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      “I do not want to go into a retirement home.” I was aware I was speaking too loudly to the patronising young man on the other end of the phone. I had called my bank with an insurance inquiry, and the consultant was trying to talk me into a reverse mortgage. Of all the nerve! “I’ll have you know I’m only two years older than the Millionaire Matchmaker!”

      “Who?” the voice said.

      I shook my head. “I’m younger than Kris Jenner! Would you put her in a retirement home?” I hung up.

      I cracked open a bottle of chilled water and washed down an aspirin. I had been taking more and more aspirin as the tour wound on. It had been my longest tour to date, countless stops in a packed three and a half month stretch. I had done my thing in gymnasiums, libraries, conference rooms in hotels, anywhere I could book.

      I am a clairvoyant medium. I get impressions from the dead. I cannot see ghosts, but I get senses, feelings from those who have passed on. I ‘hear’ what they are telling me as words in my head, not audible words. Sometimes it comes in sentences, and sometimes it is simply impressions. This is not the case with everyone who has passed on, mind you, only those who choose to come through. I cannot initiate contact with anyone. It is always the deceased who choose to contact me.

      On a good day, I can make contact with many of the deceased in one of my shows. The dead continue to surround those they loved.

      But my current tour was different. I was finding it harder to get impressions. This, no doubt, was due to the fact I was all burnt out—and I don’t mean from the hot flashes.

      In fact, it had reached the point where I dreaded going onstage. I put myself under too much pressure, desperate to make connections for the people in my audience so I could offer them some comfort. I was pushing myself so far that it was becoming an effort.

      Christmas was only a week away, and I was anxious to get home to my two cats, my garden, and my own bed. I tried not to think about how hard it had become to do a reading. I didn’t want to think about what my life would be if I couldn’t get impressions from the dead. I wasn’t qualified to do anything else. I was in my fifties, and I was certain employers preferred to hire young jobseekers.

      My last night happened to be in the best setting on the tour. It was a large room with a stage and chairs bolted to the floor for the audience. Usually those who came to see me had to sit in uncomfortable folding chairs. Yet on this, the last stop of the tour, I even had a room backstage.

      I would have been in a good mood if I hadn’t decided to do some admin stuff and sort out my insurance.

      The knock on the door startled me. “Come in.”

      A baby-faced stage manager peeked in. “It’s time, Mrs Wallflower.”

      I grimaced. I hated being called Mrs Wallflower. “It’s Ms!” I said through clenched teeth. It made me feel old, and it reminded me that I was divorced. I took a quick look in the mirror and then closed my eyes. I took three quick breaths and then one long one.

      Even though what I did was real, it still carried with it a sense of entertainment. I commanded a whole room, often hundreds of people at once. I had to have a stage presence, and the whole thing more often than not made me nervous. The breaths were a ritual, one designed to calm me. Once I was on stage, the nerves always faded and I usually enjoyed myself.

      When I reached the stage, the lights were up. I never had them dimmed, as what I did required me to see the audience. There was hearty applause, something that always made me somewhat uncomfortable. I waved and went to a stool next to a microphone on a stand. I picked up the microphone and held it to my mouth. “Can everyone hear me?”

      There was a sea of nodding heads. I knew the ticket sales were three hundred and ten people, a pretty good crowd for someone like me, considering I didn’t have my own TV show. “Let’s get started then, shall we?” I said, and the show was on.

      I always started each show with a quick introduction. I told them who I was and what I did. I told them about the first time I had ever felt an otherworldly presence.

      I was a child in school, and a girl had lost her mother in an accident. When she had come back to school, I had felt her mother with her. Her mother wasn’t upset about dying, not for her own sake at least, but she told me she was distressed about her daughter going through the rest of her life without her. I had told the girl all of this, and she had never spoken to me again. That was when I learnt not everyone was receptive to the fact that I could communicate with the dead.

      And then, as was the next step in all of my shows, I walked slowly across the stage, hoping a deceased person would come through. Anyone. I always feared that it wouldn’t happen, but it always did.

      I had closed my eyes, and now I opened them. There was a man close to my age, sitting four rows back. He was wearing thick-framed glasses and was balding. He looked me straight in the eye.

      “Sir, your wife has passed,” I said. It wasn’t a question, but I needed him to confirm it for the others in the audience.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “She’s showing me that it was recent.”

      “Two months ago,” he said.

      “You were married for a long time,” I added. “Is that right?”

      “Since we were eighteen.”

      I took a moment and let the woman send me more. “She was sick for a long time, but now she is at peace.”

      And with that, the guy burst into tears, and someone next to him patted his shoulder. It hurt him, of course, that his wife was gone, but it was clearly a relief to him to know she was no longer in pain.

      Feelings rushed to me, impressions of the dead. Sadness, joy, all of it. The spirit of a young woman came forward. I knew she wanted to speak with her mother. I looked at the left of the stage and swept my arm over the area. “It’s someone in this area,” I said. “It’s a woman. Her daughter passed recently. It was sudden and unexpected. The daughter is around thirty years old and has blond hair.” Again, I only received impressions, but this one was coming through strongly.

      A short woman stood bolt upright. “That’s my daughter, Barbara!” she exclaimed.

      “There is a big tree behind your house,” I continued, “and she’s waiting there, with her old pony. He has a long scar down one side.”

      The woman gasped. “Yes, that was her old pony, Harry. She had him when she was a child. He had a long scar down one side from being caught in a fence. We buried him under that big tree!”

      Everyone gasped.

      “And you have her ashes sitting on the TV,” I continued.

      “Yes!” the woman shrieked, and the crowd continued to gasp. “Do you know how she was killed? She was found in her house. The police didn’t come to any conclusions.”

      Impressions flooded over me. The daughter did not want me to tell her mother about a big argument she’d had with a man just before she passed. He had not killed her, as far as I could tell, but there was more to it, and the daughter didn’t want her mother to know.

      “She hasn’t told me specific details,” I said, “but just know that she’s at peace, and she’s happy. She’s with James. Who is James?”

      The woman collapsed into her seat. “Oh my gosh!” she said through her tears. The woman sitting next to her patted her on the arm. “Three years before I had Barbara, I had a miscarriage, and we were going to call the baby ‘James.’ Barbara didn’t know this as a child, but she had an imaginary friend she named ‘James.’”

      I nodded. Barbara had come through strongly, and not all came through as clearly as this. Sometimes I surprised myself as much as I surprised the audience.

      I did what I could, moving around the audience. It took me a while to get another read, but then three came all in a row after that. Sometimes people came to my shows just to argue with me, or try to get me to mess up in the hopes of revealing me to be a fraud. To my relief, this hadn’t happened in this show.

      Time was getting away, so I wrapped up the last reading I was going to do. A woman in the audience believed that someone had killed her son on purpose, and the son wanted her to know, after all these years, that she was wrong. It had truly been an accident. Sometimes things happened, and there was simply nothing anyone could do.

      “Thank you,” the woman said.

      I nodded and smiled. I was about to say goodnight to everyone, when a voice called out. “Can you hear me?”

      My eyes scanned the audience, but I couldn’t see who had just spoken. “Who said that?”

      The voice came again. “Can you hear me? Can you see me?”

      I turned. Standing on stage with me was a ghost, full-bodied, yet shimmering eerily under the bright lights of the auditorium.

      My blood ran cold. All my hair stood on end.
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      I was sitting in my motel room. It looked like every other motel room I had stayed in over the last few weeks: a double bed, a dresser with a TV on top, a desk and chair, and an en-suite bathroom. There was always the faintest scent of eau-de-disinfectant.

      I thought over the evening’s events. I had never seen a ghost before, and this one looked flesh and blood. If it hadn’t been for the shimmering, I would have mistaken him for an actual, live person.

      What did this mean? I didn’t have a clue, but his appearance had left me shaken. If only he hadn’t vanished so quickly, I might have been able to get answers. I sighed and sat on the end of the bed. At that moment, the ghost materialised right in front of me.

      I jumped to my feet, knocking my notepad to the floor.

      “I frightened you,” the ghost said.

      I shrieked in horror, clutching at my throat. It took me moment to find my voice. “It’s fine.”

      The ghost took a step towards me. “I’m so sorry. It’s clear that it’s not fine. I’m sorry to frighten you. It’s just that you’re the first person who’s been able to see or hear me.”

      Goosebumps broke out on my arms. “I’ve never seen or heard a ghost before, not with my actual eyes or ears.” I backed away in fright. “You look like a real person. I can hear you like I can hear a real person. This has never happened to me before!” A wave of nausea as well as a hot flash swept over me, and I clutched at my stomach.

      “This is all new to me, too.” The ghost spread out his arms. “I saw some of your show. You’re a clairvoyant medium, so you should be able to help me.”

      The room started to swim and I thought I might faint. I sat back down on the edge of the bed and put my head between my knees, fanning myself with my notepad. I was alarmed the ghost was no longer shimmering but looked like a real live person. If I hadn’t seen him appear as he did, I might even have thought that he wasn’t a ghost.

      After a few deep breaths, I sat up slowly. “I don’t know! What do you want from me?”

      “I need your help to solve a murder.”

      “Murder?” I asked weakly. “You were murdered?” This was all too much for me. I was going to need a long vacation with plenty of wine and chocolate, not to mention ice cream, in a ghost-free place, if I could find one.

      The ghost held up his hands. “No, I don’t want you to find out anything about me. I need your help about someone else.”

      I was confused. “You weren’t murdered?”

      “Yes, I was, but it’s not about me.”

      I shook my head. This was going from bad to worse. Still, I was in the business of helping loved ones reconnect with their departed. Just because this ghost came through far more strongly than any ghost had done previously didn’t mean I should treat him differently. Get a grip, I told myself. Aloud I said, “Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me what this is all about?”

      The ghost smiled. He crossed the room and sat on the hard chair opposite the bed. “My name is Levi Grimes, and I’m a cop. Well, I was. A homicide detective, to be precise.”

      I found it hard to concentrate on what he was saying, but I made the effort.

      “The victim was Brady Wayland, the actor. Have you heard of him?”

      I nodded. “Yes, of course I have. His death was all over the news. I thought they said it was suicide.”

      Levi’s eyes narrowed. “Brady Wayland was going to play the lead role in a film about the infamous real life crime boss, Martin Taylor.”

      “Is the crime boss still alive?” I was intrigued in spite of myself.

      “No,” the ghost said. “He died a decade ago on the way to Barwon Prison. We had reason to believe that his son, Jason Taylor, took over the illegal aspects of the business, but for some reason we were never able to prove it.”

      “So you think he had something to do with it?”

      “You should have been a detective, with all these questions,” Levi said. “But yes, maybe. You see, Brady Wayland contacted the son and the associates of the criminal he was going to be playing. He followed them around for weeks, researching the role. It’s not a stretch to think he uncovered something that led to his murder.”

      I scratched my head. “So it wasn’t suicide, despite what the media said?”

      “That’s what I was working on when I was shot.” Levi clutched at his side. “We were treating it as suspicious circumstances.”

      “How did you die?”

      “As this pertains to the case, I’ll tell you. The last thing I remember was my partner shooting me.”

      I couldn’t believe what the ghost had just said. “Your own partner shot you?”

      “Yes.”

      I gasped. “How long had you two worked together?”

      “Fifteen years,” Levi said. “Believe me, it was quite the shock.”

      I, too, was in shock. It was bad enough that my first-ever visible ghost had appeared in my life, and now he was telling me that he had been murdered, not only by another cop which would have been bad enough, but by his own partner.

      Levi was still talking. “I can’t remember the last few hours leading up to my death. I do remember that I’d made a breakthrough with the gang, but I can’t remember what it was. I know I’d uncovered evidence that Jason Taylor and his associates were, in fact, criminals, but I have no clue what the evidence is. I suppose the shock of being killed played havoc with my memory.” He shrugged. “But now I have you.”

      I stood and held up my hand. “Wait a minute,” I said. “You have me? What do you mean by that?”

      The ghost stood up too. “I meant that I have someone I can speak with. I can tell you what I know. I need to solve the case. I thought I would just have to be here, stewing forever. I can’t go on to the other side. I feel no sense of peace. I have seen any white lights or anything. I figure I need to solve the case before I can go.”

      I thought it over. I had always suspected that people passed on somewhere else when they died but that some people stayed behind. I believed some of the living had deceased people around them but others didn’t. I was unable to get any sort of feeling from some people’s departed loved ones.

      Why would some people have the dead present and some people not? The only answer was that there was somewhere else that some chose not to go to or couldn’t. And Levi was telling me, as long as the case wasn’t solved, he wasn’t able to go on, or he was unwilling. If that man was ever going to be at rest, he needed me to help him solve the case.

      Yet surely I couldn’t. I wasn’t a detective or even a cop. I couldn’t solve a murder. And then there was the danger. He had been murdered in pursuit of the very case he was asking me to help him solve. It was all too much.

      I shook my head. “I can’t. I can’t help you.”

      Levi’s face fell. “No one else can hear me.” His shoulders sagged. “I need your help. I know Brady Wayland’s death wasn’t a suicide. My death proves that. I can’t be at peace until I know.”

      “Well, where is he?” I asked.

      Levi looked confused. “Where is who?”

      “Where is Brady Wayland? He was murdered. I can’t get any impressions from him, so perhaps he’s gone on. If he doesn’t care, why should you?”

      “I don’t know if he went on,” Levi said. “I’ve never seen another ghost, so I don’t know if I can see one. I just need this thing solved, so I can be at peace.”

      I sighed. Logically, I was the only person who could help Levi. But I just couldn’t.

      The ghost pleaded with me. “I don’t need you to do anything dangerous. I wouldn’t put anyone in danger. I wouldn’t put you in danger, seriously. That’s not what it’s about. To be honest, it’s about justice. It’s about justice for Wayland.”

      I was softening, and I didn’t know if it was just the fatigue. “Well, I don’t need to do anything unsafe?” I said hesitantly. “I suppose if you come up with evidence, I can go to the police.”

      “My partner shot me,” Levi reminded me. “I don’t know how far up it goes. It could be dangerous for you to go to the police. We need to do this on our own.”

      I sighed. Of course we do, I thought with some measure of sarcasm. The whole thing sounded too dangerous. In fact, the whole thing sounded insane. And the worst part was that I was considering helping the man. I was going to help a ghost solve someone else’s murder. This all sounded like a bad movie, but somehow, all of a sudden, it was my life.

      “Okay. I’ll help you.”

      “You will?” Levi asked.

      I nodded. “Yes.” And I did help people. I helped people who had lost loved ones find closure. I had to help this ghost find closure, so he could finally leave this world and be at peace.

      Levi smiled. “I wonder what’s on the other side,” he said. And then he vanished.
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      I hate flying. If there were a way to get from one point to the other in the same amount of time, I would surely do it, especially if it did not involve a lot of human contact.

      I liked people well enough, but then there was The Public. People were polite and respectful. They placed value on your time and privacy. Yet for some reason, The Public seemed to think I was not worthy of basic courtesy.

      I did my best to ignore the people nearby who whispered amongst themselves. I had seen neon signs that were less conspicuous as they tried to sneak glances and camera shots of me. I suppressed a sigh as I refocused my attention on googling Brady Wayland on my iPad.

      Unfortunately, I was not finding much of anything apart from stories of his death and various sites with filmographies. While Brady Wayland had been in several major movies, the parts were secondary. It seemed that this film was supposed to be his chance at the big time. No wonder he was willing to go as far as he did to get into character.

      “Hey! It’s that fortune teller!” someone announced in a loud voice.

      I looked up, irritated.

      A man in a tattered cap with a fishhook sticking out of it strutted over to me with a grin stretching from ear to ear. “Why didn’t you use your broomstick to fly?”

      I suppressed a groan. There was always someone, a sceptic, or someone who thought my gift was the devil’s work. “I’m a medium, actually.” I shot him a professional smile and then looked back down at my iPad.

      “A medium what?” he asked with a snicker.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m in the middle of something here.” I gestured at my screen.

      Hw threw out his arms. “What? You only talk to dead people?”

      My wave of irritation spiked. I was just sitting here, minding my own business, like dozens of others waiting to board the plane.

      “What do ghosts look like? Are they decayed and stuff?”

      “Excuse me.” I collected my things and stood up.

      “Wait! Before you go, check me out. Do I, like, have any ghosts haunting me?” He spread his arms.

      I pushed past him. “I’m not doing readings right now.”

      “Oh come on! One little peek. Are you scared of what you’ll see?”

      I elbowed my way into the crowd and worked my way towards the information desk. It was almost fifteen minutes past the expected boarding time, and I was concerned I had missed a delay announcement.

      The attendant looked like she would have rather been anywhere else but behind the desk. Her full attention was fixated on the screen of her phone.

      I cleared my throat. “Excuse me.”

      The woman gave no hint of having heard me.

      “I’m sorry, but when will our flight be boarding?”

      The woman snapped her head up and held out her hand. I handed her my ticket. She looked at it briefly. “It’s delayed.” She handed the paper to me.

      “I thought as much. How long is the delay?”

      The young woman shrugged her shoulders and turned her attention back to the screen.

      I sighed. “Is there anyone I can talk to about my flight?”

      “I’m taking a break now,” the girl said with complete disinterest. “I can’t help you.”

      By the time I sank down in my seat on the plane two hours later, I felt a migraine coming on. To make matters worse, they had confiscated my aspirin and ibuprofen during bag checks. I had never had an issue bringing them on a plane before, but apparently they were being extra vigilant today. Or did someone on the security staff have a headache, too? I always wondered about such things, ever since the time they confiscated my expensive nail clipper set in New Zealand some years ago. Did they really believe I could harm someone with a nail clipper?

      And, as if sensing that I was lacking in medication, right behind me were two children who were arguing about everything imaginable from ownership of a game to who was breathing on whom, interjected with loud exclamations of “Mum!” The mother in question was distracted by a third child, who seemed determined not to stay in her seat belt. I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples as I listened to the dramas unfold.

      “Oh my goodness!” a new voice chimed in, and my eyes flew open as someone flopped down in the empty seat beside me. As my eyes came into focus, I saw a woman smiling from ear to ear. “I’m the biggest fan of your show. I’ve been to four. I get cold shivers every time!”

      I smiled politely. “Thank you.” Can I possibly hide in the bathroom for the entire flight? I wondered.

      “I hate to brag, but I have a touch of the gift, too.” The woman leant closer to me. “I’ve seen spirits ever since I was a little girl.”

      “Is that so?” I wondered if I would be able to get my seat changed.

      “Yes. Your mother is a very nice lady.” The woman gestured at my shoulder. “She’s standing right behind you, but you know that of course.”

      I lurched forward as one of the brats behind me kicked the seat hard, right in my lower back. My mother was alive and well and on a cruise with my father. I reached up to turn up the cold air blasting on me. To my dismay, the control switch did not respond.

      The woman bounced in her seat with glee. “I think it runs in my family, but no one else admits it. How did your family take it when you told them you could see ghosts?”

      “That question is a little too personal,” I said politely but firmly.

      The woman shot me a sympathetic look. “Oh, is it that bad? It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” She patted my shoulder hard. “People like us have to deal with not being accepted by those we care about. It’s the curse of being related to the mundane. They just have a hard time accepting what they don’t understand, especially when it comes to seeing ghosts.”

      “You can see ghosts?” one of the boys chimed in.

      I looked behind me to see him hanging over the back of my seat.

      “The plane is haunted!” the other child said at the top of his lungs.

      “The plane is not haunted!” the mother snapped. She tapped me on my shoulder. “What’s wrong with you two?”

      A flight attendant paused on her patrol through the aisle. “Is something the matter?”

      “I’ll say so! Those women are telling my kids the plane is haunted!” The woman jabbed her finger in my direction. As if on cue, her little girl’s face scrunched up, signalling a coming meltdown.

      “That simply isn’t true!” I said.

      The flight attendant smiled thinly at us. “Ladies, please don’t upset the other passengers.”

      I almost cried with relief when the plane edged forward. Soon I would be home, reunited with my cats, and soaking in a hot tub. Only two hours to go.

      “I hope we have a safe flight,” the woman said. “My uncle died in a plane crash. I think both wings snapped clean off.”

      “The plane is going to crash?” one of the boys asked.

      I turned around quickly. “No, of course not!” The mother glared at me but thankfully remained silent.

      The woman twisted in her seat. “While we’re here, why don’t I read your palm? Then you can tell me where my uncle hid his will. I just know he left it somewhere silly. It’s just how he was. I was his favourite, so I know he has something outlined in it for me. You can see him, can’t you? He was killed by an Eastern Brown snake. He picked it up, thinking it was a garden hose. Imagine that!”

      I covered my eyes with the heels of my hands. My temples throbbed with each heartbeat. The chronicles of the ill-behaved, seat-pushing-kicking-climbing children and their snappy mother played out in the background, and the woman’s chattering in my ear about her uncle droned on incessantly.

      Next time I would drive, even if it took me a week.
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      I staggered from the taxi with a throbbing headache straight to the idyllic scene of my garden. My lavender plants were in full bloom as were my roses, which managed to peek through the giant flourishing weeds of every type and description. I inhaled the heavenly scent of the old blooms and the lilac tree. The honeysuckle was out, but the wisteria had long gone. In this mountain area of Australia, wisteria only flowers at the end of September. I always missed my garden when I was on tour.

      I sighed with relief as I zombie-shuffled through the door of my cozy little cottage, dragging my bag to the end of the couch. My first job was to open all the windows. The house had a dank, musty smell from being shut up for weeks. I sank heavily into the soft cream couch and tried to ignore the protests of my legs and back. I flopped over sideways into the fringed pillows with a loud groan, wishing I could sink in between the cushions and hide there for the next six months.

      I was looking forward to a nice bath and a homemade meal, but first, I wanted to lie on the couch and stare at the ceiling for few moments to enjoy the quiet. My relatives would be here in the morning. My family took it in turns to have Christmas at someone’s house, and this year the doubtful pleasure was mine.

      There was my father’s brother, Uncle Tim, and his daughter, Christina. Both were overly fond of wine. Clara was a cousin on my mother’s side. I tensed up just thinking about her. Well, Clara herself was all right, apart from the fact she insisted that everyone call her ‘Rainbow.’ It was her son who was the problem. I shuddered at the very thought of him. Luke was four years old but still appeared to be going through the Terrible Twos stage, most likely due to the fact that Clara refused to discipline him. I would have to hide all my breakables—and knives for that matter.

      I muffled my groan with the pillow when someone knocked on the door. I had just spent more than three weeks in motel rooms and talking to strangers, followed by the worst possible plane ride I could ever imagine, and this was my only opportunity for peace before the relatives arrived en masse.

      Could I pretend I wasn’t home? I seriously considered it, but whoever it was might have seen me getting out of the taxi. No hope, the person was knocking incessantly. I left the comfort of the couch and dragged myself to my feet. My headache sprang up anew, reminding me that my medicines had been confiscated a few hours and three screaming kids ago. I really needed to readdress my travel choices. First, I would fetch aspirin from my kitchen cupboard.

      “Just a minute!” I called out, fighting the impulse to chase off the offending guest with a water sprayer.

      “Hi, Constance.” I opened the door and then staggered back as she shoved a huge bag filled with pet food into my arms.

      “Hi! My goodness, did you take the scenic route to get home? You should have been home ages ago!” Constance leant down to pick up the two pet carriers. “I brought the crazy cat lady starter kit. I hope you’re ready to deal with two grumpy cats that missed their mother!”

      I set the bag by the door. “This is a surprise. Why did you collect my cats from the cat boarding lady? I told her I’d collect them at six.”

      “I thought I’d help you and collect them for you.” Constance pushed past me with one of the cat carriers. “It was no problem, given that you paid in advance. You really should move your show closer to home. You’d save a great deal of money, and look at the business the town would get!”

      I smiled politely. The town was so small that it couldn’t afford a stop sign. Of course, if I dared to point that out to Constance, she would be here for hours telling me why her theory was correct.

      “I have to get some aspirin, and then I’ll let the cats out.” I downed two aspirin and then opened the carrier doors. The cats peered out, each glaring at me for daring to go away and leave them, but neither ventured outside the carriers.

      “Here, Possum. Come on, Lily,” I said hopefully.

      Constance shook her head. “It really is irresponsible of you to have two cats when you’re not home for weeks at a time.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Constance, you know that Sabrina found them as abandoned kittens and brought them home when I was still married.” I was upset at the mention of my daughter. Sabrina hadn’t spoken to me in ages.

      Constance chose to ignore my remark and took me by the arm. “Let’s go out for dinner, and by the time we get back, they’ll have come out.”

      I shook my head. “Constance, I’m utterly exhausted. I really need to have a nap.” I sat down on the couch again and lay back. “I’m just so tired.” I yawned widely for emphasis.

      Constance pouted. “Well, if you don’t want to have dinner with me, I guess I’ll have to go alone.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “Thanks for bringing the cats back. We’ll catch up soon.” That’s the last thing I remember. I must have fallen asleep.

      I awoke and through my sleep-induced haze saw the familiar gold and oak ceiling fan. I made a mental note to replace it with a modern white one. It was night, and I felt a heavy weight on my legs. Two cats meowed in protest as I tried to move.

      I looked around the room. The curtains were open, and the moon streamed in. The moon was waxing, and it reflected brightly from the TV. And then I saw a man sitting in the chair opposite.

      I screamed and leapt to my feet. The cats shot out of the room. I threw a cushion at him, and it passed straight through him.

      The intruder held his hands up in surrender. “Hey!” he protested. “I’m so sorry! I figured you were used to ghosts in your house.”

      “No!” I snapped. “I’m not used to seeing ghosts. I told you that. You’re the first one I’ve ever seen.”

      Levi shot me an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I tried to knock, but...” He made to knock his fingers against the coffee table, but his hand passed easily through the solid wood. “It didn’t exactly work out.”

      I reached a hand up to check my hair, straightening the wild strands that had worked their way loose during my sleep. “What are you doing here?”

      He interlocked his fingers. “I was going to try to find some answers and track down my partner, but I can’t seem to figure out where to go. I can’t touch anything. I can’t even remember some things, as odd as that sounds.”

      “But you managed to follow me here?” I asked. Ghosts could travel, but I had always assumed that they needed some sort of spiritual anchor.

      Levi shrugged. “I don’t know how it happens. I keep trying to find my old partner, but I’m not able to. Is this normal?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “I interpret the impressions the dead leave behind. It’s closer to listening to a message they left than talking to the actual ghost. This whole thing is a first for me.”

      “Wonderful,” Levi said dryly. “Don’t mind me. It’s been a frustrating day.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said. “Perhaps we should look into your crossing over.”

      “My what?” he asked, gazing at me for a few seconds. His eyes widened slightly as my suggestion sank in. “Oh, that. Nope. No can do. My partner killed me. There is a civilian dead, and my partner is somehow mixed up in the organised crime ring. There’s no way I can just, what? Head towards the light? Fade out? What exactly happens?”

      I raised my hands. “Who knows? I’ve never been dead, and I don’t want to find out what it’s like anytime soon.”

      “Regardless, I need to get to the bottom of this before more people get hurt. If Jason Taylor already has thugs on a killing spree, then there’s no telling how much damage he’ll do.”

      “I still don’t know what I can do about it,” I protested. I wasn’t sure I could actually do anything, but it was apparent that the man was not going to rest in peace while things were left as they were.

      “I need to borrow your eyes for a few minutes.”

      I held up a hand in warning and took a step backwards. “No way! No possessions!”

      “That’s a real thing?” Levi looked sceptical as he pointed to the computer in the corner. “I just need you do an internet search for me.”

      “Oh.” My cheeks burnt as I walked over to the computer. “What do you need me to look up?”

      Five minutes later, I was stressed. “Are you sure you don’t remember just a little more?” I stared at the computer screen in frustration. Even with his help, I did not find anything different from my search at the airport. Plus, no matter how hard I searched, I could not find any news about Levi being shot.

      Levi explained that away by saying the police had likely put a gag order on the media. “Sorry, I wasn’t on social media, either.” He leant over my shoulder to stare at the screen. “In my job, I had to keep a low profile.”

      I was out of ideas. His spotty memory barred us from a lot of information. “Did you have a wife? Do you remember her maiden name? Maybe we can track you down through your connection.”

      Levi gave a pained look as he leant away from the screen. “No wife. I did once, but that’s ancient history.”

      “I’m sorry.” I regretted the question as soon as I saw the look on his face. “Children?”

      He shook his head a second time. “I wanted kids, but my wife didn’t. She didn’t want to ruin her figure. She was a model. Said she had to maintain her appearance for her work. I went along with it. Modelling isn’t a lifelong occupation. I figured we could wait until she was ready to settle down, but then she took off with a photographer. Took the house and about everything she could latch her onto.” He shook his head ruefully. “After that, I felt too old to jump back into that world, you know, the dating scene. It seemed like a lot of fuss, especially at my age.”

      Tell me about it! Aloud I said again, “I’m sorry.”

      Levi gestured to a photo of me with my kids and my ex-husband, Todd. “Looks like you made out all right,” he said. It was a picture taken years ago, when we were all still a happy loving family—when I thought we were a happy loving family. Levi must have noticed my expression. “I’m sorry. I said something I shouldn’t have.”

      “No, you’re fine.” I forced a smile. “Constance put that photo there.” I shook my head. “I’ve asked her not to, but she was the one who took the photo. I’ve known Constance for years. It’s like a running joke between us. I always explain to her that I don’t want a photo of Todd in my house, but she insists I should have it.”

      I grimaced. I was going to have to have yet another talk with Constance. I would also have to take scissors to the photo and cut Todd from it. “It was a long time ago. I’ve been divorced for years now. In fact, it all started when Todd fell off the roof and broke his ankle. That’s when I started my shows. Someone had to make money.”

      Levi nodded. “Sounds reasonable enough. Gotta eat. Gotta keep a roof over the kids’ heads. I take it he didn’t like it much?”

      I stared at my hands in my lap. “No, especially not when I was gone for days. It didn’t help that his friends and family made comments. You know, talking to spirits was evil, and that kind of thing. Most of them thought I was making it all up.”

      It also hadn’t helped that my shows had brought in more money in one weekend than Todd made in a month. The sheer numbers of people who came to hear me speak for the dead exceeded every expectation. The resentment in his eyes every time he insisted on knowing the numbers was gut wrenching. I had nearly decided to quit when he filed for divorce.

      “My son is married now,” I added. “He and his wife teach in Dubai. I’m very close to both of them.” I smiled as I gazed at Mark’s photo, but then my eyes fell on the little girl in the picture. “Sabrina doesn’t even speak to me anymore. She blames me for our family falling apart. Her father has made it his life’s work to keep her angry with me. I thought that when she went to university, she would be away from him long enough to think for herself, but...”

      My voice trailed away. I shook my head at the sour memory. That happy family in the picture had crumbled so easily to one man’s nastiness. “Maybe they were right, though. If I hadn’t spent so much time away doing these shows, maybe it never would have happened.”

      “Nonsense!” Levi said sharply. His hand reached out for mine but passed straight through it. “You tried to take care of your family as best you could. There’s no shame in that. He’d have found something else to complain about.”

      I shrugged. “I’d like to believe that.”

      He gave me a reassuring smile. “Then do.”

      Just my luck, I thought. My first serious conversation in ages with an attractive man. He’s so nice, too.

      Nice, and as dead as a doornail.
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      So much for time off before the onslaught of the relatives. I had been planning on rest and relaxation, but now it looked as if I had to spend my spare time reading up on Brady Wayland’s murder.

      I made myself a cup of coffee and took it into my living room. There is nothing like the scent of freshly brewed coffee first thing in the morning.

      I sat on the couch and watched the steam rise from my coffee, yawning away the last bit of tiredness. The morning sun was harsh, so I walked over to draw the curtains on the window that face east. From the northern window, I could see the birds at my feeder, raucous cockatoos fighting with each other on top of the feeder, and the brightest of green budgerigars swooping in between them for some of the grain. A wild duck with her three ducklings nestled together under my camellia tree.

      My fat grey and white cat, Possum, stood on the windowsill and watched the birds. She would have loved to escape outside and murder one for a snack.

      “No you don’t,” I said to her, but she ignored me. I sighed and leant back on the couch, placing my feet on the coffee table in front of me. It was a sturdy pine box I had bought from a bargain store, and I had chalk painted it and dry brushed it. Now I would have time for chalk painting, and maybe find some more furniture bargains I could upcycle, if the murder case didn’t intrude too much.

      I shut my eyes. The murder case. Just my luck. The first man I had ever been able to talk with easily, and he was dead. He was rather good-looking, too. For a dead man, I reminded myself for the umpteenth time. I shook my head and pulled my laptop onto my lap. I opened as many articles as I could find on Brady Wayland, and not one of them brought up the fact that it might not have been a suicide.

      And then I found a video. With anticipation, I moved my cursor to the play button and clicked it. It was an all-too-short clip of a woman being interviewed by a reporter. She said that her brother, Brady Wayland, would not have committed suicide. The text beneath the video said that her name was Amanda Wayland.

      I closed my laptop and set it aside. So, Brady had a sister. I had no idea how that would help, except for the fact that she insisted that his death was not a suicide. It only took me moments to find her address online.

      And so, an hour later I found myself on a lonely cul-de-sac. There were only eight houses on the street, four on each side. The road itself ended at a chain link fence, with an overgrown field beyond. I pulled over outside the driveway.

      Amanda answered within seconds of me knocking. “Yes?” she asked through her screen door.

      “I was hoping to talk to you,” I said. “My name is Prudence Wallflower.”

      I was going to say more, but she cut me off. “Have we met?”

      “No, but I saw you on the news. I was hoping to speak with you about your brother.”

      “Will it ever stop?” Her tone was angry, and she began to shut her door. When it was almost shut, she spoke again. “You reporters are all the same. Get lost!”

      “Wait,” I said sharply.

      For some reason, thankfully, she paused.

      “I’m not a reporter,” I said quickly. “I’m a clairvoyant medium. I want to help find the truth about who killed your brother.”

      The door opened a little more. “A clairvoyant medium?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I tour the country with my live show. I communicate with spirits, and pass on messages from those who have passed over.”

      “I know what a medium is,” she snapped at me. “I don’t believe in it.”

      Still, she hadn’t shut the door, so I pressed on. “Please, let me come in and speak with you. I won’t take up much of your time. I truly want to help.”

      Amanda seemed to weigh my request. “Fine,” she said after a lengthy delay. She pulled open the door and then reached forward and pushed the screen door open as well.

      As I stepped in, I could smell bread baking. It gave the place a homey feel, despite the fact that there was very little natural light. The dark, heavy curtains were drawn, and the only light emanated from a dim lamp in one corner. The television was on, but the sound was muted. Even by the light of the television, I could tell that everything was spotless if not rather garish. I wondered why she chose to sit in a darkened room.

      Amanda crossed to open the curtains at the large window by the door, and light flooded in. I blinked as it reflected on the huge pink chandelier hanging just inside the door. “Would you like coffee?” she asked in a tone that suggested that she did not want me to accept.

      I shook my head. “No, thanks. I don’t want to take up too much of your time.” Now that I could see her properly, I studied her. She was good looking and well groomed, even though she had not been expecting guests. Her clothes were on the tight and revealing side, and I wondered vaguely if she had ever been a Penthouse Pet. There was an overtly sensual air about her, and her furnishings were all over-the-top glitz and glam.

      Amanda sat on a chair at right angles to mine. “I recognise you now. I’ve seen you on TV. So, you can see things?” she asked warily.

      “No, not really,” I said. “I can often communicate with the souls of those who have departed.”

      She leant forward in her chair. “Can you talk to my brother?” she asked urgently.

      I frowned. “No, he’s not coming through. I must explain—I can’t choose the souls I speak with. I never initiate anything; it’s the spirits who choose to speak with me. Right now, I cannot pick up on your brother at all.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Why do you want to help?”

      I hesitated. “It’s just that I saw what happened to your brother on the news, and I felt as though suicide wasn’t what had really happened. I wanted to speak with you. I’m sorry, there’s nothing more than that. It’s just feelings.”

      Amanda sighed. “My brother was going to play a criminal in a film. The famous cocaine dealer, Martin Taylor. You’ve heard of him?”

      I nodded.

      “He started hanging out with Martin Taylor’s son and his friends, you know, for research. The night before he died, he called me and said that he’d found out something. He sounded scared.”

      “What did he say?” I asked.

      “He didn’t tell me any details. He said it was better if I didn’t know. But he was scared about something, and the next day, he was dead.” She dabbed at her eyes. “I told the police, but they didn’t take me seriously. I just know he didn’t kill himself.”

      I nodded, at a loss as to what to say next. This lead was turning out to be a dead end, no pun intended.

      Amanda stood suddenly and hurried from the room. She returned with a plain brown coffee mug. “This was Brady’s. Well, he used to drink out of it when he visited me.” She handed it to me. “Can you get the vibes off this?”

      I took the cup and shook my head. “No, I’m a clairvoyant medium. I don’t do psychometry.” Amanda’s expression was blank, so I continued. “Psychometry is getting impressions from things. I can’t do that. Sometimes holding something of the soul of the departed does help the soul come though, which is not the same as psychometry. Well, it’s not helping with your brother,” I added. I held the coffee mug and concentrated, turning it in my hands, but nothing happened. “Perhaps if I go to his old place of residence.”

      Amanda shook her head. “The police still won’t let anyone in there. That in itself makes me think they consider it to be a crime scene, but they’re not telling me anything. Hang on a moment.” She left the room once more, and this time returned holding a photograph.

      I took it from her. It was a log cabin surrounded by eucalyptus trees, as well as wattles in full golden bloom. The roof was tin and sharply sloped. A porch stretched across the front of the cabin. On it were two bright pink rocking chairs, which contrasted shockingly with the serene beauty of the landscape.

      “That’s our family’s cabin,” Amanda said. “We went there as children, and our parents left it to Brady in their will. It will be mine now. I’ve never liked it. I’m spending some time out there at the moment, cleaning it up a bit so I can put it on the market as soon as probate is through. If you go there, do you think you could sense Brady? He loved that place.”

      I hesitated. “Is it far from here?”

      Amanda shook her head. “No, it isn’t. I can write directions for you. Brady kept the keys under a potted daisy right by the steps.”

      I took my leave, and headed for the cabin. Amanda’s directions were easy to follow, and soon I was turning down a dirt trail. Just as I was opening my door, there was a phone call.

      “Hi, Clara, oh sorry, Rainbow,” I said in one breath, and then held the phone as far away from me as I could. After a few moments, I gingerly put the phone closer to me. “Where are you? What is that ghastly screeching sound?” I asked.

      “That’s just Luke,” she said cheerfully. “He’s angry because we’re not at your place yet.”

      I held the phone out again as her words were followed by more ear-piercing shrieks. When I put the phone back to my ear, I realised that Clara was halfway through telling me something. “And that’s why Christina and Uncle Tim are travelling in another car.”

      “I see.” I had no idea what she’d said first, but I figured Christina and Uncle Tim were travelling in another car because they didn’t want to arrive at my house with industrial deafness. “How far away are you now?”

      “Three hours,” she said. “I have to go. Luke asked me not to speak to you any more.” With that, she hung up.

      Note to self: buy ibuprofen in bulk.
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      The cabin was just as it looked in the photos. The hideous pink chairs sat outside the front door, but that was the only jarring note in the landscape before me. I could hear the murmuring of a little creek that ran below the cabin. Two kookaburras screeched a warning that a human had arrived in their environment. The air smelt dry, yet fragrant with the pungent scent of the overhanging eucalyptus trees, and the dying brown grass crackled under my feet as I walked to the cabin from my car.

      I spotted the potted daisy at once. It wasn’t doing well. In fact, it was dead. No doubt Brady hadn’t been out to the cabin for ages before he was killed, and it was obvious that there had been no rain for some time. I gingerly tipped over the pot, knowing that at least one redback spider would be under it. I was right. The hideous thing clung to the bottom of the pot. My reaction was to squeal and hurl the pot away from me.

      Redback spiders were nowhere near as deadly as funnel web spiders, and, in fact, there had been no reported fatalities since the introduction of antivenom decades ago. Still, they gave a nasty bite. On the upside, they were not aggressive. I picked up the key and walked up the steps.

      I paused at the door to see if I could sense Brady. Not a thing. I shrugged and turned the key in the lock. It was a cute little cabin, with barely any furniture. There was no dust, so I assumed that Amanda had been cleaning it as she’d said, it ready to sell at the first opportunity. It was just the sort of cabin I would like to own, but I could never live out here with two cats. They would create havoc with the wildlife, and themselves be in danger from any manner of venomous snakes that were known to live in the district.

      The interior was rudimentary but charming. It was open concept, with a countertop that represented the kitchen up at one end, and a double bed next to a sofa down at the other end. Natural light flooded in through plain glass as well as stained glass windows. I stopped to admire the leadlight workings of the two native flowers, waratahs and kangaroo paws, and then crossed the room to open the back door. Behind it was a tiny bathroom, the walls of mud brick, and containing just a hand basin, shower, and a toilet complete with two fat green frogs—live ones—sitting on top.

      There was no electricity out here, which explained the number of candles sitting on top of the combustion stove. I figured that the refrigerator was powered by gas tanks. Still, I was not here to do a property inspection; I was here to make contact with Brady. And it seemed that Brady did not want to come through.

      I walked back outside to sit on one of the garish chairs, after first tipping it over to make sure its bottom didn’t harbour any redback spiders. Black cockatoos flew overhead, making their unnerving cries that always made me shudder. The region’s indigenous local Koori peoples said that the call of the black cockatoo forecast rain, and I hoped that was true. A fox sauntered along the edge of the bush right in front of me, either oblivious to the fact I was there, or simply not caring.

      I sat for a while, trying to focus on Brady. I had no sense of the man, and I doubted I ever would. If he were going to come through, he surely would have by now. My thoughts turned to myself. The cabin had a romantic feel to it, and that made me somewhat sorry for myself.

      Christmas was coming up, and that time of year always made me sad. I used to be a hopeless romantic, but now I was just plain-old cynical. I was in my fifties, and alone just before Christmas. I was fully aware that lovers would be at home in this cabin. Instead, I was alone, and here simply to find out what had happened to a dead man.

      I went back inside, and as soon as the door shut behind me, I had an impression. Brady was there, but he had not come through fully. There was a sense of foreboding, of anger and pain. I reached for more, but the impression remained on the periphery of my senses. I focused as hard as I could, but he did not come forward. I clutched at my stomach as a wave of shock and anger coursed through me. I knew what it meant. Brady had indeed been murdered.

      And then, there was something else, a word that came through clearly. Cyclops.

      The presence left, leaving only a void. I shook my head. Brady had been murdered, but was unwilling or unable to come forward to communicate, apart from the one word, Cyclops.

      I had studied Greek mythology in school, along with everyone else, so I knew that a Cyclops was a giant with one eye. But why was I getting that word here? And what did a Cyclops have to do with Brady Wayland’s death? If there was a connection, I had not the faintest clue what it could be.
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      I had called Amanda to tell her that her brother had not come through for me, apart from the impression that he had been murdered. I did not tell her about the word ‘Cyclops’ in case it was a code word for a police operation, or something of that nature. I thought she would be disappointed that Brady hadn’t come through, but she didn’t appear to mind in the slightest.

      I, on the other hand, was disappointed that I had wasted a whole day. I fed the cats, and then had to referee when Lily growled at Possum. All of a sudden, and in unison, the two cats abandoned their food and sprinted from the room, their fur standing on end. I swung around to see Levi. He shimmered softly in the evening light, and then took solid form—rather, what looked like solid form. At least the cats provided an early warning system: “Ghost incoming!”

      I chuckled.

      “I came by earlier, but you weren’t here,” he said.

      “Where did you go?”

      Levi looked puzzled. “I actually don’t know. Sometimes it’s as if I black out.”

      I thought that a little unusual, but I didn’t comment. What would I know? This was the first corporeal ghost I had ever seen or heard. “I found out that Brady Wayland had a sister, Amanda. Did you know that?”

      Levi stroked his chin. “I think I did, now that you mention it. My memory’s still hazy. Yes, I must have known.” He walked over and sat on the sofa next to me.

      I nearly offered him a cup of tea or a glass of wine, but then caught myself. He seemed so real, and I had already fallen into being comfortable with him. He was just like an old friend. An old, dead friend. I explained the whole day’s events, ending with the mysterious word, Cyclops.

      “Cyclops, huh? Like the comic book character.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Levi waved a hand through the air. “I read them as a kid. He was an X-Man.”

      “Oh, of course!” I said. I got up to pull the curtains and turn on the light. “I’d completely forgotten about the X-Men movies. I’ve seen them all, too. I was thinking of the figures from Greek mythology, the sons of Poseidon. You know—Odysseus tricked one of them, blinded him, and escaped from the cave by clinging to the belly of a giant sheep.”

      Levi looked at me blankly. “If you say so. But what does it mean?”

      I shrugged. “If only I knew. It’s so frustrating.” Of course, Levi didn’t need to know I was irritated for two reasons. I was irritated by the cryptic clue, and I was irritated that a handsome and caring man had finally joined me in my house, and he was dead. It was strange that I’d had an instant attraction to Levi, but I couldn’t pretend that it hadn’t happened. Of course, he was a phantom, and I was alive, and that was the end of that. It didn’t do to dwell on it. We were worse off than Romeo and Juliet. I smiled wryly at the irony of it all.

      “Cyclops,” Levi said thoughtfully. “I don’t know what it means.”

      “I thought it might be the name of a police operation, ‘Operation Cyclops’ or something like that?”

      Levi laughed. “Not as far as I know, but my memory has been bad since I died. Are you sure it has to do with the case?”

      I thought for a moment. “No,” I admitted. “It could be something else, but I could feel Brady there. He didn’t come through as such, just to project the impression that he had been murdered, but then the word ‘Cyclops’ did come through loud and clear. I don’t know how to explain it properly. It’s hard to explain a paranormal experience.”

      “Well, I’m glad I’m able to see and talk to you,” Levi said. “Playing ghost Pictionary doesn’t sound like too much fun.”

      I knew he was just trying to make me smile, but to tell the truth, he had hit the nail on the head. Sometimes it was exasperating getting feelings and images, glimpses into a world about which I knew nothing.

      “Well, perhaps something will come up,” he added.

      I nodded. “I thought it might be a computer password, perhaps to Jason Taylor’s computer, or something like that.”

      Levi’s eyes lit up. “You know, that makes sense. You might be onto something there.”

      “Perhaps Brady discovered it, and that’s why he was killed.”

      Levi wagged his finger at me, and his expression turned solemn. “And speaking of such things, I wanted you to help me by googling stuff, not actually going out and interviewing family members. That could be dangerous.” He stopped talking and looked up at the ceiling. “Oh, I feel myself leaving.”

      I lifted my hand in a small wave, but he had already vanished. The cats reappeared, and finished their food, politely—no squabbles this time. I made a cup of tea and took it back to the living room. I soon felt better. There’s nothing like a nice cup of hot tea.

      I turned on the TV and tried to find something to watch on Netflix while I drank my tea, but the usual shows I liked to watch were only serving to make me tense. I gave up and lay back on the sofa. Soon the two cats jumped on top of me, with Lily kneading me with her claws. I carefully picked her little paws from my leg as I turned the word ‘Cyclops’ over and over in my mind.

      But I didn’t know how it fitted, and I didn’t know how it was related to a man’s death. It was just a strange word, a mythical creature of the Greeks, or a flamboyantly dressed superhero. Neither made sense.

      I had thought going to the cabin would make things clearer, but it had done nothing but muddy my vision. And there was no time for that: the guests would be here soon. I had already cleaned the house and filled the refrigerator and the cupboards with all manner of food. I had wine for Uncle Tim and Christina, both of whom were rather fond of the stuff.

      Every Christmas, I had psyched myself up to enjoy the time with the relatives, but something always went wrong. I wasn’t delusional enough to think that this year would be any different.
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      “Merry Christmas!” My friend, Barbara, toasted me with her wine glass.

      Constance snorted rudely. “It’s only Christmas Eve, Barbara.”

      Barbara looked puzzled. “So?”

      Constance waved her wine glass at her. “You cannot say ‘Merry Christmas’ to someone on Christmas Eve. That never happens in polite society, and I should know, as I’m a socialite.”

      “Well, I can if I want to,” Barbara said sulkily.

      My third friend, Iris, held up her wine glass. “It’s good to know that some things get better with age. It’s too bad we can’t age as well as wine. It’s not easy getting old.”

      I slowly swirled the liquid inside my wine glass. I had known Iris since I was thirty, and she had thought we were old at that age. I resisted the urge to tell her that we were nowhere near old yet, because that would have provoked a whole evening of talk about her aches and pains.

      Iris’s favourite subjects included how we used to stay up all night and still be refreshed the next day, how we were now sagging and bagging, how we had aches and creaks and flabby underarms. I dare not point out that I did not have saggy underarms because I worked out. My triceps were better than most, if I did say so myself. Still, I kept those opinions to myself.

      Iris was still talking. “Isn’t it awful how we’re no longer attractive to men?” She shot me a pitying look. “It must be hard for you, Prudence. You would have been an attractive woman back in your day.”

      “Thanks, I think,” I said with barely veiled irritation.

      “Speak for yourself, Iris.” Barbara flung her hair over one shoulder and winked at me. Barbara fancied herself as attractive and flirted with every man she met, although she did draw the line at Uncle Tim.

      “You’re all very attractive ladies,” Uncle Tim said to Barbara.

      Barbara ignored him and turned to me. “Prudence, can you come out for coffee with me tomorrow?”

      I winced. Barbara was somewhat clingy and demanding. “I’m just so tired, Barbara. I’ve been away for weeks, and I can’t leave my guests. They’ve just arrived.”
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