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            Freshly Dead

          

        

      

    

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

      

      

      

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

      

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

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLASSIFIED ADS:

          

          Employment Wanted

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SEX.

      

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

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

      “It’s illegal. You can’t.”

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

      “Obviously.”

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

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

      “I’ll give you the money.”

      “No.”

      “But—”

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

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

      Everything. Gone.

      Just like Ken.

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

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m dead serious.”

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

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

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

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

      “They try to catch johns and hookers.”

      “I’m not a hooker.”

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

      “I wouldn’t even touch them!”

      “Mitzi! Listen to yourself!”

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

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

      Damn her.

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

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

      Damn.

      “I can’t.” There. She said it.

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

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

      It was damned uncomfortable, but Mitzi held her own.

      Then Molly left.

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

      

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

      Someone would be there.

      Yeah.

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

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

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

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

      No light?

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

      There. Half a brick.

      She glanced at her watch. Late. Shit.

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

      Problem solved.

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

      Time would tell.

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

      The door creaked open. Slowly.

      Wait.

      Mitzi took in the silence.

      Wait longer. Silence.

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

      “Hello?”

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

      Wrong place. Had to be in the wrong place.

      Retreat.

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

      Turn around. Please. Come back.

      What? Was that a voice?

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

      Oh dear. Not good.

      Come back, please.

      Crap.

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

      Holy shit!

      There was a dead guy on the floor.

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

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

      Ghost?

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

      Ken?

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

      “You always were a clumsy little tart.”

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

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

      Ken rose. Like, levitated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Perhaps. This place has a certain history.”

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

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

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

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

      “No way.”

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

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

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

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

      “What mess? I’m not in a mess.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What?”

      “Freshly dead?”

      “Yeah, like in just murdered.”

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

      “I’m tellin’ ya….”

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

      “I’m fine, Marla.”

      “Well, just watch it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What?” Her sister looked stricken with horror.

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

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

      “Deadfully.”

      “No, I said dreadfully.”

      “Damn right, it is.”

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