







“Mr. Carmichael, are you all right?” Kat leaped to her feet.

He opened his mouth, then shut it again. He seemed to struggle to keep it closed, but words poured forth as if they had a life of their own.

“Ms. Piretti, I apologize…but I have a message for you.”

Kat sank into her chair. “From what sort of being, Mr. Carmichael? Casper the Friendly Ghost?”

He shook his head violently. “I don’t know who it’s from,” he said in a low voice. “Believe me, if I had the choice, I’d never talk to you again.”

She rolled her eyes and reached for her coffee.

“Sure. You just can’t help it. The stars are configured just so, and you’ve got a Ouija board stashed under the table.”

“You’re right about Peter’s death.”

The coffee cup dropped from her grasp, cracking both itself and the saucer on which it landed. Kat began to tremble so violently that Stephen instinctively reached out to hold her.

“Let go of me,” she managed to say in a hoarse voice. “Let go of me.”

“I’m sorry. Whatever I said, I…”

But Kat had wrenched herself free, and fled.
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To Tom, who has always believed.





Prologue



THEY WERE CERTIFIABLY NUTS, ALL OF THEM, BUT THE LEAD was intriguing, and Peter Dulaney had endured worse than a few hours of psychic mumbo jumbo to get a story. He stood in his apartment living room and ran a final check: notebooks, pens, tape recorder ready to roll. He’d even remembered to wind the tape to the proper starting point. Tonight’s interview would smoothly follow the last interview he’d conducted in this dopey investigation.

For this he’d passed up an evening with Katie?

He shook his head. What a good little doobie he was!

This story probably wasn’t worth the sacrifice. He already felt more like a reporter for the National Enquirer than for the respectable Baltimore Sun. Here he was, traipsing around after psychic readers, disembodied spirits, and cult members. Even his Journalism 101 professor would have recoiled in disgust.

There’d been, however, something undeniably pathetic about the quaver in his source’s voice, about his utter conviction that a very real danger existed. “Please be careful,” Mr. Toohey constantly implored, and while Peter doubted that the cult could do anything worse than bore him silly, Mr. Toohey’s fear was too real to dismiss without adequate investigation.

Peter checked his watch. Maybe the cult members would cast a spell on him, turn him into a newt or something.

Seven forty-five. Time to hit the road. He bent toward his notebooks, then snapped ramrod-straight as a now-familiar chill crept up his spine. Damn, it was happening again! Worse, the attacks were definitely increasing in frequency. They’d started sporadically, right after he’d begun investigating this story. Now he could count on at least two a day.

The chill raced through his body. His teeth began to chatter. Resigned, Peter sank to the sofa to wait it out.

Now he’d be late.

No doubt about it, tonight’s attack was worse than usual. The chills raced up and down as if searching for corners they might have missed. His stomach felt like a goddamned roller coaster.

“Okay!” he said as violent spasms racked his body. “I’ll see a doctor. I promise!”

A bang on the front door made him jump. The chills stopped. Maybe they were like hiccups, requiring only a good scare to startle them out of the system. Peter leaped from the couch and hurried toward the door, then stopped halfway to reconsider. He wasn’t expecting visitors and had no time to waste with Girl Scouts, Jehovah’s Witnesses, or salespeople. Why answer? Surely whoever stood in the hallway would take the hint and leave.

Another thud. Peter furrowed his brow. Sounded like the next approach would involve a battering ram. He shifted his weight somewhat uneasily and took a tentative step forward.
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The chills were back, but they were different from anything he’d experienced before. His apartment felt frigid. He passed a shaky hand in front of the window air conditioner. No, the air blew as ineffectively as always.

He suddenly recognized that the cold emanated from a definite source. Swallowing hard, he turned to stare at the front door.

The knock pounded again, more insistently. Peter drew in a wavering breath. “Okay,” he said.

He walked cautiously toward the door, stopping only to press the red button on his tape recorder.
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KATERINA PIRETTI WAS A SMALL WOMAN, AND THE DENSE weight of the Wagner file was commensurate with Mr. Wagner’s great importance to the firm. Kat lugged it from her credenza to her desk, barely noting that the late April sky outside her office window had progressed from a pink-streaked dawn into a full-blown day. Muffled footsteps trod the carpeted hallways of Harper, Madigan and Horn. The attorneys trickled in, the earliness of their arrivals depending partly on their workloads and partly on how far down the firm’s letterhead they were. Kat had beaten everyone in that morning, as she did nearly every morning. She’d been associated with the firm for only eight months, which meant she received enough plodding research projects to keep her billable hours well above the firm average.

Eight months of real-life law. She knew Harper, Madigan and Horn’s law library so well that she could file away regional digests faster than the librarian could. She required daily amounts of coffee large enough to fill a small garden pond. Every other week she received a healthy paycheck. One of these days she hoped to find time to spend it.

The Wagner file. Her mentor, a junior partner named Harold Banks, had dropped it on her credenza at six the night before.

“Hit it first thing in the morning,” he’d said. “It’s simple research, but potentially time-consuming.”

Well, it was morning. And the file was still there, waiting. Kat wrinkled her nose as an unprofessional snort lifted her dark bangs from her forehead. The Wagner file was larger than most Thanksgiving turkeys she’d seen. Her secretary, whom she shared with Hal, would need a handcart to lug it back to his office.

With a resolute flick of the wrist, she opened the manila file.

Hal’s giant red scrawl met her gaze: SECRETARY’S DAY.

Kat blinked. Then, of its own accord, her left hand reached for the phone. Hal answered after one ring.

“What’s this note in the Wagner file?” she demanded.

“A reminder. Today’s Secretary’s Day.”

“It is? How was I supposed to know that?”

“Haven’t you been in any card stores lately? This is, I believe, a Hallmark-created holiday.”

“Hal, I haven’t been off the seventh floor of this building lately.”

She was lucky to have him as her mentor, and she knew it. Hal looked out for her. Although nine years away from his own first year as an associate, he remembered clearly the pitfalls and confusion that came with the turf.

“Okay, okay,” she said with a sigh. “So I’m supposed to be extra nice to our secretary today.”

“You ever want to get to an appointment on time again, you’ll be extra nice to her every day.”

“What should I do, Hal? I didn’t get her a present. Why didn’t you warn me about this yesterday?”

“You don’t need a present. Take her out to lunch.”

“Lunch? What is that? I’ve forgotten.”

“Very funny.”

“Lunch with my secretary isn’t billable, is it?”

“Sorry, Kat.”

“What about you? She’s your secretary, too.”

Hal chuckled. “I’ve got a deposition today. Besides, I thought ahead. My flowers should arrive by noon.”

Kat slumped in her chair. Lunch. With Devon. Devon was a dynamite secretary, but Kat saw no point in trying to cultivate a friendship with her. They weren’t buddies, for Pete’s sake. It was hard enough maintaining a boss-secretary relationship when your secretary was only three years younger than you were. And, although Devon was twenty-four and perfectly pleasant, Kat doubted that they had anything in common.

She sighed. “Hal, couldn’t I just write Devon a nice note and then get back to work on my career? That’s really why I show up here every day.”

He ignored the comment. She could picture him, horned-rimmed glasses sliding down his nose, right hand tapping his ever-present pen against the top of his desk calendar as he quickly checked his watch.

“You could use the break too, Kat. Look, here’s what you do. Leave a nice note on Devon’s desk inviting her out to lunch today. Okay?”

“Out to lunch where?”

“Oh, Kat, Kat, Kat. Must I do all the thinking for you? Where’s my star associate?”

“Out to lunch,” Kat replied without a trace of humor.

“Devon’s easy. She talks all the time. You’d have to be deaf not to know she’s dying to try Angel Café.”

Deaf or buried up to your ears in legalese. But at least Kat had heard of Angel Café. It was a trendy new restaurant in South Baltimore.

“Now,” Hal said, “take my little note out of the Wagner file. Rip it to shreds. Underneath is a note regarding a couple of issues I need researched. Can you turn out a cohesive memorandum by tomorrow night?”

“And do lunch with Devon?”

“The research is straightforward. I’m counting on you, kiddo. Wagner’s Big Man on Campus these days.” Hal hung up the phone.

Lunch with her secretary. A memo on the Wagner file. An empty coffee cup. It already felt like Monday, even though it wasn’t.

 

“I just love Federal Hill, don’t you?” Devon sat in the passenger seat of Kat’s car, her tall, strawberry-blond prettiness set off to perfection by the deep green suit she wore.

Kat had been born in Baltimore. The blue-collar Federal Hill she remembered from her childhood bore little resemblance to the pristine, yuppified version that now attracted touring suburbanites like Devon. This version of Federal Hill was very pretty, but the one Kat knew had been a lot more interesting.

Fortunately, Devon seldom required responses to her comments.

“I made a reservation,” she said. “I was lucky to get it, too. This place is super popular.”

“I hope you told them one-thirty, because it’s going to take at least half an hour to find a parking place.”

“I see a place over there if you think you can squeeze into it.”

“I can squeeze into anything.” Kat clicked on her turn signal and expertly glided into the space.

It was easier to exude confidence while both she and Devon remained seated. Devon, a leggy five foot nine, always made Kat feel like a cute little puppet. Additionally, Devon possessed an air of sophistication that harmonized with her creamy porcelain skin and well-coiffed helmet of hair. Kat was only five foot one. She needed a stool to reach the top bookshelves of the law library. Her wide brown eyes and delicate bones made her appear younger than she was, no asset where attorney-client relationships were concerned. She suspected that if she didn’t possess such a big mouth, judges would simply pat her on the head whenever she appeared in court.

She watched glumly as her secretary unfolded herself from the car. Devon should have been the attorney. No way anyone would ever ignore her.

And, as usual, nobody did. Devon’s elegant, smooth curves strolled languidly toward the entrance of Angel Café, oblivious to the stares of male admirers.

Angel Café, tucked between an antique shop and a film-processing store, occupied a three-story row home. Its facade was white brick, accented by mauve trim. Tied-back lace curtains framed the large front picture window. A gauzy scrim blocked a clear view of the room immediately within, but a carved, painted sign positioned above the window said it all:

ANGEL CAFÉ

NOURISHMENT FOR BOTH BODY AND SPIRIT

“How wonderful,” Devon said. “So perceptive, don’t you think? Somebody should have opened up a place like this years ago.”

Kat ran her fingers up the brass handrail. She had nothing against angels; it was kitsch she couldn’t abide. A small brass cherub sat firmly on the top of the rail. Two attached cherub heads graced the doorknocker, reminding her of some weird celestial mutant birth. True perception, she thought, might have hired a better decorator.

Devon had been smart to call ahead for reservations. The tiny lobby of the restaurant was crammed with people. The sentimental whimsy of the surrounding Victorian memorabilia made the restaurant’s patrons seem larger than life-size. Business-suited professionals wedged themselves between bowls of rose petal potpourri and carved cupids. There were, not surprisingly, angel images everywhere. Kat had never seen so many lithographs and paintings together in one room. Fat little putti rolled distorted round eyes up toward heaven. Plump, dimpled angels arced well-padded arms above innocent children.

“I love angels.” Devon’s smile lit the room. “God, Kat, don’t you love this place?”

Kat averted her gaze from a melodramatic rendering of a drippy angel leading a rejoicing soul to Heaven.

“I prefer my angels to have edges,” she said.

“Edges?”

“Victorian angels are too round. I like more fire and brimstone, a dash of medieval angst, perhaps.”

Devon laughed and shook her head. “You would,” she said.

They approached the hostess, who, swathed in a gauzy, ethereal dress, waited behind a burnished wood counter.

“Hi,” Devon said, naturally accustomed to shielding her boss from unwanted entanglements with the outside world. “We have a one o’clock reservation. The name is Katerina Piretti.”

“Pretty name,” the hostess said, and Kat managed a small smile. She felt awkward, as if she blended right in with the other tiny knickknacks displayed about the room.

“Your table will be ready shortly,” the hostess said. “Feel free to find yourself a stone and relax.” She gestured toward a large, hand-woven basket on the end of the counter. Inside were hundreds of smooth, tiny stones. Each one sported a delicate “Angel Café” decal.

“What are we supposed to do with these?” Kat whispered to Devon as the hostess turned away.

Devon had already begun sifting through the stones, sampling individual ones with a thoughtful rub between thumb and forefinger.

“It’s therapeutic. Let yourself feel each stone until you find the one that best matches your vibrations.”

“What?” She knew she was on the edge, dangerously close to laughter.

“Once you find the stone whose rhythms suit your own, you can use it to calm yourself in times of stress. You, of all people, could use a meditation aid. Oh, look! This one practically glows pink. And it feels marvelous. It’s just waiting for me!”

The words “Oh, give me a break!” pushed at the back of Kat’s lips, dying to escape in a burst of derision. She bit them back.

“Ms. Piretti.” The hostess tapped Devon on the arm.

“Your table is ready. Please, follow me.”

Kat sighed, not surprised that the hostess had chosen Devon as the one in charge. So much for psychic perception.

The cacophony of the crowded lobby faded away as they entered a serene dining room. Kat noted that Angel Café was composed of several small dining rooms, following the original floor plan of the structure’s residential days. The hostess led them into one of the smaller rooms, a high-ceilinged area dominated by an intricately carved fireplace mantel.

“I bet this was a formal parlor,” Devon said. “The lady of the house probably received all sorts of exciting men in here. Can’t you just imagine the intrigue this room has seen?”

The room held five small tables, all filled with smiling diners. The angel motif of the lobby had been carried through here as well. Angel prints lined the walls. Papier-mâché angels descended delicately from the ceiling, attached by braided gold cords. Still more angels reclined on the mantelpiece in stone-carved splendor, sleeping, whistling, or blowing kisses. Crystals dangled in the windows, shooting the room with rainbows whenever the sun caught a facet. Tiny bowls of rose potpourri decorated each table.

“They’ve thought of absolutely everything.” Devon shook her head. “This place is incredible.”

Kat perused the menu. Incredible wasn’t the word. Expensive was. She could raise her consciousness on her own at half the price.

The menu consisted mainly of salads, soups, sandwiches, and light fare. Kat noted that the café opened only for breakfast, lunch, and tea. That accounted for the lack of heavy entrées. Her eyes skimmed down a list of herbal teas.

“Welcome.” Their waitress grinned. “I’m Molly, and I’ll be your server today. What can I get you to drink?”

“I’ll have the Orange Blossom tea,” Devon said.

“Good choice!” Molly was entirely too chipper for Kat’s taste. She looked as wholesome as fresh grain, apple-cheeked and blond, as if she’d just blown in from a meadow.

“Coffee, please,” Kat said.

“Cappuccino, espresso, mocha…”

“Don’t you have just plain coffee?”

Molly pondered her as if she were a poor, unenlightened being bused in from an underprivileged reality.

“Certainly,” she conceded. “Decaf?”

“Caf. And lots of it.”

Molly eyed her thoughtfully. “Sure. Did you pick out a stone while you were waiting?”

“No.”

“Go choose one while I fetch the drinks. They’re very soothing.”

So was Valium. Everything about Angel Café rubbed Kat wrong, and she couldn’t even say why. It shouldn’t have been that way. Really, the room was sunny and comfortable, and some of the angel statues were very pretty. She liked the fact that none of the fine china pieces on the table matched. The patterns were beautiful and interesting, pulling the table together in a haphazardly charming way. The rose potpourri smelled pleasingly sweet. And yet, it all felt studied and contrived. Bogus.

A quick glance around the room proved she was the only one who felt that way.

“Look how relaxed everyone is.” Devon leaned back in her chair. “You can bet that most of them left hectic offices to come here, too. This place is so serene.”

“It’s the stones. They each picked one hell of a vibrating stone.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Though a crackerjack secretary, Devon wasn’t very good with sarcasm.

Kat narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you find this place the least bit commercial? You know, kind of riding the New Age wave?”

“Oh, no. This place is a welcome relief. It’s like an oasis from the stress of everyday life. But I’m into self-discovery. I like exploring my potential on all levels.”

“What does that mean?” Kat started to ask, but Molly had appeared tableside with a large cup of herbal tea and a ridiculously small cup of coffee.

“I’ll need at least five more cups,” Kat said.

Molly smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you. Will you ladies want readings today?”

“Readings?” Devon’s face lit up.

“Why, yes. Nearly everybody who comes to Angel Café has a reading done. It’s an additional fifteen dollars, but it’s worth it. Stephen comes around to your table and speaks with your spirit guides. They’ve usually got a message for you.”

Devon turned a pretty pink. “Let’s do it, Kat.”

“Fifteen dollars?” Kat’s eyes widened. “For somebody to deliver a message from something I can’t even verify exists?”

Molly, able to forgive a caffeine addiction, could not overcome Kat’s latest breach of etiquette. She turned resolutely toward Devon.

“Are you interested?”

“Yes,” Devon said firmly. “I’d love a reading. I’ve wanted to meet my spirit guides for ages.”

“I’ll sign you up, then. And I’ll take your lunch order now, if you’re ready.”

Devon ordered the Sunshine Sprout salad, a rabbit-happy concoction that clocked in at $8.75. Out of pure peevishness, Kat ordered a slice of chocolate cake. She stared down the disapproval in Molly’s eyes until the server was forced to retreat toward the kitchen.

“Kat,” Devon said once Molly had gone, “I want to learn more about you. We work together, but we don’t talk.”

Great. Now her secretary wanted to be her confidante. Kat instinctively pressed herself against the back of her chair.

“I worry about you,” Devon continued earnestly. “You work all the time. You’re behind your desk when I get to the office every morning, and you’re still there when I leave at night.”

“Not so.” Kat set her jaw. “Sometimes I’m in the law library, and occasionally I even make an appearance in court.”

Her secretary plowed right on. “I can tell from my pile of dictation that you spend hours in the office on weekends, too.”

“It goes with the territory, Devon. Big firms don’t hire associates based on their ability to relax.”

“But you work harder than all the other new associates put together. It’s like you’ve got some sort of death wish. I was just telling my husband the other night, ‘Kat’s such a sweetheart, such a regular little doll-baby, I wonder why she pushes herself so hard?’ You don’t even leave yourself time for a social life.”

Kat’s heart slammed against her chest. She couldn’t afford to become Devon’s pet project. Her mind cast frantically about for a diversion.

“Tell me about spirit guides,” she said abruptly. “I’ve never heard of them.”

Devon’s gray eyes observed her reproachfully. “Okay, but don’t think I don’t know you’re trying to change the subject. I don’t get it. You’re beautiful, you’re smart, and you want to spend the rest of your life up to your ears in paperwork.”

“If you don’t tell me about spirit guides this minute, I’ll mumble incomprehensibly through every dictation tape I give you for the rest of our lives.”

Devon leaned back and lifted her teacup to pearly mauve lips. “Each of us has at least five spirit guides to help us through our daily lives. There’s a high teacher, a doctor, a chemist, a saint, and an Indian guide.”

“An Indian guide?” Once again, Kat stifled a desperate urge to laugh. “What’s that for?”

“The Indian guide balances you with the forces of nature. That helps center you.”

“Devon, there’s not much nature in my background. My grandparents came over on a boat from Italy and settled in the city. As far as I know, no American Indians came with them.”

Devon sighed and shook her head. “There you go again. You get defensive the minute anyone talks about anything other than work. Honestly, you won’t open yourself to anything.”

Kat glanced up, unnaturally grateful to see Molly bearing down on them with their lunches. The conversation was getting too personal for comfort.

“Here we go,” Molly said in her perkier-than-thou voice. “A salad for you, a piece of cake for you. Stephen will be over in a few minutes to do your reading. Enjoy!”

Devon mournfully shook her head as Kat sunk her fork into the velvety chocolate icing of her cake. “You don’t eat right, either. If you don’t take care of your body, it won’t take care of you.”

That was probably true. It dawned on Kat that her father would love to have a conscientious, health-oriented daughter like Devon. Devon, neat and organized, efficient in a ladylike job…Devon, who’d fulfilled parental dreams by marrying young. Due to Devon’s habit of chatting throughout the workday, Kat even knew that her secretary had been trying for at least a year to get pregnant.

A grandchild. Her father would swoon with delight.

She swallowed hard.

“Look, Devon, let’s not talk about me anymore. It’s a boring topic. I appreciate your concern, but it’s not necessary. I’m fine, really.”

“It’s just that I like you, Kat. Most attorneys cop attitudes, but you’re different. I think of you as a friend.”

That was probably because she totally lacked authority.

“Greetings, ladies.”

Kat and Devon turned as one to the man who stood beside their table.

“Stephen Carmichael.” He extended a hand. “Welcome.” He pulled an empty chair from a neighboring table and placed it deftly beneath him. “Which one of you requested a reading?”

“Me.” Devon stared dreamily at Stephen Carmichael. Kat had to admit he was worth staring at. His hair was black and his eyes, the palest of greens, commanded attention in an evenly tanned face.

“No reading for you?” he asked her.

“No, thank you.” She took another determined forkful of cake.

Devon leaned forward in excited expectation as Stephen turned her way. He reached across the table and, with a charming smile, grasped both her hands in his.

“What’s your name?” The relaxed, intimate tone of his voice told Kat that most people were more than happy to put their faith in Stephen Carmichael.

“Devon. Devon Alexander.”

“Pretty. Devon, I’m going to take a few quiet seconds to get a sense of you, and of your guides.”

He closed his eyes. Kat watched as his strong, slender fingers rhythmically traced Devon’s hand. An unexpected image of those fingers caressing her own hand flashed across her mind, sending an odd flutter through her chest. She brushed the image away. It made her angry, somehow. Besides, she had no intention of becoming involved with anyone, least of all someone who claimed to be in touch with invisible entities.

“You’re married,” Stephen said, eyes still closed.

“Yes, that’s why she wears that ring on her finger,” Kat blurted out. Her hand flew to her mouth. She thought she detected a look of annoyance flicker across Stephen’s handsome, even features, but he continued as if she hadn’t said a word. “You haven’t been married all that long, though.”

This time Kat managed to keep her thoughts to herself. Of course Devon hadn’t been married long. She was only in her mid-twenties. How long could she possibly have been married?

Stephen opened his eyes and fixed Devon with his steady, green gaze. “There have been discussions about children within your household.”

Devon’s mouth dropped. “How did you know?”

Kat stifled a groan. He knew because Devon was a young, married woman. Of course she and her husband discussed children, whether pro, con, present or future.

Stephen once again stroked Devon’s hand. “Two of your guides are here with messages for you. One is a tall woman dressed in flowing violet robes. She has long blond hair.”

“Well, that counts her out as your Indian guide,” Kat said. This time she was certain that Stephen was not pleased.

“Who is she?” Devon asked, intrigued.

Stephen closed his eyes. “She says her name is Sapphire. Her message concerns children. She wants you to know that all is happening as it should.”

Devon let out a long, relieved breath. “Ask her why I can’t get pregnant.”

Kat studied the confident set of Stephen’s mouth and abandoned all hope of tact. “Can’t she hear you, Devon? Where is she, Mr. Carmichael? Levitating above the table? Sitting on the mantel?”

Stephen threw her a barely perceptible glare from beneath lowered lids. “She says to relax,” he said, and for a moment Kat wondered if that message was more for her than for Devon. “Drink chamomile tea. Dream. Drink of yourself.”

“Oh!” Devon cried, clearly impressed.

“What does that mean?” Kat demanded.

Devon rested her chin on her hand. “It means that I should listen to my inner voice. I should like myself for who I am and stop measuring my worth by whether or not I get pregnant. It’s truly profound, Kat.”

Kat let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m sorry, Devon. I’m trying to be open-minded, here, but I just don’t get it.”

Devon blushed a lovely pink, unsure how to tactfully counter her boss.

Stephen Carmichael waded into the fray. “Your other guide is a very old soul, possessed of great depths. He stands behind you with the golden ring of knowledge balanced over your head.”

An impish expression crossed Kat’s face. “Why, Devon, his help must have gotten you through law school.”

Devon looked confused, but Stephen Carmichael snatched up the clue and ran with it.

“Oh, are you an attorney?”

“She is,” Kat said, unable to stop herself. “A damn good one, too. I should know. I’m her secretary.”

“Kat!” Devon’s jaw dropped.

“She works for Harper, Madigan and Horn,” Kat continued. “Perhaps Mr. Golden Ring has a message regarding her law career stashed away in his little bag of tricks.”

Devon nailed her with an angry glare, but Stephen had already closed his eyes in concentration, and she dared not break his communication with her guide.

“Yes,” Stephen said, “he does. He did indeed help you through school. He helped provide that extra push you needed during long nights of study. And he is still available to you now that you are practicing law.”

“Good thing,” Kat said. “You’re going to need him.”

“You have a fine legal mind,” Stephen said, “and you are undoubtedly effective in court.”

“Undoubtedly,” Kat echoed.

“Your secretary is very supportive.” Stephen passed Kat a puzzled glance. “I’m sure, Devon, that you have a question or two to ask your guides. Please, feel free…”

“Kat!” a voice called from across the room. Kat jerked her head up sharply to see Joe Turner, opposing counsel on the Haggerty case, striding her way.

Why was the timing in her personal life always so impeccably off? And this was going to be even worse than usual because Joe, stopping smack at their table, leaned over to greet Stephen as well.

“Stephen, buddy. Great place. I love it.”

“Thanks, Joe. I’m glad you stopped by. I’ll be with you in a minute, I promise.”

“Take your time. I can understand being bumped for Katerina Piretti.”

“You?” Stephen asked Kat.

She nodded her acknowledgment.

“Watch your words, though,” Joe said. “She looks small and innocent, but she’s a killer. Kat, no chance your client will reconsider our last offer?”

Kat shook her head. “We’re still laughing about it.”

“Didn’t think so. Oh, well, we’ll duke it out in court next week, then. Stephen, you’ve done wonders. I bet you make loads of money with this place.”

Kat’s eyes widened. “You own Angel Café?” she demanded, staring at Stephen.

“You’re an attorney?” he countered coldly.

“Gotta go.” Joe lowered his voice. “I brought my secretary for Secretary’s Day. I don’t want to leave her hanging out alone in the lobby.”

“What a coincidence,” Kat said, throwing Stephen a challenging glance. “I brought my secretary, too.”

“See you next week, Kat.” Joe took off, unaware of the tempest he’d left behind.

“Well,” Stephen said, icicles dripping from that one word, “I suppose I’d better be moving on.”

Kat nodded her agreement. “Yes, I suppose you’d better.”

“But I have questions for my spirit guides!” Devon protested.

Both Stephen and Kat stared at her, amazed by her singular lack of perception.

“I’m sorry to cut our session short, Ms. Alexander,” Stephen finally said. He delivered a gracious smile. “I won’t charge you for it.”

“As well you shouldn’t.” Kat could seldom leave well enough alone.

Stephen, who’d already begun to stand, froze midway.

“Ms. Piretti, was it? I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. Please, feel free to dine elsewhere in the future.”

“No problem, Mr. Carmichael. No problem at all.”

He stood and, still glaring, turned toward the lobby. Suddenly he clutched his midsection and paled. He reached frantically for the edge of the table, his eyes fixed on Kat in disbelief.

“Mr. Carmichael, are you all right?” Kat leaped to her feet.

He opened his mouth, then shut it again. He seemed struggling to keep it closed, but words poured forth, almost as if they had a life of their own.

“Ms. Piretti, I apologize…but I have a message for you.”

Kat sank into her chair. “From what sort of being, Mr. Carmichael? Casper the Friendly Ghost?”

He shook his head violently. “I don’t know who it’s from,” he said in a low voice. “Believe me, if I had the choice, I’d never talk to you again.”

She rolled her eyes and reached for her coffee. “Sure. You just can’t help it. The stars are configured just so, and you’ve got a Ouija board stashed under the table.”

“You’re right about Peter’s death,” Stephen said tonelessly.

The coffee cup dropped from her grasp, cracking both itself and the saucer on which it landed. Kat began to tremble so violently that Stephen instinctively reached out to hold her.

“Let go of me,” she managed to say in a hoarse voice. “Let go of me.”

“I’m sorry. Whatever I said, I…”

But Kat had wrenched herself free and now stood, a deep flush of scarlet flooding her cheeks.

“Here.” She reached into her wallet and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. “Devon, I’ll meet you at the car.” She turned and fairly flew through the lobby door.

“What just happened?” Devon jumped to her feet.

“I don’t know.” Stephen stared into space, absently fingering the bill Kat had pressed into his hand.

Devon laid a comforting hand on his arm. “Don’t worry. Kat just doesn’t believe in angels yet.”

But Stephen remained staring straight ahead as Devon gathered her belongings and left the table.
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“WHAT I NEED TO KNOW,” PETER SAID SERIOUSLY, “IS whether you cook like your father or like your aunt.”

Kat, sitting beside him on the front stoop of her father’s row house, grinned.

“Why?” she demanded. A tiny breeze stirred the stagnant air for a moment before giving up in the dense humidity of the early summer evening. Kat lifted her heavy hair from her neck and breathed deeply.

“Why?” Peter repeated, wrinkling his nose. “That should be obvious. Your father cooks like a dream. A vision. Food in heaven is going to taste like the ambrosia he serves. Your aunt…God, Katie, please don’t tell me you cook like your aunt Francesca. If dinner tonight was the best she can do, she didn’t willingly leave the convent. They kicked her out.”

Kat’s smile, wide and relaxed, dissolved into laughter. She reached out to push a strand of red hair from his eyes. “Aunt Frannie never cooked in the convent. Poor Peter. You’re wilting out here. Let’s go back to your apartment. At least you have air-conditioning.”

“You’re evading my question, Katie. Can you cook?”

She shook her head. “Sorry.”

“Christ.” He buried his head in his arms. “How could someone who loves to eat fall in love with someone who can’t cook?”

Four row houses down, the DiPaulo girls played hopscotch on the sidewalk. Kat serenely watched as little Gina threw her stone and, when her sister wasn’t looking, surreptitiously pushed it off the line with a tiny tap of her toe.

“Peter, I just finished my second year of law school. It should have been clear to you long ago that I’m not planning to spend my life trapped in a kitchen.”

“I know. I’ll just have to take cooking classes.”

She shrugged. “It’s no big deal. I’ll scrounge off my dad and you can eat carry-out for the rest of your life.”

Peter, already pink from the heat, managed to turn even pinker. “Um…that’s not going to work because…um…damn, I was going to be all debonair about this. I figured it was no big deal…but it is a big deal.”

He rummaged through his pants pocket in a desperate search. He’d come to Kat’s house directly from work, and now dragged up the day’s accumulation of old receipts and gum wrappers before finally locating a crumpled plastic sandwich bag.

“Katerina Piretti,” he said, digging into the bag, “please, please, you’ve got to marry me.”

Kat stared as he drew out a tiny diamond ring.

“We can live together forever,” Peter continued earnestly. “We’ll starve, but we’ll be blissfully happy. You get two seconds to decide. Then we break the news to your dad and Aunt Frannie. And then, unfortunately, I’ve got to get back into reporter mode. I’m hot on a story.”

But Kat didn’t need the two seconds. Quietly she held out her left hand. Peter, usually so cocky and confident, shyly slid the ring onto the proper finger.

“Hey,” he said, “I’ve got to admit I was a little bit worried, there.”

Kat silenced him with a kiss.

 

“Angel Café was marvelous.” Devon staunchly deposited herself into Kat’s passenger seat. “Sometimes, Kat, I just can’t figure you out.”

Her indignant tones rose and fell in a faraway buzz for the ten minutes it took to reach the curb of their office building. Then her eyes grew round. “What are you doing? Why aren’t we parking in the garage?”

“Happy Secretary’s Day.” Kat yanked the emergency brake. “As a special treat, I’ll be out for the rest of the afternoon. Tell Hal not to worry; he’ll get his memo on time.”

“But…” Dazed, Devon slid from the car.

Kat reached across the seat and slammed the passenger door shut. The squeal of her car tires served as goodbye.

Damn him! Tears stung her eyes, making her blink rapidly in order to maintain solid vision. She swerved her car out of the path of a turning delivery van.

Damn him!

But she wasn’t thinking about Stephen Carmichael, with his trendy little restaurant and sinuous good looks. Instead, her curses were for Peter, who’d made her love him, had promised to stay with her forever, and now lay peacefully buried in a pristine cemetery plot while she was forced to plow through the grim day-to-day reality of life without him.

She pulled a sharp left through a red light and headed up the expressway, traveling seventy in the fifty mile-per-hour zone. A car horn honked behind her, but as long as flashing blue lights did not accompany it, she didn’t care.

She’d been better off before she’d met him. Before Peter, she’d coolly attended to her life, acing her college classes and everything else she did without a trace of vulnerability. Her father and Aunt Frannie had provided solid security that eliminated any need to leave her safe cocoon.

Then Peter had come along, passing a corny wink at her from across their college sociology class. He’d appeared at her shoulder in the cafeteria, materialized in doorways at the very instant she passed by. Suddenly, everywhere she looked, Peter Dulaney was waiting for her, urging her to open herself to his vibrant sense of the world.

And where had it left her? Alone, with memories too painful to acknowledge, but impossible to ignore. Stuck with longings she couldn’t begin to reconcile.

Her room at home remained the same. Her father and Aunt Frannie still cared as much as they’d always cared. And yet, none of this was enough anymore. Loving Peter had revealed possibilities she’d never before recognized. His words, his touch, his kiss…none of that could be duplicated by the souls he’d left behind to comfort her. There was a large, gaping hole in the fabric of her life, emptiness she couldn’t imagine filling.

“Damn you.” She angrily blinked back an errant tear, stemming the flow before it could begin.

In the days following Peter’s funeral, her father had spoken gently of the necessary tears he’d cried twenty-one years earlier at her mother’s death. Aunt Frannie had firmly advised that it was cathartic to cry. But Kat had known the truth even then: Peter was gone and he wasn’t coming back. Crying would only get in the way.

The cemetery was small, and empty whenever she visited. She trudged by rote up the green hill to Peter’s grave, reluctantly relinquishing her anger with each step. By the time she reached his gravesite, only a deep, dull emptiness remained where her rage had burned.

After nearly two years the simple gravestone looked as if it had always been part of the landscape. That made Kat want to scrub it clean, to make it clear that the vibrancy of Peter belonged to the living and would never blend in with this bucolic setting. She reached out a hand to brush away a streak of dirt, then withdrew it sharply before it could touch the stone. The gesture reminded her too much of the way she’d always brushed Peter’s hair from his eyes. She’d done so only hours before his death, on the night he’d proposed.

Although she’d replayed his death in her mind a thousand times, it still made no sense. Suicide, they’d told her. The gun was found in one hand; a nearly empty bottle of Scotch sat nearby. His blood alcohol level had soared above the legal limit, yet he’d managed to shoot straight and clean. No note, but a clear, obvious conclusion that Peter Dulaney had killed himself.

Except that Peter hardly ever drank, was never depressed, and had no reason to kill himself.

“Oh, Peter.” Kat closed her eyes, helplessly lost in memories. “You’re never coming back to me. Why can’t we let go? What exactly do you expect me to do?”

Suddenly a sharp image of Stephen Carmichael ripped through her mind. The vision was so intense that Kat reeled backward, as if physically struck. Her eyes flew open in shock.

Peter’s gravestone, along with each individual blade of grass touching it, glowed in a band of strong, white gold light.

It was not in her nature to scream, so the shriek she needed now lodged itself firmly in her throat before it could reach the air. She hastily backed away from the grave. The light grew undeniably brighter.

Fumbling for her keys, Kat turned to race for the safety of the car. She jammed the key into the ignition and, gunning the motor, hazarded a last terrified glance toward the grave.

It looked the same as usual, peaceful and serene, a harmonious advertisement for the eternal life to come.

“Damn you, Peter Dulaney!” she gulped, leaning her head against the steering wheel. Her temples throbbed. “I’m never coming back here again, do you hear me? You can’t do this to me! You can’t hold on to me anymore!”
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STEPHEN CARMICHAEL HAD A B.A. FROM CORNELL AND AN M.B.A from Wharton, and he knew a profitable trend when he saw one. He was thirty-five years old and had already planned to open his own restaurant when commercialized angels began showing up all over the place. Suddenly he couldn’t go anywhere without encountering them. They cooed at him from bookshelves, smiled down benevolently from shop displays, and transformed themselves into serious talk-show fodder. Why, all one had to do at a cocktail party was reverently whisper the word angel, and half a dozen women appeared at your side! Stephen had discovered long ago that if he spoke gently, with deep eye contact and soft touches, most of those women would find him far more astute and sensitive than he actually was.

Personally, Stephen suspected that angels were a bunch of hooey. What was the point of ethereal, otherworldly beings popping in and out of human existence at will? What, was the spirit world incredibly dull? Were the visiting angels tired of halos and sick to death of harp music? The whole concept of spiritual assistance made him roll his eyes. If the spirit world couldn’t pick up the tab or find a good parking space, then he had little use for it. He preferred his reality to be stone-hard practical.

He had to admit, though, that New Age spirituality provided some great pickup lines. And the women he met were even fun before their earnestness got in the way. He enjoyed the romance of their clothing, which flowed gracefully as they glided toward him. Their jewelry, inevitably silver-crafted mythological symbols, chimed pleasantly when they swayed to the open tones of his Nature’s Signature CD. He acquired a lot of lady friends through that CD. The relationships never ran deep or lasted long, but that was okay. At least he was never alone.

For Stephen had found that he could speak “New Age” fluently, even though it was not his native tongue. It was almost like being the only sober person at a party. He learned a lot more about human nature than the humans involved would ever have wanted him to know.

Maybe angels didn’t do windows or share secrets, but they obviously made money. It hadn’t taken long to decide that his little restaurant would be filled first with angels, then with customers.

He’d succeeded beyond his most optimistic hopes. Angel Café, only a few months old, was a smashing success. It was still open only for breakfast, lunch, and tea, but business was so good that Stephen was contemplating a trial run for dinner as well.

Although angels were a great hook, Stephen had known all along that they were not the ultimate hook. Angel Café would need something else if it was going to distinguish itself from the other New Age-ish eateries sprouting up in yuppie pockets of the city.

“Maybe I could install Ouija boards beneath glass at each table in the restaurant,” he’d mused early one morning.

“Don’t do that!” Victoria, who’d already lasted a record-breaking four months as his companion, had stared in horror through the steamy cloud of her herbal breakfast tea. “God, Stephen, who knows what you’ll attract!”

“I’ll attract customers.” They were sitting in his kitchen. He liked the way the morning sun played in Victoria’s hair, turning its usually flat red into vibrant copper.

“You’ll attract lost souls. I certainly wouldn’t want to be around a bunch of lost souls, I can tell you that.”

“Lost souls?” He’d wrinkled his nose in an attempt to hold back his laughter.

“Of course! Spirits speak through that board, Stephen, and not all of those spirits are happy and content.”

“Of course they’re not. AT&T is so much better.”

“Stop it.” Victoria looked hurt.

“Okay,” Stephen relented. “So sometimes you hear from pissed-off souls. Then why do people use Ouija boards in the first place?”

“Because there’s always an interest in knowing more than you can see. Don’t you feel that way? Don’t you want to learn about your future, or about your past lives?”

He pondered the question. “No. This life is enough for me. Each day takes all the concentration I’ve got. I’m a busy man.”

“Even busy men need to make space for their souls.” He let that one slide by. Victoria, all the “enlightened” women he allowed into his life, came equipped with oblique statements that he just didn’t feel like pondering too closely.

Her comment about Ouija boards and “lost souls,” however, made him think. His thoughts had nothing to do with the souls themselves, since he relegated them to the same category as he did those nonexistent angels. What concerned him was the dangerous fact that the very clientele he wanted to reach might be repelled by the “bad vibes” of Ouija boards. He could not afford a major marketing gaffe.

Yet people harbored a vulnerable desire to know more about themselves, past and future. Stephen had a pet theory: Most folks were egotistical enough to buy into any story in which they could be the central player.

He wondered.

“Hey,” he said casually. “Want a psychic reading?”

Victoria set her teacup down, surprised. “You can do those?”

Stephen shrugged. “Sure,” he lied.

Victoria was as good a test case as any. Okay, so she was gullible, but Stephen felt that most people were. And she was no lightweight. She was a marine biologist, for heaven’s sake. If she had a penchant for New Age stuff, well, it was that very penchant he counted on from the general public to make his new restaurant a great big hit.

“So, what do you do?” Victoria asked. “Read tarot cards? Use a crystal?”

What did he do? Stephen quickly reviewed several months’ worth of cocktail chatter.

“I talk to your spirit guides,” he said in a hushed voice. “In fact, I sense yours now.”

“Too cool!” Victoria leaned forward.

“They’ve been with you since birth. One in particular has much to say today. His name is…Myrial.”

“You’re kidding. My God, Stephen, what does he look like?”

“He’s difficult to visualize. He’s on a higher spiritual plane and finds it awkward to translate himself into physical reality. He always guides you, though, and he cares for you very much.”

Victoria’s eyes widened with excitement. Good grief, she was buying every word!

Stephen continued his foray into the spirit world. He brushed a hand through his shaggy black hair and then nodded intently, as if listening to a faraway voice.

“There isn’t time for everything today,” he said, “but Myrial wishes to share one past life of significance. You, Victoria, have always been searching, growing toward the light. Once, centuries ago, you were a Tibetan monk. I see you there, standing on a mountain, before the monastery, practicing cool, clear tones of meditation in an effort to center yourself.”

He would have laughed at his own fable had Victoria not been staring at him as if he’d just told her she’d won the lottery.

“Tell me more,” she said. “This explains so much.”

The hallway clock chimed him back into reality.

“Jesus, Vic, it’s getting late. I’ve got to get moving, here.”

“Tell me more!”

“Um, more. Myrial stands behind you, hands raised in benediction. He says you are the mistress of your destiny, beginning with this very moment. He reminds you to be as a stream, rippling and glistening over the rocks that may cross your path. The sediment of life will remain behind. What is good and necessary will travel with you. Okay, Vic, he’s gone.”

“God, Stephen.” Her voice was throaty now, the way it always got when she wanted him. “I’m very impressed. Maybe I could come back tonight and you could tell me more. I had no idea you could do this.”

Stephen was not surprised he could do this. Anybody could do this. What surprised him was that other people were so willing to buy it. As he reached out an arm to pull Victoria toward him, the idea blossomed: Angel Café would provide psychic readings and, in a brilliant stroke of economy, he would be the reader.

For the most part, it had worked beautifully. Stephen, handsome and smooth, found that all one had to do for mystical credibility was turn on the charm.

Unfortunately, the method wasn’t foolproof. There’d been that slight mishap when he’d delivered a message “from beyond” from a spouse not yet dead. He’d covered it well, though, advising the woman that the message came from a spouse in a past life. (He’d provided a detailed account of that past life at no extra charge.) He’d also accidentally predicted a promotion for a woman just fired. Flowery talk about the fluidity of time had done the trick. The lady was soon happy again, knowing that a promotion awaited her sometime in the magic future.

Then there’d been that misadventure with Katerina Piretti. Fortunately, her dining companion had been gullible enough to ignore the entire fiasco. Still, the incident had been too close for comfort. Stephen cursed himself for forgetting that skeptics such as he would also flock to Angel Café, mainly to laugh at its spiritual pretensions.

The last thing he needed was for whispers of fake readings to slip out. That was why he now sat in his tiny restaurant office, diligently interviewing a bona fide psychic reader to take his place.

“You’d do readings between eleven o’clock and three o’clock, six days a week,” he told the woman seated before him. “Table to table, about five to ten minutes with each customer. Could you handle that?”

It was the third time he’d uttered that stupid phrase: “Could you handle that?” Stephen was not one to repeat himself, but the woman, Tia Melody, did not inspire confidence. She looked nothing like the sort of reader he’d envisioned floating mysteriously through Angel Café. Her skin, thick and tan from too many days in the sun, made her look older than the forty-five years she’d listed on her job application. There appeared to be no requisite connections to Mother Earth or the universe. Even Tia Melody’s hair was a color not found in nature, a shiny blond that broke the boundaries of platinum and verged on white. It was teased within an inch of its life, defying gravity to remain upswept in a beehive bubble. Tia Melody’s eyes were violet. The clothing that clung to her tall, skinny frame made Stephen feel as if he were part of a sixties revival. She wore an orange poor-boy shirt, striped hip-hugging bell-bottoms, and platform sandals.

She’d come highly recommended by a friend of Stephen’s who visited her regularly for private readings. He wanted to remember to ask that friend why.

“Mind if I smoke, hon?” Tia Melody asked in a voice made hoarse by decades of smoking.

“Well, actually, yes, I do.”

“Don’t worry.” She broke out her pack of Camels. “You’re not fated to die of lung cancer.” She reached for her cigarette lighter, deftly lit the Camel, and leaned back in her chair. “You’ve been real informative, hon, and a charmer into the bargain. Now I’ve got some questions of my own.”

Why don’t you just read my mind, hon? Stephen thought peevishly, aware that she’d ask her questions whether or not he acquiesced. “Go right ahead, Ms. Melody,” he said.

“Tia. Nobody calls me ‘Ms. Melody.’ It’s my true name, too, in case you were wondering. Someone must’ve known I was going to grow up to be a psychic reader.”

Or a stripper. Stephen glanced at his watch. It was 11:15. Soon the lunch crowd would stream in, and he’d need to make himself available.

“I’ll be fast.” Tia smiled. Her teeth, at least, were good: strong, even, and incredibly white for a smoker.

“I work here eleven to three, right? I still want my private readings at home. I mean, that’s not a problem, right?”

“I wouldn’t care what you did on your own time, if you got the job. This isn’t a done deal, remember. I still need to think on it.”

The brilliant smile remained on her face. “Oh, it’ll be a done deal, Mr. Carmichael. Let me do some readings for your customers today. Free. Kind of like an audition.”

Stephen could not submerge the doubtful expression that flashed across his face.

“You don’t like my clothes?” Tia asked, still grinning.

She was starting to remind him of the Cheshire cat in Alice in Wonderland. Worse, she was beginning to make him very, very nervous, and Stephen Carmichael was not accustomed to feeling nervous.

“Let’s just say,” he said politely, “that you’re not dressed in a way my customers might find convincing.”

“Oh, I get it. I don’t go with the furniture.” She took a long, deep drag of her cigarette. “You mean I’m not wearing ninety pounds of beads and filmy robes.”

“Something like that.”

“I could wear those things, hon, but it would look stupid as shit. Trust me, okay? It’s words that count.”

Stephen studied her. She was as far from the restaurant’s New-Age ambience as one could get. His business sense, however, told him that this was not necessarily a drawback. Readers who looked like Tia Melody had to have talent. There was no other reason they’d get hired.

A tap on the door snapped him from his reverie.

“Hey, Stephen.” Molly, his head waitress, leaned into the office. “A couple of folks want readings.”

“Tell them I’ll be right there, hon,” Tia said forcefully before he could even open his mouth.

Molly glanced at Stephen, who nodded.

“Do me a big favor, though,” he told Tia. “Don’t smoke in my dining rooms.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t. Kills business.” Tia ignored his grimace and dunked her cigarette butt into what was left of his coffee.

Stephen inadvertently rolled his eyes as he followed her out the door and over to Molly. This woman was a loon.

“Who wants the reading?” Tia demanded.

“Three people have already requested one.” Molly peeked through a dining-room doorway and discreetly pointed out three individuals at three different tables.

Stephen recognized Devon Alexander right away. She was sitting with a group of friends, looking as beautiful as she had the first day he’d seen her. The open, trusting expression on her face made him feel a little guilty that he’d tried to pull one over on her.

Tia Melody’s gaze rested thoughtfully on Devon. “Her.”

“Pick another,” Stephen said.

“Why?”

It was impossible to escape that penetrating violet stare. Stephen, feeling like a small boy forced to confess a petty crime, actually squirmed as he gazed down at his boots. “I destroyed her reading last time.”

Tia Melody appraised him carefully. Her gaze took in his long legs, broad shoulders, and dark hair. Then she reached out a hand and, gently holding his chin, stared into his clear green eyes.

“Well, of course you did. God knows you’re good-looking, but you don’t have the gift. I’ll handle it. You just watch and keep your mouth shut.”

Devon’s smile broadened as they approached the table.

“Hi, Mr. Carmichael,” she said shyly. “I was so intrigued last week that I decided to come back. I didn’t bring Kat, though. I brought some friends of mine instead.”

No Kat. Stephen breathed a bit easier. There was obviously not a skeptic to be found among the women clustered about the table. They smiled up at him expectantly, as if he held the key to their innermost secrets. Two of them eyed him boldly, obviously more than willing to know him on a non-psychic level.

Devon was lovelier than any of them, but Stephen remembered all too clearly the feel of that wedding band on her finger. Once, years ago, he’d tried an affair with a married woman. He’d been lucky to escape with his nose and teeth intact and, after that, required no psychic prodding to stay away from women already taken.

“Ladies.” He flashed his winning smile. “A pleasure to see you today. Let me introduce Tia Melody, who will do your reading.”

“Oh, you won’t be the reader?” Devon looked disappointed.

“Mr. Carmichael taught me everything he knows,” Tia said, pulling up a chair. She briskly took Devon’s hand in her own. “Give me a moment to get a sense of you, hon.”

Stephen watched closely as Tia slowly, rhythmically, ran her fingers gently up the inside of Devon’s forearm. The gesture, nearly unconscious on Tia’s part, seemed to mesmerize Devon.

“What’s your name, hon?”

“Devon. Devon Alexander.”

“No more wondering if your husband loves you, Devon, okay?” Tia closed her eyes. “He’s a good, faithful man. He loves you a lot. He’s just got quiet ways of showing it.”

Devon colored. “How did you know…”

“Been on your mind all morning, right?”

“Well, yes, I…”

“His name begins with a C, but I can’t make it out. He’s blond, though, about your height.”

“Jesus.” One of Devon’s girlfriends giggled nervously. “What did you do, Devon, show her a picture?”

Tia Melody continued as if she hadn’t heard a word. “You’re wasting your energy worrying about him. You haven’t been married long, and you’re both still adjusting. Long marriage, though. It will go through many changes, but it’s solid.”

Damn, Stephen thought as he watched Devon cross one long, shapely leg over the other.

“And, hon,” Tia said, “do not even consider buying that new car at this time. Your finances aren’t stable. I don’t know what your husband does…oh, yes, I see. Sirens?”

Devon’s eyes widened. “He’s a cop.”

“Well, it’s honest work, but you need those paychecks for a down payment on a house. So lay off the car.”

Devon’s jaw, seemingly unhinged, dropped. Stephen could only assume that the same conversation frequently occurred at home.

He had to admit that Tia Melody did this stuff well. She didn’t rely on past lives and broad predictions the way he had.

A slight shiver ran up his spine as Tia correctly informed Devon that, as the middle child of three, she was in constant search of a stabilized identity.

It was a little spooky. He glanced at the enthralled faces around the table, all staring at Tia Melody as if she were a minor deity. He suddenly longed for the skepticism of Katerina Piretti, of anyone who could take the essence of this odd woman and return it firmly to the South Baltimore row house whence it had come.

“How do you know all this?” Devon asked moments later. “Are you talking to my spirit guides? Is Sapphire here?”

Tia Melody paused. “Sapphire?”

Stephen cleared his throat. “That’s one of Devon’s guides,” he said, praying that Tia wouldn’t blow his cover. “I spoke to her.”

Tia passed him a sour look. “No, hon, I don’t talk to your guide. I talk to mine. He’s in better touch with the psychic world than I am. I sense lawyers around you, but you’re not in trouble. Oh, I get it. You work for a law firm.”

“Right,” Devon said.

Tia stopped suddenly, as if listening. A puckered line appeared between her eyes as her face contorted into a frown. “Steer clear of your boss. She’s not a friend; she’s just a boss.”

“Oh, no, Kat’s different.”

“Steer clear! The more distance between you two, the better. Get me? Unless, of course, you bring her to me.”

Stephen registered the shocked expression on Devon’s face. He’d have to tell Tia to tone down the vehemence in the future…if she got the job.

But it seemed inevitable that she would. Each comment she made elicited a little yelp of recognition from Devon and ignited an excited buzz from her entourage. Tia Melody, for all her eccentricity, was damn good at what she did.

“Okay, hon,” Tia said after a brief rundown of Devon’s lucky days and numbers. “Give me something of yours to hold.”

Without hesitation, Devon worked her wedding ring off her finger and deposited it into Tia’s open hand.

“Now, hon, I want you to think about a question, a question you really need answered.”

Devon closed her eyes and concentrated.

Tia carefully stroked the wedding ring, her manicured finger tracing each groove and line upon it. “That’s not hard,” she said softly. “We can fix the problem.”

Devon opened her eyes, surprised. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, hon, that there are psychic reasons why you can’t get pregnant.”

Devon turned white and hastily averted her gaze to the silverware before her. “Why, then? We’ve been trying so hard.”

“You’re not at peace with the universe, but I can’t fix that here. If you want to visit me at my place, I’ll channel Valentine. You can talk to him about it.”

“Valentine?”

“My guide.”

Stephen opened his mouth to protest, but Tia silenced him with a sharp glare.

“This girl’s in pain. She needs help. You want me to ignore her need?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card. “Call me,” she told Devon.

“We’ll discuss rates and set up an appointment. Yes, you can have that baby. But first you need to get yourself in harmony with the rest of existence. Okay?”

“Okay.” Dazed, Devon took the card.

“Ladies, excuse us.” Stephen latched his hand under Tia Melody’s elbow and raised her upward from her chair. She allowed him to escort her out of the dining room and back to his office.

“How’d I do?” she asked smugly once the door had closed firmly behind them.

“Is every reading you do at Angel Café going to turn into an advertisement for your own personal business?”

“‘Sapphire.’ Don’t give up your day job, hon. No, every reading is not going to turn into business for me. Some will, though. Sometimes I’ll find it necessary to go deeper than a little lunch deal can provide. I’ve already got a thriving business, Mr. Carmichael. I’ll be doing readings here as a favor to you, not the other way around.” Her chin quivered indignantly, causing Stephen to wonder whether she could cast spells, too.

Once again, Molly opened his door. “Stephen, all the other women at that table just signed up for readings.”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” he said.

Molly colored. “They don’t want you. They want Ms. Melody.”

“Oh.” Slightly miffed, Stephen straightened.

“Well, hon, do I get the job?” Tia once again flashed her perfect teeth.

“On a trial basis. Fifteen bucks a reading, you get half.”

She stared him down. “Fifteen bucks a reading, I get ten.”

“Tell them she’ll be right there.” He narrowed his eyes, refusing to break eye contact as Molly quietly closed the door behind her. “Just remember, Ms. Melody, that I am still the boss.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“And that I am thoroughly unimpressed by the psychic world.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t take the psychic world lightly, Mr. Carmichael. Most who do live to regret it.”

“I’ll take my chances. You can leave your things in my office if you’d like. I believe you have customers waiting.”

Her hand, clawlike, rested briefly atop his. He felt a shiver race like an electric current through his body.

“By the way, hon,” Tia said, “that redhead you’ve been seeing? Dump her. She’s got some other dude. Valentine won’t give me the name, but it begins with a G. Don’t worry, hon; she’s no prize. There’s somebody else out there just dying to snag a hunk like you.”

Stephen stood open-mouthed as Tia strode from the room. Victoria? Seeing somebody else? It would certainly explain her recent reluctance to stay overnight and her current unavailability on weekends.

“Snap out of it!” he ordered himself sharply.
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