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        A southern-fried comedy with a touch of romance, a side of mystery, a smattering of paranormal, and three crazy sisters….

      

      

      

      All Mitzi Winston wants is enough money to pay this month’s mortgage payment. That is the only reason she even considers the phone sex job. Ever since her husband’s disappearance, she has held things together nicely—until recently. And now, well, she just needs the money.

      

      Biting the bullet, she goes for the interview, only to find that the phone sex job isn’t real and she’s too late—not for the interview, but to save her husband. For there he is, dead on the floor, a bullet to the back of the head. To make matters worse, his ghost is hovering around and chiding her for being late. Not to mention he is horny as hell and trying to cop a feel.

      

      Which only begs the question, “Do dead men still want it?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLASSIFIED ADS:

          

          Employment Wanted

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SEX.

      

      

      Now that I have your attention, I am looking for employment. Outstanding background in sales and marketing. College degree. Open to anything short of murder. Call Mitzi. 555-236-9435

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean I can’t? I can do anything I damn well please.” Mitzi Winston slammed her purse on the counter and twisted to look at her sister.

      “It’s illegal. You can’t.”

      “Oh hell. Who would know? Besides, I need the money.”

      “Obviously.”

      “I don’t need sarcasm, little Miss Rich Sister. I need dollars. The mortgage is due. Final notice. I’m not about to lose my house.”

      That was an understatement, to be sure. She stared out the kitchen window to look at the garden. The house was the only good thing she’d done in years. Finally, she had finagled a loan, scraped up the down payment, and became a homeowner. She wasn’t about to stoop to renter ranks. Again.

      “I’ll give you the money.”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “I. Said. No.” She didn’t need handouts. Ever since Ken disappeared, she’d made it just fine—until the bottom fell out of her freelance public relations business.

      Suddenly, her clients started dropping like flies, leaving her in a lurch. And she couldn’t get a contract job, even a small one, for anything.

      Everything. Gone.

      Just like Ken.

      “It’s just phone sex, Molly. It’s not like I’m going to catch a disease. No one will know me. I’ll tuck myself into my little bed and just talk guys into getting their jollies off. I’ll be a hundred bucks richer every fifteen minutes. That’s four hundred dollars an hour. If I get them off sooner, my income goes up. Piece of cake.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m dead serious.”

      “I’d have to be dead to do that.”

      Mitzi figured that Molly, after birthing three children, and putting up with that husband of hers, was pretty much dead tired when it came to sex anyway. “We’ll, you’re not me.”

      “The cops listen in on those things, you know.”

      “What two consenting adults do on the phone is of no concern to anyone.”

      “They try to catch johns and hookers.”

      “I’m not a hooker.”

      Molly raised a brow. “What would you call it then? A guy creaming in his jeans. You get money. Hooker. You.”

      “I wouldn’t even touch them!”

      “Mitzi! Listen to yourself!”

      “And sometimes it’s not guys. Women do it, too. Talk to other women.”

      Molly clapped her hands over her ears. “Lalalalala! I do not want to hear anymore.” She grabbed her Gucci purse, the turquoise one that Mitzi had coveted for a month.

      Damn her.

      In two seconds flat, Molly whipped out a credit card. “Here. Or I won’t be able to live with myself.”

      Mitzi swallowed her gumption. Probably thousands of dollars on that thing. Enough for the payment. Get her through until next month.

      Damn.

      “I can’t.” There. She said it.

      Molly rolled her eyes. “I’m leaving.”

      She reached for Mitzi’s hand, slapped the card down in it, and held her gaze long. And, believe you me, Southern girl steel magnolias could hold a stern gaze like, forever.

      It was damned uncomfortable, but Mitzi held her own.

      Then Molly left.

      Her shoulders slumped. Damn that card felt good in her hand. But she would not use it.
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        * * *

      

      The message on her answering machine said to show up at eight o’clock the next evening in the upstairs office at 3245 Halifax Street in the Juniper Hills area of Carrington, which was fortunate for Mitzi, since that was her hometown. No sign, he said, just walk on up and knock on the door at the top of the stairs. The one on the left.

      Someone would be there.

      Yeah.

      It seemed a bit late for a job interview on a Friday night, but she figured the phone sex business was hopping around that time of day. She brushed away any niggling doubts.

      The area was familiar, but she couldn’t say she’d frequented it much in her lifetime. Suffice it to say Juniper Hills represented the seedier side of town, was mostly industrial, and sat on the wrong side of the tracks of this small Southern city in the heart of Louisiana.

      Her daddy—even though she was well into her thirties—would go after her with a switch should he find out she was contemplating working over there. The Newberry men were just protective like that of their daughters.

      It felt a bit creepy, but Mitzi swallowed her spookies, peered up into the dark stairwell, and stepped inside.

      No light?

      She propped the door open with her hip and searched for something to keep it cracked while she took the stairs.

      There. Half a brick.

      She glanced at her watch. Late. Shit.

      She wedged the brick between the door and frame, making sure it would not pop out. Getting locked in on the inside of this door was not an appealing thought. Turning, she looked up dark the stairwell. A rectangle of light lit the way up.

      Problem solved.

      Would this company consider her problem solving an asset? Or would they just consider her “assets.”

      Time would tell.

      She took the stairs, stepped on something crunchy at the top, rapped on the door and glanced behind her. Dark corners. A shiver tripped up her spine. Would she really want to work here?

      The door creaked open. Slowly.

      Wait.

      Mitzi took in the silence.

      Wait longer. Silence.

      No one said, “Hello?” or “May I help you?” or “Kiss my ass,” or anything. Swallowing the spookies again, she pushed the door inward.

      “Hello?”

      Venetian blinds, mostly askew, were pulled down on the window opposite the door. No, wait. Jerked down? Torn. A triangle of light from the streetlight poked through.

      Wrong place. Had to be in the wrong place.

      Retreat.

      Out the door. Down. Two steps. Get out.

      Turn around. Please. Come back.

      What? Was that a voice?

      Turning, she saw that triangle of light penetrate the hallway onto the stuff she’d crunched earlier. Light bulb. Smashed.

      Oh dear. Not good.

      Come back, please.

      Crap.

      She climbed the two steps, swallowed, and pushed forward into the room.

      Holy shit!

      There was a dead guy on the floor.

      A. Dead. Guy. On. The. Floor.

      And… And his ghost was sitting in the chair next to him.

      Ghost?

      “Hello, Mitzi. Par for the course. You’re late, sweetheart. And now I’m dead.”

      Ken?

      Mitzi stumbled, catching her backside on the open door. “Ouch! Dammit.” She rubbed her left hip.

      “You always were a clumsy little tart.”

      She widened her eyes and bore straight through the form that used to be her husband. Yes, straight through. He was rather, um, translucent.

      “Oh, freaking shit! What the hell is going on here?”

      Ken rose. Like, levitated.

      She scrambled a few more steps in reverse. “Don’t come any closer, Ken. Uh, you are Ken, right?”

      He snorted. “Of course, baby. Come here and give me a little smooch. Been a while, huh?”

      “Like hell.” She bolted toward the window with the torn blinds. “You keep your dead lips off me.” Panic raced up through her, from gut to throat. What the friggin’ kind of trick was this?

      “I don’t have cooties, Mitzi. I’m just dead. Freshly so, it appears. And it’s all your fault, my dear, so you owe me.”

      The gall of that man. Dead or alive, he always thought she owed him.

      “Not my fault you went and got yourself killed, Ken.” She glared at him for a second or two. “How come you’re talking to me for real now, when a moment ago you were sort of like a voice in my head?”

      Ken shrugged. “I’m not really up on the ways of the dead yet, hon, but I think it might have something to do with you looking at me and actually acknowledging me being dead. Something like that. I don’t know for sure. I’ll have to consult the dead experts around here.”

      Mitzi glanced about, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck rose. “There are more dead people than you in this room?”

      “Perhaps. This place has a certain history.”

      She backed up. “This is truly a conversation I do not want to have.”

      “Oh,” he interrupted. “And about that you getting me killed thing. Actually, it is your fault. You see, you were an hour late. If you had arrived on time, the plot to kill me would have been foiled. Why do you think I left that message on your machine? I needed you here at eight o’clock.” He glanced at his watch. “Thought you might be respectfully early for your interview. However, I should have known that given your penchant for a grand entrance, not to mention your addled sense of time, you’d be slightly tardy.”

      Mitzi shook her head to clear a few grappling cobwebs. This was just too surreal. “I came not more than five minutes late. It was eight-o-five when I glanced at my watch.”

      “Beg to differ, love. It was nine-o-five.”

      “No way.”

      “Time change, sweetheart. You always forgot to set your clocks when the damn time changed. Your fault. You ruined the plan. And now I’m dead.”

      Mitzi contemplated that for a second. Shit. Had she been an hour behind all week? Never mind. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that a dead Ken, her estranged and missing husband of two years, was lying in an expired heap on the floor (Crap! Was that blood halo around his head growing?), and his mocking ghost was giving her the third degree.

      “Wait. I came here for a job interview. You’re telling me that it was you who left that message on my answering machine? No way.”

      “Sure. What a stroke of luck seeing that ad. I knew it was you the moment I laid eyes on it, and I knew that was the perfect way to get you out of the current mess we’re both in…well, the one prior to getting myself killed. Which again, is all your fault….”

      “What mess? I’m not in a mess.”

      “Not yet. I had planned to protect you, keep you out of it, but no… You had to go and foil things.”

      No. Oh no. Not getting involved in any of Ken’s current messes. Time to vamoose.

      “If you don’t mind, Ken” she began, rounding the desk and eyeing him carefully while skirting the room toward the door, “I’ll be leaving now so you can tend to your own...um, deadness.”

      He blocked the door. “So, what are you going to do, sweetheart? Leave me here to fend for myself? I mean, I really don’t mind so much being dead, considering the circumstances, but we’ve got to do something about this body. I’m not sure I can move it by myself.”

      Dumbfounded, Mitzi shook her head. “That’s your dead body and I’m not touching it.”

      In half a second he’d billowed toward her and stroked her cheek with his pseudo-flesh pointer finger. “You never used to mind touching me, sweet pea.”

      Mitzi shivered and jumped back. “Ack! Stop that! I am not into touching the dead, in any way, shape, or form. Abuse of a corpse is not my thing.”

      He dropped his arm. “Oh, hell, Mitz. I’m not talking necrophilia here. I don’t think that counts with ghosts. But hell, sweetheart, it’s been a long time and you look so good, so how about snuggling up a bit and running your hands over my—”

      “Jesus Christ!” Mitzi bolted for the door. “I’m out of here.”

      She heard Ken’s voice ramble behind her as she tripped and fell down the stairs. “I have an appointment with Him later, sweet, so don’t get Him riled, taking his name in vain and all that. I don’t think He thinks too highly of me right now, anyway…”

      Cripes. She needed to get out of here and clear her head. Certainly, she hadn’t screwed it on straight this morning. Or something. What the hell was happening?

      She needed tequila. Now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      “And there he was, standing there smug and proper looking, all freshly dead and everything, with that pasty pale face, and trying to order me around. Men.”

      Mitzi took a quick glance around the darkened bar and snatched up the shot glass of liquor the bartender just handed her. She licked the back of her hand, shook on some salt, lapped it clean away, then slammed back the hefty shot of tequila. Instantly, she bit into a slice of lime, shivered and gasped.

      Marla, her other sister, the one who liked sex and tequila (thank God she had one sister who was normal), stared at her.

      “What?”

      “Freshly dead?”

      “Yeah, like in just murdered.”

      “I think you need to lay off the tequila, sister.”

      “I’m tellin’ ya….”

      Marla glanced at her watch. “That’s your third shot in…thirty minutes.”

      “I’m fine, Marla.”

      “Well, just watch it.”

      She reached up and grasped her sister’s shirt collar to pull her face closer. “Mar, I just saw the real live freakin’ ghost of my estranged hubby today. Don’t hassle me about the shooters.” She let go, and Marla sank back into her bar stool. “And he tried to kiss me.”

      “Ewe!” Marla shook, her face twisted into an oh-that’s-so-gross look. “Fuck, Mitzi. That is so wrong.”

      Marla had such a potty mouth—but it went along with her personality.

      “Tell me about it.” She waved toward the bartender. His back was turned. Dammit.

      “Mitzi, wait. This was Ken, right? Your alienated husband who left you with a wad of past-due bills, a string of repossessors gracing your doorstep, and who stole our grandmother’s diamond ring? Ken, whom you have not seen hide nor hair of in almost two years? The Ken the bounty hunters said they couldn’t find to serve him the divorce papers? That Ken? Dead and talking to you from some sort of ghostly form?”

      Mitzi bit her lip and glanced away. “Yeah, that Ken, Marla. The stupid klutz. Gone and got himself killed. And right when he was about to give me a job. Damned stiff owed me that, too.”

      She looked back into her sister’s face. “Job? You didn’t tell me anything about a job. Why would you want to work for Ken? I’m not getting this….”

      “Cripes. Don’t give me that look. There are too many things to get straightened out. The thing is Ken is dead. But I can’t be worried about that right now.”

      “What?” Her sister looked stricken with horror.

      “Well,” Mitzi countered, “he’s not that bad off if he’s sitting there in the chair and talking to me now, is he? I mean, he argued for, I dunno, an hour it seemed, about me being late for the appointment. Pissed me off.”

      Marla shook her head. “I… I’m not getting this, Mitz. Something is dreadfully wrong here.”

      “Deadfully.”

      “No, I said dreadfully.”

      “Damn right, it is.”

      “You have a big problem on your hands. What did you do with the body?”

      Mitzi arched a brow. “Nothing. It’s still there.”

      “What? You didn’t report it to the police?”

      She shrugged. “Nooooo, why should I? Ken looked happy as a clam to me. He might be just a spirit, but I don’t think he needs that body any longer.”

      Marla grasped Mitzi’s arm. “My darling sister. The man is dead. He was your husband. Least of all, even if he was a slimy, weasel of a bastard, he deserves a proper burial.”

      Mitzi jerked her arm away and turned toward the bartender, finally signaling another shot. He nodded her way. “Knock it off, Marla. The man is too nasty to die. He’s got something cooked up. I just know it. He’s faking it. I know, maybe he was a hologram. No, couldn’t be. There was a ton of seepy blood. But that spirit of his lives on. Stubborn son of a bitch.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      “Do?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m not going to do anything but try to figure out how I can get back what Ken owes me, and then I’ve got to find a job. A real one that doesn’t include sex and telephones.”

      “Excuse me?” Marla’s brow knit.

      Mitzi waved her off. “Later. Just another chapter of the story. The thing is the bastard is back in town. He skipped out on me with some of my hard-earned cash and a credit card and yeah, Gran’s ring. And I’m not over that car repo thing, either. Not to mention I’m about to lose my house. The man owes me. I’m going back to set things square with that asshole.”

      She picked up her purse and headed for the door. Stumbled, actually. “Even if the son of a bitch is dead.” What the hell?

      Marla’s hand firmly grasped her bicep. “Oh no, not tonight, Sis.”

      Mitzi watched her sister through blurred eyes as she shoved a few bills toward the bartender. Something was seriously wrong with her eyesight. The man looked awfully fuzzy. Deadlike. Ghoulish.

      Was he dead, too? She grasped her tummy. Ewe.

      Am I dead???

      She dizzily whipped around to face Marla. “Am I dead!” she shouted.

      It seemed everyone in the bar stopped talking and looked at her. Marla grasped her biceps. “No, dear sister, you are not dead. You’re drunk. Now, lower your voice, please.”

      Not feeling so hot. Maybe it is time to go home. “Okay.”

      “C’mon,” she heard Marla say from somewhere far and distant. “Time to go, wife-of-a-dead-guy.”
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        * * *

      

      The numbers on the clock radio beside her head read two-thirty-three—in the morning, Mitzi assumed, since the space all around the clock was dark.

      Groaning, she rolled flat on her back and stared at the ceiling. Hell. She was drunk. Still. Or seriously hung-over.

      Had she hallucinated this entire crazy episodic evening? Getting the call about the job? Finding Ken lying like a dead duck on the floor of that grimy office? His ghost virtually coming onto her?

      Do dead guys still want it?

      Ewe.

      And then the tequila. Christ. That was it. Blame it on the tequila.

      Someone groaned next to her.

      Shit! What?

      Ah. Yes.

      Marla’s place.

      Her sister let out a soft snore as if to verify that fact.

      They’d come back here, discussed The Ken Factor a while longer, while they chased down another few shots of tequila with a couple of cups of Cherry-Limeade from the drive-in down the street. That’s what they decided to call the situation—The Ken Factor—rather than talking about him being dead in public.

      If she squinted hard enough through the dark of the room, she could make out the ceiling fan hanging above Marla’s bed. Crap, she just wanted to go back to sleep and forget this day.

      You’ve left me in one helluva mess here, Mitz. You gotta help me out.

      She widened her eyes. That sounded like Ken. In her head.

      Couldn’t be Ken.

      Cripes.

      Was he here? All spirit-like and everything?

      No. Of course not, she argued with herself.

      Silence.

      No, I’m not there, not in my body anyway. I’m rather stuck though, Mitz, right where you left me. So c’mon, baby. Help me out here, huh? I can’t seem to leave.

      No. No, no, no.

      Please?

      Hell.

      Mitzi rolled toward her sister. “Marla.” She shook her shoulder. “Wake up.”

      “Hm?”

      Her eyes were adjusting to the dark now. Marla’s lids fluttered. “How drunk are you?”

      “Deliciously drunk. You?” she murmured and rolled toward her, cuddling her pillow.

      “No. Just stupid drunk, I think.” She sat up and flicked on a table lamp, then reached for the phone while scratching her head.

      Marla perched herself up on an elbow, squinting. “What day is this?”

      Mitzi thought for a moment. “Um. It’s Friday. No. Early Saturday morning.”

      “Good. I can sleep in. No school.”

      Marla spent her days teaching middle school English. Best damn middle school teacher in the school if you asked her. “Yeah. Good thing.” Mitzi yawned.

      “Who are you calling?”

      “A cab.”

      “Why?”

      “We have to go back and help Ken. Move the body.” Mitzi wondered about the sanity of that statement.

      “Crap.”

      “I know.”

      “Why now?”

      She set the phone down in her lap. “Because he said please.”

      Marla rolled herself to an upright position and rubbed her eyes. “Nothing about this sounds like a good idea to me. But hell, let’s do it. Ghostbusters ain’t got nothing on us chicks.”

      Mitzi wasn’t sure if Marla being into this was a good thing, or a bad one.

      “But we can’t call a cab.”

      Mitzi fiddled with the phone and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Why? We certainly can’t drive in our condition.”

      “No, but we can’t drag Ken’s dead body out of a loft on Halifax Street and into a cab now, can we? We need another mode of transportation. Call Molly.”

      “Oh, crap, Marla! Molly? Why not just call Mom? Their lectures are rather interchangeable. Besides, I’ve already had my Molly fix for the day.”

      Marla glanced at the clock radio. “It’s tomorrow. You had your Molly fix yesterday. You’re due another.”

      “Shit.”

      “She can get Don’s Hummer.”

      “As if that isn’t going to be inconspicuous.” Molly’s hubby, Don, collected vehicles like they were Matchbox toys...and Mitzi was pretty darn certain Don would not relinquish any of his toys to his accident-prone wife. At least not knowingly.

      “Got a better idea?” asked Marla.

      “What about her caddy?”

      “The lavender one? I’m also pretty sure a lavender caddy on Halifax with Marty Lyn makeup license plates and bumper stickers would be inconspicuous.” Molly had made a shit ton of money selling Marty Lyn products.

      “The trunk is big. All I was thinking,” Marla tossed back, “But of course you are right.”

      The women stared at each other in silence. Then they finally said in unison, “The Grave Dodger.”
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        * * *

      

      Nearly an hour later, after several strong cups of coffee and cold showers to sober themselves up a bit, Mitzi watched Molly pull up in front of Marla’s apartment in a custom designed, black four-wheel drive Ford F-450 Super Duty pickup truck, sporting equally black tinted windows and an extra helping of chrome, plus monster wheels and tires that elevated the truck oh, about two feet higher than normal. Their sister was short, barely five-foot-two, and Mitzi was almost certain that Molly was probably sitting on a phone book or something while trying to drive that thing. Could her feet even reach the pedals? Her head bobbed slightly above the dash as she peered over the steering wheel.

      Oh crap, could she really drive that thing? Then as if to confirm the answer to her query, Molly rolled and bumped into the curb and jolted up over the sidewalk to a choppy halt, just like any other helpless Southern belle who could barely drive a stick would do.

      Mitzi and Marla both jumped.

      “That redneck husband of hers is gonna shit if we put a scratch on that thing,” Marla said. “Is it even street legal?”

      “No clue.”

      Marla grumbled something unintelligible back.

      The ghoulish shadow of silver that graced the side of the truck was barely visible in the dark, although her stomach panged for an instant at the apparition. Given the choice of lavender caddy, humongous Hummer, or the four-wheel drive pulling truck, Mitzi figured they’d made the least conspicuous choice earlier. Now, she wasn’t so sure. Besides, the ghost figure painted on the side suddenly gave her the heebie-jeebies.

      “It will keep Ken company,” Marla retorted as if reading her thoughts.

      “What?”

      “The Grim Reaper there.” She nodded to the side of the truck.

      “Cripes, Marla. Quit being so morbid.”

      Her sister turned to stare at her. “Morbid? Honey, we passed morbid a while ago.” She glanced toward the truck, idling at a low rumble in the parking lot. “Okay, so she’s here. Let’s go get our man, er, ghost, er, dead body. Something.”

      “Cripes.”

      “I wonder what stage of rigor mortis he is into by now.” Marla bit her lip.

      Molly walked toward them, a deep scowl on her face.

      “Stiff, I’m sure,” Mitzi murmured.

      Marla turned. “If I remember correctly, he was always stiff, right?”

      Mitzi caught the sly wink at that statement. “Don’t.”

      “Hey, Mitzi, I wonder how stiff a dead guy’s thing gets when he’s really dead?”

      Mitzi punched her sister. “Gross. Stop it!”

      Staccato footsteps broke though the night, bringing Mitzi back to the situation at hand. Heels. Molly had worn heels. Great.

      “What the hell am I doing here in the middle of the night, interrupting my beauty sleep, having stolen my husband’s truck? Hm?” Molly stood hands on hips before them, the diamonds on her fingers sparkling in the streetlight, her auburn hair perfection-coifed, her black eye-linered eyes narrowed and peering at them. “I mean, my God, I broke a nail getting out of the garage.”

      “You said you would be here in thirty minutes, Molly. You’re late.”

      Mitzi admired the heck out of her older sister Marla, who didn’t take any shit off Molly. Being the baby, Molly nearly always got what she wanted in life and made no bones about the world needing to turn on her axis.

      “I couldn’t find the right clothes.”

      Mitzi threw up her hands. “Hells bells, Molly! We’re not going to a fashion show. We’re picking up a dead guy.”

      “Ewe!” Molly’s eyes widened, and she clapped a hand over her open mouth. “What?”

      Marla put a calming hand on her forearm. “Relax. Not a big deal. It’s Ken, and we’re just going to help him out.”

      Molly’s eyes widened even more. Mitzi wasn’t sure that was possible. “Ken?” She glanced at Mitzi. “Your Ken? Dead? The one who abandoned you and cleaned you out of everything you owned and…did you ever get Gran’s ring back? That was supposed to have been part of my inheritance.”

      Mitzi hooked her arm into her younger sister’s. “No, I didn’t get Gran’s ring back and, yes, that Ken. My old Ken. He’s dead, actually, but needs our help, sort of.” She nodded to Marla, and they started walking toward the truck. How did one explain the bizarre turn of events this evening in a brief conversation? One didn’t. They would just have to fill her in on the way downtown. “Now, just give the keys to Mar and we’ll get you the details. This shouldn’t take long. You’ll be back snug in your bed before sun-up.”

      Molly walked with them like an obedient puppy, her gaze raking back and forth between her two sisters. “I’m more worried about having Don’s truck back in the garage before he leaves for work. But—Ken? Ken is dead? I really don’t like dead, girls.”

      Marla patted Molly’s arm again. “Me neither, but tonight, we gotta like dead—or at least pretend to—because we are going to be doing dead quite soon.”

      Mitzi pondered that. “I have no clue what kind of mood Dead Ken will be in when he sees the likes of you two, seeing that none of you got along very well….”

      “Say what?” Molly’s face went all puzzled.

      Marla stopped and looked at Mitzi. “You’re right. I never liked the son of a bitch, but if helping him out helps you get back what he owes you, then I’m all for it.”

      “But he’s dead. What does he care? He won’t know we’re there picking up his dead body.” The younger sister picked at her broken nail.

      “Um,” Mitzi began, “Oh, forgot one detail, Moll. You see, Ken is dead, but his ghost is hanging around. So yeah, he’ll know we’re coming, and he’ll see the two of you.”

      “Excuse me?” Molly’s brows arched like McDonald’s famous arches. “Ghost?”

      “Spirit, what have you. He’s hanging around. Can’t leave until we move the body, etc….”

      “Can he talk?”

      “Yes.”

      Molly pondered that. “Good. Maybe he’ll tell us where Gran’s ring is.”

      Mitzi rolled her eyes. If she ever got Gran’s ring back, Molly sure as hell wasn’t getting it. Gran had given that to her personally before she kicked the bucket. But that was not an issue to get into tonight. “Yes, honey, we’ll see about getting that ring back.” At least this way Molly might be more, um...cooperative.

      They arrived at the truck. Marla opened the door and shoved her two sisters inside, Mitzi first, Molly in the middle, should she decide to bolt, and Marla driving, of course.
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      “So basically, that’s it. I went to my interview last evening, you know, the one you didn’t want me to go to, Molly? And when I arrived, there was Ken, all spirit-like and everything, sitting in a chair, same old Ken look on his face, staring at this bloodied body on the floor and acting horny as ever.”

      “Ewe”

      “I know.”

      “I didn’t know ghosts could be horny,” Marla commented thoughtfully. “I just wonder….”

      “Don’t go there, Marla.” Mitzi didn’t even want to think about Dead Ken coming onto her again.

      “I mean, remember the old movie Ghost? Patrick was sure horny….”

      “That was a movie. This is real life.”

      “Or death.”

      “Unfortunately for Ken.”

      “So you just left him there?” Molly interjected.

      Mitzi’s shoulders slumped, and she looked across the cab at both sisters, the pair looking her way. “Okay! I should have done something, but I didn’t. Scared the living bejesus out of me, I’ll have you know, and I bet you would have done the same thing.” She looked ahead at the dark empty street as they rumbled along. This damn engine was too loud. Why did they think this truck was a good idea? “Besides, we’re going back now, that’s what counts. Oh hell, it’s raining.”

      “Probably a good thing,” Marla commented. “Not many people will be out.”

      “My hair will get wet,” Molly whined.

      “Put a hood on it.” Marla wasn’t sympathetic. “By the way, did you put all that stuff I asked for in the back of the truck?”

      “Mostly,” Molly replied, “but that’s when I broke my nail, and I had to go back to glue it.”

      Marla rolled her eyes. “Get the tarp?”

      “Yes.”

      “Duct tape?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Shovel?”

      “A small one.”

      Marla arched a brow. “How small?”

      “You know, one of those little garden hand jobbies.”

      “A trowel! You brought a freakin’ hand trowel? How in the hell….” The truck engine revved a bit, and then Marla slammed on the brake, clutched and downshifted, jerking the truck to the side of the road, sending all three of them lurching forward toward the dash. Thank God for seat belts. “A trowel!” Her voice rose a couple octaves.

      “Well, I got one for each of us!”

      Marla lunged toward her sister. Mitzi knew she needed to jump in before Marla killed her. “Just drive, Marla. We’ll figure the shovel thing out later. At least we got the tarp to wrap him up in.” The rain started to pelt the roof of the cab now. All three sisters looked up.

      “Hells bells,” Molly whispered. “We’re going to bury Dead Ken in the rain with hand trowels like we were planting pansies or something.” She shivered a bit and stared ahead out the windshield. “Is this a dream?”

      “Nightmare,” Mitzi countered.

      “Well, if someone had thought to bring a proper shovel.”

      Molly twisted to look at Marla, “You didn’t tell me we were burying a body!”

      “What the hell else did you think we’d be doing in the middle of the night with shovels and duct tape and a tarp?” Marla said with grit out of the side of her mouth.

      “Drive, Marla. Now.” Mitzi wanted this over before Molly came totally unglued. “We’re just a couple of blocks away.”

      “Right.”

      “Dead Ken...trowel...pansies...Gran’s ring….”

      “Quit mumbling, Molly.” Marla accelerated.

      “That’s right, just remember we’re getting Gran’s ring.” If anything, sparkly jewelry could keep Molly’s perspective.

      “Gran’s ring...pansies….”

      Marla rolled on, and Mitzi leaned her head back against the truck seat and closed her eyes. In a couple of hours, this would all be over.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later the three of them stood in a misty rain, looking up the long dark stairwell toward the second story office on Halifax Street where Dead Ken waited. Marla held a bunched-up tarp in her arms, and Molly had the duct tape. Mitzi noticed the brick still wedged under the door where she’d jammed it earlier, forcing it open. She hoped that meant no one else had been by since she left.

      “It’s dark up there,” Molly whispered.

      Mitzi glanced to her right and up. “Out here, too.” Then away from the building. “A streetlight is out over there.”

      “Spooky.” Marla buttoned her coat up tighter at her chin.

      “Is that window up there glowing?”

      All three sisters looked up at Molly’s question. Yes, an eerie green iridescence radiated from the second-floor office window.

      “Bring your ghost buster kit, Mitz?”

      “Shit.”

      “I wanna go home.”

      Mitzi linked her arm to Molly’s elbow. “Nobody’s going home until we get Dead Ken.”

      “Shit,” someone echoed.

      “Let’s go. Now or never.”

      Molly turned to her. “Is never an option?”

      “No.”

      “Then why did you say never.”

      Mitzi urged them forward. “I’ll go first. Molly you get behind me. Marla, can you bring up the rear?”

      “Sure thing, ghost sister.”

      “Shut up. I’m not dead.”

      “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

      Mitzi put one step inside the landing of the stairwell and froze. What if….

      What if the guys that killed Ken came back?

      What if this was a trick?

      She halted.

      “What’s the matter?” Molly bumped into her from behind, then Marla. Domino effect.

      Mitzi shook her head. “Nothing.”

      Marla pushed both sisters forward. “It’s raining harder, let me inside.”

      Mitzi moved up the first two steps. Her gaze lifted. Dark. Green-tinged at the top. Molly’s fists gripped the back of her jacket.

      Come get me, baby. It’s all right.

      Ken. The lying, cheating, con-artist bastard. Could she really trust him? Didn’t matter. At this point she wanted only one thing—to trust him long enough to get answers.

      And money.

      I better be getting something out of this Ken. Like a bucket load of cash. You owe me.

      We’ll talk. Just come get me.

      Crap. How long has he been listening? Why is it that you cannot just come to me? Once again, Mitzi was bowing to Ken’s needs, not her own.

      I dunno, sweetheart. Has something to do with the body, I think. Seems like I’m sort of attached to it. Can’t leave it...or it won’t let me get too far away.

      Double crap.

      She rose three more steps, her entourage in tow. Molly tripped over her three-inch heels and lunged forward, pushing Mitzi down palm-first into the greasy, sticky carpet.

      Ewe.

      She didn’t even want to know what that sticky was.

      At the open doorway, a whoosh of icy wind raced up the narrow stairwell like the hounds of hell were upon them, moving with lightning speed through the corridor with a peculiar, whining screech, whipping their hair forward and pushing their bodies upward. The heavy door behind them sucked closed with a brain-shattering bang, thrusting them into complete darkness.

      All three women screamed and scrambled to the top of the stairs, tripping one over the other, like the Devil incarnate was nipping at their fannies.
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      “Shit!”

      “What the freak?”

      “I just peed my pants.”

      Wheezing and labored pants echoed throughout the small landing. Mitzi found herself crammed between the bodies of her two sisters, their arms tangled in some sort of frantic embrace.

      “I can’t stop shaking.”

      “Damn, it’s dark.”

      “I know.” Mitzi remembered that earlier there was a light in the ceiling. Even if she could find the string, the bulb was broken. She remembered that crunch on the landing.

      “What the hell was that whoosh of something that just ran through here? One second I was cold and the other hot.”

      “Just the wind.” Mitzi tried to peel one sister off her at a time. One of them was dripping on her. She sure hoped it was rain and not pee. “Someone, give up that death grip on my breast, please. Who’s dripping?”

      “Me. I got soaked bringing up the rear.” Marla shook her head, and more droplets flew. “There was no wind earlier, just rain.”

      She didn’t want to think about that, but Marla was right. “Probably blew in quickly.”

      “Yeah, like a bat out of hell,” Molly whispered.

      “Hell. Don’t talk about that.”

      “We’re probably going to Hell for tampering with a dead body. What do they call that?”

      “Abuse of a corpse. You don’t go to Hell for that, just jail.”

      “Same difference. They don’t have makeup either place.”

      “Jesus.” That from Marla.

      Molly kneaded the sleeve of Mitzi’s jacket, her fingers sweaty and hot. She could feel it through the fabric. “You think that door will open back up down there?”

      “Sure it will.”

      “I think I’ll go find out.”

      Mitzi jerked her back. “No one’s leaving until we all leave.”

      “It’s dark up here, Mitz. How are we going to—”

      At once, the landing filled with light. Mitzi looked up and saw the lone light bulb hanging down from the fixture in the ceiling. The one that was broken earlier.

      “Well, I’ll be damned….”

      Then her gaze dropped toward the door opposite them, the one she’d entered earlier when she’d arrived for the job interview. The one behind which Dead Ken lay in wait then—and probably still did now.

      It swung inward with a slight creak.

      Molly clutched Mitzi’s shoulder. “My heart is in my throat. Goddamn. I can feel it,” she whispered. She grabbed Mitzi’s chin and forced her to look at her, pointing to her throat. “Look at me, dammit! Do you see my heart beating right here up in my throat?”

      Marla squared herself in front of Molly. “Let go of her, Mol. And get a grip. Just remember. Gran’s ring. Gran’s ring. And revenge. We’re getting revenge for our sister.”

      Molly nodded. “Gran’s ring. Revenge. Got it.”

      Marla stared into her eyes. “You okay?”

      She nodded.

      Then Marla looked at Mitzi. “It’s your show, sister. I say go for it. Lead the way.”

      Mitzi swallowed hard and nodded. “Follow me.”

      She stood frozen to the spot.

      “We’re waiting, Mitz.”

      She jerked her head. “Just getting perspective.” Earlier in the evening, retrieving Ken’s dead, and likely now stiff, body seemed a simple enough task. Now, she questioned the sanity of that decision. And why was Ken so silent suddenly? Three minutes earlier he was in her ear. Now, nothing.

      Except, maybe, it was he who had turned on the light?

      No matter. Just move forward, Mitzi. Get the body and get out of here.

      “Follow me,” she repeated.

      “Oooooohhh…” a deep voice wailed from behind the door. Luring.

      Molly screamed and grasped the hair on the back of Mitzi’s head in two fists.

      “Stop it! Just stop it!” She whirled toward her sisters, extricated her younger one’s fingers from her hair, and then lunged toward the door. “It’s just damn stupid Ken. And I’ve had about enough of this ghost shit, so…” She pushed ahead, her sisters still planted to the floor behind her, and with balled fists stormed toward the room looking for Dead Ken.

      She shoved the office door fully back with a bang.

      “All right, you bastard. I’m here. Now get your ghostly ass over here and help me rescue your frickin’ body!”

      Ghost Ken sat hovering over the wooden chair, almost in exactly the position she left him. Dead Ken still lay on the floor, the halo of blood around his head larger now and stickier looking. Congealed?

      “That took long enough.”

      Mitzi looked at her estranged hubby, the floating one, and sighed. “God, Ken, you are such a pain in the ass.”

      “And I have a feeling I will continue to be so.”

      “Hmpht. No doubt.”

      “So now that you are here, let’s get down to business. Get us out of here.”

      “Us? As in, you and me, sweetheart, or as in you, me, and dead guy here makes three?”

      Ken stroked his chin. Hm. Even mannerisms from life still manifest themselves in ghostliness, she guessed. That was always Ken’s ‘I’m thinking’ gesture. “We all need to leave. Me, the body, and you. Not safe here. I can’t seem to move my newly acquired self in this form away from the room. Not quite sure what it means in the spirit world, but I feel a strong compulsion to get this body out of here. I can’t leave it behind. But there also is this other very strong spirit-like urging that tells me I have to go—and go soon.”

      Mitzi chuckled. “Ken, sweetheart, your soul always told you to run. What’s new?”

      “Danger.”

      She laughed aloud then. “Danger? Ken, you’re already dead.”

      “True.” He nodded. “But you’re not. Getting my dead body out of here and moving my spirit has everything to do with your safety, love, not mine. Believe it or not, this time I am very concerned about you.”

      A sliver of icy-hot fear cut a frisson down her spine.

      “Me?”

      The sisters tumbled into the room. “Mitzi?”

      The trio then followed with a spattering of words and phrases to no one in particular.

      “Look. Blood. Ewe.”

      “God. I’m gonna puke.”

      “Christ. He’s really dead. Isn’t he?”

      “Poor Ken.”

      Mitzi couldn’t take her eyes off her ghost-husband. His gaze bore back with precisioned hardness. He whispered, “Yes, love, you’re not safe. Your sisters either, not that I’m really interested in saving their asses, but for your sake, I’ll include them, too. We all must get out of here. I’m sorry for getting you involved, but it’s true. I’m in a bit of a pickle and so….”

      “Shit.” The oath was a bare whisper from her lips. How long would Ken and his shenanigans follow her? Even in life after death?

      Apparently so.

      Marla sidled up beside Mitzi, her gaze glued to the dead body. “Somewhere along the way I lost the tarp. I think it’s in the stairwell.”

      “Get it. Take Molly with you. Be quick about it.”

      “But—”

      “Now!” She looked her sister straight in the eyes. “Now, Marla, we have to make short work of this.”

      Marla lingered only a second then grasped her protesting sister’s arm and dragged her away.

      “They can’t see me or hear me.”

      Mitzi whirled. “What?”

      “Only you can see me like this. Or talk to me.”

      She huffed out a breath. “Lucky me, huh?”

      “Could be.”

      All at once, she wanted to collapse into a small ball on the floor and curl into a fetal position.

      Heavy footfall and the rustling of tarp moved back up the stairwell. Out of breath, Marla announced, “Got it.”

      Mitzi turned to her sisters. “Girls, look at me and be very clear. Tell me everything you see in this room.”

      “What?”

      “Tell me. What do you see?”

      Molly started rattling off, “A desk, stuff on it, Dead Ken, a table over there, a wooden chair.”

      “Stop. What about the chair? What’s on it?”

      Molly shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Hovering over it?”

      Marla cocked a brow. “Hovering over it? Nothing, Mitzi. Do you see…is Ken…like, here?” Her eyes grew round as Molly’s hoop earrings, and she visibly swallowed hard.

      Mitzi glanced back, and Ghostly Ken winked at her. “No,” she said softly. “He’s not. Never mind.” Then at once she turned back to them. “What do you think? Lay the tarp out on the floor and then roll him over onto it?”

      Marla looked at Dead Ken then back to Mitzi as she bent to spread the tarp on the floor. Molly took hold of one end to help her. “I was kind of hoping to see Ghostly Ken,” she lamented. “I want to give him a piece of my—”

      The door to the hallway slammed with a bang.

      Marla jumped. “Goddamn!”

      “Just shut up, Marla. Not the time to play give-Ken-a-piece-of-your-mind. Remember, he’s a spirit, and I’m not sure how he’ll react to anything these days.”

      Molly whimpered, “Is he, holy crap, here?”

      Mitzi looked long and hard at her sister. “Could be. But let’s get to work and get this body out of here, and we’ll worry about Ghostly Ken and our next steps later.”

      “I’m not touching that bloody head.” Molly scrunched up her face.

      “Not asking you to.”

      Mitzi crouched and took a closer look at Ken on the floor. He was face down and the pool of blood appeared to be coming from both the front and back of his head. The entry wound looked to be just above his neck, where a small circle with oozing blood, now rather thick and gooey, ringed it. Of course, she didn’t really know, not being a forensic person and all, but she had watched quite a bit of Crime TV.

      She had the awful feeling that when they turned the body over, the exit wound would be a bit messier. Poor Ken. His face was probably half blown off. Had this been an execution style killing?

      She shuddered at the thought and reached out to stroke a lock of his long black hair. He’d always worn it rather shaggy and near shoulder length. Funny, it was still silky on her fingertips. How many times had she run her fingers through his hair?

      God, she hoped he didn’t suffer long.

      Don’t think about it sweetheart. It was quick. I promise.

      She jerked back her hand. “I’m not thinking anything.”

      Ken scoffed. Yeah, right.

      “Stop it, Ken.”

      “What?” Marla asked.

      Mitzi shook her head. “Nothing. Let’s do this thing, okay?”

      Molly stood, hands on hips. “We’re ready. The tarp is all spread out.”

      “Got the duct tape?”

      “Yep.”

      “Marla, come over here and help me.” Mitzi stayed crouched next to the body. “On the count of three, we roll him over and onto the tarp. Then Molly, you throw the other side over him. As quickly as we can, let’s wrap the duct tape around him and get him down the stairs. Got it?”

      “Yeah.”

      She looked first at Marla then Molly. “Good. Oh, and just fair warning when we roll him over, I wouldn’t look at his face. I have a feeling it isn’t pretty.”

      Molly wrinkled her nose.

      Mitzi slid her hands under Dead Ken’s body and grasped his shirt. Marla followed suit. “On three. One. Two. Three.”

      With a grunt, the two women rolled the body onto the tarp.

      “Ewe,” all three echoed when Dead Ken flipped over onto his back and their gazes involuntarily moved to his face.

      “Oh. That had to hurt.”

      Then Mitzi looked lower to his center region where Ken’s trousers were obviously...um, tented.

      Marla must have noticed it too. “Whoa, Ken. Is that a banana in your pocket or are you just happy to see us?”

      Ken snickered in Mitzi’s ear. Sorry, sweetheart, but I was anticipating seeing you when I was inconveniently offed.

      “Shut up,” she grumbled.

      “Excuse me?” Marla responded.

      “He’s stiff,” Molly commented.

      “No joke,” Mitzi countered. “Give me that duct tape, and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Are you sure we have enough tarp to cover that, um, level of stiffness?”

      Mitzi gave Marla a sarcastic look, shot her the bird, then flipped the tarp over Dead Ken. Unfortunately, the thing was still tented. “Hand me that damned duct tape.”
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