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        LIVING WITH THE PAST

        a Ghosted urban fantasy short story

      

      

      Former Hollywood party girl Nikki Ashburne sees ghosts—in fact, many of them are her friends. Okay, they’re kind of her only friends. Most ghosts stick around because they’re happy here and have no desire to move on…but sometimes, they need help.

      Like when a decades-dead Marilyn Monroe impersonator wants Nikki to find her granddaughter. In Los Angeles.

      Yeah. That’ll be easy.

      Another story in the Ghosted urban fantasy series featuring Nikki Ashburne.
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      It’s a well-known legend that the ghost of Marilyn Monroe haunts a mirror next to the lower-level elevator of the famed Roosevelt Hotel in Hollywood—which is, in fact, only partly correct. Two things:

      One, she haunts the first-floor ladies room for the most part, although she can go anywhere she really wants.

      Two, it’s not Marilyn. It’s a Marilyn impersonator. The real Marilyn had died at her home in tony LA community of Brentwood, so it didn’t make sense she’d be haunting the Roosevelt. But nobody thinks about that.

      On this morning, she’d chosen to waft into my room. I was sprawled facedown across the king-sized bed in a pair of navy-and-white pinstriped silk pajamas with white satin piping on the edges, which I’d been wearing for longer than I care to admit. A tray with the remains of a caramelized onions and smoked mozzarella scramble sat on the floor, because no matter how miserable I am, I can still eat. I’d gone back to drinking coffee, though; recent events had put me off tea in a major way.

      A tall screen of dark wood carved with ornate slats hung between the sitting room and bed area, and the late-morning sun behind it cast bright streaks of light across the bed.

      The ghost of a former friend/rival of mine, Asia McBride, was pacing the room, because even in death, she was still annoyingly perky. She was, in fact, lecturing me on pulling my life together, which is ironic given that she died of an overdose—and stayed dead—and latched herself onto me because she didn’t know how to deal with being dead, and what with me seeing ghosts and all, I was suddenly the Los Angeles-area expert on guidance and psychology of the recently and not-so-recently mortality-challenged population.

      The other ghost, Maggie, who’d died when she was four and never spoke, huddled in an armless padded chair, gnawing worriedly on a cuticle. I felt bad for upsetting her.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Marilyn asked Asia, referring to me.

      “Her hotel burned down, her business crashed and, well, burned, Tabitha and Sam moved on, and she’s wallowing in self-pity,” Asia said, throwing her hands up in a curiously mature but insanely annoying gesture.

      She was right, but I didn’t want to admit it, anymore than I wanted to admit the rest of it.

      In my former life (before the hotel and the ghost-tour business), I was Nikki Ashburne, socialite daughter of famed producer Edward Ashburne, well-known party girl, unfairly tagged as one half of the Slut Sisters (given my distinct lack of sex tape), failed actress, etc. Then my beloved grandmother died, and I accidentally overdosed (thanks to the fact that prior to that night, my drug use had been confined to drinking and smoking the occasional bowl) and died, and when they revived me I was shunned by my former friends and the elite celebrity society I knew.

      Also, now I could see ghosts.

      So I’d set up a business doing ghost tours around Hollywood, culminating at a 1923 Art Deco hotel I was renovating, where the resident ghosts—whom I called friends—helped with the tour haunting. That was going well until my best friend turned out to be pretending to be my best friend only to exorcise my ghost friends so she could gain enough energy to find out where her dead boyfriend had hidden his ill-gotten fortune.

      My ghost friends had…done something to her I don’t want to understand the details about, and in the process my hotel had burned down, so now I was homeless and living at the Roosevelt, watching my savings vanish, because I didn’t want to run home to Daddy, because, well, all sorts of issues.

      “Well,” Marilyn said, her sweet voice breathing disapproval, “I had three divorces and permanently died from an overdose, and don’t get me started about my early life…but you don’t see me lying around whining, do you?”

      I flopped over on my back, my head hanging off the bed and giving me a head rush. Whee. “Snap out of it,” I said in my best Cher impression (which wasn’t very good). “You’re not really Marilyn, remember?”

      Most of the time she was utterly lucid and knew she’d been an impersonator, and utterly delighted in her role as resident Marilyn ghost. When reality and fantasy blended in her mind, though, she was under stress.

      She froze for a moment, processing, and then humphed down on the edge of the bed, the skirt of her iconic white dress from The Seven Year Itch fluttering down over her shapely legs.

      I moved my head from side to side, playing with the streaks of light against my face, until she spoke again.

      “I need your help, Nikki.”

      I sighed. “I’m out of the ghost-helping business,” I said. “I suck at it, remember?”

      I know I couldn’t forget. Aaron, Janie, and Marla were all gone, unfairly exorcised against their will, and Tabitha and Sam had chosen to move on together. I suppose I had helped them rekindle their lost love, but still. They’d left me, too.

      Her voice was breathy like the real Marilyn’s, but carried a hint of steel when she said, “You owe me.”

      Crap. I kinda did. She’d delivered a crucial message to me, and before that I’d come to her for information on the enforced exorcisms, and this was the first time she’d ever asked anything of me.

      I sighed and pushed myself up into a sitting position, clutching one of the enormous bed’s gooshy down pillows over my crossed legs. “Okay, you’re right. What’s up?”

      She looked down at her hands. “It’s my granddaughter.”

      “You have a granddaughter?!” Asia said.

      “She only looks like she’s in her twenties,” I explained. “But she’s been…around a bit longer.”

      Marilyn, like many ghosts, didn’t like being reminded she was dead. Frankly, I didn’t blame her. (I’d also fudged when I said she looked like she was in her twenties, because I’m nice like that.)

      “Yes, I do,” Marilyn said. “And she’s just about to turn twenty-one, and I left a trust in her name. I want you to find her and give her the information about the trust, and tell her I love her.”

      “Okay,” I said. Easy enough. “Where is she?”

      She scrinched up her pretty face. “That’s the problem. I don’t know where she is now. She was seven the last time I saw her.”
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