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1


‘Get away from me! Oh, God, somebody help me!’ Tara Mitchell screamed, glancing over her shoulder as she fled through the dark house, her widened eyes seeking the blurry figure of the man chasing her.


 She was slim. Tanned. Blonde. Seventeen years old. Blue jeans, T-shirt and long, straight hair: In other words, she pretty much had the average-American-teen thing going on. If it hadn’t been for the terror contorting her face, she would have been more attractive than most. Beautiful, even.


 ‘Lauren! Becky! Where are you?’ Her cry was shrill with fear. It echoed off the walls, hung shivering in the air. No answer – except for a grunt from her pursuer. He was closing in on her now, narrowing the gap between them as she fled across the living room, the knife in his hand glinting ominously in the moonlight that filtered in through the sheer curtains that covered the French doors at the far end of the room. Tara reached the doors and yanked frantically at the handle. Nothing happened. They were locked.


 ‘Help!’ Glancing desperately behind her, she clawed at the dead bolt, her nails scraping audibly over the wood surrounding it. ‘Somebody help me!’


 The doors didn’t budge. Giving up, Tara whirled. Her face looked ashen in the gloom. A dark stain – blood? – spread like a slowly opening flower across the pale sleeve of her T-shirt. Her back flattened against the French doors as her eyes fixed fearfully on the man stalking her. He was no longer running. Instead, having cornered his prey, he was slowly closing in on her. The sharp pant of her breathing turned loud and harsh as she seemed to realize that she was out of options. Besides the locked doors at her back, the only way out of that room was through the pocket doors that led into the hall – the doors through which she had run moments earlier. They were ajar, admitting just enough light from some distant part of the house to enable her to see the outline of shapes – and to backlight her pursuer.


 Big and menacing, he stood between her and the door. It was obvious to the most casual observer that she had no chance of getting past him. He clearly realized it, too, and savored the knowledge that he had her trapped. Murmuring under his breath, the words not quite audible, he talked to her. The knife waved slowly back and forth in front of him as if to leave her in no doubt about what was coming.


 For the space of a couple heartbeats, her fear shimmered almost tangibly between them. Then Tara broke. Screaming, she bolted for the door, trying to dodge the man. He was too fast for her, jumping toward her, blocking her exit, catching her. His hand clamped around her arm, yanking her toward him. She screamed again, the sound an explosion of terror and despair.


 The knife rose, sliced down  . . .


 Watching from the couch, where he had sat bolt upright after having been awakened by who-knew-what from what must have been his third involuntary catnap of the day, Joe Franconi broke out in a cold sweat.


 ‘Like I told you before, pal, you’re losing it,’ Brian Sawyer observed wryly from behind him. Brian was thirty-five years old, six feet tall, blond, and good looking. He was also dead. That being the case, Joe ignored his comment in favor of listening to the TV reporter, who was now alone on the screen. Violence, even televised violence, was no longer his thing. True crime might be the TV flavor of the month, but to someone like himself, who had seen way more than his fair share of crime in real life, it didn’t qualify as entertainment. Didn’t even come close.


 So why was he still watching?


 Good question.


 Was it the reporter? She was maybe in her mid-twenties, a slim, good-looking redhead with big brown eyes and a cool, matter-of-fact manner. High cheekbones. Porcelain skin. Full, pouty red lips. Okay, she was hot. In his previous life, though, he’d never once felt the slightest stirring of interest in a talking head, no matter how attractive, and after considering the matter, he was glad to realize that his apathy toward media types remained unchanged.


 It wasn’t the reporter. But there was something – something  . . .


 Trying to figure out what that something was, Joe frowned and focused on what she was saying.


 ‘Fifteen years ago this month, seventeen-year-old Tara Mitchell was brutally murdered in this house,’ the woman said. A shot of a white antebellum mansion, once grand, now sagging and neglected, filled the screen. Three stories, double porches, fluted pillars, overhung by huge live oaks, branches bearded with Spanish moss, leaves the delicate new green that meant spring. Since this was early May, the shot was recent. Or maybe it had been taken in another, past, spring. Whenever, something about the house nagged at him. Joe squinted at the screen, trying to figure out what it was. The shadows that had become an inescapable part of his life kept shifting in and out of the edges of his peripheral vision, which didn’t help his concentration any. He ignored them. He was getting pretty good at that, just like he was getting good at ignoring Brian.


 The redhead on TV was still talking: ‘Rebecca Iverson and Lauren Schultz vanished. No trace of them has ever been found. What you just saw was a reenactment of what authorities think may have occurred in the final few minutes of Tara’s life, based on the evidence in the house. Earlier that night, Lauren’s parents had taken the girls out to dinner to celebrate Lauren’s seventeenth birthday, which was the following day. Becky, who was sixteen, and Tara were planning to sleep over at Lauren’s house. Lauren’s parents dropped them off at the house at around ten-fifteen that night, then went to check on Lauren’s grandmother, who lived less than half a mile away. When they returned, it was twenty minutes until midnight. Andrea Schultz, Lauren’s mother, describes what they found.’


 Another woman, mid-fifties maybe, with short, blond hair, faded blue eyes, and a face that had been deeply etched by time or grief, or some combination of the two, appeared on the screen. She was sitting on a deep gold couch in what appeared to be an upscale living room. A man of approximately the same age was sitting beside her. Gray-haired, a little paunchy, with the look of a solid citizen about him, he was holding her hand.


 Mrs. Schultz spoke directly into the camera. ‘We noticed coming up the driveway that the only light on in the house was in the downstairs bathroom, but that didn’t really strike us as odd. We just thought the girls had gone to bed a whole lot earlier than we had expected. We came in through the kitchen door. Mike – my husband – put away the doughnuts and milk we’d picked up for their breakfast, and I went on out into the center hall. When I turned on the light’ – her voice shook – ‘I saw blood on the floor of the hall. Not a lot. A few drops about the size of quarters leading toward the living room. My first thought was that one of the girls had cut herself. I started calling Lauren, and I went into the living room and turned on the light. Tara was there on the couch. She was d-dead.’


 Mrs. Schultz stumbled over the last word, then stopped, her eyes filling with tears, her composure crumpling. The man – Joe assumed he was her husband – put his arm around her. Then they were gone, and the reporter was back on-screen, looking coolly out at him as she continued.


 ‘Tara was stabbed twenty-seven times that night, with such violence that the knife went all the way through her body to penetrate the couch in at least a dozen places. Her hair had been hacked off to within an inch of her scalp. And her face had been damaged to the point where it was almost unrecognizable.’


 ‘Shit,’ Joe said, suddenly transfixed. He’d just figured out what had been nagging at him. That morning, he’d seen a photo of the murder house, which had been in the file he’d been reading through. The file on this case. The details were unforgettable.


 ‘Thought you’d want to see this.’ Brian sounded smug. ‘You would have slept through it, too, if I hadn’t dropped the remote on your lap. You can thank me anytime.’


 Joe couldn’t help it. He glanced down and, sure enough, there was the remote, nestled between his jean-clad thighs, where it would have landed if it had been on his lap when he’d jarred awake. Had it been on his lap when he’d fallen asleep? Christ, he couldn’t remember.


 ‘Dave!’ he yelled, at the same time doing his best to keep his focus on the screen. Dwelling on the state of his mental health was a good way to drive himself nuts – always supposing he wasn’t there already. ‘Get in here! Stat!’


 The program went to a commercial.


 ‘Jeez, Joe, you might want to keep it down. You’ll wake the kid,’ Dave O’Neil said as he appeared in the doorway between the kitchen and living room, his slow Southern drawl effectively robbing the words of any urgency that they might have been meant to impart. He’d attended his church’s five P.M. Sunday service – almost all the local churches had one – but his church jacket and tie were long gone now. The sleeves of his white dress shirt were rolled up past his elbows, there was a blue-checked apron tied over his neat gray slacks, and he held a long-tined meat fork in one hand. Thirty-two years old, he was about five-eight, pudgy, and balding, with what was left of his dark brown hair grown long and slicked back in a mostly futile attempt to cover his scalp. Sweat beaded his forehead, and his round cheeks and the tip of his pug nose were rosy, making Joe think he’d just straightened up from checking on the progress of the roast chicken that at some time tonight was supposed to be dinner.


 In an unfortunate triumph of hormones over common sense, Dave was infatuated with a  high-maintenance divorcée whom he’d recently allowed to move into his house with him – the house he and Joe were currently in – along with her three bratty kids, two of whom thankfully had not yet been returned by their father, who had them for the weekend. The third, a toddler, had fallen asleep shortly after Joe had arrived as agreed at seven for Sunday-night dinner, which was still cooking, although it was now just after eight-fifteen. Amy Martinez, Dave’s girlfriend and the children’s mother, had run to the corner store for some forgotten essentials a good twenty minutes before, leaving Dave to hold down the fort. Not that Dave had a problem with that. In fact, since Joe had known him, Dave had never to his knowledge had a problem with anything. When Joe had been hired as Chief of Police of tiny Pawleys Island, South Carolina, five months earlier, Dave was already the Assistant Chief of the twelve-man force. Joe’s first impression of him had been that he was a slow-moving, slow-talking, slow-thinking bumbler, but he’d kept him on, kept everyone on, just like he’d resisted making any but the most minor of changes in the way things had always been done, whether he’d found them irksome or not. The truth was, he’d needed the job too badly to risk making waves in those first few weeks, and now he found the Southern-fried culture of his department – in fact, the whole island – more soothing than crazy-making. And he’d developed a real fondness for Dave, who had done his best to make his new boss feel at home in what was, for the Jersey vice cop Joe had once been, an environment as alien as Mars.


 ‘I forgot about the kid.’ Remembering the two-year-old’s pre-bedtime antics, Joe was truly remorseful. Keeping his voice down, he pointed to the TV. ‘Listen to this.’


 The redhead was on again. She was standing in front of the house in which the crime had been committed, the Old Taylor Place, as it was called, if his memory served him correctly. The case she was profiling was the only unsolved homicide in the island’s recorded history, and it had come to his attention for just that reason: The file had been the only one in its section. This time Joe didn’t miss the signs that she was operating in what was now his territory: The pink and white of the overgrown oleanders that crowded around the wide front porch, the head-high clump of sweetgrass off to the reporter’s left, the hot, bright blaze of the sun, and, underlying it all, the faint gurgle of the ocean that he had learned was the never-ending backdrop to life on Pawleys Island.


 ‘The police investigated,’ she said, ‘but the crime has never been solved. Over the years, evidence has been lost or has deteriorated, witnesses’ memories have blurred, and the detectives on the case have long since moved on to other, more urgent priorities. But the girls’ families haven’t forgotten. Their friends and neighbors haven’t forgotten. They continue to wait for justice to be done. And some say that the girls are waiting for justice, too. They say that their spirits still linger here in the place where they were last seen alive – this once majestic Southern mansion at the heart of Pawleys Island.’


 A panoramic shot of the island taken from the air filled the screen. It was all there, the ingredients that made Pawleys Island a picture-perfect mini-paradise: the sapphire ocean, the sugar-white beaches, the swooping gulls and egrets wheeling through a cloudless azure sky, the deep green of near-tropical vegetation, the small, pastel bungalows clustered near the center of the island like sprinkles on a cupcake, the more imposing, multistoried summer ‘cottages’ that predated air-conditioning – and, in many cases, the Civil War – hugging the outer edges along the waterfront. The best way to describe it, Joe had decided not long after taking up residence here, was as the place that time forgot.


 As proof of what the island lifestyle did to a person, he had to remind himself less and less often lately that there wasn’t anything wrong with that.


 The redhead was still talking. ‘The Schultz family sold the property two years after Tara’s murder and Lauren and Becky’s disappearance. Since then, four other families have moved in – and moved out. None has stayed longer than six months. For the last three years, the house has been on the market. So far, no takers. Why? Because local folks say the house is haunted by the ghost of Tara Mitchell and, though their bodies have never been found and their families still cling to a last faint hope that they are alive and maybe one day they will come home, by the ghosts of Lauren Schultz and Rebecca Iverson, too.’


 The shot cut to a gleaming white kitchen. A fortyish man and woman and a pair of teenagers were sitting around a table in the middle of the room, looking earnestly out at the TV audience.


 The redhead was standing beside the table, talking into the camera. ‘I’m here with Paul and Susan Cook and their children Ben, twelve, and Elizabeth, fourteen. The Cooks bought the house four years ago, and were the last family to live in it.’ She turned to the Cooks. ‘You only stayed in the house for six weeks, isn’t that right? Can you tell us why you moved out?’


 ‘It was Elizabeth,’ Paul Cook said. The camera zoomed in on the girl. She was petite, cute rather than pretty, with dark hair, a freckled nose, and braces. Her hair was pulled back off her face in a low ponytail, and she wore a white button-down blouse.


 ‘They came into my bedroom at night,’ Elizabeth said in a small voice. ‘I know it was them now – those three girls. Back then, when it was happening, I didn’t have a clue what was going on. See, I would be asleep, and then I would wake up and the room would be cold as ice and I knew I wasn’t alone. At first I just kind of heard them, like their footsteps, like they were walking across the floor. And  . . . and sometimes the closet door would open and close again, even though I always checked to make sure it was shut when I went to bed. A couple of times I heard them giggling. Once it felt like one of them sat down on the edge of the bed. I felt the mattress sink and kind of jiggle like a weight was on it, and this  . . . presence.’ Elizabeth shuddered. ‘I kept telling my mom, but she said it was bad dreams and I should just close my eyes and go back to sleep. Then  . . . then I saw them. All three of them. It was the middle of the night, and I heard them and opened my eyes, and they were standing around my bed, looking at me. Just these three kind of shapes, you know, like girls, only – not solid. They were real pale, with like these black holes where their faces should have been.’


 She stopped and took a deep breath, and as the camera pulled back, her mother could be seen reaching for her hand across the table.


 ‘Elizabeth was afraid from our first night in that house,’ her mother said. Susan Cook was petite like her daughter, attractive, with dark-brown hair cut short and shaggy, and light-blue eyes. She was wearing a blue button-down shirt. ‘It got so bad that I had to lie down with her before she would go to sleep. We moved to Pawleys Island from Ohio, and when we bought the house, we didn’t know anything about what had happened there. Later, we found out that Elizabeth’s bedroom had once been Lauren Schultz’s. But I didn’t know that then, and when Elizabeth started telling me all that stuff about there being ghosts in her bedroom, I just thought she was being overimaginative. The last night we spent in the house, it was about two o’clock in the morning and Elizabeth just started screaming. Paul and Ben were gone on a Boy Scout camping trip, so it was just Elizabeth and me. I jumped up and ran into her room to see what on earth was going on. She was still lying in her bed, just hysterical. I thought she’d had a bad dream, and I got in bed with her to calm her down – and then it started.’


 ‘What started?’ the redhead asked.


 ‘The bed started shaking,’ Mrs. Cook said. Her hand was still entwined with her daughter’s. It was obvious from the whiteness of both their knuckles that they were gripping each other hard. ‘Elizabeth and I were both lying on her bed, and it just started shaking like there was an earthquake. It shook so hard that the mirror over the dresser rattled against the wall. And then the bed rose a couple of inches off the floor. It just levitated.’


 ‘And then we heard her scream,’ Elizabeth added.


 ‘Heard who scream?’ the redhead asked.


 ‘Tara Mitchell,’ Elizabeth said with a shudder. ‘I know that’s who it was. At least, I know now. She sounded like she was being stabbed to death right there and then.’


 Her mother shook her head. ‘We don’t know it was Tara Mitchell. We don’t know who screamed. Not really. All we know for sure is that it sounded like a young girl, and it was blood-curdling. And  . . . and it seemed to come from the first floor of the house, right beneath Elizabeth’s bedroom.’


 ‘Where Tara Mitchell was killed,’ Elizabeth said. She was wide-eyed and pale as she glanced at her mother, who squeezed her hand.


 ‘We called the police,’ Mrs. Cook said. ‘They came. They searched the house. They didn’t find anything. They were the first ones to tell us about what had happened there. They said we weren’t the only ones to experience what we did. Apparently, everybody who’d lived in the house since the Schultzes had seen things. And heard the screams.’


 She broke off and took a deep breath.


 ‘Anyway, that was it,’ Mr. Cook said. ‘They wouldn’t stay in the house another night, either of them. We had to move out. They wouldn’t even stay on the island, so we ended up in Charleston. We finally managed to sell the house, but we took a bath on it.’


 ‘I don’t care,’ Mrs. Cook said. ‘There’s no way we were spending another night in that house. I’ve never been so scared in my life. The place is haunted. There is just no other explanation I can come up with.’


 The redhead was back alone on the screen. ‘As you heard, the Cooks aren’t the only people who have witnessed something unusual at the house.’


 The camera angle widened to show that she was once again outdoors, in front of a backdrop of what looked like old white clapboard siding. A pimply teenager in a baseball cap and a green T-shirt that read ‘Pro-Lawn’ stood beside her.


 ‘I have with me now Thomas Bell, who works for the lawn-care service responsible for keeping the grass cut.’ She moved the microphone she was holding in front of the kid’s face. ‘Tom, would you tell us what you experienced here?’


 The boy swallowed as the camera zeroed in for a close-up of his face. ‘Well, see, it was last August, a Thursday, and I was working later than usual so I could get all my lawns done because I wanted to take off early Friday. I got to the house, oh, about nine P.M. It was just starting to get dark out. This here’s a good-sized property, about two acres with lots of trees, but I was working fast, so it only took me about forty-five minutes to get done. There wasn’t a lot of light left by the time I was finishing up, but I could still see some, and I was just getting around the front of the garage with my Weed Eater when I saw somebody walking up the driveway toward me.’


 The camera pulled back so that the audience could see that the white clapboard wall was actually the front of a detached three-car garage. It looked old and rickety, and its closed gray auto doors seemed to sag.


 ‘At first I couldn’t see anything except, you know, that there was just somebody coming. The house was empty – it’s been empty since I started cutting the grass – so I thought it was kind of funny that somebody would be walking up the driveway.’ The camera moved, panning down a narrow blacktop driveway that curled through a stand of shaggy pines toward the street in front of the house. ‘Then I saw that it was a girl, a teenager, with long, blond hair, wearing blue jeans and some kind of light shirt. She was walking toward me, just normal, you know, and I shut off the Weed Eater in case she wanted to say something to me and I wouldn’t be able to hear her. She was real close when I did that, like right there beside that big pine.’


 He pointed to a towering evergreen about thirty feet from the garage.


 ‘I swear, she seemed to look right at me. Then, while I was still looking at her, she just kind of  . . . vanished. Like she dissolved into thin air or something.’ He swallowed. ‘It was weird.’


 The redhead asked, ‘Then what did you do, Tom?’


 The kid gave a sheepish half-smile and dug his hands into his pockets. ‘I let out this big ole yell and threw my Weed Eater down and ran like my pants was on fire. I never did go back here, either. Not before today. Harvey – that’s my boss – he had to send somebody to pick up my stuff.’


 ‘What do you think you saw, Tom?’


 ‘There’s no “think” about it,’ the kid said. ‘People can laugh all they want – some of my friends think it’s the funniest thing ever – but what I saw was a ghost. And I saw it as plain as I’m seeing you right now.’


 The redhead was suddenly in close-up again. She spoke directly into the camera.


 ‘We asked Tom to look at six dozen photographs we put together of young, long-haired blonde girls, some of whom live in the vicinity of the Old Taylor Place now, to see if he could find the girl he saw, and he was indeed able to pick one out.’ The camera pulled back so that Tom Bell was once again sharing the screen with the redhead. They were still standing in front of the garage, and the kid was holding what looked like a 5x7 photo. ‘Is that picture you’re holding of the girl you saw, Tom?’


 ‘Yes, ma’am, it is,’ he said.


 ‘You sure?’ she asked.


 ‘Sure as I am that I’m standing here talking to you.’


 ‘That’s pretty sure,’ she said with a slight smile. The camera zoomed in on the photograph. The image of a pretty, smiling blonde teenager filled the screen. Joe remembered that picture from the case file, too. He felt a twinge of something – pity? Sorrow, maybe? – for the girl, who had no idea when that picture was taken that her life was getting ready to end shortly thereafter in a burst of horrifying violence.


 ‘This is a picture of Tara Mitchell,’ the redhead said, as the camera continued to focus on the photograph. ‘It was taken just a week before she died.’


 A door slammed in the kitchen behind them, making both Joe and Dave jump and look around.


 ‘I’m back,’ Amy called. The rattle of grocery bags underlined her words.


 ‘Be with you in a minute, sweetie,’ Dave called back as the phone began to ring. There was an extension on the end table by the couch, and Joe grimaced as the shrill peal at his elbow momentarily drowned out the sound of the TV.


 ‘Can somebody get that?’ Amy yelled. ‘My hands are full.’


 ‘Yeah.’ Dave reached for the phone. ‘Hello?’


 Joe tried to ignore the distractions as he concentrated on the program. The redhead was alone on-screen again, once more standing in front of the house.


 ‘Tonight, we here at Twenty-four Hours Investigates are going to do our best to solve the mystery of what happened to those three innocent girls,’ she said.


 ‘It’s for you, Joe. The mayor.’ Dave handed him the phone.


 Joe swallowed his exasperation.


 ‘Hey, Vince,’ he said into the phone. ‘Vince’ was Vincent Capra, like himself a former Jersey vice cop who had found unlikely sanctuary on this sweltering finger of sun-drenched sand. Vince had retired seven years before at age fifty-five, moving with his wife, Ann, into what had been their yearly vacation rental on the island. But the man’s restless Jersey spirit had resisted being acclimated. Apparently congenitally immune to the ‘do it tomorrow, take it easy today’ spirit of the island, Vince had bought up more cottages, which he rented out, stirred up the locals (well, as much as anyone could) to fight off a big hotel chain that had tried to move in, built his own exclusively low-key beach resort, and somehow, in the process, wound up mayor. When, in the aftermath of the disaster that had shattered his life, Joe had needed a place to lick his wounds, a couple of guys in the department had contacted Vince. And the rest, as the saying went, was history.


 ‘You watching TV?’ Vince bawled in his ear. Even after all this time, Joe noted absently, the man hadn’t lost his Jersey accent.


 ‘Yeah,’ Joe answered, his eyes on the screen.


 ‘Channel eight? That crappy crime show?’


 ‘Yeah.’


 The redhead was still talking. ‘The police investigation has stalled. Modern forensics applied to what little surviving evidence remains has failed to turn up any leads. This is the coldest of cold cases.’


 ‘That’s us,’ Vince said, sounding outraged. ‘She’s talking about us. That’s the Old Taylor Place she’s standing in front of there.’


 ‘Yeah, I know.’


 ‘I don’t fucking believe this.’


 The woman kept talking: ‘But as those of you who are regular viewers know, we here at Twenty-four Hours Investigates never give up. Tonight we are going to go further than any investigator has ever gone before, beyond the realm of science, to seek the truth from the victims themselves.’ She took a deep breath, and seemed to swell with the importance of what she would say next. ‘We have enlisted famed psychic medium Leonora James to reach into the Great Beyond to try to contact Tara and Lauren and Becky themselves. At nine this evening, on this channel, Leonora James will conduct a séance, which we will televise live, right here inside this house where Tara was murdered and Lauren and Becky were last seen alive.’


 ‘Can they do that?’ Vince asked. ‘Don’t they need a permit or something?’


 ‘Beats me,’ Joe replied. ‘You’re the mayor.’


 ‘So that means I’m supposed to know everything?’ Then, speaking to someone who was obviously in the room with him – Joe guessed it was Ann – Vince added in slightly muffled tones, ‘Get Lonnie Meltzer’ – Meltzer was the city attorney – ‘on the phone, would you? Check if they need a permit.’


 ‘This is the first time that a séance has ever been conducted live on TV to try to contact the actual victims of a homicide to give them a chance to tell the living what happened and who did it,’ the redhead continued. ‘Our viewers at home will get the answers right along with us. Tonight, at nine P.M., just half an hour after the end of this program, we invite you to join us as Leonora James uses her psychic talents to try to finally solve this horrendous crime.’ The redhead gave a tight little smile. ‘I’m Nicole Sullivan, and I’ll see you at nine tonight on this very special live edition of Twenty-four Hours Investigates.’


 A commercial came on.


 ‘Shit,’ Vince said. ‘This kind of publicity we do not need. A goddamn triple murder! With the high season coming up! What I want to know is, did they contact anybody? Did anybody know about this?’


 The unspoken subtext was that if anybody did, they were toast.


 ‘If it’s going to be live at nine,’ Joe said, ignoring the thrust of Vince’s questions as his still-not-quite-up-to-speed brain synapses finally made all the right connections, ‘they’re here on the island. Right now.’


 It was eight-twenty-seven P.M.


 ‘Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,’ Vince groaned. ‘Who needs this crap? Meet me over there. Ten minutes.’


 ‘Yeah.’


 Joe hung up and got to his feet. The remote control, forgotten, hit the hardwood floor with a clatter. Thus reminded of his other, larger, problem, he retrieved it, glancing cautiously around as he set it down by the phone. No sign of Brian. That was good. A good thing. He found himself looking at his reflection in the mirror that hung on the wall behind the couch. He was thirty-six now, still six-two, with thick, wavy black hair, but he was thin, thinner than he’d ever been, so thin that he was all muscle and bone and wearing jeans that were two waist sizes smaller than he’d once been accustomed to buying. His shoulders were still wide, but he was conscious of the jut of his collarbones against the soft cotton of the old Nets T-shirt he had on. His features were the same – thick, black brows above hazel eyes; long, straight nose; normal guy mouth – and he was even tan again, thanks to the island’s near-constant sunshine. Tan enough so that the two jagged scars above his left temple were no longer so glaringly obvious. But his jaw was leaner, his cheekbones sharper. His eyes were deeper set, shadowed. He looked like an older, harder version of the self he remembered.


 He looked haunted.


 Hell, he thought with a grimace, he was haunted. Or something.


 ‘So us being on TV’s not popular with the mayor?’ Dave asked, providing a welcome distraction.


 ‘He seems to think it’s bad for business. Come on, we better get over there.’ Joe turned away from the mirror and started moving toward the door. ‘Did anybody know about this?’


 ‘Not me.’ Dave was moving right along with him.


 ‘Supper’ll be on the table in five minutes,’ Amy said, appearing in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. She took in the situation at a glance and planted both fists on her hips. A slim, suspiciously buxom bottle blonde with some obvious mileage on her, she was wearing Daisy Dukes with a blue-checked shirt tied at her waist and high-heeled white mules. Deeply tanned and reasonably attractive, she narrowed her carefully made-up blue eyes at them. Given the fact that they were at that moment making tracks for the front door, which opened directly out of the living room, with the obvious intent of bypassing the kitchen, where she had until that moment been, Joe couldn’t exactly blame her.


 ‘You guys aren’t taking off, are you?’ she asked suspiciously.


 Still some three feet shy of the door, Dave cast her a hunted look.


 ‘Work,’ he said in a strangled tone.


 ‘An emergency’s just come up,’ Joe explained. With Amy’s gaze drilling into him, Dave froze in that spot like a rabbit when a dog catches sight of it. Joe pushed him toward the door, then reached around him to open it.


 ‘But what about supper?’Amy demanded.


 ‘We’ll be back,’ Dave called desperately over his shoulder as Joe shoved him out the screen door onto the small concrete stoop. ‘Thirty minutes, max. Keep it hot.’


 The screen door banged shut. Somewhere in the depths of the house, the kid started to wail.


 ‘Like hell I will,’ Amy yelled after them. ‘You  . . .’


 Dave hunched his shoulders as her insults followed them to the street. It wasn’t full dark yet, and there were still quite a few people out and about in this neighborhood of neat, close together ranch-style houses that had been constructed just after the conclusion of World War II. The kids running around the yard next door shooting each other with squirt guns appeared oblivious to Amy’s X-rated suggestions as to what Dave could do to himself. But the older couple sitting in lawn chairs in the yard on the other side looked startled, and the woman bicycling with her little girl down the street threw Dave’s house an outraged glance.


 ‘Oh, man,’ Dave said, as the furious slam of his own front door cut off the tirade just as they reached Joe’s cruiser, which was parked along the street out front. Having waved feebly at his lawn-sitting neighbors and grimaced an apology at the bicycling woman, Dave looked like a turtle doing its level best to withdraw into its shell as he walked around to the passenger-side door. Meeting Joe’s gaze over the top of the car, he made a face. ‘Women. What’re you gonna do?’ Then, on a more glum note, he added, ‘You can bet your fanny she’s going to make me pay through the nose for this.’


 Joe thought about telling his Number Two just how, in his opinion, his love life could be better managed, but he remembered in the nick of time that he was not in the doling-out-advice business. He didn’t have the energy, for one thing, and anyway, it was easier just not to get involved. Dave was a big boy. He could figure it out for himself – or not.


 Either way, as long as it didn’t affect Dave’s performance on the job, it was no concern of Joe’s.


 Then he noticed what his second-in-command was still wearing.


 ‘Take off that damned apron, would you?’ Joe growled as he opened his door. ‘And get in. We’ve got work to do.’


 Casting a quick look down at himself, Dave flushed and fumbled with the lopsided bow behind his back for a minute before finally managing to get the apron off. Crumpling it in one hand, he slid into the car. Joe was already inside. He had the car started and was staring out through the windshield grimly. As soon as Dave’s butt hit the seat, Joe put the car in gear and took off, pulling out into the street and heading west.


 With a quick glance over his shoulder, Dave tossed the apron into the backseat and reached for his seat belt. Clearly, he had no inkling that the despised garment landed right beside Brian, who was grinning broadly as he made himself at home in the backseat.
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‘Bad news, Nick. Mama says she can’t do it,’ Livvy said casually, as though she could conceive of no earthly reason why this should be a problem.


 Having just burst in through the back screen door of her mother’s rambling ‘cottage’ on Pawleys Island, Nicole Sullivan stopped dead and stared at her older sister. Spoon in hand, Livvy was sitting at the rectangular oak table in the typically messy kitchen, digging into a quart of her favorite Rocky Road ice cream. The old paddle fan turned lazily overhead, adding a rhythmic fwump-fwump to the sounds of the TV show that Livvy was watching. The color scheme, the product of a 1960s-era redo, was harvest gold and avocado, with Formica countertops and linoleum flooring. Fluorescent tubes glowing through two frosted panels in the ceiling were designed to illuminate the cooking area, not to flatter. In other words, nobody ever looked like a beauty queen in this particular kitchen, but her sister’s appearance was still enough to make Nicky do a double-take. Livvy’s normally tan and slender face was as pale and round as a full moon. Usually a meticulously kept blond pageboy, her hair was twisted into a haphazard knot on top of her head and – unheard of in Nicky’s experience with her sister – was showing at least two inches of dark roots. Beneath her hot-pink maternity top, Livvy’s previously perky B-cups had engorged until they resembled twin Matterhorns. The table hid the rest of her, but Nicky had seen enough to realize that their mother hadn’t exaggerated when she’d reported that Livvy, now seven months along and in the process of divorcing the scumbag who’d left her for another woman, looked like hell.


 ‘What do you mean, she says she can’t do it?’ Nicky resumed her race toward the master bedroom, which was the only one on the ground floor. Livvy was a problem that could be dealt with later. Her quest for her mother, on the other hand, was urgent. ‘She has to do it. She’s on live TV in twenty-five minutes.’


 ‘Nicky, thank God you’re here.’ Karen Wise, one of Twenty-four Hours Investigates’s hapless production assistants, emerged from the adjacent den, where Nicky assumed she’d been holed up making more desperate phone calls of the ‘what do I do now?’ variety, like the one with which she had summoned Nicky, who as a result had made a ninety-mile-per-hour detour on her way to the Old Taylor Place. Karen was twenty-two, with shiny black hair razored into one of those chic nape-length ’dos that required minimal styling, near black eyes, clear olive skin, and a slender, petite build that made her look like a teenager. Along with Mario García (hair and makeup), Karen had been sent to Twybee Cottage – all the old houses on Pawleys Island had names, and Nicky’s mother’s was called Twybee Cottage – to prep tonight’s guest star for her upcoming appearance and then accompany her to the site. ‘She says she’s changed her mind. She flat-out won’t go.’


 ‘Oh, yes, she will,’ Nicky promised, sweeping past. Difficult and her mother were practically synonyms. Fortunately, over the years – her entire twenty-nine years of life, to be precise – she’d learned to cope.


 ‘Nicole! Sweetie! Oh, you look so good.’ Having obviously heard her coming, a man rushed out of her mother’s bedroom, arms extended in welcome, a huge smile on his face as he blocked the hall under the pretext of greeting her. About five-ten, he was stoop-shouldered and thin except for a slight tendency toward a potbelly. Thanks to a lifetime’s worth of careful sunscreen use – a must, as he’d reminded Nicky countless times, for fair-skinned people like themselves – his face was, at fifty-seven, as pale and unwrinkled as a baby’s. He had thinning reddish hair; bright hazel eyes; an aquiline nose; big, puffy fish lips that he hated; and a soft, slightly receding jawline that he hated even more. He was meticulously dressed – for Pawley’s Island – in madras Bermudas and a grass-green polo shirt, tucked in and belted. Which told Nicky that whatever position her mother was taking now, she had, at some time in the recent past, at least planned to show up for the gig that her daughter had put her less-than-stellar career as a TV journalist on Twenty-four Hours Investigates on the line to get for her.


 ‘Get out of my way, Uncle Ham,’ Nicky said grimly, shouldering past her mother’s brother – otherwise known as Hamilton Harrison James III – as he attempted to wrap her in a delaying bear hug. His face fell. ‘I know she’s in there.’


 ‘But Nicky, she says she can’t  . . .’


 The rest of Uncle Ham’s protest was lost as Nicky reached her mother’s bedroom and threw open the door. It was a large room, done in soft, feminine turquoises and creams, with a queen-sized four-poster bed nestled against the wall to the left of the door, and a big window that looked out over the ocean at the far end – the end Nicky was looking at as she came through the door. The turquoise silk curtains were closed against the encroaching night, making a nice backdrop for her plump, flame-haired mother, who was sitting in one of the two cream velvet tub chairs in front of the window, puffing into a brown paper lunch bag that Nicky’s Uncle John – John Carter Nash, Uncle Ham’s longtime partner – was holding over her mouth and nose.


 ‘Mother!’ Nicky glared at the pair of them. Not that Uncle John deserved the look particularly. It was obvious even without knowing any details where the problem lay.


 ‘Nicky!’ Her mother and Uncle John gasped in almost perfect unison as they jumped, dislodging the bag, and looked at her nervously.


 ‘Your mother – she can’t go on. Look at her – the very thought of it is giving her so much stress, she’s hyperventilating,’ Uncle John said. Except for being just about the same age, he was Uncle Ham’s polar opposite – bristly blond crew cut, deep tan complete with canyon-deep character lines, and the toned, muscular body of the fitness fanatic he was. He, too, was dressed as if he’d planned to go somewhere, in a snug black T-shirt and khaki slacks.


 ‘She has to go on,’ Nicky said ruthlessly, pinning her mother with her eyes as she bore down on her.


 Her mother – otherwise known as Leonora James, famed psychic medium, once star of her own short-lived television show, author of countless books on communicating with the Other Side, prized consultant to police departments and private clients, recipient of dozens of fan letters a month – gave a despairing wave of her perfectly manicured hands.


 ‘Oh, Nicky, I think I have  . . . I have psychic’s block!’ she wailed, her heavily mascaraed lashes batting like hummingbird wings as Nicky reached her side.


 ‘What?’ Nicky stared down at her mother, momentarily dumbfounded. This was new. Creative, even. Not that she had time to appreciate her mother’s ingenuity. The clock was ticking, and this time it was her career that was on the line. Her eyes narrowed dangerously. ‘That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. There is no such thing as psychic’s block, and you know it! Anyway, even if there is such a thing and you do have it, I don’t care. You have to be on the air in’ – she glanced at her watch – ‘twenty-two minutes. So deal with it. We’ve got to go.’


 Nicky curled a hand around her mother’s elbow, urging her – not all that gently – to her feet.


 ‘You don’t understand,’ Leonora wailed, resisting. Still clutching the paper bag, Uncle John made a distressed sound and fell back. With her peripheral vision, Nicky saw Uncle Ham watching from the bedroom doorway. Behind him, Karen and small, wiry Mario hovered, looking equal parts fascinated and worried.


 Great, Nicky thought. She got to deal with her mother in front of an audience.


 ‘I do understand,’ Nicky said, doing her best to keep her voice, expression, and body language within the realm of acceptable loving-daughter behavior as she once again asserted steady upward pressure on her mother’s elbow in a futile effort to lift her from her chair. ‘You have stage fright. You’ll get over it as soon as you’re in front of the cameras.’


 Just as Nicky had expected, Leonora swelled with indignation even as she settled her backside deeper into the seat cushion.


 ‘I do not have stage fright. I’ve never had stage fright in my life. I’m telling you, I have psychic’s block.’


 Nicky repressed an urge to give vent to a few choice words. This was vintage Leonora; she should have expected it. It was clear that her mother had at one point intended to go on: She was dressed in her official psychic’s garb of sparkly purple caftan, tons of gold jewelry, and enough black eyeliner and red lipstick to do Kelly Osbourne proud. But for some reason, the tide had turned: Despite Nicky’s best efforts at heavy lifting, her mother was sticking to her chair as stubbornly as if she’d been glued to it. If there had been time, Nicky would have kicked herself. She should have known better than to mix family and job; the two were like oil and water. In fact, she had known better. But  . . .


 ‘Mother.’ Taking a deep breath, Nicky fought to stay calm. Her fingers did not tighten on her mother’s arm. Her teeth did not clench. But there didn’t seem to be anything she could do to keep the edge out of her voice. ‘If you don’t show up, the show won’t pay you. If the show doesn’t pay you, you won’t have the money to go in with Uncle Ham and open a restaurant. That’s what you wanted, remember? When you called me and asked if I could get you just one quick little TV gig? Also, if you don’t show up, I’ll probably get fired, because using you was my suggestion. Then I’ll move back to Pawleys Island and we can all live here, together, unemployed, drawing on our savings, until we all run out of money and the bank repossesses the house and we’re out on the streets and we starve.’


 A beat passed in which two pairs of nearly identical brown eyes stared measuringly into each other.


 ‘Don’t exaggerate, Nicky. You’ve always had a tendency to exaggerate,’ her mother said at last.


 This from the drama queen of the Western world. Nicky barely managed to keep herself from rolling her eyes, which, as she knew from bitter experience, would prove fatal to her chances of getting her mother to do anything at all except pitch a royal hissy fit.


 ‘We have to go, Mama,’ Nicky said, tugging.


 ‘I tell you, I can’t do it.’ Leonora nevertheless allowed herself to be pulled to her feet at last. Underneath the drama queen was a pragmatist, after all. It had been eight years since Leonora’s TV show had aired – and been cancelled. Her fame had been at its peak; since then, it had dwindled. With the stock market in the shape it was in and her book royalties having steadily decreased until they amounted to maybe a couple thousand dollars a year at best, Leonora’s income was at its lowest tide ever. Luckily for the success of Nicky’s efforts at mother-moving, even famous psychic mediums had to eat – and pay the bills. ‘Ever since I saw Harry’ – Harry Stuyvescent was her third husband, a sensible man who was in all likelihood at that moment watching ESPN in the detached garage, well removed from all the hullabaloo – ‘walking toward me all covered in blood, I haven’t been able to see a thing.’


 By ‘seeing’ Harry, her mother meant that she’d had a vision of him, something that psychics were – fortunately or unfortunately, depending on the circumstances – prone to. Nicky remembered full well the semi-hysterical phone call she’d gotten just before Easter, during which her mother had insisted that her beloved Harry must be going to die in some horrible, tragic fashion in the near future, because she’d ‘seen’ him all bloody.


 Okay, so Leonora had ‘seen’ her first husband – Neal Sullivan, Nicky and Livvy’s dad – lying in their bed, soaking wet, in the weeks before he’d drowned in a boating accident. And she’d ‘seen’ her second husband, Charlie Hill, on a beach in the Bahamas when he was supposed to be in New York on business – a little vacation he’d taken with his secretary that had ended up costing him his marriage to Leonora. Those visions did, perhaps, argue in favor of Leonora’s ability to predict husband-related calamity. But  . . .


 ‘Harry got hit in the head with a golf ball two days later, Mother.’ Now she was talking through her teeth. Nicky deliberately tried to relax her jaw muscles, without success. ‘It wasn’t even a bad injury. It was just a little bitty scalp wound that bled a lot. He didn’t even need stitches. He walked home from the golf course and put a wet washrag on his head, and that was that. Remember, you called me that night and told me all about it. You were so relieved. You said it yourself: That was why you saw him covered in blood.’


 ‘But the trauma,’ Leonora wailed. ‘You don’t understand how visions like that affect me. You’ve always been so insensitive, Nicky. If I hadn’t watched you being born and you didn’t look just like me, I’d say you couldn’t possibly be my child.’


 This all-too-frequently-heard refrain of her childhood started pushing buttons Nicky had almost forgotten were there.


 ‘I don’t have time for this,’ Nicky muttered, exasperated, and began physically hauling her mother toward the door. Leonora outweighed her by a good fifty pounds and was perfectly capable of planting her feet and refusing to go if she truly didn’t want to. That her mother allowed herself to be pulled along, with whatever degree of apparent reluctance, reaffirmed what Nicky had suspected all along. Her mother had never actually intended not to show up. Ever the diva, she’d just needed to feel as though all eyes were on her first. In other words, this was just another big scene in the ongoing star vehicle that was Leonora James’s life.


 ‘I can’t just turn the gift on and off like it has a switch, you know,’ Leonora protested, even as Uncle Ham and Karen and Mario fell back out of their way. The hall was long and narrow, white-painted beadboard with a hardwood floor. Nicky, with Leonora in tow and John following, charged up it like the little engine that could. The others had to practically run to stay ahead of them, and as a result, they all popped out into the kitchen like spray shooting out of a shaken-up soda bottle.


 ‘I know that, Mother.’


 Hanging on to her patience with grim determination, Nicky pulled Leonora across the kitchen while at the same time giving Livvy, who had paused with a heaping spoonful of Rocky Road halfway to her mouth to watch, a dagger look that dared her to say or do anything to further complicate the situation.


 ‘The connection happens when it happens. I have to feel it. And I’m not – definitely not – feeling it tonight,’ Leonora continued.


 This time Nicky couldn’t stop herself: Her eyes rolled practically of their own accord. Her mother, fortunately, didn’t see.


 ‘So fake it, Mother,’ she said through her teeth.


 The hissing sound that filled the sudden silence, Nicky realized, was Livvy sucking in air.


 ‘Now you’ve done it,’ her sister said.


 Even without looking at her mother, Nicky knew it was true: She could almost feel Leonora swelling. Her own shoulders tensed in anticipation.


 ‘I  . . . never  . . . fake it,’ Leonora said awfully.


 ‘Was that ever the wrong thing to say.’ Livvy sounded almost gleeful.


 ‘Oh, finish your ice cream,’ Nicky snapped, shooting her sister a shut-up-or-die look. She was already regretting her words. Occasionally, on her mother’s defunct TV show, the producers had used certain special effects to, as they put it, ‘enhance’ the experience for the audience. It was still a sore spot with Leonora.


 ‘I don’t need to fake it. I would scorn to fake it. Only charlatans ever fake it.’


 ‘I know, Mother. I’m sorry, Mother. You know I didn’t mean fake it as in fake it.’


 Nicky verbally backtracked as fast as she could while towing her sputtering mother out through the screen door, which banged shut behind them, and across the narrow covered porch that ran the length of the back of the house. Twybee Cottage was a beach house, and just like all the other oceanfront houses on Pawleys Island, it was situated so that its back faced the street, while its front looked out over the dunes and sea oats and sand toward the ever-changing sea. It was full dark now, and all she could see of the ocean was a glimmer of shiny black between the end of the crepe myrtle hedge that lined the driveway and the side of the house. The murmur of the waves was almost drowned out by tree frogs and crickets and other assorted nocturnal noise makers as they engaged in their nightly sing-along. The moon was a pale disk floating low in the inky black sky. It gave off just enough light to outline the pea gravel driveway in barely-there silver. The night was warm as it nearly always was on the island when it wasn’t downright hot, but a sudden gust of cooler wind blew in just then from the ocean, smelling of seawater and heavy with the promise of rain. It rustled the glossy leaves of the giant magnolia that shaded the porch and parking area, and lifted Nicky’s hair away from her face and neck. Her skin was damp with perspiration, and the quick rush of air felt wonderful. She lifted her face to it in automatic appreciation as the words I’m home flashed through her mind. In many ways, she loved this island better than any place on earth. Until she came back to it, she always forgot how deeply the sights and sounds and smells of her childhood were ingrained in her soul.


 ‘Just what did you mean then, Nicole?’


 When her mother called her Nicole in that tone, Nicky knew she was in deep doo-doo, which she had to admit that this time she deserved. Suggesting that anything about what Leonora did was faked was the verbal equivalent of waving a red flag in front of a bull. She knew that. The only explanation was that stress was disordering her senses. Fortunately, her rented black Honda Accord was parked right at the base of the porch steps. She was able to reach it and yank open the passenger-side door before Leonora got worked up enough to balk again.


 ‘I meant just do what you usually do and don’t worry about the outcome. Whatever happens happens. If you make contact, good. If you don’t, well, that’s the way it goes.’


 Leonora stopped dead to glare at her. ‘So then your program runs a solid hour of me just wandering around empty rooms, saying things like, “Nope, nothing here,” “Sorry, nothing’s coming through,” “I’m drawing a blank, folks, the ghosts seem to have better things to do than talk to me tonight”?’


 Nicky had forgotten how well her mother did sarcasm.


 ‘Come on, Mama.’ A tug got her mother moving again.


 ‘You think I want to look like a fool on live TV?’


 ‘You aren’t going to look like a fool on live TV.’ Doing her best to stay in soothing mode, Nicky bundled her mother into the passenger seat, even bending to lift her feet from the ground and tuck them safely inside the footwell. ‘If nothing comes through tonight – and that’s a very big if, and you know it – you’ll look like the legitimate psychic you are, who tried and simply was unable to make contact with the Other Side.’ Nicky tried not to contemplate the prospect of televising a live séance at which not a single ghost showed up. Heads would roll. No, correction, a head would roll: hers. ‘Anyway, how many séances have you done? You could probably do one in your sleep. And you always get something.’


 ‘Hundreds, probably,’ Leonora replied gloomily as Nicky pulled her seat belt around her, fastening it less as the loving gesture it looked like and more as a precaution against her mother attempting a quick exit. ‘People always ask for séances. They don’t realize you don’t need to do that to get in touch with those who’ve crossed over. Séances are basically just entertainment. At least, the kind people always picture – where a group sits around a table, holding hands with their eyes closed – is.’ Leonora sniffed dismissively. ‘That’s not how I work.’


 ‘I know. So just do what you do and don’t worry about it.’


 Closing the door on her mother, she rushed around to the driver’s side before it could occur to Leonora that she could, theoretically, get back out again. Nicky was curling a hand around her door handle when the banging of the screen door caused her to glance up. Karen, cell phone to ear, was running down the back steps with Mario behind her, heading toward their own car, a rented blue Neon parked in front of the garage. Karen gave her a thumbs-up as she went past, which Nicky surreptitiously returned, knowing that if her mother saw her, there would be hell to pay. Another bang of the screen heralded the appearance on the porch of Uncle Ham and Uncle John, who also hurried down the steps toward, Nicky presumed, their car, which she also presumed was parked in its usual spot behind the long, low frame building that was the three-car garage, which was situated between the house and the street and went a long way toward making the back porch and the parking area totally private. Having been converted into an office/hangout spot for Harry, the garage hadn’t housed cars for years. A third bang, and there was Livvy. The single quick glance that she spared her sister was enough to tell Nicky that the table had been kind. The boobs were nothing. Livvy’s belly was so big that she looked like she’d swallowed the Goodyear Blimp. Whole.


 ‘Nick! Nicky! I want to come. Wait for me,’ Livvy called, waving. She hurried along the porch, flip-flops smacking the wood floor.


 On the verge of pretending she hadn’t heard, Nicky had an inconvenient attack of conscience and glanced up again in time to watch as Livvy, in unflattering white stretch shorts that she wouldn’t have been caught dead in seven months before, practically waddled down the steps. Once widely acclaimed as the prettiest girl on the island, her mother’s perfect daughter with the perfect husband and the perfect life, Livvy had fallen far. No matter how urgent the circumstances and how sure she was that Livvy’s presence could do nothing but complicate an already fraught situation, Nicky discovered that it just wasn’t in her to hop in her car and leave her sister behind.


 ‘Hurry up,’ Nicky growled in her sister’s direction as the Neon sped past them down the driveway. She was still watching the flying pea gravel that was stirred up in the other car’s wake when she was distracted by Uncle John and Uncle Ham, who appeared on either side of the Honda, opened the back doors, jumped inside, and slammed the doors shut again.


 Just like that. Nicky was left with nothing to do but blink in surprised dismay at the closed door nearest her.


 Life on the island: It always had been, and evidently always would be, a never-ending three-ring circus. How could she have forgotten what it was like? The constant commotion was the reason – one of the reasons – she rarely came home anymore. Unlike her nearest and dearest, she liked things calm and well organized and predictable.


 ‘Wait a minute,’ she protested, sliding into the driver’s seat and slewing around to look at her uninvited male relatives. Not that she didn’t love and appreciate them, of course, but keeping tonight’s chaos level as low as possible seemed the wise thing to do. Leonora all by herself was more turmoil than a full-blown hurricane. Add in her sister, and  . . . ‘Livvy’s coming. There’s not going to be room.’


 The left rear door opened, cutting Nicky off.


 ‘I’ll scoot over.’ Uncle Ham suited the action to the words. Livvy plopped into the backseat in the spot he had vacated and closed the door. Given Livvy’s bulk, the three of them were wedged in tighter than tennis balls in a vacuum-packed can, but they looked perfectly happy. Anyway, Nicky was out of time to argue.


 They were due to be on the air, live, in eighteen minutes. Hopefully somebody – ‘Where’s Marisa?’ Nicky asked as she started the car – was setting up. Leonora liked things done in a certain way, and, as their family mantra put it, ‘If Leonora ain’t happy, ain’t nobody gonna be happy.’


 ‘She left,’ Leonora said coldly. As Marisa was her mother’s longtime assistant and faithful friend who knew just how Leonora liked things done, such coldness could only mean that Marisa had failed to take Leonora’s latest attack of diva-ism seriously enough.


 ‘She went on over to the Old Taylor Place to start getting things ready,’ Uncle Ham explained. ‘We were supposed to bring Leonora with us.’


 Good job, guys, Nicky wanted to say as she threw the car into drive, but she didn’t. Leonora, in her queen-of-the-universe mode, was more than a match for Uncle Ham – indeed, more than a match for most people.


 ‘Seat belts.’


 Nicky threw the reminder over her shoulder as she swung around in a tight circle that barely missed clipping her mother’s husband, who’d stepped outside the garage just at that moment, probably drawn by all the commotion. The doorway behind him backlit his tall, well-built form and thick, white hair. Sixty-seven years old, he had the calmest disposition of anyone Nicky had ever met. Which, she supposed, was how he had survived six years of marriage to her mother without going totally bonkers.


 She waved at him through her window. As her front bumper whizzed by, a scant few inches from the knees of his dark-blue slacks, he simply smiled and waved back at her. Then he was out of sight, and Nicky sent the Honda rocketing down the driveway so fast that churned-up pea gravel peppered the closed windows.


 ‘Whoa,’ Uncle John said, grabbing the back of her seat. ‘You might want to slow down a little, Nicky dear.’


 Nicky did, just long enough to turn left out of the driveway onto Atlantic Avenue, which was a straight stretch and practically deserted, and which she knew like the back of her hand – certainly well enough, under the circumstances, to speed as necessary. And it was necessary. She, personally, was sweaty and flush-faced and about as camera-ready as Livvy. And her mother still had to be powdered, pacified, and put into position. And  . . .


 She wasn’t even going to let herself think about any more ‘ands’ until she got there.


 ‘She drives just like you,’ Uncle John said to Uncle Ham, in a tone that didn’t make it sound like a compliment. ‘Like Leonora, too. It’s that red hair. Does something to the brain, I’m convinced. Reckless as hell, the lot of you.’


 ‘Are not,’ Uncle Ham replied, verbally bristling. Nicky gritted her teeth. Like many couples who had been together a long time, these two had a tendency to bicker. And tonight, of all nights, she was not in the mood to listen.


 ‘Quick-tempered, too,’ Uncle John continued, undeterred, as Nicky hung a quick left onto South Causeway Road. The headlights sliced through the darkness as she turned, flashing past an expanse of knee-high scrub grass, a stand of bristly palmettos, and a pair of glow-in-the-dark eyes of what was possibly either a possum or a raccoon. The Old Taylor Place was nestled on a high point on the bank of Salt Marsh Creek, facing the mainland. It was, perhaps, a ten-minute drive from Twybee Cottage – if she kept to the speed limit, which she had no intention, under the circumstances, of doing. The only thing worse than having no ghosts at the séance would be having the program start with endless seconds of dead air because both the host – that would be her – and the star – that would be her mother – were late. The mere thought made her shudder and stomp the gas. The houses that whizzed past as she accelerated were newer, cheaper construction that had been clustered in the middle of the island, away from the now ruinously expensive waterfront. Lights were on inside most of them, giving this area the look of a miniature Christmas village.


 ‘Red hair’s a genetic marker. For all kinds of things,’ Uncle John said. ‘Like decreased pain tolerance. I showed you that study. And—’


 ‘That study was a load of crap.’ Uncle Ham’s voice was tight. ‘All having red hair means is you’ve got red hair. Anyway, at least our hair color is natural.’


 ‘Are you saying mine isn’t?’


 ‘All I’m saying is this: Clairol’s Summer Blonde.’


 ‘That package wasn’t mine, and you know it.’


 Livvy, meanwhile, had apparently been struggling with her seat belt the entire time they’d been in the car.


 ‘Ohmigod, it won’t fasten.’ She let her breath out with a whoosh as though she’d been holding it. The sound was accompanied by the slither of the abandoned seat belt as it slid back into its moorings.‘It doesn’t fit. I’m a cow – a whale. I could just die.’


 Startled out of her preoccupation by the very real pain in Livvy’s voice, Nicky glanced at her sister through the rearview mirror.


 ‘For God’s sake, Liv,’ she said. ‘You’re seven months pregnant. You can’t expect to be a size six.’


 ‘That  . . . that bitch looks like she’s about a size two,’ Livvy wailed.


 ‘That bitch’ was understood by everyone in the car to be the woman Livvy’s husband had left her for.


 ‘You’re prettier than she is,’ Uncle Ham said, wrapping a comforting arm around her shoulders. ‘Even  . . .’


 He broke off, apparently realizing the infelicitousness of what he’d been about to say. Livvy, no fool despite being supersized, supersensitive, and supercharged with hormones at present, didn’t seem to have any trouble filling in the blank.


 ‘Even if I’m huge?’ she guessed, on a note of quivering despair.


 ‘You’re not huge,’ Uncle Ham, Uncle John, and Nicky all said in instant, loyal unison.


 ‘I am, I am.’ Livvy burst into noisy tears. ‘I’m big as a damned stadium, and you all know it.’


 A stop sign emerged out of the darkness. Nicky saw it, and the car proceeding through the crossroad it heralded just in time. She hit the brakes. The Honda screeched to a shuddering stop.


 ‘We want to find ghosts, not be them,’ Uncle John said after the briefest of moments, raising his voice to be heard over the sound of Livvy’s sobs. Ignoring him, and her sister, and everything except the necessity of making it to their destination in time, Nicky waited for the intersection to clear and then hung a left. They were almost there  . . .


 ‘I don’t know how I let you talk me into this,’ Leonora moaned to Nicky, seemingly oblivious to the hubbub in the backseat. ‘I can’t do a séance if I can’t connect.’


 Her hands were sliding up and down her arms as if she was cold. Recognizing this from experience as a bad sign, Nicky started to feel the first real stirrings of alarm. Maybe there was more to her mother’s reluctance than sheer bloody-mindedness. Maybe she would get on camera and freeze  . . .


 ‘You can do this, Mama. You have a true gift, remember?’ Nicky did her best to stifle her own budding panic and keep her voice calm and reassuring – which wasn’t exactly easy, given the fact that her sister was having a meltdown in the backseat, her uncles were arguing about which one of them was most to blame for upsetting her, and her mother was giving every indication that she was going to unbuckle her seat belt and bolt at the next stop sign.


 Not that Nicky meant to stop for it unless she absolutely had to. Number one, they were so late. Number two, she’d dealt with her mother’s histrionics before, and she was perfectly well aware of the lengths to which Leonora was willing to go.


 If these were just histrionics. Which, if she was really, really lucky, they were. Once a camera was on her, Leonora would be fine. Nicky knew how her mother worked – and, knowing she deserved every bit of what she was getting, she reflected dismally. She’d been a fool to let her mother anywhere near anything that involved her career. But Twenty-four Hours Investigates had been tanking in the ratings, the producers had been desperately casting about for some way to provide a big boost in the numbers for the May sweeps, and her mother had called to ask Nicky if she could use her influence (‘What influence?’ Nicky had wanted to snort; Nicky’s show was about a one-point drop in the ratings from being cancelled, and she herself was one of three not all that highly regarded on-air reporters) to get her mother a well-paying, short-lived TV gig. The timing of these three occurrences had been close, so close that Nicky had had a eureka moment and connected them.


 At the time, it had seemed like fate.


 Now she recognized it as the recipe for disaster that it was.


 Too damned late.


 ‘Nicky. I haven’t even had a visit from Dorothy. Not in ages,’ Leonora confided in a hushed tone that riveted Nicky’s attention faster than a shout would have done.


 The glance she gave her mother was truly alarmed. Dorothy was Leonora’s Spirit Guide, and for as long as Nicky had been on this earth, Dorothy had been as constant a presence in her mother’s life as Nicky herself and Livvy and Uncle Ham.


 ‘Mother. Are you telling me the truth?’


 ‘Pinky swear.’


 Ohmigod. Pinky swear, that precious holdover from childhood. The pledge of truth that she, Livvy, and Leonora never violated. Pinky swears were never taken lightly. From one James woman to another, it meant that whoever said it was telling the absolute, total truth.


 ‘Don’t panic,’ Nicky said aloud, as much to herself as to her mother, as visions of Geraldo Rivera and Al Capone’s empty vault danced in her brain. Leonora, naturally, took that as a cue to panic. Digging her nails into her wrists so deeply that dark crescents formed around them, she dropped her head back against the seat and started panting like a very large dog in a very hot place.


 Like hell? The way she was feeling right now, Nicky wouldn’t take any bets against it. She should have flown in from Chicago days ago, should’ve known that trusting an airline to get her to her destination within any reasonable definition of ‘on time’ was trusting too much, especially when she really had to be there, should’ve anticipated the bad weather that had caused the delay that had caused her and her crew to have to rent cars and drive from Atlanta, which had gotten them to their hotel on the mainland less than two hours ago – just in time to catch part of the regularly scheduled Twenty-four Hours Investigates for which Nicky had done the big (taped) setup for tonight’s special.


 Live at nine – or not.


 Nicky shuddered.


 ‘Leonora, you’re going to hyperventilate.’ Having apparently been monitoring the action in the front seat at the same time as he’d been contributing to the turbulence in the back, Uncle John leaned forward and passed Leonora a small paper bag. If it wasn’t the one he’d been holding over her mouth and nose in the house, it was its twin.


 ‘Remember,’ he said. ‘Just put it over your nose and mouth and breathe normally. Like I showed you in the house.’


 Leonora grabbed it, pressed it to her face, and started breathing into it.


 ‘Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale  . . .’ John encouraged her.


 ‘Oh, God, I can’t let anybody see me like this,’ Livvy wailed. ‘I look like Moby Dick. I know I wanted to come, but  . . . Nick, you’ve got to take me home.’


 Nicky was willing to bet that working for 60 Minutes was never like this.


 ‘Livvy—’ Nicky broke off as the car crested a rise and the Old Taylor Place came into view. To her left, the western fringe of the island was swampy near-jungle. Tall marsh grass crowded close to the road, and the still waters of the creek beyond it gleamed faintly in the moonlight. To her right, the higher ground on which the houses were built was shaded by a thick canopy of live oaks, pines, and cypress. Unlike the pretty pastel bungalows in the center of the island where the year-round residents tended to live, the houses along Salt Marsh Creek were mostly big, older ones that predated the turn of the century. At present, most of them were still empty, awaiting their summer residents. In other words, except for the Honda’s headlights, the area should have been as dark as the inside of a cave.


 But it wasn’t. The Old Taylor Place was lit up like the Washington Monument. Every light inside the house seemed to be turned on. Bright klieg lights illuminated the exterior. Half a dozen vehicles were parked in the driveway.


 Nicky felt a small lessening of tension as she realized that everything looked just as it should for the upcoming broadcast – until she noticed the pair of police cars, blue lights flashing, that were parked on the shoulder in front of the house.


 She was just frowning at them when her cell phone, which she had stowed in the console between the seats, started to ring.


 ‘Yes?’ she said into it, shooting an encouraging smile at her mother, who had lowered the paper bag and was now, with a cautious expression on her face, seemingly trying to breathe without it.


 ‘Nicky, you’re not going to believe this,’ Karen whispered over the phone. ‘They’re shutting us down.’
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Brian was gone by the time they got to the Old Taylor Place. That made Joe feel marginally – but not a whole hell of a lot – better. It had been almost two years now. He was beginning to think – fear – that Brian might be a permanent part of his existence.


 The ramifications of which he didn’t even want to think about.


 ‘They don’t have a permit. I told ’em to pack it up.’ Vince greeted Joe and Dave on the porch with that information, one hand in his pocket jingling his keys, his shrewd little black eyes snapping with satisfaction. A massive man, he was about six-four and nearly as wide, with huge shoulders, chest, and belly atop oddly short legs. He had a thick head of salt-and-pepper hair, pugnacious features, and a lot of trouble just being still. Even after years spent in this motivation-sapping climate, he still brimmed with the kind of raw vigor and nervous energy that was as foreign to South Carolina as kudzu was to the North. At the moment, he was wearing a coat and tie and dress slacks, which made Joe think that – devout Catholic that Vince was – he’d been on his way to or from Mass. Or maybe not. Vince wasn’t a big believer in the island’s casual dress code under any circumstance.


 Which was one reason Joe had pulled on the spare uniform shirt he always kept in his trunk before heading up the yard to the porch. Anyway, he kind of liked that uniform shirt: short sleeves, gray, with a big, shiny silver badge pinned to the breast pocket. In it, he felt like Andy Griffith.


 ‘So they did need one?’ Joe asked without much real concern. On the way over, it had occurred to him that the botched investigation, if indeed the investigation had been botched, hadn’t happened on his watch. What had or had not been done fifteen years ago was not his problem. Therefore, whether the program was broadcast or not didn’t particularly matter to him; he was simply on board with whatever Vince wanted. It was easier that way. Getting all worked up over things that didn’t really matter used to be part of his personality, but it wasn’t any longer. He’d left that part of himself, along with lots of other things, behind in Jersey.


 ‘Hey, I’m the mayor. If I say they need a permit, they need a permit,’ Vince said, his keys jangling harder.


 Joe took that to mean that nobody Vince had been able to reach actually knew whether or not a permit was needed for this type of thing.


 ‘Works for me,’ Joe said.


 The last vestige of twilight had faded away long since. Beyond the perimeter of the brightly lit house, the night was dark and quiet. A breeze blew in from the ocean; it smelled of the sea, of course, and also just faintly of flowers. The front door of the Old Taylor Place stood open, although the screen door was shut. Through the faint blur of its mesh, he could see into the wide entry hall all the way back to the curving staircase and into part of what he took to be the living room. Twelve-foot ceilings, dark wood paneling extending three-quarters of the way up the walls, gloomy shadows everywhere. Except for a few folding chairs and the TV crew’s equipment, as much of the house as he could see was bare of furniture. A bright light had been set up in a corner of the living room behind some kind of translucent white screen that was intended, he guessed, to diffuse its intensity. A group of people – not locals, as he could tell from their clothes, which, being mostly black and mostly business-friendly, were about as far from island mufti as it was possible to get – huddled together not far from the light. He could see only about a third of them, but it was obvious that they were conferring frantically about something, although in hushed words that he couldn’t actually overhear.


 Three guesses as to what it was. They weren’t likely to be pleased about having the plug pulled on their program.


 ‘Uh-oh, we got one on the move,’ Dave warned under his breath.


 A young woman with short, black hair had just detached herself from the group in the living room to move into the hall. She was frowning as she talked into a cell phone. Automatically, Joe registered that she was attractive, bone-thin in a white blouse, black skirt, and flat shoes, and not really his type. She was also headed their way.


 ‘O’Neil. Go see what they’re up to in there.’ Vince was charting the young woman’s progress, too. He glanced at Dave and jerked his head toward the house. ‘They’re supposed to be shutting things down.’


 Dave nodded and headed into the house. The young woman, still talking on her cell phone, reached the screen door at the same time he did. Ever the gentleman, Dave ended up holding the door open for her. She shot him a sidelong glance rife with disdain as she passed through it onto the porch.


 No gratitude there.


 Just then, the sound of quick footsteps on the porch stairs made Joe glance around. His eyes widened slightly as he beheld the redheaded TV reporter ascending them two at a time. A motley collection of newcomers straggled across the lawn in her wake, all clearly headed toward the house. Behind them was the trio of klieg lights that had been set up about thirty feet from the house to light the exterior, causing their shadows to elongate until they stretched across the overgrown grass, almost all the way to the thicket of oleanders that hugged the porch. Joe beheld an older woman, redheaded like the reporter, in a long, flowing purple dress, leaning heavily on the arm of a short but muscular blond guy. A little behind them, another man, less bulky but also less toned, had his hand around the elbow of a heavily pregnant lady who seemed to be huffing and puffing with every step. But it was the reporter who was nearest – and closing fast, he discovered as his gaze snapped back to her. She was pencil-slim – slimmer than she had looked on TV – in a figure-hugging black skirt suit that made her absolutely killer legs look about two miles long, and tall heels that clicked loudly on the wood. Her shoulder-length hair looked dark in the shadows at the top of the steps, but then she gained the porch and strode into the glow of the klieg lights. He saw that her hair was indeed the true deep red it had appeared on TV. Earlier, though, it had hung straight to her shoulders, all smooth and shiny like a shampoo ad. Now it was disheveled, with one side pushed behind an ear and bangs straggling over her forehead. Her cheeks had acquired a hectic flush, and her previously luscious mouth appeared hard and tight. Her eyes narrowed as they focused on him and Vince, her lips pursed until they were downright thin, and she said something into the cell phone that she had pressed to her face.


 She must have felt him looking at her, because she glanced up just then and their gazes collided. Joe felt a stirring of slightly bemused interest as it occurred to him that she was his type – hell, hot-looking redheads were probably everybody’s type – except for the fact that at the moment, she was clearly royally ticked off and itching to take it out on some poor, unfortunate soul. Like him? Probably. It had been one of those days.


 Reaching them, she snapped her cell phone shut. An echoing snap to his left made him glance in that direction. The black-haired woman was about ten feet away and on the move toward them, her now-closed cell phone in hand.


 It was obvious that the two had been talking, and it wasn’t much of a stretch to guess what they’d been talking about.


 Good thing for Vince they weren’t holding any popularity contests out at the Old Taylor Place tonight.


 ‘Nicky.’ The black-haired woman greeted the reporter with obvious relief, scooting past Joe and Vince and shooting them a venomous look in the process.


 ‘Got it covered.’ Nicky dropped her cell phone into a side pocket of the purse slung over her shoulder as her gaze slid between him and Vince.


 ‘Mayor Capra?’ she asked crisply.


 ‘That’s me,’ Vince said, squaring up to her. Her eyes zeroed in on him, narrowed still more.


 Right, Joe reminded himself. This was Vince’s call. Vince’s problem. You go, Vince, he thought, and took a small sideways step out of the line of fire.
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