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            CHAPTER 0—THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Only pain existed. His body had become nothing more than a mass of tender and swollen flesh. It briefly occurred to him that there should have been a limit, a protective point, in which the brain stopped processing more pain. It never came.

      A boot struck his back, sending another wave of hurt from the point of impact.

      A yearning for relief filled him, yet he refused to let go. Something…someone…needed him. He struggled to conjure a face or name, his reason for living. It was too hard.

      Another kick, this time to his stomach. Something inside burst, and his body involuntarily clenched and spasmed. A different sensation flooded through him, like liquid ice. The capacity to hold onto awareness waned and breathing became torturous. His organs ached dully.

      God, he wanted it to end. No more, no more. He forced his puffy eyelids open. Three men stood. One kept watch in the distance. The second stood over him with his arms crossed. A nonchalant expression rested on the second man’s face as he watched the third. The third man was the one who administered the beating.

      A blow to the head and blackness engulfed him.

      The moment of deep nothingness could have lasted a millisecond or a millennium. Awareness rushed back to Douglas, bringing clarity. He registered the lack of pain and a broken body on the ground. He recalled the beating, and the agony that accompanied it. The three stood over his deceased form. One kicked the obvious corpse. Douglas hadn’t deserved this treatment.

      A brilliant, welcoming light penetrated the darkness, calling the dead man into the beyond. It tugged on Douglas’s soul, and he moved towards it. The brutal beating flashed again. He had tried to hold on for Lisa and Douglas Jr. In the midst of the agony, he’d forgotten the name of the woman he loved with every flutter of his pulse and the name of the son who expanded his concept of the word. He’d forgotten them. Anger surged at the injustice. Yet, the light lured him, promising peace. But these men had torn him from his wife and son. Rage crested and filled his soul. Douglas turned from the light. He etched the faces of the three men into his consciousness. They’d be punished.

      Two months later

      Tonight, Beth Buckley arrived home ten minutes late after a ten-hour shift at the Save & Shop. Greg, drunk again, screamed at her for neglecting him and accused her of having an affair.

      It took an hour of crying and two glasses of Moscato to confront her husband. “I know this is hard for you,” she started with a small gulp, “but remember what the union lawyer said. Keep your head down and keep telling your story. Everything will blow over.”

      Greg sneered and tipped the Evan Williams to his lips. “You see the way our neighbors look at us? They call me a racist, a killer. You don’t know anything.”

      “I know that you have to stop drinking. You get mean when you drink. Real mean, and I don’t like it.”

      “How about this?” Greg threw the bottle at her. In his drunken state, his aim skewed left, and it smashed against the television, shattering the screen. Greg stumbled to his feet and lumbered towards her.

      “You need help.” Beth’s legs trembled, but she refused to back down. “Hit me, and I’m gone. I mean it this time.” To her surprise, she realized she did mean it. She had tolerated her mother-in-law’s criticism for years. Beth was thoroughly sick of being told if she “took care of her man” things would be fine. If his momma wanted to pamper a manbaby, let her deal with Greg’s drinking, tantrums, and disappearances.

      Greg grabbed her arm. Even in his inebriated state, he was strong. She struggled to twist free.

      “Let me go. Let…me…” Beth swatted at his hand. She knew what came next—the inevitable slap or shake. Then something happened she hadn’t anticipated.

      He released her.

      What transpired next would give Beth Buckley nightmares for days to come. Greg’s posture straightened. The skin on his face stretched and thinned. The muscles underneath pinched, rippled, and contorted as it settled into a grotesque mask. The features of another face superimposed upon her husband’s. Dead eyes stared at her.

      The scream lodged in Beth’s throat and came out as an inarticulate squeak.

      Greg stumbled back and shook his head like a wet dog.

      The hallucination vanished.

      Beth’s heart, which had halted a moment before, pounded erratically. She had seen…. No, it must’ve been the stress or the alcohol. “You okay?”

      “I…uh…yeah, I’m fine.” His gaze flickered to her arm where she rubbed the spot he’d gripped. “I…I didn’t mean…I’m so sorry, Bitty.”

      Beth hugged herself. Apologies from Greg were as common as ants at a picnic, but he hadn’t called her Bitty, a reference to her stature and frame, since high school. Maybe he wasn’t too far gone. “You should lay down and rest.”

      “I need air. I’m going out.”

      “You shouldn’t drive in your condition.”

      “Quit nagging. I’ll be fine.” Greg walked out the door and went to his car parked on the street in front of their home.

      She should have tried to stop him. She could have run to the door and taken the keys from the bowl on the table, but she didn’t want to risk Greg’s ire. She watched through the living room window as he got into his white Mustang and revved the engine.

      Greg turned to her, his neck stiff and mechanical, like a rusty screw on an ancient bolt. His eyes flashed dead, and his mouth widened to his ears in a horrific imitation of a smile.

      Beth sprinted out the door and onto the lawn. She saw the barest flash of taillights before the car disappeared.

      She knew, with unshakable dread, that she’d seen her husband for the last time. Two hours later, a police officer’s knock on her door confirmed her belief.
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      Where were the ghosts?

      The most haunted street in America, my Uncle Leonard’s hairy ass, Minnie thought as she twisted the chain of a silver necklace around her index finger. Her feet were propped on the lovingly restored desk. For the eighth time that afternoon, Minnie asked herself if she’d made a colossal mistake. She had hoped that St. Charles’s reputation as a ghost hub would bring customers to her door and provide a suitable end to her traipsing around the country on contract work. The nomad life had suited her well in her twenties. She might still be wandering if it hadn’t been for the pandemic.

      When the coronavirus hit, everyone quarantined inside their homes, living via video conferencing and grocery delivery. Minnie didn’t have a place to hold up. She stayed with Uncle Leonard for a while. After six months, she moved out because she thought one of them might kill the other—not out of malice but to relieve the tedium. She contacted former clients, hoping someone would offer lodging. No one did. She tried jobs that she’d turned down, volunteering to exchange her services for temporary shelter. It turned out people feared the living more than they feared the dead. She not only understood the sentiment but agreed with it long before it became fashionable. The dead were singular in their motivations. The living were a hodge-podge of stupidity, irrationality, impulsivity, bravery, and brilliance. Any mix of these traits meant that humans, individually or collectively, could be terrifying in their decision-making process.

      Minnie eventually landed in a ramshackle apartment in a seedy part of an east coast city and entertained herself with ghosts from a burnt-out building. The COVID pandemic altered priorities for a lot of people. For Minnie, she discovered a yearning for a nest. Yes, she missed the flesh-and-blood connections too. Touching someone would have been a balm to ease her loneliness. But the ache that settled in her soul was for a place of her own, somewhere she could always return. When a lazy day of surfing the internet pointed to St. Charles, Missouri as ghost central, the move seemed like providence. She purchased the property based upon a video walkthrough with the realtor of the building and surrounding neighborhood. In retrospect, she should have made an in-person visit.

      Minnie swung her legs off the desk. Her boot-clad feet hit the floor with a thwap. She flipped the business card between her fingers. She wasn’t even sure people used these things anymore, but she’d been quite proud of it.

      
        
        Minerva Little, Supernatural Afterlife Facilitator

        Helping the living connect with the dead; helping the dead find peace.

      

      

      The particulars—phone number, website, email address—were printed under the slogan. Her business officially opened tomorrow. All she needed were customers and…well, ghosts. What would prospective clients say if she told them she not only hadn’t seen one in weeks but hadn’t even detected signs of a haunting? She’d resorted to walking around town taking random photos. Not an orb. Not so much as a suspicious glare. If clients knew about the town, they would think her a fraud.

      For a medium who’d seen spirits since the age of five, the location was risky. She anticipated being inundated with spirits. Even if the town’s boast as the haunting capital of the U.S. was overblown, there should at least be a few. And spirits always wanted something—that’s why they lingered on the mortal plane. So, why weren’t they bothering her to help them find a lost locket or right some perceived wrong?

      Minnie took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Had it come to this? Yes, damn it, desperate people took bat-shit measures.

      Minnie powered up her computer and went to the website. She shook her head at the lunacy of her plan, her box braids brushing against her back. If any of her preternatural friends knew, if the teachers from The Institute discovered this, they’d never let her live it down. But damn it all, where were the ghosts? She bit the tip of her thumb and made the call.

      “Hello!” said an aggressively chipper female voice on the other end. “Harry Harper’s Ghost Haunting Tours. How may we help you?”

      Minnie grimaced.

      “Is someone there?”

      Closing her eyes in humiliation, Minnie answered. “Yes. May I have one ticket for tonight?”

      “Absolutely,” Chipper Voice said. “The seven-thirty and nine o’clock slots are sold out, but there’s a midnight tour.”

      A midnight show for a ghost tour? How cliché. “That will be fine.”

      “The cost is twenty dollars. We accept all major credit cards.” After taking Minnie’s account information, the woman gave Minnie details on the meeting place and instructed her to wear comfortable walking shoes.

      This Harry guy had better be worth the mortification of paying to find spirits. If he couldn’t direct her to a ghost, she might as well return to the streets—not in a sex worker way, but in a roaming capacity. Minnie gave the woman her credit card information, hung up, and checked her watch. Ten hours to blow. She could search job postings on the internet for a bartending gig, in case she wanted extra cash or a distraction. Or she could go upstairs to her apartment and take a nap. Minnie stretched. Nap first.

      Someone rang the doorbell.

      Minnie peered out the office window, but the person at the door stood outside her visual range. Maybe it was a customer responding to her advertisements. She hoped the job entailed something good, like a spirit lurking in a grand mansion. Those were easy to clear, and she could charge a thousand dollars.

      She started to turn and froze. For a fraction of a second, Minnie caught sight of a face not her own in the window. The face was pale, young, and thin with a Cupid’s bow mouth and curly hair pulled up into an intricate style. Minnie held her breath and focused, but the face had vanished, leaving only her own reflection: copper skin, plaited hair, and freakish eyes. She frowned at her mutation—one dark brown eye, the other bright blue. Her eyes both helped and hindered her business. Some customers thought them a symbol of her ability; others saw them as simply creepy. Regardless, she long ago stopped trying to hide her blue iris with a colored contact lens.

      Her weird eyes weren’t the issue, but what those eyes had seen in the window reflection. Ghosts could hide from her, but she could sense them if she made herself vulnerable. The simple process was risky and, without backup, dangerous. Still…might be worth a try.

      The doorbell rang again.

      Minnie hesitated, torn between pursuing her first glimmer of a spirit and ignoring a potential customer. In her desperation, she might have hallucinated an apparition, but the knocking was undeniable. She walked to the entrance, pasted on a welcoming smile, and opened the door.

      “’Bout bloody time you answered,” said a petite woman with a heavy British accent, green eyes, and waves of jet-black curls.

      “Saskia?” Minnie couldn’t have been more shocked if The Incredible Hulk stood on her doorstep. She wrapped her arms around her best friend’s shoulders and squeezed. Her anxiety drained as the embrace lengthened. If any person could lift her spirits, so to speak, it was Saskia. All thoughts of the curly-haired apparition slipped from Minnie’s mind.

      The hug grew awkward.

      “Er, are we done with this bit?” Saskia asked.

      Minnie laughed and stepped away. “We’re done. You have no idea how glad I am to see you. You look amazing.”

      “Liar. You, on the other hand, are smashing.” Saskia waved at Minnie’s ensemble. “Must you always dress like a fashion model? Love the braids.”

      “Really?” Minnie tugged on one of the long extensions. “I wasn’t sure about the hair, but it’s perfect for summer. Do you think—?”

      Saskia guessed the direction of Minnie’s question and answered before it was finished. “People have worn braided hair for centuries, and the way you’re wearing your hair has been in style for at least thirty years. If you die, you’ll make a lovely ghost, and the hair won’t date you.”

      “Well, come inside. What are you doing here?”

      Saskia lifted her bag. “Can’t a girl visit her best mate? Besides, if I had rung, it wouldn’t have been a surprise.”

      “I don’t like surprises.”

      “Which I still find bloody weird.” Saskia retrieved her suitcase and strutted inside. She surveyed the narrow hallway. In front of her were stairs leading to a second floor. To the right, a long wall with a large opening in the middle. Saskia turned right. The opening led to a spacious room with doors on either side leading to more rooms. The room she’d entered held two oversized floral sofas against the east and west walls, with a pair of matching coffee tables in front of each. In the middle of the room, a leafy chandelier hung from the ceiling and cast twinkling light.

      “This is nice. This is where your customers will wait, yeah?”

      “My office is that way.” Minnie pointed. “It faces the street. There’s another room and a kitchen area on the other side. I haven’t decided what to do with that space yet. Want a look round?” She shook her head at the phrasing. Just having her best friend near triggered her Britishisms.

      “I want to see your flat.” Saskia walked back into the hall and started up the stairwell.

      Minnie bounded behind her. “Wait,” she called with a laugh. “How long are you staying?”

      “Not sure. A few days. A week at the most. I’ll get to that later.”

      Saskia didn’t know the length of her stay? Suspicion dawned that this wasn’t a random visit. Before Minnie pressed for information, Saskia’s next words threw her off kilter.

      “Then I’m meeting my fella. A tall, beautiful, black American boy. We’re getting married.” Saskia held out a hand and wriggled her fingers, flashing a tasteful emerald engagement ring.

      Minnie’s toe tripped on the stairs, and she grabbed the banister to stop herself from falling.

      Saskia laughed as she reached the top of the stairs. “You haven’t changed. Still haven’t gotten the knack of operating your limbs properly?”

      “Never mind that. Married? We swore to never get married. Remember?”

      “Oh Minnie, we were bladdered. And you haven’t met my Benjamin. He’s dishy. You didn’t think that was an actual pledge, did you?”

      “No,” Minnie grumbled. “But who is this person? I thought I’d at least get to vet your future spouse. When did this engagement happen?”

      “A week ago.” Saskia tilted her head to the closed door. “Are you going to show me where I’m bunking?”

      “One thing at a time. When did you meet this American boy?”

      “I told you. A week ago. Are you seriously going to leave me standing in the hall?”

      Minnie folded her arms. “Explain.”

      Saskia rolled her eyes. “I’ll give you the condensed version. We met last week on the Tube. As soon as I saw him, everything was laid out—holidays, fights, children. The vision so overwhelmed me that I almost let him get away. I followed him off his stop and sort of jostled him. He asked for directions. I told him that I’d be his guide in exchange for dinner.”

      “I’m assuming he agreed.”

      “I’m a cute girl with a dazzling personality. Of course he agreed. I escorted him to all the shops and touristy places. We went to the Tower, did the Ripper Tour, even rode the Eye. At dinner, I explained my power, told him that he was my future husband, then presented him with a choice. We could date for years while he waffled about, or we could marry and be on with it.”

      Minnie pressed her lips together to prevent the grin from slipping across her face. Well, that explained Saskia’s agreement to enter a hasty engagement. Saskia’s ability to see into the future unnerved even senior professors at The Institute for Psychical Training and Research. The accuracy of Saskia’s visions made her a star among their classmates. Her friend didn’t see complete scenes, but flashes of possible futures. After meeting in a class, Saskia informed Minnie they’d have a passionate affair and become best mates. It happened as predicted, although Minnie was never sure if Saskia’s words were a prediction or just a clever pickup line. The affair lasted three months. The best mates part was for life.

      Minnie proceeded up the remaining steps, opened her apartment door, and showed Saskia to the second bedroom.

      “What was the other door in the hallway?”

      “Another apartment. There’s nothing in it now. It’s on my to-do list to get some second-hand furniture for it. Might rent it out for extra cash if I can find a proper tenant.”

      “Nice setup you have.” Saskia dumped her suitcase into a chair and plopped on the bed.

      “Commute time to work is a walk downstairs. A lot of owners live above their shops. Um…how did Benjamin accept your revelation?”

      “Not bad for a normal,” Saskia said. “He called me nutters. But when we left the restaurant, we went to a jewelry shop. Now we’re engaged.”

      Minnie frowned and sat on the bed next to her friend. “You don’t mind that he doesn’t believe you?”

      “I absolutely mind. It’s going to cause terrible rows before he comes around. It’ll be worth it in the end. He’s my happily ever after.”

      Minnie groaned. “I wish the world for you, truly. Just don’t go searching for any happily ever afters for me.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Promise me.”

      “Right then, I promise not to look for your life partner. That do?”

      “Then you’re welcome to stay.”

      As if on cue, both women fell backward onto the mattress.

      “Never thought I’d marry someone from the U.S.,” Saskia said with a little shiver.

      “Hey.” Minnie elbowed her friend.

      “It’s just that the lot of you are so uncouth.”

      “I have plenty of couth. I save it for special occasions.”

      “Perhaps I’ll see that one day.”

      Minnie snorted. “I can’t believe you are calling me uncouth with that mouth of yours.”

      “I may have a potty mouth, but I also have manners.”

      “Wow, that was harsh.”

      Saskia reached out and held Minnie’s hand. “Sorry. I’m being bitchy. I’m totally wiped. Will you forgive me?”

      A smirk teased the edges of Minnie’s lips. “You tell me.”

      Saskia considered. “You already have.”

      Minnie turned her head to her friend. “Is your Ben refined then?”

      “Benjamin,” Saskia corrected. “And no, he’s as crass as the rest of you. Actually, I’m beginning to prefer bluntness to polite manners.”

      “Watch out. Your Bennie may end up converting you to our ways.”

      “Benjamin. And since we’re going to live in Chicago, I might turn into a Yank.”

      “You’ll be that close. Brilliant.”

      They lapsed into silence and stared at the ceiling, each lost in their own thoughts.

      “Are you going to tell me the real reason you’re here?” Minnie asked. “And why didn’t you phone me before coming?”

      “If I had informed you of my arrival, you wouldn’t have gotten your ticket for the tour and talking you into going would’ve been difficult. I decided to skip the headache.”

      Embarrassment flooded through Minnie’s body. “Oh…I don’t need to go.”

      “I purchased my ticket before booking my flight. And I’m here to help you.”

      “Help me do what?”

      “Find ghosts, you ninny. That’s why we’re going on the tour, yeah?”

      “I don’t need your help.”

      “You do.”

      Minnie removed one of the several necklaces she always wore and handed it to her friend. “If you’re going to stay, you need protection.”

      “Got it covered. There’s a tiny ruby embedded on the underside of my engagement ring and protective runes are etched along the band.”

      Minnie shook the necklace at her friend. “Wear it anyway. Extra protection is always a good idea when dealing with the spirit realm.”

      Saskia slipped the chain around her neck and yawned. “Give me a few hours to catch some winks. We have a long night. Wake me up about nine.”

      Minnie kissed Saskia on the cheek. “You’re not telling me everything, but I can wait.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Saskia would help Minnie start her business, and she would keep her promise to not actively search for Minnie’s happily ever after. After all, Minnie didn’t have just one. Saskia saw several possibilities for her friend. If those happened to stumble along, Saskia would make sure they stood a chance.

      Her friend was brave, confident, and relentless in almost every facet of her life, but not in the area that mattered most. Saskia felt partially responsible. She had failed to see when it would have made a difference. Here was her opportunity to make up for it.

      Saskia undressed and settled between the sheets. Besides, it was a best mate’s job to meddle when the occasion called for it. The next few days were going to be quite monumental for Minerva Nicolette Little.
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      “You don’t have food,” Saskia said, rummaging through the kitchen cabinets. “There’s not even anything to make a fry up.”

      Minnie sat at the counter, painting her fingernails Bordello Red. “I haven’t gotten around to grocery shopping.”

      “How hard is it to stop at the market and pick up a few items?”

      Minnie shrugged. “I’ve been busy setting up a business. And you didn’t tell me you were coming. The empty pantry is your fault.”

      “Poppycock. You bought groceries three times.” Saskia waved three fingers in Minnie’s face. “Three times in the entire two years we shared a flat.”

      “I put money in the grocery jar.” Minnie shook her hands to expedite the nail-drying. She knew where this argument was headed. Saskia would rant about groceries, Minnie would rant about housekeeping, then they’d both rant about each other’s music and television programs. “Let’s not do this. I’ll feed you. Just give my nails a few minutes to dry and give me time to change clothes and put on makeup.”

      “Skip the makeup. You’re not dying tonight.”

      “Do you know how many spirits wander the world in overalls or hair curlers or naked as the day the doctor slapped their backsides? A lot. Forgive me for wanting to put my best designer foot forward into the afterlife.”

      Many people feared death due to the uncertainty of what came next or the pain it might involve. Minnie’s phobias were of a different flavor. The countdown of her greatest fears was as follows:

      
        	Dying in a hideous outfit. Not all spirits lingered. Most traipsed happily into whatever waited for them on the other side. But just in case, Minnie’s vanity demanded stylish attire.

        	Being murdered. A poisoning wouldn’t be awful. However, violent murder victims left disfigured spirits behind. A pretty ghost is a happy ghost. The vanity thing again, or possibly lingering childhood trauma caused by the sight of those spirits. Also, murder victims tended to stick around, especially if they were the grudge-holding type in life. Minnie knew herself well enough to admit she enjoyed a good grudge. If she wasn’t already a badass medium, pettiness would be her superpower.

        	Spirit possession. It was plain awful.

        	Dying in a manner that earned a Darwin Award. Forget the stories people shook their heads at upon reading on some internet website. Minnie often communicated with spirits who bit the dust in stupendously stupid deaths. This one guy…well, he tried to make a mold of his penis using cement and things went downhill from there. And yes, he was from Florida.

        	Spiders. No explanation needed there.

      

      “For heaven’s sake,” Saskia whined. “Hurry up. I’m famished.”

      In her room, Minnie chose black, slightly heeled combat boots and stylishly ripped designer blue jeans. Since the night promised to be warm, she riffled through her t-shirts. She smiled at a black one with white lettering.

      At the vanity, Minnie scanned her array of jewelry. She always wore a thin, gold bangle, etched with futhorc runes. It was designed to make it near impossible to remove without a vat of oil. For extra protection, she layered five necklaces each holding a different pendant: a hamsa, an Eye of Horus, a Chi Rho, a Star of David, and a Christian cross. Minnie didn’t limit her wards to an ideology or culture. Her combination of symbols might offend a particular group. If a symbol worked, she used it, regardless of its origin. She then bedazzled her fingers with three rings on each hand—all also offering protection against spirit invasion, each also nicked from various worldviews ranging from the Celts to the Zoroastrians.

      Lastly, she turned to her makeup. Minnie used a heavy hand with the mascara and eyeliner and finished with her signature red lipstick. Okay, so she stole the red lip thing, but a bright red color seemed to work for a number of women: from Marilyn Monroe to Sade to Rihanna. The look was classic and bold, so Minnie concluded it worked for her too.

      Saskia laughed when she saw Minnie. “I See Dead People. Your shirt is on-the-nose, isn’t it?”

      Minnie posed for inspection. “We are going on a ghost-hunting tour. If anyone asks, it’ll be a natural segue into talking about the business.”

      “Well, let’s get going.” Saskia tucked her cellphone into her pocket. “Food first, then we find Casper. Should we get a taxi?”

      “We’re walking. There’s a great place a couple blocks away. The food is good, and the bartender pours liberally.”

      “Been there often?”

      “Once or twice. Or every day.”
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        * * *

      

      Minnie’s new home was a two-story red brick corner row house. Minnie loved the large front windows, the dark green shutters, and the balcony overlooking the street. It reminded her of her Louisianan roots. It took over half the money in her bank account to hire a contractor to convert the former restaurant into a downstairs office area and update the two upstairs apartments. She moved into the larger space. She wasn’t sure how she’d utilize the second apartment, but for now, she was happy having it empty. Minnie locked the door and gave it a gentle pat as if to say, Be good while I’m away.

      The two women walked to Pandy’s Bar and Grill. Dark wood and soft lights gave the restaurant a homey feel. The spidery web of golden lines spread across the back wall mirror added quasi-elegance. Muted lights provided enough illumination for patrons to examine their meals for proper preparation while also supplying the perfect atmosphere for hooking up.

      Foregoing the tables and booths, Minnie and Saskia headed for the bar.

      The bartender, a muscular man of average height, distributed beers and cocktails to the patrons. He had brown hair, soulful brown eyes, and a killer smile that flashed even white teeth and twin dimples.

      He held both hands over his heart. “Minnie, my muse, once again you grace us with your presence. And you brought a friend. Two beautiful women. I may have to buy a lottery ticket in the morning.”

      “Hi Steve,” Minnie said.

      Steve handed them menus then gave them a separate sheet of paper listing the daily specials. “How are you doing? Ready for your big opening?”

      “Permits are signed. Office is decorated. Time to hang out my shingle,” Minnie said. “All I need now is customers and ghosts.”

      Steve chuckled. “Good luck with that. What can I get for you?”

      Instead of answering, Saskia extended her hand. “Number One, I hadn’t expected to meet you so soon. My name is Saskia.”

      “Steve.” He shook her hand. “Did you just call me Number One?”

      Saskia looked pleased he’d noticed. “I did indeed.”

      “Why?” Steve asked.

      “Because I met you first,” she said, as if her answer made perfect sense.

      Steve glanced at Minnie then turned back to Saskia. “Are you going to explain that?”

      “Not yet,” Saskia said.

      Steve raised his eyebrows at Minnie.

      “Don’t ask me.” Minnie picked up the paper menu. “She’s a weirdo.”

      “Weirder than someone who claims to communicate with spirits?” he asked.

      Minnie and Saskia turned on their stools, eyed each other, then, at the same time, replied, “It’s a tie.”

      Steve placed glasses of water in front of the women. “You two are going to be trouble. Let me know if you need anything.” He bent toward Minnie. His gaze lingered half a second on her cleavage. “By the way, cute top.”

      Minnie waited until Steve was at the other end of the bar then turned to her friend. “What was that all about?”

      “What?” Saskia asked innocently.

      “You tried to see his future. And why did you call him Number One?”

      “I got a flash. You know I can’t help seeing someone’s future when it flares up like a bloody bonfire.”

      Minnie started to ask about the flash, then thought better of it. Sometimes ignorance was preferable when it came to Saskia.

      “You want to tell me about Steve?” Saskia asked.

      “Nothing to tell.”

      “There were sparks between you. And that man is yummy, like a testosterone biscuit.”

      “He’s okay.”

      “Are you mental? Do you not like men anymore?”

      Minnie put down the menu. “I like them fine. I don’t like complications.”

      “He doesn’t look that complicated, love.”

      “Anything more than a night is too complicated.”

      Saskia tilted her head, craned her neck, and fixed her gaze on Steve’s backside. “Oh yeah, he’s at least a weekender for sure. If I’d met him before meeting my Benjamin, I would’ve shagged him blind.”

      “Shut up and mind your menu.”

      They ordered the house wine and burger specials. During the evening, the two friends reminisced about their days at The Institute and filled each other in on significant events since their last phone conversation. As they talked and laughed, Pandy’s emptied until only a scattering of patrons remained, unsurprising for a weeknight.

      As Minnie nursed her second glass of wine, two men—one short and barrel-chested with a neatly trimmed beard, the other tall and bald with wide shoulders—sat at the opposite end of the bar. The two men spotted Minnie and Saskia and flashed smiles in greeting.

      “This should be an interesting way to waste time until the main event,” Minnie said in a low voice.

      “What’s that?” Saskia asked.

      Minnie tilted her head toward the pair.

      “What about your aversion to complications?”

      “It’s still present. That doesn’t mean I’m unavailable for easy fun.”

      “The hot bartender can be—”

      “No.” Minnie came to town a little over a month ago but already knew she liked Steve too much to consider him a candidate for a dalliance. She suspected he didn’t believe her claim of being a medium, but he hadn’t treated her like a fraud or a freak. That was a step above most people’s reaction when she told them her profession. Also, Steve was quite dishy. Minnie could easily fall for those muscles and dimples. Add a bit of kindness, something she’d experienced little of in her life, and she was a goner. At this juncture in her life, the last thing Minnie needed was emotional attachment.

      Saskia slipped an elbow onto the counter and rested with her chin in her hand. “Do you think the bald thing is on purpose?”

      “He’s young and looks healthy so I think so. And his head is really shiny, so he probably takes pride in it.”

      Saskia turned back to her third glass of wine, having lost interest in the approaching men.

      Baldy took the seat beside Minnie, while the other man sat beside Saskia.

      “Hello,” Baldy said.

      “Hi.” Minnie turned to him.

      He flinched.

      Ah yes, the mismatched eyes, Minnie thought. Well, she wouldn’t hold it against Baldy. People tended to respond this way upon meeting her, as if she was horribly deformed and they weren’t sure if they should look directly at her. Minnie flashed a quick smile to ease Baldy’s discomfort and immediately chastised herself for the act. Why should she go out of the way to make other people feel comfortable about her appearance? Strange, Steve hadn’t responded to her with the customary recoil at their first meeting. He’d just flashed those dimples, commented on her tense shoulders, and offered to make a de-stressing cocktail.

      “Can we buy you drinks?” Baldy asked.

      Steve slid glasses of water in front of the two men. “Ed, good to see you.” He nodded at the bald guy. “Pete, it’s been a while. Don’t worry about the ladies’ drinks. I’ve got it covered.”

      “I think it’s up to them to decide who buys their drinks, Pandy,” Baldy, or now Ed, said.

      “Whoa,” Minnie said and turned to Steve. “This is your place? You’re Pandy? How’d you get that nickname?”

      “He used to be a fat kid,” Pete said.

      “And you used to be a jackass,” Steve said.

      Pete laughed and slapped Steve’s arm. “You’ve always been a crackup.”

      Minnie suppressed a smile. Steve hadn’t been joking. Although, giving the bar his unkind childhood nickname showed a self-deprecating humor. She liked it.

      “Get us a few beers,” Bald Ed said. “And I wouldn’t dream of letting you cut into your profits. Put the ladies’ drinks on my tab.”

      “You’ve never worried about my profits before,” Steve said. “If you want to pay for your free shots over the past few years, feel free. But their drinks are on the house.”

      Minnie felt like a tree being pissed on by competitive dogs. Steve was marking his territory, and she didn’t like that. “I appreciate the offers, but we got our drinks. Independent women and all that.”

      “So, you’re a feminist?” Bald Ed asked.

      “I like feminists,” Pete added. “Do you ever invite a man to join you for a threesome?”

      Minnie silently counted to five. “Are you confusing feminist with lesbian?”

      “Is there a difference?” Pete asked.

      Bald Ed winked and rolled his eyes heavenward. Maybe there was more to him than his unnaturally shiny pate.

      “Nope,” Minnie said and reached for her abandoned drink. If Pete didn’t understand the difference between feminist and lesbian, terms such as bisexual or pansexual were completely beyond his comprehension.

      “You want something to eat?” Steve asked.

      “Just drinking,” Ed said.

      Steve set drafts in front of his friends and went to check on his other patrons.

      Bald Ed swiveled on his stool, so he faced Minnie fully. He still avoided eye contact. Minnie tried not to let it bother her. Sometimes, it took people a while to adjust to the oddity.. “Now that he’s gone, I’m Ed. That’s Pete.”

      “Minnie.” Minnie held out her hand. “And my friend is Saskia.”

      “Pleased to meet you. Tell me about yourself. New in town or visiting?”

      Saskia answered. “She’s new. I’m here for a visit.”

      “So, you’ll need someone to show you around?” Bald Ed said to Minnie.

      Saskia piped up again. “I don’t see that happening.”

      Minnie elbowed her friend.

      “Well, I don’t,” Saskia said.

      “You have a nice voice,” Pete said, trying to claim Saskia’s attention. “Where are you from?”

      “Wales,” Saskia said.

      “I’ve always liked the English,” Pete said, making another attempt to gain Saskia’s attention.

      “I’m Welsh.”

      “Is there a difference?” Pete asked.

      “Yes, there’s a difference.” Saskia’s eyes flashed with irritation, and she turned back to Ed and Minnie. “Minnie is taking a hiatus from dating.”

      Steve returned to their end of the bar and pulled up a stool on the other side.

      Ed leaned toward Minnie. “It doesn’t have to be a date. You can view it as a friendly outing into the community.”

      Ed’s invitation hung in the air. Minnie wouldn’t have minded a flirtation, but considering her repeated rejection of Steve’s advances, she couldn’t accept in front of him. It would seem needlessly cruel.

      “Saskia is right,” Minnie said. “I’m on a dating hiatus.”

      “That’s a shame,” Ed said.

      Steve grinned. He retrieved shot glasses, put one in front of his friends and himself, and filled them with Jack Daniels. The men raised their drinks, chimed “The Mighty Vikings”, and downed the whiskey.

      Minnie glanced at her watch and gestured for the bill.

      Steve slid her the check, resumed his seat, and turned to Bald Ed. “Well, you didn’t stop by to flirt with my customers. What brought you in tonight?”

      Bald Ed drank half his beer. “Needed a break from the craziness at work.”

      Steve nodded. “Damn shame what happened to Greg. Must be hard losing two coworkers in as many months.”

      A heavy sadness settled on Bald Ed’s face. “It’s tough. Travis wasn’t married and didn’t have any close friends. Everyone felt bad about the accident, but no one was heartbroken. Greg’s death hit hard. And poor Beth. Bad enough to become a widow at such a young age, but now the insurance company is being difficult.”

      Steve frowned. “What’s up with the insurance company?”

      Pete leaned forward, including the women. “They suspect Greg’s death was a suicide. Reckon they might be right. Everyone who saw it swears Greg drove straight into that light pole. After he crawled out of the wreck, he ran into the street. Right in front of a semi. If that isn’t suicide, I don’t know what is.”

      Minnie paused in the effort of fishing a slim leather credit card case from her back pocket. Death always piqued her interest. “Someone killed themselves by walking in front of a truck?”

      “That’s what I heard,” Pete said.

      “Was he, you know, depressed?” Saskia asked.

      “He wasn’t suicidal,” Ed said.

      “He may have been over the limit,” Steve suggested. “In school, he pulled some crazy stunts when he’d been drinking. Always claimed he didn’t remember anything the next day.”

      Bald Ed nodded. “He was over the limit. But the injuries from the crash should have prevented him from standing, much less running. Something isn’t right. And Beth says…”

      “Yeah?” Pete asked, hoping for the next piece of gossip to spread.

      Bald Ed shook his head. “Sometimes grief plays tricks on the mind. We’re all anxious. These weird deaths have everyone on edge.”

      Weird deaths were Minnie’s wheelhouse. She would have stayed and asked more questions, but they had somewhere to be. After paying and saying goodnight, Minnie and Saskia made their way toward the old courthouse.

      The night was warm with an occasional breeze over the Missouri River cooling the air. Minnie pulled a lipstick tube from her jeans pocket and touched up her lips.

      “How do you apply lipstick without a mirror?” Saskia asked.

      “I know where my lips are,” Minnie said.

      “I mean, how can you apply lipstick so perfectly when you have difficulty walking across a flat surface without finding a rock to trip over?”

      Minnie stuck her lipstick back into her pocket. She had no answer for the fair observation, so ignored it. “I hope this tour is worth it.”

      “It’ll be a lark, if nothing else.”

      Ahead, they saw a small crowd gathering outside an old building. The edifice reminded Minnie of a Hollywood version of an asylum, the kind of place ripe with unsettled souls.

      “That’s our destination,” Minnie said. “I’ve never gone so long without seeing a ghost since childhood. It sounds bananas, but I sort of miss them.”

      “What about the guy who walked in front of a truck?” Saskia asked. “He sounds like a candidate. If you’re looking for a ghost, you can start there.”

      Minnie winced and groaned. “I’ll check it out eventually, but I’d rather that not be my first case. Suicides are…icky.”

      “Nothing so sad as a proud pauper.”

      “If necessary, I’ll look for him. But maybe the answers are here.” Minnie bit her bottom lip and stared at her friend questioningly. “Seriously, you’re not going to tell me what the night has in store?”

      “No spoilers.”

      “I like spoilers,” Minnie huffed.

      “You like predictability. You’ll be better off once you accept a staid life was never in the cards for you, love.”
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      An electric mood vibrated through the fourteen people gathered for the ghost tour. Minnie’s ‘I See Dead People’ shirt failed to carry the hoped-for punch. Evidently, death was the night’s theme. A white-haired couple wore matching ‘Almost A Ghost’ polos, a middle-aged brunette sported an ‘I Hope Ghosts Believe in Me’ shirt, and a teenage boy had attired himself in a grim reaper outfit, complete with a plastic scythe.

      Minnie felt foolish. Of course, an event like this attracted fans of the supernatural. She should’ve thought about bringing business cards. She could mention her business anyway. A few attendees must be open to the idea of the afterlife. She reconsidered when the reaper mentioned to her that his mom liked old movies too.

      “This is the last time I try to be witty with clothing,” she said to Saskia in a low voice.

      “No, it’s not,” Saskia sighed.

      “You don’t have to sound like such a know-it-all.”

      “But I am a know-it-all.”

      Minnie pursed her lips. Having a psychic best friend could be really annoying.

      The guide arrived and introduced himself as Harry. After checking names off a list, he reviewed the rules and engaged in ghost-related humor. Minnie had heard the jokes a thousand times before. Joke: Why did the ghost go into the bar? Answer: For the Boos. Minnie made no attempt to spoil Harry’s shtick by offering the punchlines. She secretly enjoyed the lameness of it all.

      When everyone was in a happier mood, Harry began a history lesson on the courthouse, highlighting slave auctions, hangings, and other atrocities committed there. The history offered ripe ground for a haunting, but as Minnie scanned the area, she saw not a glimmer, orb, or ripple. She widened her psychic channels as much as possible through her amulets but felt no lingering presence. Well, this was the initial tour stop. She should at least find a residual haunting as the night went on. Those specters repeated the same acts, unaware of passing time or the world around them. Every small town had one of those.

      The group walked up Main Street. The cobblestone roads made the progress slow, but on such a warm summer night, no one minded. Harry discussed the sites in which Louis Blanchette, founder of the settlement, built or played a role in building. He pointed out the mishmash of architectural styles: French, Victorian, Italianate, and Greek Revival. It was a quaint, organic type of town. Nothing like the developed neighborhoods springing up these days.

      Harry stopped at the Odd Fellows Hall, the post office, and any other location linked with an interesting death. At each stop, Minnie searched for spectral signs and saw nothing. She glanced at the old couple. Maybe one of them would… She stopped the uncharitable thought and shook her head. She couldn’t wish someone dead just to validate her gift.

      A repressed thought crept into Minnie’s mind. Saskia’s visit wasn’t random. And she knew her friend wasn’t telling her everything. What if Saskia withheld that Minnie lost her gift? The thought caused her to stumble and come to an abrupt halt. What would it be like to be a normal? An odd grief came over her, and then an even stranger relief. She would miss the ghosts. They had been with her for most of her life. But to be normal. She could introduce herself to strangers without fearing she was talking to someone others couldn’t see. She could walk down a city street without weaving between the living and the dead. That’s been one of the big obstacles to overcome. Her gift was so powerful, the dead was often indistinguishable from the living. Hell, she would learn to drive and buy a sports car. A red one. A Camaro. No, a Corvette.

      Saskia stopped beside her. “What’s going on inside your brain?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar.”

      “You’d tell me if…if…if I couldn’t see them anymore?”

      Saskia laughed. “You’d sooner lose your love for terrible television programs.”

      “Oh, I just thought… Then, I’m okay?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but you haven’t lost your mojo.”

      Minnie tucked her hands into her pocket and feigned a nonchalant shrug.

      When they rejoined the others, Harry was in the midst of a grim story about the Civil War. “Missouri was divided with half the state fighting for the Union and the other half for the Confederacy. A slave named Moses, guilty of the crime of learning to read, escaped and hid in the basement of a local preacher’s house. He was one short boat ride across the river to St. Louis and freedom.”

      Harry’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Moses was on this very road when he was overtaken by a team of slave catchers on horseback and trampled. His blood soaked into the stones where you stand.” Harry paused for effect. “People say they can still hear the horses as they bore down on the terrified slave.”





