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Chapter 1 

 

IT FELT GOOD good to be back on the bike. 

Late May, under a bright sun with a warm breeze brushing her face, Billie Culpepper coasted down Beach Boulevard with a rare flush of contentment. The winter had dragged on, reluctant to give up its frosted grip until just recently, when the skies finally cleared and spring bloomed with a vengeance as if eager to make up for lost time.  

As soon as it was warm enough, Billie had taken the bike down from where it hung chained in the stairwell and, after a quick tune-up, she had hit the streets. Every winter she vowed to use the stationary bike at the gym to keep her leg muscles in shape and, like every year, she had neglected to do so. She always overdid it on that first spring ride, her legs cramped by the end of it and Billie scolding herself for her wintertime lethargy. 

No matter. Gliding through the streets on an extraordinarily fine spring day, even the pain felt good. The uphill trip from the lake proved to be too much for her neglected muscles, forcing her to dismount and walk the bike the last six blocks home. Turning into the alley behind her building, she spotted the robin again, hopping through a patch of weeds. 

This was the third time in a week the little redbreast had appeared outside the back door, chirping at her. Like the two incidents before, the bird didn’t flutter off or even seem concerned as she approached. It looked at her, pecked at the tuft of weeds and looked at her again. Robins were a sign of something but Billie couldn’t remember if it was good luck or simply a sign of spring. Either way, both were welcome. 

The bird chirped at her. Digging for her keys, she said, “Good morning to you, too.” 

Even with the jangling of the keys and the clicking wheel of the bicycle, the robin didn’t fly away and Billie wondered if the bird had built a nest nearby. Maybe even on her back fire escape. 

The cat was also a denizen of the back alley, a feral looking tabby with one misshapen ear and a crooked tail. Billie had seen the tomcat prowling the snow-capped fences all winter long. 

It came out of nowhere, springing from its hiding place to pounce on the robin. Clamping the bird in its jaws, the tomcat loped away with its prize. It had all happened so fast that Billie was left blinking, unsure of what she had just witnessed. A tuft of red plumage floated on the air and settled into the gravel. 

The tabby hadn’t gone far, just to the end of the rickety fence where it had hunkered down with the bird still in its jaws. Without thinking, Billie dropped her bike and sprinted after it. 

“Hey!” she barked. “Drop it!” 

Startled, the tomcat bolted along the run of fence into a dead-end, refusing to relinquish its prey. It was about to leap onto the slat rail of the fence when Billie flung her keys at it. Under normal circumstances, the aim of her throwing arm was terrible, but this time she made out like a marksman, the keys thumping loudly against the cat’s ribs. Startled a second time, the tabby dropped the bird and launched over the rotting fence boards. 

The bird lay in a dirty puddle, flapping one wing in a way that seemed all wrong. Billie scooped it out of the water and held it in her cupped hands, trying to discern how badly it was injured. The plumage of both wings was mangled and the bird’s head twitched sharply. At a loss for what to do next, she snatched up her keys and ran to lock up her bike. 

 

~

 

“I have no idea what to do with an injured bird,” Mockler said over the phone. “Did you call the Humane Society?”

“They won’t take it.” Billie said, pressing the phone against her ear. “They said they get too many calls about birds as it is.” She returned to her small desk where the injured robin lay. She had placed it in an old shoe box and turned on the desk lamp, thinking the warmth from the bulb would keep it warm. It lay still and she wanted to stroke it lightly to see if it was still alive but was afraid she would injure it even more. 

“They told me to put the bird outside and let nature take its course.” 

“Oh,” he said. 

“I don’t want it to die,” Billie sighed. “It’s been hanging outside my door for the past week. If I hadn’t distracted it, it would have flown away before the cat got it.” 

There was a pause on the other end, then Mockler replied. “Sweetheart, I don’t mean to sound cold, but…it’s just a bird.” 

“I know. But maybe I can, I dunno, nurse it back to health?”

“Do you know how to do that?”

She dropped into the wooden chair. “No.” 

Looking down at the robin, she wondered if putting some grass inside the box would help. Then she tried to remember what robins ate. Was it worms? 

“Are you working tonight?” he asked. 

“The afternoon shift. Again. I haven’t had a night shift in ages.” The evening shifts at the bar were far more lucrative than the afternoons and her wallet was starting to feel the pinch. Normally, there would always be cash in her pocket from working nights. Now there seemed to be only loose change. 

“I thought you talked to Mario about that?”

“I did,” she said. “He asked me to be patient. He’s hired some new staff and wants them to work nights for the time being. Which is fine, but he can’t give them all the night shifts. Jesus.” 

“Talk to him again. The squeaky wheel gets the oil.” 

Billie disliked that advice. She hated nagging and she hated complaining, even when it was the right thing to do. Just part of her nature. “Are you all right? You sound a little distracted.”

“I’m fine. But I should go.” 

Billie frowned. She knew him well enough to know when he was being tight-lipped about something. “Where are you?”

“The nursing home. Visiting the old man.”

That explained his odd tone. “I see. How’s it going?”

“Well, I haven’t murdered him yet, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“All right. I’ll let you carry on.” She rose from the chair, wanting to add something before saying goodbye. “Listen, I know it’s tough, but it’s a good thing you’re doing. Spending time with your dad.” 

“You’re a terrible liar, Culpepper. I’ll call you later.” 

Billie slid the phone onto the table and leaned over the shoe box. The bird had flapped its wings a few times and she noted a few smears of blood on the cardboard. Was she crazy, thinking she could nurse the robin like she was some animal doctor? According to her newfound cousin Earl, her mother had possessed a knack for not only finding injured animals but also nursing them back to health. Crows, in particular. Maybe,  some of that knowledge was genetic and she would just know instinctively what to do. Or maybe it was an unforeseen aspect of her weird abilities, as if seeing dead people lent itself somehow to intuitively knowing how to fix broken wings on delicate birds. 

Pondering the still form of the bird, she tried to remember something that her mother had once told her about robins. How, during the crucifixion, a robin had tried to tug away the crown of thorns from the tortured brow of Christ, but in doing so, had pierced itself, staining its breast crimson. A child’s folk tale about how robins had acquired their signature colour. But how had the story ended? Rifling her memory, she recalled that, according to her mother, the robin had fallen dead to the stony ground at the feet of the crucified man. 

That wasn’t going to be this animal’s fate. Fetching a plastic bag from the kitchen, Billie ran back down to the alley to collect some grass and twigs to make some form of half-assed nest for the poor thing. 

 

~

 

Mockler stood leaning against the park bench under the warm May sun. Looking down at the phone in his hand, he watched the screen go dark. He wondered what had possessed Billie to try and rescue a mangled bird from an alley cat, let alone try to doctor it back to life. As far as he knew, she wasn’t exactly an animal person. No cat or dog of her own. She had a phantom that was like a pet, but he required little in the way of proper care. 

“Do you ever put that stupid thing away?” rasped the old man in the wheelchair, sneering at the phone that the detective was holding. “Or is it permanently attached to your hand.” 

“Just updating my Facebook status,” Mockler quipped. He mimed the act of typing a message on the screen. “Hanging with pops. Fun, wow.” 

“Nobody put a gun to your head to come visit, ya know.” Joseph Amblin Mockler looked away. The harsh sneer etched into the lines of his face never went away, even when he wasn’t scowling, which was rarely. Sitting in the warm sun, the elderly man looked up at the clear sky and shook his head. “Not even June and it’s already too fucking hot. You wanna kill me with skin cancer, boy? Issat it?”

“That’d take too long,” Mockler said to his father. “I’d sooner just roll that wheelchair into the ditch and be done with it.” 

The old man grunted up another obscenity and then leaned to one side to spit into the grass. The detective looked at his grizzled father and wondered why he bothered. It had been Billie’s suggestion. Having lost both of her parents as a kid, she told him that there wasn’t a single day that she didn’t wish she could have one more chance to speak to her mom. Or even hear the sound of her voice. And, she had added, it wasn’t like her own mother had been an idyllic parent. Far from it. But still, the ache was there for something more, another memory to hang onto, a mental snapshot to file away with all the others. He still had time for that, she reminded him. It was just a matter of choosing to do so while he still had the option. 

He had dismissed the notion at first. The gulf of poisoned years and bad blood seemed too great to span now, but Billie’s words kept buzzing through his skull. So he had swallowed his pride and made an effort to visit his old man more often. Not just when the old bastard griped for his ‘medicine’ or called to complain about the staff, but to stop in for no reason. To pay a visit, the way normal sons would visit with their normal fathers. 

So far, it had been a complete bust. Joe Mockler, former card sharp, hustler and woe-begotten ladies man, was still the same angry, self-centred prick that he had been when Mockler was younger. Where some people mellowed with old age, the patriarch Mockler seemed to have only become more angry, more bitter with each passing year. 

“Well,” the detective said, “should we end this rotten pretence of a visit or do you want to bitch about it some more?” 

“Me? I can do this all day.” The old man waved a gnarled hand at his son, dismissing him. “But you run off. I’m sure you have more important things to do, like stare at that stupid phone of yours.” 

“Do you want me take you back inside or do you want to stay out here?”

“Does it matter?” The old man gripped his wheels and swung the chair about. “You find another job yet?”

Mockler shook his head. “I’m not unemployed, pops. Just suspended.” 

“Same difference, isn’t it? You ain’t working. When’s this suspension end?”

“Next week,” Mockler said. “Then I go back to work, thank Christ.” 

The elder man sneered again. “You’re eager to get back? Bullshit, son.” 

Mockler stepped away from the bench. At the moment, he was eager to simply get the hell out of here. His father’s bitterness was toxic and he had no wish to bring any of it home with him. “You staying out here or going back inside? Speak or forever hold.” 

There was no reply. Swallows chirped from the branches of the chestnut trees overhead and the sky remained a pristine shade of blue, but no response came. 

“Pop?” 

Joe Mockler was situated oddly in his chair, his legs thrust out and his back straight as if he’d been yanked hard by the ankles. His wizened face was contorted into a grimace, a thread of drool dangled from his lips. 

 

~

 

The view from the top floor of the old brownstone offered a stately vista of the Park Slope neighbourhood below with its stately elms and gentrified shop windows. John Gantry stood at the window but the Brooklyn scenery below did little to soothe his impatience. He turned to the man behind the bar. “His nibs said midnight. It’s ten after now.”

“Mister Browning will be here shortly, sir,” said the tall man behind the bar, his face impassive. “Can I fix you another drink while you wait?”

“Why not?” Stepping away from the window, Gantry crossed the floor to the long bar. Apart from himself and the bartender, the vast suite was empty. “But if Brown doesn’t get his arse in gear, I’m legging it.” 

The bartender only smiled. Gantry shook a cigarette from the pack and patted his pockets for his lighter. “Last time I saw Browning, the man was on his deathbed. He still that way?”

“No, sir. Mister Browning has made quite a recovery.” The man behind the bar set the drink down before the guest. “I’m afraid there’s no smoking in the suite, mister Gantry. It makes my employer queasy.” 

“Good,” Gantry replied, lighting up. “Serves him right for making me wait.” 

“Charm never was your strong suit, Gantry,” came a voice from the far end. 

Gantry turned, grinning at the man striding to the bar. “Charm is all in the eye of the beholder, mate. You know that better than anyone.”

Irvine Browning moved cautiously across the floor of his opulent suite to the sitting area before the galleria wall. The walking stick swept back and forth before him, tapping the furniture as he navigated his way. Dressed in a dark, elegant suit, he looked the very part of uptown riche, save for the collapsible cane and sunglasses. Locating the sofa, he motioned for his guest to join him. “Put out that nasty cigarette and come sit.” 

Gantry took another drag, observing the blind man carefully, before dropping the smoke into an empty glass. The man behind the bar followed a moment later, setting down cocktails for both of them. 

“I’m guessing there’s a story behind this, yeah?” Gantry settled onto the leather sofa across from his host. “What happened? Peep through the wrong keyhole?” 

“It’s the price one pays for peering into what was not meant to be seen,” said Browning. His fingers felt along the table until they found his glass. “But I’m not alone in paying the piper. I’d heard you were dead. Imagine my surprise when you showed up at my door. I thought you might be a ghost.” 

Gantry shrugged. “Bit of a desperate career move, dying is. Keep it under your hat, yeah? Life’s easier when everyone thinks you’re six feet under.”

Browning grinned. “I’d imagine. Maybe I should try it.” 

“It’s very liberating.” Gantry sipped his drink and then raised the glass to the man behind the bar. “Your new man over there knows how to fix a drink. You should hang onto him. Your last tosser couldn’t make a drink to save his life.” 

“True, but he was fiercely loyal, which made up for his poor bartending skills.” Browning set his glass down and steepled his hands together. “There’s been a lot of ruckus coming out of that adopted city of yours. What’s it called again, Hamville?”

“Hamilton.” 

“I’d never heard of the place before all these rumours came rumbling from the people in our narrow community.” 

“Not my community, mate,” huffed Gantry. 

Browning smiled at that. “You’ve managed to antagonize a lot of them.”

“All the better for me to remain dead, isn’t it?” The grin on Gantry’s face slid away after a moment, as if his heart wasn’t in the mood for sparring banter with someone in the trade. It was all empty posturing and chest-puffing with these people, this network of occult wankers and mystical wannabes that Browning politely described as their ‘community’. He’d had his fill of it. But Browning possessed something that Gantry coveted, an article of faith that he needed for a plan he’d been devising for a very long time. He had to play nice.

“So,” Gantry said, leaning forward. “Are you going to let me see this thing or do I have to spew false veneration at your feet first?” 

The man in the dark sunglasses said, “Are you sure you want to see it? It’s not some conjuror’s rattle.” 

“You reneging on our deal?”

“No,” Browning said. “I normally would have tried to swindle you for it, but, since the incident, I’ve had a change of perspective.” 

Gantry studied the man across the table. Irvine Browning was a man not unlike himself. A scrabbler in the dark arts and a trader in very obscure, yet highly volatile, antiquities. And, like everyone else who slithered within the occult underworld, he was ruthless with his competitors. But something had changed with Browning, more than just the recent loss of his sight. 

“You tried to use it,” Gantry said. “Didn’t you?” 

“And you won’t?” 

Gantry scrutinized the man’s face. Puckered scar tissue crackled out from under the sunglasses. “Is that what happened? It scorched your eyes?” 

Browning didn’t reply. He turned to his left and waved at the man behind the bar. The man came around to the sitting area with a large object on a platter, shrouded under a black cloth. The man slid the tray onto the coffee table and withdrew to his station at the bar. 

Gantry’s fingers itched. “May I?”

Browning grunted and Gantry pinched the crown of the black material and plucked the shroud away. Under a dome of glass he found a broken human skull looking back at him. The bone was old and discoloured, the back of the skull missing as if sheared off with a bone saw. A number of teeth were missing and the hollow eye sockets seem to stare back ominously at the Englishman. 

“So that’s her, is it?” Gantry’s mouth twisted into a grin, his fingers itching to remove the glass dome. 

“Gertrude of Northumbria, apocryphal patron saint to both the blind and those that cannot unsee.”

Gantry stared back into the empty bore holes of the eye sockets. According to legend, Gertrude, who had been blinded as a child, sought a cure to her ailment after her father married her off to a local blacksmith. In her dreams, the devil came to her disguised as an angel and whispered the cure into her ear. The next day, while attending the public execution of a witch, Gertrude put the cure to the test by dipping a linen in the spilt witch’s blood and washed her eyes with it. Her sight was restored but along with it came a terrifying insight into other people’s souls. Her new husband, the blacksmith, was a monster under his fair appearance and Gertrude fled from him. It was told that when Gertrude looked upon the souls of the truly wicked, she could see all the way down into Hell itself. The visions drove her mad and she sought refuge in a nunnery, where she took the vows of the cloister in hopes of never seeing another wicked soul. It hadn’t worked, evil lay everywhere. Within a fortnight, Gertrude had plucked out her own eyes and died the following day. The cloister placed her remains in a reliquary and venerated Gertrude as their personal saint, although she was never canonized by Rome. In time, other legends sprung up, about how Gertrude could still peer into the shadowy world of Hades. To facilitate this, the back of her skull was sawn off and all one had to do was to wear the skull like a mask, looking out through those same eye sockets that Gertrude once had. 

It was a fanciful story and one that Gantry found oddly poetic in its pious tragedy. But in his realm, every cursed object and haunted relic had an artful story behind it. In fact, when trading in such occult artifacts, one was acquiring the tale as much as the item itself. Two months ago, rumours had begun swirling that Irvine Browning, the self-proclaimed ‘Magus of Brooklyn’, had acquired the strange mask of Saint Gertrude. Gantry was eager to see it for himself. 

Lifting away the glass dome, he gently took the skull from its molded base of green baize. “She was a tiny thing, wasn’t she, our Gertrude.”

“Be careful,” Browning warned. “It’s fragile as eggshell.” 

The Englishman turned the bone over in his hands, examining it from every angle, but he sensed no throbbing pulse of power or eerie tingle of supernatural agency. Perhaps it was a fake. He looked at the object’s owner. “Tell me, what did you see when you put it on?”

Browning twitched, ever so slightly, and parted his lips to speak, but then he froze and closed his mouth again. 

Gantry slotted the skull back into its green fitting and covered it with the glass dome. “Fair enough,” he said. “Let me see the damage it did.”

The other man removed the sunglasses. What had once been his eyes were now puckered wounds of blackened flesh, as if someone had taken a blowtorch to the man’s eyes. Tears of runny pus leaked from the charred fissures. Gantry looked away. His drink sat on the table and he drained it dry. 

“Sorry, mate. That looks right fucking horrid.” 

Browning put the glasses back on. 

“You still willing to part with this?,” said Gantry. 

“I want to part with all of it,” Browning replied. “I’m done.”

“You’re having me on, son. The Magus of Brooklyn retiring?” 

“I’m selling off my collection. It should fetch a comfortable sum. Then I’m moving the hell out of here to somewhere quiet and cheap.” 

That explained the man’s change in demeanour, thought Gantry. There was no swagger, no trading of insults. He was getting out of the game while he still could. Whether or not the game was done with him was another question. The game had its price and Browning’s eyeballs may not have been enough to settle the account. 

“All right. What’s your price?”

“The price hasn’t changed.” 

“Normally, I’d barter you down from that lofty height,” Gantry said. He plucked a thick envelope from his jacket pocket and slid it across the table. “But if you’re retiring, I suppose I can let it ride. Consider it a going-away present.” 

The man behind the bar came around again and retrieved the envelope for his employer. Without thinking, he opened it to check its contents. 

“Don’t be rude, Lionel,” Browning scolded. “It’s all there. Now wrap this up for our guest to take home, would you?”

The man returned the envelope to the table and took away the shroud-draped platter. 

“Good luck with the retirement plans, mate.” Gantry stood and shook hands with the blind man. “I sincerely hope it goes well for you.” 

“Gantry,” Browning replied, still clutching the Englishman’s hand. “There’s been some scuttlebutt about you having a psychic in your pocket up there in Canada. A powerful one.”

Gantry shrugged. “Don’t believe everything you hear.” 

“Her reputation, whoever she is, is preceding her. I’d be careful, if I were you. The people in our field can be very covetous when they want to be.” 

The blind man’s grip finally let go. Gantry stepped away, itching for a ciggie. “I’ll keep that in mind. Take care of yourself, Brownie.”

At the elevator, the bartender named Lionel met Gantry with large parcel wrapped in butcher paper and tied it off with string. Gantry chuckled at the dainty bow tied atop the bundle. 


 

 

Chapter 2 

 

WHEN BILLIE ARRIVED for work in the late afternoon, she found the Gunner’s Daughter in a haphazard state and she was becoming increasingly annoyed at the shoddy work conditions. The chairs had been upended on the tables by the previous night’s closing bartender but the floors had not been swept or mopped. Opening the refrigerated cupboards, she found that the shelves had not been re-stocked either. Slamming the door closed, she thought back to exactly when things at the bar had started to fall apart. Three months ago? Longer? She couldn’t remember. 

She had started working at the Gunner’s Daughter four years ago and had fallen in love with the place then. Its low-key, divey charm had appealed to her odd tastes and Mario, the owner, was easy going and fun to work with. Back then, the bar was well kept and efficient, the owner  attentive to detail and concerned with making the place run smoothly. Now the details were being forgotten and the place was slowly falling apart. Bars take a lot of abuse from both the clientele and the staff and things break down, but lately, repairs were being patched over or neglected entirely. Every blender behind the bar was on the fritz and the glass-washer was on its last legs. Details to be sure, but when equipment broke, Billie was forced to improvise or work around the problem or, worst of all, offer an embarrassing apology to a customer who wanted a blended cocktail. Mario, the increasingly grumpy bar owner, was scarcely seen at the bar these days. The staff were often left to work out their own schedules or band-aid yet another broken detail to keep the bar working. 

After quickly sweeping the floors, Billie restocked the fridge and then went down the rickety stairs to the basement office to fetch the till with the starting cash in it. She counted the float and found it off, sixty bucks short of what it should have been. Another screw-up by the previous night’s bartender. Checking the schedule on the wall, she noted that the closing bartender was Amber, the new woman hired a week ago by Mario. Giving the newbie the benefit of the doubt, Billie counted the float again but still found the cash shy of sixty bucks. If she hadn’t caught the mistake, that would be sixty clams she’d be held accountable for to reconcile the float at the end of her shift. 

For Christ’s sakes. How hard was it to balance the right amount of cash in the till at the end of the night? 

Outside the cramped office, loud footfalls sounded down the creaky stairs and the bar owner appeared in the doorway. Mario flinched, surprised to see Billie there. 

“Hey,” he mumbled, then slipped past her in the narrow office to get to the messy desk. “Didn’t know you were working today.” 

“Apparently neither did Amber.” Billie brandished the stack of bills from the till tray. “She shorted the float again.”

Mario glanced at her and then at the till. “You sure you counted right?”

“Have I ever cashed out wrong?” Billie replied, lacing her tone with a little venom. “I’m not covering for her again. I’m leaving a note in the till that she owes the kitty.” 

Mario grunted something that was neither a rebuke nor a confirmation, his gaze never lifting from his phone. Annoyed, Billie scribbled out a note and slid it into the tray under the stack of ten dollar bills. Her employer’s grunts of dismissal grated on her nerves and she wanted to get out of the stifling room. 

“Hey,” he said, spinning his chair around to her. “I thought I asked you to keep your groupie freaks out of the bar.” 

“And I have,” she said curtly. 

“Oh yeah?” His features twisted into a belligerent sneer. His upper lip was already beaded with sweat. “Then why do they keep coming in here looking for you?” 

She froze, the tray gripped tight in her hand. Since the previous summer, when her abilities had turned her life upside-down, Billie had worked hard to keep the spooky stuff out of her everyday life, especially here at work. There had been a few slip-ups. Most of which were Gantry, barging into the Gunner’s Daughter and claiming a barstool like some boisterous prodigal son. 

“Someone came looking for me?”

Mario plucked a stack of note paper from the corkboard and began reading. “Sylvia wants to contact her dead father.” Reciting the message, he tossed it into a slot inside the tray in her hand and read the next one. “Antony wants to speak to his dead brother. Gwen needs to find her dead twin. Trisha wants to speak to the spirit of David Bowie.”

“Oh,” Billie said quietly. It was the only response her mind could come up with. Arguments were never her strong suit. 

Mario flung the rest of the notes into her tray and wiped his hands as if they’d been soiled by something poisonous. “These freaks keep coming in here and disrupting business. Now, if these groupies of yours bought a drink, I wouldn’t mind. But they don’t, they just come in here for you.”

Billie swallowed. “I can’t stop these people from coming in.” 

“And yet, still they come. Bothering the bartender-on-duty and spooking the customers. I can’t have that.” 

“Do you think I like it? I tell all of them to go away and not come back. What else can I do?” 

The bar owner folded his arms over his belly and shook his head. “I dunno. But it’s a problem and it needs fixing.” 

Billie turned to leave, eager to end the conversation, but then she looked back at her boss. “Is that why you’ve been giving me the afternoon shifts? Because of them?”

“What?” His eyes shifted away and his hands became busy. What Mockler called the tell. “That’s just how the schedule worked out.”

“I haven’t had a night shift in ages,” Billie said. “But this new chick, Amber, has worked five nights this week. What the hell, Mario?” 

“Amber’s still training. She needs to cut her teeth with a packed house. 

“Right,” Billie shot back. “It’s got nothing to do with her batting eyes and big boobs, huh?”

“Amber doesn’t scare the customers away, does she?” Mario swivelled his chair away, ending the conversation. “Keep the spooky people out, then we’ll talk about working nights.” 

Seething, Billie stomped up the stairs before she said anything she’d later regret. Slotting the till into the cash register drawer and slamming it closed, she felt a sharp urge to simply be somewhere else right now. How long had that resentment been brewing under the surface? She used to love coming to work, but now, with its faulty equipment and negligent owner who rewarded the prettier staff with better shifts, she was starting to hate the place. It was too bad she wasn’t in charge. She’d do a damn sight better than the current manager. 

 

~

 

The bar remained quiet until just after four, when the first of the after-work crowd drifted in for happy hour. With any luck, the bar would fill up and Billie could earn before her shift ended when the evening barkeep punched in. She checked the schedule on the wall but the space was blank. Another sign of mismanagement. She hoped it wasn’t Amber. 

She was humming along fine, chitchatting with the newbies and the regular crowd alike, when an unmistakable jolt ran up the back of her neck. Trouble, and not of an earthly origin. She turned to the door, squinting against the low sunlight streaming through the glass. A dark figure stood silhouetted against the sunset. 

She immediately assumed it was one of the dead, but that didn’t make sense. Her senses were firmly closed off and locked up tight in that secret chamber of her heart. Her abilities had, in fact, had been clamped down all winter since the encounter with Robin’s family and the ghost of the little girl who was haunting them. Poor Robin, going into labour in the middle of a chaotic scene inside a church. The baby would be four months old now. She made a mental note to go visit them to see the baby. 

So this dark figure in the doorway wasn’t a ghost. She watched him out of the corner of her eye as he approached the bar, wondering why his arrival had triggered her early warning system. He appeared to be late forties, handsome with a shock of grey through his beard and dark hair. Dark, expensive suit, but modern cut. He almost looked like a hipster-business man type. A rich one. 

“What can I get you?” she asked.  

“MaCallans,” the man said. “Short glass, no ice.” 

Pricey tastes to match the pricey duds, she concluded. “Yeah, we don’t carry that scotch. Best we got is the Glenlivet.” 

The man frowned but nodded his assent. Billie plucked the bottle from the rack and fetched a glass. She could feel the man’s eyes running up and down her. Great. Another one of those. 

“I hear you make a fine Dark ‘n Stormy,” he said. “If I could stomach the ginger, I’d order one of those, but I’m a bit set in my ways.” 

Now she was confused. Was this guy some cocktail snob who kept track of all the bars in Hamilton? She pushed the glass across the bar to him. “I’m flattered. Do you know all the bartenders in town?” 

“I don’t know a single one. But I’ve heard of you.” 

This was a game, Billie surmised. Play along, she told herself. Maybe he’s a big tipper. “Like I said, I’m flattered.” 

The man twisted at the waist and surveyed the scale of the bar. His lips pursed in disdain. “Do you like working here?”

“Sometimes.” It was as honest as she could muster, given the earlier row with her boss. 

His eyes settled back onto her, his brow knotted in a question. “You’re a bit of a conundrum, aren’t you, Miss Culpepper.” 

Billie planted a fist onto one hip, sensing a wind-up. “Look, mister—”

“Novak.” He raised his glass in a gesture of salute. “Goran Novak. I’ve been wanting to meet you for some time, Miss Culpepper.” 

The sizzle up the back of her neck returned. “How about we skip all the mystery talk, Mister Novak. If that’s okay with you. What do you want?” 

“I want to know if you’re happy,” he said, scanning his surroundings again, before adding, “doing this?”

“It’s a job.” She turned away, wiping the bar down. Time to kill the conversation. “Eight bucks for the scotch.” 

Producing a thick wad of cash, the man peeled away a hundred dollar bill and laid it over his glass. “I would like to offer you a job, Billie.  May I call you Billie? A very special job. One that pays very well.” 

He was one those, Billie thought. Another person who wanted to contact a dead relative or speak to the ghost of JFK. Another ‘groupie’, as Mario called them. “Thanks, but I have a job.” 

“You’re wasting your talents here, despite the reputation for a good Dark ‘n Stormy.” Novak pushed the glass and the cash back across the bar to her. “I would like you to come work for me. An exclusive contract, so to speak.” 

“You want your own personal bartender?” 

He smiled. “No. My own personal psychic consultant.”

“You got the wrong person.” She took the bill, rang the charge into the till and returned change. “Try somewhere else.” 

“Stubborn, aren’t you? I’d heard that about you. Let me put this bluntly. I need someone of your talent in my employ. You would utilize your significant abilities for me and me alone. In return, I will put you on salary as a consultant. Four thousand a month, to start. We can renegotiate upward after you’ve proven yourself.” 

Billie frowned. It was like a cruel joke, given her earlier resentment toward the neglected place of employment. Just for the hell of it, she ran the numbers in her head. Four thousand a month was almost fifty grand a year. An unimaginable sum compared to her current hard scrabble income. “I’m flattered, honest. But like I said, I already have a job.” 

“I see. Perhaps I’m not English enough.”

“Excuse me?”

“How much of a retainer is that scum Gantry keeping you on? It can’t be anywhere near what I’m offering.” 

That made her cautious. This stranger knew way too much about her for her liking. “Gantry’s dead.” 

“Please,” he said, with a sigh. “We both know that slippery eel is still kicking. He just hasn’t shown his face yet.”

“Either way, Gantry was a friend. I was never on any retainer with him.” She turned away, signalling the conversation was over, and opened the glassware washer. The light was blinking again with another malfunction. Raising the cover, she jiggled the spring-loaded trip to kickstart the wash cycle. She hoped the stranger would be gone when she turned around, but he remained roosted on his bar stool. 

“Can I ask you something?” he said. For a second time, he scanned the bar around them. “How long are you going to pretend that this is enough? Slinging drinks in a blue collar dive?” 

“I happen to like slinging drinks,” Billie answered. “I appreciate the job offer, but I don’t want to be anyone’s salaried psychic.” 

Novak ran a manicured hand through his hair. “You know, it’s unhealthy to deny one’s true nature.” 

Her back went up. “And that’s exactly why I’m turning down your offer.”

“You’ve dodged your true calling for a while now, but you can’t keep it up forever. If one doesn’t choose their destiny, others will gladly step in and choose for them. And you may not like their choice.” 

The glass washer sprang to life, chugging loudly as it began to function. The man at the bar slipped a card from his pocket and snapped it down onto the counter. “Think about it, at least. You won’t be called on to use your gifts very often and, when you are, you’ll be treated with respect for your insights. And the pay is scalable.”

Billie scrounged for some flippant rejoinder, but she was too gobsmacked to come up with one. 

Goran Novak rose and strode for the door. The change for the hundred dollar bill sat untouched on the bar. “You’re a very talented woman, Billie. You should be rewarded appropriately.”

The glass washer let out an alarming thud as it malfunctioned again, emitting a long whine like a dying animal. 

 

~

 

Lorca Avenue was little more than a gravel pathway shaded by chestnut trees that cut into the wooded hillside of the escarpment. A single residence occupied the overgrown pathway, a looming mansion in the Queen Anne style that looked like it had been plucked straight out of a Hammer horror reel and transplanted into a grove of black oak trees. 

John Gantry stood at the end of the weed-choked driveway studying the mansard roof and dark mullioned windows. As foreboding as the house was, he knew all too well that what resided inside was far more unsettling. Flinging the cigarette into the riot of milkweed, he marched up to the massive front door and rattled the hoop ring knocker before he changed his mind. The lady of the house would be less than thrilled to see him but he hoped that the bundle tucked under his arm would serve as a peace offering. 

The clang of a bolt was heard and the door creaked open. All on its own seemingly, as there was no one there to greet him. The home owner, Gantry reminded himself, enjoyed a touch of the dramatic. Stepping through into the gloomy interior, the door swung closed behind him and he was swallowed by the darkness.

“Avon calling,” he bellowed. “Anyone home?” 

As his eyes adjusted to the low light, a grand entranceway came into view, with a marble floor and wide staircase. A gallery of portraits flanked both the east and west walls, the faces of long dead residents staring down at the visitor. He was wondering how long she would make him wait when her voice floated up from the shadows. 

“I wasn’t expecting you for another month,” said the woman crossing the floor. 

“Thought I’d surprise you,” Gantry said. 

Cordelia Du Mar swept into view like a column of darkness within the gloomy room. Clad in a black dress with a dark shawl around her bare shoulders, she looked like she was on her way out to a formal cocktail party. Or a funeral. Save for the bare feet that peeked out from the long hem of the dress. 

“You’re a terrible liar, Gantry,” she replied, her gaze dropping to the package under his arm. 

He feigned indignation. “That’s not true. I’m a brilliant liar, thank you very much.” 

“Not with me, you aren’t.”

Like the darkness in the room, Cordelia’s presence took a moment to adjust to. Her countenance was almost painful to behold and when her eyes fixed on his, Gantry forced himself to look away. He needed to take her in gradually, with short glances until his vision adjusted itself. Looking directly into those grey-blue eyes was like staring directly at the sun. Blinding, or worse.

“Come through,” she said, leading the way into the parlour. “This hallway is so cold, we’ll catch our death loitering here.” 

Gantry was already loosening his collar against the warmth of the room. Cordelia never changed, eternally the shivering woman who could never get warm. Well, almost never. 

The parlour was almost tropical in temperature, stoked by the fire crackling in a wide stone hearth. Two tall wingback chairs were situated before the fireplace and Cordelia settled into the one closest to the flames. Taking the other chair, Gantry smiled as he noted the sewing basket tucked at the foot of Cordelia’s chair. Something about the contrast added to her charms. 

“Do you ever tuck into that thing?” he asked, nodding at the sewing basket. 

She looked down at the wicker weave and leather strap. “Quite often, actually. I find it calming.”

“All the times I’ve been here, I’ve never once seen you pick up a needle.” 

“Stay a while.” She looked up at him with a thin smile, the fire reflecting in her half-lidded eyes. “There are many things you’d get to see, if you linger long enough.” 

Gantry returned the smile but not the glance, needing more time to acclimate himself to his host’s charms. “Lonely, are we? Knocking about in this big place?”

“Don’t be cruel, Gantry. I’m not interested in sparring anymore.” Cordelia took the poker and stoked the fire, sending a plume of sparks up the flue. “But I’d be happy with the distraction of company. You know you’d be safe here.” 

“Safe, aye.” He tugged at his collar again. “If I don’t melt, you mean. How can you not feel that furnace?”

Her reply was a withering look as she pulled shawl tighter. She returned the poker back into its cradle before the hearth. “How is death treating you? You look quite cheery for someone who is supposed to be in the grave.” 

“Best career move yet,” he said. “It’s done wonders for de-cluttering my inbox.” 

Cordelia gathered up her long tresses and piled it atop her head, revealing a long slender neck. “All the more reason to stay awhile. You would fit right in here, being dead.” Fetching a knitting needle from the sewing basket, she pierced it through her coiled hair to keep it in place. 

“Tempting,” he said. Gantry reached for his cigarettes, needing something to distract himself with. 

Cordelia let out a sigh. The material of her black dress made a slithery sound. “I won’t beg, Gantry. Even though we both know you would enjoy that.” 

“Business first, luv. I need to stay focused.” 

“Another mad scheme of yours?”

“Maddest one yet.” Rising from the chair, he took down a delicate china dish from the mantle and ashed his cigarette. “You ever heard of the mask of Gertrude?” 

Cordelia tilted her head slightly. “The saint’s skull? With the eyes that supposedly see into Hell?” 

“Latest addition to me collection.” 

Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Last I heard it was in Browning’s possession. Did you swindle it out from under him or did you have to kill him for it?” 

“Bought it fair and square. Browning’s having a fire sale. Getting out of the game for good.” 

Cordelia laughed. “Is that what he told you? He’s up to something.”

“That’s what I thought, too, but the old bastard’s serious. He’s retiring.” 

She remained unconvinced. “He honestly believes he can just walk away from it?”

“He’s resourceful,” Gantry said. “If anyone can make a clean break from it, he can. I wished him well.”

“I’ll be curious to see how he makes out.” She settled back, tapping a finger against her lips. Then her eyes fell to the bundle tucked beside him in the chair. “So you have this mask of poor Gertrude. Did you bring it with you?” 

“It’s locked up at the moment.”

“What do you plan to do with it?”

“You know what I want it for,” he said. He wagged his chin at the space between them. “And I want to try it here. In this house.” 

“Out of the question.” 

He flung the cigarette into the fireplace. “Come on, Cordelia. This is the big one. I’m calling in the favour.” 

She sat up, spine bristling into a straight line. “Don’t do that, John. We both know it’s foolish. She’s gone. Accept it.” 

“Not until I’ve played out every last option.” He paused as if to collect himself. “I need your help.” 

“It’s too dangerous. Especially here.” She looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. “You, of all people, should know that.”

“The house is a seat of power. If it’s going to work anywhere, this is the place.” 

Cordelia turned her head to the fire but said nothing. 

“Think it over.” Gantry rose from the chair and closed the gap between them. Bending down, he kissed her cheek softly. The chill of her soft skin icing his lips. “It’s important to me.” 

Her eyes had closed when he had brushed her cheek and they remained now, as if awaiting another. When she finally opened them, Gantry was out in the hallway, his footfalls echoing off the marble floor. The package he had brought remained behind in the chair. 

“Your parcel, Gantry,” she called after him. 

“That’s for you, luv.” 

“What is it? A ticking bomb?” 

“It’s a little memento. A scenic view for the traveller who cannot travel. Stick it in the window and have a look.” 

His voice trailed off. The door thudded shut and he was gone. 

Cordelia rose from her chair and cautiously picked up the parcel. It weighed almost nothing. The newspaper that it was wrapped in was Italian. Unwrapping it, she found a scroll of parchment, thin and translucent like onion skin. Unfurling the scroll revealed nothing. The brittle paper was blank, but the corners were weighted with a type of sticky gum. 

Stick in the window, he had said. 

Dragging a chair to the tall window, she climbed up and rolled the parchment against the glass, pressing the gum-laden corners down to make the scroll stay in place. Climbing down, she took a step back as the sunlight in the window made the parchment glow. 

At first, nothing. Then thin spidery lines appeared on the parchment, expanding outward like a fissured crack until an elaborate illustration emerged. The black lines of it contrasted against the yellow glow of sunlight behind the paper. 

A scenic view, taken from the top of the Piazzale Michelangelo, looking out over the river Arno and the magnificent Duomo in the distance. Cordelia’s mouth parted in a slight gasp as she gazed on this view of her beloved Florence, a city she had seen once but would never see again. 


 

 

Chapter 3 

 

BILLIE LOCKED HER bike to a post on James Street and pushed through the door of the Doll House. The antique bell over the door peeled its familiar ring but it belied the chaos inside. All three ladies were present and accounted for, but one of them appeared to have completely lost her shit. 

“How can they do that to me?” barked Jen, pacing the floor and waving her cell phone around. “The wedding’s less than three weeks away. How can they do that?” 

“Hey,” Billie said, waving to her compadres. “What’s going on?”

Jen spun on her with a wild look in her eyes. “I’m going to murder someone, that’s what. I swear to God, I am going to go down there and kill that bastard with his own chef knives!” 

“We’re in crisis mode,” said Kaitlin. Cradling her phone against her ear, she offered Billie a weak smile. “Like Def-Con five.” 

“What happened?”

“The caterer just dropped out,” Tammy said in reply to her friend’s confusion.

“Oh no,” Billie gasped. Kaitlin wasn’t exaggerating about the crisis level. “How can they do that?”

“Technically, they didn’t just drop out,” Tammy corrected. “The business just stopped. The owners are getting divorced and they froze their catering company in the fight.” 

“That’s insane. Who does that?” Billie approached Jen, who continued to pace back and forth. “They took your deposit, didn’t they? They’re obligated to do it.” 

“That’s what I said,” Jen seethed, a thin vein pulsing on her temple. “But apparently not when the business owners decide to suddenly divorce and tear each other to pieces.” 

Billie squeezed her friend’s arm. “Okay, don’t panic. We’ll figure this out.” 

Jen stopped pacing but she seemed to vibrate under Billie’s grip, too wound up to be still. For a moment, she thought that her oldest friend was about to crumble into tears but Jen abruptly shook herself free of Billie’s grip. “I’ll sue,” she declared. “Those two want to screw me over like this at the last minute, I’ll sue the pants off them.” 

“Jen, calm down, okay?”

The proprietor of the Doll House was having none of it. The manic look in her eye returned and she paced the floor anew. 

“Let her go,” Tammy advised. “Best to let her get it out of her system at this point.” 

“Her head’s gonna explode,” Billie replied, watching the young shop owner vibrate with rage. “What are we gonna do?” 

Kaitlin huddled in close, her phone jammed against one ear. “I’m calling the guy I had lined up to cater my wedding. Maybe he can help us.”

Billie quickly scanned the shop. “Where’s Adam? Shouldn’t he be here?”

“He took off,” Tammy snorted with no small scale of contempt. “Said he had band practice.”

Billie couldn’t believe her ears. “At a time like this?”

“The two of them have been bickering like crazy,” said Kaitlin. Then her hand shot up in a time-out gesture as she spoke into the phone. “Sergio? It’s Kaitlin, remember me?” 

Kaitlin scurried away to continue the call while Billie and Tammy stood by, helplessly watching Jen implode. 

“She’s gonna wear a hole in the floor,” Tammy said. 

“You know lots of restaurant people,” Billie said. “Some of them must cater.”

Tammy shrugged. “I can try a few, but with only a few weeks notice, I’m not holding out any hope we’ll find someone.” 

“Jesus,” Billie sighed. “Poor Jen.” 

For the last four months, the vintage dress shop on James North had served double duty as a retail outfit for Jen’s designs and as headquarters for her hastily planned nuptials. She and Adam had decided over Christmas to get married and have the wedding in mid-June. A small affair at their house, with Jen doing most of it herself. If it had been anyone else, it would have been an insane plan, but Jen was preternaturally an A-type with the work ethic of a Puritan on speed. Plus, she was truly talented at any do-it-yourself task. The plan had actually been working out fine until about a month ago, when tiny cracks in Jen’s perfectly schemed plans had begun to appear and the whole project seemed to be taking on water. The last minute exit by the caterer signalled that the whole endeavour had crashed on the rocks and the bride-to-be was sinking fast. 

“Maybe it’s a sign,” Tammy suggested, with a doubtful twang to her voice. “The whole mad dash to a wedding was dumb idea.”

“Don’t tell her that,” Billie warned. 

Kaitlin rejoined them, giving the shop owner a wide berth. She kept her voice low. “No luck. Sergio can’t do it on such short notice.”

“Shit,” whispered Billie.

“We’re screwed,” confirmed Tammy. 

“I got it!” Jen’s voice rang across the shop as sharp and clear as the bell over the door. She spun on her heel with an almost insane glee in her  eyes. “I’ll do it myself!” 

Furtive glances were exchanged between the other three. The crisis had officially gone nuclear. 

Tammy spoke first. “Jen, that’s crazy. You’ve got enough on your plate.”

“I can do it!” sputtered Jen. “It’ll be better than any stupid caterer.”

“You’re already doing everything else,” Kaitlin cautioned. “You can’t take on the food, too.”

“Why not? It’s only sixty people. I can manage it.” 

Billie didn’t think it was possible but the wild glare in her friend’s eyes took on an even deeper gradation of manic. Gears were turning and details forming into plans. Grumbling out of the side of her mouth, Billie whispered to the other two. “We need to get her down off the ledge. Like now.” 

Tammy simulated a smile at the bride-to-be. “Where does Jen keep the emergency booze stashed?”

“I think it’s under the till,” Billie hushed. 

“It’s in the backroom,” Kaitlin said. “You keep her talking. I’ll go get it.” 

Kaitlin slunk away behind the curtain of hippie beads to the backroom as Billie and Tammy tried to gently talk their friend down from the ledge until the beads rattled again and Kaitlin re-emerged with a bottle of emergency Proseco, popping the cork from the neck. “Let’s hash out the menu, ladies.”

Billie ran to fetch the stack of plastic cups stashed under the counter. Having known Jen since high school, she knew that once her friend sunk her teeth into an idea, she was not easily dissuaded from it. It was one of her strengths, but, on a few rare occasions, it could also be her downfall. The best that she and the ladies could do right now was to splash out the Proseco and indulge their fellow musketeer in hopes that she would see things differently in the morning. The bubbly wine splattered onto the tile floor as the plastic cups were filled. 

“Mozel tov,” said Tammy as the cups tipped together in an uneasy salute. 

 

~

 

The sound of birdsong trickled in through the open bedroom window with the breeze gently rustling the curtain. Billie lay in bed listening to the birds chirp outside her building and enjoying the luxury of not having to rush anywhere. Then she remembered the robin. 

Shuffling into the living room, she saw the ghost perched on the small table, looking down at the shoe box. 

“How is the little guy this morning?” she asked. 

The Half-Boy did not look up or acknowledge her presence in any way. Staring down at the contents of the box, he seemed transfixed by what lay there. His small hand reached down, one finger extended as if to pet the wretched thing. 

“Wait, Tom.” Billie scurried to the table, placing a hand on the boy’s arm. He was always cold, his thin arm like iron in winter. “Be careful. I don’t know if we should handle it too much.” 

He looked up at her with a puzzled expression, as if he didn’t understand her. The robin was upright, hunkered down in its makeshift nest of bunched grass and weeds. Its head twitched about with tiny movements. 

Billie rubbed the sleep from her eyes and studied it anew. “I can’t tell if it’s doing any better. Do you know anything about birds?”

The boy said nothing, his attention fixed onto the tiny animal. The dark blood leaking from his leg stumps dribbled to the floor with a slow drip, drip. 

“Maybe it needs water.” Billie padded to the kitchen where she rummaged through a drawer. She returned a moment later with an eye-dropper filled with water. “Let’s see if this works.”

Angling the end of the dropper into the tiny beak proved fruitless. The robin bobbed its head away and flapped its wings, startling Billie. She pulled away, unsure of what to do. 

“How do I do this?” she said, looking at the boy. “I could hold it down but I’m worried I’d just hurt it.” 

Poor Tom rocked back and forth for a moment, and then he reached into the shoe box. He wrapped his cold hands around the bird, keeping its wings folded, and tilted the tiny head back with his fingers. Billie hovered with the eye-dropper until the beak opened and she squeezed the stopper. The water beaded along the plumage as it spilt over the bird. The Half-Boy let go and the robin flapped and jerked until it quieted again. 

“I think some of it went down its beak,” Billie said, hopefully. She patted the boy’s hand. “Thanks.” 

The phone rang. The boy dropped to the floor and hobbled to the window while Billie unplugged her phone to answer the call. She smiled at the name on the display. “Hey, handsome.”

“Did I wake you?” Mockler replied. 
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