and
back to my own life.


 “We don’t know for sure yet what caused the seizure,”
Joe said, “but with any luck, it could’ve been a one-time thing caused by a
sudden spike in fever.”


“Fever?” Jenn looked as surprised as I was. “What
fever?”


“His white blood count is high, which means he’s
fighting an infection.”


Don spoke up. “Yes, according to Julia, Travis has been
running a low-grade temperature the last few days.”


“When did you talk to Julia?” Jenn clearly didn’t care
for that turn of events. “I thought she was in California.”


“Julia said that Travis hadn’t been feeling well,” Don
said, pointedly ignoring the “when” question. “He missed soccer practice on
Thursday.”


 “Nice of her to let us know that when she dropped him
off on Friday,” Jenn snipped, shooting me an “I-told-you-so” look. “No wonder he
didn’t want any dinner tonight.”


 “Hah,” snorted Imogene. “That’s because he can’t
stand your cooking any more than he can stand you.”


 “Ready to go, Nicki?” Joe drew me up from the couch.
“I’m beat.”


 I could tell he was uncomfortable, but I still had
some unfinished business sitting in the corner. “Not yet, I—”


 “Thanks so much for your help, Dr. Bascombe.” Don
Martin offered Joe his hand. “When you gave the order for the Antizol, I’ll
admit to being worried that Travis might’ve gotten into the antifreeze I keep
in the garage; I appreciate your expediting the results of the gas
chromatography tests. It’s a huge relief to know that toxins aren’t the issue.”


 “Just a precaution; better safe than sorry.” Joe shook
Don’s hand. “Now that we know for sure that there are no toxins in his system,
we can concentrate on rehydrating him, and sending him home with some
antibiotics.” 


 Shocked, I glanced at Imogene. I had every faith in
Joe’s ability to diagnose Travis Martin. He was just a sick kid, not a
poisoning victim.


 Imogene made an exasperated noise. “What are they
talking about? Jennifer put something in his drink, I saw it!”


 “It was so nice to meet you, Nicki,” Jennifer said to
me, heading toward the door. “Thanks so much for keeping me company.”


 “Nice to meet you, too,” I answered automatically,
even though it was a lie. 


 “I saw her poison Travis,” the old lady
insisted. “It was something in a little squeeze bottle. She put it in his water,
and it turned the water purple.” Imogene’s image flickered, her tone turning
fretful. “Or was it orange? I can’t remember.” She raised a gnarled hand,
glittering with rings, to her forehead. “No, Travis doesn’t like orange, he
likes blue. Blue is his favorite color… that’s right… he likes blue.”


 As Imogene’s speech became ever more vague and
rambling, an ugly suspicion reared its head. If I’d been able, I would’ve asked
a few questions of the poor old soul, but I didn’t have that luxury at the
moment. “I’m really happy to hear that your son is going to be ok,” I said to
Don, for Imogene’s benefit. “Poor kid. Glad to hear that it was nothing serious.”


 “Fiddlesticks!” the old woman exclaimed, back on
point. “Tell Don what Jennifer did! Tell him what she did to me!” 


I shook my head, as quickly as I dared. As much as I wanted
to give Don his mother’s message and get back to my own life, now really didn’t
seem like the right time, particularly when it seemed like Don Martin’s elderly
dead mother might have a bit of a memory problem. The poor guy had been up all
night at the hospital with a sick kid, and now he had to go home and take care
of him with a prickly, attention-seeking diva by his side.


It was so nice to meet you, Don, and I’m glad your
son’s okay. Oh, by the way, your dead mother is talking to me, and she says
that your fiancé poisoned your son and smothered her in her sleep.


Nope, now was definitely not the time.


“You two go and enjoy your breakfast.” Don smiled
wearily, his gaze flicking from Joe to me, “And thanks for your patience.” He
slipped an arm around Jennifer and urged her out the door and into the hallway,
heading somewhere else within the bowels of the hospital.


“I can’t believe you’re just letting them go,” Imogene
cried. “You wasted a perfect opportunity to open Don’s eyes to that woman!”


I held up a hand, keeping Joe waiting in silence until
I no longer heard the squeak of their footsteps on the hallway linoleum.


“Imogene Martin is here,” I told him, before turning
to address her directly. 


“Your grandson wasn’t poisoned, Imogene. Joe ran
tests, and the test results would’ve shown it.” I glanced over at Joe. “Isn’t
that right?”


 “That’s right.” Joe couldn’t see Imogene, but he
backed me up anyway. “No signs of toxins in the bloodstream.”


 She made a noise of distress, rocking back and forth
in her seat, beringed fingers moving restlessly on the head of her cane. “I—I
don’t understand…” Her image began to fade, becoming foggy.


“I can’t just accuse someone of poisoning without any
proof, Imogene,” I said gently. “I promise I’ll talk to Don privately, but not
at 5:30 in the morning after a long night in the E.R.”


She looked so crestfallen that I almost reconsidered.
“But the pillow… I couldn’t breathe…” 


“I promise that I’ll talk to Don,” I said again.


Whatever she had to say in response, I couldn’t hear,
as she faded away into nothingness before my very eyes.


 I sighed, taking Joe’s hand. “She’s gone.”


He laced his fingers through mine. “What did she say?
Why did she think the boy had been poisoned when he wasn’t?”


“She’s confused.” I sighed, feeling truly sorry for
the poor old dear. “I didn’t realize it before, but she might have been
suffering from dementia when she died. I’m not sure if she really even knew
what she was talking about.”


Joe scrubbed a hand over his face; he’d lost hours of
sleep because of me.


“I’m sorry I dragged you into this, babe.”


“All’s well that ends well,” he yawned. “Let’s go
home.” His arm came around my shoulders, and his kiss fell on the top of my
head. He’d already forgiven me for yet another wild goose chase related to the
dead and their unfinished business.


The man was definitely a keeper.


 
















 












Chapter 5


 By the time we pulled into my driveway, dawn was creeping over the
horizon, turning the sky a very dusky shade of gray. The crunch of gravel was
comforting and familiar, as was the porch light, still burning.


 “Coming in?” 


 Joe shook his head. “I need a shower and
some sleep, babe.” He leaned over and gave me a kiss. “Try not to get into any
trouble while I’m gone, will you?”


I kissed him back and rubbed his cheek,
liking the feel of his two-day stubble. “I’ll try.”


“I know you, Nicki. Just because this
spirit is confused doesn’t mean you’ll give up trying to help her.” He caught
my hand, cutting me off as I opened my mouth to protest. “We’ll figure out how
to deal with this together, after we’ve both rested up,” he told me firmly. “No
going off on your own.”


Part of me wanted to argue with him, as I’d been a
free woman for a very long time. Me and Evan against the world, clawing and
kicking to build a good business that could support us both. No parents to tell
me what to do, no boyfriends who’d ever come close to earning the right.


“Okay,” I told him simply.


One more kiss, and I was out of the car, walking up
the front steps as Joe backed out and drove away. My newspaper had already been
delivered, thrown haphazardly onto the porch. I bent to pick it up and caught
movement from the corner of my eye; the porch swing was moving, ever so slightly.
There was no wind, yet it rocked gently, as though someone had been sitting in
it.


“Who’s there?”


I suspected Imogene, of course, but then I caught a
faint scent, disturbingly familiar, and breathed it in, unable to resist. Cloves
and spices, warmly subtle, sinfully tempting and mouthwateringly delicious.


Joe’s car turned the corner, leaving only the silence
of a pale gray morning behind. I stood alone on the porch, alert, scanning the area
for any sign of movement, but there was nothing, and no one. 


Yet someone came vividly to mind.


 Sammy Divine.


The timeworn blue eyes, so sharp and cynical. The
careless hair and twisted smile. The face and form of an angel, for that is
what he’d once been.


“Leave me alone,” I whispered, uncertain as to whether
he’d been there, whether he’d hear me, or whether I was just addressing the
ether. “We’re never going to be together. I’m never going to help you.”


Sammy Divine, also known as Samael the Fallen, High Lord
Prince of Darkness, had promised to leave me in peace, but the Prince of
Darkness was also the Prince of Lies, and I’d be a fool to take him at his word.


I’d kissed him once: part of a deal we’d made in one
of my efforts to save a lost soul. Doing so had nearly cost me my own soul, for
the memory of his lips, his scent, the unexpectedly gentle feel of his hands at
my waist would never leave me.


 I kept my shoulders straight (just in case), then turned
and let myself in the house, locking the door behind me with a solid and
obvious click, wishing I could lock out Sammy’s memory out as easily.


He was a trickster, a seducer, but he’d helped me,
more than once. 


Alone in the familiar quiet of the front hall, the
memories came: the wicked grin, the smooth voice. He wanted me to believe I was
special to him, but I knew better than to believe him. It was a mistake to even
think of him, for there was no way to save someone who didn’t think they
needed saving. Best to forget him, and pray to everything bright and beautiful
that I never saw him again.


* * *


 A wave of tiredness hit me as I walked down the hall
and into the kitchen. I’d been up for hours, but I could keep going. I could
make a pot of coffee and head to the shop early, maybe do some bookkeeping
before it opened at ten.


Or I could take a nap. 


I didn’t have to think too hard about it, and texted
Evan. Late night, be in at noon.


have a fun night?


I debated for a moment, then answered him honestly. yes and no. 


u ok?


yes.


k. c u 12


Satisfied we were good, I put the phone on vibrate, shucked
off my shoes and jeans, and went back to bed. I lay there, refusing to think of
Sammy, thinking instead about Imogene, and how frustrating it must be to go
from being vibrant and vivacious to infirm and invisible. To be helpless and
powerless, confused about the details of your own life. I wanted to help
Imogene’s soul move on, I really did, but I no longer trusted her judgment. What
if she was as mistaken in her claim of murder as she was in the matter of her
grandson’s poisoning? Was her antagonism toward the woman her son was going to
marry somehow keeping her here, a barrier to her soul moving on into the Light?


The Light. No sooner had I thought of it than it
surrounded me, enveloping me with warmth. It gleamed and glistened, then dimmed
to leave me standing in a sunlit kitchen. I could smell cake, fresh from the
oven. My mom—who would never grow old, for she’d died at fifty-two—was humming as
she wielded a spatula, briskly stirring a bowl of what I knew was homemade
lemon frosting. 


 “Mom?”


 She glanced at me, eyes bright. “What are you doing
here, Nicki? You’re early; it’s not time for you to be here yet.” She was
wearing an old flannel shirt of my Dad’s that I’d seen her wear a million
times, the blue and yellow check faded from repeated washings.


 My throat was so tight that I could barely answer. “I
know,” I whispered. “I just…” I was afraid to speak, afraid to wake myself up.
“I just missed you.”


 Mom stopped her stirring. “Silly girl. Don’t you know
I’m always here?” She turned from the counter, and held out her arms.


 I went into them, burying my face in her neck. I
could smell her hair, feel the softness of it against my cheek. Time stood
still, and in that moment, she was as real and alive as she’d been before she
died.


 “You’ll do the right thing, Nicki,” she said in my
ear. “You always do the right thing.”


 I drew back, wanting to look into her face, but she—and
the dream—were already fading, sinking into the Light that bloomed behind her,
bright and white and beautiful.


 “I don’t know what the right thing is,” I cried,
desperate to hold on to her for one more second, one more breath.


 “Yes, you do,” she whispered. “You always do.”


 And then I woke up, the scent of lemon frosting in my
nose, the feel of my mother’s arms still around me. Tears would’ve been
pointless, and I didn’t feel like crying, anyway. I felt like I’d been given a
gift—a wonderful, priceless gift—because I’d gotten to see my mother one more
time, if only in my dreams.


 By the time I’d showered and had a cup of coffee, I really
did know what I had to do.


 Unfortunately, I still wasn’t sure how to do it.
















 












Chapter 6


 “Bijou called the shop looking for you this morning.”



It was just after noon on the same day, and I’d walked
into Handbags and Gladrags to find Evan sorting through the vintage jeans, inspecting
and arranging them according to size. “She was worried when she couldn’t get
you on your cell phone, but I told her that you’d had a late night with lover
boy, and were sleeping in.” 


“Thanks,” I answered wryly. “Joe just loves it when
you refer to him as ‘lover boy’ to my grandmother.” 


Technically, Bijou was my grandfather, but her
gender was a mere detail. At eighty-plus years old, a person had a right to
live as they pleased, and despite being born a man and raised Leonard Henry
Ledbetter, Bijou was an old-fashioned Southern belle right down to her core.
The dresses, the wigs, the jewelry—they were all just trappings, when what
really mattered about the sweet old dear was all on the inside.


Evan eyed a frayed spot on the pocket of one of the
jeans before racking it. “She wanted the name of florist.”


 Alarmed, I dug for my phone. “You didn’t tell her,
did you?”


 “What was I supposed to do, lie to a little old lady?”


 Missed call. I’d forgotten to turn the ringer
back on. “She wants to pay for my wedding flowers.”


 “So let her.”


 “I don’t want her to pay for my wedding
flowers.”


 Evan, still sorting, shook his head. “You’re too hung
up on the ‘twins’ issue,” he stated flatly. “Let Bijou have her fun. If she
wants to pay for your flowers because that’s what she’s doing for your sister Kelly,
then let her. She didn’t get to spoil you two when you were kids, so let her do
it now. What’s the harm?”


 My sister Kelly was getting married in the fall, four
months after Joe and I were. We were twins, but had not grown up together; we
hadn’t even known the other existed until last year. We had the same face, but
very different hair, and we were total opposites in style; I liked bold fashion
choices and running my own business, while Kelly preferred organic t-shirts and
volunteering for third world causes.


Hey, to each their own, right?


 “If Bijou could’ve raised you both, she would’ve,”
Evan reminded me, clearly on the old lady’s side. “She didn’t want you guys to
be put up for adoption.”


 “I know she didn’t.” It had been our birth mother’s
decision to give us up, not our grandmother’s. I’d heard the whole story, and
long since forgiven Peaches Boudreaux her choice. Our birth mother hadn’t known
that my sister and I would be separated. She’d been trying to protect us, keep
us away from the darkness that might otherwise find its way into our lives.
Peaches had been a medium, and seen the darkness coming. According to Grandmother
Bijou, dealings with the dark side seemed to be the family “knack”, but despite
our birth mother’s efforts, Kelly and I had not escaped said “knack” unscathed,
as we both saw dead people.


“You should’ve taken Bijou up on her offer to
pay for your honeymoon,” Evan said, for the umpteenth time. “If I had a
relative who was willing to send Butch and me on a honeymoon, I’d be off to
Cancun before the bubbles in the champagne had finished fizzling.”


 “We’re going to Italy for two weeks,” I reminded him,
“which is way more expensive than a cruise to Cancun. It’s really sweet of her
to offer, but no way am I going to let my grandmother bankrupt herself to pay
for it. Besides, I think Joe’s pride is at stake; he says the honeymoon is his
wedding gift to me.”


 Evan sighed blissfully at that. “He is a
keeper, isn’t he?” 


“He is.” Fingering my phone, I thought about Bijou and
what, if anything, I’d be okay with letting her pay for. “What about champagne
at the reception? She’ll feel like she’s contributing something special then,
won’t she?”


 “Ooo, 2002 Dom Perignon Rose,” he enthused. “Pink
champagne, nice vintage, under two hundred dollars. Just a few bottles for the
toast… perfect with the overall “hint of pink” theme.”


 “Great, family obligation resolved.” 


I called Bijou, listening as the phone rang four
times, knowing it might ring even more by the time the old woman answered, as she
was always misplacing her phone.


 “Nicki, sweetheart!” Her voice made me smile. “How
lovely to hear from you.”


 “Evan said you called while I was out.”


 “I did indeed,” she said cheerfully. “He said you’d
had a late night with your handsome fiancé.”


 “In a manner of speaking,” I agreed, “but not in the
way that Evan meant it.”


 My best bud winked at me from the jeans rack,
eavesdropping shamelessly, but I just rolled my eyes at him and turned my back.


 “Nothing wrong, I hope?”


 “No, Joe and I are fine, but we had to spend some
time together down at the ER.”


 “Ah. Someone else’s unfinished business, I take it.”
A sharp old bird, was my Grandma Bijou. She didn’t see dead people, but she knew
I did, and was surprisingly fine with it. 


 “Yes.”


 “And is it now finished?”


 “No, but could we talk about that later?” I hadn’t
told Evan anything about my late night at the hospital yet, or Imogene’s
visitation, and I knew him well enough to know that he’d be in a snit if I
didn’t tell him all the details first. “I called because I wanted to ask you a
favor about the wedding.”


 “Anything, dear,” she said instantly. “I’d love to
help out! Have you and Joe reconsidered my offer to pay for your honeymoon?”


 “No, but Evan mentioned some ridiculously expensive
pink champagne, and he seems to think it would work beautifully at the
reception. Just a couple of bottles for the toast.”


 “Dom Perignon Rose,” he sang out, still shamelessly
eavesdropping. “2002. Perfect accompaniment!”


 “Fabulous,” Bijou agreed, having heard him through
the phone. “But surely that’s not all I can do. What about the flowers,
the wedding favors? You haven’t said a word about the dress… did you find one
yet?”


 I smiled into the phone, feeling a surge of pleasure
just thinking about it. “I found one yesterday—it’s absolutely perfect! One
tiny little tailoring adjustment, and it will be in my hot little hands with a
week to spare.”


 She gasped, releasing a sigh of pleasure. “Oh, tell
me about it, do! Is it a ball gown? A mermaid? Full length, or tea length? How
much was it?”


 I laughed, barely able to get a word in edgewise. “It
was within my budget, and it’s absolutely gorgeous. White eyelet, tea-length,
but I think I’ll make you wait until you can see it for yourself instead of
trying to describe it any further.”


 “Wretched girl! You couldn’t choose a more devious way
to torture me!”


 “I know,” I agreed, still smiling. “But it will be
worth the wait, I promise.”


 “Let me pay for it, dear,” she begged. “I know your
dear mother would’ve wanted me to. There was a very nice insurance settlement
after Peaches’ accident, you know, and if she’d known how to find you, the
money would’ve gone to you and Kelly anyway.”


 The mention of my bio mom and her untimely death
didn’t sway me. I wasn’t taking the insurance money, and that was that. “Spend
it on a new dress and hat for Odessa,” I told her teasingly. “She’s not allowed
to come to my wedding in that hideous purple outfit she wears to church.” Odessa
was Bijou’s somewhat fearsome live-in housekeeper, and—I suspected—perhaps even
a bit more than that. Being a tranny granny did not necessarily make one gay,
after all. “I don’t want her giant purple hat blocking anyone’s view of the
ceremony.”


 Bijou made a tsking noise, keeping her voice low. “It
would be far more than my life is worth to tell Odessa what to wear, my dear,
much less to buy her something. You know how proud she is.”


 I knew how cranky she was, but declined to
point it out. A woman of Odessa’s girth could swat me like a fly, and though
she didn’t necessarily look the part of an African queen, she was certainly
capable of acting like one. Somewhere, though, deep in her heart, I was sure
Odessa was a softie, if a softie weighed 250 lbs. and had a constant case of
the grumps.


 “What about your dress?” I asked, just to change the
subject. “Have you decided what to wear to the wedding?”


 That topic—as I’d known it would—sent Bijou into
transports of delight, and we spent the next few minutes discussing her grandmother-of-the-bride
gown. She was leaning toward a pale green organza with a matching hat and
gloves, but was tempted by a lavender brocade. Honestly, whatever she wanted
was fine with me as long as she was there, and I told her so.


 “You’re such a sweet girl,” she told me. “I bless the
day you and Kelly came back into my life.”


 “Speaking of Kelly, is she there?”


 “She and Spider are out and about today. I do hope he
hasn’t taken her to get any tattoos.”


 Laughing, I tried to picture my sister with a tattoo,
and couldn’t do it. Her boyfriend Spider was covered with them, but Kelly
believed that the body was a temple, or some organic, new-agey thing like that.
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” I told Bijou. “If she gets a tattoo, it’ll be
somewhere you’ll never see it.”


 Bijou tsked and clucked, chiding me gently for even considering
such a thing. “Well, dear, I know you’ve got plenty to do. Tell that handsome
man of yours that I said hello, and tell Evan that I won’t set foot in
Atlanta without a case of Dom Perignon Rose 2002. What a wonderful idea! He’ll
have his pink champagne for the best man’s toast—tell him not to worry his
pretty little head over it.”


 “I’ll tell him,” I answered, watching that self-same
pretty little head bobbing and weaving among the shoes as he rearranged them to
his liking.


 “Oh, and dear,” Bijou’s voice caught me, held me on
the line. “The woman who’s troubling you… she’s telling you the truth.”


 “What?”


 “The older woman. The one who kept you up last night.
Her life was taken by someone she knew.”


 A chill ran down my spine, but I’m not sure why. Psychic
ability seemed to run in my family, and Bijou’s particular ‘knack’ was a form
of psychic sensitivity. She sensed a lot of things, which is why I made a point
never to lie to her.


 “The situation seems kind of complicated.” I found
myself reluctant to bring up my doubts about Imogene’s mental state, as I really
wasn’t eager to discuss the possibility of senility with my transvestite
grandfather. Grandmother. Whatever.


 “I don’t need to know the details, my dear. I’m just
picking up a very strong sense of conviction on her part, and some hesitation
on yours, that’s all.”


 “Thanks. I appreciate the help.”


 “You’ll do the right thing, Nicki.” Bijou’s words
eerily echoed those of my mother’s in my dream. “You always do the right
thing.”


* * *


 By seven o’clock that night, Evan was long gone, I’d
straightened the dressing rooms, balanced the register and taken out the trash.
It had been a slow day, and I’d sent him home early to make up for my being
late, freeing him up for dinner with his boyfriend, Butch. Butch was a bouncer
and worked a lot of nights, his bald head and big muscles hiding an even bigger
heart. He was a great cook, too, and had promised Evan Tuscan chicken with
porcini mushrooms, of which I’d probably get my share of leftovers for lunch
tomorrow.


 I locked the front door with a feeling of relief,
flipped the open sign to closed, and went straight to my phone
to text my own big-hearted hunk of deliciousness, Joe.


 Picking up bbq
from nellie belle’s for dinner. want some?


He texted right back. sorry, babe.  Have to
work. budget spreadsheets. murphy breathing down my neck. Board meeting in 2
days.


 Bill Murphy was the hospital administrator, and Joe’s
boss. He was a bluff, hearty guy who talked loudly and shook a lot of hands,
but Joe seemed to like him, and that’s all that mattered to me. 


bring to hospital? I offered.


working at home, need to
crunch it out. love u, but will c u tomorrow, ok?


ok. love u 2.


Looked like tonight it was just me, a bag of take-home
barbeque, and a few episodes of Game of Thrones, ready and waiting on the DVR. 


 Snagging my purse, I set the alarm and left the shop,
looking forward to some sweet, smoky ribs. It was early dusk, the buildings
along Euclid casting long shadows on the sidewalk. The tourists and gawkers who
were drawn to the funky little shops and even funkier murals of Little Five
Points were heading home to their dinners, or ducking into one of the
neighborhood hole-in-the-walls for a quick one.


Nellie Belle’s Barbeque was just such a
hole-in-the-wall, but it was clean and bright and smelled like Heaven, if
Heaven consisted of hickory smoke and baked beans. A picture of Nellie Belle
herself, plump and smiling in a white apron, was mounted on the wall in a place
of honor over the grill. She’d passed away back in the nineties, but I’d seen
her in spirit at the rib joint a few times; she wasn’t quite ready to go into
the Light yet, preferring to remain where she’d once been so happy.


Lou, her oldest son, worked the grill in her place now,
as plump and cheerful as his mother had been. I’d been eating here for years,
and never seen him without his smile or his apron.


“Hey, girl,” said Lou. “What can I get ya?”


“Chicken basket, all white meat, and a Diet, please.”


“White meat chicken?” He shot me a teasing look from
his post by the grill. “You oughta try some of this here sausage for a change,
girl… put some meat on those bones. Ain’t you got a weddin’ comin’ up?”


“Less than three weeks,” I told him happily.


“I’ma gone give you some extra cornbread,” he stated
emphatically. “Fatten you up some. You don’t wanna look like no scarecrow on
your weddin’ day… men like a little jiggle in they wiggle.”


Lou’s wife Damika, plump and round as an apple, was
wiping down tables. “They sho do,” she agreed, giving the tables an extra wipe.
“’Specially my man. Don’tcha, baby?”


Lou chuckled and gave her a wink, and she gave him a
lazy grin of approval in return.


“Joe seems to like the wiggle I’ve got,” I said wryly,
“but I’ll never turn down extra corn bread.”


“On the house,” Lou repeated, and I didn’t argue.


Five minutes later I was out the door and walking
toward my car with a bulging bag of takeout, ready to be home and in front of
the TV with my dragons and swords.


 I noticed a woman peering into the front window of
Handbags and Gladrags, hands cupped around her eyes to see through the glass. She
was wearing high-waisted bell bottoms with stacked heels, fringed leather bag,
tie-dyed t-shirt. Hungry as I was, I couldn’t ignore a fellow vintage-lover, so
I headed toward her, digging one-handed in my purse for a business card.


 “The shop is closed until tomorrow morning,” I offered
cheerfully, a few feet away, “but we open again at nine.”


 She turned to look at me, eyes wide. Neon blue shadow
and bubble gum pink lipstick; her makeup was as retro as her outfit.


 “I didn’t mean to startle you,” I said, waving the
business card like a flag of truce. “Sorry.”


 “You can see me?”


 Her excitement was palpable, and my heart sank.


 “Nobody ever sees me!”


 Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap.


 No potential customer here, as the dead rarely carried
cash, and their credit was nonexistent.


 It was too late to pretend ignorance, even if I
wanted to. “Yes, I can see you.”


“Far out!” Her delighted smile revealed a small
gap between her front teeth. “Being invisible can be a real drag, you know?”


 I didn’t, nor did I care to. “Are you—” How should
I put this? “—lost?”


 She shook her head, hoop earrings swaying. “No. I’m
just waiting for someone.”


I eyed her closely, wondering if I’d made a mistake. Maybe
she wasn’t dead, and was just your average loony tune. Little Five Points
attracted all kinds of strange characters. “Ok, well, the shop opens again at
nine. Stop in and see us sometime.” 


She made no effort to take the outstretched card. “I used
to come in all the time,” she said, “but the blonde guy put some weird mirror
over the door, and now every time I try to come in, I end up right back out
here on the street.”


I glanced up at the mirror above the door. It was
called a Ba Gua. Small, octagonal, with a labyrinthian pattern of lines around
the frame, it was meant to both confuse and repel spirits. Both Bijou—who’d
given it to me—and Evan—who’d put it there—would be thrilled to know it
actually worked.


“What happened to you?” I asked her. “How did you end
up… invisible?”


“My old man and I were at a blues concert, right over
there.” She pointed toward the Star Bar, a local hangout that had been there
since the 60s. “We were trippin’ that night, man, I mean really
trippin’—Chuck scored us some radical stuff. I must have taken too much. The
next thing I knew I woke up on the sidewalk, and BAM! I’ve been invisible ever since.”


“I’m sorry.”


“It’s ok,” she said, with a shrug. “It was the summer
of love, baby. We all took chances in the name of enlightenment.” There was a
brief pause. “I’m Ruby, by the way.”


“Nicki.”


“Cool.” She grinned, revealing again that cheerful gap
between her teeth. I grinned back, realizing that she couldn’t have been more
than twenty-five when she died.


Personally, I’d been twenty-eight. I’d seen my own
lifeless body lying on a hospital gurney, and the moment I’d realized it was
me, I’d been sucked into a tunnel that grew ever brighter and ever more
beautiful, expanding my world and my senses. I’d actually been disappointed
when a Voice full of infinite wisdom and compassion had sent me back to “do
unto others as I would have done to me”.


Which meant guiding other souls toward light and bliss,
while I remained behind, living life to the fullest while patiently waiting my
turn.


“When you tripped out—” I fumbled a little with the
unfamiliar term, “—when it happened, did you see a bright Light?”


 Ruby looked away, flipping her long brown hair over
her shoulder. “I can’t say for sure. I couldn’t be sure of anything right then,
except my old man’s face, and the feel of him holding my hand.”


 Her manner was becoming vague, her gaze unfocused.


“You don’t have to stay here, Ruby.” I tried to will
her to focus. “There’s a Light, a beautiful, bright Light, and all you have
to do is look for it. Once you’ve seen it, you’ll never want to look away. Go
ahead, look around. Open yourself to it.”


 She toyed with her earrings, smiling faintly, and
shook her head. “Sounds like a groovy trip, but I’m not ready to split just
yet. Chuck—that’s my old man—he asked me to wait for him.”


 A loud bang from the alley next to the shop made me
jump.


“That’s probably him now,” Ruby said, moving to peer
down the mouth of alley. “Yep, that’s my Chuck.”


 I was half afraid to look, but I did. The person in
the alley was a stranger, albeit a familiar one.


 “Gooood-bye, Ruby Tuesday, who could hang a name
on you…”


 The guy with a seriously out-of-tune voice was a
neighborhood panhandler, one of the Little Five regulars. He was usually down
the street in the middle of Jackson Square, but at the moment he was busy
rummaging through my dumpster, and it didn’t take a genius to tell that he’d
had a few too many.


 “Chuck’s an artist,” Ruby said cheerfully, apparently
unfazed by her boyfriend’s dumpster-diving. “His work’s a real gas.”


 Ruby’s “old man” was exactly that… bent and wrinkled,
with scraggly gray hair that fell well past his shoulders. He wore a tie-dyed tee
shirt that had seen better days, frayed jeans, and dirty flip-flops. The lyrics
to the rest of the song echoed eerily through the alley as his head disappeared
inside the dumpster.


 “He did this one yesterday.” Ruby gestured toward the
mural on the building next to mine, a kaleidoscope of greens and yellows
somehow resembling a group of angry aliens being swallowed by a mushroom cloud.
“Do you like it?” 


 “It’s… um… far out,” I replied, unsure of what else
to say.


 Chuck’s head re-emerged from the dumpster, turning in
my direction. “Hey there, pretty lady,” he slurred, in the overly-friendly tone
of a good-natured drunk. “Spare some change?”


 “He wasn’t always this way,” Ruby murmured, almost as
though Chuck could hear her. She tilted her head, regarding him with obvious
affection. “He used to always prefer weed to whiskey… mellowed him out, really
heightened his creativity, but that changed after I died.”


 I felt a pang of sorrow for poor old Chuck… seeing
your girlfriend die on the sidewalk from a bad acid trip was enough to put a twisted
crimp in anyone’s creativity.


 He was shambling toward me, palm out, clearly oblivious
to Ruby standing right beside me.


 “I’m tapped out,” I said, knowing he could probably
use a good meal instead of spare change. “How about some ribs and cornbread?” I
held out my dinner from Nellie Belle’s, already resigned to going back in for
another helping.


 Chuck’s face lit up. His skin was grey and sallow,
and he was missing several teeth. “Don’t mind if I do!” The smell of beer and
flop sweat came off him in waves as he took the bag from my hand. “Thank you
very much.”


 “You’re a nice person,” Ruby said to me. “I can see
why the Light follows you.”


 I jerked my head in her direction. “What?”


 She smiled at me, flipping her long brown hair over
her shoulder in what seemed a habitual gesture. “The Light. It follows you.
It’s all around you, like a halo.”


 “If you can see it, then why are you still here?”


 She shrugged as Chuck, ignoring by my conversation
with an invisible someone, turned away and headed back down the alley,
clutching his bag of take-out. 


 “He needs me,” Ruby said, “and he asked me to wait
for him.” She looked after him for a long moment. “His brain is a little fried,
and he’ll need someone to guide him when his time comes.” Then she wiggled her
fingers at me in a wave, and followed her old man down the alley.


 I stood there and watched them, Chuck reeling a
little as Ruby caught up, humming a bar from “Goodbye Ruby Tuesday” as she
went.


 Instead of going back to Nellie Belle’s for another
helping of barbeque and cornbread, I headed straight to my car. Ten minutes
later I was at Joe’s apartment, where I let myself in with my own key. He was
in his study, on the computer, still in hospital scrubs.


 “Hey, babe.” He got up and came toward me, concerned
by my sudden arrival. “Everything okay? What’s up? I didn’t think I was going
to see you until tomorrow.”


 Burrowing my face against his chest, I hugged him
tight, relishing the feel of his arms as they went around me. “I just missed
you,” I told him. “Mind if I stay here tonight? I promise I’ll leave you alone
and let you work.”


 “Of course I don’t mind,” he murmured, kissing the
top of my head. “Is everything okay?”


 “Everything’s great,” I answered honestly, because it
was.


 He didn’t ask me any more questions after that. In typical
Joe fashion, he seemed to know exactly what I needed, and just held me until I
was ready to let him go.


Nobody could blame me if it took a little longer than
usual.
















 












Chapter 7


“I had a great idea yesterday.” Joe smiled at me over
coffee a few days later. He’d come in late the night before, letting himself in
with his key. I had only a vague yet delicious memory of being woken as he
slipped into bed and spooned against me, then slept dreamlessly and blissfully
until morning 


“A great idea?” I lowered my cup, not quite awake yet.
“Do tell.”


“I think Don Martin might be more willing to believe
you about his mother if he got to know you a little first,” Joe said,
surprising me. “You know, so he can see for himself that you’re normal.”


I nearly choked on my coffee. “Normal?” Privately, I’d
never aspired to ‘normal’. “Should I start wearing pearls and matching sweater
sets like the Buckhead “Ladies-Who-Lunch”?”


“Never.” Joe shook his head, grinning. “Always be
yourself, bride of mine. Your sweet-natured, kind-hearted, genuine self. But if
there were a way to let Don get to know you, see you’re not a whack job, then
you could tell him whatever you need to tell him.”


“I’ve been thinking about it, too, but I’m not quite sure
how to go about it.” I took another sip of coffee, welcoming the caffeine as it
spread through my system. I’d been hesitating about approaching Don Martin
again, concerned that Imogene’s mental fuzziness might lead me to make a big,
big mistake. After all, who was I to ruin somebody’s else’s life, somebody else’s
wedding? Don obviously loved Jennifer, or he wouldn’t be marrying her, right?


Just because I saw dead people didn’t mean that they
always told the truth.


The fact that I didn’t like Jennifer should have
nothing to do with it.


My mother’s voice, so clear in my dream. “You’ll do
the right thing, Nicki… you always do the right thing.”


“You need to meet with him privately, right?” Joe’s
grin got bigger, as though he knew something I didn’t. “I asked around at the
hospital. Don Martin has a small but thriving practice in Buckhead. The nurses
in the pediatric unit love him.”


 I leaned back, picturing my handsome fiancé in the
pediatric unit, surrounded by adorable little bundles of joy. “I’ll bet the
nurses love you, too.”


His grin didn’t waver, and he didn’t bother to deny
the allegation. “The nurse’s opinion of an attending physician tells me a lot. I
said that you and I were looking for a pediatrician, asked about Martin. They
were happy to recommend him, said he’s a stand-up guy.”


 “You told them what?” A tingle touched my
neck, banished by the quick smoothing of a hand. 


 Joe chuckled, well aware that he was making me
nervous. “I told them my fiancé’ and I can’t wait to start a family.”


 My throat seized up. “Joe, I—” 


“I” what?
I couldn’t wait to have babies? I was scared to death at the thought of
babies? Something—anything—about babies?


 “Don’t worry, Nicki.” Joe chuckled again. “We’ve got
plenty of time to talk about kids. I had to give the nurses a reason why I was
nosing around about Dr. Martin, that’s all. No harm done.”


 “No harm done,” I repeated, refusing to admit to a
tiny sense of let down, which made no sense, because I had nothing to be let
down about. Right?


 “Anyway, I called his office and made an appointment
for us with him next Thursday at 2:00p. Can Evan cover for you that afternoon?”


 My brain was stuck in baby mode. “What? Wait… don’t
we need a kid for a trip to the pediatrician?”


 “It’s not unheard of for expectant parents to do an
interview.” 


 “But I’m not expecting.”


 Joe sighed, sounding very much like Evan when Evan
thought I was being particularly stupid. “Don doesn’t have to know that, Nicki.
This would just be an interview, not an exam. Many women don’t start showing
until their second or third trimester, and anyway, it’s just an excuse for you
to speak to him privately.”


 “Oh.” That little sense of let down was still there,
but I squashed it like a bug. This was an excellent plan, and one that I hadn’t
been burdened with coming up with myself.


“Reason number two why I’m willing to marry you, Dr.
Bascombe: your big, giant brain.”


 “All this time I thought it was my big, giant—”


 Raising a palm, I interrupted him. “Yes, your big
giant ego was always reason number one,” I teased. 


He leaned forward in his seat. “You like my big giant ego,”
he stated archly, “and I can prove it if I need to.”


I put my face to his and smiled into his eyes before
giving him a coffee-flavored smack on the lips. “You can definitely
prove it to me again, but it’ll have to wait until tonight. Evan will kill me
if I’m late again this morning, especially if I’m going to ask him to cover for
me next Thursday.”


 “Ok, but tell him to go easy on you. No heavy
lifting, or we won’t name the baby after him.”


 “Ha, ha. I’m not going to mention the word “baby”;
the mere thought of becoming an uncle turns him into a puddle of goo.”


 “Understandably so.” He eyed me with amusement over
the rim of his cup. “Kids change everything.”


 I opened my mouth to ask how he felt about that, but
I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear the answer. Instead, I took my coffee into
the bedroom, and got ready for work.

















 












Chapter 8


 Don Martin’s
office was roomy and inviting, leather wing chairs and a stained-glass lamp. There
was a picture of Imogene on the bookcase, smiling up at the camera, her arm
around a dark-haired young boy in a soccer uniform. Even at a soccer game, she
managed to look glamorous in oversized shades and a floppy hat. Don’s desk was
stacked with files, neatly arranged in some type of system decipherable only to
the man himself.


 “You’ve got that ‘deer in the headlights’ look,” Joe
said to me. “Relax. Everything’s going to be fine.”


 “I don’t like pretending to be pregnant,” I whispered
fiercely. “And I don’t like breaking bad news.”


 He reached over and took my hand. “I’m right here
with you, babe. I’ll always be right here.”


 His reassurance helped, as he’d known it would.


 “And maybe one day,” he added casually, “you won’t
have to pretend.”


 I opened my mouth to reply, but not knowing what to
say, I closed it.


 “Deer,” he murmured, leaning in to give me a quick
kiss. “Headlights.”


 He was still chuckling when the door opened, and Don
Martin came in.


“Good to see you again, Doctor,” Joe stood up, shaking
Martin’s hand. 


“Don,” he replied. “Surely we’re past the formality stage,
especially after Travis threw up all over your shoes.”


“I seem to have that effect on people,” Joe replied
comfortably. “Nicki did the same on our first date.”


I rolled my eyes but didn’t argue, because it was
true.


Don chuckled, gesturing for Joe to take a seat, then
settling himself in his own chair. “As a pediatrician, sick kids are my
business, but I found out a few nights ago that it’s very different when the sick
kid is your own. I really appreciate you ordering the extra tests, Joe.” Then he
looked at me, cocking his head. “Speaking of kid-related nausea, Nicki, are you
experiencing any issues?”


I felt a rush of heat to my cheeks as I shook my
head—I didn’t like lying, but it wasn’t really a lie, now was it? “Nope, all
good.” Eager to deflect any more pregnancy questions, I changed the subject. “How’s
Travis doing? Is he feeling any better?”


 “Much better.” A broad grin split Don’s face. “An
overnight stay, a couple of days playing video games, and now he’s back in the
game.” His eyes went to the picture of Travis and Imogene over on the shelf,
giving me an opening. Before I could take it, however, he went on, “I
understand that the two of you are looking for a pediatrician. Any questions I
can answer for you? Anything you’d like to know about my qualifications?”


He sat up straighter as he said this, his gaze
shifting to Joe. Joe’s opinion of him obviously mattered, and worriedly, I
realized that his opinion of Joe was just as important. They worked at the same
hospital; they moved in the same circles. If word got out that Dr. Joe
Bascombe’s not-pregnant, pink-haired fiancé claimed to receive ghostly messages
from the Great Beyond, the hot, sweet and very smart father of my imaginary
baby could become a laughingstock. 


Joe reached over and took my hand. I glanced over at
my fiancé, saw the love and encouragement in his eyes, and was sorely tempted
to wimp out on the last wishes of a dead woman. What if Imogene’s unfinished
business was based in anger and confusion? She’d clearly despised Jennifer in life,
could those feelings be keeping her here? What if Jennifer was just an
innocent-yet-bitchy bride-to-be?


“I have a heart condition,” I said to Don abruptly,
“which I’m told could be hereditary. If our baby is born with mitral valve
prolapse, are you qualified to treat him, or would we need a specialist?”


A slightly convulsive movement of Joe’s fingers told
me I’d surprised him, but it was a perfectly legitimate question. MVP had taken
me by surprise once and it wasn’t going to again, not if I had anything to say
about it.


“I’m certainly qualified to treat him, but I can
always recommend a pediatric cardiologist if one is needed.” Don leaned back in
his chair. “Does anyone else in your family have the condition?”


“I was adopted, so I don’t know about my birth
parents, but my sister’s been checked, and her heart seems to be fine.”


 “Nicki’s a twin,” Joe offered, although I always
thought of myself as an original. 


“Identical or fraternal?” 


“Identical.” But very different. 


“While it’s true that mitral valve prolapse can
be hereditary,” Don said, “it’s more commonly the result of an infection of the
heart muscle.” His eyes were blue, like Imogene’s. “I’m not a cardiologist, but
if your identical twin doesn’t have the condition, I’d say a genetic predisposition
is unlikely.”


I liked how he didn’t even glance at Joe when he said
it, confident in his own opinion.


“Is this your first child?” he asked me.


I gave a tentative nod, reminding myself again that I
wasn’t really lying. This was my first baby, even if it was an imaginary
one.


 “It’s entirely normal to be nervous.” His voice was
kind. “But you’ve got one of the best doctors in the state at your beck and
call, even if obstetrics isn’t his specialty.” He glanced at Joe, unable to
miss the way Joe was still holding my hand. “I’m sure there’s nothing to be
worried about.”


 I took a deep breath, holding Joe’s hand a little
tighter. “Actually, Don, there is.”


 His eyebrows lifted.


 “I need to tell you something, and you’re going to
have a hard time believing it.”


 He leaned back, flicking another quick glance at Joe
before returning his eyes to me. “Go ahead.”


 “It’s about your mother.” Now that I’d begun, I
couldn’t wait to finish. “She, um… she came to see me.”


 He frowned, looking puzzled. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.
My mother is deceased.”


 “I know,” I replied, rushing forward, “but she’s not
at rest. She—her spirit, that is—her spirit came to me. She—” I refused to look
at Joe, not wanting to drag him into it. “She says that she was smothered with
a pillow.”


 Don’s face went utterly blank. After a moment, he
said, “You’re a psychic?”


I shook my head, hating the term. “I’m not a
psychic. I don’t read fortunes or predict the future or anything like that.” Because
that would be weird, while seeing dead people is perfectly normal. “I just…
sometimes I see spirits.”


“And my mother contacted you?” He never took his eyes
from mine. “Where was this?”


“She was at Annabelle’s Bridal shop, in the dressing
room.” I met his gaze evenly and shrugged, keeping it simple. “I hate to tell
you this, but she’s really not too happy about you and Jennifer.”


I fully expected the next words out of his mouth to
be, “Get out of my office,” but instead, he started to grin.


“That’s very true. She never liked Jennifer.” He actually
chuckled, shocking me to my core. “She never made any secret of her opinion
when she was alive, so why would she stop now?” 


I looked at Joe, and he looked at me, and then we both
looked back at Don. “You believe me?”


Don quirked an eyebrow, rocking backward a little in
his chair. “I don’t disbelieve you,” he replied, still grinning. “My
mother was a very strong-willed person, and she herself was quite convinced
that ghosts do indeed exist. She threatened more than once to come back and
haunt me from the grave if I married Jennifer, and it would be just like her to
follow through.”


“You seem very open-minded about it.”


Don shrugged, lifting his hands. “I was raised by in a
creaky old antebellum house in Atlanta, Georgia, Nicki, by a flamboyant mother
who used to be in show business, and in her heart, she never quite left it.” He
glanced fondly over at the picture of Imogene, in its place of prominence on
the bookshelf. “She loved to entertain, had lots of interesting friends. I
remember one of them, years ago, a psychic who claimed that our house was
haunted by the ghost of a Civil War soldier who’d died in our root cellar. Believe
me, I’ve heard my share of ghost stories, most of them around the dinner
table.”


“Not everyone is so accepting of Nicki’s gifts,” Joe
said quietly. “I hope you’re taking this seriously, because I want you to know,
she’s the real deal.”


I was touched by the show of support, and took a
moment to breathe, bracing myself to tell Don the rest.


“I’m absolutely taking it seriously, and I find it fascinating.
I’d love to hear more about it,” Don said. “Are you two free for lunch? I’m
meeting Jenn in about hour, and she is going to love this.”


“Don, I—” Tell him, Styx. “This is really
awkward, but your mother says that Jennifer is the one who smothered her.”


His eyes got big, then, to my surprise, he started to
laugh. “You have met my mother,” he stated, “because that’s exactly the sort
of overly dramatic, over-the-top thing she’d say!”


Shock rendered me speechless, and Don, perhaps
realizing that Joe and I didn’t understand his humor given the circumstances,
stopped chuckling and went on to explain. “I’m sorry to say that my mother had
a habit of making things up, particularly if things weren’t going her way. I
loved her dearly, but ‘drama’ was her middle name.” His gaze turned inward, a
fond smile on his lips. “Truth be told, I’d give anything to get another one of
her outraged phone calls about the cleaning lady drinking all the vermouth,
when we both knew quite well where it had gone, but I’m afraid I must take this
accusation with the same grain of salt as I took that one.” 


I wasn’t sure what to say.


“Mother and Jennifer didn’t always get along,” Don
said, taking pity on me, “but I can assure you that Jenn took wonderful care of
my mother in her final days. Mother was bedridden after her second stroke, but I’d
promised to help her remain in her own home as long as possible; we didn’t want
her to go to a nursing home. Jenn came over every day to help with her care and
oversee the nurses and caregivers. My fiancé was a saint, quite honestly; my
mother could be very demanding, even at the end. When she passed, well,
everyone knew it was coming. Still, it was a tough time, and I don’t know how I
would have made it through without Jenn. The two of you really must join us for
lunch, please, I insist.”


I liked his face, which was open, and kind, but he
seemed so naïve. I could see why his mother would be worried about him.


What in the world did he see in a prickly witch like Jennifer?


“I’m not really sure that I’m comfortable with
repeating what I just said to your fiancé,” I hedged. “Your mother asked me to
speak to you, which I just did, so…”


“You don’t have to tell Jenn that part! I’ll tell her
myself at some point; she’ll probably get a kick out of it.”


I doubted that seriously, but didn’t argue.


“Just think,” Don urged, “if my mother really is
trying to come through, it would thrill her to no end to have one last moment
in the spotlight, one last chance to be heard. You don’t have to worry about Jennifer
not believing you; she’s always getting her cards read or her fortune told…
she’s totally open-minded.”


And that’s when the vague beginnings of an idea came
to me.


“Lunch sounds great,” I said with a smile, giving
Joe’s fingers a squeeze, “but we have an errand to run first. Where should we
meet you guys?”
















 












Chapter 9


 “How was I supposed to know that he and his
girlfriend were going to be so into the ‘woo-woo’ stuff?” I told Joe, once we
were in the car. “The universe just loves messing with me.”


 “I have to admit, I did not see that one
coming.” Joe buckled up and started the engine, beginning a blessed flow of
cool air. “I expected a much more skeptical reaction.”


“So did I.” Leaning my head back against the
upholstery, I let my shoulders slump. “Don’s version of events is so different
from Imogene’s. I get that she didn’t like Jennifer, but that doesn’t
automatically mean that Jennifer killed her, right?” Joe said nothing,
listening quietly. “But she was an old woman with at least some
dementia, at the mercy of a nasty, mean-spirited, hypocritical human being, and
she really might’ve been murdered.” I sighed, feeling discouraged. “Don doesn’t
seem ready to believe that Jennifer did anything to his mother. I really don’t
know if I should keep trying to help Imogene out or not.”


“Yes, you do,” Joe answered calmly, “or you wouldn’t
have agreed to lunch.”


I looked over at him, reaching for his hand. “What if
she’s just a crazy little old lady who makes up stories for attention?”


Joe shrugged. “What if she isn’t?”


“You are no help at all,” I lied, squeezing his
fingers.


He squeezed back, leaning in for a quick kiss before
putting both hands on the wheel. “So where are we going next, hm? Where’s this
‘mysterious errand’ taking us?”


I sighed again, but it was a sigh of resignation,
tinged with relief. I could barely explain my own reasoning to myself, much
less to Joe, but he didn’t require me to. “To Annabelle’s Bridal,” I told him.
“The owner is one of Imogene’s best friends, and Imogene seemed very…” I
struggled to find the right word. “Very ‘present’ there. I don’t know where
else to look for her, and I’m hoping to talk to her one more time before I do
anything stupid.”


Joe made a sound of amusement, so I amended my
statement.


“Well, marginally stupid, anyway.”


He grinned widely without speaking, putting the car in
reverse.


“Ok, so it’ll probably be something spectacularly
stupid.” I threw up my hands, arguing only with myself. “I can’t help it! I
don’t like Jennifer and I do like Imogene, and even if she was confused about
the poison in the Kool-Aid, she was old and helpless while Jennifer is young
and heartless… and oh, my god, this sounds like a really bad soap opera,
doesn’t it?”


“Aw, c’mon,” Joe said, teasingly. “It’s not really all
that bad, is it?” He pulled out of the parking lot, onto the main road.
“I’ve got the day off, we just met with our new pediatrician, we’re going to check
out your wedding dress, and then we’re having a nice lunch with some new friends.
We’re out doing things like a normal, happily-engaged couple, except for the ‘let’s
solve a little old lady’s possible murder while we’re at it’ part.”


Unable to keep from grinning, I looked over at him
again, knowing I’d never get tired of the view. His dark hair was shorter in
the back and longer on the top these days, which suited him. He was wearing
vintage chinos and a butter soft flannel shirt instead of his usual scrubs, and
I was willing to bet that Evan had been the one to pick the clothes out for
him. I didn’t mind; he looked fabulous.


“‘The Unwed and the Undead’ would be the perfect name
for this particular soap opera,” I joked. “But Don is not our pediatrician, Jennifer
is not my friend, and you are definitely not seeing my wedding dress until the
wedding.”


* * *


Luckily, when we arrived at the bridal shop, Annabelle
was fully occupied with young bride-to-be and her entourage, a cheerful group
of women whose chatter filled the store with energy.


“Wow,” said Joe, eyes widening at the sheer volume of femininity
surrounding him, most of it white: white dresses, white shoes, white veils,
white lingerie. “I had no idea.”


I grinned, knowing how out of his element he must
feel. “How would you like to help me pick out a garter?” I asked him archly,
leading him toward the lingerie section.


He followed willingly, eyeing the bra and corset-clad
mannequins with interest. “I would never dream of ruining whatever surprise
Evan has already picked out,” he said, “but it certainly can’t hurt to look,
now can it?”


Fingering the bodice of a beautiful white baby doll
nightie, I kept my voice low. “You look as long as you like,” I told him,
“while I take this into the back and pretend to try it on.”


He turned, a flicker of alarm in his eye. “You’re
leaving me alone out here with all these women? What if they ask my opinion or
something?”


I laughed out loud, having already noticed a few
covert feminine glances in Joe’s direction. “Oh, I’m pretty sure it’s not your
opinion they’re interested in.” I leaned in, whispering directly into his ear.
“It’s your butt.” Then I turned and headed toward the dressing rooms.


Luckily for me, they were empty, no one from the
bridal party out front having made it back here yet. I went straight to the alcove
where Imogene had been sitting the last time I was here, and there she was, flaming
red hair lacquered perfectly in place, aged-spotted yet well-manicured hands
glittering with rings.


“Nicki!” she cried, her face lighting up like a
candle. “I’m so glad to see you again, dear! Is today the day of your fitting? Oh,
how fortunate that I happened to be here!”


I looked at her, returning her smile with one of my
own. She seemed genuinely happy to see me, and I was suddenly aware of how
lonely the poor woman’s existence must be. No one could see her or hear her but
me, a virtual stranger; it was no surprise that she chose to hang out in a
place full of pretty things and special moments. “It’s good to see you, too,
Imogene.” I came in closer. “I really need to talk to you about Jennifer
Johnson.”


“You’re not angry with me about Travis, are you?” Her
expression turned pleading, surprising me. “I wouldn’t have done it if I’d been
able to think of any other way to bring you and Donnie together.”


Stunned, I just looked at her.


“I know it was wrong of me to lie, but I overheard you
tell Annabelle that you were marrying a doctor who worked in the ER, and when
Travis got sick, I saw an opportunity! Can you blame me? That wicked, skinny
witch took my life, and it’s just a matter of time before she tries to get rid
of Travis, too, one way or another. Accidents, poison… who knows what she’ll
do?”


“You admit that you lied? You knew that Travis hadn’t
been poisoned?” I tried to wrap my brain around her startling, and unexpected
confession. “All that stuff about colored liquids in his drink, the rambling
and confusion afterward, that was all just an act?”


Imogene shrugged, looking mildly uncomfortable. “Did I
do that? I don’t recall.”


It was the way she refused to meet my eye that tipped
me off. “You’re lying right now, aren’t you?” I didn’t really need her to
answer me, as my conviction was growing. “You lied to get me to the hospital,
and you lied when you got caught, trying to make me think you were senile so I
wouldn’t get mad, so I’d still help you.”


She bit her lip, though she still wasn’t looking at
me.


“Why bother to apologize about it now, since you’d
already gotten away with it?”


She had the grace to look uncomfortable. “I’m afraid
the confusion is sometimes real, dear. I’d already forgotten the part about me
getting away with it.” Her face brightened, her expression turning vaguely
hopeful. “Tell me, was I convincing? I’d hate to think that you’re here because
you didn’t believe me; my acting skills might be rusty, but they’re still
there, you know!” Her eyes were on mine, bright blue and pleading. “I’m truly sorry for lying to you, Nicki, but I don’t trust
Jennifer with Travis, and I don’t trust her with Don.”


Her concern regarding my opinion on her acting skills
seemed just as genuine as her concern for her loved ones. It seemed pointless
to belabor the somewhat fuzzy fine points of the situation, so I just sighed.


“I’m here because I spoke to Don privately, just like
you asked me, Imogene, and I told him what you said about Jennifer smothering
you with a pillow.”


“You did?” The spark of hope in her eyes hurt my
heart.


“He didn’t believe me.”


The spark died.


“He says that Jennifer took very good care of you, and
that your…” I hesitated, then used her own word, “your confusion was worse than
you realized, especially near the end.”


Her bright blue eyes filled with tears, but she raised
her chin, tossed her head like a champ, and blinked them back. “I’m very sorry
to hear that,” she said, with quiet dignity. “But my son’s naïveté doesn’t
change the fact that Jennifer Johnson is a murdering ‘ho.”


The contrast between this classy elderly woman and the
vulgar modern slang coming out of her mouth was just too much, and I couldn’t
help it; I laughed.


Too my relief, her eyes began to sparkle again, and
she laughed, too, just a little.


“Donnie wants to believe the best of people, he always
has.” She shook her head, gazing inward now. “It’s not a bad trait to have, and
I raised him to be tolerant, of course. No other way to be when you’re in show
business.” She waved a glittering hand. “But Donnie was always a level above me
in the kindness category. Such a good son, always wanting to help others; it’s
why he became a doctor. He has such high standards for himself that he can’t
always conceive that others might have evil in their hearts.” This last was
said both sadly, yet proudly, and touched my own heart, wonky as it was.


“We have another chance to convince him.”


“We do?”


“My fiancé and I are meeting Don and Jennifer in about
a half hour for lunch,” I told her. “Care to join us?”


For the first time, she began to look genuinely
distressed. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, dear. At this point, Jennifer
knows nothing of your involvement, and that’s probably for the best. Donnie
won’t be able to see or hear me anyway, so what good would it do?”


“I’ll be right there. You tell me what you want me to
say, and I’ll say it.” Not the most original plan in the universe, but it was
all I had at the moment.


To my surprise, Imogene shook her bright red head.
“That’s very sweet of you, dear, but you’ve done enough. You have no idea how
vicious Jennifer can be to those she perceives as a threat. If she thinks you’re
trying to cause trouble for her with Donnie, she’ll make your life a living
hell, I know it. Slashed tires, keyed paint, God knows what; your handsome
fiancé, the doctor… she’ll find a way to ruin his reputation, mark my words!”
She jabbed angrily at the air with her cane, causing a frigid rush of air that raised
the gooseflesh on my arms. “Ooo, how I wish I could just snatch the lying witch
bald-headed.”


Imogene’s words, and the physical manifestation of her
anger, gave me the stirrings of an idea, though it wasn’t much of one, and I
had the feeling I wasn’t going to enjoy it very much.


“Can you come and go as you please, anywhere you want
to go?”


Imogene looked unhappy. “Not exactly.” She shifted,
gripping her cane tightly in one gnarled hand. “Most of the time I seem to be
drifting, but if I concentrate very hard on someone, I usually find myself near
the person.”


“Were you thinking about Jennifer the day she came in
here for her fitting?”


She snorted, rolling her eyes. “I was. Did you see
that ridiculous gown she’s wearing to marry my son? Not an inch of it without
sequins or glitter! Like putting glittery lipstick on an extremely skinny pig,
if you ask me!”


“What about the pin?”


For a moment, she looked confused.


“You jabbed her with a pin,” I said quietly, having no
doubt now where the spot of blood on Jennifer’s dress had come from. “How’d you
manage to make Jennifer feel it?”


“Concentration, dear.” Imogene lifted her chin in an
unconsciously graceful gesture. “One cannot be a good actor without the ability
to concentrate, to fully inhabit one’s space, as it were.”


I smiled, glad to hear it. “How would you like a
chance to be center stage again?”


Her blue eyes lit up. “Oh, I would love it!”


“Great.” I looked critically at her hair, memorizing
the color. “Show me your cane.”


She held it out, and to my relief I saw that it was
nothing fancy, just an ordinary cane with a plain wooden handle.


“Whatever do you have in mind, dear?”


Keeping my voice low so no one outside the dressing
room could hear me and think I was talking to myself, I told her.
















 












Chapter 10


“Just say the code word ‘nauseous’, and we’re out of
here,” Joe replied. He seemed to be having a little bit too much fun with
today’s weird little adventure. “Everyone knows that it’s common with expectant
mothers,” he added, sotto voice, as he held open the door to the restaurant,
and I gave him a little jab with my elbow as I passed him by.


We talked it all over on the way to meet Don and Jennifer
at a trendy little restaurant in Midtown. Imogene’s unfinished business was
still unfinished, and I had one final shot at finishing it, which now meant
that lunch was a necessity. Besides, Don’s version of events was still somewhat
contradictory to Imogene’s, and for my own peace of mind, I’d decided that I wanted
to look Jennifer Johnson right in the eye one more time, and decide for myself
if a murderer lurked in there.


The restaurant was loud and modern. Lots of tile, lots
of chrome—not my style at all. It was a place to “see and be seen”, not
designed for intimacy.


 Jennifer saw us coming and waved us over their table.
“So great to see you again, Nicki.” Her boobs were on major display today,
practically bursting from a low-cut top. They were bigger and rounder than her
skinny frame suggested; obviously fake, like their owner, which was confirmed
when she jumped up and pressed them against me in one of those “fake” girl
hugs. (Luckily, there were no air kisses.)


 “Nice to see you, too,” I lied, sliding into my
chair.


“What a fabulous surprise to see you two again! Don never
mentioned that you were coming in today… I didn’t even realize that you had
kids.”


 “No kids yet,” I answered truthfully, but didn’t
elaborate. “How’s Travis doing?”


 “He’s fine.” She shrugged, shifting her purse, a
Chanel knockoff if I’d ever seen one, to the other side of her chair, so that
Don could sit. As the two men greeted each other with handshakes, she leaned in
over the table, voice low, to add, “Don’s ex-wife actually had the nerve to
blame Don for Travis getting sick the other night, as if it were somehow
our fault.”


“I’m sure that Joe and Nicki don’t need to hear about our
troubles with my ex-wife, Sweetheart.” Don had clearly overheard, but seemed
unrattled by Jennifer’s sniping. He reached out and patted her hand, adorned
with a hideously huge marquise cut engagement ring. “Surely we have more
interesting things to talk about.”


Having seen Jennifer’s temper in action, I
half-expected her to snap at him, but to my surprise, she melted into a bundle
of compliant goo. “Of course, Darling. You’re so right. What was I thinking?”


She turned her attention, as well as her boobs, toward
Joe. “Thank you so much for giving Don a hand with those tests the other night,
Joe—may I call you Joe?”


“Of course,” he answered easily. “Kids are a priority
for me.” He grinned over at me, as though we shared a secret, and I kicked him
sideways under the table for it.


“Aw…” Jennifer made cutesy noises, looking back and
forth between as though she’d guessed the non-existent secret herself. I
expected more nosy questions about our non-existent baby, but she glossed right
over it, and went back to her attempts to charm the pants off of Joe.


“I was telling Don afterward how professional you were
in the emergency room, wasn’t I, Don? She glanced adoringly at her fiancé as he
nodded. “I didn’t realize at the time that you were Chief of ER! I can’t
believe we’ve never met before now; are you a member of the Capital Club? We’re
holding the wedding there on June 11th.” 


“Beautiful place,” Joe said, neither confirming nor
denying his non-existent membership. “I’m sure the wedding will be
spectacular.”


Ah. Jennifer
was hoping that Joe might be useful socially. It would be interesting to see if
she felt the same way when lunch was over.


“And you were so kind to wait with me, Nicki,” she turned
her attention to me. “I meant to tell you the other night, but I just love your
hair. Those pink streaks are adorable!”


“Thanks.”


“So edgy, so cute. Isn’t she cute, Don?”
Jennifer shook Don’s arm, demanding his response.


“Very, um… cute,” he agreed politely.


“I keep thinking I’ll cut mine short one day, but
Donnie just loves it long, don’t you, Donnie?”


Don gave Jennifer an indulgent smile. “Whatever you do
with your hair is fine with me, Jenn.” 


“Who does it?” Jennifer demanded.


“Who does what?”


“Your hair. Who does it?”


“Jason at Curl Up n’ Dye,” I said. And then, because I
knew I could get away with it, I added, “He works wonders on hair that’s been
over-processed.”


“Oh.” Jennifer’s hand flew to her own over-processed
locks. “I’ve never had that problem,” she lied.


Knowing Jason would probably never forgive me, I drove
my point home. “No, really, you should go check him out. Euclid Avenue, in
Little Five Points.”


“Little Five Points?” Jennifer gave a fake shudder. “I
never go into Little Five Points if I can help it. All that graffiti, all those
shady characters hanging around… aren’t you worried about getting mugged?”
Her attitude was so snotty and childish, I wanted to smack her. 


“Little Five Points is very trendy nowadays.” Joe spoke
up, saving me from myself. “Ever since the Hollywood set discovered Atlanta was
a great place for filming, they’re in the market for all things Southern, the
quirkier, the better. It’s been a great location for Nicki’s clothing shop.”


Jennifer’s eyes got big. “You have your own clothing
shop?”


“A vintage boutique called Handbags and Gladrags,” I
replied, momentary annoyance under control. “High end vintage: jewelry, bags,
designer originals.”


“Seems like everyone is into vintage these days,” said
Don, adding his two cents. “My mother would’ve loved that particular trend.” He
grinned at me, offering a not-so-subtle reminder of why I was here. “She was an
actress in the early days of television; full of old-school glitz and glamour, a
fashion plate until the very end.”


Jenn nodded, her look turning instantly sympathetic.
“Donnie’s mother passed away a few months ago.” She patted his arm as though he
was in danger of a breakdown. “She went in her sleep. It was all very peaceful,
but so sad. Everyone’s still upset about it.”


Don looked directly at me, and I knew the time for
small talk was over. 


I opened my mouth to speak, but he forestalled me. “Jenn,
did Nicki by any chance tell you of her psychic gifts?”


Her eyes got big. “What? No way!” She brightened
immediately, appearing delighted. “You have gifts?”


I shifted in my seat, uncomfortable. “Just one gift,
actually.” Granny Bijou called it the ‘knack’, and that’s how I thought of
it, too, when I wasn’t thinking of it as a major pain in my ass. “Sometimes
I see spirits.” I watched as her eyes got even bigger. “Sometimes they talk to
me.”


And there it was, the tiniest flicker of alarm in the
back of her eyes. An immediate tightening of her face muscles, imperceptible to
someone who wasn’t looking for it.


“Don’s mother, Imogene, came to me. She said she’d
been smothered by a pillow.”


Jennifer blinked, and it was as though a curtain had
dropped. Whatever I’d seen in her eyes was gone, leaving nothing but a look of
shock.


“Smothered with a pillow? Well, that’s just
ridiculous.” She glanced over at Don for confirmation, which he gave in the
form of a grim nod. “The poor thing didn’t even know her own name by the end.
She was ninety-four, after all.”


“She’d had a couple of strokes,” Don said, “she wasn’t
always lucid near the end.”


“It was a mercy,” Jenn said firmly, patting away again
on Don’s arm. “Imogene was such a character; so vibrant, so alive… she wouldn’t
have wanted to live like that, confined to bed, unable to be out and about.”


There was an uncomfortable moment of silence.


“So, you say she came to you?” Jennifer wasn’t
quite ready to change the subject, it seemed, and I had to give her a little
credit for going forward.


“She was inside the changing room at Annabelle’s
Bridal,” I told her bluntly. “I think she was spying on you during your
fitting, earlier in the day.”


Jennifer blinked, false eyelashes making her big blue
eyes even bigger. “Oh,” she said, then surprised me by adding, “how sweet.” She
blinked again, then turned those baby blues toward her fiancé, melting into him
as they filled with tears. “Isn’t that sweet, Don? Imogene was there with me in
spirit while I tried on my wedding gown.”


Don beamed at her, apparently falling for it completely.
“She was probably pretty frustrated that she couldn’t give you her opinion on
the dress!” he chuckled. “You know she would have had one!”


Jennifer rested her head on his shoulder for a moment,
gave a watery laugh through her tears, and I felt that I was fighting a losing
battle, at least for now.


I still had my back-up plan, however, and now I had even
more motivation to use it. Jennifer Johnson was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, and
Don Martin, as intellectually intelligent as the man seemed to be, was a
lonely, middle-aged lamb being led to the slaughter.


A dry napkin for Jennifer, a few more chuckles about
Don’s mother and her outspoken opinions, and then our discussions were halted
by the arrival of the waiter. After we ordered, Don began to engage Joe in
questions and comments regarding his job at the hospital, leaving Jennifer and me
to chat on alone.


“You should come down and see the store,” I said,
completely changing the subject. Leaning in, I laid it on thick. “I don’t like
to name names, but the stylist for that girl from that TV show about ghosts—"


“Jennifer Love Hewitt,” Jennifer prompted, her eyes
getting even bigger. “I just love her!”


“Yeah, her… well, anyway, her stylist pops in all the
time. We get a lot of costume designers and stylists these days—Atlanta’s
gotten to be so Hollywood, hasn’t it?”


“I know. I swear Donnie and I saw Jake
Gyllenhall at dinner the other night… a cute little place in midtown called
Energy, do you know it?”


I shook my head, noting how her attitude about Little
Five Points seemed to be morphing pretty quickly into something approaching
envy.


“I’ve never worn vintage before,” she said, toying
with her water glass. “Maybe you could help me pick out an outfit.”


The last thing I wanted was a self-centered Bridezilla
like Jennifer Johnson shopping in my store, but I needed to give Imogene her
one last shot, so I gritted my teeth and smiled. “I’d love to.”


“Do you have any tattoos?”


I bit back a “What the hell does that have to do
with anything”, and merely said, “Just one.” I deliberately didn’t touch my
chest, where a tiny broken heart would always be. “I’m not really into ink.”


“Don won’t let me get a tattoo, will you, Don?” She
pulled at his arm again, apparently unwilling to give up his attention very
long.


“What? A tattoo?” He only gave her half his attention.
“Very unhygienic, and prone to infection,” and went back to talking to Joe.


“You’re so nice,” Jennifer said. Her rapid-fire change
of subjects was disconcerting, but seemed to be her norm. “How many bridesmaids
are you having?”


“Just one. My sister.” Evan didn’t count, even though
he wanted to, because he had to at least pretend to be male long enough to walk
me down the aisle.


“Me, too,” Jennifer said. “My cousin, Lisa.” Her nose
twitched as she raised it in the air. “Not that she’s been much help
lately.”


I remembered the beleaguered friend at Annabelle’s
Bridal shop, and kept my mouth shut.


“Are you and your sister close?”


“We are.” I nodded, surprised to admit that it was
true. Given that Kelly and I had been raised apart and reunited again just last
year, we’d spent a lot of time on Skype, and Savannah was only four hours away.


“I wish I had a sister,” she said. “Somebody to help
me with all the arrangements, you know? Between the fittings and the tastings
and the samples and all the bridal appointments, I’m exhausted.” She
leaned in over the table, and I could smell the alcohol on her breath; somebody
had had a drink before we’d arrived. “I know! Maybe we could be like
sisters!” she cried, her face alight with fake friendliness. “Wouldn’t that be
fun?”


“So much fun!”, I lied. After that I sat
quietly, barely listening as she chattered on, full of sweetness and light,
behaving for all the world as though she hadn’t smothered her future
mother-in-law or done her best to get an elderly seamstress fired after calling
her a bitch.


I sighed inwardly, resigned to the knowledge that the
only way to expose Jennifer Johnson for the murder of Imogene Martin was to
prove she did it, and the only way to prove she did it was to get close enough
to her to uncover the truth.


In short, I was going to have to become Bridezilla’s
new best friend.


  



























Chapter 11


 “I know you did not just say that.” Evan
leaned back, cocking an eyebrow. “You are not hanging out with that
girl, no way, no how… uh, uh.” He punctuated the statement with a sip of his
rapidly diminishing Cosmopolitan. “I didn’t raise you to be a drama queen, and
you are not going to start hanging out with one, either.”


 I settled myself more comfortably in our usual booth
at Porter’s Pub, nursing a glass of red wine. We’d had a crazy busy afternoon
in the shop, and this was the first chance I’d had to fill him in on my lunchtime
visit with Jennifer. “Growing up together is not the same as raising,
and besides—” I eyed him speculatively over the rim of my glass, “I already
hang out with a drama queen.”


 Evan sniffed, refusing to be deterred in his attempt
at bossiness. “That’s entirely different,” he said. “I’m a benevolent dictator,
not an over-the-top bitch.”


 I opened my mouth to reply, but a raised finger beat
me to it. “Not a word, Miss Thing,” he told me. “You’re not always Susie
Sunshine yourself.”


 Grinning ruefully, I was forced to agree.


 “It’s not like I’m really going to become her best
friend,” I explained. “I’m just going to pretend to.”


 “It’s bad karma, I’m telling you.” Evan shook his head,
looking worried. “You never know what crazy people are capable of,
Nicki. She could stab you in the eye with a fork or something.”


 That time I couldn’t help but laugh. “Why in the
world would she do something like that?”


 Evan sighed, giving me his too-stupid-to-live
look. “Jealousy, sweetie, plain and simple. You’re adorable.”


 I sat back, pleased but trying to hide it.


 “Cute as can be, running your own business, with
great taste in clothes and a totally awesome best friend.” He said this last
without a trace of embarrassment. “You’ve got a great guy, a great life, and
true happiness right at your fingertips… of course she’s going to be
jealous.”


 Touched, I gave him my most loving smile. “You really
think that way about me?”


 “Don’t let it go to your head,” he advised, taking
another sip of his drink. “I’m only being nice to you right now because of the
wedding. Butch and I have already bought matching tuxes, and I don’t want all
that fabulousness going to waste.”


 “Of course,” I answered, reaching across the table to
pat his hand. “It’s not like you love me or anything.”


 “Mark my words,” he said glumly. “This plan will end
in tears.”


 “Many of our plans have ended in tears.” I patted his
hand again, consolingly. “But they’re usually your tears, not mine.”


 “Our plan?” He straightened, brows to the ceiling.
“This is not our plan, this is your plan.” 


 “Oh, c’mon,” I wheedled, “you know I could use your
help. All you have to do is handle a couple of things for me when she comes to
the store—that’s all I’m asking.”


 Alarmed, he shook his head. “Tell me you’re not
bringing her to the store.”


 “She’s coming in on Friday afternoon to check out the
vintage handbags. I told her we had a couple of gorgeous Gucci totes, in mint
condition.”


 His blue eyes narrowed. “Those bags are worth at
least eight hundred dollars apiece.”


 I arched my own eyebrow, nodding wordlessly.


 With a defeated sniff, Evan looked away. “Well, business
is business, but if a pissed-off ghost shows up to beat her over the head with
one of those bags, you are on your own, sister.”


 Sighing, I fingered my glass. “Actually, that’s
exactly what I’m hoping for.”


 He paled. “Nicki, you know what happened the last
time…”


 “This is different,” I said hastily. “Imogene has no
ax to grind with anyone but Jennifer.” My old friend Caprice had frightened
Evan half to death, but she had definitely not been herself, as her
spirit had been under the control of a particularly nasty voodoo priestess. “Imogene
is just a sweet old lady who was murdered in her own bed, and wants her son to
know the truth before he makes the mistake of marrying the person who did it.” Giving
him my best puppy dog eyes, I added, “You wouldn’t want to deny a sweet little
old lady her last request, would you?”


 Evan sighed, then tossed down the rest of his
Cosmopolitan in one big gulp. When he could breathe again, he asked, “What is
it you want me to do?”
















 












Chapter 12


 “Oh, my God. I absolutely adore it.” Jennifer ran her
fingers over the textured leather, eyeing the Gucci logo on the clasp with a
practiced eye. “I had no idea you could find such top quality merchandise in a
second-hand store!”


I could practically hear Evan’s teeth grinding
as he stood beside me at the counter. “Evan has an eye for beautiful things,” I
said, shooting him a warning look. “I’m not sure how, but he always manages to
find the quality stuff.” Luckily, my flattery worked, as Evan bit his lip and looked
away instead of exploding. “I actually considered keeping that bag for myself,
but he wouldn’t let me.”


“It was brought in by the original owner,” Evan stated,
unable to resist his role in the story. “Lovely woman, lived in Buckhead. She hated
to part with it, but told me that she’d rather it found a good home with
someone who’d appreciate it than see it go to waste in her closet.”


“I’d give it a good home,” Jennifer gushed.
“How much did you say it was?”


“Nine hundred dollars,” Evan stated firmly, upping the
agreed upon price by a hundred dollars.


I let him do it, knowing he deserved an outlet for his
growing spleen. Jennifer had only been in the store five minutes, and her
obnoxiousness was already showing.


“Nine hundred dollars?” Her brow furrowed. “That’s a
little high for a used purse, don’t you think? I’ll give you two hundred for
it.”


Evan’s eyebrows went sky high, forcing me to once
again step in.


“It’s designer vintage, Jennifer,” I told her firmly,
“and it’s never been used. It’s worth every bit of nine hundred dollars, maybe
even more.”


Her lower lip actually thrust forward in a pout, a
pose she thankfully didn’t hold for too long. “I really want it,” she said,
running a hand possessively over the leather. “Maybe Don will buy it for me as
a wedding present.”


“Maybe he will,” Evan said, easing the purse from her
hands. “Nothing says ‘I love you’ like vintage Gucci.”


Jennifer released the bag reluctantly, covetousness
written all over her face.


“We have some less expensive bags hanging on the rear wall,”
Evan said in a dismissive tone, clearly rubbing it in. “Maybe you’ll find
something you can afford back there.”


Jennifer curled her lip, then turned to me, apparently
choosing to ignore Evan for the moment. “This is such a cute store,
Nicki. Do you and Joe own it together?”


“Nope.” I shook my head, leading her away from a
slightly miffed Queen Supreme and more in the general direction of the jewelry
counter. “It’s just me and Evan, has been for six years.” I smiled cheerfully,
remembering the need to pretend I liked her—a need that grew steadily more
difficult to achieve. “I’ve always been into fashion, and opening a business
gave me purpose after my parents died.”


“They must’ve left you a bundle,” she said bluntly,
eyeing the racks of clothes, the custom-made mannequins, all modeled after
classic film stars, and the glitter of vintage bling. “Don’s mother left him pretty
well off when she died.”


Taken aback by her crassness, I kept my expression
neutral. “How nice for him.”


A negligible shrug answered me. “We’ve been waiting
for the estate to settle, but once it does, we’re selling that drafty old house
of hers.” A gleam of avarice came to her eye. “A condo in midtown will do
nicely at first, but we can’t entertain properly without a yard and garden, and
we definitely need a pool.”


“Who doesn’t need a pool?” I answered flippantly,
letting her think I was completely sincere in my disdain for the pool-less.
“Joe and I are going to do the same thing once we’re married,” I added, lying
through my teeth. Calling to mind my ex-boyfriend’s house, I used it as a
mental example of everything I considered tasteless, and described it. “A big
house in Buckhead, with a giant lawn, and tons of topiaries. Ultra modern, with
sharp angles and lots of glass.”


Jennifer’s gasp of delight told me my bullshit was
working. “Me, too!” she cried, grabbing onto my arm. “We could be neighbors!”


Pointedly ignoring the rude snort I heard from the
vintage handbag area, I nodded my head enthusiastically. “Wouldn’t that
be fun.”


The bell over the front door dinged softly, but it was
the sound of a customer leaving, not coming in. A guy in a tie-dyed shirt had
been checking out the sales rack, but he apparently had enough Grateful Dead
shirts already, because he hadn’t bought any. 


Evan quietly went over and locked the front door
behind him, flipping our Open
sign to Closed, while I kept
Jennifer distracted.


“Have you ever heard of Adolph Katz?” I asked,
stepping behind the jewelry display case. “He was a famous jewelry designer
back in the 50’s. You can always tell his work by a teeny-tiny signature on the
clasp.” Picking up one of my favorite pieces, a red rhinestone drop necklace in
a rose gold setting, I showed her what I was talking about. 


“Hm.” She was clearly unimpressed with the necklace.
“Too old-fashioned-looking for me.” She held out her hand, showing me her
engagement ring, so sharply cut it could put someone’s eye out. “This is more
my style.”


I resisted the urge to touch my own engagement ring, a
square cut diamond in an Edwardian setting, vintage all the way, which I adored
almost as much as the man who gave it to me.


“Wow, that’s beautiful,” I lied. “How did he propose?”


I listened with half an ear to her boring story about
how she’d picked out the ring herself while they were at the mall, and how Don
had gone back to get it while she’d been busy trying on shoes at Nordstrom’s. “He
surprised me with it, right there in the shoe department!” she exclaimed, as
though being proposed to while surrounded by other people’s feet was romantic
or something.


Didn’t sound like much of a surprise, either; Don had
probably just wanted to save himself a second trip to the mall.


“Nicki?” Evan had slipped into the back while we were
talking, his voice coming from the storeroom. “Could you help me for a sec?”


“Be right back,” I told Jennifer pertly, not missing a
beat. “Take a look around the store, see if anything catches your eye. I was
thinking maybe we could grab a cup of coffee after this, if you’re up for it,
maybe plan a double date with the guys? Joe has tickets to a fundraiser at the
East Lake Golf Club.”


“Sure.” Her pleased smile told me that my bullshit was
working—she had no way of knowing that I wouldn’t be caught dead at a golf club.
“I’ll start over there, in the dress section.”


Whatever, you murdering bee-yotch.


I’d barely closed the office door behind me before starting
to giggle.


“How do I look?” Evan asked, admiring himself in a
small hand mirror. “I would never have believed it, but red does wonders for my
complexion.”


He was wearing the wig we usually used on our Lucille
Ball mannequin, which I’d restyled last night into a look very similar to the
one Imogene Martin wore, and a slap-dash application of rouge and lipstick.


“Gorgeous,” I whispered, “not quite as good as when
you won the Liza Minelli costume contest on Halloween, but we’re not going for
‘fabulous’ today.”


“Obviously.” He twitched fretfully at his necklace,
fake pearls from our costume jewelry case. “Couldn’t you find a prettier outfit
than this? The dress reminds me of a bedspread at the Holiday Inn.”


“I think it’s lovely,” said Imogene, who was sitting
in my desk chair. “I used to have one very similar.”


Evan, of course, could neither see nor hear her, which
was probably a good thing.


“Imogene likes that dress,” I told him impishly, smoothing
a strand of Evan’s red wig into place. “She used to have one a lot like it,
which is the whole point.”


“She’s not—”


I nodded, looking him in the eye. “She is.”


“Oh, don’t frighten the poor boy, dear.” Imogene seemed
genuinely distressed at the thought. “Please tell him how very much I
appreciate his help in all this… I would never do anything to trouble
him otherwise. He must be a very kind and caring person to help an old woman
like me.”


“She says that you must be a very kind and caring
person to do this for her,” I told him, taking one of his hands in mine. “And
she says ‘thank you very much’.”


Evan took a deep breath, squeezing my hand. “Tell her
I said, ‘You’re welcome’.”


I squeezed him back. “She can hear you, sweetums.”


“The rings,” Imogene interjected. “Don’t forget the
rings.”


“Oh, that’s right.” I scooped a few rings, all
glittering with rhinestones, up from the desk. “Don’t forget your bling,” I
told him. “Imogene loved her bling.”


“Mine were all real, dear,” she said
reprovingly. “But you are correct nonetheless.”


Evan slipped on four of the gaudiest ones, taking a
moment to admire how they looked on his hands.


“Perfect,” I pronounced. Giving him a grin, I added,
“Now pick up that cane, and let’s get this show on the road.”
















 












Chapter 13


 When I walked back into the front of the store,
Jennifer was over by the purses again, gazing enviously at the Gucci bag that
Evan had locked into a cabinet. “Ready to go get that coffee?” I asked her cheerfully.


 “Sure.” She turned away reluctantly, her Chanel
knockoff dangling from one arm.


 “Oops,” I murmured, looking to her right. “I didn’t
realize we had a customer.”


 Idly, she glanced over, only to see that there was no
one there.


 I didn’t let that stop me, however, and started
talking to thin air.


 “Can I help you?” Deliberately not looking at
Jennifer, I left a pause long enough that enough a person speaking could’ve filled
it. “Absolutely,” I went on, to no one. “We have some lovely pearl earrings
over there in the jewelry case.”


 From the corner of my eye, I could see Jennifer’s puzzled
expression.


 “Sure… take your time,” I said to nobody. “Let me
know if you need anything.”


 Bringing my gaze back to Jennifer, I gave her a
rueful grin. “Sorry about that. As soon as Evan finishes up in the stock room,
we can head out.”


 “Um…” She arched a perfectly tweezed eyebrow. “Who
were you talking to?”


 “Her.” I tilted my head in the direction of the
jewelry case. “The woman with the red hair and the cane, over by the jewelry
case.”


 Jennifer’s head jerked that way as if it were
attached a string. “What lady?”


 It was my turn to look puzzled. “The one right over
there.” I leaned in, whispering conspiratorially. “Some old ladies really
overdo it with the hair color, don’t they? I haven’t seen that shade of red on
a woman her age in a long time.”


 Jennifer said nothing, her gaze going between me and
the jewelry counter. “Are you screwing with me?”


 “What are you talking about?” Having practiced my
expression in the mirror the night before, I was pretty sure I looked both
innocent and confused. Turning my head with a smile, I called out, “Someone
will be with you in a minute, ma’am.”


 “Who are you talking to?” Jennifer’s voice was
rising. “There’s nobody over there!”


 “Ooo-kaayy…” Arching an eyebrow of my own, I changed
the subject by drawing her attention to a nearby rack. “Remember how I told you
how a ‘certain somebody’s’ stylist shopped here? She almost bought this cute
little top the last time, but she was afraid it would be too small for her client.”
I eyed Jennifer up and down quickly, pretending to assess her size. “I think it
would look triple-A-dorable on you.”


 It was a super-cute top: semi-sheer,
sleeveless, with tiny black-n-white polka dots.


 “It would look great with black silk slacks or black
tights,” I added, unable to resist my urge to style. “Heels or flats, it
wouldn’t matter.”


 Jennifer looked tempted, and another shameless name
drop sealed the deal.


 “Can’t you just see it on Zooey Deschanel? You should
try it on.”


 “I will,” she said, practically snatching it from my
hand. “Where’s the dressing room?”


 “Right over there,” I pointed. “Take your time.”


 As soon as the curtain closed behind her, I lifted a
hand toward the security camera and made a beckoning gesture, then took myself silently
off to the back.


* * *


 I almost felt sorry for Jennifer when the lights went
out. She’d come out of the dressing room a moment earlier, then jumped like a
scalded cat at the sudden darkness, looking around nervously while I watched
her in the security monitor, her skinny frame and bleached blonde hair showing
up clearly on the black and white screen. It was still daylight outside, so she
wasn’t entirely in the dark, but it was dim enough inside the store to
be disconcerting if you didn’t know your way around.


 In the dimmest corner, I saw movement as Evan rose to
his full height; he’d slipped behind a clothes rack while Jennifer was in the
dressing room. Turning his back, he started tapping his fingers on the glass of
the jewelry counter. The slight noise was enough to draw Jennifer’s attention,
and she whirled.


 “Hello?”


 I could hear her plainly, as we’d invested in a good
security system the year before, with audio as well as visual.


 Evan, of course, said nothing, but he didn’t need to,
as I had that aspect under control.


 With the punch of a button, Imogene Martin’s voice
filled the shop. “You conniving little witch. Did you really think you’d get
away with it?”


 Jennifer jerked as though she’d been slapped, while I
gave a grim smile of satisfaction. Gotta love the Internet. “As Tomorrow
Turns” was considered a classic soap opera, and many of the old episodes were
available online, if you looked hard enough.


Enough light came in the front window for Jennifer to
see the hunched figure of what appeared to be an elderly woman by the jewelry
counter, though shadows hid her face.


 “He doesn’t love you,” Imogene’s recorded voice went
on. “You’re just the flavor of the week.” The dialogue was actually from an
episode where Evelyn Woods, the character Imogene had once played, confronted
the mistress of her cheating husband, but it seemed to work okay for this
situation, too.


 “Imogene?” Jennifer’s hand went to her neck, her
voice emerging as a high-pitched squeak.


 Evan kept both still and silent, playing his part with
a quiet hostility that was pretty darned unnerving.


From the shadows behind Jennifer, a new figure emerged
on screen. This was the real Imogene, and nobody could see her but me. As she
came up behind Jennifer, she used the tip of her cane to poke her in the back.


 Jennifer shrieked, whirling toward the source of the
blow. That, of course, gave Evan the opportunity to duck quickly down behind a clothes
rack. I could see him, hunched over in his floral dress, moving quickly toward
the front door.


 “What the hell is going on here?” Jennifer, finding
no one behind her, looked back toward the place Evan had been. “Is someone
there?”


 “How can you live with yourself, knowing what you’ve
done?” I’d spliced a few good sound bites together last night at home, using anything
that Imogene’s soap opera character had said that sounded bitter and
accusatory. “You’re nothing but a two-bit floozy.”


 “Floozy” was a very dated word, but then again,
Imogene had been an old woman, and could easily have used it in real life.


 Jennifer had clearly had enough at this point, and headed
toward the front entrance, only to stop short at the sight of an old woman
standing before the glass doors, leaning on a cane. It was Evan, of course, but
with the sunlight behind him and his head hanging down, Jennifer still didn’t
have a very good view of his face.


 “He’ll never marry you,” said the recording of Imogene/Evelyn.
“You’re not good enough for him. You’ll never be good enough for him.”


 On cue, Evan took a ragged step toward Jennifer, leaning
on his cane as though walking was difficult.


 Jennifer shrieked, long and loud, backing away from
the woman in the doorway. “Nicki! Nicki!” she cried, but I didn’t answer,
content to let her scream her heart out.


 Then the real Imogene got into the act.


With a sweep of her cane, she sent a row of hats
flying off a shelf—I didn’t mind because I’d put them there myself, just for
that purpose (all the good ones were in the storeroom). Another sweep of the
cane knocked off a few more, several of them tumbling to lie at Jennifer’s
feet.


 She stared at them in horror, her terrified gaze
going between Evan, who was nowhere near the hats, and the hats themselves.


 “I’ll see to it that no one in this town ever speaks
to you again,” the recording went on. “You’re nothing, and no one, and
that’s all you’ll ever be.”


 Evan, keeping his head down, took another step
forward, the tip of his cane striking the floor hard. I had to hand it to him…
he was doing his job pretty well, and if I didn’t know who he was, I’d be
pretty freaked out myself. His movements were jerky, his posture and silence reminiscent
of a creepy scene from a horror movie, one where the hapless victim runs but
never gets away.


 Jennifer’s breath was now coming in gasps, and right
on cue, she turned and bolted toward the back of the shop.


I wasn’t worried. I’d locked the office door, the back
exit and the bathroom; she wasn’t going anywhere without a key, and had just
trapped herself in the narrow, darkened hallway outside my office.


 “Nicki!” she shouted, pounding on each door in turn.
“Where are you? Let me out!”


 Calmly, I switched camera views so that I could see the
hallway as well as the main floor—we had four cameras total, two inside, and
two outer ones for the front entrance and rear exit.


 Evan took another slow step forward, hitting the
floor again with the tip of his cane. 


 “I’m going to tell everyone the truth about you.” Imogene’s
recorded voice filled the shop. “Everyone will know what you did, and what you
are.”


 Another slow step from Evan, another tap of the cane.


 Jennifer was crying now—sobbing, actually—but I
didn’t feel the least bit sorry for her. Anyone who could smother an old woman
in her bed didn’t deserve my pity.


 Step, tap. Step, tap. 


Every step brought Evan closer to the hallway, and
further away from the light coming in the front windows. His head was bent, his
back and shoulders hunched like that of a frail old woman.


 Step, tap. Step, tap.


 “Go away!” Jennifer shrieked, cowering in a corner
near the back door. “Get away from me!”


 “I’ll never forgive you,” the recording of Imogene/Evelyn
said, with near-perfect timing. “You think you’ve seen the last of me, but
you’re wrong!”


 “You can’t be here,” Jennifer cried, “you’re dead!”


 Step, tap. Step, tap.


“Meddling old bitch,” she shrieked. “You told Donnie I
wasn’t good enough for him, but who had the last laugh, huh?” Her sniveling had
caused her mascara to run down her cheeks. With her thin face contorted by fear
and rage, she herself looked like something from a horror movie. “Didn’t have
this much fight in you when I put that pillow over your face, did you, you
soured-up old prune?”


 Evan raised his head then, but it didn’t matter—she
was too blinded by fear and fury to see him clearly in the dim light.


 “I hate you,” Jennifer screamed. “I hated you then,
and I hate you now! You’re dead—dead and buried—and everything you had is mine
now, mine!” A hysterical near-laugh sent shivers down my spine. “I killed you,
and I got away with it, too! I hope you burn in Hell, Imogene Martin!” With a
final shriek of rage and fury, her eyes went glassy, her knees gave out, and
she slid to the floor in what appeared to be a dead faint.


 The sudden silence was deafening. Evan’s mouth
dropped open, and he looked up at the security camera, clearly unsure as to
what to do. 


“Shit!” It had worked, but what now?


 Shooting up from my chair, I tore open the door to the
hallway and went to Jennifer. She was slumped against the wall, head hanging to
the right. Her mouth hung open in a very unattractive way, but she was
definitely still breathing. I pressed my fingers against her throat, taking her
pulse the way Joe had once shown me, and felt a strong, rapid beat.


 “Is she dead?” Evan flipped on the store lights, and
rushed up behind me. His voice was shaky.


 “No such luck,” I muttered, not really meaning it. “I
think she just fainted.”


 “Are you sure?” He bent over, peering into Jennifer’s
face. “Should we slap her cheeks or something?”


 An appealing thought, but probably not the best plan.
I’d already seen how Jennifer dealt with an errant pin prick from a
seamstress’s needle, and wasn’t eager for a lawsuit.


 A faint moan emerged from Jennifer’s throat as her
head rolled slowly to the left.


 “Get into the office,” I whispered to Evan, “and take
those things off before she sees you.”


 He got up and did what I said, closing the office
door quietly behind him.


 Jennifer’s eyelids began to flutter.


 “Hey,” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Hey,
are you okay?” 


 Her eyes opened, glazed and unfocused.


 “Jennifer?” Wake up, you big baby. “Jennifer,
are you okay?”


 She blinked, moaning a little, but she definitely
seemed to be coming out of it.


“Everything’s all right,” I said soothingly. “You’re
going to be fine.”


 She focused on my voice, looking me in the face.


 “What… what happened?”


 “You fainted, but everything’s okay now.”


 I could literally see her memory coming back,
her expression going from slack-jawed to terrified. “Imogene,” she cried, grabbing
my hand. “She was here!”


 I had two choices: tell her the truth, or lie my ass
off.


 I chose to lie my ass off.


 “There’s no one here but me and you and Evan,” I
said, keeping my voice as level as possible.


 Jennifer’s breathing got faster and faster, her eyes
darting past me down the hall. “I saw her,” she insisted. “She’s dead, but I
saw her!”


 Recognizing the signs of an oncoming hissy fit, I
tried my best to calm her. “Everything’s okay, Jennifer. Just take a few deep
breaths and—”


 She ignored my instructions, clutching her Chanel
knockoff to her chest and beginning to screech like a banshee. “You saw her,
too, earlier! It was her! She came after me! Oh, my God! Oh, my God!”


 “Jennifer, calm down—”


 She pushed my hands away, screeching even louder. “Call
an ambulance,” she shrieked. “I want an ambulance!”


 An ambulance? There wasn’t a thing in the
world wrong with her other than a bad scare and a taste for the dramatic.


 “Are you hurt?” It hadn’t looked like it to me, but
maybe I’d missed something. “Did you hit your head?”


 “I fucking fainted, you stupid bitch!” Her true
colors clearly revealed themselves under stress. “Call an ambulance!”


 The office door opened, and a now wig-less and
dress-less Evan stepped into the hallway.


 “What in the world is going on?” he asked, wide-eyed.
His blonde hair was mussed, there was a smear of lipstick on his cheek, and he
looked guilty and scared and on the verge of a freak-out all his own.


 Wincing from the ear-splitting level of Jennifer’s
ever-increasing shrieks, I sighed, knowing I didn’t have the patience or the
desire to deal with one diva, much less two.


 “You heard the lady,” I told Evan. “Call her an
ambulance.” 


  


  


























Chapter 14


 The
ambulance was there in less than ten minutes, but it felt like an eternity to
me. Jennifer refused to get up off the floor, and spent her time crying and
sniffling into her cellphone. She called Don at the office and ended up shrieking
at the poor woman who answered the phone. “I don’t care if he’s in with a
patient! This is an emergency!” When Don got on the line, she changed her tone
entirely, becoming a helpless, sniveling victim who’d been traumatized after
having been physically attacked by his dead mother’s ghost.


 “It was her, Don, I’m telling you,” she whimpered. “She
chased me into a corner, and my heart beat so hard it nearly burst! I actually
passed out… I think I might’ve had a heart attack! Nicki insisted on calling
me an ambulance, and they’re on their way; can you meet me at the hospital?”


 I slewed my eyes toward Evan in disgust, but he was still
looking rather pale. Reaching out, I thumbed a dab of red lipstick from his
cheek as Jennifer continued to whine into the receiver.


 “No, I’m not having any chest pain, Don, but I passed
out cold, right here in Nicki’s shop!”


 The wail of siren got louder and louder as the
ambulance worked its way up Euclid.


 “No, I’m not having any trouble breathing, I just— I know
I just had a physical, but it’s not like me to faint, you know it’s not
like me—”


 Don evidently knew nothing of the kind, because her
expression turned to one of dismay. “But this is different! Yes, I ate
lunch… Lisa and I went to Pitty Pat’s Porch, you can ask her yourself.” She
lowered her voice slightly, covering her mouth with her hand. “I told you I
wouldn’t throw up anymore, and I meant it.”


 So, not only was Jennifer a murdering
bee-yotch, she was a bulemic murdering bee-yotch.


 Evan turned away, pacing anxiously toward the front
door to look for the ambulance. 


I followed him, coming up behind him and putting a
hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t do anything to feel bad about,” I murmured.
“She’s just milking this whole thing to get some sympathy.”


He glanced at me worriedly. “But she could’ve
had a heart attack,” he whispered. “Then I’d be a murderer.”


“That’s ridiculous.” I refused to feel guilty for Jennifer’s
histrionics. “She’s the murderer, remember?” I did, however, feel guilty
about upsetting my best friend. “I’m sorry I got you involved, though. I
promise I’ll never do it again.”


 “Nicki!” Jennifer called my name sharply, holding her
cellphone out for me to take it. “Would you please talk to Don and tell him what
happened? I’m feeling dizzy.”


 She didn’t look dizzy; she looked majorly
pissed that Don wasn’t taking her seriously.


 I walked back and took the phone, hearing the
ambulance shifting and grinding to a stop in front of the store.


 “Hello?”


 “Nicki? Don Martin here. Is Jennifer all right?”


 “She, um, she fainted,” I told him, sticking to the immediate
truth.


 “Did she hit her head? Complain of chest pain, or nausea?
What was she doing when it happened?”


 Screw the truth. “I’m not really sure. I’d
stepped into the office while she was trying on clothes, and when I came out, I
found her slumped in the hallway.”


 The paramedics had arrived, and Evan was ushering them
in, pointing toward Jennifer, whose expression miraculously changed from pissed
to pitiful upon their arrival.


 “The paramedics are here now,” I told Don. “Maybe it
would be better if you talked to one of them.”


 “I’ll hold the line while they examine her,” he said
tersely. “Do you think she actually saw my mother’s ghost?”


 His directness caught me off guard.


 “I—um—” Watch your step, Nicki. “Is that what
she said?” 


 “I’m only asking because Jenn can sometimes be a
bit—” he hesitated, clearly looking for a word that didn’t rhyme with “dramatic”,
and settled on “—open to suggestion.”


 “If she said she saw your mother, then who am I to
argue?” I asked. “At any rate, it seems as though your mother is definitely
trying to tell you something.”


Take the hint, Don… c’mon. Your fiancé killed your
mother, buddy… get with the program.


“Did you see the attack?” he persisted, more focused
on the details than the big picture.


 “I wasn’t in the room when it happened,” I told him
flatly.


 He made a doubtful noise that left me feeling vaguely
insulted, but since I was temporarily busy trying to cover my own ass, I let it
go. 


 


























Chapter 15


Evan was very nervous about turning the video over to
the authorities considering his role in Jennifer’s breakdown, so we rewound it
and watched it together after the ambulance left and all the drama died down.


“See? No one could ever tell it was you in that wig,”
I told him, happy to see it was true. “Anyone who watches this will think
you’re an elderly woman.”


“He did a wonderful job,” said Imogene, who was
sitting at my desk, watching with us. “The kid’s a natural.” She was smiling
from ear to ear, thrilled to be watching herself on screen again, even if it
wasn’t really her on the screen. “Please tell the young man that I said
so, dear.”


“Imogene says that you’re a natural,” I reported
dutifully, “but don’t get any ideas about Hollywood.”


Evan’s eyebrows arched. “Did she say that? Tell me she
did not say that.”


“She did say you were a natural,” I grinned, “the bit
about Hollywood was all me.”


To my surprise, Evan did not freak out in any way.
“Thank you, Imogene,” he said, with a lift of his chin. “I only hope I did you
proud.”


“Oh, you did, dear.” She reached out to pat him on the
arm, but I could tell he didn’t feel it. “You really did.”


“She’s very happy with your performance,” I told him,
patting his arm on Imogene’s behalf. “High praise indeed, from one drama queen
to another.”


Imogene laughed delightedly, and to my surprise, both
Evan and I both seemed to hear it.


“It was an honor,” Evan said, heaving a big sigh of
relief, “but now I need a drink.”


* * *


The issue of whether to turn the tape over to the
authorities was a big one, but whatever happened, I felt that Don Martin needed
to see it first. A videotaped confession of murder was hard to ignore, even if
it was inspired by a guy dressed as an elderly Lucille Ball, behaving as though
he was the main character in an Alfred Hitchcock movie.


“I wasn’t keeping it from you, Joe. I told you that
Jennifer was coming in this afternoon to look at the Gucci bags.” I tried to
look innocent while Joe eyed me narrowly across the kitchen counter. We were making
dinner together as I told him everything. It was obvious that he was not happy
with me for taking matters into my own hands without telling him what I was up
to, but I also knew that he’d forgive me for it, because no one had been in any
real danger. No voodoo queens, no demons, no devils this time, just a scheming,
manipulative woman who’d been forced to confront her own conscience.


“Getting Jennifer to admit the truth on tape was the
only way to get Don to believe it, and this way you can stay clear of the whole
mess. If word gets around the hospital that your girlfriend stages encounters
with dead people, your reputation is shot.”


Joe put down the knife he’d been using to chop
vegetables and leaned against the counter. “You’re not my girlfriend,” he said
firmly. “You’re the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with. If the
people I work with have any problem with who you are, then they can go work
somewhere else.”


What could I do then but kiss him?


And then I kissed him some more, and we ended up
eating dinner much later than we’d planned.


Much, much later.


The next morning, at his own stubborn insistence, Joe
went by himself to see Don Martin. I’m not sure exactly what was said, but the
result was that Don and Joe both showed up at the shop: Joe, serious and
intent, Don grim-faced and silent. I didn’t have much to say for myself, merely
leading them into my office to show them the videotape of the security footage.


 Nervously, I watched Don’s face as he saw the image
of Evan dressed as his mother.


“Who is that? What’s going on here?”


I stopped the video to explain, stretching the truth a
bit. “This is a friend who looks like your mother,” I told him, “and things are
about to get a little weird.” He was pale but composed as he watched the rest
of the tape, hearing Jennifer’s vitriolic confession before she fainted. I
stopped the video when it reached the point of me rushing from the office,
leaning over Jennifer, and left it freeze-framed on Jennifer’s motionless form.
He sat stone-faced for several seconds before dropping his head into his hands.



 In the ensuing quiet, Joe looked at me and I looked
at him, both of us unsure of what to say. Unable to help myself, I reached out
and laid a hand on Don’s shoulder.


“Whose idea was this?” he asked quietly.


I didn’t hesitate. “Mine.”


He raised his eyes and regarded me narrowly. “Are you
sure it wasn’t my mother’s, because this is exactly the type of overly theatric
stunt that she would pull.”


“She was in on it,” I admitted, not bothering with
empty denials. “Do you think those hats went flying around all by themselves?”


The ghost of a smile touched his lips, then
disappeared as he lowered his head again.


 “I’m such a fool,” he said, in a low voice.


 “It’s not your fault,” I told him gently. “Imogene
wouldn’t have wanted you to blame yourself.”


 He lifted his head, dashing a hand quickly over his
eyes. “Mother never liked Jennifer.” A harsh sound escaped him. “Nobody
liked Jennifer. Why didn’t I pay more attention?”


 That was a question I had no answer for, as I had yet
to understand what any guy would see in a woman like that. Fake hair, fake
nails, fake boobs, fake motives… evidently some men saw only what they wanted
to see, and nothing else.


 “It’s just…” he trailed off, but Joe and I stayed
quiet, letting him say whatever it was he needed to say. “I was just so tired
of being alone,” he murmured, looking down at the floor. “Julia, my wife, left
me two years ago. She said I was never there for her or for my son because I
was always working, too busy taking care of other people’s children instead of
my own.” He shook his head, lip curling in disgust. “She was right.”


 “You’re not the first man to make that mistake,” Joe
said quietly. He reached over and took my hand, lacing his fingers through
mine. “But it’s never too late to fix it.”


 Don lifted his head, his face lined and sad. “My
mother is dead because I made the wrong choices.”


 “No,” I told him. “Your mother is dead because
Jennifer Johnson killed her. Imogene didn’t blame you for what happened—she
never blamed you. She loved you enough to stay here when she could’ve moved on.
All she wanted was for you to be safe and happy.”


 He looked at me, eyes dull with pain. “Is she still
here?”


I looked behind him, where Imogene sat, her eyes full
of triumph, yet sorrow as she witnessed Don’s unhappiness. “She is.”


“What’s she wearing?”


His question caught me by surprise. “A flowing green
dress with several chunky necklaces, and lots of rings.” I gave Imogene a
smile, hoping to cheer her up a little. “Her hair and makeup look perfect, by
the way.”


“She always loved that green dress,” Don murmured,
shaking his head. “That’s why I buried her in it.”


“Tell him I’ll be all right, dear.” Imogene never took
her eyes from her son. “Tell him that my final act is over, and all I want is
for him to be happy.”


I repeated what she’d said to Don.


“Now tell him, ‘Exit, stage left,” she instructed, and
so I did, gratified when Don finally smiled.


“Those were our ‘code words’,” he said. “She’s really
here, isn’t she?”


 As soon as he said it, Imogene began to fade. “Thank
you,” she mouthed, as she took her own advice and turned, moving toward the
wall to her left. The wall receded, becoming a bright, glowing light into which
Imogene stepped. She paused there, just for a moment, raising her face and arms
toward it as though acknowledging applause that I couldn’t hear, and then she
was gone, the Light with her. 


“She’s at peace now,” I told Don gently. “You don’t
have to worry about her.”


 He stared at me, searching for the truth in my gaze.


 “If you truly want to honor her memory, then go and
spend some time with her grandson. Talk to him about Imogene, and keep his glamorous
granny alive in his mind.” I grinned, trying to lighten the mood. “Watch some
old episodes of “As Tomorrow Turns” together. I can send you the link.”


 Don sat up straighter and gave me a little smile.


 “I’d like that,” he said. “I’d like that very much.”


 

















 












Chapter 16


 “Stop crying, you big baby.”


 Evan ignored me, tears rolling down his cheeks.


 “I mean it.” I waved my hands, fanning my face
desperately in an effort not to cry myself. “If you don’t stop crying, you’ll
make me cry, and it’ll ruin my make—” The fight was nearly lost as tears
welled up, choking in my throat.


 “Now, now, you two.” Butch’s voice was a comforting
rumble as he came up beside Evan, putting an arm around him. A gentle giant
with a bald head, bulging biceps and an even bigger heart, Butch handed Evan a
tissue, then pulled another from the breast pocket of his tuxedo and handed it
to me. “The wedding march is about to start… no time for waterworks.”


 “Look at her, Butchie,” Evan said weakly, dabbing at
his eyes. “Just look at her… my baby’s all grown up.” The last few words
disappeared into a squeak as fresh tears appeared.


 I gave him a watery grin, dabbing gently so as not to
smear my eyeliner. “Good thing I used waterproof mascara today. I’d kiss you,
but I’m saving the first one for Joe.”


 “As well you should,” Butch said tenderly, squeezing
Evan around the shoulders. “Now man up, Ev—it’s time to walk Nicki down the
aisle.”


 My knees actually wobbled a little. I was getting married;
me, who never expected to actually meet a man I could see myself spending the
rest of my life with. I’d had my share of boyfriends, but after getting my
heart broken a time or two, I’d always viewed men the way I viewed chocolate…
great for an occasional treat, but nothing you couldn’t live without.


 Until I’d met Joe.


 I took a deep breath, and the knee-wobbling stopped. Joe
made all the stupid rules I’d once had about guarding my heart so it would
never be broken again fly right out the window. When he smiled, my heart
fluttered, and when he touched me, I was home. 


I never wanted to be without him.


 “I… I think I need a minute,” I told Evan and Butch.
“Meet me in the hallway, ok?”


 “Ok, babe,” said Butch. Leaning down, he gave me a
quick kiss on the cheek and whispered, “You look beautiful,” in my ear. Then he
turned Evan toward the doorway and began ushering him out.


 “Wait a minute.” Evan broke free of his boyfriend’s
grip and came back to me, picking up my bouquet from a chair. A simple yet
gorgeous spray of pink tulips bound with ribbon, just like I’d always imagined
carrying on my wedding day. He handed it to me, smiling through his tears. “I
love you so much,” he said simply.


 “I love you, too.”


 “Any second thoughts?”


 I shook my head. “None.”


 A kiss on the cheek, and then he was gone, glancing
at me one final time over his shoulder before Butch closed the door behind them
both.


 Clutching the flowers, I walked toward the window and
looked out. It was springtime in Georgia, dogwood and azaleas in full bloom,
bright bursts of color beneath trees tipped in white. Outside the window of the
small clapboard church was an old graveyard, two of the headstones not quite as
old as the others. My mom and dad were with me today, as I’d always hoped they
would be, and after I said “I do,” I planned to untie the ribbon on my bouquet
and leave each of them some of my tulips, saving only a few for myself. The
thought comforted me, and made me smile.


 I took another long, deep breath, then closed my
eyes, because there was one final thing that I needed to do.


 “I know you’re here,” I murmured. “I can smell you.”


 There was no answer, but I didn’t need one. The scent
of cloves was in the air, elusive but seductive, just like the man who wore it.
Samael the Fallen, High Prince of Darkness, also known—when he walked among
mere mortals—as Sammy Divine.


 I’d tried so hard not to think about him the last few
months; he had a way of knowing when I did, a way of showing up whenever I
allowed my thoughts to linger on the sculpted planes of his face, the icy blue
of his eyes, the carelessly disheveled cut of his spiky blond hair. 


 “I know what you did for me,” I told him, knowing in
my heart that he could hear me. “And I know why you did it.”


 He’d saved me from the Darkness by taking it into
himself, a selfless move that was totally out of character for someone that
others knew only as the Devil. I knew him better than that, however, and knew
that within the soul he claimed not to have was a lonely, tormented creature
who dwelt eternally in a Hell of his own making.


 “You’ve stayed away, and I’m grateful.” And if
I’ve missed you at all, I’ll never, ever admit it. “Today is a really
special day for me, so please, no tricks. No surprises.”


 It was hard to explain, even to myself, why I cared
about an arrogant fallen angel with a lust for the flesh and a talent for
trouble, but I did. Gorgeousness aside, there was something about Sammy that
drew me. Maybe somewhere, in all of us, there was a small sliver of darkness,
growing or shrinking in direct proportion to the light within our soul. Despite
my love for Joe, despite the knowledge that I would never love anyone the way I
did him, thoughts of Sammy had yet to let me go.


 “I’m not going to open my eyes,” I told him, “because
I don’t want to see you.” Or have you see the pity in mine. “I just
wanted to say thank you, and tell you that I really hope that one day you’ll be
happy.”


 A gust of clove-scented air, so faint I wasn’t sure I
felt it at all, brushed my cheek.


 “Goodbye, Sammy.” My voice didn’t tremble, and I was
proud of that fact.


 Standing there in silence, I let the quiet within the
room seep into me, calming the frantic beat of my heart, and the faint echoes
of regret for what had never been, and what would never be.


 When the silence finally felt empty, I opened my eyes,
knowing Sammy was gone.


 It was just as well. He belonged to the Darkness, and
I belonged to the Light. 


We were never meant to be.


* * *


 “Ready?” Evan’s arm was steady beneath my trembling
fingers, his face shining with anticipation. Inside the sanctuary of Bethlehem
Baptist Church, organ music was swelling with the opening chords of “Here Comes
the Bride”.


 “Ready.”


 The sanctuary doors opened to reveal a room full of
people, all of them standing, all turned in my direction. They were staring at
me, but I saw only one man, waiting for me at the end of the aisle. Joe
Bascombe, tall and strong and broad-shouldered, looking more handsome in his
tux than any man deserved to be, and smiling at me in a way that lifted me far
above this humble little church in the woods of northern Georgia. In his eyes I
saw my children, and in his arms I saw my future. 


 Without hesitation, I started walking, knowing that
my happily-ever-after was going to be wherever he was, now and forevermore.
















 


 


FROM THE AUTHOR


Happily
Never After is the fifth and final book in the Nicki Styx mystery series, and
I’m very glad that I was able to give Nicki and Joe the happily-ever-after they
so richly deserved. Nicki’s story ends here (sob!), but the story of the
devilishly diabolical Sammy Divine continues in Devil Without A Cause and
A Devil Named Desire, Books #1 and #2 in the Devil’s Bargain series. You’ll
find a complete list of all my novels at the end of this one. If you’ve read
and enjoyed any of them, please take a moment and leave me review on Amazon.com and/or Goodreads.com. Thanks for reading! 
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