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Prologue




“If you don’t hurry, you’ll miss your own graduation.” Karlee’s mother’s impatient voice wafted up the narrow staircase into her bedroom. “Your father is waiting for us in the car.” 

Karlee was in a cold sweat. The zipper in her expensive new dress wouldn’t budge. The harder she tugged on the pull-tab, the more fabric jammed in the metal teeth beneath the slide. Out of time, Karlee took a firm hold of the delicate fabric and, with a reverberating rip, separated warp from weft.

Problem solved.

She stepped out of the shredded frock and slipped on the only other formal dress she owned. A voice, familiar only to Karlee, resounded in her head.

I could finagle you a few more minutes by making your dad suspect car trouble.

“And how would you do that?” Karlee asked. She’d grown up with Shade, only now they were both around the same age.

The car’s already running, I could press the ignition button to kill the engine a couple of times.

“Don’t you dare.” Karlee gave herself a cursory glance in the mirror, grabbed her wallet and phone, and sailed down the stairs.

I don’t understand what all the fuss is about. You could be naked beneath your long black robe and no one would be the wiser. Besides, everyone will be too busy gawking at the ridiculous cardboard cap on your head.

Karlee met her mom, Thelma, in the kitchen.

“Why aren’t you wearing your new dress?” her mom asked.

“I had a wardrobe malfunction,” Karlee said. “It wasn’t pretty.”

“Never mind, Dear. You’re radiant.” She squeezed Karlee’s hand. “Have I told you how proud I am of you?”

“About a million times.” Karlee wrapped her arms around her mom, and they hugged.

A horn honked.

Thelma shooed Karlee out the front door and locked it.

Her parents had gentrified their triple-decker strip house in Boston’s Jamaica Plain and Karlee loved the old neighborhood. Rather than wasting money on a dorm, she lived at home and took the subway or T, as everyone called it, to and from college.

Karlee and Thelma climbed into her father’s Chevy parked on the street.

“All set?” her dad asked.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Karlee said. Shade burned through the rear passenger door and sprawled on the seat beside her as they pulled away from the curb.

“Where’s all the time gone?” Thelma asked. “In one short year, you’ll have your Master’s, and you’ll be able to apply for your dream job at the Boston Public Library.”

“You’ll be wanting your own place,” Mernie said. 

“Eventually,” Karlee replied. “It won’t happen overnight, though. I have to juggle too many school loans.”

The car inched along the thoroughfare.

On the weekends, to supplement his income, Mernie drove Uber. During the workweek he made deliveries for the local brewery.

Karlee glanced at the time on her phone. The traffic moved at a snail’s pace—probably the construction on Centre Street. She’d wanted to ride the T to graduation but her father insisted on driving.

“Are you certain you wouldn’t like a semester off before beginning graduate school?” Thelma pulled a tissue from her sleeve and dabbed her nose. “You’ve worked so hard.”

Karlee had. A trait she gleaned from both of her parents. For the last ten years, her mother had waited tables at the corner diner.

“I can’t afford to take any time off.”

Shade sat beside her and had remained strangely quiet—highly unusual since Shade never missed an opportunity to pepper every conversation between Karlee and her parents with anecdotes or gibes.

Karlee hazarded a sideways glance—she didn’t want any drama today of all days. Her nerves were already chafed what with the burgeoning traffic. If the tangle of cars didn’t open up, she really would be late. Her father put his signal on to change lanes, but to no avail.

Just this once, Karlee would have liked Shade to use her brain power to help her out. Then again, maybe Shade didn’t have the strength to push a full-sized car with her thoughts. Maybe she could only rearrange smaller things.

Karlee assumed all ghosts could move things. She knew there were others. A few years ago, Shade said a bunch of ghosts were hanging around the tombstones during their next-door neighbor’s, Mr. Angustini’s, graveside service. So many in fact, Shade freaked out and disappeared before the Minister finished his eulogy. That had been the first time Shade had abandoned her for any length of time.

Maybe her father could take a short-cut through Forest Glen Cemetery instead of taking Cherry Hill. Kill two birds with one stone.

Church bells rang down a side street. When Karlee turned, she noticed Shade had dozed off.

Seriously?

Shade had been a constant companion of hers for years and yet Karlee had never seen her come close to falling asleep before. Maybe if she kept quiet, Shade would sleep right through her entire graduation ceremony.

The car lurched with a break in traffic.

Shade’s neck jerked forward and back—her expression made the hair on Karlee’s nape bristle when she noticed the rapid movement behind Shade’s closed eyelids.

A dream?

Karlee was still trying to get her head around it when she found herself being sucked inside the chasm of Shade’s REM sleep. She no longer sat in the back seat of her father’s car. She stood on the end of a pier beside an unusual lighthouse made from steel girders. A beacon twirled and flashed a hundred feet above both her and the roiling sea. She tried to remain calm and observe everything happening around her.

A storm raged.

Black waves crested and spiked. Water crashed against the break wall with such force it spit twenty-five feet into the air. Droplets carried by the angry wind lashed at her face like razorblades.

A bell clanged.

Karlee angled into the driving rain and shielded her eyes.

Someone stood at the base of the light. Karlee moved closer.

A young girl, twelve or thirteen-years-old, stood tethered to the lighthouse with a rope. She clutched the wooden handle of a large brass bell. Exhaustion marred her brow and a curtain of long yellow hair dripped water like a spout. She roused, lifted her head and rang the bell.

Holy moly, the young girl was Shade.

Her eyes were trained on something out in the surf.

Karlee saw a flicker of red—a small wooden boat bobbing like a cork.

“You’re too close to the rocks,” Shade screamed, her expression grim. Frantic, she waved her arms like a windmill.

Then a rogue wave snagged the vessel and upended it. It splintered the boat’s wooden timbers against the rocks.

Shade stood transfixed. The bell dropped from her fingers and clattered onto the ground. She crumpled into a heap and sobbed.

Somewhere in the ether, tires slipped and screeched.

Forward momentum catapulted Karlee into the back of her mother’s seat.

Her parent’s screams echoed in her ears as pain exploded in her occipital bone—her brain slamming against her skull, the gray matter wobbling like a dashboard bobble-head.

“What happened?” she asked, trying to pry open her eyes.

The words were difficult to process. She struggled to shake her stupor.

Sirens wailed in the distance. Prickly glass shards blanketed her. The acrid smell of gasoline and gunpowder made her breath catch.

Time floated.

“This one’s alive,” a man’s voice said. “Can you hear me? We’re doing everything we can to get you out. Lie still.”

“My mom and dad,” she whispered. Speaking consumed all of her energy. She teetered on the brink of unconsciousness.

“Where does it hurt?” the same voice asked. “My neck,” she whispered.

“I’m going to give you something for the pain while we get you ready for transport.”

Cold numbness settled over her and she floated. It made her wonder if this was the way Shade felt all the time.

Disembodied voices echoed around her, but she couldn’t rouse.

“Can you hear me?”

Finally, Karlee swam through the murk and surfaced. It took a moment for her vision to clear.

“Hi,” a man with a gentle smile said. “Do you know your name?”

“Karlee,” she said, her voice breaking.

“Very good. My name is Dr. Tomlinson. I’ve been taking care of you since you arrived.”

“Where am I?” She lifted her arm and touched a neck brace, then gauze wrapped around her head. An IV tugged on her as she moved her hand.

“Boston General.”

“My mom and dad,” she said.

The doctor dragged a chair beside her bed. His expression sobered.

Karlee’s heart rate spiked—a staccato of beeps. Her eyes filled with tears, and an alarm sounded when she held her breath.

He placed his hand on hers. “I’m sorry.”

Deep down, in the dark recesses of her soul, Karlee already knew they were gone, but that didn’t make it any easier.

“I know it’s difficult,” the doctor said.

She dragged air in and out of her lungs. Tears welled and flowed. Never again would her father wink at her, nor would she see her mom’s crooked grin. She wanted to howl like a wounded animal but she couldn’t muster the energy.

“You’ve been in an induced coma to control the swelling of your brain. Now it’s subsided it’s safe to run some tests to try to figure out what caused your seizure.”

“Seizure?”

“The dashcam video shows you suffered one, moments before the accident. The seizure may have saved your life.”

Karlee closed her eyes. She and her mother had scrimped and saved and purchased the camera for her dad when he drove Uber. There were a lot of crazies out there. He must have activated the camera to record every moment of her special day.

She remembered.

Karlee had been hauled inside Shade’s strange dream right before the accident.

Shade.

She’d been a part of Karlee’s life for almost a quarter of a century. She hovered near her crib, built block towers, and sang to her in the middle of the night. Karlee thought everyone had a special friend, until her fifth birthday when her parents had a huge fight. Her father refused to acknowledge her imaginary friend, despite the approval of both her mother and Dr. Benjamin Spock in his book on babies and childcare. From that very moment on, Karlee dubbed her Shade, short for shadow, because she glued herself to Karlee’s backside.

Grand mal seizure her ass.

Karlee couldn’t even dispute the neurologist’s prognosis for fear of being locked up in the looney bin.

To stave more tears, Karlee turned toward the window where she saw Shade perched on the ledge.

“How long have you...” Karlee stopped mid-sentence. Still woozy, she’d misspoken. She faced the doctor again. “Have I been out of it?”

“Four days,” the doctor said.

“Would you mind returning a little later?” Karlee said. “I need some time to process everything that’s happened.”

He placed his hand on her arm. “Rest. I’ll be back after my rounds.”

Karlee waited for the door to latch before she confronted Shade. “What the hell happened?”

You heard the doctor. You were in a car accident. 

"So were you. What happened out on that pier?”

Oh that. Shade twisted her hands in her lap. It seems both of us lost our parents in that car wreck.

Karlee fell silent.

Shade’s loss had likely occurred several years ago, but since she had no recollection of her past, the loss was as fresh as hers.

“I’m sorry.” Tears prickled Karlee’s eyes. “Have you been holed up in here ever since?”

I had nowhere else to go. There are hordes of dead people roaming around. Especially down in emerge.

Karlee gulped. “Were my parents down there?” 

Shade shook her head. No.

A lanky orderly knocked and entered her room. “Are you Karlee Davis?” He approached the hospital bed and lowered the side rail and checked her bracelet on her right wrist. “Your doctor has ordered a couple of tests. I’m your chauffeur.”

I’ll stay here. The zombies out there give me the heebee-geebees.

The orderly released the brake and pulled the bed away from the wall. He hooked the IV on a corner post and placed the heart monitor beside her on the bed. Then he wheeled her out of the room and down the hall to the elevator.

“You’re awake,” a nurse wearing peach scrubs said. “I’ve got a message from an attorney by the name of Hillard Redding. He’s called several times. Here’s his number and your cell phone. It’s been locked in my desk drawer since you arrived.”

“Thanks.” Karlee stuck the number to the screen on her phone. A lawyer. Why not? They were called ambulance chasers for a reason.

The elevator doors slid open, and the orderly pushed her inside. She went for an MRI and a brain scan and returned to her room a little over an hour later.

Dr. Tomlinson reappeared.

Karlee didn’t waste words. “I’d like to see the dashcam recording.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” He continued to jot things in her chart.

Ever since Karlee had regained consciousness, she’d been remembering bits and pieces of those moments right before impact. She heard screaming tires and shouting. She raised her phone. “I talked to my lawyer and he’s asked me to piece together what happened. Please. He needs all the help he can get when he talks to the insurance company.” She had no clue who Hillard Redding was or what he wanted but her plea sounded plausible.

“Give me his number, I’ll forward the video to him.” Dr. Tomlinson pulled out his cell.

“Please,” Karlee begged. “I need to see it.” 

The doctor sighed. “What’s your number?” 

Karlee rhymed it off.

“I’m sorry. The police believe the accident was your father’s fault.” He pressed buttons and pocketed the phone then turned and left.

Karlee switched on her phone. A ding indicated incoming mail. She opened the file and turned the phone to elongate the screen.

The terror on both her parents’ faces punched her in the gut. Her dad tugged on the steering wheel with all of his might and yet it slipped through his fingers in the opposite direction.

“What the hell?” he screamed.

Her mother tried to avert her eyes but couldn’t. Every breath she drew sounded louder and more frantic until the guttural whimpers turned into full-fledged screams.

Her dad’s white knuckles struggled to bring the car under control. He stomped and pumped the brakes and the car careened even faster.

Both shrieked in terror a scant moment before the video winked out and went black.

She watched the clip several times—enough times to know with certainty her father had nothing to do with the crash. He’d done everything in his power to stop the car and avoid the truck.

Someone else had been driving.








  
  

Chapter 1


One year later...





Mabel’s Facts and Fables, a funky little bookstore located in downtown Salem, Massachusetts, embraced the bazaar and ethereal. Sparkle dust glittered from the shop’s eggplant purple walls and created a weird cosmos. Most of the shops in the downtown district catered to witchery and magic and, on more than one occasion, proved to be the perfect workplace for Karlee, reputedly a person prone to meltdowns, because it didn’t bother anyone when she was seen talking to herself. 

Fresh off the bus, Karlee walked to the store, scooted beneath the rope cordoning off the entrance and slipped inside.

Julia Conolley, the store manager, shot through the beaded curtain separating the storage area from the sales floor. Strings of beads danced in her wake. She met her at the door and leaned outside to speak to the people in line. “Won’t be long, folks. As soon as Max Cole arrives, we’ll let twenty-five fans in at a time.”

Karlee made a beeline for the back room where she hung her coat. “That’s a decent turnout for a Wednesday evening.”

“Thanks for coming in on your day off.”

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t have missed seeing Max Cole.”

“Do you know where all of his books are? He’ll be arriving any minute, and I can’t find those boxes.”

Karlee headed for the tower of cartons stacked in the corner. In a dither, Julia followed on her heels and walked straight through Shade when Karlee came to an abrupt stop.

“Leave it with me. I’ll find them,” Karlee said. “You go out onto the sales floor and make sure everything is set up for the signing.”

She needs to take a pill.

Julia fled out into the showroom.

What’s wrong with her? It’s not like this is her first author signing.

Karlee slid boxes, checking each label before shoving it aside. “No, but Max Cole is a really big name. He writes the Eric Stone adventures.”

So?

“He’s also seriously hot.” Karlee angled another box to read the label and sliced the tape with her knife. She pulled out the hardback and held it so Shade could see the picture on the back cover.

Shade leaned closer. Okay, so he’s a hunk of cowcake.

“It’s beefcake,” Karlee said.

Whatever. I guess that’s why Julia’s wearing such a low-cut blouse and skin-tight skirt. Is he single?

Karlee turned the book over and raised her eyebrows at the attractive blond man on the back. “How would I know?” She dropped the book, lifted the case onto her cart and wheeled it out to the signing table on the sales floor.

The author wouldn’t arrive for another ten minutes and yet a line of patrons snaked along the sidewalk and down the adjacent alley. No wonder Julia was stressed. Karlee placed the carton on the table and unpacked the books setting them near the edge.

“All we have is one box?” Julia’s voice squeaked. “There are four more in the back,” Karlee said.

“Calm down, Jules. Breathe. I’ll bring more books out as we need them.”

Julia straightened and inhaled. “We’ve never had a turn-out like this. Guess it’s safe to say we’re not his only fans.”

“No kidding. How did you ever manage to snag such a huge name for our little shop?” Karlee asked.

“I didn’t,” Julia muttered, biting a nail. “His publicist called me.”

Suddenly, a squeal rose from the crowd and Max Cole appeared. He took his time shaking the hands of fans standing in line as he made his way to the door.

“Oh, gawd,” Julia said. “He’s even more handsome in real life. How’s my hair?”

“Great,” Karlee said. “I’ll go and put the cart in the back room and set another box on it so all you have to do is ask one of the part-timers to bring it out when you’re getting low. I’ll work cash.”

Julia opened the door and the store flooded with the first twenty people. Karlee squeezed through the crowd all straining for a glimpse of the celebrity in their midst.

The store bustled.

For the next half hour Karlee worked the till, checking out excited fans with two and three autographed books. Everyone claimed to be making purchases for friends and relatives, too.

Karlee did her best to keep an eye on the book-signing area, or rather, Shade, who as of right now, perched on the edge of the table where Max seemed to be making small talk with his fans. Her ghostly friend had crossed her arms about fifteen minutes ago and had been scowling at Julia for the past five.

A scowl, Karlee knew all too well. Shade’s patience had been stretched thin—any moment she’d make a scene.

Julia mooned over the celebrity sitting next to her. Every time she leaned over to replenish the stack of books; he likely glimpsed another impressive stack—Julia’s burgeoning cleavage.

Karlee needed to create a diversion fast. She called one of the part-timers over to relieve her and took a detour around the magazine racks just as Shade used her telekinesis to slide a box of books in Julia’s path.

The result?

A chain reaction.

Julia tripped and fell against the desk. The books on the edge toppled.

Karlee lunged to rescue the hardbacks.

And Max Cole’s wheeled chair slid into the back of Karlee’s knees, dumping her into his lap, and the two of them soared along the New Age and Occult aisle completely out of sight.

Shade howled.

Karlee could hear her laughing hysterically and didn’t flinch when she poked her head through a large book called, Ghosts and Other Supernatural Beings.

You should have seen your face.

Julia ran to the head of the aisle. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t see the box. Are you two okay?” Embarrassment had turned her cheeks the same color as her hair.

“We’re fine,” Karlee said.

The part-timer at cash shouted over the commotion. “Miss Conolley there’s a phone call for you on line one. I think it’s The Globe.”

Julia turned and nodded. She seemed thankful for the diversion and strode away.

Applause had erupted amongst Max Cole’s fans on the other side of the bookshelf. Karlee heard a man say, “I guess Max knows a thing or two about rescuing a damsel in distress.”

Max obviously heard him, too, because he had a quick come back. “Eric Stone taught me everything I know,” he shouted. He nodded at the books in Karlee’s hands and whispered in her ear. “Nice catch.”

Cocooned by bookshelves on all sides, Karlee narrowed her eyes at Shade who immediately bugged out. Then she turned and got lost in Max Cole’s Caribbean blue eyes.

Why were men gifted with such beauty? He had attributes any woman would die for. “Are those eyelashes yours?”

“Last time I checked,” he said. “Do you always smell like a strawberry mango smoothie?”

“It’s my lip gloss.” 

Once again, their eyes met.

“Do you taste like a strawberry mango smoothie, too?” Max asked, his eyes darkening.

Her brain froze.

In a perfect world he’d lean over and kiss her. Instead, he did something more erotic. He dragged his thumb across her bottom lip and sucked it.

“Mmmmmm,” he groaned.

Her mouth became as arid as the Sahara. 

“You do,” he said.

Oh, baby, oh.

She shook her head and cleared her throat. “Your fandom awaits.”

He took a deep breath and nodded. “I know.” Only he made no move to help her out of his lap. He just sat there gazing at her lips.

“Okay, then.” She placed the books in her left hand, wiggled onto one cheek and placed her right hand behind her to push up and out of his lap—a very hard lap.

“Karlee?” Julia had returned to the head of the aisle.

Max sprang into action. He placed his palms on Karlee’s hips and helped her stand. She gave him the book and excused herself. The moment she rounded the aisle, applause sounded. She curtsied and made her way back to the cash.

An hour before closing time, Julia joined Karlee at the sales counter. “We’re on the last box,” Julia said. “We could run out.”

“I’ll go and pull his back-list from the shelves just in case,” Karlee said.

“That’s a brilliant idea,” Julia said. She asked another one of the part-timers to cover the cash and followed Karlee over to the stacks. While Karlee filled an empty carton with books Julia pitched her voice low. “Did Max say anything to you about me? I’m pretty sure we made a connection. I mean right before I tripped and the two of you went sailing off into New Age.”

Julia had a thing for Max Cole.

Ten months ago, Julia hired her at the bookstore in spite of her disability. “Not a word,” Karlee said. She owed Julia. She wouldn’t mention their hot and heavy stares and would step aside. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to do some work in the back room. I’m feeling a bit off.”

“Are you okay?”

“Fine,” she said. “Nothing to worry about.” Karlee would go and sort stock, remove herself from the man who had glanced in her direction about fifty times in the last hour. She walked into the back room where Shade had been hiding out after her stunt. Karlee spotted her sprawled across Julia’s desk reading a Sports Illustrated magazine. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

She shook her head. It was embarrassing the way Julia was carrying on. Talk about throwing yourself at someone. She’ll never find a man acting like that.

“How should she act?”

She needs to be more like you. You know, normal.

“Normal? I’ve never been normal in my entire life. I’m sitting here talking to a ghost for Christ’s sake.” Her voice had crept up, and she twirled to make sure she hadn’t drawn the attention of anyone out on the sales floor. “And certainly not since the accident.”

Everything had changed after that. Things spun further out of control.

She’d lost her parents, her home, and even more of her independence. She had no way of knowing Dr. Tomlinson would yank her driver’s license and sign paperwork stating her head injury had resulted in mental impairment. Oh, she had mental impairment all right, only she’d grown up with it.

Plain and simple.

She’d been attracted to Max Cole, and he seemed to be into her, but the logistics of a relationship made cold sweat erupt on Karlee’s upper lip. It would never work. It’s not like Shade ever respected her privacy—she hung out with her twenty-four-seven.

Karlee didn’t often feel sorry for herself, but on days like this she questioned everything. Her mind spun macabre scenarios that, on more rational days, she knew weren’t true.

One question continued to haunt her.

Who drove the car that killed her mom and dad? Shade claimed she never learned how to drive. And Shade didn’t have the stomach for vehicular homicide. 

On good days, Karlee knew Shade would never hurt her parents. Today was not one of those days.

When she finally zeroed in on the clock, she realized the signing event would be over and the store would close in fifteen minutes. She needed to return to the sales floor but when she glimpsed Shade, she froze. Shade had, for the second time in Karlee’s life, fallen dead asleep.

Karlee’s breath caught, and bile lurched into her throat.

She didn’t know if she could handle another wild ride into Shade’s past. It had taken Karlee the better part of a year to be able to think of her parents without bawling. Her only solace was the fact she didn’t really have anything else to lose.

The temperature plummeted.

Karlee’s breath clouded and a chill stiffened her fingers. Like the last episode, she didn’t have a lot of time to prepare.

She pulled the pencil from her clipboard and hurried to the sofa to lay in wait.

Seconds dragged.

Her heart raced, and her palms slickened.

The moment Shade’s eyes moved behind her closed eyelids, Karlee bit down on the pencil and, just like the last time, hurtled into Shade’s memory like a rocket.








  
  
Chapter 2




Karlee spun until the twirling, twisting vortex spit her out onto a secluded cliff above the ocean. Shade stood staring out over the water. 

She studied her, taking note of the subtle differences in her. Shade appeared the same, somewhere in her mid-twenties, but bundled in a winter coat and boots. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her lips were chapped, her figure heavier, rounder.

She never noticed the approach of a man until he strode right through her heading toward Shade. 

Karlee used to wonder how Shade felt when people walked through her. Now, she knew. Like jelly.

Karlee couldn’t see the man’s face. He wore tailored black cashmere. Shade must have sensed his arrival and turned abruptly. Maybe she’d been waiting for him. Maybe they’d met here before. Karlee assumed this lookout would have been a favorite haunt for the locals during the summer—a place for reflection or contemplation but less so during the winter with such inhospitable conditions.

“I’m pregnant,” Shade said. 

For a split-second Karlee didn’t think she heard correctly.

“I see. Are you going to keep it?” Shade nodded.

“Will you be asking for a leave of absence?” His sharp voice cut like the wind whistling at the water’s edge.

Karlee scanned the coastline and noticed several turn-of-the-century, old-money estates standing sentinel.

Shade’s teeth chattered, and she seemed to steel herself against his wretched tone. Her voice broke. “I’m trying to do the right thing and notify the father.”

Oh, crap.

Again, Karlee tried to sneak a peek at the man’s face but only saw crescent eyes and a blade-like nose covered by a scarf. He huddled into the collar of his coat to protect himself from the blasting frost.

Shade, obviously unabashed, lifted her head and placed her hand against her swollen belly. No wonder she appeared rounder. Her waist had grown inches thicker and her flat stomach had bulged into a tight knot below her navel. Her eyes became unfocussed.

Huge sea-worn boulders jutted out into the raging surf. A graphite sky promised snow. Ocean swells polished and smoothed the rocks below. Gale force winds rippled Shade’s cheeks. “I wrote a letter.” She patted her nose with a tissue and reached into the pocket of her overcoat. “Here,” she said, handing it to him.

Karlee couldn’t exactly say what happened next. Maybe Shade felt unwell or maybe she lost her footing on the slick rocks. Another gust of wind pushed her dangerously close to the edge, and she teetered on the brow like a tightrope walker, valiantly attempting to keep her balance.

Karlee’s heart pounded.

The man grabbed Shade’s hand the very moment she lost her battle.

The sea churned.

The swirling waters roared in applause.

Shade’s raggedy Anne legs dangled over the edge.

Gold monogrammed cuff links glimmered on his wrist as he adjusted his grip, still her fingers slipped in his.

In a flash, Shade fell from his grasp and tumbled down the rock face landing on a giant boulder below.


      [image: ]Karlee heard a loud crash.

When she opened her eyes there were dust motes floating in the air. Her head spun as the image of Shade’s broken body faded.

Karlee’s backside throbbed.

“Karlee?” Julia said. “Can you hear me?” Julia knelt beside her on the floor.

“How did I get down here?” Karlee asked still groggy.

“Me,” Julia said. “I pulled you out of harm’s way in the nick of time, before those three boxes of hardbacks tumbled onto the couch. You must have been thrashing to topple them.”

Karlee watched the video of her last seizure. Her muscle contractions weren’t strong enough to cause boxes to fall.

Julia dragged a chair over and helped Karlee into it. “Why didn’t you tell me you might have a seizure? If you’d given me a heads-up, I would have had one of the part-timers close and tally the cash, while I sat with you.”

“According to my doctor, you couldn’t have done anything,” Karlee said. Dr. Tomlinson didn’t have a clue why she had seizures. He ruled out a stroke and epilepsy. He had no idea they were ghost induced. Karlee didn’t know when Shade would fall asleep and enter REM sleep. “It’s not like I have a lot of warning. I barely had enough time to find a safe place to lie down.”

“Not so safe,” Julia said.

Karlee glanced over at Shade, rocking back and forth on top of the desk across from her.

“Jule, would you mind getting me a glass of water?” she asked. “I’m really parched.”

“Sure thing. I’ll be right back,” Julia said.

“I’ll wait here.” Karlee watched Julia disappear through the beaded screen. Her boss would have to cross the sales floor to get to the public washrooms on the other side of the store—enough time to have a brief conversation with Shade.

Scrapes, bumps and bruises had erupted along the side of Shade’s face but very soon the torn and heaved skin returned to its normal translucent state, though more tightly drawn than usual. Shade struggled to sit and began rubbing her arms with her hands. Her translucence flickered.

“It’s okay. You’re okay,” Karlee said.

I’m not okay. 

“Talking might help.” 

It won’t.

“The man couldn’t hold on. You slipped and fell. It was a terrible accident,” Karlee said.

The rocks shredded my skin. The salty surf stung like a bitch.

The desperation and raw emotion of Shade’s words made tears fill Karlee’s eyes. “It’s no wonder you didn’t cross over. One minute you’re alive, expecting a child, and the next you’re not. That would be pretty hard to accept.”

Shade closed her eyes and shook. Her hands were balled into fists. Light shimmered and began piercing the white curtain of her body. Soon her entire body became a waterfall of cascading sparks.

It was no accident.

Karlee didn’t know what to believe. She couldn’t seem to wrap her head around the books falling on top of her either.

That bastard let go of me.

Julia’s heels clicked on the tiled sales floor and Shade evaporated in a flash of blinding white light. Karlee had barely enough time to close her gaping mouth before Julia arrived and pressed a glass of water into her hand.

“Thanks,” Karlee said swallowing the lump in her gullet. She tipped the glass and let the cool water trickle down her throat.

Julia sat down in the chair. “Maybe you should consider taking some time off or, better yet, you should quit. It would make it easier for everyone.”

Karlee blinked several times. Julia had never been deliberately cruel. Her words stung. Quit the bookstore? Mrs. Featherstone and Julia were the only two people she had left. “That never crossed my mind. What’s going on, Jule? Did you ever call Mabel and ask her why she didn’t talk to you before she sold the store?” 

Book Villa, a multi-chained retailer purchased the small independent and had made restructuring demands. Julia had a crisis on her hands, too.

“I couldn’t get a hold of Mabel, but I talked to her niece.”

“And?”

“Mabel’s dead. She died a little over a month ago.” 

“Oh, no.” Karlee sighed. “I’m sorry. I know you liked Mabel.”

“Thanks.” Julia’s mouth quivered.

“Don’t worry. You’re a terrific manager. Once Book Villa reviews the store’s sales figures, they’ll do whatever it takes to keep you happy.”

Julia mustered a weak smile.

“Hey, I’ve got an idea,” Karlee said. “Why don’t we go shopping this Sunday? Both of us are off. Maybe we could head to the coast, do a little sightseeing and have lunch somewhere.”

“I don’t think you’ll want anything to do with me ever again.”

“Nothing you could ever say or do would change the way I feel about you.”

“Are you sure about that?” 

“Absolutely.”

“I hope you’re right.” Julia exhaled and took a deep fortifying breath. “You’re fired.”








  
  

Chapter 3


 





Cole Maxwell, aka Max Cole, waited for the wholesome blonde, the one who disappeared into the backroom, to return to the sales floor. He kept vigil for the remainder of the signing, but she never showed her face again, not even to say good-bye. 

He should have been relieved.

He didn’t do relationships—at least not very well. Oh, he’d tried, but he’d always failed miserably.

The book signing had been a huge success. Under the pseudonym of Max Cole, he sold four cases of new hardback books and exhausted the store’s entire backlist of paperbacks they had on hand. He’d been skeptical when his publicist arranged the event, especially since the quirky little shop had only recently come under Book Villa’s corporate umbrella. But he’d been pleasantly surprised.

Reality hit him like a rock the very next day when he drove into Boston to one of the last remaining independent publishers in the industry. He parked his car and rode the elevator to reception.

On the wall, the brass letters of Torrence Publishing sparkled like gold bullion. He set off toward his editor’s office glancing from the inlaid marble floors to the mahogany wood paneling adorned with oil paintings. He stopped in his tracks when he turned the corner and spotted Cyndy, Aiden Torrence’s secretary working at her desk. He pressed his back into the wall.

He’d been a real schmuck.

It hadn’t been his finest hour.

They’d had a date and he’d been on deadline—fully ensconced in the writing zone when she rapped on his door clad in champagne-colored satin. The fabric of her dress drizzled over her curves like honey.

“Cyndy. Crap,” He glanced at his watch. How could he have forgotten? “Oh, no. I’m so sorry.”

“I figured you were writing when you didn’t come to pick me up. I got worried when your phone went straight voice mail, so I decided to drive here to make sure you were still breathing.”

“I got side-tracked. I sat down to write this morning and everything clicked. The words were flowing and I’m only a few pages short of finishing the next book.” Cole rubbed his hand across his whiskered chin. “Damn it. I had my tux cleaned and pressed for this function, too. I assure you; my intentions were honorable. Not that it’s any excuse.”

“Aiden will be thrilled you’re nearly finished.” Despite her encouraging words, she seemed disappointed. “Couldn’t you have set an alarm or something? I get it. I really do. I’ve been working in the publishing business long enough to know a writer never messes with his muse.” Dejected, she turned and started to walk away.

Cole knew she was hurt, but she’d get over it. He released the breath he’d been holding. Better for her to leave so he could finish. He’d make it up to her. Eager to get back to his computer, he sprang to attention. “I’ll call you later.”

“Don’t bother,” she said, disappearing down the walkway.

If that’s the way she wanted it, he understood. He watched her go to her compact parked in the driveway. She walked past the driver’s door and opened the trunk. Next thing he knew she was dragging a wheeled suitcase toward the door.

“I threw a few things in a bag. Thought we could hang out this weekend and keep each other company. If you’re lucky, I might even cook. You can write and I’ll read.”

Cole’s mouth went bone-dry, and he swallowed hard. A moment ago, when he thought she’d been blowing him off he’d actually been relieved. That fact spoke volumes. Now all he had to do was tell her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Do you remember what I said when we first met?” Cyndy nodded. “You said you weren’t in the market for a long-term relationship. But that was then,” she said. “The other day, you told me we’d made a connection.”

“I said you were different and you are.” But he’d never change. Suddenly at a loss for words, his limbs stiffened. He ground his teeth together.

“Don’t you want me to stay?” Her voice quivered.

The damage had already been done. He needed to make a clean break and put her out of her misery. “No, I don’t.”

“You can’t be serious—all because I brought a change of clothes? Do you even know what you’re doing?”

“You deserve so much more than what I’m prepared to offer.” He’d lasted longer with this woman than any other. She knew him better than most, but still not well enough. “I’m sorry.”

Cyndy’s eyes filled with tears. “Not half as sorry as I am. You’re throwing us away because you’re afraid to let yourself fall in love. You’re searching for something that isn’t real. You’re not Eric Stone. He’s your protagonist. Eric Stone is make-believe and life isn’t an adventure novel.”

She grabbed her suitcase and left.


      [image: ]Cole noticed Cyndy sitting at her desk. He’d been worse than a schmuck. The break-up had been three weeks ago. He pushed himself off the wall and forged ahead.

“I hope you’re well,” he said.

She never even glanced up from her work. “He’s waiting for you.”

Cole stood for a moment, and when he realized she wasn’t going to say anything else, he continued into the inner office.

Aiden stood beside an easel on the other side of the room.

“Hey,” Aiden said. “The preliminary cover art for book six just landed. Come and tell me what you think.”

Cole walked over. White dice stood against a black background. The title, Snake Eyes, in blood-red print overtop of the die, made for an ominous cover.

“It works.”

“I’d like to see the title font larger, but all in all it’s pretty good,” Aiden said. He shook Cole’s hand. “Good to see you, buddy. Come and sit down. By the way, thanks for making deadline on book five.”

Cole sat in the chair across from Aiden’s desk.

“There were casualties.” 

“I heard.”

Cole shrugged. “What’s happening with you?” 

“Same old,” Aiden said. “I’ve been on the phone all morning trying to dissuade one of my authors from taking a new project to Putnam.”

“Did groveling come into play?” Cole asked. 

“Some.” Aiden shuffled papers on the desk.

“What’s going on with the Eric Stone movie rights?” “My LA representative is trying to hammer out a deal with Martin Scorsese.” Cole still couldn’t believe such a gifted director wanted to make Eric Stone movies.

“What does your agent say?”

“You know how hot-headed she is.” Cole scratched his brow. “She’s not the most patient woman on the planet. She threatened to jump on a plane to expedite the whole process.”

“Sounds like her.”

Cole sat up straighter and broached the subject that plagued him. “I need more time to complete those revisions we discussed.”

“How much more?”

Cole didn’t want to lie. There were a lot of people counting on him, or rather, Max Cole, to perform. “A couple of months maybe.”

Aiden’s head snapped around. “Months? Weeks I can do. A couple of months may cut things pretty close. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

Cole needed to take a break and get away from everything for a while. He’d burned out. The sheer terror on Aiden’s face made Cole back-pedal. “I’ve never let you down before. Have I?” His words were a stretch considering the stall he was in. The revisions weren’t the only thing he’d been struggling with. He didn’t have a story idea for number seven. The proverbial writing well had run dry.

He had nothing. 

Zip. Zero. Zilch.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. You’ve always made good on your promises.” Aiden closed the files on his desk. “Enough shop talk. Ready to go for lunch?”

“The sooner the better. I’ve got a four o’clock date.”

“Not another employee in my office, I hope.” 

“Give me a little more credit than that,” Cole said.

To his chagrin, an image of the blonde from the bookstore popped into his head.

The two men grabbed a cab to the Union Oyster House and Aiden spoke to the hostess. “Reservation for Torrence.”

“Your wife is already seated,” the young woman said. “I’ll show you to the table.

Aiden never mentioned Susan would be joining them, not that it mattered. Cole hadn’t seen Susan since he’d been best man at their wedding. At least half of the newlywed couple still thought of him as the best man. Susan wasn’t a fan.

Susan and Aiden were total opposites—she was short and sassy he was tall and refined, but marriage suited them. “She asked to be included,” Aiden said. “She thought the time had come to forgive and forget. If her maid of honor could do it, so could she.”

Really?

If Susan only knew. Her bridesmaid, the quiet little church mouse, virtually turned into a raging tigress after she downed a few drinks. She’d been the one who seduced him, not the other way around.

Aiden and Cole followed the hostess to a table in the back. Susan dabbed her chin over an empty soup crock.

“You’re late,” she said.

“Sorry about that.” Aiden slicked back his charcoal hair and removed his blue blazer. “Have we missed anything?”

“Just me slurping down a bowl of chowder.”

Cole took off his jacket and sat down. He watched Aiden give Susan a kiss and fought to swallow the lump of envy in his throat.

A waiter approached the table and proceeded to rhyme off the day’s specials. When he finished, Susan turned and ordered drinks. “My husband will have a glass of red wine and his friend will have a scotch on the rocks.”

Both Aiden and Cole nodded.

Susan had beauty, brains, and a good memory.

“It’s nice of you to extend the olive branch,” Cole said. “I would like to like to get to know you better. I really don’t know anything about you.”

Aiden’s cell phone rang. He checked the screen. “I have to take this. Excuse me for a moment.” He walked to the front of the restaurant and outside.

“What would you like to know?” Susan asked. “For starters, why didn’t you change your name to Torrence?”

“It’s nothing nefarious I assure you. I’ve worked hard as an attorney in this town and decided not to lose that momentum,” Susan said. “Why do you write under a pen name?”

“I did it to maintain a modicum of anonymity. I don’t like the notoriety,” Cole said. “How did you and Aiden meet?”

Susan nodded at Aiden and smiled. “A couple of years ago I was a copyright lawyer. I slapped Torrence Publishing, with a class-action suit.”

“And what? He married you to make it go away?”

“It’s obvious you don’t know me very well. I fell in love with him when he did the right thing and set the record straight.”

Cole had only been joking. He knew Aiden from college. Aiden had integrity up the ying yang. “Are you still with the same firm?”

“Yes,” Susan said. “Still at Lucas and Devine.” 

“What do you do now?”

“Mostly probate work.”

Aiden came back to the table and sat down. “Sorry about the intrusion. Did I miss anything?”

Neither Cole nor Susan spoke.

The waiter took their orders. Cole and Aiden ordered a dozen shucked oysters and Susan had the lobster roll. Once she finished, she made her apologies. “I’m afraid I have to get back to the office. I’ve got an appointment with a private investigator. I’m trying to locate a woman who’s come into some money.”

Cole and Susan shook hands, and Aiden walked her to the door. When he returned to the table, Cole had already settled the bill.

“Are you cutting lunch short, too?” Aiden asked. “It must be one heck of a date.”

Cole didn’t bother setting him straight. “By the way, if you need to contact me this summer, call my cell. I’m going to be sailing the coast for a while and I’ve put the condo up for temporary lease. The owner’s association doesn’t want me to leave it empty because of last year’s burglaries.” Cole shook Aiden’s hand and left.


      [image: ]Cole had a date at Deep Bay Marina, with Fantasea, his thirty-foot sailboat, on Boston’s waterfront. He pulled alongside the white barriers reserved for individuals loading and unloading provisions and joined the group of boatyard hands slinging straps around the boat’s hull. The straps would then be attached to a giant yellow crane, which would lift it into the water.

“We’re all set, Mr. Maxwell,” a young diesel-mechanic said. “I’ll check the harness and give the signal to lower her into the water.”

“She a beauty, isn’t she? I gave her a few extra coats of wax and anti-fouling paint last weekend to celebrate the arrival of summer,” Cole said. “This has been the lousiest spring I can remember.”

The dockhand nodded and signaled the crane operator to begin. The crane raised the boat a few inches, just enough to clear the cradle. The wheels trailed down the ramp, quickly submerging them. Water inched its way up the legs of the crane, lapping at the keel and washing toward the water line.

A loud crack pierced the din of the crane’s engine. It deafened Cole. One of the straps around the hull ripped and the metal hook attaching it to the crane catapulted free and careened through the air. It hit the dock pylon beside the two men with a thwack.

Fantasea’s stern smacked the water’s surface. Water buried the hull and flooded the rails. The keel hit bottom.

The bow slipped from the forward sling. A massive wave slapped the break wall. The plume shot twenty feet into the air.

Drenched, Cole and the boatyard hand turned and saw the hook embedded in the wood pylon mere inches from their heads. Then they checked Fantasea, still rocking but unscathed by the near disaster.

Cole wiped his brow with his shirt cuff. He pulled his wallet from his pocket and slapped a fifty into the palm of the young man’s hand. The danger pay wasn’t nearly enough, but it did bring color back to the man’s face.

The man tapped the beak of his hat in salute.

Cole jumped into the cockpit, opened the hatch and started the engine. When the boat swung away from the side of the dock, he motored out into Boston Harbor.

The summer sport of racing consumed dozens of sailors. Many clubs organized regattas but racing didn’t excite him. He scoffed at the white-knuckled madness. He preferred cruising. He loved a breeze on his face, the freedom to go anywhere, in whatever direction the gull flew.

He put the boat into the wind, raised the sail, cut the engine, and set a visual course north. Waves on the water indicated a good blow on the other side of Deer Island. When the sail caught the gust, he hit seven knots.

The boat sliced through the turbulent swells. The molten sun slowly ebbed below Boston’s crimson cityscape.

“Red sky at night, sailor’s delight,” Cole murmured.

He hoped sailing would cure what ailed him.

 Life didn’t get any better than this.







OEBPS/images/dba92815-d351-4b8c-a049-d0286cafd516.png
®






