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This one is for Jeff, who has to read it in spirit.


CHAPTER ONE

 

​From the files of Jonathan Shade - December 2009

 

Esther hovered outside my office door staring down at a little girl in a blue coat. The girl sat with her back against the wall, her hands encased in red cloth mittens with holes in the thumbs.

“Jonathan!” Esther said when she saw me. She wore her standard flapper dress, and had her hair bobbed short. “This little Sheba has been all balled up here for the past hour.”

I approached the girl. “Hi,” I said. “Are you lost?”

She looked up at me and wiped her nose with one of those mittens. Snow melted on the floor around her boots. “Are you Mr. Shade?” she asked. She couldn’t have been more than ten years old.

“That’s the word on the street,” I said. “Where are your parents?”

“They don’t know I’m here. I’m supposed to be with Aunt Dana.”

“Does Aunt Dana know you’re here?”

“She’s passed out in front of the TV. Are you a real live private investigator?”

I rubbed my hands together. “At the moment, I’m a really cold private investigator, and you look mighty cold yourself. Want some hot chocolate?”

She nodded.

Esther floated through the wall while I unlocked the office door. “No school today?” I asked.

“We’re on Christmas break.” The little girl pushed herself to her feet and followed me into the office, stared right at Esther for a moment then looked around the room.

There was no way she could have seen Esther, unless she’d had a brush with death. She didn’t look at her again, so I walked over to the cabinet, hoping I still had packets of instant hot chocolate. Success. I had a small stove and a sink, so I grabbed my coffee pot, rinsed it out, and filled it with water. I cranked the stove on high and set the pot of water on the burner.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Madison Franklin. I’m here to hire you.”

“We’ll get to that,” I said.

“I want to hire you and your ghost.”

Esther shot over to stare at Madison. “You can see me?”

“Of course,” Madison said.

“So you really were looking at her,” I said. “Most people can’t see her.”

“I died when I was a baby, but I came back to life. Mom says that makes me special. Did you die too? Is that why you can see ghosts?”

“As a matter of fact, I did,” I said. “Should I know your family? Are you part of the … community?”

“Mom is a bank teller. Dad works at the post office.”

“Can they see ghosts?”

She shook her head and ran her fingers over the keys of Esther’s ancient, beat-up Underwood typewriter. I usually kept it on the filing cabinet, but it currently sat on top of a small bookshelf because I’d placed it there last week after taking Esther with me on a stakeout.

I grabbed a couple of coffee mugs, shook a packet of hot chocolate into each of them. The aroma of powdered cocoa drifted up, but dissipated before I could really enjoy it. “What about your aunt?” I asked as I searched for a clean spoon.

“My aunt is a witch, only when she thinks I’m not around, my mom changes the W to a B. She can’t see ghosts, though.”

“So her real power is upsetting your mother.”

“She says it’s her sisterly duty.”

“Well, there you go,” I said. The water finally heated up enough, so I filled the cups, stirred them, and handed one to Madison.

“Thank you,” she said and blew on the drink to try and cool it.

I turned off the stove and sipped my hot chocolate. I appreciated warmth and flavor of the chocolatey goodness, but I would have preferred coffee. I gestured toward my desk. A leather chair stood in front of it, and my high back chair, also leather, sat behind it. “Have a seat.”

Madison climbed into the chair.

I leaned against the desk. “I think I should call your aunt or your mom so they won’t worry about you.”

“Not yet, Mr. Shade. I need to hire you first.”

“Whatever for?”

“Our house is haunted.”

“Do tell.”

“Every year at Christmas, a ghost comes and tries to grab me all the time.”

“You have a Christmas spirit?”

She nodded. “I see it sometimes in the garage, but it mostly shows up at Christmas time. We set up the tree last night, and as soon as we unpacked the ornaments, it tried to tackle me again.”

“Can you describe it?”

“It’s a man. He always says he’s sorry and tries to grab me.”

“Is it normal for you to put up the tree this late?” It was the 23rd of December.

“Mom waits longer every year.”

“Does she see the ghost too?”

“No. She thinks it’s all in my head.”

I sipped my hot chocolate, and let the warmth of the cup seep into my hands. “I see.”

“Well, until last night when the ghost possessed my dad.”

“Say what?”

“The ghost jumped into my dad and flailed around. He tried to grab me, but I ran into my bedroom. The ghost flew through the door, but my dad ran into it and broke his nose.”

“Possession takes a lot of focus. Was anyone else there?”

“Mom was. She freaked out. Thought Dad was trying to hurt me.”

“Okay, we’ll get back to all that. How did you hear about me?”

“Emily at school said she heard you on a radio show talking about ghosts.”

“Oh, yeah, that.” I ran an ad on a local radio show a couple months ago when I found out they were interviewing Lorraine Warren, the famous ghost hunter. I thought the commercial might drum up business, and it did, but the interview focused more on that Annabelle doll that creeped everyone out, myself included. “Well, maybe.”

“I can pay you,” Madison said. She dug in her pocket and dumped a handful of coins on my desk. A penny rolled away from the rest of the change, bounced against my hip and fell over.

“I think your mom or dad should hire me.”

“Oh, please, Mr. Shade. This is all the money I have in the world. You can have it all! Just get rid of the ghost so we can enjoy Christmas for a change!”

Esther glared at me from behind Madison. She shook her finger at me. “Don’t you dare turn this little girl down, Jonathan. It’s Christmas!”

It was a couple days until Christmas, but I knew better than to argue semantics with a ghost. I took a deep breath then placed my index finger on a shiny quarter and moved it across the desk so it rested by my computer. “As it happens, I’m running a Christmas special,” I said. “I’ll accept twenty-five cents as a retainer, and if there’s nothing I can do for you, I’ll give you a full refund. How does that sound?”

Madison smiled. “Awesome!”

Esther grinned and nodded. “Now you’re on the trolley.”

“Can you start right away?” Madison asked. “We have family coming in on Christmas morning. I don’t want to have to deal with the ghost and my uncles.”

“You bet. I just need to grab a few things before we go.” I rummaged through my desk drawer until I found a lighter. A quick flick to make sure it lit up, and I stuffed it into my pants pocket. I grabbed some salt out of a cabinet and stuffed it into my coat pocket, along with a black Sharpie and a small notepad.

When I opened the door to leave, Esther whipped in front of me. “Take me with you,” she said. “I’ve been cooped up in here for days!”

“All right,” I said. “Madison, can you carry the typewriter?”

“Why?”

“So Esther can come along. She’s bound to the machine and can’t go more than fifteen feet from it.”

“Like a security blanket?”

“Something like that.”

“Okay, and call me Maddy.”

She carried the typewriter. I took one last look at the office, then closed and locked the door. I had twenty-five cents to earn, so I needed to get busy.


CHAPTER TWO

 

​Kelly called me as I unlocked my Firebird. I got Madison safely into the car before I answered.

“Joe’s Morgue,” I said. “You stab ‘em, we slab ‘em.”
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