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    To my friend to the end, Stacy, may we always be each other’s positive.  
 
    To my beautiful, sweet, and caring, Aunt Teresa, whose experiences this book is based on. Words will never be enough to thank you for your love and presence in my life. I love you.  And thanks for helping with all the mean buggies!  
 
    


 
   
 
  


 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    My head pounded; neither the tap-water warm coffee nor the ancient grandma jabbering across from me in the restaurant’s tight burgundy booth was helping. I had been sitting there enjoying a tasty cinnamon bagel, heavy on the cream cheese, all by my lonesome when she had just plopped herself down across from me in the narrow booth. Without even an introduction, she had launched into her spiel. 
 
    “Please shut up,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth, not wanting to draw any attention to myself.  
 
    Granny paid no mind, in fact, the old biddy had the nerve to raise her voice. The multiple gold bracelets stacked on her pin-thin arm rattled as the elderly lady shook her bent finger not three inches away from my nose. 
 
    “Fine!” Tossing down a crisp five-dollar bill, I slid awkwardly out of the sticky booth, eager to make my escape, but not especially happy to perform the task she had put before me. I had begged to write a cheery postcard, but Mrs. Larson, aka the steel-minded Granny, had been firm that I must do it in person and even more importantly, now. 
 
    So, I power-walked over to the corner booth occupied by a family of three, rubbing at my mouth as I went to make sure no crumbs from breakfast remained. The fair-haired mother noticed me first, some special motherly instinct they all seemed to possess, and I'm sure my less than stellar appearance in ratty jeans and messy brown hair scraped back into a loose bun pinged her antenna horribly. I saw her arm tighten around her young daughter sitting beside her. The dark-haired father dragged his red-rimmed blue eyes from the slim bald-headed girl across from him to face me, his mouth clenched up and he started to rise from the booth. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I dismissed both parents from my mind to concentrate on the little girl. The message I had to relay was for her and I needed to get it out before her dad told me in less than polite terms to move along. "Hannah? I got a message from MomMom. She says she's not going to see you for a very long time and that she loves her Hannah-girl more than the stars in the sky." 
 
    The mother stifled a gasp with both her trembling hands at the mention of MomMom, while Hannah-girl smiled. The father, gone pale, slumped back down.  
 
    My eyes and nose burned a tad as I tried to hold back emotional tears that came at the sight of that sick child’s radiant smile. I blinked rapidly, which just freed the tears to run down my cheeks instead of forcing them back like I had hoped. 
 
    But I was done and before anyone could say a word, I exited as quickly from Beacon Bagels as I could without actually running. I couldn’t help but notice Mrs. Larson, Hannah's MomMom, giving me a brilliant Poligrip smile and a cheery wave as she disappeared in a flash of light from the booth we had been occupying. 
 
    Hopping up into the warm leather seat of my black SUV, I breathed a huge sigh of relief and gave a quick scrub to my eyes to remove the few remaining unshed tears. 
 
    “Why were you such a grump?” a deep voice hissed in my right ear. 
 
    After ten years together, I should be used to Victor's random appearances and disappearances, but the jerk still caught me by surprise. 
 
    “Can't you get a bell or something?” I groused while pulling the car away from the curb. 
 
    Flashing me a wicked grin, he settled fully into the seat stretching out his long legs. “Nope, I am as I am.” 
 
    Sexy as sin was what he was. All six feet of him darkly tan, a wild mane of black curls raked back from his unlined forehead with the most gorgeous deep brown eyes above a slightly curved nose- the result of a childhood fight with his brother. The only incongruous thing about him was his clothes; skin-tight brown pants that showcased his anatomy spectacularly well, and a light brown and gold silk shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest that exposed a pelt of chest hair that almost hid the thick gold chain he wore around his neck. 
 
    Poor Victor suffered from the bad luck of dying in the early eighties aboard one of his family’s yachts in the Aegean Sea off his native Greece. Despite his lack of fashion sense, he had caught up to the new millennium surprisingly well. A little too well, when I turned on the radio, I found all my saved stations had been reprogrammed to his. 
 
    “Didn't I tell you to leave my things alone?! I hate when people mess with the radio.” Dialing through the stations, I began saving mine again. 
 
    “Why can't I have my favorites saved? I hate searching for them just as much as you do.” Those dark eyes bored into me. Funny how a ghost could give such heated looks. 
 
    “Fine! You can have half.” Once uttered, I instantly regretted it, certain I had given in far too soon. 
 
    Pulling to a stop at the gatehouse, I punched in the security code while wondering what I had done with the remote that had been MIA for a few weeks now. We cruised into the garage of the light lemon-yellow three-story townhouse that had been home for the past two years. As always, a surge of happiness flooded through me at the sight of my house. I had purchased it with a small portion of my very large lottery winnings. Since I only planned to win once, I had made certain to win big. 
 
    Always the gentleman, Victor unlocked the door to the house for me, from the inside. As we walked into the large sunlit living room, Agnes, a gorgeous five-year-old tortoiseshell cat, raised her head drowsily from her position on the couch before blinking twice and going back to sleep. I scanned the room but couldn't spot Maverick or Daisy, the newest members of my family. 
 
    “Look up,” Victor said from his lounging position on the tan suede couch. 
 
    Sure enough, two triangle shaped little black heads, wedged between the painted white spindles of the staircase, were glaring down at us, or more precisely, at Victor.  Maverick and Daisy were brother and sister foster failures. I simply couldn’t part with them, but despite living here for three months, they still were not used to Victor's presence. Agnes, having grown up around him seemed not to mind his ghostly ways. 
 
    “I'm still waiting for an answer,” Victor, suddenly behind me, whispered in my ear, the small wispy hairs on my neck moved gently with his words. 
 
    “To what?” I knew exactly what he was waiting for, the contrary part of me just wanted to egg him on. 
 
    “The child at Beacon's Bagels, you live for that kind of news, why the dive bomb approach?” 
 
    Now facing me, our eyes locked. Despite the difference in age and his lack of a physical body, I could feel the sexual awareness sizzle between us. I wanted him, a man who had been dead in a watery grave since before I was born. One who hadn't been such a nice guy when he was alive, at least according to the stories he used to spout at random during our nightly sessions at the Ouija board. 
 
    “I just couldn't, okay!” The child's pushy grandma, the frustrations of wanting a man I couldn't have, I wasn't sure which I was lashing out at. 
 
    “Talk to me.” Those deep dark chocolate eyes implored me. 
 
    Life was so unfair. “I can't, please leave me alone.” 
 
    A deep sigh and he was gone. 
 
    I stared at the skylight, blinking rapidly to hold back the tears. The second time in a few hours, it was too much. Saying to hell with it, I sat down on the couch and gave in to my frustrations. All three cats instantly surrounded me, bumping me with their heads and purring, the feline equivalent of “cheer up”.  Snatching at a random cat, Maverick found his fur soaking up my misery, stoically he endured it, though his ears flattened slightly.  
 
    Victor had been right, I loved giving good news to people. A family whose only child was battling cancer deserved all the good news they could get. And the fact that the child, whose survival rate was a dismal statistic by doctors, would not only survive, but go on to live a long wonderful life was miraculous good news. Yet I had been a grump, had “dive bombed” things as he had so bluntly put it. And why? 
 
    Because Grandma Larson had been a royal pain in the keister from the moment I arrived at the bagel shop. Because I didn't like being bullied, desperate grandmother or not. Or because of the unwanted attention it focused on me. Attention I had done my damnedest to avoid in order to live as normal of a life as I could.  
 
    Me, me, me…wow, I was a selfish bitch today. 
 
    Guilt flooded in, of all the things I had flubbed in dealing with this extra knowledge given to me, this ranked up in the top five. To contact the family again or not? It would ease my regret, but I had nothing extra to offer them. The time to be gentle and giving of my knowledge had passed, so best to let them be.   
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured to Maverick, doing my best to gently smooth down his damp fur that was sticking up from my tears. Satisfied that I was done crying, he jumped down and set to repairing his normally immaculate black and white fur tuxedo. 
 
    I would work harder to not let selfishness interfere when I had a task to do. My gifts allowed me to live as I pleased, to have the finances to run the animal shelter, to have the home and privacy I desired. I could do whatever I wanted, but I had to live with the consequences. 
 
    “Victor?” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    He had gone somewhere, or else was refusing to show himself. He deserved that. 
 
    Back when our relationship was strictly via the Ouija board it was not unusual for us to talk daily, then to go weeks between conversations. Once he manifested himself to me when I was sixteen, things had been different. He was the first spirit that appeared solid to me, not translucent at all. Victor was strong, so very strong that at times it could be frightening.      
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Teresa, you know I wouldn't be asking if I wasn't desperate!” 
 
    I leveled John with a look that I hoped communicated my complete disbelief. 
 
    He had called me for an afternoon of loafing and despite having done that for the past two days on my own, I didn’t mind sitting around with one of my oldest friends. We were at his cramped apartment, slumped on his lumpy black pleather couch, watching Mallrats for what had to be the two-hundredth time. Remnants of our pizza feast, greasy paper plates, and sauce-spotted napkins were piled on the table, along with our bare feet.  
 
    “Desperate? You mean you were too lazy to get another act and now last minute figured good ole Teresa would help you out.” 
 
    John's open mouth confirmed my accusation. 
 
    Deep breath in, hold it, hold it...slowly out and with my temper now scaled back to simmering, I gave him the answer he knew I would.  
 
    “Okay, so what do I have to do?” 
 
    The wide grin that split his homely face didn't transform him into Prince Charming, but I had to admit it still suckered me. Something John had been able to do since high school when we were paired as lab partners in Mr. Kingsley's third-period biology. At the time, he had conned me into doing all the frog dissection, then later into writing most of our report. Payback had come when he had patiently helped me conquer quadrilaterals and other confusing aspects of geometry. The guy might have bombed most classes, but he was a math whiz. 
 
    “That's the best part! You don't have to do anything. Just dress up a little, a bit of cleavage wouldn't hurt.” The wink he dropped me caused me to reconsider. Which he must have sensed because he quickly continued on, “Just do your thing, girlfriend.” 
 
    “My thing?” Crossing my arms over my less than impressive cleavage, I leveled another death stare at him. 
 
    John leaned in to whisper, “You know,” sending garlicky fumes my way.  His left hand made a circular motion in the air, universally known to all but him as the crazy sign. John was so sweet, but mostly dumb as a rock when it came to social skills and anything that couldn’t be figured out using a calculator. That was the main reason our friendship had never progressed to relationship status, though I knew he had once wished it would.  
 
    “No, John, I don't know. What thing do you want me to do?” 
 
    Now it was John's turn to express his exasperation. “T, that thing that you do…with the ghosties and premonitions.” 
 
    Ugh! Leave it to John to simplify things. As one of the two people that knew of my abilities, I loved that he had never asked me to do parlor tricks. And now here he was letting me down. 
 
    “I'm not a trained seal, I can't perform on command!” I snapped.  
 
    “Then fake it, all those other fortune tellers do.” 
 
    He did have a point.  
 
    “Plus, that’s the best part, a real psychic playing a fake one!” He did his dorky laugh a few times and even I had to join him.  
 
    It was a pretty hilarious idea. Yet what he asked was what I had avoided most of my life. Yes, I had won the lottery, did occasional anonymous tips to the police to help find lost kids and pets whenever I was able, but the publicity was not my friend. That's why I only won the lottery once, that could be explained away as pure chance and outside of a few close friends and my accountant, nobody in this town was aware of my financial luck. 
 
    “And it's just for a few hours,” John wheedled.   
 
    “On Saturday?” 
 
    “Well, no, I need you Saturday and Sunday.”  
 
    “John! You know I do foster runs for Whisker Kisses on Sunday afternoons.”  Whisker Kisses, a non-profit shelter for cats, established two years ago, was my pride and joy. And on days when I wasn't physically in the shelter, I was doing foster runs to pick up cats to bring in or taking them to their new homes.  
 
    “Can't you get someone to cover for you? Being the boss must have some perks.” 
 
    I remained mum, stewing. 
 
    “Okay, do this for me and I promise I'll get Whisker Kisses a prime spot at the next Heritage Day.”  
 
    He had me again, and he knew it. Heritage Day was huge in our town and Whisker Kisses needed not only the exposure but local support in bringing in strays for neutering, spaying, and ear notching. Last year we had a booth at Heritage Day, but the location had been less than desirable and few people had made it down to our end. 
 
    “Okay, I'll do it, but no cleavage and I'm not wearing some weird gypsy costume.”  
 
    “What about a fake nose ring?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “I got rocky road ice cream.” 
 
    John might have stinky feet, but he did know the way to my heart. 
 
    “I'll do it and I'll wear big hoop earrings, final offer. Oh, and it better be the premium rocky road you got there.” 
 
    Hopping up, John gave me a smart bow, “Anything for milady.”  
 
    When he returned, he was carrying two cereal bowls loaded with ice cream, chocolate sauce, whipped cream, sprinkles, and a cherry topped each. I guessed this was a big favor he was asking of me. I gave him a sidelong glance as he plopped a bowl into my lap. 
 
    “What?” he groused, avoiding my eyes as he dug into his bowl after hitting the play button on the remote.  
 
    I hit pause again before popping the cherry into my mouth. As I chewed, I debated what I would say next. But being that it was John and it was me, my mouth took over before my brain was finished planning a nice way of asking. 
 
    “Who did you piss off? Why is it so important that you have another act set up?” 
 
    With a sigh, John put his spoon down into the melting mess of his ice cream.  “It’s my first year on the committee and I wanted to make a good impression.” 
 
    “And?” I asked, rescuing his cherry from drowning in chocolate sauce before tossing it into my own mouth.  
 
    “Hey!” John protested a few seconds too late.  
 
    “Hey, nothing. What else is going on?” 
 
    “I sort of said I would find some new acts since the carnival gets old with the same old thing every year.” 
 
    “So, you insulted everyone else on the committee and couldn’t find enough new vendors.” I nodded my head, that made perfect sense, it was John I was dealing with here. 
 
    “Pretty much,” he agreed, then tossed a grin my way. “So, thanks again for bailing my butt out!” 
 
    “You’re welcome, but don’t you dare forget that spot at Heritage Day!” I jabbed a loaded spoon his way. 
 
    “Eat your ice cream and let’s watch the movie.” He hit play again and we enjoyed our movie.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was making a pick up run to Maryland, which gave me a lot of time to think while on DE North One. The front windows were down, the air was whipping around me and I had the radio cranked up to hear over the roar of road noise. My life which should have been amazingly simple, despite the ghostly dealings and occasional ESP blips or because of that, was not anymore. 
 
    Victor was constantly on my mind. I missed him. Missed his sudden rants, his stubborn persistent nature, his teasing, just his presence. I missed him, and it was tearing at me in ways I couldn't deal with.  
 
    A black Challenger whipped into my lane, startling me out of the deep pit of depressed thinking I was beginning to spiral down. I hadn't been paying as much attention as I should have been, yet I knew that sleek car hadn't been in my review mirror just a moment ago. A faint tingle blasted through me but was gone before I could process it.  
 
    I hit the volume button to blare the radio even louder, determined to drown out my thoughts and enjoy the gorgeous day and the job that lay ahead. An animal hoarder had surrendered her pets and Whisker Kisses was getting three of the cats deemed most socialized. I had pushed for more, the more we and other rescues could take meant fewer would be sent to animal shelters. We all had a job to do, but even cats without hope deserved a chance and many shelters evaluated them too soon, deeming them un-adoptable. No cat was ever given that term at Whisker Kisses, a cat either found a home away from us or with us.  
 
    Traffic slowed, then stopped. The road which had been so empty minutes ago was now crammed with impatient drivers, eye-watering exhaust fumes and a mixture of radio stations trying to drown each other out. I pushed the window up button, but not fast enough to escape the smell.  
 
    Slowly we merged two lanes into a single creeping one, the flash of blue and red lights hurting my eyes but I still couldn't see the cause of the traffic jam despite craning my neck five different ways.  
 
    Several long minutes passed before the police and ambulance vehicles came into view. Strangely, the black challenger from earlier was pulled over on the shoulder, near a police cruiser. He really had blown by me, but how did he end up there?  
 
    The workers were loading up a gurney into the ambulance, several EMTs crowded all around, but a young woman stood by crying. A man in a bright red and yellow Hawaiian print shirt, the driver of the challenger, I had no doubt, had his hand on her shoulder, offering comfort. As I slowly inched by, his head swiveled away from the weeping woman and for a second our eyes locked. Death.  
 
    The chill I got from those gray orbs caused goosebumps to break out all over my body. My hands tightened on the steering wheel enough that I heard a few knuckles pop. Deep breaths, deep breaths. 
 
    I had never directly dealt with Death, but I had come across him a few times over the years and always had a panicky reaction. Being in a locked truck, stuck in traffic, surrounded by dozens of other vehicles somehow didn’t comfort me and instead blocked my escape keeping me from fleeing as I desperately longed to. 
 
    He never approached me, spoke with me or directly interacted with me, so I couldn't say what caused my response other than the very idea of seeing the specter of Death was just downright creepy. Even for me. 
 
    Thankfully, once all the rubbernecking ceased, I was able to break away from the pack when the lanes opened back up to two and the traffic started moving again. The electric tingle that had returned faded and I was able to put my brief eye lock with the Grim Reaper behind me. The next hour passed in tranquility as rock music blasted my eardrums and was a gentle balm to my troubled mind. Sometimes there was nothing like some old school Ozzy and Skynyrd to make everything all right again. 
 
    After a few wrong turns, I finally admitted defeat and asked the ever-faithful Google for help. Which told me what I already knew, I sucked at directions. Ten minutes of backtracking and I arrived, eager to meet the cats that would be joining our Whisker Kisses family. 
 
    A tall, thin, older woman with the brightest orange hair I have ever seen outside of the circus greeted my knock upon the door. 
 
    “Ms. Ashford?” she asked with the mumbling accent most Marylanders are blessed with so it took my brain a few seconds to decipher what she said.   
 
    “Just Teresa, please,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Teresa, I'm Mrs. Barnhart director of the outreach here.” I noticed she didn’t offer her first name. She extended a dry, hard hand and pumped mine twice before guiding me through a door leading to a room of caged cats.  
 
    “All of these were from the situation we spoke of on the phone. Of the seventy-eight taken, sadly only these twenty-two are going to be placed.” 
 
    My gut clenched hearing that, but I was equally disturbed by the waves of blackness coming off of her. It was almost as nauseating as the puke green color the walls of the room were painted. 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    A slim woman with long jet-black hair and multiple facial piercings entered the room carrying a carton of tuna that was bigger than her. Many of the cats recognized her or the carton because they began yowling loudly.  
 
    “Destiny!” Mrs. Barnhart snapped her fingers at the worker. “That can wait, the lady from the Whisker Kisses Rescue is here to pick up some of the cats, grab her carriers and give us a hand.” 
 
    With Destiny's help, we put three small kittens into the carriers I had brought but seeing how they cried I decided it would be better if they rode together in one. Mrs. Barnhart waved a disinterested hand when I stated my intent.  
 
    With two empty carriers and countless scared eyes looking at me, I couldn't help but try to advocate for a few more cats to take with me.  
 
    “Mrs. Barnhart, have all these cats been spoken for?” 
 
    Destiny, scooping tuna into the plastic dishes, answered, “No, a few of the older ones are still waiting for placement.”  
 
    Barnhart threw her a look that I couldn't interpret. I jumped at what Destiny said, not waiting for Barnhart’s reply. 
 
    “I would love to take two more. I wish we could take them all.” 
 
    The pulsating darkness that had been surrounding Mrs. Barnhart lashed out at me, stealing my breath and that was when I was finally able to realize what it was. Not anger or rage, but pain and loss- almost physical anguish.  
 
    “I do too. I was so devastated when they had to destroy those other cats. They were so sick and hurt, I know it was the right decision but it was so senseless. We were calling all last week trying to find other rescues to help us out. I don't want them going to the shelters. I wanted assurances that these would be cared for and not put down. 
 
    “Absolutely!” I interjected before Mrs. Barnhart continued. 
 
    “We're already at full capacity, past it really.” She sniffed and then faced me fully. 
 
    “I don't even know why I'm sharing this, but our budget is stretched so thin I don't think we're going to make it to the new year. I'm running on a team of volunteers and a local veterinarian that can't keep up with our demand and do it completely pro-bono. I simply don't know what's going to happen.” 
 
    Destiny had stopped scooping tuna and even the cats had gone quiet. 
 
    “What about patrons? Any big supporters?” 
 
    “That's the only way we're keeping our kitties in tuna and litter, we have a wonderful ladies group that donates monthly.” 
 
    “Well, I think it's kismet us meeting. I have a very nice PR lady that could do wonders for you and I also happen to know of a benefactor that loves rescues.” 
 
    Mrs. Barnhart perked up, pulling a paper towel down from the wall mounted roll she blew a mighty honk and then smiled a lipstick on teeth relieved smile. 
 
    “Oh, my! That would be so wonderful! This benefactor, that wouldn't be taking away from your group?” 
 
    “No, this person loves to help and honestly has already done so much for us I couldn't accept any more knowing that others are struggling.” And it was true, we had received so many donations and pledges of help outside of the ones already in place that I hadn't needed to trickle in any additional funds from myself. That was the most rewarding part about having money, the good I could do with it.  
 
    “Now, how about we pick two more cats to go with me and I'll get you Melody's information to you. That’s my PR lady.” 
 
    Destiny got bitten trying to take a large orange male out of his cage before he was finished with his tuna, so we decided it best to let him continue dining.  
 
    Next up was a simply lovely Siamese that was fifteen. I adored her from the moment she let out an unholy yowl that tested my eardrums. Who needed a man? I was quite content to be the cat lady. I had visions of bringing this outspoken senior lady home with me but knew Anges would never tolerate the noise and Maverick and Daisy might shun me completely. Oh well, I knew exactly who needed this talkative girl.  
 
    Mr. Orange had licked his bowl clean and was much more agreeable to being moved so he got placed in the carrier and the three of us carried them out to my truck. Once they were buckled safely in and I had fished out Melody's card, I got an unexpected heartfelt hug from Mrs. Barnhart. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Teresa! Please let me know if you ever need anything.” 
 
    “No worries, we rescues have to stick together. Please let me know if any of the others need placement.” 
 
    With a wave we were off. The kittens didn't make a peep the entire drive, while Maxine, as I had affectionately named the Siamese, commented almost the whole way on what she thought of my driving, the music and the odor drifting from Mr. Orange. The tuna must have gone right through that gentleman.    
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pulling up to the twenty-five hundred square foot house that was home to Whisker Kisses never failed to thrill me. Winning the lottery allowed me many freedoms, but mostly it financed my passion, cats.  
 
    I had always been an animal lover. Growing up my older sister Megan and I had a pair of kittens given to us. Megan's became Princess and mine became Jellybean, because at the time that was my favorite food. We loved those cats and their sweet purrs. When Jellybean got sick we broke our piggy banks and begged a neighbor to take us to the vet. We didn't even bother asking our parents, at that time I think they were at the beach anyway. 
 
    Our parents had been born a few years too late to be true hippies, but they had never let that stop them. To this day I'm amazed Megan and I weren't Moonbeam and Dandelion. Megan had told me once in a whisper that Great Aunt Prudy had stepped in and insisted on normal names for the babies she was footing the bill for, my parents also not being believers in jobs or health insurance. 
 
    What they did believe in was that children should be free to experience and experiment to grow in harmony and peace- all a bullshit excuse that allowed them to do whatever they wanted while not worrying about the annoying little aspects of raising mini-humans.  
 
    Currently they were in Colorado high on life, making their own clothes, rallying for whatever cause drifted their way and blissfully happy to forget they had two daughters. Thank goodness for Megan, she raised me as best as an older sister by six years could, with some help from Great-Aunt Prudy and helpful, loving neighbors the Tinmens, who we had turned to for help with Jellybean. 
 
    By the time Mr. Tinmen had taken us to the vet, it was too late for Jellybean, she died. It was at that moment I determined to give other cats the care that Jellybean had deserved. 
 
    For years that dream lingered in my heart, and as my abilities pushed more to the surface, I took advantage of their positives while trying to squash the negatives. I always counted Victor as one of the negatives, but in truth, it had been his suggestion to win the mega jackpot.  
 
    Megan had been urging me to consider college, to get an education and a career, but I had dug my feet in. School had been an escape from home and while my grades had been effortless B's and occasional A's, I simply had not felt the need to apply myself nor did I know what I would even go to school for. Megan had zoomed through double majors in business and communications, had her MBA, and was working on her PhD. I think the smart genes were all in her.  
 
    During the day Megan had worked on me about college, nights Victor took over, his words weaving in and out of my dreams. With a seductive pull he spoke of money and how money could solve all my problems. Money opened doors, with money I would never have to worry about tomorrow.  
 
    And it was all so simple he stated one night, all I needed to do was close my eyes and picture those balls popping out, one by one and then write the numbers down. But he cautioned I should make it count, make it a large amount, a sum so jaw-dropping that I would need several lifetimes to spend it. Go big or go home, he loved all the witty expressions. 
 
    The day I turned eighteen I bought my ticket, and it went exactly as Victor said it would. I pictured all those little ping-pong balls dancing around and being pulled out and I hit every number. My ticket was the only winner of what is still the largest jackpot the state of Delaware has ever seen. I kept it completely anonymous, handled by a law firm, with my winnings going into numerous accounts. 
 
    Megan was the only person I told at first. All she did was slowly shake her head. She never once told me I disappointed her, she didn't need to, it was all over her face. But the sadness in her eyes was what really got me and made me want to hang my head in shame.  
 
    To this day Megan refuses to take a penny from me. I offered to pay her student loans, tried to treat her and her husband Dan to a honeymoon in Hawaii, and even attempted to sneak some money into their business. All rebuffed. The only thing Megan had let me do was set up a college fund for her daughter Amber. 
 
    I planned to buy Amber a horse for her upcoming birthday, I knew that would drive my sister crazy. Just the thought of that made me grin. 
 
    I walked in through the turquoise front door, being in a beach community was the only way you could get away with such bright colors and I loved it. Loved the positive energy that came with them. 
 
    Sandy was seated at the front desk, her blonde head bopping in time to the music coming from her computer speakers. She hopped up when she saw it was me. 
 
    “Got them?” she asked needlessly. If I hadn't, I would have called and been cursing the entire drive back.  
 
    “Yes, and Mr. Orange made a mess, grab some paper towels and disinfectant, would you?” 
 
    “Mr. Orange? Uh-oh, will Manny be jealous?” Sandy turned and grabbed one of our emergency clean-up kits that we kept tucked all around the house. 
 
    “Nah, Manny has nothing to worry about.” Manny was the resident orange cat who weighed an eye-popping twenty-eight pounds and was a lap cat whether you wanted him there or not. He had been brought directly to us when he was found looting the trashcans behind the steak joint on the highway. Highly matted, he smelled dreadful from a combination of trashcan living, decayed teeth, and less than stellar grooming habits. Now a gorgeous orange fluff ball he was a love machine whose size and shedding deterred interested families. He had a forever home at Whisker Kisses, but I still remained positive that the right person just hadn't seen Manny yet. 
 
    Minutes later, with Mr. Orange cleaned up and the other four cats brought in, Sandy was on the phone with our veterinarian Ashley O'Shea. Ashley was an amazing vet and also happened to be one of the most striking women I have ever seen. At six feet two she towered over most of the local population and the lion's share of that height was in her legs. I had asked once if she had done any modeling and she had simply laughed then went about squeezing the anal glands of one extremely unhappy male senior cat.  
 
    Ashley was also one of the sweetest, kindest animal lovers who had worked out a great discount for Whisker Kisses. She volunteered her time as well as her talent on multiple occasions, though I tried to keep her on the books for the veterinarian expenses, she needed to pay her bills too! 
 
    “Ashley will be over after the clinic closes, are you staying or do you want me to call Aaron in?” 
 
    “Anyone but Aaron! He'll drool over Ashley and annoy her.” And I wasn't joking, poor Aaron had a hard time keeping his mouth closed when the leggy, blonde vet was present. He was a great volunteer, but still a hormone-driven teenager. 
 
    “Gwennie and Dana have the overnight shift but they're not due in until eight.” Sandy paused and pondered. I could see some mental juggling going on behind her bright blue eyes before she shifted gears. “I guess I could stay until they get here, I had soft plans...” She let her voice trail off and looked to see if her guilt trip was working. It was. 
 
    “Okay, I'll be back before Ashley comes. What are soft plans? Versus hard plans?”  
 
    “I kinda have a date, but I'm not sure.” 
 
    Sandy’s dates were legendary around here. Men seemed to fall over themselves to date her, but none ever stuck around. 
 
    “Well, you enjoy your maybe date.” 
 
    That settled, I left Sandy to the front desk and went visiting. 
 
    Whisker Kisses housed anywhere from twenty to fifty cats at a time. A few, like Manny, were long-term residents that occupied the bottom floor, they were pretty much free to roam the entire building but they seemed to prefer the lower level for sleeping and lounging. The huge bay windows had a lot to do with that and I found five cats stretched out in the sun in front of one in the large main room that would have traditionally been the living room. 
 
    Jasper, a beautiful ebony cat with green eyes, meowed a greeting as I squatted to pet his hot fur. After three strokes I pulled back right before he went to nip my hand. Jasper loved affection and attention, but on his terms. That had made him hard to place and we were still searching for the right family who would love him for him. 
 
    Chloe and Cleo, senior sisters who had been surrendered by a family after their elderly mother passed and nobody wanted to continue their care, snoozed peacefully in a mound of brown and white fluffy fur. I couldn't tell where Chloe began and Cleo ended. 
 
    Pumpkin, our resident Manx cat, hopped up to bat at my shoelaces and be rubbed, and I joyfully complied. Pumpkin was completely blind, but she didn't know or care. Sadly, her lack of sight deterred many potential owners, though she required no extra or special care. 
 
    Old Zeke slapped his tail a few times to acknowledge and warn me. At twenty-two, he was the oldest cat we housed and it boggled my mind that I was only two years older than him. 
 
    I moved on to check in the kitchen and spied a few more long-time tenants enjoying their food. A quick glance at the medicine schedule taped to the fridge showed that everyone had received their afternoon meds. 
 
    Parker, a sweet shy volunteer, was loading the washing machines with cat bed covers and gave me a tiny finger wiggle wave as I passed through. 
 
    Bounding up the stairs, I heard the cat cries before I entered the first room. The top level had four bedrooms, three of which were now cat rooms for the new arrivals. One room housed cages similar to the ones at kennels and while we wished we didn't have to contain the cats, for their safety and the safety of the resident cats we had to. All cats were to be checked out by either Ashley or another vet if she was unavailable before we released them to the free-roaming room. Many of the cats came to us already cleared, but I liked to have everything rechecked to ensure we weren't bringing diseases in to the others. 
 
    The second room, which had been the master bedroom allowed the cats more freedom to explore and play, with floor to ceiling cat condos, toys, cat shelves that wrapped around the room, and a huge walk-in closet that housed a dozen litter pans. For the more modest felines, we had enclosed litter boxes in the master bathroom. 
 
    The third bedroom was similarly equipped but was slightly smaller and the cats had open access to the hallway and fourth bedroom as well as downstairs if they chose. Being moved to this room meant they had been waiting longer than six months for adoption. 
 
    The fourth bedroom was still a bedroom and used by workers and volunteers so that there was always someone here for night time medicines and emergencies as well as just so the house was never empty. 
 
    A spacious room with a tray ceiling that made it feel light and airy, when I first started Whisker Kisses it was my home away from home so I decorated it to my taste. Done in soft greens, both full beds sported fur-resistant comforters as well as a mountain of pillows. The built-in bookcase had a revolving collection of books and magazines that showcased everyone's varied interests. 
 
    The window seat, in my opinion, was what made the room. It was perfect for curling up with a book and a cat or two. I had custom ordered the seat cushion and it was a magical seafoam green damask fabric that enticed you to sit and stay. I loved it so much I had the same one installed in my house, but it just didn't have the same feel. Maybe I needed half a dozen behinds to soften it up over a few months to get it to the perfect level of comfort. 
 
    Sadly, I had no time to lounge in the seat with the sun streaming invitingly on it. I bypassed all the open rooms and headed for the closed one to check on the newer cats. The small kittens I picked up this morning were already placed in a larger kennel that had a food and water dish, cat bed and small litter pan. A few toys had been given as well, but the little ones were ignoring them in favor of wrestling with each other. I doubted they would even be here a week before being adopted. 
 
    Parker brought Maxine, the Siamese, in and she greeted me like an old friend, yowling and making ikking sounds. With great gentleness, she lifted the old cat out of the carrier and placed her in her temporary cage. Maxine, obviously disappointed to find herself in another enclosure, sat down and cried piteously. Parker stuck a slim pink nailed finger through the cage and stroked the old girl's cheek. Maxine pressed into the tender touch, completely stealing and breaking my heart. I knew the perfect person for Maxine, now I just needed to make a hair appointment and convince her. 
 
    Another few minutes spent watching the new arrivals getting settled in and I left. I only had a few hours before Ashley would arrive and so much still to do. There went my plans for a relaxing soak in the tub. 
 
    I could grumble all I wanted, but my life was pretty blessed. I had time to run home, collect my laundry from all over the floor of the bedroom and bathroom, toss it in the hamper, feed and love on my trio of furry roommates and even grab a quick sandwich before hightailing it back to Whisker Kisses. 
 
    Ashley had nothing but love for the new arrivals and surprised me by claiming Mr. Orange as her own. 
 
    I was further amazed when she cuddled him like a baby and they exchanged Eskimo kisses. It's rare to be in the presence of true love and also slightly awkward. Completely uncharacteristic of me, but I rushed Ashley and the newly christened Gideon out. It had been a long, eventful day, and I was more than ready for some much-needed home time. Unfortunately, I still needed to wait for Gwennie and Dana to show up. 
 
    Gwennie and Dana were a retired couple from Boston who had moved to the Delaware shore to escape the brutal winters and enjoy a slower pace. Finding life too slow they threw themselves into volunteer work, and Whisker Kisses was blessed by their commitment. 
 
    When the two ladies showed up at ten minutes to eight, I startled them by giving a whirlwind rundown of the new cats, minus the former Mr. Orange, a big hug and a hurried goodbye as I was dashing out the door. That was completely unlike me, but the feeling that some force was at work urged me on. 
 
    Yet when I arrived home, everything was fine. Relief flooded through me and I staggered around the lower level double checking every inch. It wasn't the first time my sixth sense had been wrong, yet the awareness had been so strong that to be mistaken seemed erroneous. 
 
    Mentally sapped, I clicked on the TV, curling up with Agnes and Daisy while Maverick lounged on the cushion above my head.     
 
     
 
     
 
               
 
       
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The horrible pounding at the front door echoed through the house, startling all three cats who zoomed up the stairs to hide in one of the bedrooms. Thankfully I hadn't been watching a Stephen King movie or I would have been hot on their tails to reach the safety of my bedroom. I wasn’t thinking about safety or a home invasion when I foolishly walked to the door and opened it without even attempting to find out who was on the other side. Unlocking and opening it, Lance Hamilton rushed inside without a word. His long strong arms wrapping around me before he planted the most soul-sucking kiss I have ever experienced in my twenty-four years. I felt my toes curl inside my socks as I literally melted into his embrace. 
 
    Coming up for air, both of us breathing heavy, I finally had the sense to push the creep away from me. In the past two years of us being neighbors, the only words we had ever exchanged had been heated ones, though not quite as hot as that kiss. 
 
    Lance was an annoying middle-aged, golf playing, back-slapping, cigar smoking, just one of the good old boys. lawyer. He was one of the many that lived in our gated community. My cats were too loud- they tended to yowl loudly when I left. I kept odd hours that disturbed him- sorry that my comings and goings bothered his weekend hangovers, though I never quite understood that one since we lived three houses apart. And worse of all, I had the audacity to be a twenty-something homeowner in the private community that he had worked so hard for years to attain a home in.  
 
    If that wasn't enough to burgeon his ire, the fact that I had rebuffed his gross advances when I had first moved in cemented his dislike. Despite my insane attraction to Victor, older men just didn't do it for me.  
 
    Lance stood staring at me like a loon, a large grin plastered on his granite rough face.  
 
    “Lance, what the fuck do you think you're doing?” Yes, I shrieked a little, but I was seriously unnerved. Something was off with him, why else would a man that went out of his way to harass me over trivial things be banging on my door at ten at night to kiss me? Unless…. 
 
    “Lance, are you drunk?” I took a suspicious sniff in his direction, smelling nothing but expensive cologne. And his mouth had tasted like heaven, not booze. His normally icy blue eyes were dilated so much that they appeared black, though a warm black that pulsated with life. 
 
    He took a step toward me, I backed up, and he kept coming until the back of my legs hit the sofa table with a soft thud. I had nowhere to go but around him. 
 
    As if reading my mind, his manicured hands came to rest heavily on my shoulders, effectively holding me captive. 
 
    “Teresa, you have no idea how long I have wanted to kiss you, really kiss you.” As if to demonstrate, his mouth swooped toward mine, this time I was prepared and kept my lips firmly shut. 
 
    Wedging my hands between us on his chest I pushed, which was like pushing against a wall, I got nowhere. Lance was in better shape than I gave him credit for. 
 
    “Teresa, look at me.” 
 
    And I did. Lance's hard-planed face was peppered with patches of golden stubble, his wide grin charming and full of seductive pull, or that could have just been my hormones imagining things, but most of all his eyes. His eyes were so different, almost like that of another person. 
 
    “Victor?” I gasped. 
 
    Picking me up, he spun us while laughing wildly. This time when his lips recaptured mine I let madness take over and enjoyed the velvet caress of his tongue on mine. All the times I had imagined kissing Victor, or even more daring, having that sexy body cover mine and do delicious things, I had never dreamed that one day it would happen. 
 
    But it wasn't happening, this was Lance's body that Victor had somehow taken over. 
 
    “No! Put me down!” 
 
    Lance/Victor complied, though I could feel his reluctance. Hell, maybe it was my reluctance as well. I was horny. 
 
    “We have to talk.” I dragged him over to the plush couch, trying not to think about how it was perfectly wide enough for one body on top of the other. “Now what did you do?” 
 
    “Several months ago, I saw the most insightful movie on television and I thought if that dead man could do it why not me. So, I practiced a few times on random people, but didn't have great long-term success.” 
 
    “What movie?” My mind raced, thinking of body snatching movies. 
 
    “Ghost, I believe it was titled. Though in that movie the people could see the spirit person, not the person whose body the spirit had inhabited. That took me a little off guard when it didn't work that way.” He frowned, clearly perplexed that I saw him as middle aged yuppy/muppie Lance, not as the drop dead gorgeous Greek male that he had been. 
 
    “You watched Ghost and thought it was about taking over a body?!” I was pissed that one of the most romantic movies I had ever seen had been reduced to sci-fi. Irrational of me at that moment I knew, but things were currently so messed up that I didn't know how to get my emotions in check. 
 
    “It was about a man trying to reclaim his life, his woman, and get revenge. This spoke to me!” He pounded a closed fist onto a spot around where his heart would be. 
 
    I bet it did. For the first few months that Victor had contacted me on the Ouija Board he had cursed and been violent. His violence had shaken the board. I could feel the ugliness of his anger, it had vibrated up my body, clouding my mind in darkness, leaving me confused and shaking. Slowly his story had unfolded, in single words drenched with pain and fury or in a rush of words so brutal that my teenage self had been deeply scarred. 
 
    Victor had been the younger of two Greek playboy brothers, Andre the eldest. The family fortune was immense, the brothers had wanted for nothing, drink, women, drugs, cars, all at their fingertips. Victor, falsely believing the power of his family name was absolute, pushed every limit he could. 
 
    Until on a gorgeous summer afternoon aboard one of his family’s yachts, Victor had had his head bashed in with a hard, blunt object. Andre had done the bashing, while Brianna, Victor's American actress girlfriend, had gleefully watched. 
 
    Victor had witnessed them dumping his body overboard. He had jumped in and clung to his damaged body as it drifted under the water, slowly, very slowly. After several terrifying minutes, he had let go to return to the water's surface.  As he watched his brother and Brianna sharing kisses and laughing, he had understood everything. They had plotted his demise and were celebrating his death. 
 
    For months after, Victor had stayed with them, attacking them with his fists, feet, and teeth, unable to even stir the air. Finally, exhausted, he had given up and had listened. 
 
    His fast and loose drug deals, that he had believed were genius, had been annoying his brother's business partners. His attempts at forging his own territory were laughable, tolerated only due to his brother Andre's good graces. Brianna, the actress that Victor had been toying with and fully intending to break up with, Andre had been sleeping with for months. Victor having gotten there first and his casual disregard for the six-foot American beauty twisted in Andre's gut in ways Victor never would have guessed. Every sloppy kiss or ass grab made Andre's blood boil. 
 
    Dismemberment, torture, those had all been voiced by Andre but rebuffed by Brianna. Not out of love or even pity, but due to the greater chance of evidence and discovery of the murder by their father Andre Senior. 
 
    The murder that was classified as accidental death thanks to some of Andre's friends' influence on the police. A few questions, a grudgingly brief search for the body, and case closed. Victor's father grieved but accepted his son's death as a tragedy wrought by Victor's drug use and foolishness. When Andre Senior died, his fortune went to his only surviving child, Andre, and his son's wife Brianna. 
 
    It was years after Victor first contacted me before he admitted he had deserved punishment for his sins but not death at his brother's hands. Over thirty years later and revenge continued to eat at him. His brother and Brianna still lived and as long as they breathed he wanted them to pay for taking his life. 
 
    Victor had gained strength over the years, but he had never taken over a body. As a spirit, though strong, he was limited, but as a man, he could have the revenge he had long desired. I had to somehow get him to release Lance. 
 
    “Victor, you can't get your life back, you're dead, this is Lance's body, it's his life.” 
 
    “Lovely Teresa, I'm only going to borrow his body for a while.” His fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me closer until our mouths were but a whisper apart. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much I've wanted you? To be near you, to watch and love you, but unable to have you? It's worse than death, that helpless frustration. And I know you have felt the same desires as I have.” Victor captured my hand and lowered it to his crotch, where I felt him straining at the fabric of his pants. 
 
    “Victor, we can't….” 
 
    His lips pressed gently against mine, “We can.” 
 
    And we did. Knowing it was wrong, knowing I should stop didn't make it any easier. Giving in to all the lustful thoughts, the dreams and fantasies that had haunted me, that was much simpler. Later I would deal with the repercussions, but for now I wanted to make love to the man that had somehow taken my heart prisoner. All I had to do was close my eyes and let Victor love me as I had always wanted.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dick was bigger.” 
 
    We were snuggled under the fluffy down comforter, after round two of the most satisfying sex of my life, when Victor made that pronouncement. Men! 
 
    “I just wanted you to know that.” 
 
    “Didn't you ever hear that size doesn't matter?” 
 
    “Size always matters, and my dick was rather impressive. Sorry we had to make do with this one.” 
 
    The one in question had performed wonderfully, so much so that I would forever blush and drool a tad when Lance was around. 
 
    I shoved at Victor's shoulder, hard. “Why did you have to bring Lance up?!” 
 
    He shoved back and rolled me under him. “I didn't say a word about him.” 
 
    “No, but you brought up his dick size, making me remember that there are two people in bed with me right now!” 
 
    “Ahh…some ménages à trois action? That would be a first for me as well, but Lance is here in body only, not spirit, that's where I come in. Speaking of coming….” 
 
    The next ten minutes left me breathless and slightly sore, I hadn't seen this much action in... well I had never seen this much action. 
 
    Edging over to Victor's side of the bed to avoid the wet spot, I cuddled up to his shoulder, his relaxed breathing somehow annoying me. How could Lance's middle-aged body be in better shape than my twenty-four-year-old one? Time to finally join that gym. 
 
    “So, if Lance isn't here, where is he?” 
 
    “I don't really know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don't know?” 
 
    “When I stepped into his body he just went away. Perhaps he's sleeping?” Victor yawned loudly and inched the covers more to his side. 
 
    “Have you left his body yet to see what happens? What if he is gone and can't reclaim his body?” I yanked the covers over my shoulders, taking back my fair share. I didn't like Lance, but I couldn't help feeling sorry for the guy. What if he was out there completely bewildered wondering what happened and how to fix it. And here we were in bed. 
 
    Time to face reality! I reached under the covers and slapped at Victor's ass. “Okay, we have to get you back to Lance's and you need to leave his body.” 
 
    “No way, first I plan to have a nap, you wore me out, then I want to go for a jog and get the biggest messiest pizza and beer for lunch. A shower would be nice too.” 
 
    This time I pinched his ass before using my feet to give him a not so gentle boot closer to the edge of the bed. “Victor! What if Lance can't reclaim his body? What if the longer you're in there the real Lance is dying? You need to give it back to him.” 
 
    Victor slid out of bed and out of range before giving me a smirk. “I'll give him back his body, but not before I shower and get lunch. I deserve that much don't I?” 
 
    He picked up his boxer shorts, smiling slightly and shaking his head at the tiny martini glasses all over them. “Fashion for men stinks!” 
 
    “No, Lance's fashion sense stinks. Now please, please get back to Lance's house and let his body go!” 
 
    “Very well, but only because you threw in the extra please.” He leaned over and smacked my rump soundly. “And because you have a hot ass.” 
 
    I was tempted to follow Victor out the door and watch him shower, umm...make certain he released Lance's body, but I was half afraid of what I might see and how would I explain to Lance what I was doing in his house? 
 
    Nope, it was best that I stayed far away from Lance for the rest of our lives so I wouldn't be tempted to jump his bones or beg him for another kiss. Yes, it had been Victor I wanted but Lance's body was the one involved and somehow in this confusing mess it was hard to separate the two when it came to desire.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    My foil covered head felt like it weighed a full five pounds more than usual, I could hear Lotte chatting away, but she sounded very muffled. 
 
    Charlotte “Lotte” Carson had been my hair stylist for the past two years. Around thirty-ish, tall and willowy – I tried not to hold that against her- she was all around one of the absolutely nicest women I had ever met. Once or twice I had babysat for her and she had returned the favor by cat sitting. 
 
    Currently, she was child and cat-less as her kids were spending the summer with their dad in northern New York and she hadn't owned a cat in years. That was the purpose of my visit today, besides getting what I thought were only going to be a few highlights. Guess we were both in for a surprise. 
 
    Yet, for some reason, I was having problems working felines into our conversation, a rarity for me and an unforeseeable problem. 
 
    Another issue was the normally cheerful Lotte, yes, she was smiling and chatting as per usual, there was just something hanging over her. I could sense it but before it would become clear, it was gone. 
 
    Slap, crumple, crumple went another foil in my hair. I was shocked I had a single unfoiled strand left. Time was running out, soon I would be stuck under the dryer with no opportunity for cat talk or 'Lotte what's eating you?' candor. 
 
    “Lotte, how are the girls doing?” 
 
    “Oh, they're good. At their Dad’s for the summer, I think I told you that before? They call every couple days and I miss them, but I'm glad they get this time with him.” 
 
    “And you? Everything okay?” 
 
    Lotte sighed heavily and was quiet for a few moments before slowly answering. 
 
    “Oh, Teresa, I don't know. The house feels so lonely without the girls, and I've been putting in extra hours here at the shop to fill up my time, but that emptiness is still there when I get home.”  
 
    Bingo! The perfect moment to bring up Maxine, the lovely older Siamese that needed a home, but when I opened my mouth that wasn't what came out. 
 
    “You know, I have a friend that would be perfect for you!” I did?! 
 
    “Oh, girl, I'm not one for fix-ups.” Lotte laughed and a glob of purple gunk dropped onto my pink cape covered lap. That was my cue to put my hands back under. 
 
    “Nobody really is, but what can it hurt? You have the summer to yourself, you've been divorced for over a year now, why not go out on a simple date?” 
 
    “Teresa, you sound like one of those dating site commercials!” Lotte laughed it off yet I could tell she was interested. 
 
    “Lotte, I'm going to send my friend in for a haircut and I won't breathe a word of this conversation to him. You decide and ask him out.” 
 
    I watched Lotte in the mirror, conflict and interest warring on her expressive face, then her wide green eyes met mine. 
 
    “What the hell, I'll do it! How will I know who he is?” 
 
    “He'll be the tall, shy guy with shaggy brown hair.” John owed me and besides, the more I thought about it, Lotte and he would be perfect for each other. She might be older and wiser, but John needed that in a woman. Plus, he was wonderful with kids, had a steady job, and was a decent guy-more than I could say for half the men in this town, let alone Lotte's loser ex-husband.  
 
    “Ok, girlfriend, we'll see. Now under the dryer you go.” 
 
    While cooking under the dryer, I gave some serious thought to my sudden matchmaking skills, guess getting laid had a lovey-dovey effect on me. Now what about poor Maxine? 
 
    After a torturous fifteen minutes, Lotte declared I was done and released me from the heat chamber. At the sink, she ripped the foils from my head in two swift yanks sending dry bits of bleach raining down and I felt my limp, warm hair flop down on my head. One soggy lock smacked me in the face. 
 
    I was afraid to glance in the mirror once seated back in her chair. A peek confirmed I was right to be afraid, the bush-woman cometh. 
 
    Rubbing the towel briskly through my white and orange locks, Lotte nodded in satisfaction. She grabbed her shears and comb beginning to snip away while asking questions about John. 
 
    Preferring instead to keep things mysterious, and slightly afraid that she was paying more attention to our chatting than what she was doing to my hair, I kept my answers short and succinct while following her every move in the mirror. 
 
    After she ran some mousse through my locks, I got up the nerve to bring up the topic that brought me to the salon in the first place. 
 
    “Lotte, Whisker Kisses got a few new cats the other day from a rescue in Maryland.” 
 
    The hair dryer clicked on and I had to raise my voice. 
 
    “Lotte! One of the cats is perfect for you! A gorgeous Siamese! I call her Maxine after that grouchy lady in the comics!” 
 
    The dryer clicked off. 
 
    “You think a grouchy cat is perfect for me? Maybe I should be rethinking this friend you're trying to pawn off on me. Why aren't you dating him anyway?” 
 
    “We've been friends too long, I can't think of him like that. Maxine has personality, so do you, you need a cat with character and she needs someone who can handle her.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that does make sense. Did you know Mark and I were high school sweethearts? I never dated anyone else. I should have.” 
 
    The dryer turned back on and my formerly wet, white and orange mess was turning into a sleek mane of blond and gold waves. Not bad, not bad at all.  
 
    When Lotte finished, she ran some goop through her hands and then rubbed it into my hair, stepping back she gave me a saucy grin. 
 
    I gasped. I looked like a runway model. Ok, my hair looked runway perfect.  
 
    “Lotte! Wow!” I gave my head an experimental shake, loving how my hair swished around. 
 
    “I know, remember to tell people who did your hair.” 
 
    I continued to toss my hair this way and that, admiring the way it fell around my face. “Oh, I will!” 
 
    “Now when should I go meet this cranky old girl?” 
 
    “Really?” I jumped up and embraced her, forgetting about my hairy, damp, and bleach spotted cape.  
 
    The hug was brief as Lotte gently pushed me away and whipped the cape off.  
 
    “Yes, really. And don't forget to send that man my way. Lord knows why I agreed to that though.” 
 
    I paid the bill and practically floated out of the salon. 



  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt sassy, cute, and sexy and it impacted me. Smiling broadly with a bounce in my step, I walked toward my car. Both my bounce and my smile died a quick death when I saw a familiar figure nonchalantly leaning against a gravestone in the cemetery across the road.  
 
    I had enough sense to look both ways like Megan had taught me but that was about it as I stormed across the road up to the gate of the carefully maintained grounds of the small Baptist church’s graveyard. 
 
    Victor raised a brow at my approach but didn’t stir from his causal pose, arms crossed, left ankle over his right, all while a hip rested on the large marble stone marking the last resting place of one Martin Grace. 
 
    “Sexy hair.” 
 
    “Thanks!” came my automatic reply, as a self-conscious hand immediately rose toward my new do. I stopped myself before making contact. 
 
    “Funny place for a chat.” 
 
    He straightened and his charming smile grew, making me weak in the knees. Dead or not, Victor was one sexy man. And now that my long sexual drought was over, I found that it was true, the more you got the more you wanted. And I wanted him, never mind the graves. If I didn’t fear retribution from pissed off spirits, and if he had a mortal body, I would have jumped him right there. Or maybe just hauled him into my SUV. Just the idea of that had me squirming, or maybe the new sex kitten hair was working its magic on me? 
 
    “So, what’s going on? You know I don’t like cemeteries.” And I didn’t. Restless souls made for some very unpleasant vibes. 
 
    “So, I returned Lance to his house as you requested.” 
 
    “Good,” I said and then had no idea what else to say. Dang, why were things so awkward now? This was Victor, the same frustrating Victor he had been a few days ago. Why did a night of wild action have me behaving like a girl with her first crush? Oh wait, he was my first crush. And I had already decided it could never happen again, so why was I now having second and third thoughts? Lance was a jerk, anyway he was probably so drunk some nights that he wouldn’t miss the lost time if Victor borrowed his body for a few hours. A few hours of wild, sexual satisfaction. 
 
    Think of something else! Think of something else! 
 
    “Teresa, you want me to take his body over again, don’t you?” 
 
    Was I really that transparent?  
 
    “No! No, that’s so wrong.” 
 
    “You can’t lie to me. Besides I want to do it again too. Why don’t we go home? I’ll go grab his body and you wait for me in bed?” 
 
    “Victor! You’re not making this any easier. You can’t go stealing his body whenever you want! How is he? Was he aware of anything? Loss of time?” 
 
    “I don’t know what went on in his head! I left him on the bed and he stumbled into the bathroom for a piss and some aspirin. And that’s all I needed to see. No harm done.” 
 
    Somewhat satisfied with that information, I relaxed, though I still didn’t step a foot inside the graveyard. “Do you mind getting out of there? And since when do you hang around among the tombstones?” 
 
    “It’s pretty peaceful here, you should consider being buried here when you die.” 
 
    “Ugh, no thanks! I’m being cremated.” 
 
    “Burned up?” He shuddered and stepped away from the headstone he had been leaning against, coming closer to me but still within the cemetery. “Why? When you could have a nice satin-lined box complete with a pillow.” 
 
    “Must we talk about this?” I rubbed my hands along my bare arms feeling chilled. 
 
    “I suppose not. What should we talk about? How much you liked being rammed by my cock?” He grinned, stepping close enough to touch if we had wanted and could.  
 
    “I thought it wasn’t your cock?” I said turning my back to him and walking toward my SUV. Feeling the warmth of the sun hitting my cool skin as I got further away from the hallowed ground improved my mood tremendously. 
 
    Victor fell into step along with me. “My borrowed dick then. Why don’t we talk about how much we both enjoyed it and why we’re not doing it again right now? I don’t have to get Lance. I could get another body. What about him?” He nodded toward a dark-skinned jogger who was quickly approaching. The sweat glistened on his shaved head and shirtless muscle-bound chest. 
 
    I smiled as he jogged right through Victor, then I turned to catch a quick glimpse of his backside. He was definitely hot. And probably married or had a girlfriend. Either way, no. “No, just no. No more body snatching please.” 
 
    “When did you become such a downer, Teresa?” Victor snapped, frustration very evident in both his tone and the jerky movement of his hand plowing through his wavy black locks. 
 
    “Just because I’m not letting you play doesn’t make me a downer!” I groused.  
 
    “How can we ever have any fun if you won’t let me take some chances?” 
 
    We had reached my truck and he jumped inside, when I tried the handle it was still locked. Normally he would have unlocked it for me. When I looked at him, he stuck his tongue out and wiggled it suggestively. With a sigh, I used my key fob and unlocked it myself. 
 
    I waited until I had pulled away from the curb to resume our conversation. “It’s not right to take chances with someone else’s body. What if Lance has some weird allergy and you eat something that kills him? Or you walk in front of a speeding car?” 
 
    “Or I spend the evening making love with an adorable lady?” 
 
    “What if Lance is gay?” I was grasping at straws here. 
 
    “He isn’t,” Victor replied while messing with the radio. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Easy, he had some naked women magazines in the second drawer of his nightstand and some lotion on the stand.” 
 
    “Yuck.” The idea of Lance stroking off completely disgusted me for some odd reason. 
 
    “Give old Lance a break,” Victor said, coming to the other man’s defense. “Besides, all men do it. And most women too.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t!” 
 
    “That’s on you, I wouldn’t mind watching if you want to give it a try.” He tipped me a wink and then apparently decided the subject was exhausted and so was he because he scrunched down in the seat closing his eyes. 
 
    I switched the radio to one of my stations and ignored him the rest of the way home. Though I did sneak a few peeks because with his long lashes fanned against his cheeks he looked so adorably innocent. And because I tingled every time I thought about our night together. 
 
    Pulling into the garage, I looked over and found Victor gone, again.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was pissed. It had been a full week since Victor had gone to Lance's house and we had our little chat at the cemetery. And he hadn't returned since, as Lance or as himself. The man had disappeared completely from my radar, pretty easy thing for a ghost wanting to avoid me. I tried walking by Lance's gray house most evenings to see if I could get a glimpse of him but other than lights going on and off, no actual sightings of Lance or Victor. 
 
    I was further annoyed that this afternoon the Firefighter's Carnival was underway. John was expecting me to do my thing, and I had procrastinated enough that now I had to frantically search the local Goodwill in search of my costume. Yes, I had told John I wouldn’t wear any silly gypsy getup, but a girl is allowed to change her mind. Besides, I might as well have some fun with this.   
 
    Gaudy gold skirt, yes! A few sizes too big, but better big than tight. The same went for a blouse, John might think the girls needed to be showcased, I had different ideas, big, loose and baggy.  
 
    “Ma’am, can I look in the case please?” Several loud bracelets had caught my eye and what fortune teller was complete without them? Plus, they reminded me of Mrs. Larsen's arm full of bangles. I was doing this in part for Whisker Kisses, but mostly due to my continued guilt over my lackluster treatment of Hannah's MomMom. Repaying my debt to the universe one small step at a time, right?  
 
    Bracelets, gold skirt, yellowed blouse and three purple scarfs later, I donned my promised gold hoop earrings and drove out to the large grassy area behind the firehall. Once there, I spotted John before he saw me but not before several of the other volunteers had spied me. The catcalls I could deal with, the one jerk that took up the “here kitty kitty” call I wanted to pummel. Obviously, he knew who I was, maybe I should wrap a scarf around my hair? 
 
    “T! You look great, very dime store psychic. You're gonna blow them away.” John, looking his normal aww shucks self only with a fresh haircut, was dressed comfortably in jeans with a Station Ten t-shirt. “Your tent is set up over here near the back, come-on.” 
 
    As we walked to the tent, I tried quizzing him on what the status of a date with Lotte was. He had obviously been to see her; the haircut gave that away. He usually trimmed his own hair, but this was nicely styled. Both of them had been mute when it came to updating me. I had expected a call from either or both of them, or at the very least a text. And it looked like I was going to be denied again today, judging by the slight smile on John’s firmly closed lips.  
 
    I gave up and instead concentrated on looking around so I could figure out my way back to the parking lot when the time came. As we walked over the slightly damp grass between the stands, I was impressed with the variety. This was my first time attending Station Ten's carnival and I liked what I saw and smelled. The sizzling sausage sandwiches smelled divine. 
 
    There, situated a mere foot or two behind the dime toss, was a bright yellow and turquoise blue tent that looked no bigger than your average Porta Potty. My anticipation of a sausage sandwich was not going to be enough to get me through the next two nights. 
 
    Squeezed into the tent were two metal folding chairs and a minuscule table draped with a fitted floral bed sheet. “You couldn't have gotten a tablecloth?” 
 
    John shrugged, “Sorry, all we have is banquet table length plastic ones.” 
 
    “So how does this work?” 
 
    “Pretty much it's up to you how much spiritual guidance to give someone. Flat fee is fifteen dollars, so read their palm, do your trick with objects, make them happy.” 
 
    Make them happy. No pressure. 
 
    One hour later and not a single customer later, I slipped away to get a soda. On my return, I found a middle-aged couple occupying both seats. 
 
    “Sorry, but someone must stand and it's not Madam T.” After the couple shifted positions and my chair was free, I plopped down and took a quick sip of my drink before placing it on the floor near my feet. 
 
    “What do you seek?” 
 
    Cracking up at my over the top accent, the seated woman leaned forward, placing her tiny well-manicured hands on the table. Her perfume wafted to me overpowering the smell of fried treats from the carnival and making my nose twitch. “I want you to tell us our fortune.”  
 
    “The fee first please.” I pulled a pickle jar with a slot in the lid from under the table.  
 
    The tall man, standing to the right of his petite wife, reached into his left back pocket pulling out a fairly new wallet. He plucked three rumpled looking fives from an inner compartment, slid them into the jar, and then returned his wallet to his jeans pocket. “Okay, now let's have it.” 
 
    “Join left hands and show me the palms.” I wanted to touch their wedding rings. 
 
    Running my fingers over their palms, I lingered briefly over his ring, it was the one sending off more pings. Ahhh….so simple I should have guessed just by looking at them. 
 
    “A child to complete your lives, yes, I see children in your future.” 
 
    The woman gasped and seemed close to tears while the man looked at me suspiciously. 
 
    “Are you sure? We've tried IVF so many times and spent so much money already! Should we try one more time?” 
 
    The woman looked so hopeful I felt bad disappointing her, but the pings were clear. I reached out to cover her cold, quivering hands with my own. “Adoption, your children are waiting for you and praying daily for a mother and a father.” 
 
    The man's relief and quick smile relayed the truth of those words. He had wanted to adopt for years, only his wife's desire for a biological baby was holding them back. I hoped for all their sakes they did adopt. 
 
    As they turned to leave, the man pulled his wallet out once more and tossed a ten on the table without a word. 
 
    Shrugging, I picked it up and leaned under the table to shove it in the jar, when I straightened back up, I was astonished to find Lance staring back at me. 
 
    He seemed just as surprised, then he barked out a laugh. “Ha! Got you on scam patrol huh? I'm always up for a good laugh, so tell me my fortune, all-knowing and powerful neighbor.” Crossing his arms, he smirked. 
 
    At first, I wondered if Victor had taken over Lance's body again, but Lance was wearing light jeans with an olive-green polo shirt with an alligator on the chest, and a crisp ballcap on his silver and blond head. Victor would have gotten Lance a new wardrobe, a few gold chains, and probably some Just for Men. 
 
    I really didn't want to touch Lance, but his hat looked too new to tell me much. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” I skipped the accent, no need to give Lance more fuel for his lousy sense of humor. 
 
    Uncrossing his surprisingly muscular arms, he leaned forward, his face open and honest, pretty remarkable for a lawyer. “Will I find love?”  He sounded serious, then ruined it by laughing. 
 
    Yes, we did it three times last week…oops! No, he was talking about love not sex and he had no idea what his body had been up to. Part of me would have loved to tell him just to see what he would do, thankfully, the saner part of me would do no such thing. 
 
    I had no idea if he would find love or not, if he kept being a jerk, unlikely. But hey, there were a lot of women out there that might be willing to overlook his personality fails and concentrate instead on his looks, career, and bank account. 
 
    Fluttering my eyelashes, I raised my head for effect before proclaiming what everyone wanted to hear. “Yes, you will find love within the year.” I saw the old Lance resurfacing, cocky and full of smug-male satisfaction and couldn't resist bringing him down a peg. “But!” I intoned in a sharp voice. 
 
    “But?” He anxiously leaned forward again, somehow caught up in the reading. 
 
    “You could miss out on true love by being arrogant and not allowing love to freely enter your life.” 
 
    “Teresa, you got the act down, but don't quit your day job. You and those nasty cats, sneaky bitches the lot of you,” he snarled while leaping out of the chair, sending it tumbling. As he turned to leave, he tripped over the legs, muttering a few curses. 
 
    “You jerk! You forgot to pay!” I yelled after him. 
 
    Same old Lance and for that I was relieved! Hard to pant after a man's body when he was an insufferable asshole. 

  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    After dealing with Lance's temper tantrum, I decided a break was deserved, as well as one of those sausage sandwiches that had been driving me crazy with their tantalizing aroma. 
 
    Closing the tent's flaps behind me, I ambled around the carnival, rather enjoying the looks on peoples' faces as they spotted me in my fluttering, brightly colored costume. 
 
    The sausage sandwich was as good as it smelled. I inhaled it in five large bites and felt not the least bit of guilt. I should bill John for it. Where was John at anyway? 
 
    Searching the grounds for five minutes, I still hadn't found John and for some reason the hairs on the back of my arms were giving me that prickly sensation. My Grandma Anna used to say a goose was walking over her grave. I didn't quite understand or care for that one, but something was definitely amiss. 
 
    A flicker, so fast I almost missed it. Spinning in a circle, I lost it. Then I caught it again out of my left eye, a gray shadow darting between the mingling fair-goers. 
 
    Picking up my gold skirt, I dashed after it, a few indignant grunts were left in my wake as my elbows had caught one or two people in their sides. Oops! 
 
    Panting, I finally spied my quarry as the slim gray shape seeped into the fire hall. 
 
    Foolish or not, I yelled out, “Stop!” 
 
    Surprisingly the spirit did stop, either out of shock at being addressed or mere curiosity. 
 
    As it turned, I realized it was a young teenage boy I had been chasing. 
 
    “Hey, what's going on?” I figured to play it cool and not scare him. 
 
    His long face was sad, overly pale eyes eyeing me up warily. “Nothing, I was just...” He stopped before starting again and changing direction, “You followed me, how can you see me?” 
 
    “No idea, I just can. Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “Yeah, you can tell my girl to stop messing around with Angelo.” 
 
    Oh boy, one of those. Teen drama, even death couldn't end it. 
 
    “Sure, just tell me which one your girl is.” A few words of wisdom and comfort and I could resume my search for John, though at this point I probably should just hit him up for a funnel cake later tonight. 
 
    The boy walked silently along with me back to the carnival. Though he was just a kid, his silence gave me the creeps. 
 
    “So, what's your name? I'm Teresa.” 
 
    “I know who you are.” 
 
    That stopped me. “You do?” 
 
    “Sure, I saw you the minute you showed up. I hope you pitch that get-up when you get home.” 
 
    Ugh! Everyone was a critic. 
 
    “And who am I then?” 
 
    “You're John's friend who sees spooks.” 
 
    Spooks? That seemed an odd and old word to classify ghosts. 
 
    “There she is!” My still nameless new friend tried to grab my arm, but his hand passed right through, causing an all-over shiver despite the temperatures being in the unseasonable eighties. 
 
    “Where?” I looked around, lots of people were at the concession stands and roaming about, but two teenage girls with beachy blonde waves eating rainbow colored snow cones leaning up against the balloon pop stand drew my attention. 
 
    “What are you blind?! Right there, with that big buffoon, Angelo.” 
 
    I must indeed have been blind because I didn't see any teen girl with a big, bad boyfriend who looked like an Angelo. 
 
    I turned to the boy, he wasn't there anymore. Scanning the crowd again, it wasn't hard to see him menacingly stalking an older couple walking towards the parking lot. 
 
    Duh! Brain fart, just because he had been a teenager didn't mean his girlfriend remained one, but still, I honestly thought he had been one of the recent batches of goth/emo/whatever teens and not a throw-back to the seventies or early eighties. 
 
    I hurried after them as fast as my too-big, too-loose skirt allowed, practically hurling myself in front of them. 
 
    “Leaving so soon? You didn't get your fortunes told.” 
 
    Up close I could see they were older than I had thought, at least in their sixties if not pushing seventy. Glad I hadn't given them heart attacks with my abrupt appearance. 
 
    “Oh dear, I don't believe in that silly nonsense, but here.” She reached into a beige fanny pack, smartly wrapped around her trim mid-section, and pulled out a five-dollar bill that she attempted to push into my hand. 
 
    “Madam, I insist!” 
 
    She blinked heavily made-up eyes a few times at me, before looking up at her companion, who I could only assume was the aforementioned big buffoon, Angelo. 
 
    Angelo was a tall, bespectacled man with iron gray curls, a droopy mustache and large liver colored lips that barely contained oversized yellow dentures. At least I hoped they were dentures because when he grinned at me it was like looking at a hungry wolf. 
 
    “Dearest, we can spare a moment for this young entrepreneur.” His well-cultured voice and gentle manner had the desired effect on his companion and she relaxed. 
 
    “Oh, darling, you're right.” She flashed him a smile of such adoring sweetness I almost gagged. 
 
    The smile she favored me with was much much lower on the sweetness scale. “Well, what exciting bit of news do you want to impart to us?” 
 
    Glancing at the boy did no good, he was still staring holes into Angelo's head. So much for simple. 
 
    “Please, follow me into my tent.” Not daring to wait for an answer, I turned and began weaving through the crowd. I caught sight of John and he sent me a cheerful wave that I grumpily ignored. 
 
    Glancing back a few times to make sure they were following, I saw the three of them walking perfectly in step, very eerie. 
 
    Finally, at the tent, I opened the flap to usher the trio inside. Angelo, apparently quite the gentleman, held the flimsy chair out for his lady and saw her safely seated. He placed both his large hands on her shoulders, a gesture that made her smile and reach up to pat one of his meaty paws. 
 
    The boy paced behind them, fading in and out of the small tent. 
 
    Plopping myself down, I accidentally kicked over my soda. “Oops,” I murmured as the dark liquid spread and pooled under the table and my feet. 
 
    “Ha!” Angelo laughed, “Bet you did not see that one coming.” 
 
    Hmmmm...maybe I could see where Angelo might have been a bit of a jerk in his youth. And now my shoes felt soggy which didn't improve my mood. 
 
    “I've been asked to speak to you, Angelo and?” 
 
    Without thinking, I snapped my fingers at the boy who quickly replied, “Angel”. 
 
    “Angelo and Angel....seriously?” I wrinkled my nose up at cutie-poohness of it. 
 
    The two senior citizens in front of me sat with gaping mouths, nothing cute about that. 
 
    “Leave my girl alone!” the boy snapped. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I ignored him and went back to staring down the gullets of the stunned twosome in front of me. 
 
    Finally, Angelo snapped out of it, “Good trick! You learned our names, you had us pretty impressed for a second there.” 
 
    “Try a full minute Angelo, and it's no trick. Someone from your past has been wanting to talk to Angel.” 
 
    Angel blinked a few times, “Me?!” she squeaked. 
 
    “Yes, a young man from long ago....” I paused waiting for the kid to finally volunteer his name. And waited. 
 
    “Who?!” Angelo demanded, his hands clenching on Angel's shoulder, she winced a tad and he let up. 
 
    “Yes, who? Kid, you want to help me out here, now's your time.” 
 
    “Joseph, she used to call me Joey.” 
 
    “Well thanks for finally helping me out here! Next time just talk!” I snapped. It had been a long day and I was pretty tired of Joey, Angel, and Angelo after only a few minutes of them. 
 
    “Joey is here,” I addressed the pale couple who suddenly aged ten years in front of me. 
 
    Angel tried to stand, but Angelo's big paws held her down. There was no loving smile and a pat now, the old girl grunted her displeasure but stayed put. 
 
    It appeared Angelo needed her support more than she did, he swayed on his feet. 
 
    “Good! The bastard is scared, he should be!” Joey cheered, poking a ghostly finger at Angelo's ribs. 
 
    Angelo shuddered, making me wonder if he could feel those cold pokes. But it was Angel who finally found her voice. 
 
    “Joey? My Joey?! JOEY! Where did you go? Why did you leave me?” 
 
    “I didn't leave her, she's my girl and always will be. That dumb brute Angelo got me from behind and that was that.” 
 
    Murder? Why was the world filled with so much violence? I much preferred the Mrs. Larson's of the world, old souls who had passed and were just looking out for their loved ones. 
 
    “Joey said he didn't leave you, you're his girl. Angelo got him out of the way.” 
 
    “What?!” Angel screeched, her head swiveling to stare at the pale, trembling man looming over her. 
 
    Angelo didn't look so dapper or that good anymore, in fact, he looked like a man on the verge of a.... 
 
    I didn't even get to finish that thought as I watched poor Angelo gasp like a fish, his eyes rolling up in his head before he crumbled to the ground, taking Angel with him. 
 
    “Ha! The dumb lout couldn't take the heat.” Joey kicked out a foot at the fallen man. 
 
    I jumped up and ran to the downed couple, disengaging Angel from Angelo's still form. 
 
    “Is he?” she whimpered. 
 
    We both leaned over the unconscious man as a foul stench filled the small tent. 
 
    Choking, I covered my nose and mouth with one of the scarfs, was he dead? Didn't dead people void their bowels? 
 
    “Angelo, get up!” Angel shook her companion's shoulders. 
 
    “Be careful I think he might be...expired,” I whispered. I dealt with the dead, but a newly dead, smelly corpse was a completely new experience. 
 
    “He's not dead, dead people don't break wind like Angelo does.” 
 
    True to her word the not-dead Angelo let out another silent but deadly air bomb. 
 
    “I gotta get out of here!” I gagged, bolting for the tent flaps. 
 
    “Help! Help!” I yelled while exiting and gulping fresh, fried food scented air. 
 
    Several people turned to stare at me, but none made a move. 
 
    “We need help! Man down! Man down!” I waved my arms above my head like I was flagging down an airplane. 
 
    I think a few might have blinked, but apparently, I was somehow failing to get the urgency of the situation across. 
 
    Angel tripped out of the tent behind me, “Please, oh please, someone help Angelo!” she screamed. 
 
    That snapped everyone into action, with several firefighters breaking away from their stands to rush over, as well as a few of the formerly unconcerned fair-goers. 
 
    Suddenly a red-faced John was next to me. “What happened?!” he hissed into my ear. 
 
    I drew myself up to my full five-foot four-inch height, poking a finger toward his face, “Don't you start with me! I was doing my thing and the old guy blew a gasket!” 
 
    “Oh shit! T, you weren't supposed to scare anyone! Just good stuff, you know, love, money and good health, blah, blah, blah.” With that admonishment John dashed into the tent. 
 
    I went over to stand with Angel and noticed a very smug looking Joey hovering. 
 
    “Do you think he'll be okay? I don't know what you were thinking mentioning Joey, Angelo loved Joey and wouldn't have hurt a hair on his head.” 
 
    Joey made a rude gesture, then began pacing. 
 
    “I'm sure he'll be just fine.” I crossed my fingers behind my back for good measure. “Joey seems not to feel so brotherly about Angelo, are you sure they were on such good terms?” 
 
    “Oh, yes! When Joey left, Angelo came to take me out every evening and we would talk for hours about Joey. Sadly, I found out Joey wasn't the sweet boy I thought he was but Angelo comforted me. I don't know how I would have gotten through it without him.” 
 
    I wasn't overly fond of Joey, but even to my semi-biased ears things didn't sound quite kosher. 
 
    By this time, they had backed the ambulance down, and Angelo was wheeled out on a stretcher, with an oxygen mask over his nose and mouth. 
 
    “Angelo!” Angel moaned and scurried anxiously behind them. 
  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here, let me take you to the hospital.” 
 
    “Would you, dear? Oh, thank you!” 
 
    Amazingly Angel didn't seem to bear me any grudges. I was relieved to leave the carnival and get to the bottom of this whole Joey/Angel/Angelo love triangle. 
 
    Joey trudged along behind us as I led Angel to my truck. While assisting her into the passenger seat, I gave him what I hoped was a meaningful look. The minute the door was closed, I blasted him. 
 
    “Listen up buddy, if you want me to help you, you spill the whole story on our way to the hospital. It's a fifteen-minute ride and I expect you not to shut up unless Angel and I are talking. No more of this pulling teeth to get information.” 
 
    “Oh, I'll tell you, I'll tell you all about that sneak Angelo moving in on my girl. I just hope that lousy bum finally gets what's coming to him.” 
 
    “You didn't have anything to do with that, did you?” I recalled how Joey had been poking him right before Angelo's nosedive to the ground. 
 
    “Lady, if I could do that do you really think I wouldn't have done it fifty years ago?” 
 
    That didn't completely ease my mind, but I had to let it go. I could see Angel peering at me, no doubt wondering what I was doing talking to myself outside the truck instead of driving her to the hospital. 
 
    I hopped in and off we went, with Joey in the backseat, and Angel up front with me just sniffing and biting her lips. 
 
    “Don't worry, he's in great hands and the hospital isn't far at all,” I said to reassure her and also to fill the silence since loser-boy Joey seemed to have forgotten our little talk of a whole two minutes ago and was quietly looking out the window instead of spilling all. 
 
    “I just don't know what happened to him. We walk five miles every day and I make sure he eats plenty of fiber.” 
 
    That explained the killer gas. 
 
    Angel was quiet for a moment then continued. “No, it has to be the shock of you bringing Joey up. How did you even know about him?” She turned her pink nosed face my way and I felt bad about how aged the past hour had turned her. 
 
    Lying was never my strong suit and I saw no reason to try to sugarcoat things at this point. 
 
    “Well, I saw Joey at the carnival, he asked for my help and he wanted me to talk to his girl. He pointed you out and here we are.” 
 
    “Joey's here?” Her green eyes were practically glowing. 
 
    “Yes, he's been here with us the whole time.” 
 
    “How does he look?” 
 
    Like a twerp. Oops! I doubted that would go over well with either of them. 
 
    “He's wearing jeans and a button-down dark blue shirt, his hair is short blond, kinda sticking up in spikes…” 
 
    Joey interrupted me at that point, “It is?” He grabbed a comb out of his pocket and started raking through his short hair, but outside of a shower and shampoo I didn't see a mere combing keeping those wild spikes down. 
 
    Angel was quiet but when I glanced over, I could see her eyes tearing up. 
 
    “Is that him?” 
 
    “Yes, that's my Joey, other than the hair. Joey was so fastidious about his hair.” 
 
    She didn't say. I tried not to snort. Joey was still attempting to tame his messed up do. 
 
    “I would guess the messy hair is from his death and there's not much he can do to fix it,” I said that for his benefit not that it helped, Joey had licked a hand in an attempt to mash it down. 
 
    “How old is Joey? Where did he go and why didn't he say goodbye?” 
 
    Now that stopped his manic grooming, his already wide blue eyes just about popped. 
 
    “I'm still seventeen! That goon Angelo he got me good, stole my girl, and messed my hair up for eternity, what a dirty trick.” 
 
    “Angel, I need Joey to tell me the story before I can give you answers okay?” 
 
    “Oh yes! Please, Joey, tell me why you left me and why you're so angry with Angelo, that man is a saint.” 
 
    If Joey's head could spin around or steam come out of his ears it would have but being a simple spirit and not some movie-demon, he was forced to express his emotions same as us mortals. He started cursing. 
 
    “Saint?! That no good, lousy, lying shit-for-brains, I'll get him! He better still be alive so I can kill him!” 
 
    I let him have his little tantrum and slowed down to an even fifty on the highway though my normal habit was to go ten over the limit. 
 
    “Joey's having a little fit,” I said to Angel to keep her in the loop. 
 
    “No, I'm not!” Joey yelled.  
 
    “Okay, whatever, kid, just tell me the details.” 
 
    “So, there I was behind Angelo's fancy Thunderbird when he reversed and ran me over!” 
 
    “He ran you over?!” Now it was my turn to yell. 
 
    Angel flinched. 
 
    “Sorry,” I murmured. 
 
    “Yeah, that dirty no good Angelo ran me over! Then he stopped and threw me in his trunk and dumped me in the woods a few miles out of town.” 
 
    Wow, I was wrong, that Angelo really was a dirty dog. But I still had a few questions. 
 
    “Why did Angelo want you dead? And what were you doing behind his car?” 
 
    Proving that teenagers everywhere were the same no matter what decade they came from, Joey rolled his eyes and gave me a rude 'boy you're dense' look. 
 
    “What do you think? He wanted my girl and he knew she would never go for a loser like him when she had a stud like me.” 
 
    Now it was my turn for some major eye rolling and outright laughter. 
 
    “What's going on? Angelo killed my Joey? No! Never! And why are you laughing about it?” Angel whacked me with her left hand. 
 
    “Hey! No hitting the driver! And sorry Joey's murder wasn't funny just he said something off that struck me wrong.” 
 
    “Serves you right,” Joey snickered nastily. “And I was behind his car slicing his tires.” 
 
    “You were slicing his tires?” What had I gotten myself into here? 
 
    “Didn't I just say that? So, what happens after he dumps my body? He gets with my girl, and he doesn't even marry her.” 
 
    Despite slowing down we were now at the hospital and I had no choice but to pull into the lot and park. 
 
    “Angel, I'm sorry to leave you in the dark here, but we need to talk to Angelo to hear his side of things.” 
 
    “What?!” Angel and Joey cried in unison. 
 
    “Joey told me his view of what happened, but there is another side and it must be told.” Hmmmm...maybe I was taking this medium stuff a tad too much to heart, I was starting to sound like one. Next thing you know I would be hosting a show on cable. Ummm...No. 
 
    Without giving them time to protest further, I exited the vehicle and began walking toward the hospital entrance, knowing the former couple would follow. 
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    After I heard my truck door slam, I pressed the lock button on my key fob, all without looking back. 
 
    My smugness came back to bite me in the tail as Angel power walked right past me straight to the information desk. But no Joey. 
 
    I turned to look back at the parking lot, no Joey. Damn! The punk had given me the slip again. At this rate, I was never going to be fully rid of this mess. 
 
    Unless....it was so tempting to turn around, get back in my truck and drive away, leaving Angel to Angelo and Joey to silently stalk them for the rest of their lives. They could sort everything out themselves in the afterlife. 
 
    But nothing is ever that simple, so I quickly jogged to catch up with Angel who was once again zooming at a pace that belied her years. 
 
    “He's having an EKG, but the nice lady at the desk told me which room he would be brought back to.” She wasn't even out of breath, while I was slightly winded from the jog to the desk and now trying to keep pace with her. 
 
    As we approached the emergency room area my skin prickled painfully. I slowed, taking in the surroundings that moments before had just been nondescript blurs. A few curtained room dividers glowed a sickly yellow, but the pulsating red was what held my attention. Or rather the man hovering in the doorway as an anxious parent might while waiting for their child to return from a late night out. He was dressed differently this time, but there was no denying it was the same man I had seen at the accident scene the other week. It was Death and he was decked out in full evening wear, tails, cummerbund and all. 
 
    And even I had to admit he made a dashing figure, tall, broad, and handsome. 
 
    With slow grace, he pivoted to impale me with his electric silver eyes. He tipped me a wink before turning to resume his vigil. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Angel asked. 
 
    “Yes, I'm fine. Just a little cold is all.” That was a lie, burning up was more like it. 
 
    “Well then, come on,” she snapped. So much for any grandmotherly concern. 
 
    We found Angelo looking much revived in a back area, propped up in a bed. His hairy arms were exposed in the thin hospital gown, as well as a great deal of skinny old man legs.  
 
    Angel all but flew to him. 
 
    “Angelo! Thank Heavens!” She pressed him to her chest briefly before pushing him back. “Don't you dare scare me like that again!” 
 
    “Dearest, it was that dreadful girl- that one!” He pointed a finger, his eyes flashing a combination of fear and anger. “What is she doing here?” 
 
    “Oh Angelo, I needed a ride and I wanted to find out more about Joey.”  
 
    At the mention of Joey, Angelo started losing his healthy flush again. 
 
    “No, no! Angelo, you stop that right now.”  
 
    A nurse popped in at that moment. “Hi? Mr. Carlos? How nice that your family is here. My, your daughter looks just like you!” 
 
    I don't know who protested more, me or Angelo. 
 
    “Oh, she's not our daughter, she's just...” Angel stopped, unsure how to explain my connection to them. 
 
    “Whoops! Well in that case you really should leave, miss, family only.” She draped a blanket over Angelo's legs, sparing me the sight of those hairy drumsticks. 
 
    “I would prefer that she stay,” Angelo stated, surprisingly everyone. 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Carlos, I'll be back in a few to get some more bloodwork.” With a cheery wave, she was gone. 
 
    “Let's get this over with quickly before she turns me into a pincushion.” A quick flash of those oversized teeth and then his face was serious once again. 
 
    Angel plopped down in the only available chair leaving me nowhere to go but to either lean against the sink, or to stand next to the bed. I chose the sink, trying to get comfortable. 
 
    “Now...” Angelo's forehead wrinkled briefly, “I don't even know your name.” 
 
    “Teresa, or Madam T,” I joked. It fell flat. 
 
    I hated hospitals and the fact that Death was a mere two curtained enclosures away added to my anxiety. Plus, Joey, the rat, still had not made a reappearance.  
 
    “Teresa, please ease an old man's heart and tell me how you know of Joey Burke. A great-uncle perhaps?” Another flash of the dentures, the wolf, though old was still there, a wily one. 
 
    “No, not an uncle. Before this afternoon I had never met him or heard of him and honestly my day would have been much improved if it would have stayed that way. 
 
    Angel's heavily made up eyes flashed at that, but she kept her cool and remained quiet, though the pursed quivering lips betrayed what the effort was costing her. 
 
    “Joey is dead. Angelo, you know that, and even Angel must have realized that.” 
 
    Angel sniffed, pulling several handfuls of tissues out of the flat little hospital tissue box. “Yes, part of me knew Joey was dead. But never will I believe that Angelo hurt Joey.” 
 
    Angelo's chest inflated and deflated rapidly as he puffed out a long drawn out breath. 
 
    “Angel, my Angel.” He gazed at her with adoration so fierce, the romantic in me, that I didn't know existed, sighed in giddy ecstasy. 
 
    Holding out his large hands, Angel rose to grasp them tenderly in her much smaller ones. 
 
    “Sit, my dearest.” Angelo shuffled over to make a few inches of available space on the narrow bed.  
 
    Angel sat, still holding his hands protectively. 
 
    “I never meant to hurt him.” He hung his head. Drawing in a fortifying breath, when Angelo looked back up, he was a man resolved. “He was behind my car and I never saw him.” 
 
    “Behind your car?” 
 
    “Yes, remember my Thunderbird?” Angelo asked eagerly, pride of ownership puffing out his scrawny chest. 
 
    “That big yellow thing that was always breaking down?” Disdain dripped from every word. 
 
    Guess old Angel didn't care for Angelo's pride and joy. 
 
    “Well, yes, it suffered a few hiccups, but she was a beaut!” 
 
    “Yes, you had that car forever, even when it needed a new engine you kept it hogging up our entire garage. I had to park my car out on the street.” Angel’s displeasure was pretty clear from the ugly scowl on her face. 
 
    Despite the grim circumstances, I had to stifle a giggle. 
 
    “A minor issue.” Angelo stated with a downward twist of his oversized lips. 
 
    It looked like two liver colored worms fighting, thoroughly repulsive, I felt my own lips twist in disgust. I had to get things back on track and fast. 
 
    “So, Joey was behind your Thunderbird and…” I prompted. 
 
    “Yes, he was behind my car, crouched down low so I never saw him, I promise! I went into reverse by accident before pulling out of my parking space. I heard and felt a thump so stopped the car and when I got out, I found Joey under the car, bleeding.” 
 
    Angel gasped, her eyes wide. Angelo let out a small pained moan that I took for anguish at upsetting Angel, but then I noticed how white Angel’s knuckles were as she had a death grip on Angelo’s hands. Ouch. 
 
    “Please, please believe me, my Angel, that I never would have hurt him! I saw him and I panicked. He was dead! I didn’t want to go to jail so I loaded his body in the trunk and drove out of town to the woods.” 
 
    Now Angel was the one moaning. Her eyes looked shiny and unnaturally bright as she began to slowly sway back and forth. 
 
    Joey, who had appeared out of nowhere, spoke loudly and sharply, “She’s about to faint! Do something!” 
 
    Moving across the room I took hold of Angel’s arms to hold her still. “Angel, Angel, deep breaths!” 
 
    The moaning continued and now Angelo looked alarmed and dazed as well. I couldn’t handle both of them dropping over, let alone another of Angelo’s death bomb farts. 
 
    “Come on, old people, keep it together! This is all old news, sad terrible news but it’s about time the truth has come out. That’s what Joey wants, he wants Angel to know the truth, that he would never leave her.” I improvised a bit, but it sounded good. 
 
    It must have sounded good to Angel as well because her eyes focused on me, then slightly beyond me. “Joey.” The word was barely a whisper, but we all heard it. I turned and was slightly shocked to see that Joey was about where Angel was staring. Could she really suddenly see her lost love? 
 
    “Can you see him?” Angelo voiced the thought before I could. 
 
    “Yes, yes I can! My sweet Joey!” She disengaged from Angelo and stood, reaching out a trembling hand toward the wall where Joey stood. 
 
    Joey was grinning, the sulky punk gone, and I had a glimpse of the man he would have become if he had lived and had Angel by his side. 
 
    I took this as my cue to leave. Angelo and Angel could sort through all the details of Joey’s accidental demise among themselves, I really had no desire to hear anymore. And now the burden of Joey’s disappearance was lifted from Angel’s heart, she could be secure in the knowledge that she wasn’t abandoned and that Joey’s love for her was everlasting. 
 
    Okay, I was starting to feel all sappy so definitely time to get back to the carnival and see how upset John was with me. Even better, Death was gone when I went out into the hallway.    
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
       
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I lay in bed, warm and safe, barely able to move an inch in either direction thanks to all three cats heaped on the queen-sized bed and me in various states of utter feline contentment. Funny how much room a small furry body could claim. 
 
    My afternoon adventure with Joey had left me mentally drained. More so than I had realized. John had called me on my way out of the hospital and informed me in not so nice words that my services wouldn’t be required for the rest of the night or the next day. I had wanted to ask if he would still get Whisker Kisses that prime spot on Heritage Day but I was wise enough to realize now might not be the best time to press on that issue. Maybe in a few months when he had cooled down. 
 
    Though honestly, I don’t see how any of this was really my fault. Angelo was bound to come across a scare big enough to set off his ticker at some point, he was old after all. Besides now he was freed from lying about Joey whenever the subject came up and Angel finally knew her first love hadn’t deserted her. 
 
    Just when my mind began the hazy slip from partial consciousness to complete sleep, my phone began its chatter. 
 
    I reluctantly uncurled an arm from my warm nest of blankets to grope for the phone on my nightstand. After knocking over a box of tissues, three paperbacks, and the tiny decorative dish I use to toss my earrings and necklaces into, I finally located my phone which I brought into my tangle of blankets. 
 
    “Yes,” I rasped. When I’m woken out of sleep, forget formalities. 
 
    All I heard was static and what could have been breathing. Either way I had zero patience. “Hello,” I barked and after receiving no reply disconnected the call and put the phone on vibrate before tossing it in the general direction of my nightstand. 
 
    The next morning when I woke, I had zero memory of the late-night call. Though later in the day I did wonder why my phone was on vibrate when it began buzzing in my purse. When I answered it, a fuzzy memory of last night came to me, this time a voice was there. It was Gwennie from Whisker Kisses and her normally calm voice was high with tension. 
 
    “Teresa, it’s Gwennie, someone dropped a carrier full of kittens off, they’re young, eyes aren’t even open yet.” 
 
    My mind clicked over several plans of action and I glanced at the time on my phone. It was barely afternoon so there was time. “Get the kitten formula out, they’ll need to be fed every one to two hours. We have a bunch of washcloths in the laundry, do you know how to wipe them to get them to go pee and poop?” 
 
    Gwennie gave a dusty sounding laugh, “No, that’s a new one to me. Hang on.” 
 
    I could hear her conversing with someone else but couldn’t make out who the other person was. I would imagine Dana was there but it didn’t sound like her.  
 
    “Jen says she’s handled newborn kitties before and knows the bladder and bowel situation.” 
 
    “Excellent! You guys keep them warm and fed, I’ll make some phone calls see if anyone has a nursing momma cat that can take these babies on. How many do we have?” 
 
    “There’s four of them,” a note of worry crept into Gwennie’s hearty voice, “they’re not moving much.” 
 
    “They need to be with their mom. Why couldn’t the dumper have put momma cat in the carrier too?” I muttered, not expecting a reply and not receiving one. “Okay, let me make those calls.” 
 
    We disconnected and I immediately started scrolling through my contact list for all the local rescues and fosters. I got lucky five calls in. A young momma cat being fostered just over the Maryland line had recently had a small litter only producing two living babies. Being that this was an experienced foster, I had no issues with bringing the babies to her. The only concern was if the babies would survive long enough to make it to the momma cat. 
 
    Grabbing my purse and stuffing my bare feet into a pair of sneakers, I was out the door heading toward Whisker Kisses. On the way, I called to update Gwennie on the situation. When I arrived, the kittens were in a small box with a towel-wrapped hot water bottle under them. Tiny furry stripped jelly beans are what they resembled, my heart ached for them. I said a little prayer to Saint Gertrude of Nivelles, the patron saint of cats, and asked for protection and strength for the little ones. 
 
    The thirty-minute drive wasn’t long at all but I worried the entire drive. As I pulled into the driveway of a neat two-story beige house with loud red shutters, Shirley, an older lady with short, spiky black hair, practically flew out of the house. I had barely parked when she was opening the passenger door gently picking up the box. 
 
    “Come along, Teresa, let’s get these babies to their new momma,” she fired over her shoulder as she zoomed back into the house, leaving the door open for me to follow. 
 
    I closed the door behind me and, following the sound of her voice to a spare bedroom, I found Shirley crouched on the floor cooing to the baby kittens and to Misty, a small black cat with bright yellow eyes. Misty was in a box with her own two kittens but her ears were twitching. With a soft meow she hopped out of her box and walked cautiously toward the one containing the orphaned babies. A few had begun moving sluggishly at the sound of the momma cat. 
 
    Her large eyes widened further and with no effort she jumped into the box to smell the babies. I watched in awed disbelief as she grabbed one by the scruff and transferred it to her box and her other babies. Her easy acceptance of them touched me and I felt heat gathering in my nose, a sure sign tears were coming. 
 
    “That’s a good little momma, Misty’s such a good girl.” Shirley’s face was wreathed in a brilliant smile as she watched her girl take the last of the abandoned kittens and make them her own. 
 
    Shirley stood. “I’ll keep you posted. Have time for some coffee?” 
 
    I did. 
 
    We carried our cups out to her back patio, and once settled down into her comfortable white metal patio chairs, we sipped and chatted for a bit before I needed to head out. I couldn’t resist peeking in on Misty and the babies before going though.  
 
    All six babies were contently pawing at Misty’s furry black tummy as they ate. Misty lifted her head once to glance at me then rested it back down, her eyes closed in fulfillment. 
 
    “Thanks again, Shirley,” I said on my way out the door. 
 
    “All in the timing, Teresa. Safe drive.”  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deja vu slammed into me almost as hard as the door did on my toe when Lance launched into the house. Once again, I had answered a pounding on the door only this time it wasn't Victor it really was Lance. I could tell by his eyes, they were bloodshot but his normal icy blue. 
 
    It was past eight at night, my toe hurt and frankly I was in no mood for my temperamental neighbor. 
 
    “Lance, what is wrong with you? You nearly skinned my toe!” 
 
    He spared a glance at my feet before causally kicking the door closed. 
 
    Guess he was planning a long visit. I was quick to dispel that notion and shoved past him to open the door back up. 
 
    “Tell me what your issue is and get out. And it better not be about the blasted recycling can again.” I crossed my arms and tapped my foot once, quickly stopping after my toe protested. If it was broken, I would be sending him my medical bills! Not to mention my unhurt foot upside his ass! 
 
    “Do you really think I could find love?” He stepped close, close enough for me to smell the slightly bitter smell of alcohol on his breath. He didn't appear drunk, yet he was no doubt on his way. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “At the carnival, when you read my fortune you said I would find love. Is it possible?” 
 
    Oh yeah...I had told him that. And maybe it was true, I'm sure some poor woman was foolish enough to saddle herself with a guy like Lance. He wasn't all bad, he was rather attractive if he didn't open his mouth. Good job, nice house, athletic, a bit of a drinking problem, a determined woman could straighten him out. 
 
    I must have taken too long to deliberate, Lance walked into the living room and plopped down on the couch slumping his head back on the cushions. He didn't make a sound, just stared blankly up at the ceiling. 
 
    Daisy strolled up and casually jumped into his lap. I was startled. Daisy was not a lap cat, at least not in the time I've had her. Hmm.... 
 
    Lance stroked her soft fur and smiled. “Sorry I complained about your cats, they're not bitches.” 
 
    I sat down on the far end of the couch. I should have chosen the chair opposite of him, but for some reason I was loosening up in my attitude about Lance. There was something about a man with a cat in his lap that just made him more approachable. 
 
    “It's okay, I should have shut the windows.” 
 
    A month ago, when the weather started really warming up I had wanted to air out the house so had opened windows and the sliding glass door leading out to the deck. Then Kim had called about an emergency at Whisker Kisses, I can't even remember what it was now, but I left the house in a hurry leaving everything open. The cats were safe due to the screens but my neighbors had not been safe from their cries. Maverick and Daisy had wailed the entire time I was gone. The stinkers! 
 
    Mrs. James, two houses away, had commented in passing that my new kids felt abandoned and cried for me, but she did it in a lighthearted way. Not Lance, he stormed up to me the first chance he got and informed me that I was in violation of the HOA's noise ordnance and if he was disturbed by that caterwauling again, he would call the police, animal control, and be filing a civil suit against me. I told him in a less than neighborly tone to stuff it where the sun doesn’t shine. 
 
    After that I was much more careful to close all windows before leaving the house and Lance avoided me like the plague. I was fine with both, though I missed the fragrant breezes when the lilac trees lining the backyard were in bloom. 
 
    “No, I was in the wrong. It had been a rough day, my head pounded and I was looking for an excuse to go off. I'm not some callow twenty-year old,” he colored slightly at that. Guess he forgot who he was speaking with for a moment, I took no offense, then he continued. “What I meant to say is I know proper behavior and I acted poorly and for that I apologize.” 
 
    “Apology accepted.” I smiled at him, hoping this truly was the end of our sour relationship. I hated the thought of being one of 'those' neighbors. 
 
    Daisy suddenly hopped down and headed for the kitchen, but not before giving me a sly wink. If I didn't know better, I would have sworn she was taking credit for Lance's about-face behavior. 
 
    “Nice cat.” Lance didn't seem to know what to do with his hands now that he didn't have a cat to stroke, so he settled for clasping them in his lap. 
 
    “Yes, normally she doesn't act that way with strangers.” Or anyone, I added mentally. 
 
    “Guess I'm not such a bad guy after-all.” Lance gave me a long penetrating gaze that I had to glance away from. I had forgotten that he was an attorney and into eye contact. 
 
    I wanted to lie but that stubborn streak of bluntness I was cursed with came barreling out, “Well I wouldn't go that far.” 
 
    To my surprise Lance laughed, a full rich chuckle that warmed his blue eyes and did wonders for the hardness of his face. This was the side of Lance that Victor had brought out and seeing it again did strange things to my insides. 
 
    Either I said something or Lance read the need that was flickering within because he was suddenly beside me, his strong arms holding me, his firm mouth taking possession of mine. 
 
    And oh my! Victor had kissed me with Lance's mouth, but Lance had years of ownership experience and wow that man could kiss! 
 
    I melted into him, my body on fire. He was still a jerk, but Daisy liked him so that made him less of one, right? Either way I fully enjoyed what he was doing and intended to enjoy him and his body tonight.                
 
     
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was sizzling my skin an unhealthy brown, and I was glorying in its heat when several drops of heavily chlorinated cool water dropped on my stomach.  I peeked open my eyes to see Lance smiling and dripping above me. His wet hair had waves that made him look almost boyish. 
 
    “Hey, sweetheart.” 
 
    Shit! That one night of loneliness was coming back to haunt me. The term booty call must not be in his personal dictionary. 
 
    “Hey.” I tried the lukewarm approach, hoping Lance would get the hint. 
 
    He didn't. Instead he plopped his wet butt on the lounge chair near my hip. 
 
    “Day off? Want to go to dinner with me tonight?” 
 
    It wasn't just his hair that was making him seem younger, his face was open, his eyes clear and bright. Double shit! Happiness looked good on Lance, it easily took ten years off of him. 
 
    I didn't want to take that from him. Why did I give in to those darn hormones? This was all Victor's fault! If he hadn’t taken over Lance's body, if we hadn't had that day of mind-blowing sex, if I wouldn't have looked at Lance and remembered that, if, if, if! 
 
    Ugh. This was my fault. 
 
    “Just some much needed R&R. Dinner? Can I get back to you later?” Yup, I was a coward. 
 
    “If you don't want to go out, I can whip something up at my place.” 
 
    “You cook?” Astonishment clearly saturated my words. 
 
    Instead of getting upset, like he would have in the past, Lance laughed. 
 
    Happiness made him look better, act more easy-going and sound sexier. Maybe dinner wouldn't hurt and if things carried over to the bedroom again...well no harm really. 
 
    What in the world was I thinking! I stood up suddenly and grabbed at my huge turquoise beach towel. Since Lance was on part of it I had to tug, hard, to get it out from under him, and he stumbled up. 
 
    “Hey! Are you okay?” Concern creased his brow, and he managed to look sexy and somehow like a puppy all at once. 
 
    It was simply too much. 
 
    “Fine, I'm fine! Gotta go!” I tried to keep my cool, but that's hard to do when you are speed walking away from a pool with your suit riding up your butt. 
 
    Once outside the clubhouse, a quick glance confirmed nobody within eyesight and I plucked the wedgie out, wrapped my towel around my body and took off at a brisk jog toward my house. 
 
    Safely inside, I gave Maverick a friendly ear scratch and headed into the shower. 
 
    Aww...bliss. I scrubbed the sticky mixture of sunscreen and sweat off and tried to forget how adorable Lance looked. And failed. 
 
    And he had looked adorable, so carefree and happy. Dang it, I kept coming back to that. Had he really been so miserable that to now see him content was earthshaking? Yes. Yes, we had had limited interaction but he had been a wretched jerk or a pompous SOB every single time.  
 
    Yet I brought him into the light- go me! Did I want him to go back to the dark side? He was clearly smitten and he could be sweet. Good in bed, handsome, a real catch. If I was in the market for a husband. Which I wasn't, at least not yet. 
 
    Why did this have to be so confusing?! 
 
    My phone started screaming out the theme to the movie The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly scaring the bejesus out of me. With a quick twist the shower was off and I was puddling water all over my floor while staring at the phone's screen. I didn't recognize the number so didn't bother answering. 
 
    I wrapped my hair up in a jade green towel turban-style and grabbed another fluffy one for my body before trudging to my bedroom. 
 
    Agnes, laying in the center of the bed, greeted me with a small meow before reclosing her eyes to continue her mid-morning siesta. That made two cats accounted for with only Daisy MIA. I peeked under the bed and sure enough there she was along with what appeared to be all the cat toys we owned. Guess I had a hoarder on my hands. 
 
    Off went my phone again, same number. Grabbing it, I swiped to answer it. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Teresa, are you okay? You hurried off so quickly I was worried something was wrong.” 
 
    Lance! How did he get this number?! 
 
    “Listen Lance, I'm just really uncomfortable with how fast things are going and...” 
 
    He interrupted, “I'm being too forward? I'm sorry, hey can we talk face to face? I'm outside your door.” 
 
    Dang! The last thing I wanted was to have an uncomfortable conversation in person. I wanted to take the coward's way out and give him the 'it's not you it's me' talk on the phone. 
 
    “Listen, I just got out of the shower how about we do this another time.” I was stalling. I should click the phone off and hide out in the house for about a month. 
 
    “Teresa, please don't do this.” It was a plea and a whiny one, but Lord help me I caved. 
 
    “Give me a minute.” Then I disconnected the call, a minute too late. 
 
    Dashing to my closet, I tossed on a pair of shorts, sans panties since I rarely wore any, a ratty neon orange sports bra knowing that would stop me from any treacherous behavior and a black t-shirt that I routinely slept in. I really needed to do laundry. 
 
    I spared a single glace in the mirror and stuck my tongue out at my wet, unkempt image. Me looking like a drowned rat might be enough to scare him off without exchanging a meaningless word. 
 
    When I opened the door, a grimmer looking Lance greeted me. There, I had done it already, sucked all the life out of him. 
 
    He hesitated the briefest of instances before entering. Once inside I headed toward the living room, but his hand on my arm stopped me. 
 
    Lance placed a warm hand on my chin before lightly kissing my lips. He was good. 
 
    “I'm sorry if I'm rushing you. I've been so completely overwhelmed and...” He broke off to run a shaking hand through his hair and looked distracted for an instant. 
 
    When his gaze returned to me it was as if the old Lance had taken over once again, pushing the more carefree vulnerable one back into the dark. 
 
    “Let's sit down.” Without waiting for my answer, he marched into room with an air of determination and sat on the couch that now held some savory memories of us. 
 
    Feeling it would be rude to stand or sit on the opposite chair, I sat down next to him. 
 
    Wondering what his next move would be, I caught myself staring at his lips. Oops! Not good. I glanced down and found myself fascinated with his crotch, even worse! His eyes! Those were safest. 
 
    No, they weren't. His eyes were a sea of blue, an endless ocean of pain, loneliness and somehow a spark of hope. I was that hope. 
 
    “Teresa, you are a much more complex young woman than I ever would have thought and I...” He paused, the cold Lance warring with the Lance of warmth and happiness. “I am very attracted to you, well I guess that's no surprise given the other night.” 
 
    He blushed. The man actually blushed and I think that is when I lost any resolve I had of pushing him away.  
 
     
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where's your friend at?” 
 
    I glanced over at Amber who was plopped in front of the TV, eyes glued to the cartoon. Lance and I had only been dating two weeks and I had been very hesitant to have him here around my niece but my sister Megan had been perfectly fine with it. No doubt she was hoping he stuck around and kept me out of trouble. 
 
    “Mr. Lance? He's in the kitchen.” I peered around the corner confirming that he was indeed still in there making a mountain of grilled ham and cheese sandwiches. 
 
    “No, not him. The other man who is really tall and dark.” 
 
    The other man...Amber had just described Victor, but how... 
 
    “Amber, when did you meet him?” 
 
    “Last time. He was really quiet, but he smiled at me a lot and made funny faces. I liked him.”  Things were simple when you were four, silly faces and smiles won you over. 
 
    What floored me and made my heart pound faster was not Amber's acceptance of Victor, it was that she had seen him. 
 
    Plopping down on the floor next to her and resisting the urge to grill her like suspect, I watched a few moments of cartoons with her. 
 
    I came to two conclusions, modern day cartoons sucked- they were nothing like the great ones I grew up with. And as a tuft of cat fuzz settled inches from my nose, I really needed to clean up between visits from my weekly maid, Helen, or else get her to start coming in twice a week. 
 
    Blowing the cat hair tumbleweed away, I tried to keep my voice as normal as possible. 
 
    “Amber, why didn't you mention the other man to me?” 
 
    Rolling over on her back she turned her head to give me a quizzical look. “Aunt Teresa, he's your friend, why didn't you mention him to me?” 
 
    Oh, I didn't envy my sister with this one! 
 
    “I didn't know he was going to be around.” 
 
    “Because he's a ghost?” Those big brown eyes blinked innocently up at me. 
 
    “Ghost? No, why would you say that?” I managed to stutter out. 
 
    “Because he gave me a wink and walked through the wall.” 
 
    Victor and I were going to have some words the next time I saw him! 
 
    “Oh, yes, guess that would make him a ghost.” Sweat tickled down my spine and armpit. 
 
    “Don't worry, I didn't tell Mommy.” 
 
    Was this kid a mind reader too?! A talent I didn’t possess but could really use. 
 
    “Good, thank you, Amber. So why didn't you tell your mom?” 
 
    “I didn't want her mad. She wouldn't let me come here anymore.” 
 
    “Why would that make her mad?” 
 
    “Cause I tried to tell her about a little girl I saw at the beach one day and she got mad at me. Told me not to make up stories.” Amber's voice trembled as she spoke, her sweet button nose turning pink, the telltale sign that tears would soon follow. 
 
    I wrapped her in my arms, she snuggled close. 
 
    “You believe me, Aunt Teresa?” she sniffed. 
 
    “Absolutely, my darling girl!” I never wanted to move, just stay there inhaling her fresh child scent. How could a small child make an adult feel so safe?  
 
    Lance came out of the kitchen, stopping when he spied us, a big grin spreading across his face. 
 
    “Girls, lunch is ready if you two are done with cartoons and whispering.” 
 
    Giggling, Amber sprang out of my arms running past him to hop up on her traditional middle stool at the cherry oak breakfast bar. 
 
    I got up a tad slower, snagging the remote and turning off the TV before heading to the kitchen. 
 
    Lance grabbed me in a backward hug as I walked past. “You're too cute,” he murmured into my hair. 
 
    Relaxing in his embrace, I glanced over and up into his laughing blue eyes.  “You’re pretty cute yourself. Thank you, by the way, for making lunch.” 
 
    “Absolutely. I make a mean grilled ham and cheese. Thank you for letting me meet your niece, she’s adorable.” 
 
    “She is, isn’t she?” I looked over at Amber who was impatiently swinging her legs back and forth and feeding Maverick strips of ham. “Amber!” 
 
    “Maverick is hungry! He says he wants a sandwich too.” 
 
    I moved out of Lance’s embrace, striding over to the counter. “Oh well, Maverick will have to settle for his kitty food. The sandwiches are our lunch.” 
 
    Amber’s lower lip popped out. “Can’t Mr. Lance make another one for Maverick?” She turned her endearing, large brown eyes over to Lance, who I could see visibly melt. If I didn’t step in soon, he would be making sandwiches for all the cats. 
 
    “Nope, ham is full of salt, not good for kitties.” 
 
    She thought that over and seemed to accept it because she stopped shredding a sandwich for Maverick, despite him reaching up a paw and tapping at her leg. 
 
    I picked him up and walked over to his food dish depositing him gently in front of it. “This is your food, big-boy.” 
 
    Lance already had a sandwich on my plate and had pulled out the iced tea. I detoured to the fridge to get the mustard before hopping up on a stool next to Amber. 
 
    “Mustard?” Lance asked while he and Amber made eww nose crinkles at me. 
 
    I laughed, my eyes going from one to the another and a flash hit me. This could be us. Lance and I with a daughter of our own. Whoa, slow down, slow down. 
 
    “Are you okay, Aunt Teresa? Amber asked with a bite of sandwich in her mouth.  
 
    “Hmmm…yes, I’m fine. Guess I put too much mustard on my sandwich, that’s all.” 
 
    “Should have avoided it completely, right, Amber?” Lance asked while tipping her a wink. 
 
    “Yes!” she agreed happily giving him a wink back. 
 
    I was saved from melting into a puddle of domestic bliss by my sister’s arrival. She hadn’t bothered knocking, just opened the door and then followed our voices to the kitchen. “Amber eating lunch and not playing with it for an hour?” 
 
    Amber whirled at the sound of her mother’s voice nearly falling off the stool. Lightening quick, Lance shot an arm out preventing her from falling. Megan had rushed forward in an attempt to catch her child and managed to grab at Amber and Lance’s arm. 
 
    “Sorry to startle you,” she softly said kissing the top of her daughter’s head. Megan stepped back to allow Lance his arm back. “Thanks for your fast thinking, Lance.” 
 
    “No worries,” he said while indicating the full platter of sandwiches, “care for some lunch?” 
 
    Megan’s thin face looked torn which I found quite interesting. But then she answered in the negative. “No, I need to get Amber back in time for Dan’s parents’ arrival, they’re flying in from Mexico this afternoon. They’re plane probably already landed. We’ll have to get together another time, right, T?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I answered while wondering what was up with my sister. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn she was blushing a little. 
 
    “Amber has time to finish her lunch, right? Come on, Megan, I want to show you something.” Without waiting for her answer, I hooked my arm through her left one and pulled her into the living room. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked looked around in bewilderment. 
 
    “What is going on with you?” I asked and then without meaning to reached for her hand. 
 
    Megan pulled away, “Don’t, T!” she said taking a step away from me and sitting on the edge of the couch. “Listen I’m just a little stressed. You know how particular Dan’s parents are.” 
 
    That was an understatement. The last time they had visited they insisted on taking Amber for a vision test when she couldn’t tell them the difference between Van Gogh and Picasso. The girl had been three at the time. 
 
    “Okay, yeah, I can understand stressed but that’s not it. Is it something with Lance?” 
 
    Delicate pink crept up her cheeks. 
 
    Aha! 
 
    “He’s a very attractive and intelligent man, frankly I’m rather surprised by your relationship.” 
 
    “And what does that mean? I thought you were happy I was with someone stable.” 
 
    “Just that with the age and maturity difference, it’s a surprise. A good one! Definitely a good one.” Her hazel eyes that had avoided me for most of our chat suddenly latched onto mine. “This is good for you T, really good for you.” She stood and hugged me tight whispering in my ear, “When you mentioned him on the phone you never said he was so darn good looking. Yum!” 
 
    I laughed and pushed her away. “Stop!” 
 
    Amber ran into the room with Lance a step behind her, “Sorry she was ready to go. Everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything is fantastic!” Megan said with a pointed grin at me. “Come on, girl, let’s go so we can beat Grammy and Granddad back.” She held her hand out to Amber who skipped over to grab it. 
 
    “Bye, Aunt Teresa, bye, Mr. Lance,” Amber cheerfully said before breaking away from her mom to throw herself at me in a fierce little hug. She gifted one to Lance too and I saw him close his eyes savoring it. Dang! There went my heart again. 
 
    After helping me straighten up the kitchen, Lance and I agreed some afternoon delight was in order. We both loved that old song and its naughtiness. He chased me up the stairs, both of us laughing the entire way.  
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    The sun was peeking from behind the row of shops on the boardwalk as Lance and I finished up our morning run. Sweat dripped off my face, down my chest, and I could even feel a slow, steady trickle running in between my but cheeks. But that wasn’t the most pressing issue, controlling my gasping breaths was. 
 
    Lance stood upright, sipping from his water bottle, facing the ocean, a man at peace. His gray t-shirt was plastered to his back, with a wide v of sweat around his neck, and his hair was in sweaty wind-whipped disarray, but those were the only outward signs of our recent exertion. 
 
    “What a great day for a run!” Lance exclaimed. 
 
    I wanted to drag myself into a hot bath, while he looked ready to tackle another five-mile run. I would have attempted to flip him off if I wasn’t already so sore and needing all my energy to make it back to the car. 
 
    “Yes,” I huffed, still embarrassingly out of breath. 
 
    He finally seemed to take notice of that, frowning at me in his ‘you’re not behaving as I want you to’ way. 
 
    “Teresa, drink some water and do a few stretches to cool down,” he casually ordered in his ‘Lance takes charge and states the obvious’ voice. I was getting a tad annoyed at his cavalier attitude. 
 
    I straightened from my slightly slumped, about to keel over, position and snatched at my water bottle that was secured in my hydration belt, a gift from Lance and something I had no idea even existed until the moment he gave it to me this morning.  
 
    When he had talked about a nice morning jog at the boardwalk last night, I had envisioned more of a stroll, complete with Thrasher’s French fries, a few games of skee ball, and maybe even Lance winning me a big stuffed animal. You know, the Hallmark boardwalk date experience. It wasn’t often I went all romantic but those sappy movies always sucked me in. 
 
    Instead, I had gotten a pounding workout before most sane people were out of bed. Even worse Thrasher’s wasn’t open yet! 
 
    Guzzling my water and drenching my shirt even more with the runoff my mood dropped even lower when I caught sight of a familiar sulking figure lurking in the shadows of the restrooms near Funland. Joey! Could my morning get any worse? 
 
    “Nature calls, be out in a few,” I tossed over my shoulder to Lance, already gingerly making my way to the ladies’ side on the left. Damn, my thighs hurt! 
 
    Once safely concealed behind the partition leading to the ladies’ room, I waited for Joey to stomp over to me. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I hissed at him the moment he was close. “I thought your matter was solved.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Nothing is solved! That lug Angelo is still with my girl!” 
 
    After forty years together, I had hardly expected Angel to leave Angelo, involuntarily manslaughter or not. Joey apparently had had other ideas. 
 
    “Joey, I’m sorry but that’s Angel’s decision.” 
 
    “If Angelo wouldn’t have backed over me, she would be with me!” 
 
    “Well if you wouldn’t have been behind his car slitting his tires that never would have happened either. It’s over, you’re dead, Angel and Angelo have been together since then. Deal.” I was so tired of his whiny punk ass! 
 
    Suddenly I felt old. Achy legs aside, I now knew how older people perceived teenagers. I prayed hadn’t been this annoying for my sister and our old neighbors the Tinmans. 
 
    “Deal? If you knew of a deal to get me back Angel why didn’t you say so before?” 
 
    Poor Joey just wasn’t up on the current lingo. 
 
    “No, not a bargain or a plan, you just have to learn to live…err poor choice of words…you have to accept Angel’s choice and enjoy your afterlife in peace.” 
 
    “Peace? What are you crazy, lady? How can I have a rosy death with Angelo living the life I should have had with Angel?” 
 
    It was simply too early for me to deal with Joey and I really did have to pee. 
 
    “Joey, I did my part and Angelo confessed all to Angel. She now has peace knowing that you didn’t just leave her. There’s nothing else I can do. So, bye-bye, I have things to do that don’t require an audience.” And with those parting words, I went into the ladies’ room. 
 
    Sadly, I gave Joey and the guys of his generation much more credit for being gentlemen than I should have. I had just sat down to go when his voice outside the stall door stopped me mid-stream. 
 
    “Listen lady, the way I see it you can see me and that makes you responsible for helping me.” 
 
    “Excuse me?!” I started to get up and charge the door, but thankfully realized in time what a precarious position I was in. I definitely didn’t want to dribble over my panties and leggings! 
 
    “Joey, how about we talk about this another time? Like when I’m not in the bathroom!” 
 
    The punk laughed! He was lucky a door separated us and he was already dead or I would have done some serious bodily harm to him when I got out. 
 
    As if having a dead teenager outside the stall stalking me wasn’t bad enough Lance chose that moment to knock on the restroom door. “Everything okay in there, Teresa? You’re not cramping up, are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine! Sorry I’m taking so long, be out in a moment!” I yelled, hoping he heard me, and thankful nobody else was in the bathroom. 
 
    I pushed out of the stall, wrinkling my nose at the sight of Joey smirking next to the wall, before going to the line of sinks to wash my hands. 
 
    Ahhhhh! Ice cold water and gritty soap. Should have included hand sanitizer on my belt, but the idea of carrying anything else seemed insane. While running I resented my water bottle’s weight and had briefly considered ditching it somewhere and begging for some of Lance’s water. Only a small measure of pride had stopped me. 
 
    “So, you gonna help me or not?” 
 
    “Fine! I’ll see what I can do, but please go away and let me finish my morning with my boyfriend.” 
 
    Boyfriend, I still wasn’t used to that word let alone it being Lance’s new title, his old one of jerkface had been cemented in my head for so long. 
 
    “Deal!” Joey grinned over his newly picked up phrase then thankfully faded away. 
 
    I exited the bathroom and spotted Lance over at the edge of the boardwalk overlooking the beach and ocean. His broad back stretched his gray t-shirt nicely. 
 
    As if aware of my silent perusal, he turned, his face lighting up into a welcoming smile. 
 
    Forget the problems of the dead, I was much more interested in the problems of the living, mainly mine. Which involved keeping Lance in the dark about my extra abilities as long as I could.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well isn't this cozy?” Quietly snarled into my ear, the words had my eyes opening in a flash. Victor! 
 
    My tired eyes jumped to the left and there he was, his handsome face a mere three inches from mine. 
 
    “So, I'm gone for a bit and this happens? Couldn't wait for me to return?” Rage flared in his dark eyes, making them appear black. I could see my disheveled face reflected in them. 
 
    “It's not like that!” I hissed back defensively. All I needed was for Lance to wake up and see me having a loud conversation with thin air in bed. I glanced to my right where he still peacefully slept, with a small smile softening his face. There came that warm toe-curling sensation again. 
 
    “Go away!” 
 
    “Oh, no! I already did that and look what happened! You hop back in bed with the body I introduced you to.” 
 
    Once again, I thought how my life would be a million times simpler with no ghosts, no sensations or vibrations and definitely no Victor. 
 
    I slipped out of bed as gently as I could and motioned for Victor to follow, grateful that I had tossed an oversized t-shirt on before falling asleep last night. Victor had seen my body hundreds of times over the years, but it just would have felt weird for him to see me naked with another man. 
 
    He followed me to the office, even gently closed the door behind us. At least he was behaving civilly again. 
 
    I sat down in my heavily padded office chair while he slumped against the door in his gunslinger pose, as I thought of it, shoulder and hip cocked against the door, arms crossed and somehow looking down yet up at me. I shivered, the force of his male beauty hitting me as it always did. 
 
    “Why?” Simple, brutal and harsh that single word pierced me and made me squirm in guilt. 
 
    “It just happened, okay? It has nothing to do with us.” I lifted my chin defiantly and attempted to stare him down. 
 
    “You just happened to sleep with a guy that up to three weeks ago you couldn't stand?” 
 
    Well when he put it that way, yikes! I cringed. 
 
    “You couldn't wait for me?” Those dark eyes drilled right into me. 
 
    “Victor, you're dead! There is no waiting for you!” I yelled, then quickly slapped a hand over my mouth. “What happened before was wonderful, but it wasn't right,” I continued in a furious hiss. 
 
    He pushed away from the door and was at my side in a flash. I sat back in the chair as he leaned menacingly over me. 
 
    “It was right. What we have is something you will never have with that guy sleeping in my place. From the moment you placed your hand on that Ouija board, I knew.” 
 
    That should have thrilled me, and part of my heart did tug toward him, but Lance in his weird, dorky way had wormed into my heart. Lance was real, he was solid, he was fun, and most importantly, he was alive. Victor, for all his dark, sexy ways, was like a gloriously delicious fantasy, but it wasn't real and I couldn't for a moment let myself forget that. As much as Victor tempted and captivated me, he was not of this world any longer no matter how much he was hanging on. 
 
    “Victor, no.” 
 
    “I could take over his body again,” he whispered, his lips close to my ear as his cold fingers grazed my cheek. 
 
    I seized up, my heart pounding painfully in my chest as the air in my lungs froze. 
 
    “We could be together. You obviously like that body, I would have preferred something else permanently but I'm willing to make allowances if you are happy. I want your happiness, I want you.” His icy touch lingered on my face as his seductively soft words washed over me. 
 
    It could be so easy. Victor had a way of making everything seem so simple. I could have the man I had longed for, he could have the life that had been cruelly taken from him, together we could have the life we wanted. 
 
    And every time I looked into his face, into Lance's beautiful blue eyes that he was not behind, I would be eaten alive with guilt. I could not take Lance's life from him, we didn't even know what would happen to him. 
 
    Victor must have seen my answer on my face, he pulled back, his own face twisting into a cold hard mask. 
 
    “Teresa.” My name was drawn out, every ounce of his pain and suppressed rage poured into each syllable. I clenched my eyes so hard tears squeezed out, while covering my ears trying desperately to protect myself. 
 
    “Teresa?” Lance's hesitant voice called out in the hall. 
 
    I opened my eyes, blinking a few times to dispel the moisture clinging to my eyelashes. 
 
    Victor was gone. 
 
    The door opened and Lance stepped into the room. He had tossed his boxers back on, but his face bore the lines of the pillowcase. He looked adorably rumpled and sleepy. I wanted to run to him and protect him. Victor could be watching us still, I didn't feel him, but I wasn't sure I could trust my ghostly sonar. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Sorry, woke up and came in here for a bit, didn't want to wake you.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought I heard voices, oddest thing.” 
 
    “Maybe you were dreaming still?” 
 
    “Maybe. Are you ready to come back to bed?” 
 
    How inviting that sounded. I wanted nothing more than to curl up in his arms and go to sleep, but there was no way I could sleep after that encounter with Victor. However, Lance would never understand that. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I let him lead me back to my bedroom, he even went as far as tucking me in before he slid into bed behind me, his arms as comfortable and warm as I had envisioned. Despite my fears and confusion sleep pulled at me. I would worry about Victor tomorrow. 
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rough motion of the bed being violently jarred snapped me rudely out of sleep. As a girl who treasured her rest, this put me in a really foul mood. Even fouler than Victor’s unexpected late-night visit had me feeling. 
 
    Though not as foul as Lance's, as he uttered curses in a continuous streak while dashing about the bedroom. 
 
    “The damn alarm didn't work.” He eyed me suspiciously as if I were somehow to blame for his alarm not going off. I didn't have any alarm clocks, so he always set the alarm on his phone. 
 
    He continued to grumble as he knotted his silver and indigo blue tie with a fierce shove. 
 
    I shot a glance at the cable display to see it was after nine in the morning, we had slept late. 
 
    “Is it really a big deal if you're late?” I asked tentatively. In the past, his work schedule had seemed fairly flexible to almost non-existent. 
 
    “Yes, it's a big deal,” he growled while shoving his long legs into black suit pants. The matching wool-silk blend suit jacket was flung on the overstuffed chair that Daisy favored. At least her black fur would match the jacket. 
 
    I rolled over on the bed to follow his progress into the bathroom. 
 
    “I have court this morning, in less than an hour!” He finger-combed his hair into place in front of the mirror before he grabbed my toothbrush for a brief scrub. 
 
    He took more liberties with my things than any previous boyfriends had and I wasn't sure I fully liked this. Couldn't he have packed his own toothbrush? 
 
    Stomping out and snatching up his jacket, Lance must have spied the random cat hairs all over it because he shook it vigorously. 
 
    “I'm not a trust fund baby like you, some of us have to work for a living, you know.” 
 
    Trust fund? Oh, right, the house. I could understand how he would think that and I had never given him any real information about my financial situation, but that rankled. I could really throw his morning off with a big nasty fight, but it wasn’t worth it. Victor’s late-night visit had drained me. Plus, Lance was right I didn’t have to work for a living, the rescue was a wonderful dream come true and the most fulfilling part of my life. 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    Lance stopped trying to pick individual cat hairs off his jacket and simply stared at me. 
 
    His silence lasted longer than I was comfortable with causing me to fidget with the sheet gathered around me. Unable to stand it a moment longer, I flopped back and pulled the blankets protectively over my head. 
 
    Lance sat down, his weight making a slight depression in the mattress, as he slowly pulled the blankets off my face. 
 
    “Oh, honey, you are a marvel.” His pointer finger unhurriedly traced down my nose to my mouth, lightly going over the slight cupid’s bow before stopping at the left outer corner. His finger left my lip to be replaced by his warm mouth tasting strongly of my mint toothpaste. 
 
    My hands found his hard chest where I could feel the hammering of his heart, steady and powerful. With mindless enthusiasm, I had undone three of his shirt buttons before his hands captured and stilled mine. 
 
    With a slow releasing nip on my bottom lip he sat up, his now ever-present grin back in place. “Slow down, I really do have to get moving.” He redid the buttons and straighten his tie before running a slightly shaking hand though his crisp blond hair, messing it up rather than tidying it. The minor tremor pleased me knowing I had affected him as much as he did me. 
 
    “Then I’ll see you later, counselor.” I tried to wink, but whole thing was so cheesy that laughter poured out instead. 
 
    Strong arms hauled me against him, “Yes, you will, my little vixen!” The cheese was strong with him as well and I loved how silly we could be. 
 
    He nipped at my neck, causing another fit of giggles. “You know what I love? I was so stressed five minutes ago and now it’s gone. You are a miracle, Teresa, and you’ve been three houses up from me all this time.” 
 
    “And you were a jerk most of that time.” Shoot! That lack of a filter was going to get me in trouble someday and today might be that day. 
 
    Lance laughed before nipping at my neck again. “Yes, I was. Lucky for us both that asshole is gone. Speaking of which, I do have to go.” 
 
    One short hot kiss later and he strolled out the door, cat hair clinging to his jacket. 
 
    Was this love?     
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, he's a cute one.” 
 
    That low throaty smoker’s voice was one I both loved and dreaded, Great-Aunt Prudy. Prudence Lane, was either my mother or father's aunt, I was never told and never asked which it was. But when Megan and I were young she swept in and out of our lives, unerringly when we needed her most. A modern-day Mary Poppins, but one with long iron gray waves of heavy hair that frolicked and swirled with each of her graceful, dancer-like steps. A devoted two pack a day smoker, she left this world when I was fifteen, yet came back to wink at me during her funeral. And to berate the funeral director that had plastered her normally plain face with enough pancake makeup to do up a circus' clown troupe. 
 
    In death as in life, Aunt Prudy always popped in when I needed her, even if I didn't think that was true. Such as now. 
 
    Late night awakenings by ghostly visitors wasn't completely new to me, but two in a week and both while I wasn't alone, not good. 
 
    I pulled the heavy covers over my head hoping Aunt Prudy would take the hint. No dice as I heard her deep raspy chuckle. 
 
    “Teresa, I must say I approve of this one. And a lawyer too!” 
 
    I chanced a peek out of the covers, she was standing at Lance's side, her head cocked at an angle peering down, it almost looked like...no! 
 
    “Aunt Prudy!” 
 
    “What?! I'm allowed to look. I may be dead but I'm not dead!” 
 
    I decided to ignore that and move on to slightly safer topics. 
 
    “You know I love you, but must you visit so late?” I glanced at the cable box's display, three in the morning! “So early,” I amended sourly. 
 
    “Well I didn't want to interrupt you and sweet buns,” Prudy tossed another of her familiar winks at the horrified face I made at that thought. “Yet we need to talk.” 
 
    I sat up in bed, pulling the covers a little more fully over Lance's backside. He did have a sweet tush, Aunt Prudy still had excellent eyesight as well as taste. 
 
    “What's going on?” 
 
    “It's Victor, you must keep an eye on him.” 
 
    Now that did manage to shock me, I had no idea Prudy knew about Victor. 
 
    “How can I keep an eye on a ghost?” An impossibility if I had ever heard one. 
 
    “You were doing a fine job of it until Mr. Sexy Buns came into the picture. Victor was being a very good boy, mostly.” 
 
    “I was?” This was all news to me. I had no control over Victor, the man did what he wanted in death as in life. 
 
    “He was happy with your unconventional relationship and that kept him out of trouble.” 
 
    “Aunt Prudy, what am I supposed to do? Not date? Remain single forever?” I could hear my voice rising with each word and I fought to tone it back down. “Let Victor steal bodies so we can be together?” I hissed. 
 
    “I’m cannot tell you what actions must happen. I can only warn you that if things continue with him, something very dangerous is going to occur.” 
 
    “Since when have you gone for cryptic warnings? Aunt Prudy, if you know something you need to tell me what I have to do.” I spared a glance at Lance’s sleeping form. I was getting very used to him and a bit of resentment stirred in my stomach at the idea that my life was going to be decided by the whims of a ghost. 
 
    “Dear girl, I understand your frustrations all too well. You might not have realized but I had a touch of ESP as well when I was living. Not even close to the skills you possess but I had enough to know a few things. I knew you had the gift the moment I laid eyes on you after you were born. Your aura washed the entire room in the loveliest shade of purple. I couldn’t wait to hold you!” She stared off toward the darkened doorway as if viewing that moment in time once again. 
 
    Then Aunt Prudy turned back to face me. “You parents didn’t have a clue what to do with you and your sister, you both knew that from an early age, resourceful girls, you both inherited that from me. I visit your parents from time to time, did I tell you that?” 
 
    “No.” My voice remained hushed but something inside me yearned to hear more. Lack of parental love pulls at you no matter what your age and I still dreamed of having real parents and acceptance. 
 
    “No improvement. Still their selfish, scatterbrained selves. It does give me a serious chuckle to rattle their dishes or rearrange things to keep them on their toes.” 
 
    “Go Aunt Prudy!” I cheered. 
 
    “Yes, well back to the point, sorry to go off on a tangent, dear. Victor. His actions are going to affect several lives soon. The results could be disastrous.” 
 
    “Ominous much?” 
 
    “Sorry, Teresa, I’ll admit this spirit thing is a lot of fun but times like this stink. I don’t want to affect your future. You are in control of your own destiny.” She stopped, biting her lip in a manner both Megan and myself had definitely gotten from her. “Dang it, I want your life to be smooth and happy! Watch him, that’s all I can say.” 
 
    She leaned over me, peeking me on the cheek with the lightest of ghostly kisses. “Be well, child,” she intoned and then she was gone.  
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lance had the items from his pockets spread out all across the heavy oak nightstand on the left side of the bed, which was rapidly becoming his side. Curiously, I glanced at the various items dumped there. 
 
    I picked up an ornate silver case, shaking it before discovering it was a card case. Heavy cream card stock came tumbling out when I flipped it open. His name was in bold dark type “P. Lance Hamilton”. 
 
    Lance came out of the bathroom at that moment, his hair sticking up wildly on the right side, a sleepy, sexy smile on his face. 
 
    “Hey! I didn’t know Lance wasn’t your first name.” If I sounded accusatory that was fully not my intent but after sleeping with a guy for almost a month you would think I had a right to at least know his real name! 
 
    The sleepy peace instantly cleared from his face, as he rubbed a rough hand over his jaw and grabbed at the cards with the other. “Lance is what I go by, okay? I never cared for my first name.” 
 
    “What does the “P” stand for?” I was not going to leave this alone, the more he protested and fought, the more my curiosity had to be appeased. 
 
    “Penrose,” was his harsh reply, growled in a deep voice I had trouble understanding at first. 
 
    “Sorry, did you say Penrose?” I could feel laughter bubbling up in my throat but tried to subdue it. 
 
    Tried and failed. 
 
    “No way! Seriously Penrose?” I snorted as the laughter poured out of me. 
 
    “Yes, Penrose! Now do you see why I prefer not to go by that name? Now please don’t bring it up again,” he pleaded. 
 
    I wanted to control my mirth, but every time I thought the name Penrose my lips twitched. 
 
    “So, your mother named you Penrose Lance? Why?” 
 
    “Not quite, and since you’re getting so much bloody amusement out of this we might as well get it all out. My mother apparently fancied herself a romantic, Penrose just wasn’t enough, and she was torn between my first and middle name. Finally, she settled on Penrose Lancelot.” 
 
    He eyed me coolly, his blue eyes carrying none of the warmth or affection that had been there constantly for the past several weeks. 
 
    That killed my mirth quicker than any harsh words would have. I bit my lip and gently released the cards to him. 
 
    “Sorry, Lance.” 
 
    “It’s fine, it’s nothing I haven’t gone through before. Growing up the first days of each new school year were brutal until I could get the teacher to understand I wanted to be called Lance and for the other kids to forget the whole Penrose business. It invariably came up a few other times during the year, but for the most part they left me alone about it after they got their snickers out. 
 
    “Why not change it?” 
 
    “And break my mother’s heart?” 
 
    Aww…that was so sweet that he loved his mother enough to put up with a truly horrendous name. 
 
    “My sweet Lancelot.” I wrapped my arms around his trim middle, snuggling into his warm chest. 
 
    “Enough of that nonsense, now forget all about this please?” 
 
    Tipping my head up to look at him, I smiled. “You got it, mister, now get your butt back in bed.” I gave it a playful pinch then leapt away before he could retaliate.   
 
    Lance had a meeting that afternoon but promised he would be by for dinner. As much as I enjoyed his company it felt amazing to have a free afternoon to myself. Since we had begun seeing each other my “me” time was suddenly gone. When I wasn’t at Whisker Kisses or attending to shelter business Lance was around, either at my house, in my truck, hell the man even liked showering with me. He was far needier than I could have imagined. 
 
    Trying to shake some swirling misgivings about our relationship, I grabbed a new paperback I had picked up at the library’s book sale a few weeks before, my sunglasses and a large floppy black beach hat. Opening the sliding glass door, I stepped out onto my deck loving the fresh air and sunshine. 
 
    Plopping down on one of the two matching orange lounge chairs, I stuck my glasses and hat on, then glanced over at the James’ place two doors down. Sure enough, Mr. James was on their deck and waved gaily at me. I waved back, smiling more at his attire than at him. Nothing like reading the paper on your deck in full scuba gear. 
 
    Mr. James and his wife had been on their fiftieth wedding anniversary cruise enjoying some scuba diving in Mexico when he had suffered a fatal heart attack. I realized he had passed before Mrs. James even returned from their trip when I saw him duckwalking in the gear into his house. That had been over a year ago and most afternoons he still spent on his deck like he had in life. His devotion to his wife was so sweet and she had confided in me a few months ago that she felt he was still nearby. Oh, how I longed to tell her how right she was. 
 
    My afternoon passed blissfully. I finished my book with a contented sigh, just enjoying the outdoors and all that was right in my life. On a lark, I looked up the beach tides on my phone and saw that low tide would hit mid-morning. That would be perfect for a beach walk tomorrow. With a parting wave at Mr. James, I went back inside to do some long overdue spring cleaning.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is this one?” Lance asked holding up a brilliant green piece of glass. 
 
    I could see from where I was just how sharp the glass looked. Before I could caution him, he tossed it down uttering a surprised sounding ouch. 
 
    “Sea glass is not sharp or new glass. It’s frosted and perfectly smooth,” I lectured for what felt like the fifth time since we had arrived at the beach less than thirty minutes ago. 
 
    I should have come by myself. Should have snuck out of bed before he woke up leaving him a note. Or even better when he asked about my plans earlier just lied and left. At least then I could have been enjoying this gorgeous day by myself as planned. 
 
    The day was bright, the sun pleasantly warm on my bare arms and neck. I had driven us to one of my favorite out of the way beaches, south of Milford to enjoy the day, the beach, and one of the most relaxing hobbies to have- collecting sea glass. 
 
    It was a hobby I had fallen in love with when I found my first piece several years ago on a New Jersey beach.  The way the ocean had taken a discarded bit of trash and turned it into something beautiful. The piece of brown glass I had found, so smooth and clear, had rapidly frosted up as it dried, though the amazing smoothness had remained which I marveled over as my fingers had turned it over and over. 
 
    Enchanted, captivated, yes, I was hooked. I loved to spend hours walking the various beaches in search of glints of color or a wink of light on the sand, which meant sea glass. Or disappointingly just really sparkly sand. 
 
    The solitude, inner peace, the waves slapping or gently ebbing against the beach, my mind was always so clear and my spirit light at the beach. 
 
    But not now. Lance’s presence disturbed all that. I had never noticed his need to fill any silence with talk. Now it was becoming painfully apparent. Instead of us strolling along finding double the sea glass, Lance filled every moment with chatter. My mesh beach tote contained very little glass. Lance didn’t seem to grasp the concept of sea glass versus freshly broken beer bottles some idiot had tossed last week. It was glass on the beach at the waterline so that meant it was sea glass to him. 
 
    He was standing there holding his bleeding finger up to his mouth, sucking at the blood, his eyes faintly accusatory. Yes, like it was my fault he picked up an obviously sharp piece of glass and had gotten hurt.  I made my way over to him and plucked up the offending piece of trash, putting it into my second mesh bag, this one for glass, plastic, old balloons and all the other things that did not belong on the golden sands of the beach. 
 
    “Your finger okay?” I asked feeling not much concern and a smattering of guilt over the lack of. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll need stitches but do you think I should have it treated? It could be harboring all sorts of germs.” 
 
    “Some soap and water and I’m sure you’ll be fine,” I said, trying hard to keep the edge out of my voice. I looked out at the water to help calm myself. 
 
    “Is this really how you spend your free time? Sorting trash on the beach?” 
 
    The man would never understand, that much was crystal clear. Do I waste this beautiful day and have us head out, or push on and hope to put enough distance between us that I could truly enjoy myself? As I caught him checking his watch while he stood waiting on my reply, that made up my mind. 
 
    “Yes, this is one of the many ways I spend my free time. Let’s get moving before the tide starts coming in.” I took off at a brisk pace not even seeing if he was following or not. I drove us and the keys were safely in my bag so I knew there was no way he was leaving without me. 
 
    For five blissful minutes, I walked along, my eyes trained to the sand in front of me where the tide had pushed debris and hopefully some sea glass treasures, as the sounds of the ocean ebbing and flowing crashed in my ears. I was so involved with my inner thoughts that it took me a few seconds to react to Lance’s excited calls. 
 
    Lifting my head, I looked back over my shoulder seeing him standing near the water and motioning for me. I jogged over to him fully expecting to see a half-cooked piece of glass in his hands that I might drop into my bag just to make him happy. I wasn’t expecting to see the red piece in his hands. I don’t think I snatched it out of his hands, though his fingers might have been a tad slow to release it. Holding it up to the sun, the vibrant red glowed. It was perfectly smooth, not a chip or a rough edge remained. 
 
    “Lance, this is incredible! I’ve never found a piece of red this gorgeous before.” I kept rubbing it between my fingers, a goofy grin pushing at my cheeks making my oversized sunglasses rise up. I opened my mesh bag prepared to put this precious treasure in, when Lance’s hand on my wrist stopped me. 
 
    “Wait, give it back,” he ordered. 
 
    I blinked in confusion, the glass still held tightly in my hand. 
 
    “I found it, so it’s mine,” he instructed in a surprisingly calm voice considering he was trying to rob me of this specular find. 
 
    “But you don’t like sea glass and you’re only here to humor me!” 
 
    “Isn’t finding it the best part?” he countered, while loosening my death grip on it. As it fell into his palm, he looked at me with a cocky grin and a rogue twinkle in his eyes, “And you didn’t find it so it doesn’t count.” 
 
    “If I had been out here alone, I would have found it!” I snarled, my pride smarting. Him and his lawyer logic! 
 
    “Keep your eyes open and I’m sure you’ll find one this nice someday too,” he said, while tucking the red piece into his pants pocket. 
 
    I briefly thought about tackling him and wrestling it away, or at the very least tripping his smug ass, but instead I kept my mouth closed and my feet to myself. Being good was very unsatisfying. 
 
    I’ll admit I pouted. Lance mentioned stopping at some shops on the way back to the house and I just gave him the stink eye. Though he probably thought it was the silent treatment because I was wearing my sunglasses and he couldn’t really see my eyes. If the sun weren’t so bright I would have taken them off so he could be paralyzed with guilt by the true power of the stink eye but he was also driving and I didn’t want to cause any accidents.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I made Lance make a quick stop at Whisker Kisses, by promising it would only take twenty minutes max. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me but nevertheless obligingly pulled the car into the parking lot. After he parked, he pulled out his phone. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Checking on a few emails while you’re in there,” he said, his eyes never leaving the screen. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t, come on. Let me show you around.” 
 
    I gave him the tour, showing the four rooms and introducing him to the resident cats by name. When we went back down to the main floor, he was under the mistaken impression that I brought him here for the sole purpose of showing him around. 
 
    “You said twenty minutes,” he reminded me. 
 
    “Well, yes, but that was to actually get a few things done. The grand tour didn’t count. Come on, you can help.” I went to our supply closet pulling out some size large disposable gloves, a scooper, and the waste bin that we used when cleaning litterboxes. I handed all three to Lance. 
 
    His smile froze as he looked at the items I was thrusting on him. “What are these for?” 
 
    “To clean the litter boxes.” 
 
    “And what are you going to be doing?” 
 
    “I need to give some meds, order more supplies,” I paused and checked the time on my Fitbit, “hopefully the night staff will be here soon or else I’ll be staying.” 
 
    “But we’re supposed to be getting lunch.” Lance protested. 
 
    “We can order some pizza or something, tons of places deliver.” 
 
    “You’re joking right? Why do you have to stay?” 
 
    “It’s just how we run things. I don’t like the place to be empty.” 
 
    “Don’t you just volunteer here? Why did you agree to this?” Lance’s voice had a whiny note to it that I didn’t care for. 
 
    “Lance, maybe I never made it perfectly crystal clear but Whisker Kisses is my baby, it’s a 501 C3 charity. I’m the head honcho around here.” 
 
    “You’re serious, not pulling my chain?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, the look on his face making it perfectly apparent he couldn’t understand anyone wasting their precious time on such a meaningless endeavor. 
 
    His why echoed in my head and I’ll admit I was getting mad. I took several deep breaths in an attempt to calm myself before answering him. “Because I love cats. It’s that simple. This is my calling in life.” 
 
    His blond head moved slowly back in forth in befuddlement. “I knew you had cats but had no idea you were this looney over them.” 
 
    I saw red and almost had a Carrie moment on him but somehow, I still held on to my temper, I needed some chocolate after all this! “Why is it looney to do some good in this world? I’m making a difference and it makes me happy.” 
 
    Lance, perhaps finally sensing he may have pushed me too far began to backpaddle. “Teresa, I’m sorry. That’s wonderful. You have the time and energy for it. I just don’t understand why you are letting it control your life like this. Why are we stuck here?” 
 
    I rubbed at my temples, a giant chocolate bar was needed. 
 
    “When you have a job or a commitment don’t you honor it? What kind of example would I be setting if I didn’t put in the same level of care that I expect from everyone else?” 
 
    “And I understand and respect that,” he began in his most annoying Lance- knows-best voice, which completely turned me off and caused me to tune out the rest of what he was saying. 
 
    When his mouth stopped moving, I pasted my brightest smile on my face and shoved the items harder into his hands until he accepted them. “Done? Great! Get to scooping so we can get out of here.” 
 
    His blue eyes blinked, his mouth pulling into a line so compressed his lips almost disappeared, but without another word he left. 
 
    Blowing a huge breath out, I went to the desk to begin ordering some supplies. 
 
    “Loverboy not liking shoveling shit?” 
 
    I whirled, surprised and elated to see Victor standing there, arms crossed over his muscular chest, a smile on his handsome face. 
 
    “Would you be okay doing it?” 
 
    “For you, honey, I would.” 
 
    “You say that now when you have no worries of it being tested,” I teased back before seating down at the desk. When I looked up again Victor was gone. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later Lance returned, his nose wrinkled in disgust. “Where do I dispose of all this?” he asked hefting the waste bin. 
 
    I got up from my chair and motioned for him to follow me. Back to the supply closet we went, there I got a special bright orange heavy duty plastic bag and gloved up. Due to the sheer volume of waste, I had hired a pet waste company to haul ours away. We used their bags and deposited them in the fluorescent orange can outside. They came and picked it up normally two to three times a month, more if I put a call in to them. With Lance’s help we transferred the waste from the bin to the bag and I sent him outside with it while I sanitized the bin and left it to dry. I was in the process of drying my hands when he came back in and started scrubbing his hands with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Please don’t ask me to do that again,” he begged. 
 
    “No promises,” I said, my mood much improved from earlier. 
 
    He came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Let’s go out dancing,” he said against my neck in a warm rush of air. 
 
    “Dancing? You’ve never expressed an interest in that.” 
 
    “I am now. I want to feel you in my arms, your body against mine, coming alive.” 
 
    Oh my! Lance was in a mood; his words were stirring delicious thoughts. 
 
    “Then later, the fire that ignited in our blood we will douse in bed as passion consumes us.” 
 
    I gave him a sideways glance. What had come over him?! He was pouring it on rather thick. 
 
    “What about lunch?” 
 
    “Forget lunch, let’s go to the clubhouse pool.” 
 
    “Now that is an excellent idea,” I said, as he suddenly twirled me out of his arms to face him for a long kiss. 
 
    “Back to the houses for swimsuits,” he said in-between nibbles on my lower lip. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with my eyes still closed. 
 
    Lance dropped me and my car off at my house where I changed into my new emerald green tankini and grabbed my pool bag that was already stocked with essentials. Sunscreen, lip balm, oversized beach towel rolled up, paperback book, spare sunglasses and some cash for the pool clubhouse grill. Stepping into my sandals, I was ready to go and walked down to the pool. 
 
    I was quick but Lance was faster. He had already claimed two lounge chairs for us and was completely stretched out on one, a most satisfied smile on his lean face. 
 
    I leaned down and whispered in his ear, “Hey there, sexy.” 
 
    His closed eyes opened behind his dark shades. They obscured the color of his eyes but not the heat in his stare. “Hey there yourself.” 
 
    Lance was in a pair of plain blue swim trunks, nothing remarkable about them at all, they were the same ones he always wore. So why was the sight of them making me all giddy over him? Or his broad chest. Yes, I saw him shirtless all the time in the bedroom but there was just something about him today that was sending me into overdrive. 
 
    “This was a great idea,” I said plopping down on the chair next to him after spreading out my towel. 
 
    “We should do this more often before summer is over.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise, I had suggested the very same just a week ago and he had scoffed at me. Hmmm…guess it was a good idea when he mentioned it. Whatever, I was in the mood to go with the flow after our mini-blowup earlier. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    I had put on my sunglasses during the walk over but now I shoved them up into my hair to rub sunscreen all over my face. I looked at his ungreased body.  “Don’t you want some sunscreen?” 
 
    “Sunscreen, no, I don’t need any, my skin doesn’t burn.” 
 
    I looked over at his blond hair and pale torso and gofer’s tanned arms and neck and shrugged my shoulders while lavishing tons of SPF sixty on myself. I didn’t want to be red as a lobster and if he was foolishly forgoing it today that was on him. 
 
    We spent the next few hours, reading, swimming, eating lunch from the clubhouse grill, it was so restful. This was probably the most relaxed I had seen Lance in…well, in ever! Looking over I squinted then lowered my sunglasses for a better look to confirm what I thought I saw. His nose, chest, and shoulders were pink. 
 
    So much for dancing, I’ll be stuck pouring aloe on him tonight, I thought. 
 
    As if he read my mind, his hand drifted to his chest and he rubbed at it. I saw him grimace then sit up, flexing his shoulders. “They must use a lot of chemicals in the pool. My skin is feeling very itchy.” 
 
    “No, it’s probably the sunburn you’re feeling.” 
 
    “Sunburn? That’s ridiculous! Greeks don’t get sunburn!” 
 
    “No, but pale-skinned guys from Philly do,” I said sharply. Why had it taken me so long to make the connection?! Poor Lance was not going to be happy about this. 
 
    Victor/Lance did have the sense to look slightly embarrassed. “Yes, well, I forgot that.” 
 
    “And you forgot your promise to leave Lance alone!” 
 
    “I never promised that!” he snapped, pulling a damp towel around his shoulders. 
 
    “I told you though.” 
 
    “And when do I listen to you?” 
 
    “Good point. Maybe you should start. Like now- let’s get you out of the sun or poor Lance is going to get sun poisoning.” 
 
    We put on our sandals, heading back to my place. 
 
    As we walked, he whined. “Sunburn really hurts. I think I’ll be going now.” 
 
    “No!” I shouted, grabbing his arm as if that could keep Victor’s spirit from leaving Lance’s body. 
 
    Surprisingly, he did listen and stayed. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I don’t know how Lance is after you leave him. Does he fall over, is he immediately with it? I don’t need to be dragging an unresponsive man through the parking lot in the development I live in!” 
 
    “Oh, well, I guess it’s sort of like waking up. I only stuck around once to see how he responded.” 
 
    I gave him a killer glare. “Aren’t you a great guy-you hijack his body and don’t even wait around to see if he’s okay!” 
 
    “Obviously he has been,” Victor said with more than a touch of indignation in his voice. 
 
    “And how many times have you body snatched him?!” 
 
    “Several.” 
 
    “When he’s with me?” 
 
    “Only that one time- and well, now.” 
 
    “You’re being truthful with me?” 
 
    His eyes drifted away, “Okay, maybe one other time.” 
 
    “When?!” It really irked me that I hadn’t known the minute that Victor had taken over this time. And now to know that he had completely fooled me before- frankly it scared me. 
 
    “Forget that last part.” He tugged me forward. “Hurry up, let’s get this body some help.” 
 
    We power-walked back to my place, Victor waiting impatiently for me to open the door. 
 
    “I miss my body,” he mused, “young, strong, Greek.” 
 
    “I miss you being a ghost and opening the door for me,” I groused pushing the door open and walking in. Maverick and Daisy, who had been on the stairs, took one look at Victor/Lance and took off. “They agree that you’re a jerk.” 
 
    Victor ignored me, as usual and continued talking. “I shake my head at how foolish I was. Drugs, reckless behavior, if I knew then what I do now things would have been so different.” 
 
    “Let’s go get some aloe on you, I have a bottle in the fridge.” In the kitchen he put his towel down on a chair and sat on that. His swim trunks were dry but I still thought that was a nice gesture on his part. 
 
    Grabbing the chilled bottle, I squirted some of the metallic blue gel in my hands and began rubbing it into his shoulders. “Do you honestly think that would have made a difference?” I asked, referring to his earlier comments. “That’s part of youth, the feeling of endless time and vitality.” 
 
    “You have a point but I know better now. Give me a twenty-year-old body with my now seventy plus years of experience and I would enjoy every moment. No more coke, driving drunk…” 
 
    “Loose women?” I interjected. 
 
    “Hey, nobody’s a saint.” 
 
    I pinched his earlobe. 
 
    “Ouch! Be nice!” 
 
    “I was being nice.” 
 
    Without warning Victor flipped me over his shoulder into his lap, his mouth swooping down to capture mine. 
 
    Was this cheating on Lance? I thought for a brief moment before opening my lips for his advancing tongue. When I looped my arms around his neck, he let out a hiss. 
 
    Oops! Sunburn. 
 
    “Guess dancing and sex are both out now,” he said with a reluctant sigh. 
 
    “Probably for the best,” I said. 
 
    “That is one thing I really want to do with you. Slow dance with you in my arms…” He stopped suddenly, his eyes darting away. 
 
    It left me wondering if he had been about to say what I thought he was going to. Most likely it was better left unsaid. Yet I felt the same, had for years- the realization made me very sad. It was funny, normally love made you happy and filled with hope. There would be no hope for Victor and me because there was no chance for a future for us, no happily ever after. 
 
    “I’d better go to Lance’s house and leave him there. Guess you won’t be surprised if he calls you tomorrow full of questions.” 
 
    “No, I won’t be. I’ll come up with some explanation.” 
 
    After depositing me gently in the kitchen chair, Victor left. 
 
    When he was gone, I realized he had sneakily maneuvered me into forgetting all about that unanswered question of what the other unknown time he had occupied Lance’s body had been. The rat! 
 
    Not that it truly mattered, it was over and done with and Lance was unhurt. It was only my pride stinging. If I had missed Victor taking over Lance, what else was I missing that was going on under my nose?  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    The answer unexpectedly came the next day when I walked into Whisker Kisses and faced a full-on interrogation. 
 
    I was surprised by the large gathering of volunteers in the front entranceway, Gwennie, Dana, Sandy, Aaron, Parker, Jen and Madison were all in a semi-circle around the desk. At first, I worried there was a huge issue, but if that were the case why hadn’t I been called? 
 
    “Hi T,” Sandy said with forced cheerfulness that wouldn’t have fooled a third grader. 
 
    The others eyed each other with guilt a flushed crimson on many of their faces. 
 
    What had I walked into?! 
 
    “Hey, morning meeting?” I asked over my shoulder as I walked into the kitchen where I deposited on the counter the heavy carton of canned cat food that had been in our outside donation box. 
 
    Turning I wasn’t surprised to see they had followed me, obviously something big was going on and I was clueless as to what. 
 
    “T, you know we love you but something has definitely been up with you,” Gwennie began only to be cut off by Dana. 
 
    “New relationships can be time consuming. We all know that.” The spry retiree looked around at the others nodding their heads and gave me a gentle smile before continuing. “But you’re never here anymore.” 
 
    What in the world was she talking about?! I was just here yesterday and then left because of the Lance/Victor situation. Ugh. I opened my mouth to say that, that they were insane and to cite all the other times I had been in, but then realized I couldn’t recall the last time I had spent more than a few minutes popping in for random things. 
 
    “Time gets away from us all,” Madison, a fairly new volunteer, put in. 
 
    I looked at the sea of gentle faces surrounding me. No judgement just compassion and a willingness to help. And I had let them down. 
 
    “Guys, I’m so sorry. I had no idea I was dropping the ball. How bad is it?” 
 
    I shouldn’t have asked! I could barely make everything out as they all began to talk at once. 
 
    “Petty cash is empty, and we need litter and meds.” 
 
    “Ashley reports that all the cats in room one tested negative so can be switched to the open room. We were waiting on you to okay it, but it’s been a week so we just did it today.” 
 
    “You never got back to Sandy if you could do a foster run on the fifth so Aaron did it. He needs a mile’s reimbursement okayed.” 
 
    “You forgot to lock up last night when you left.” 
 
    That last quiet remark from Parker came through loud and clear, I was slipping majorly! I sniffed loudly, determined not to cry. 
 
    “Okay, well I’m here now, let’s take care of it all and I promise I’ll be more with it from now on.” 
 
    “Dumping Mr. Lawyer?” Jen asked bluntly. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Can I have his number?” Sandy piped up. 
 
    Several elbows came out to nudge her letting her know it was way too soon, which made me laugh and appreciate all of them even more. It also served to break the mad tension that had been in the room since I got there. 
 
    I spent the next three hours putting things to right as best as I could. And visiting with the resident kitties, most of them were overjoyed to see me. Except for Old Zeke who actually hissed at me when I leaned down to pet him. I drew my hand back in shock and Jen jumped right in to assure me that Zeke had been hissing at several of them and they thought dementia might be settling in. As if to prove what a liar she was, Zeke twined himself around Jen’s legs purring loudly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Zeke, I promise to be less of a stranger,” I whispered to the senior cat before straightening up and hurrying into the next room. 
 
    I still couldn’t believe I had been so lax in my duties. Whisker Kisses was my dream come true, and here I was abandoning it. And what was eating up all my time? Not Whisker Kisses, and not housework, I had recently been having Helen come in twice weekly instead of the usual once. 
 
    All these things were still worrying me when I got home. My purse began to buzz. I dug into the bag, pulling out my phone, which was going crazy with a bunch of messages from Lance. Then I saw the man himself came striding down the road as I eased the SUV into the garage. 
 
    I was barely out of the door when he was at my side. “Teresa, where have you been? Why haven’t you responded to any of my messages or called me back?!” His indignant voice echoed loudly in the garage, causing me to cringe. 
 
    Suddenly I felt very guilty and I knew how he won his cases in court. I hadn’t done anything wrong and yet here I was about to stammer out an apology. “Sorry, sorry. I was dealing with a lot of issues at the rescue and I guess my phone was on silent.” 
 
    “That’s so inconsiderate of you,” he went on, pacing as I went to unlock the door leading into the house. 
 
    Once inside, I took notice of his clothes or rather lack of. Outside of the bedroom, I had never seen him so undressed. He had a long-sleeved, button-down shirt tossed over his shoulders, what looked like ratty grey drawstring athletic shorts on and his feet were stuffed into old sneakers, no socks. Even worse his burns were bad, both his face and what I could see of his chest. 
 
    That Victor! He was so irresponsible with a body that didn’t even belong to him. Then a major stab of guilt hit me. I had sat back and let Victor do this. Yes, I questioned him about sunscreen, but at no point did I ever step in and order him to apply it or at the least offer to rub it in myself. Victor would have gone for that. 
 
    “Teresa, what in the world happened to me?” 
 
    His pathetic voice was almost my undoing. How could I tell him that a ghost had possessed his body so he could sunbath, go dancing and boink my brains out? I couldn’t, so I had to lie, again. “You helped me at the rescue, we had lunch then we parted ways.” 
 
    “Really? I think I remember scooping litter then everything gets hazy. I woke up in horrible pain this morning and discovered this. He plucked the shirt off his shoulders exposing his beet red chest and shoulders. 
 
    I winced. “Have you put anything on it? 
 
    “In between messaging and calling you,” he paused giving me an accusatory look, “I’ve been taking cold showers. They’ve helped. But it’s the confusion that bothers me most.” 
 
    Shoot! Poor Lance. “Come on in, I have some aloe gel that might help with the sting.” Here we go again I thought. 
 
    He trudged along behind me into the house. Agnes ran up to him, putting her paws on his leg while crying a greeting. He ignored her. Poor Agnes looked hurt, stalking away from him with her tail swishing back and forth. 
 
    I directed him up to the master bathroom, where after I grabbed the Aloe from the fridge I found him sitting on the toilet with his shirt draped over his lap. 
 
    Digging in the vanity, I found a pair of gloves. He shivered at my first touch on his skin. I could feel the heat burning through the thin rubber. 
 
    “Thank you, Teresa. Sorry about coming down so hard on you earlier. This whole thing is so odd and I’m not dealing with it that well.” 
 
    He sounded so lost and confused, my heart ached. No more could I let Victor do this to him. Yet, how could I prevent it? 
 
    “You’ve never had this happen before?” I asked trying to get a better fix on things. 
 
    “Sunburn?” he said, misunderstanding. “Yes, but never this bad. The worst was as a teen on spring break. I get some sun when playing golf but I use sunscreen.” 
 
    “No, I meant the blackouts or whatever you want to call them.” 
 
    “Things have been foggy before when I’ve had a few too many,” he replied, a defensive whine now in his voice. 
 
    I knew Lance had a drinking problem, though he never seemed that out of control when he was with me. Though he could put away a lot of rum and cokes and still sound sober. 
 
    “Ouch!” he complained. 
 
    Unintentionally, I had tightened my grip on his shoulders digging into his sensitive skin. “Sorry!” I released him and went to smear some on his chest. 
 
    “Watch the nipples please.” He smiled and it was then I noticed how bloodshot his eyes were. The aloe had a pretty distinct smell to it, but so did booze and this close I realized Lance reeked of it. 
 
    “You’ve been drinking?” 
 
    “Self-medicating,” he retorted. “This hurts!” 
 
    “I know it does.” His drinking, the lack of my presence at Whisker Kisses, Victor, it was simply too much. I had to get Lance out of my house and then figure out how to dump him gently. If there was such a thing. “Lance, have you eaten anything today?” 
 
    “Some olives and cheese.” 
 
    Better than nothing but I knew it had to be after four by now. I should offer to make him something, help with my guilt over his burns at least. “Let’s get an early dinner,” I stated pulling the gloves off, flinging them into the trashcan on my way to the door. 
 
    “Netflix and chill?” he asked with a grin. Red-faced and all, he was still such an attractive man. I felt the old familiar pull and had to shake it off. 
 
    “Behave,” I said leaving the bathroom and heading downstairs. 
 
    Maverick was quick to appear from somewhere and follow me, Lance was much slower. 
 
    Down in the kitchen, I took inventory of what I had. Surprisingly little other than breakfast foods and I wasn’t in the mood for Fruit Loops. My bare fridge was another stark reminder. Dickmatized. I never thought it would happen to me. 
 
    Lance had come to stand behind me, his hands warm and heavy on my shoulders. Then he moved my hair aside to bare my neck for a kiss. My eyes closed. Yes, the sex was great, yes, I enjoyed the closeness, but what about everything else that annoyed me? I had to concentrate on that. 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders, pulling away from him and putting some much-needed distance between us. “Dinner,” I reminded him. 
 
    His eyes took in the open and mostly empty fridge behind me. “Looks like we’re calling out for pizza.” After taking a bright red and black take-out flyer from the side of the fridge he turned, walking into the living room. 
 
    I overheard him ordering it in the other room, half-extra cheese, half mushrooms. He remembered that I hated mushrooms at least. Despite his many flaws, I had to be appreciative of that. I joined him in the living room, settling on the couch a few inches away from him. 
 
    He scooted closer and moved to wrap his right arm across my shoulders, but his softly hissed outrush of air indicated that he found out very quickly how much his sunburned skin disagreed with that idea. There was going to be no cuddling. He compromised by rubbing the back of my hand with his thumb in slow circles. 
 
    When the doorbell rang, I sprang up to get it then stopped. “I don’t have any cash.” 
 
    “My wallet is on the sofa table,” he said while searching through the movies on Netflix. 
 
    I walked behind the couch to the narrow walnut sofa table where I found his wallet tossed next to my decorative glass shell full of sea glass. Opening it, I couldn’t resist sneaking a peek at his license again. Penrose Lancelot Hamilton. His mother’s interesting name choices still had me chewing the insides of my cheeks to prevent the laughter from coming out. 
 
    What I didn’t expect was the picture in the clear flip part across from the license holder. A picture of Lance and some tanned, blonde-haired goddess posed together in dorky golf clothes, their matching white and green golf bags and wedding bands screaming for everyone to see that they were a couple. 
 
    The doorbell dinged in rapid fire succession reminding me that the pizza delivery person was eager to be on their way and didn’t care about the huge bombshell I had just exposed. 
 
    I grabbed the entire wallet, walked to the door and opened it. A young guy stood there, his finger ready to lay on the bell again. He removed it quickly, flashing me a guilty smile. 
 
    “Hey, half extra-cheese, half mushroom, that will be fourteen even.” 
 
    Lance didn’t have any small bills so I gave the guy a twenty, practically snatched the warm box from his hands and closed the door in his grinning face. I dumped the pizza on the coffee table in front of Lance, his attention was still on the TV. 
 
    “Great, let’s eat,” he said. 
 
    “Can you explain this?” I asked as I shoved the picture in his face. Okay, I might have yelled but I think considering what I had just discovered I was entitled to be loud. 
 
    His gaze finally left the screen and touched on the picture briefly. “That’s Bridget, my ex-wife,” he said casually. “Hey about the live action version of the Jungle Book? 
 
    He was so calm, so matter of fact that I wanted to scream, so I did. “Ex-wife?! Why did I never hear about her before? Why is it only after I found this picture? When were you gonna share that important little life fact with me?” 
 
    “She’s an ex, we’ve never talked about our ex’s. Why should we? They’re exes for a reason, right?” he tried to joke but his grin died when his quip didn’t get so much as a twitch out of my lips. 
 
    “Teresa, this isn’t a big deal. We were married for maybe seventeen months tops and that was over five years ago.” 
 
    I flopped down on the couch next to him. “It’s just something I think you should have told me.” 
 
    This felt all wrong. Why was this bugging me so much? People had exes just like he said. And I was planning to break things off with him anyway. This was a huge opening for that. But I didn’t take it. Instead, I hugged my arms around my middle and stared at the cooling pizza on the table. 
 
    “Listen, I’m sorry. Relationships aren’t my strong suit, apparently. If it’s that important to you I’ll answer anything you want to know.” He paused then gave me his killer grin. “You’re way hotter in bed.” 
 
    “Eww!” I sputtered, my eyes flying to his face. “I did not need to know that! And I would never have asked.” And it’s true. What person in their right mind actually would ask for a ranking of their partner’s former sexual partners and where they stood in there? A smart man would lie because who would tell you that you sucked compared to girlfriend number three and then still expect to get laid? But there were always dumb guys out there that would be brutally honest. Besides no matter what you could never believe them and it was far better not to even think about it. 
 
    Lance apparently fell into the clueless category. 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to be honest?” he protested. His eyes then flicked to the pizza. “Okay if we eat while we talk?” 
 
    I sighed. “Sure.” Getting up, I fetched some plates, napkins and bottles of cold soda. 
 
    Lance dished out the pizza while I opened the drinks. Then we both sat back and enjoyed a few bites before Lance launched into his next bit of shocking backstory. 
 
    “Guess I really should have told you that I’m divorced. No kids but twice divorced.” 
 
    A bit of cheese slid down my windpipe and I gasped. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it is a little shocking, but it’s so commonplace today. Neither of my marriages lasted long. I don’t really even think about my exes or those times in my life anymore. It’s almost as if they happened to a different person. I suppose that’s another reason why I didn’t feel it important enough to mention.” 
 
    Lance was talking, what he was saying I haven’t a clue as I struggled to dislodge the cheese and breathe again. I kept hitting at my chest and finally got the cheese shooting back up into my mouth again. I spat it into my napkin. Lance was still talking. 
 
    I stared hard at him, unbelieving this was his level of self-absorption. Wow. 
 
    “So, you’re not going to spring anything else on me?” 
 
    “No, and you don’t even have to worry about the exes. As far as I know, Karen, that’s wife number one, we dated in college, is in Baltimore, remarried with kids. Bridget, I haven’t a clue where she ended up. Maybe down in Key West getting drunk and screwing cabana boys.” 
 
    Did I detect more than a whiff of bitterness there? I took a small, cautious bite of pizza, finding that despite my recent bout of choking, I hadn’t lost my appetite for it. Glancing up, I found Lance staring at me expectantly. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked after I had swallowed. 
 
    “Anything you would like to disclose?” 
 
    Like the fact that I’m a psychic? Or that my ghostly friend had taken over his body several times or that I was trying hard to come up with the most easy and painless way of breaking if off with him? 
 
    “Nope, no skeletons in my closet,” I lied with a smile. “You wanted to watch The Jungle Book? That sounds good to me.” 
 
    Lance regarded me for a moment then picked up the remote with a smile of his own and we watched the movie. 
 
    Or rather I did. He fell asleep not even halfway through. I finished watching until the end then tossed a blanket over him before retiring upstairs. 
 
    The next morning when I came down for breakfast he was gone. He had left me a short note thanking me for last night, saying this week would be busy for him and that he would call me soon. XXOO Lance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So how do you feel about children?” 
 
    I choked. Gasping, wheezing, water spraying out of my mouth choked. 
 
    Lance was out of his seat in a flash, grabbing my arms and raising them high over my head. 
 
    Drawing the attention of everyone in the room. Mortified, with snot bubbling out of one nostril and tears filling my eyes I fought him. 
 
    “This helps clear the airways, you'll be okay.” He crooned gently though he kept an iron-grip on my forearms. 
 
    Surprisingly it did help and I stopped trying to pull my arms down. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I croaked out in a rusty voice, my throat feeling ripped and frayed inside like I had gargled with razors.  
 
    Lance patted at my face with the heavy cloth napkin, even wiping my nose for me. 
 
    Annoyed, I batted his hand away. 
 
    “Restroom.” I whispered, making my escape, and noticing that several diners looked away as I hurried past. 
 
    Once safely ensconced in the bathroom, I dared a peek in the mirror and wished I hadn't. I was a wreck. My eyes were black pools of running mascara, my nose was red and looked wet and the water I had spit out was all down my silk shirt. Why didn't I grab my purse before dashing in here?! 
 
    Actually, why was I even here? Work and Lance’s burns had kept him quite busy during the week and other than a few random text messages I hadn’t really heard from him until this morning when he asked me to meet him for dinner. I should have said no. I should have taken the coward’s approach and ended things by text message. But no, I had to be all polite and had decided in a public place was a safe approach. And it would have been if Lance had decided to bring up kids. What was I in for here? 
 
    Another fast glance in the mirror, paper towels and warm water could only do so much, eventually I had to give up and go back out to face Lance. 
 
    He stood as I made my way back to the table, holding my chair out for me and pushing it in once I was seated. There was definitely something to be said and appreciated about an older man, they had manners that their younger cohorts lacked. 
 
    “Feeling better?” 
 
    “Yes, much, thank you.” 
 
    Lance took a long gulp of his wine. When he looked at me again his eyes had a twinkle that I was beginning to recognize as his own twisted brand of self-deprecation. 
 
    “So not into kids, are you?” 
 
    “You scared the crap out of me!” There went my non-existent filter again. 
 
    “Still too early?” 
 
    “Way, way too early!” And not happening I wanted to add. 
 
    “Too late, I guess you know where I stand.” 
 
    Actually, I didn't. When people asked did that automatically mean they did want children? Or were they testing the waters to see if it was safe to admit they couldn't stand the little crumb-catchers? 
 
    And Lance as a daddy? Somehow, I couldn't picture him changing diapers and braiding hair. 
 
    “Okay, I can see by your expression you don't know or can't see it.” He slung back the rest of his drink. “I love kids and dearly hope to be a father someday.” 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    “Is your biological clock ticking?” I was desperate to change the subject, yet part of me really was curious and I couldn’t stop myself. 
 
    “You could say that.” He poured more wine into his glass from the almost depleted bottle. He was the only one drinking, I couldn't stand the stuff, and I was beginning to wonder if he would finish it. He had a problem with overindulgence, but the entire time we had been seeing each other he had remained sober. Well except for when he woke up with no memory of how he had gotten that dreadful sunburn last week. Had that pushed him over the edge and to take up his drinking habit again? 
 
    “Teresa, maybe I should have waited to have this conversation, our relationship has gotten me so far off-kilter from my normal that I just don't know what is going on anymore.” 
 
    That made two of us. 
 
    “Listen, I like where this, you and me, is going but I need to make some things clear upfront. I'm looking for love, forever, marriage, kids, the whole shebang.” 
 
    Deep. Way too deep for me. Maybe now was a good time to take up drinking? Actually, what it was was my perfect opening. Time to say thanks for the great sex and get out of here. 
 
    “Lance, I'm twenty-four, the idea of marriage hasn't even entered my mind,” I started. 
 
    “I know, way too early,” he interrupted. “I shouldn't have brought it up and yeah, I'm trying to get my foot out of my mouth. Can we hit rewind and forget the past ten minutes?” 
 
    “No, it's going to be in my head, no way to back this up.” 
 
    The color had faded from his face and the sparkle had died in his eyes as my words hit home. 
 
    “I goofed up, didn't I?” he muttered, swiping at his wine glass and finishing it in a rush. Not even bothering to refill this time he grabbed the bottle and brought it right to his mouth. 
 
    “Put the bottle down and stop it.” I didn't raise my voice, I didn't need to, my anger rang clearly in every word. 
 
    Lance obeyed immediately. 
 
    Good boy. Maybe there was hope for him? But not much for us. 
 
    “Teresa,” he began. 
 
    “No, shut it.” Rude or not, it was time to take control of this situation “Lance, we’re just at two different places in our lives right now. Maybe in a year or two, things would have worked out between us but as things stand now I think it’s best if we part ways as friends,” I paused taking a deep breath, “You really should slow down with the booze too.” 
 
    “You're a spunky brat you know that?” Lance went to lift the bottle up again and caught himself with a grimace. “And I'm not an alcoholic, if that’s what you’re implying. I enjoy a good vintage with my meal, it's called class, little girl.” 
 
    Little girl? Oh, no he didn't. 
 
    I grabbed his water glass and felt the satisfaction of a hundred romance heroines as I heaved it into his face. I almost ruined my exit by forgetting my bag but a kind older lady at the next table shouted out, “Your purse! Hit him with it!” Which thankfully reminded me. That would have been embarrassing to have to return for it. 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    She shot me double thumbs up before fixing Lance with dark glare as if daring him to say or do anything. Judging by the size of the bag at her feet he would be wise to stay quiet and seated. 
 
    Which he did, though I did overhear him loudly ordering the waiter to bring him another bottle of wine.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had got tired of waiting for some details out of either John or Lotte so I called John and flat out asked him. 
 
    Empty air followed. 
 
    “Are you still made about the firefighter carnival? I thought setting you up with Lotte made up for that and then some.” 
 
    A gusty sigh blew into my eardrums. “Look, T, I’m not mad. It happens, old guys bust gaskets all the time. Sorry if I kinda went off on you. As for Lotte, I blew it.” 
 
    “Oh no, what happened?” I felt crushed. My matchmaking efforts a bust. 
 
    “I don’t know, I went and got my haircut…” 
 
    I cut in, “I noticed, it looks good.” I didn’t add ‘for once’, though it was definitely on my mind and perhaps implied. 
 
    John didn’t pick up on that at all, running his hand over his semi-neat hair. “Thanks. Yeah, so we were chatting, I thought things were going well, got her number.” 
 
    “And?!” He was killing me here! “Cut to the part where you royally screwed up already?!” 
 
    “Geez whiz, be blunt why don’t you,” John said, his voice small and hurt sounding. 
 
    Somehow my thoughts had been super loud or I had actually spoken them out loud- oops! 
 
    “Sorry, John, a lot going on. I broke up with Lance.” 
 
    “Aww…and here I’ve been a lousy friend while you’re dealing with a broken heart. I’m sorry. You wanna get a bite and talk?” 
 
    Who needed girlfriends when I had John? “Sounds good,” I said. 
 
    “Subs at JT’s okay?” 
 
    JT’s was a small sub place right around the corner from the Station Ten. 
 
    “Sounds great.” And it did, JT’s made a mean sub stuffed to bursting on freshly baked bread. 
 
    “Meet me there in twenty, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” I hung up and only then realized I was still in my cat hair coated clothes from earlier. Running upstairs, I debated if I had time to shower. A quick whiff told me I needed to make the time. 
 
    After a fast scrub, I changed into jean shorts, a Billy Ocean t-shirt that I had picked up who knows where and stuck my feet into some wore comfy sandals. Raking my hair back into a messy ponytail, I grabbed my purse from its spot still on the living room floor and I was out the door, only running five minutes behind and on my way to JT’s. 
 
    John was already there and had snagged us a red checked plastic tablecloth covered mini-table. The tablecloth was so long it sagged on the floor and I stepped on it as I took a seat opposite him. I slung my purse over the back of my chair since I didn’t trust the cleanness of the floor. Then I gave John my order. He went to the counter and returned moments later with two filled soda glasses. He was wearing a fitted red t-shirt and I noticed that he must have upped his workouts, the short sleeves showcased long ropey arm muscles. 
 
    We made idle chitchat until our order number was called. After John set our two paper-wrapped subs on the table, we got down to serious talk as we ate. 
 
    “So, what happened with Lotte? She’s not going to turn my hair orange next time as revenge over you, is she?” I was only half-joking. I was sure Lotte was far more professional than that-but if our positions had been reversed I don’t know if I could have had the same restraint. 
 
    “Nah, nothing dreadful like that.” He took a huge bite, chewed for a moment before continuing on with the sub still rolling around in his mouth. “I picked her up for dinner, we went to 1776. Awesome place! Super food, pricey but I wanted to take her somewhere nice.” 
 
    I nodded encouragingly. So far so good. I had to hand it to John, he had done well with his choice of restaurants. 
 
    “Things seemed fine, then the bill came and I asked her how she wanted to split it.” 
 
    I paused in the process of taking a bite. The sub dangled in my hands a mere inch from my mouth, then I lowered it. “Excuse me? Did you seriously ask about splitting the bill?” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw an article about how today’s women feel insulted by a man paying for things.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, thought better of it and closed it. Now, I’m fine paying my own way- like tonight but I fully expected a man to pay when taking me out on a date. It didn’t matter how many zeros I had behind a few numbers in my bank account. Call me sexist, I preferred plain old-fashioned but give me a man who was polite, held doors, and observed some other social niceties. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I had myself under control before opening my mouth again. “Okay, so you read a really dumb article that gave you horribly bad advice. How did Lotte take it?” 
 
    “She was fine! Pulled out her phone and calculated everything, including the tip.” 
 
    That surprised me, maybe I was the one in the wrong here. “Then once again, how did you goof up?” 
 
    “I’m getting to that. So, we left and I asked if she wanted to go back to my place and watch a movie.” 
 
    “Too soon,” I moaned while taking a slurp of my coke. 
 
    “Not at all,” John replied polishing off his sub. “The trouble started when we got to my place and I asked about watching IT. Lotte was into it, said she was a big Stephen King fan too. But when she realized it was the new IT movie, she told me it wasn’t worth her time and that the original with Tim Curry was a million times better. Well, that was just nonsense and I told her so. I mean SK himself likes the new version. 
 
    I groaned, my head dropping down. 
 
    John ignored my theatrics. “So, we argued for a few then she stomped out.” 
 
    “What happened when you called to apologize?” 
 
    “Apologize?! For what? She should have been the one to apologize for being way too rigid in her viewpoint. The original was fine for when it came out but the new one befits from CGI.” 
 
    “CGI?” I couldn’t help asking. 
 
    “Computer-generated imagery,” John said giving me a look as if I should have known that. 
 
    People, two people that I had thought to be fairly sane, actually thought like this. I rubbed my left temple in slow circles to massage away the headache I felt developing. 
 
    “And while I said on the phone that I blew it, reflecting I think it’s better this all came out now.” 
 
    That stopped my head rubbing. John did have a point. I imagined what would have happened if this bit of idiocy was uncovered on say, their honeymoon. Up to Main to see Stephen King’s house perhaps?  I snorted and John gave me a look full of innocent concern. 
 
    “Okay, enough about me, T. What happened between you and lover boy lawyer?” 
 
    Oh, that slammed my headache back in full force. “Something similar, John, different lives and interests. Our worlds would never align.” 
 
    “The ghost thing?” 
 
    “Kinda,” I replied, not wanting to get into that too much. 
 
    “Really? I thought things were going great for the two of you. You were always together. Every time I messaged or called, you were with him and took your sweet time getting back to me.” 
 
    I drank the last of my soda, letting a few pieces of ice slide into my mouth which I crunched on. “Sorry about that. I was neglecting a lot of things in my life. The volunteers at Whisker Kisses even had an intervention.” 
 
    “Ha! That is hilarious.” Then his blue eyes grew wide. “Say, I didn’t know you had a drug problem. They do say friends are the last to know.” He laid a large, sweaty hand on top of mine, pressing it into the sticky tablecloth. “You know I’m her for you,” he said earnestly. 
 
    John was such a dolt. But also, one of the sweetest guys I knew so I didn’t laugh in his face about him thinking I had a drug problem.  “Thanks, John, I don’t have a drug problem. If I did you would absolutely be the first one to know. I’ve been skirting my duties at the rescue and people were concerned so they called me out on it.” 
 
    “T, that’s your baby…” he began. 
 
    I cut him off, “It’s true I let my relationship with Lance compromise my time. It was the wake-up call I needed.” 
 
    “Just marry the guy. Married people don’t spend half the time together that they did when they were just dating.” 
 
    Now I did laugh. “Come on, let’s get out of here, the place is getting busy and we’re holding up a table.” 
 
    We both stood, John ushering me to go first. Dumping our trash in the waste bins by the door on our way out, we walked side by side to our vehicles. He leaned against the car next to my SUV and opened his arms. 
 
    Stepping into his hug, I felt the secure warmth of his friendship envelop me as his long arms held me close. John still had a crush on me, I could feel that as well. All it would take was me lifting my head, standing on tiptoe and kissing him. I could almost see the future with him. Moving to a house with a good school district, three adorable kids and a dog added to my three cats. That future was hazy, not set in place but something I could make happen. 
 
    John was a wonderful guy but there was no attraction like with Lance and no sizzle of heat like with Victor, only warmth came from John. Was that enough? 
 
    At this moment, no. I pushed out of his embrace and gave him a smile. “Thanks, John.” 
 
    “Any time, T, you know I’m here for you.” He wanted to say more- you didn’t have to be a psychic to see it in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m here for you too, John, you’re a great friend. Will you reconsider Lotte?” 
 
    He looked away but not before I saw the dash of hurt in his honest blue eyes. “Yeah, maybe. I’ll give it some thought.” 
 
    “You do that,” I said opening my door and climbing up inside. 
 
    John walked over to his truck which was parked a few spaces away and I could see him watching me while I backed up. He gave a small wave and his usual big goofy John grin. He really was a great friend, and I needed that more than I did another lover.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I've missed you.” 
 
    Softly spoken from the corner, I didn't even glance Victor's way. 
 
    “I've missed you too.” 
 
    And I had. All our years together, the many annoyances, the constant ups and downs of his explosive temper, his endless supply of advice, his quirky sense of humor, damn I missed the man! 
 
    “I'm sorry, can you forgive me?” 
 
    Rare words from Victor. 
 
    Turning to face him, I saw a man full of remorse. His beautiful full lips were compressed into a thin line, his eyes downcast and sad. Despite everything he had put me through recently and my dalliance with Lance I felt myself responding to him. 
 
    I got up from my window seat, tossing the mystery novel I had been reading down as I walked toward him. 
 
    He moved out of the shadows, meeting me half-way, our arms trying to embrace each other. He shifted right through me. One of the nastiest sensations, for a mere moment I felt like my essence was being pulled with him, causing my vision to go black and my stomach to somersault. I stumbled. 
 
    Victor reached out his arms as if to steady me, but the thought of that dreadful feeling returning caused me to cry out and lurch away from him. Even in my diminished state I could see how badly my actions had hurt him. And there was nothing I could do. 
 
    “Victor...” 
 
    He cut me off with a slice of his hand through the air. “Teresa, I'm so sorry. I forgot.” 
 
    So had I. 
 
    We had touched once. When I was seventeen. After a tense session on the Ouija board, he had appeared. Talking with him face to face, my teenage hormones had run rampant.  Oozing budding sexual awareness, I had looked up to see a dangerous flash in his dark, hooded eyes. One that I hadn't realized at the time was desire. 
 
    Too inexperienced to understand what he wanted, yet eager to satisfy that growing sense of intimacy, I had reached for him. He complied by leaning over me where I sat on the bed. The moment his hands had touched me I was seized by an icy cold the likes of which I had never experienced. Putrid smells assaulted my nasal passages and I had hurled all over myself and the lovely pink comforter on my bed. 
 
    We had never attempted to touch again until now. How or why I blocked that memory out, I don't know. 
 
    Taking a steadying breath of clean air revived me. 
 
    “I'm okay.” 
 
    “I'm not.” He looked at me sadly before disappearing. 
 
    I hated when he did that. It served as yet another reminder of what he was. Sometimes it was so easy to forget. To pretend he was just a regular man I was attracted to. 
 
    We would spend the day puttering around the house, doing nothing other than watching TV, chatting about this and that and just being together. I had missed that, the comfortable companionship we shared for so long. 
 
    When had that changed? Well before Lance. 
 
    Sinking back down into the pillowed softness of the window seat, I hugged my knees while gazing unseeing around the room. 
 
    Things had been strained for months, even before my brief time with Lance, something had altered our relationship. Yet I couldn't pinpoint one moment that reshaped things. I wanted things back to the way they had been. Maybe. 
 
    Hell, I didn't know what I wanted anymore. 
 
    Thank heavens for chocolate. I was going to eat my feelings, read my book and figure out my life another time.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know you waited this long, what’s a few more years? Angel probably only has ten to fifteen more max in her,” I spoke what seemed very logical to me. 
 
    He gave me a dirty look. “You want my sweet Angel dead?” 
 
    “Stop that! You wanted a solution and for her to be with you, well when she dies you can spend eternity together.” 
 
    “No, I can’t. She’ll still want to be with Angelo.” 
 
    Kid did have a point there. Angelo’s confession hadn’t turned her away or raised much ruckus. 
 
    “Joey, what do you want? You can’t get your life back. Angel isn’t leaving Angelo and you don’t want to share your afterlife with the both of them. So, what is it that’s going to make you happy?” I was at the end of my patience with him. Most of my sympathy had departed when I found out his death was accidental, and if he hadn’t been being a punk slitting Angelo’s tires he probably would have lived to become an annoying old man. With or without Angel by his grumpy side. 
 
    “I want answers to a few questions.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I squawked. 
 
    “I wanted my girl back, but that ain’t happening. So, now I need answers for closure, right? I need my peace so I can move on.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t know much about moving on versus spending your afterlife here- nobody ever shared those details with me.” 
 
    “Let me have my moment, okay? Can’t you do that?” he groused, looking pretty po’ed with me. 
 
    He was right, oops! Far be it from me to rain on his rosy afterlife dreams. “Sorry.” 
 
    “So, can you get Angel to talk with me?” 
 
    “We are going to set some ground rules first. The last time I wanted you to talk you couldn’t be bothered. How do I know you’re not going to pull the same stupid stunt again?” 
 
    “I ain’t going to hang you out to dry,” he muttered, looking at me as if I were a dolt. 
 
    “Huh?” I kinda felt like one because I wasn’t following what he had just said. 
 
    “I said I want to talk, so I’m gonna talk is what it means. You get it arranged and then we’ll be square.” 
 
    That definitely got my attention. “No more bathroom visits?” 
 
    “I’ll just be a pleasant memory.” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut over that one.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, getting Angel to agree to another talk with Joey was fairly simple. Firstly, she didn’t hang up on me when I called and identified myself, that was a major win. Then she called Joey a “dear boy” several times- apparently unconvinced he ever had a devious thought or conveniently forgetting about Joey’s actions on that fateful afternoon. She wanted him to be okay and to move into the light. 
 
    What is our fascination with the light and did people really see it? The world wasn’t teeming with ghosts so obviously the percentage that remained was fairly low. Did some pop back and forth, checking on loved ones like Mrs. Larsen? Crazy enough I had just seen an online feel good story about her Hannah-girl the other day. She had rung the bell signifying an end to her cancer treatments and had a hero’s sendoff. In the picture that accompanied the article, I had spied Mrs. Larsen’s proud smiley face and loving hand on her granddaughter’s. I briefly wondered how many others had seen her and if they knew she was a spirit.  
 
    Or even my own Aunt Prudy, where did she go when she wasn’t popping in for a late-night chat? I should try to ask that next time. I had bugged Victor before but he was evasive on that subject and many others, as was his habit. 
 
    I shook off those wayward thoughts and tuned back in to Angel still going on about poor Joey needing peace and she would do anything she could. Outside of leaving Angelo, I snidely almost mentioned but miracle of miracles I kept my mouth shut on that one. 
 
    We agreed on a time for tomorrow and said our careful goodbyes.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Angel and Angelo lived outside Rehoboth Delaware in one of the many mobile home courts. Pulling up to the address Angel had given, I had to say just like the couple themselves, it wasn’t what I had been expecting. A cheery peach doublewide with white skirting around the bottom made it simply adorable in my eyes. Like many other homes in the area, the outside motif was beach themed, so sun-faded shells were everywhere. But it was the sound of windchimes filling my ears though the lowered windows of the SUV that enchanted me. I closed my eyes, enjoying the soft tinkling chimes. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Let’s get going!” Joey’s strident voice shattered the peaceful moment I had been having. 
 
    He really knew how to endear himself to people didn’t he? 
 
    Angel, dressed in mint green capris and a white shirt with a matching green seahorse printed on it, opened the door and waved. She must have seen me just sitting in the truck and thought I might be confused as to whether I had the right address. 
 
    I went to open the door then paused, turning to Joey in the seat beside me. “Remember this is your last chance, you talk like you promised.” I left the threat empty-ended because seriously there wasn’t much I could do if a ghost decided to pester me forever. I truly hoped it never came down to wearing salt in hopes of keeping him at bay. Plus, I wasn’t sure of just how effective it was. Look at how many people drowned in salt water oceans and still were roaming around just fine as ghosts? Victor being the first that came to my mind. 
 
    “I want this, I already told you that so lay off!” Joey snapped then disappeared. 
 
    One deep breath and a half-hearted smile firmly fixed on my face and I left my truck to face the unlikely trio of Angel, Angelo, and Joey, hopefully for the final time.  
 
    Angel ushered me into a bright, plant-filled living room that had painted wicker and rattan furniture that looked super familiar. Angelo was seated on the couch with his long bony, hairy legs, revealed in khaki shorts and sandals, propped up on a matching ottoman. I wanted to look away but found myself unable to. His ankles uncrossed and he made to stand which snapped me out of the vague-trancelike state that had come over me. 
 
    I waved him back down, “Please don’t get up, you’re still recovering from your ordeal.” And my nose might never be the same if he had another fainting spell. 
 
    “Would you like some iced tea or a pop?” 
 
    Pop? What was a pop? Better to stick with what I knew. “Some iced tea would be lovely, thank you.” 
 
    She brought in a tray with three colorful tumblers on it and a jug of store bought iced tea. My confidence in my choice of beverages soared. Angel doled out the cups filled to the brim with the light tan tea which I managed to sip at without spilling. Delicious, probably Turkey Hill brand, which I adored. 
 
    After a few polite words, Angel began to talk about Joey. I detected slight movement from the corner of my left eye and there he was, lounging in a chair next to me. For once he had great timing. 
 
    “Joey was my first love,” she paused and giggled girlishly, “my first kiss.” 
 
    “First hand job,” Joey added with a sly wink directed at me. 
 
    I ignored him. 
 
    He repeated it loudly in my ear as if I hadn’t heard him the first time, “First hand job.” 
 
    “I’m not going to say that out loud,” I said for everyone’s benefit. I could feel the heat of embarrassment burning my cheeks and ears. Yes, everyone has a sex life, but looking at the sweet, old-okay, maybe not really sweet, but old, definitely old lady in front of me I didn’t want to picture her and the grinning like a loon Joey doing anything! 
 
    “Ohhh…” Angel giggled again. “Is Joey telling stories, naughty boy.” 
 
    Angelo frowned, his large lips pooching out in the most unattractive way. Clearly, he was as unhappy with the direction the conversation was going as I was. 
 
    It was time to get this back on track and over with. “Yes, obviously you were very special to one another. Joey has remained in love with you for all these years, and now he would like to know a few things so he can find peace he’s has longed for at long last.” I thought I might have overdone it with the last part but none of the three seemed to mind. 
 
    “Of course, anything to help my Joey.” 
 
    Angelo’s sour expression worsened and I was half-afraid of him suffering another heart attack, or even worse indigestion. I couldn’t handle any more of his lethal farts. 
 
    “If I lived, would she have gone to prom with me?” Joey’s hesitant question broke through my horrified visions of dark green gas clouds gathering. 
 
    I relayed the question to Angel and she smiled broadly. 
 
    “I dreamed of going to prom with Joey,” she enthused. Her face taking on a dreamy far-away look of her own. Then perhaps she remembered Angelo sitting next to her because she patted his knee before continuing on, “I had a lovely time with Angelo, of course, but he only took me because Joey disappeared, and as a good friend.” 
 
    “If she had known Angelo had killed me would she still be with the big lug?” Joey’s eyes were squinted down as he stared at Angelo, no doubt wishing he would drop dead instead of guzzling his iced tea. 
 
    I left the lug part out in sensitivity to Angelo but asked the question. 
 
    “But it was all an accident!” Angel maintained. “Though I don’t know why Angelo felt the need to hide your body.” 
 
    She squeezed Angelo’s knee that she still had her hand on and I could see the blue veins jump out as she applied pressure. Ouch! 
 
    “I was a scared, stupid kid without the best of reputations. I thought the Five-O would put me in jail. You know I was supporting my mother.” 
 
    “That’s true. What a dreadful accident, better that it stayed forgotten.” 
 
    At that Joey exploded. “It was my life! Who cares if it was an accident? What about my family? They died never knowing what really happened to me, they thought I ran off. Where’s my family’s justice?” 
 
    The kid did have a point. “What about Joey’s family? The pain and the grief of not knowing what became of him?” 
 
    “Well, yes, I felt bad about that, but there was nothing I could have done. The risk of exposing myself was too great.” 
 
    Before, I admit, I hadn’t had much sympathy for Joey, forgetting he had been just a kid himself and his entire life was taken from him. It took the pain in his voice as he spoke of his parents to remind me that a crime had been committed, and one that Angelo had hid for a very long time. 
 
    I’ve long known that I don’t have the best poker face and this time it was coming back to bite me. Both Angelo and Angel’s face suddenly went very hard and still. When they spoke, it was as if I wasn’t right there in front of them finishing up the last of the tea. It kinda made me wish I had told someone my whereabouts. 
 
    “There’s no body and the statute of limitations must have run out by now. There’s no worries,” Angelo said in the same tone of voice one would use to order biggie sized fries. 
 
    “It would be her word against yours,” Angel said nodding her head wisely. “She hadn’t even been born when Joey went missing.” 
 
    “Plus, who would believe a crazy cat lady,” I piped up with a smile, while grabbing my bag off the floor and standing up. “Look, I’m sorry for all the emotion this has brought back up but Joey has every right to be upset and...” 
 
    “I want a decent burial,” he interjected smoothly. 
 
    “And he wants a decent burial. You owe him that much at least.” 
 
    “I’m not paying for it!” Angelo declared. 
 
    “Stop being so cheap. I agree with the annoying psychic girl. You do owe Joey that. An anonymous tip to the police and his body can be reclaimed. I think his sister is still over in Jersey, she could pay for the funeral.” 
 
    Except for the annoying girl crack, I was happy to see Angel talking sensibly again. “If you want, I’ll make the call for you, you don’t even have to be involved at all,” I offered, somewhat generously I thought, considering they may have just been planning for something unpleasant to happen to me. 
 
    “One moment,” Angelo muttered. Then he and Angel headed into the hallway returning less than two minutes later. He handed me a folded piece of paper. When I unfolded it, I saw it had Honey-Do List in script writing on the top along with some ripe looking melons and then below it in slanting print was an address and rough description.  “I didn’t bury him deep, after all this time who knows if anything’s left.” 
 
    “Bastard,” Joey hissed, he stood next to me, his fist balled up tightly at his sides. 
 
    “If he’s still there, they’ll find him. Thank you,” I said while walking toward the door. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m wishing we never went to Station Ten’s carnival,” Angelo said bitterly. 
 
    “You and me both,” I said under my breath.  
 
    Angel came to stand beside Angelo and see me off. “Joey, find peace and know that I loved you and never forgot you.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Joey said and left, but not before delivering a kick to Angelo’s left knee. 
 
    “He said the same,” I lied, opening the door and hurrying out. 
 
    “Can you believe that?” Joey steamed beside me as I got into my truck, hitting the lock the minute the door was safely shut. 
 
    “I spent my afterlife loving that girl!” he complained. “And even after knowing the guy she shacked up with killed me she sticks with him!” A slow nasty grin spread across his face. “You know they thought about bumping you off too, don’t you?” 
 
    “It was pretty obvious for a few moments there,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the road and way from that nasty grin. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you get out of there, you dope?” 
 
    I overlooked the name calling, since it seemed he was genuinely concerned, in his own way. “I think I could have handled two geriatrics.” 
 
    “Overconfidence gets you dead. Angel is a black belt and has a concealed carry permit.” 
 
    “That little old lady?!” I braked much harder at the stop sign than was warranted. But that bit of news really did shock me and I felt a trickle of unease go down my spine. Perhaps I was too trusting. 
 
    “By the way, thanks.” 
 
    I blinked, hadn’t expect any gratitude out of the twerp. “You’re welcome. And I’m sorry I’ve been pretty rude about this…” 
 
    Joey cut me off, “It’s okay. You’re just a kid too and in the end, you helped me get some answers. Maybe not what I wanted, but better to know.” 
 
    “Really?” His sudden switch from pushy punk to reasonable, non-vengeful spirit had me slightly wary. 
 
    “Absolutely. The years I wasted following those two around like a lovesick fool when I could have been peeking in on Marilyn Monroe or something else good. Plus, it will mean a lot to my folks having my grave next to theirs.” 
 
    “They’re still around?” 
 
    “Nah, they moved on once they realized I wasn’t going anywhere. They both searched for me when they died. My mom passed first, she waited until my pop died before they moved on together. They never forgot me, kept my pictures up all over the house. They deserved better, maybe I didn’t, but they did.” 
 
    “Joey, this is a very surprising side to you,” I ventured to mention. 
 
    “Yeah, see I’m not such a bad guy. It’s funny, I’m not even pissed anymore. I even feel different,” he smiled, this time a beautiful one that highlighted his youthful good looks. “I feel kinda good. Thanks again, Teresa.” 
 
    Without giving me a chance to reply he was gone. No dramatic puff of smoke or cryptic message, just some thanks and he was no longer in the passenger seat.  I felt a tad let down but since I wasn’t fully convinced this was the last I would see of Joey, I didn’t brood over it.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I swung into the Walmart parking lot, wedging the SUV in between two big pickup trucks and hoping neither of them dinged mine as they opened their doors. I was in and out within five minutes, the prepaid phone swinging in the bag at my side. One quick stop at Chick Fila for a tea and I was back on the road heading to the Rehoboth boardwalk. 
 
    Once there, I got a small container of Thrasher’s fries with a generous dousing of vinegar and then sat munching them on a bench while I looked out at the waves. I ate half the fries before making my call. I kept it short, not because I was afraid of them tracing it, more so I could finish my fires before the pesky sea gulls tried to make off with them. 
 
    “Got a decades old body to report. Joey Burns, he’s located at the base of a split oak tree about eighty feet from the new nature center in the Killens Pond State park. WBOC News is next on my call list. Bye.” 
 
    I turned the phone off, but not before an incoming call started ringing it. Standing, I tucked the phone into my dressy pants before tossing the remainder of my fries to the birds. I received several disapproving looks from the people in the immediate range of me on the boardwalk as the birds attacked the fries and each other with loud squawks and fluttering feathers. The phone got dumped with the fry container in the black metal trash bin as I walked by. I wasn’t concerned about it being found. If it was there was a good seventy-five percent chance the person would keep it. Besides, reporting a body wasn’t a crime-unless I had been the murderer. 
 
    I spent the next two hours walking the boardwalk. I loved the sights, smells, and just overall happiness that the boardwalk brought about in people. I bought two boxes of salt water taffy to send to Megan and her family then grabbed two slices of extra cheese pizza and a Pepsi at Ghotto Pizza for my dinner before heading back to my car. 
 
    I inhaled most of my pizza before leaving, because pizza and driving was far too messy. Though if I had a bib on me, I might have dined and dashed. I was eager to get home and just put today behind me. 
 
    Entering the house, I was very surprised and happy to see Maverick and Daisy in a content bundle of sizzling fur in the patch of sun shining through the sliding glass door that lead out to the deck. For the first time in the four months I’d had them, they didn’t run and hide at the sound of the door opening. This was huge for my two foster fails. 
 
    They weren’t failures in that they were unable to find homes or be adopted, nope, they were fails on my part in that I couldn’t imagine them not being with me. I loved my little anti-social furballs. 
 
    I felt an insistent pressure on my lower leg and looked down to see Agnes rubbing against me and meowing her little hello.  Picking her up, I moved my face against her delightfully soft fur. She always smelled so good. I inhaled her clean cat scent and felt relief go completely through me. 
 
    The issue with Joey never took over my life but it had annoyed me. My brief relationship with Lance, now that it was over, I wasn’t sure how I felt. Maybe for a dizzying moment I had believed I was falling in love with him. Or had simply craved something normal in my life. The same way Lance wanted stability in his, but his clingy personality and drinking sabotaged him. 
 
    Agnes squirmed to be let down and I opening my arms she jumped free. A final rub against my leg and with an audible purring rumble she ambled away to inspect her food dish. 
 
    Did Lance know that I had been planning to break up with him that night? Did he rev up his drinking because subconsciously he knew it would push me over the edge and he wanted me to break up with him? I didn’t know, and outside of asking him probably never would.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I paced around the house. 
 
    Daisy and Maverick were also pacing. 
 
    Agnes stared with contempt from her warm triangle of sunlight on the entryway hall floor. 
 
    I rearranged a few books that were carelessly stacked on the small hallway table. On my second pass, I picked them up meaning to transfer them to the living room but dropped them off on the dining room table instead. 
 
    My skin itched, my head had that bug crawling on it sensation and I was fairly certain I had forgotten to brush my teeth this morning so they felt icky as well. Overall, I was a mess. 
 
    Lance and I were broken up. Victor hadn’t appeared in weeks, and my favorite show had been canceled. I know the last part was mild compared to the others but dang I had loved that show and with how shitty other things in my life were going that just added to my grumpy mood. 
 
    The days without Lance had gone by quickly, all pretty routine, lots of time spent at Whisker Kisses, or in front of the TV. My productivity had perfectly balanced my sloth-like couch potato activity, so I felt little guilt there. Okay, maybe a bit, but dating had never been my thing so it wasn’t like I was going to throw myself back into it. Besides Lance the only man I wanted was a ghost so yeah, best to keep things simple and remain the crazy cat lady. 
 
    But something was wrong, besides everything, that was. I just couldn’t pinpoint what it was. 
 
    So, I paced some more. Maverick and Daisy eventually got fed up with me and went off to do cat-business. Agnes didn’t bother moving the rest of the morning. 
 
    Eventually pacing got old for me too, though it did do amazing things for my step count. I crammed my feet into my sneakers without bothering to untie them first and headed out the door, but not before calling out to the kitties that I was leaving. I like to keep them in the know. 
 
    The steady drone of a mower was background noise as I walked through the neighborhood, enjoying the well maintained bright green lawns and the mini rainbows from the almost synchronized sprinkler systems. A few landscaping vans and trailers with and without mowers dotted the road, but those barely registered. The smell of freshly mowed grass did penetrate my brain fog and I breathed deeply. Heavenly, so pure and wonderful. 
 
    When I came to Lance’s house, I glanced up at his dark windows concealed by heavy drapes. Silent and gloomy, somehow the house even seemed to steal the cheer from the houses on either side of it. I looked up at the sky to confirm that the sun was still shining brightly and even up the street to my own sun-washed home only three houses away. Now this was just plain odd. 
 
    Pulling my phone out I tried messaging and then calling Lance. I had come to his house wondering if Victor had done anything to him and seeing his house so dark had my internal alarm wailing. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Lance needed me. 
 
    Going up to his door, I alternated between pounding and pressing on his doorbell. Then I kept my finger on the bell while pounding. Nothing. 
 
    As if it were the most natural thing in the world, I then let myself into Lance's house with the key that he had so thoughtfully given me before our blowup.  In design and layout, it was identical to mine. But where mine was bright, his was dark and stuffy. No wonder we spent the majority of our time at my house, something I had never given much thought to until now. Whose idea had that been, mine or his? Subconsciously or not? 
 
    My nose led me to the kitchen where the trashcan overflowed onto the floor. This was not at all like the fastidious Lance I knew. 
 
    Gingerly, I made my way upstairs calling his name every other step. I didn't expect to find him here; the house had that stale emptiness that homes acquired after you've been on vacation for a week. 
 
    His bedroom was trashed. Clothes erupting out of the large walk in closet, one heavy dresser toppled over, a beautiful wooden men's valet that must have stood on top of the dresser was overturned and splintered on the floor. Expensive watches spilled out of it, I spied a heavy gold Rolex in the mix. 
 
    What the hell happened? 
 
    Turning in a slow circle to take in all the damage, I spotted his phone near the closet. Kneeling down, I picked it up. The display screen was cracked yet it turned on, flashing the low battery message briefly before the main menu was barely visible through the smashed screen. I put in his code and it opened up. Forty-three messages, seventy-four missed calls. Yikes! 
 
    I tapped on a few of the messages, my heart thudding harder with each one. 
 
    Missed work. Missed appointments. Missed dispositions. They all screamed what I was thinking. Lance, where are you? 
 
    I did another quick scan of the room, taking in the fiction books in a tidy pile on the right-side nightstand, a container of antacids, a large bottle of skin lotion, naughty, naughty Lance. 
 
    Walking over, I pulled open the nightstand drawer to confirm my suspicions, yep, old school skin magazines. And a wide array of condoms. That stopped me. 
 
    In our time together, I had never thought of Lance having other women, not that we had an agreed upon monogamous relationship but I wasn't out sleeping with other men. And we had never used condoms because I was on the pill. Pretty foolish on my part it seemed. Had he have gotten laid in the several weeks since I had stormed out on him? 
 
    Could this all be the result of a scorned girlfriend? Well a second one, not me. Nah, it just didn't fit with the Lance I had been starting to know. 
 
    Still I paid particular care when looking through the other nightstand. 
 
    I found a velvet bag and curiosity demanded I find out what was inside. Loosening the tiny drawstrings, I turned the bag over, dumping out its contents. A silver chain with a pendant. No, not just a simple pendant, a delicate silver setting embraced the red piece of sea glass Lance had found. I clutched it to my chest. He had had it made into a necklace for me. And I had dumped him. I stood there letting my emotions wash over me in stormy waves for several seconds. Then I had to put them aside to be dealt with later. 
 
    Right now, figuring out what was going on with Lance was the main issue, everything else could be worried over later. 
 
    I ticked off what I knew. No Lance, but his phone was here. He had missed work for days judging by the phone calls and messages, yet he must have still been here with that nasty trashcan downstairs. So where had he gone? And what about his wallet? If that was here then I had every right to be very concerned. 
 
    I went back to the valet, turning it over and in doing so dumped out a few more pricier looking watches, though not as nice as the Rolex that had been carelessly left. Robbery was not a motive unless the thief was an idiot. A few pairs of cuff links, a bunch of business cards, some with scribbled notes on the backs, but again no wallet. 
 
    Sitting down on Lance's king-sized bed, I closed my eyes and concentrated. Frustration, loneliness, a brief intake of a heavenly floral scented perfume, I could feel my inner jealousy snap to attention at that, but I pushed on. 
 
    Zilch. At least nothing that could tell me where he was or why he had gone MIA. 
 
    As if my inner forces had made things happen my phone began to go off.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Teresa, it’s all so clear to me now what I need to do.” 
 
    My heart jumped up into my throat. “Lance?” 
 
    “No,” he replied. 
 
    “Victor?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said cheerfully. 
 
    “What are you doing with Lance?” 
 
    “I’m not hurting him. I just need him for a little bit. Hopefully this will be the last time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” My hand was gripping the phone-hard. I forced myself to relax slightly. 
 
    “Just that. I want something a little more permanent. I want a body of my own. So, Lance and I are going on a little trip. Oops, the flight is starting to board, talk to you soon. Love you!” He rang off, leaving me enraged. 
 
    I couldn’t believe he would do this and then have the nerve to openly tell me he loved me. Damn the man! 
 
    What was he up to and where was he taking Lance? Lance had a passport, that I knew. Shortly before we broke up, he had mentioned a trip to Mexico to go snorkeling. He had been happy we both already had passports so no need to wait on the processing time for one. Since I still hadn’t found Lance’s wallet, I could assume Victor had taken it as well, with a passport and credit cards Victor could be heading anywhere. 
 
    I pulled up the airlines flying out of both Philadelphia and Baltimore. I decided to tackle the Philly list first and got shot down immediately. They didn’t give out that information. 
 
    Dejected, I went back to my house, taking care to lock up Lance’s house. I really should have emptied his trash before I left but that seemed pretty meaningless in the grand scheme of things. At home I racked my brain trying to figure out ways of getting that information. Online was no help, only airline personnel could access the passenger lists and I didn’t know anyone that worked at the airline but I knew someone who might.  
 
   


 
  


 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    John had assured me that Lotte wouldn’t bear me any ill will for the failed setup but I still kept my fingers crossed as I hit her number in my contact list. 
 
    She answered sounding happy and relaxed, “Lotte here.” 
 
    “Lotte, it’s Teresa,” I said cautiously. 
 
    “Teresa! About time you called, girl, I bet your roots are screaming for a touch-up.” 
 
    My free hand went to my head as if I could feel what my color looked like. “Maybe but that’s not the reason for my call.” 
 
    Lotte cut me off. “Don’t bring up John. It simply won’t work between us, T. No matter how cute he is or how great his butt looked in jeans…” she trailed off. 
 
    Hmmm…. this was an interesting development, one that needed my attention. Alas it would have to be later. “Actually, I have a problem, other than my roots,” I added to appease my stylist, “and I was hopeful you might know someone who could help me.” 
 
    “Well, maybe, what do you need?” 
 
    “I need someone to speak with someone who works at an airline.” 
 
    Lotte made a humming noise for a few seconds. I was still trying to figure out the tune when she stopped. 
 
    “Let me send a message and if she can help, you’ll get a call back.” 
 
    “Thanks so much!” I gushed. 
 
    “No worries, girl. And call me soon for those roots.” 
 
    “Absolutely! Thanks again.” 
 
    I waited impatiently to see if Lotte’s person would call me. After five minutes and still no call, I gave in to my urge to use the bathroom. Sure enough, my phone rang right when I started going. Torn between answering and praying the other person wouldn’t hear what I was doing or urging my body to hurry up before the ringing stopped, I went with option number two and answered in time. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi! Is this Teresa?” A light, charmingly accented female voice inquired. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m Steph, Lotte said you needed some help?” 
 
    “It would be amazing if you could help me Steph,” I said in a rush of excitement. I just had to spin things so I didn’t come out sounding like a stalker. “A friend left me in charge of his house while he was traveling, while I was there recently, I noticed someone had been through his things.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s awful!” 
 
    “Yes, I have no idea if anything was taken or not.” 
 
    “So, how can I help?” Steph asked. 
 
    “I noticed Lance, my friend, left his cell phone here too so I have no way to connect with him until he calls me to check on things.” 
 
    This was greeted by a lengthy silence that I rushed to fill. “So, I need to find out where Lance went and maybe have him paged at the airport.” 
 
    “His flight just left?” 
 
    “He said he was boarding not even thirty minutes ago, right before I went to his house.” 
 
    “And you don’t know his flight?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know his flight.” Or destination, I silently added. 
 
    “Ok, well Lotte said you were honest so I guess no real harm in looking into this for you. What a way to ruin the poor guy’s trip through huh? He just leaves and his house gets broken into. Must be a rough neighborhood.” 
 
    “It didn’t use to be.” 
 
    “So, what’s his name?” 
 
    “Lance Hamilton.” 
 
    “I do see a Hamilton but not a Lance.” 
 
    “He might be going under Penrose L. Hamilton,” I suggested. Victor would have used whatever was on Lance’s driver’s license 
 
    “That’s him. Looks like he has two stops, Boston and Dublin.” 
 
    “Dublin? As in Ireland?” my voice squeaked. I had no idea why Victor would be traveling to Ireland! 
 
    “Yes, Ireland but that’s just the second stop. He’ll be laid over there for four hours and then get a plane to Athens, Greece.” 
 
    Of course! Greece! Why didn’t I immediately think of that?!  Victor was going home, home to take a Greek body. Dang! 
 
    “Teresa, you still there?” Steph’s voice rose. 
 
    “Yes, sorry. A lot going on, as you can imagine.” Major understatement there. 
 
    “I was saying your best bet of contacting him is during the stop in Boston. I’ll call and have them leave a message for him about the break-in and to call you ASAP. Sound good?” 
 
    “You’re a lifesaver, Steph! I cannot than you enough.” 
 
    “Absolutely! I hope they get whoever trashed his house. Best of luck to you both.” 
 
    She hung up and I flopped on the couch. What was I going to do? 
 
    With a sigh, I got up to pack. Guess I was going to Greece.  
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    “Heat of the Moment, Asia,” the hefty guy in the seat next to me commented. 
 
    Turning to him while popping out an earbud, I looked into his slightly bloated but earnest pasty face. “Sorry, too loud? You could hear it?” 
 
    “No, you were singing,” he remarked a small smile on his face and a twinkle in his bloodshot brown eyes.  
 
    Oh my gosh! I’m sure my face flushed bright red as I felt the heat of embarrassment rush hot blood to my cheeks. Before I could stutter out a reply, he laughed a polite, indulgent little chuckle. 
 
    “It’s fine, I like that song. Surprised someone your age would listen to it.” 
 
    Sigh, always with the age remarks. Why did everyone over thirty feel the need to point it out? I knew my birth year better than they did. I also knew mere numbers didn’t make a difference when it came to life experiences. And wow did I have some experiences! Though this was my first time leaving the country.  
 
    But it wasn’t worth the hassle of being upset over something that countless others had done and would no doubt continue to do. Besides, why take it out on my poor seatmate that for all I knew was nervous about flying and just being chatty? So, I put on a happy grin and just ignored the age remark, somewhat. “Yeah, the classics. I love them. Back when lyrics made sense right?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he said then directed his attention to the female flight attendant standing politely with a beaming smile at my side whose presence I had been completely unaware of until that moment.   
 
    “Gin, please.” He ordered before touching my bare upper arm with a finger that he skimmed over my skin. “Soda for you?” 
 
    Actually, I really could use a Coke but I disliked his condescending attitude toward me, his creepy finger, and I was still smarting from that age crack so I made a huge rookie mistake.  
 
    “No, I’ll have a gin and tonic, please. Make it a double.” Ha! Take that Mister whose name I didn’t know.  
 
    My moment of triumph was ruined when the attendant asked to see my ID.  
 
    After showing my license and with our drinks on cute little white cocktail napkins, I learned my new buddy was named Jim and he was on his way to Greece to be best man in some old college chum’s wedding, his second. Wedding that was, Jim told me between loud gulps of his drink. He loved weddings, tons of divorced lonely ladies.  
 
    While he droned on about old college memories and the dating scene when you were over forty, I thought about Lance and Victor. Mostly how in the world was I going to locate Victor and get Lance safely back to Delaware before he lost his job.  
 
    The silence finally penetrated my theories and I realized Jim had stopped speaking and sat looking at me with an expectant smile.  
 
    “Oh, me? I’m going to Greece to help my ex-boyfriend. He was kidnapped by the spirit of a dead drug kingpin. Should be interesting,” I said brightly taking my first and last sip of my drink.  
 
    “Whoa!” I gasped fanning my open mouth and trying not to slosh the drink all over as I set it back down with shaking hands. “Quite the kick huh?” I wheezed.  
 
    “Yes, it is. Well, good luck with that,” Jim said, pulling out a black satin sleeping mask and setting it over his face before he turned and nestled a meaty shoulder into a plush first-class seat.  
 
    HA! Now I could go back to enjoying my music and maybe a nap of my own. No way did I want Jim chatting my ear off the entire ten-hour flight to Athens. It was bad enough that this was my first international flight and I wasn’t going on some awesome vacation. Nope, not Teresa Ashford, no nice relaxing trip to Greece for me. Instead, I was on a mission to do exactly what I had told Jim. I don’t know if Victor had actually been a major drug kingpin but he was definitely a spoiled rich brat and a dealer. Besides, I’m sure in his mind he referred to himself as a major player.  
 
    Shifting my butt in the seat to find a more comfortable spot, my eyes closed and I thought back to all that had happened in the last few days.  
 
    After Victor’s call and the nice airline employee, Steph, telling me where Victor/Lance was headed my first instinct had been to pack and head out after him. After digging out a deep violet suitcase from the back of my walk-in closet that still reeked of those little silica packets they use for freshness, I had begun haphazardly tossing in whatever clothes I snatched at first. It had taken Daisy hopping in and giving me a few annoyed twitches of her long white whiskers as I covered her in clothes to slow my frantic movements and for some rationality to finally take over.  
 
    I had responsibilities, my own three cats, Maverick, Daisy, and Agnes, not to mention Whisker Kisses, the cat rescue I founded and ran with the help of a wonderful team of volunteers. Things had finally calmed down after my last episode of being MIA due to being completely wrapped up in my relationship with Lance. How were they going to take me running off and being unavailable again?  And with the trip concerning Lance. He wasn’t the most well thought of person around there since many of them were convinced he had broken my heart. And that was despite my extremely heated assurances that it was I who had ended things and in the most spectacular fashion by tossing a glass of water in his face during an argument about commitment and children at a restaurant in Lewes.  
 
    With several pairs of silky panties still grasped in my hand, I had picked my phone off the nightstand and pressed two. As it rang, I half hoped John wouldn’t answer and I could just leave a rambling message that would be less embarrassing than talking to him in person.  
 
    “T!” a loud, cheerful voice boomed in my ear.  
 
    “John,” I answered with a lot less exuberance. Then I spilled out mostly everything in a rush before he could say anything else. “I need to travel for a bit and I was hoping you could come and cat-sit for me.” 
 
    “Pool privileges?”   
 
    All the houses in my gated community had access to the pool house and clubhouse restaurant, with a hefty membership fee, of course, but we could bring our family and friends there. “Absolutely.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you mention this trip at dinner the other night?” he asked, his deep voice full of suspicion.  
 
    Noticing the handful of underwear still clutched tightly in my left hand, I tossed them toward my open suitcase before sitting down on the bed. “This all came up suddenly,” I said calmly. Which was true. How was I to know Victor would go and do something crazy like this? Ok, no, scratch that. If I hadn’t been preoccupied with my romance with Lance, I could have quite clearly seen this coming. It didn’t take a psychic to know he was unhappy in his current spirit state and having just discovered he could take over bodies, why wouldn’t he plan to get himself a new, permanent one?   
 
    And hadn’t Aunt Prudy warned me to watch him? Furthermore, hadn’t I also known for years he wanted revenge against his brother and ex-girlfriend? As a ghost, he had been strong but virtually powerless to do anything more than slam a door in his brother Andre’s face, maybe give him a hard shove down the stairs. Yet once he was human again, he could do some real damage. A very scary thought.  
 
    “T, you’re not being straight with me,” John said his voice quiet and serious. “This doesn’t have anything to do with drugs does it?” 
 
    My mind went blank. Drugs? What in the world was John smoking to make him leap to that idea?!  
 
    Then my own brain fog dissipated. Oh, right, last time we spoke John had misunderstood the intervention the Whisker Kisses crew had staged for me as being drug-related. At the time, it had just been easier to ignore it. Now it came back to bite me in the butt and I was very much wishing I had set him straight then. Oh well, another thing that would have to go on the back burner of things to be handled. Thanks a lot, Victor!  
 
    “John, will you house and cat sit or not?” I asked bluntly.  
 
    “You know I will, it’s just…” he paused, clearing his throat several times before continuing. “I worry about you, T. Ever since you started dating that lawyer you’ve been different, distant. And I’m concerned.”  
 
    A rush of warmth nearly overwhelmed me as I felt John’s fear for me come shooting through the phone. Such a good friend, always wanting the best for me. “John, you are such a dear friend. I’m sorry. You’re one hundred percent right. Life’s been a mess lately, but I promise you I’m getting it back on track. I’m not going back with Lance but I do need to help him. Please understand.”  
 
    “Just be safe, okay? I don’t have a passport to come and rescue you if something happens.” He had tried to make it sound light-hearted but his concern wrapped around me like a hug.  
 
    “I’ll be fine.” I sniffed back a few emotional tears. What an amazing friend I was blessed with! Standing up, I picked up the undies that had missed the suitcase that Daisy now lounged on. I had only a few hours until I had to be at the airport and I had so much yet to do. “John, you remember the gate code, right? And you have the extra key I gave you?” 
 
    “Yup, I got it. Other than the kitties, any plants I got to water?” 
 
    “No, Helen will take care of them. I’ve got to call her too. John, thanks a bunch, I need to go!” 
 
    “Okay, have fun and punch your ex for me?” His voice held a teasing note to it but I knew he was serious. 
 
    “Bye, John.” I clicked off before he could reply.  
 
    Less than five minutes after getting off the phone with Steph, not fully comprehending all that lay ahead of me, I had booked the flight. Now, after the call with John, I stared at my bedroom with the open suitcase half filled with odds and ends, discarded clothes scattered around the floor, and Daisy once again in my suitcase. I felt the urge to call John back and cancel the whole thing. Victor could handle himself and sorry about Lance’s luck, he would probably eventually get his body back. Ahhhhh...how simple my life would be if I could ignore all ghostly happenings around me.  
 
    But I couldn’t do that. So, I made the call to Whisker Kisses. What a disaster that ended up being! Sandy answered, then without me being aware of it she had put me on speakerphone.  
 
    Suddenly, I had been bombarded with upset and concerned voices all lobbying me to change my mind.  
 
    “You said you were over him!”  
 
    “Greece? Don’t forget the sunscreen or else you’ll fry!” 
 
    “T’s going to Greece?! Can I come with you?”  
 
    “Why are you chasing that man across the ocean?” 
 
    “Who’s going to take care of Agnes, Daisy, and Maverick?”  
 
    “I think we’re out of dewormer, can you order some before your flight?” 
 
    Alarmed by the loud voices, Daisy had taken off at a mad run, flipping my suitcase off the bed before she zoomed around the corner, her long black tail puffed up like a dust brush.  
 
    “I am over him. I’ll get sunscreen, I promise. Nope, sorry you can’t come with me, Sandy. I’m not chasing him, I’m helping him. John’s going to be pet sitting for me, the cats love him so they’re in good hands, don’t worry. I thought we just got a big shipment of wormer? Check if it’s still in the box,” I said in a rush, the phone digging into my cheek as I tried to balance it between my face and shoulder, struggling to stuff my clothes back into the suitcase laying on the floor.  
 
    Parker’s normally shy, hesitant voice broke through loud and strong, “Why don’t you get back with Lance? All you do is mope around since you two ended things.”  
 
    The phone fell with a loud whack on the hardwood floor, the noise causing me to jump almost as much as Parker’s words. Was it true? Had I been moping? Sure, I might miss Lance sometimes, but I had been so busy with the rescue I thought I was doing really well not to dwell on things. Apparently not if Parker, mild, sweet Parker was noticing it enough to speak up. Yikes.  
 
    Picking up the phone, I noticed my hand was trembling slightly. “Okay gang, I have a plane to catch so I really need to go. I promise I’ll be good and everything is fine, honest!” Then in a clearly cowardly move, I had disconnected the call, took a few seconds to sniff and collect myself and then had finished packing. I spent far longer than I should have to hug my three furry roommates and then had sped to the airport as fast as traffic allowed, which hadn’t been quick at all. The drive to BWI, which should have taken two maybe three hours max, took over four.  
 
    Parking was outrageous, the shuttle from the parking lot to the airport also took forever, and a few times I was tempted to walk but didn’t. Looking back, all those signs should have told me that I was making a huge mistake and to slow my butt down, yet I foolishly pushed on.  
 
    At least until I made it to the ticket counter and found out that my flight had already boarded and I was out of luck. The process of exchanging my ticket for the next day went smoothly as did checking into a hotel for the night. The next morning, I arrived at the airport a full three hours before my flight and was one of the first to board.  
 
    Which brought me right to where I currently was, ensconced in a large, plush first-class seat next to Jim.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    After our brief conversation, Jim left me alone the rest of the flight and other than an occasional snore alerting me that I wasn’t alone, I almost completely forgot about him. My hands kept getting damp with cold sweat, which I repeatedly wiped on my sweatpants, probably the only sweat that had ever gotten on this pair, I mused.  
 
    With a sigh, I turned off my tunes, placing my phone screen down in my lap. My eyes scanned the darkened cabin, taking note of the faint glowing lights on the floor showing the way to the restroom. I had flown before but never on an international flight. Overall it was fairly peaceful, though I was already getting sick of sitting and wished I could get off and do something. Instead, I had to contend with shifting my body around in the seat, swinging my legs slightly, crossing the left over the right, then back again. Finally, I hit the button that adjusted my seat into a full lounger and selected one of the movies that were on the guide.  
 
    Snuggling into the warm blue fleece blanket that the stewardess had provided, I napped until something dug into my arm, hard.  
 
    Opening my mouth in a huge yawn that I didn’t even try to stifle, my eyes attempted to focus. The cabin was now fully lit with the sun streaming in through several windows with the shades lifted. The sounds of the other passengers moving around and talking jarred my consciousness more than anything else. I sat up, the blanket falling away from my face to puddle in a soft heap in my lap, a slight damp spot where I must have drooled slightly in my sleep.   
 
    I had just raised my arms over my head to stretch when Jim’s elbow shot into my side driving the underwire of my bra sharply into my boob. For such a plump guy he had amazingly pointy elbows. “Ouch!” I shrieked, my hand rubbing at the offended area while I gave Jim what I hoped was a killer glare.  
 
    “Oh, sorry bout that,” he said not even looking my way as he stuffed magazines, his eye mask, and going by the cover, what looked like a pretty steamy romance novel into his black canvas carry-on bag. “We’re about to land and I thought you would want to wake up.”  
 
    “We are?” I mused out loud, my hurt boob forgotten. I looked out the window next to him and sure enough, saw green trees and a turquoise ocean beneath us by.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, the plane touched down and disembarkment started. Standing to stretch out my cramped legs I grabbed my bag from the overhead compartment. Jim gave me a hurried, “Have a nice time,” whacking me in the back with his large carry-on that he slung over his shoulder as he edged by me. 
 
    “You too, Jim! Good luck scoring with those desperate, divorced babes! Maybe we’ll have the same return flight and can compare notes on our trips,” I called after him waving gaily. He rewarded me with a startled, deer in the headlights look of panic before he redoubled his efforts to get off the plane. Squeezing and pushing past other passengers, a few beat him around the head and shoulders with their bags but somehow Jim made it to the front of the line and dashed out. Seconds later, a few people leaving the plane screamed and then a round of laughter and applause rocked the cabin. Apparently, poor Jim’s rapid escape had drawn the attention of security who tackled him when he failed to stop.  
 
    As I leisurely made my way off the plane and over to the luggage claim area, I saw Jim being dragged away by three airport security guards. I gave him another quick wave but I couldn’t be sure that he noticed as he loudly screamed for a lawyer. Gee, I hope he still made it to his friend’s wedding.  
 
    Immigration was a breeze, so straightforward I blinked and it was over. Not at all what I had expected. Why was I here? Did I know anyone? How long did I expect to stay? Good, great, okay, on your way, have a nice visit. Bang, my passport got stamped and I was free to move on to the next step.  
 
    At the baggage area, a large crowd gathered around the luggage carousel. I vaguely recognized a few of my fellow passengers so I felt confident this was the right spot. A flash of violet caught my eye. There went my suitcase. Yup, I was where I needed to be.  
 
    “Excuse me, pardon me,” I repeated trying in vain to inch closer to the whirling luggage. Nope, the others around me seemed more determined to reach theirs and I found my feet trod upon, my ribs and arms struck with elbows, and even a metal luggage trolley banged into me. There went my suitcase again. I found myself actually pushed slightly back instead of advancing. Whatever.  
 
    As I stood back waiting for the crowd to thin out some, I put my carry-on down at my feet then alternated stretching my still cramped calves. With my right foot in hand, I pulled it toward my butt and felt a tingle. Not in my leg but over my whole body. An electric tingle of psychic awareness. Still on one foot, I swiveled my head around trying to track the sensation.  
 
    This was nothing new. Things often pinged my other sense, the sixth sense as it was called, though that wasn’t entirely true either. There were tons of other senses. Guess it was just easier to teach kids five versus ten or eleven. Plus, proprioception was a real tongue twister so why burden a small child with having to learn and recite that? Either way, my sixth sense had been turned on as long as I could recall, it was as natural to me as my sense of taste and smell.  
 
    Speaking of smells, a light delicious one trailed up my nostrils then drifted down to rest on my tongue, producing instant saliva and some tummy rumbles. The tingle, still there, but not as close, didn’t seem nearly as important as saving my stomach from eating itself. A row of shops beckoned, all on the other side of security and customs.  
 
    With a weary sigh, I released my foot, picked up my bag and fought my way back into the slightly diminished throng of people waiting for their baggage. The tingle buzzed around the back of my head from my right ear to my left, almost as if tracking whatever caused the awareness. With a lunge, I pushed between two men snagging my loudly colored suitcase. I accidentally banged one of them with it as I attempted to back out between them. A few dark sounding words were tossed my way, but ignorance is bliss and since I couldn’t understand them, I chose to ignore what were probably curse words or threats.  
 
    Still backing out of the mass of waiting tired, rumpled, and somewhat smelly passengers I had almost made it home free when my backside thumped against a hard-sided suitcase.  
 
    “Watch it!” the owner of the suitcase snapped, heaving it away from me with a frown on her grumpy face. 
 
    “Sorry,” I yelled after her.  
 
    My attention still on the angry woman walking toward customs, the large suitcase swinging back and forth in her hand just waiting for its next victim, it took me a moment to sense the presence of the man across the way.  
 
    Possibly around six feet tall, the distance made it difficult to guesstimate, he had a shock of inky black hair that rose up from his head a few inches before being swooped backward. My fingers itched to go over and mess up that mass of controlled hair. I could see how dark his brown eyes were from here, they flickered past me for a moment but I knew he had been staring. That hot tingle of electric awareness, it was him. Something about him.  
 
    Inhaling a deep breath of slightly stale air, I looked away. I had way too many other more pressing issues than an interesting man that caused my psychic antennae to ping. It wasn’t a sinister sensation so he was harmless.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help sneaking one more peek at him as I hurried over to customs with my suitcases. Apparently, I look pretty innocent myself because I was waved through. Then again, so were most people. I guess by this point they figured anything we might be trying to smuggle had already been caught. At least I hoped so, casting a look about me.  
 
    Finally, a line of shops stretched out in front of me, and not being very choosy I went into the first I came to. After buying a bag of BBQ chips and a Dr. Pepper I plopped down in one of the hard, molded plastic chairs available near a bank of car rental kiosks and began to munch. My phone was set to WIFI which thankfully the airport had so between bites of tangy chips and gulps of my soda, I located the hotel that I had already booked. It didn’t look that terribly far away on the map and part of me actually thought of walking there. I could see the sights on my way…. 
 
    Yeah, right, the much more rational part of me sneered. My carry-on bag wasn’t very heavy, but my suitcase would get annoying fast. It rolled great on the nice smooth floor of the airport, but on a sidewalk bustling with people? Or a slightly uneven surface, nope, not worth the headache. That decided, I checked out local taxi companies but ended up going with a nice driver that approached me.  
 
    “You need a ride to your hotel?” At my nod, the stocky smiling man grabbed my suitcase and plucked the carry-on right off my shoulder before I could protest. “I’m Lukas,” he tossed over his shoulder as he moved fluidly through the crowd leading me out of the airport to a waiting sedan with a snazzy magnetic taxi sign on the door.  
 
    The bright sunlight hurt my eyes after endless hours of artificial light but the sun felt amazing on my skin. For a blissful moment, I closed my eyes and just let the warmth wash over me. I had expected Greece to be much hotter but it was actually very pleasant. Low eighties would be my guess, absolute perfection. Then my arm got bumped, and unwittingly my eyes flew open. My moment of peace was over.  
 
    Lukas stood holding the rear passenger door open for me and once my feet had cleared the door, he gently closed it. I was digging in my purse for sunglasses when two loud thumps signaled that my luggage had made it into the trunk which he then closed with a bang.  
 
    “Where are you staying?” Lukas asked as he slid behind the wheel and pulled his safety belt into place.  His head turned and he gave me another warm, friendly smile.  
 
    “Hotel Atplanos, it’s near the…” 
 
    Lukas cut me off, “Oh yes, very popular, hope you booked ahead.” The car lurched into traffic cutting off another of the airport taxis but Lukas ignored the blaring horn.  
 
    “I did,” I replied confidently, though something tugged at the edge of my mind. Something I was forgetting.  
 
    “It’s in the heart of the city, you’ll be able to walk to everywhere. This your first time in Athens?”  
 
    Too busy clutching the door’s oh shit bar to keep from being flung across the bench seat as the car made a fast left turn to comment, Lukas continued on as if I had responded. “I grew up outside of the city, couldn’t ask for a nicer place to live. When it’s time to fly home, you call me and I’ll come and get you.”   
 
    We rode in silence for several minutes, the landscape whirling by so fast I couldn’t make much out, everything was a blur of various shades of green, bright red, and beige. So much for seeing the sights.  
 
    Boom! The car stopped suddenly, rocking me forward in the seat, my purse flew out of my lap to land in a heap on the floor. Motor still running, Lukas was out the door and running around to open mine. He pressed a small business card into my shaky hand even as I was crouched over trying to make sure I had located all the items from my purse. “My numbers are on there, if you want a tour of the city, call me too, I do it all.” He retrieved my bags from the car’s trunk, insisting on carrying them right into the lobby for me, then placed them at my feet while standing there with an expectant look on his pleasant face.  
 
    I smiled back for a few seconds, then he cleared his throat.  
 
    Oh! Duh! He was waiting for his fare. I dug around in my purse then hesitated. He hadn’t told me how much. With a mental shrug, I handed him two twenties figuring that would cover the fare and tip, we had only been driving for maybe fifteen minutes or so.  
 
    Lukas continued to smile and stare at me.  
 
    After a few more seconds he finally seemed to grasp that I wasn’t about to give him more. “The fare is thirty-five euros,” he supplied.  
 
    “I didn’t exchange any money, what’s that in dollars?” 
 
    “Forty dollars and seventy cents.” 
 
    So, we were standing here looking at each other over seventy cents. And a tip. I dug back in my bag again, somehow my wallet always manages to fall to the bottom and disappear so it took me a few long seconds to find it while it felt like everyone in the hotel’s lobby watched me. I pulled out a ten, handing it to Lukas who tipped me a wink then went on his way.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Tempting though it was to leave my bags where they sat, I did the right thing and picked them up before making my way to the front desk. The gentleman behind the gray marble counter was dressed casually in a loose-fitting black silk shirt that had large green olives the size of golf balls all over it. He gave me a hesitant smile, apparently, my exchange with Lukas had concerned him, though not as much as his loud shirt did me. Then my eyes were caught by the tiny black cubbies behind him, each one with a hook where a key would be. And all of them empty.  
 
    “Hello, I’m Teresa Ashford, I have a reservation,” I stated calmly, or so I hoped.  
 
    He consulted a few pieces of paper behind the counter where I couldn’t see, despite me leaning forward slightly. He looked up, a slight frown pulling his large lips down like a deflated balloon, as his brown eyes darted around. “Ms. Ashford, we were expecting you yesterday,” his voice slightly accusatory.  
 
    That’s what I had forgotten! When I had missed my original flight, it had completely slipped my mind to call the hotel in Greece. Instead, I had been more concerned with finding a hotel for that night in Baltimore so I didn’t have to sleep in my car or drive further away and deal with traffic again.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” I apologized, not feeling truly worried yet despite all those empty hooks. “I missed my flight,” I added in an appeal for some sympathy and understanding.  
 
    “Let me get my manager,” the man said bluntly.  
 
    “But I have the room booked for two weeks so this doesn’t affect anything does it?” I wailed to his back before he disappeared behind a door to the left of the key cubbies.  
 
    Staring hard at the door, I willed it to open and the front desk clerk to return with excellent news. He did have a slight smile back on his face when he edged around the door but the taller older man following closely behind him didn’t. That gentleman closed the office door quietly before he approached the desk, laying large palms flat on it and leaning closer to me. Drawn in, I found myself moving in until only a few inches separated our faces.  
 
    “Ms. Ashford, I am sorry about the delay but you must still pay for yesterday.” His quiet voice with a heavy accent took a few moments for me to decipher.  
 
    “You still have a room for me?”  
 
    He frowned, his head jerking away from me as if I had been rude. “You reserved your room, we have it for you. We also have the credit card information you provided and it has been charged.”  
 
    I laughed as relief released the tension in my shoulders. “No problem, great, thanks! Can I please have my room key now?”  
 
    “Of course,” he waved his left hand at the front desk clerk who stood less than a foot away almost smacking an overripe looking olive on the man’s shirt. The key with a large dangling plastic green olive key fob materialized from under the desk and was pressed into the manager’s extended hand, which he then passed over to me. “I hope you enjoy your stay, Ms. Ashford. Free WIFI in the hotel, the password you will find up in your room. Also, we serve a delightful breakfast buffet for only eight euros every morning, six until ten thirty.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said feeling too tired to even attempt a smile and then made my way to the elevator. My room, on the fourth of seven floors, was a pleasant surprise. It looked exactly as advertised and even better, sparkled with cleanness. The setup, similar to hotels in the US, had a few noticeable differences. The most noticeable was the lack of an entertainment center, instead, the flat screen was mounted high up on the wall opposite the bed. Also missing was a coffee maker, the staple of all rooms I had ever been in. Interesting. I didn’t need a daily coffee but I liked having the option for an instant caffeine hit if it was required. Whatever, the manager had mentioned a breakfast for an extra fee, there was certain to be coffee downstairs. 
 
    Kicking off my shoes, I let my bags drop then flopped face first onto the bed. The flight, time difference, stress, worry, all of it combined to make me exhausted. But I mustered the strength to scoot backward until my feet touched the bare wooden floor. With a series of toe-taps I located my purse and by inserting my foot into the strap I dragged it close enough for my hand to reach. I discarded it again after claiming my phone from its bottomless depths.  
 
    Pulling my feet once more onto the bed, I curled into a ball, the phone wedged up to my face. Swiping across the screen I croaked out, “Call John.”  
 
    The phone rang and rang causing me to wonder if he was out on a fire call.  
 
    “Hello!” a rough voice snarled into the phone. 
 
    “John, it’s Teresa. How are you and the cats doing?” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence then in a more reasonable tone of voice, “T, bugger off and call back at a decent hour.” The call disconnected.  
 
    Glancing at the phone’s screen, I saw it was nearly eleven in the afternoon. Why was John still sleeping and getting nasty over a decent hour? It was a decent one! Blah, maybe he had just come off a shift but I thought he was twelve on then off for a day or so, I couldn’t keep up with his odd schedule. He had been a firefighter at Station Ten full-time for six years now, but things changed and truth be told, I hadn’t been the best of friends in regards to remembering things lately.  
 
    Then it hit me, I was in Greece and my phone had changed over to their time once it hooked up to the WIFI in the airport. My eyes squeezed closed as I attempted to recall the difference in time zones, something like six hours maybe. Which made it around five am there, early but not dreadful. Unless it was a seven- or eight-hour difference then major oops, I owed John an apology. 
 
    I also owed my stomach some food. The bag of chips was in my purse, still half-full. I hadn’t eaten any more on the ride to the hotel like I had planned thanks to Lukas’s lead foot driving. I had taken a few hasty gulps of soda because I needed the sugar and caffeine to keep me going. And now my body had just about run out of steam. I couldn’t even summon up the energy to get the soda from my carry-on where I had stuck it nor grab my purse from the floor near the bed. Nope, too much effort. My vision dimmed as my eyelids lowered, fluttered open, then stayed closed.  
 
    Lance sat on the edge of the bed, his hand rubbing small gentle circles on my back. When I turned my head and smiled up at him, his eyes crinkled into those sexy laugh lines that I loved. “Hey, girl,” he said before giving my rump a rather rough slap.  
 
    When I leaped up to yell, I found Lance had changed into Victor. He stood grinning in that devil-may-care way I adored, his arms crossed over his chest, biceps pushing against the thin Aerosmith t-shirt he wore. I could feel confusion fill me, Victor didn’t wear t-shirts and definitely not Aerosmith ones. “Teresa, it’s okay, all will be as it should be. Dying was the best thing that ever happened to me, I met you. We were meant to be together, remember that and soon everything will be as it should.” He held out his hand, his long fingers beckoning me… 
 
    Taking a step forward, his motioning hand got smacked away by …Aunt Prudy?!  
 
    “Aunt Prudy? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Teresa, you’re dreaming, girl. But before you wake up, I want you to remember, stay the course don’t give in to wannabe lover boy,” she jerked a thumb at Victor standing off in the distance with a smirk on his handsome face. “Or even Mr. Hot Buns,” she continued, moving a hand to gesture at a grinning and waving Lance. “You know what needs to be done. Don’t complicate things, what feels right is right.” Prudy stopped then reached over and gripped my arm pulling me to her for a fierce hug. I could feel her arms around me and the old familiar smell of cigarette smoke and perfume that she had carried with her in life drifted to my nose. I squeezed her hard. I missed her.  
 
    “I miss you too. We’re fortunate to still be able to visit each other despite my passing but oh how I longed to hug you and Megan again. Give her a hard squeeze for me the next time you see her, please?” Prudy’s green eyes shined brightly as she pulled away. She rubbed at them with trembling hands before straightening up. “Okay, enough of this. Time to wake up.” 
 
    My eyes popped open and I sat up. Looking around the brightly lit hotel room I saw the sun, still high in the sky, bright beams coming through the opened curtains around the sliding glass door leading out to the minuscule balcony. Sniffing the air, I could almost swear I smelt Aunt Prudy’s lingering scent. My arms went around my middle, my head bowing slightly as I closed my eyes. Her hug had felt so real, so solid in my dream.  
 
    But that message, stay the course and what feels right is right? My decision-making skills had been sorely lacking lately. I could only pray that Aunt Prudy was correct and somehow, I wouldn’t screw things up even worse than whatever Victor had planned.  
 
    First stretching to relieve the kink in my neck and back, I leaned over nabbing the bag of chips out of my purse and grabbing the soda from my carry-on on my way out to the balcony. Yes, it was tiny but it had a little metal oval table and two chairs around it and the view was marvelous. Sitting in a chair munching on the slightly crushed chips and licking the orange powdered seasoning off my fingers between bites, I breathed in a big lungful of air and just reveled in the moment. 
 
    Then I chugged some soda, my mind shifting into brainstorming mode. I had adored that word when my eighth grade English teacher first used it and even now just thinking of it brought a smile to my lips. I could almost envision storm clouds circling my brain just waiting to zap an idea lightning bolt down. So where would Victor go? Here, his homeland, and maybe attempt his old house? Check on a few bank accounts, would they remain open after his passing? I hadn’t the foggiest. He wanted a body, had taken Lance to get one similar to his own no doubt. But that could be anywhere in the country.  
 
    So very frustrating! I rubbed at my temples hoping to ease the tension and get a few storm clouds brewing but my brainstorms were blowing away leaving me with only clear, beautiful skies.  
 
    And an empty chip bag. I balled it up, grabbed my soda, and went back into the room getting another shock as I entered the bathroom. Right above the toilet was a printed sign tacked to the wall telling me to toss all toilet tissue into the bin provided. Do not flush. Sure enough, there was a small trash bin directly next to the commode. Still not over that unexpected surprise, my eyes went to the shower next. Instead of a standard tub or even an enclosed stall, the shower was a thin tray on the ground with a curtain around it. I set my soda bottle on the sink, tossed the empty chip bag in the trash can, then got into the shower to check it out further. I was tempted to strip and take a shower right now but my grumbling stomach vetoed that idea.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The guy in the loud olive plastered shirt was still at the front desk when I came down to the lobby but this time there was no hesitation on his part in greeting me warmly. “Ms. Ashford, your room is to your satisfaction? Everything good?”  
 
    “It’s wonderful, thank you. I was curious about any restaurant recommendations you could give, the closer the better.”  
 
    He plucked a flyer from a wire display rack on the edge of the front desk. “We are so close to the Central Market, lots of restaurants there, very easy walk.” He placed the flyer down and circled the hotel on the map area then circled the central market area. He passed it to me with another smile.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “You are very welcome. Enjoy your meal.” He said with a parting wave, or what I assumed was a wave meant for me since his palm faced inward not outwards. Then his smile dimmed and he raised his voice. “Ms. Ashford, please do not forget to change your money over. There are several ATM’s around the market, I’m afraid we don’t have one at the hotel yet.” Then with a parting nod, he reopened his crossword puzzle book which he must have closed when I approached.  
 
    The walk was very easy, which I was thankful for. And I was able to find an ATM pretty easily and withdrew a decent amount of cash to see me through the next several days. The Euros were very colorful and much wider than US dollars, they also felt rather slippery in my hands. People were everywhere and my eyes flew around taking it all in. Living in Rehoboth, Delaware, a tourist destination and super popular beach community, I was accustomed to crowds, mostly families in swimwear and all various shades of sunburn red and tan, but here! Oh my, people were sharply dressed in a multitude of colors and all looked healthy and fit. No exposed potbellies or whale guts in sight, which was a nice change of pace, I had to admit. I saw several dogs trotting around looking like tourists out on a stroll which made my mouth quirk up in a grin. And the smells, my poor stomach insisted I stop at the first restaurant I came to.  
 
    Multiple tiny white tables were in rows in front of the building, with brightly colors chairs of orange and green placed two to a table. I weaved my way between the diners to a counter where I could see the cook grilling meats, while another chopped up vegetables and arranged sizzling platters.   
 
    I’m embarrassed to say English is my only spoken language. I tried Spanish and French while in high school and failed miserably at both. But I could mime pretty decently and hoped some well-placed jabs of my finger at the listed menu on the wall to the right of the counter would suffice. The cook not flipping and dicing the meats looked up and gave me a grin, holding up a finger. He finished the plates placing them on the counter where a waiter appeared and grabbed them before they had even sat there for a minute.  
 
    “American?” the cook asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, so relieved that he spoke English.  
 
    “Great! What will you have?” 
 
    I ordered a gyro wrap and a bottle of water and after the higher than expected taxi fare was pleasantly surprised at how little my meal came to. Four euros so just under five dollars.  
 
    Scouting the area, I found several unoccupied tables and claimed one near the street to observe the market. The seats weren’t the most comfortable, no doubt to encourage people to eat and move along. But after sitting for only a few minutes I picked up a very fishy smell that had my nose crinkling and me eyeing free tables further away from the street which is where I assumed the odor was coming from.  
 
    I got up, moving to a table closer to the grill area hoping to only be inhaling the mouth-watering fragrance of sizzling lamb and beef. Only after sitting down at my new seat did I see the waiter, a young man with a red apron tied around his middle, following me with a plate in hand and a bottle of water tucked into his apron’s large front pockets.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said accepting the heavy plate from him and then the folded napkin containing fork and knife. The water bottle he placed on the table for me. As he turned to leave, I couldn’t help asking, “Where is that fishy smell coming from?” 
 
    “Fresh fish,” he answered simply, an amused half-smirk on his face. Then he crouched down until our shoulders were almost level, his arm held straight out pointing at something behind me.  
 
    Turning in the seat, I saw the crates of fruits, vegetables, and nuts at the store across from the restaurant. But it wasn’t only fruit on display, I also made out mounds of white ice with fish heads and tails, the sun shining brightly off their slick scales. “Oh, yes, that explains it,” I said feeling a tad overwhelmed.  
 
    But that quickly faded as I began eating my heavily loaded down gyro. It came wrapped in plain paper and I needed two hands to hold it. Not only did it have still sizzling lamb meat, bunches of lettuce, big chunks of tomato, and delicious tzatziki sauce that I adored, but there were fries half sticking out of the pita wrap as well. Those I pulled out and placed on my plate. Then I took a huge bite, closed my eyes in bliss while chewing contently.  
 
    “May I sit with you?” a low male voice asked.  
 
    I knew it was the man from the airport before I even opened my eyes. The air crackled like a lit fourth of July sparkler, the sound low but filling my ears. He would be important, I didn’t know how yet, but all the signs were there.  
 
    My gyro went back on my plate then I opened my eyes.  
 
    Up close his dark eyes were almost black. That wild shock of hair had been concealed under a faded, navy blue ballcap but it was him.  
 
    “Of course,” I replied, wiping my mouth with the napkin.  
 
    He smiled at me, revealing very white teeth and a pronounced overbite, and placed a bottle of water down on the table close to mine before he sat. “Thank you, I’m Mateo.”  
 
    “Hi, Mateo, have you been following me?” I asked though I certainly had my suspicions.  
 
    His smile widened. “Yes and no,” he said carefully. “I did see you at the airport. You saw me?” His large hand picked up his water, balanced it carefully on his palm for a moment then unscrewed the cap.  
 
    “I did indeed. Your hat isn’t fooling me.”  
 
    He had just taken a sip of water as I said that, thankfully a small sip as he sprayed it all over the table when he burst out laughing. He ran a hand over his mouth to wipe away the dripping water then gestured toward an unused napkin. “May I?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said, handing the napkin to him. Our thumbs came within an inch of touching when the bit of paper was yanked from my hand.  
 
    After using the napkin to clean up the rest of his face he sopped up the droplets on the table. “Sorry about that,” he muttered, balling the soaked napkin into a limp ball and tucking it out of sight in his closed fist which he rested on his lap under the table.  
 
    Those bright black eyes rose to meet mine. “I’m not using the hat as a disguise.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said while wondering how I could continue to stuff my face and have a conversation at the same time. I grabbed a single fry and ate that while waiting to see where this conversation was going.  
 
    It’s a common misconception that psychics know all and see all. I certainly don’t. I get feelings and vibrations; some objects have a long memory and broadcast that to anyone willing to hear about it. And the spirit spotting, ugh! That I could definitely do without, especially considering my current situation.  
 
    Hmmm…Okay, no strike that. Having a super late lunch slash early dinner at a charming, though smelly, restaurant in Greece on a gorgeous September day with an attractive man. Not too shabby. And all thanks to the misadventures caused by a spirit. My life was definitely interesting, had to admit that.  
 
    “Seriously, I knew you saw me at the airport, or rather sensed me. I did the same.” Mateo’s dark eyes continued to stare into mine refusing to release them. “I came here hoping to have a proper meeting, Teresa.”  
 
    Now that got my attention. I dropped the tomato I had been trying to slide out of the gyro without the entire thing falling apart and reassessed Mateo. Up until that moment I had been having fun, he had seemed nice, very non-threatening. But after using my name, deliberately letting me know he knew who I was without me offering that information he no longer seemed so innocent. I was a foreigner in a country I didn’t know and like a fool, my can of mace was still safely and carefully packed away in my suitcase back in the hotel room. I normally carried a can in my purse but that was a big no-no on the plane and it wasn’t allowed in my carry-on bag either.  
 
    “Hey, I’m not a bad guy, promise,” Mateo said as if reading my mind. Then unbelievably he gave me a wink. “I’m not reading your mind either.” 
 
    My mouth literally fell open. Good thing I had swallowed just a moment ago. “Who are you?” I whispered when I felt comfortable speaking again.  
 
    He placed both his long-fingered hands on the small white table, leaning forward slightly. “I’m like you. A mentalist.”  
 
    “You’re a psychic?” Reaching out for my water I noticed my hand trembled. Maybe now was a good time for a beer.  
 
    “If that’s the term you prefer, then yes, I’m a psychic. The minute I laid eyes on you I knew you were too. I don’t often come across many of us and you have the loveliest lavender aura.”  
 
    Why could everyone else see auras but me?! Despite the circumstances, I pouted. I had never once seen an aura. My abilities tended to run toward more spirits and pallor tricks, psychometry aka knowing things about a person by handling a belonging of theirs being the main one.  
 
    “You cannot see auras?” he correctly guessed from my expression.  
 
    “No,” I said a tad more sourly than perhaps necessary. Then I gave myself a mental shake, stop being jealous and get excited. This was my first direct meeting with someone like me, even if our abilities were different. “Sorry, Mateo, it’s wonderful to meet you. I’m Teresa, as you already know,” I quipped, holding out my hand after a hasty wipe on the napkin.  
 
    His eyes traveled from my face to my outstretched hand then returned to my face. “Regretfully no, I prefer not to do handshakes. I’d offer to buy you a meal but you beat me to it.” He grinned, his whole face relaxed and charming, and any lingering doubts I had about him being dangerous faded.  
 
    “Maybe another time then?” I slid in and immediately cringed.  
 
    “Breakfast tomorrow.” He stated, then pointed to my gyro. “Please eat, I didn’t want to interrupt your meal, but I had to talk with you.”  
 
    “Why?” I asked before digging into my gyro again.  
 
    “Because I can help you.”  
 
    “Help me?” I paused with the gyro mid-way to my mouth.  
 
    “You’re not here on vacation, you are searching for someone. Let me help you.”  
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him how he knew that but duh, he was a psychic and obviously a much more powerful one than me.  
 
    “Not more powerful, we just have different talents,” he said before he hastened to add, “Some of it truly isn’t mind reading it just reading people and the facial cues and knowing thought processes. Educated guesses.”  
 
    I took a bite of my gyro and chewed it and the information he just gave me over. After swallowing and taking a healthy gulp of my water, my mind was made up. “Okay, just don’t start finishing my sentences because it will really creep me out.”  
 
    “Deal. Now, what brings you to Greece, Teresa?”  
 
    After finishing another bite of my wrap, I began. “You’re right. I’m not here on vacation and I am searching for someone. Two somebodies actually. My ex-boyfriend Lance and a spirit named Victor who hitched a ride to Greece via Lance’s body.” I eyed Mateo, waiting for his reaction.  
 
    “Victor inhabited Lance’s body?” His dark eyes moved over me and began traveling around the others occupying the tables near us.  
 
    I must admit I was mildly disappointed in how casually he took the news.  
 
    “Yes, it’s something new he discovered he could do…” 
 
    Mateo cut me off, “You talk about him like he’s your friend.” His thin lips quirked up at that.  
 
    “He kinda is,” I said softly.  
 
    “Unusual, I don’t deal with spirits. Refuse to, too much trouble and annoyance.” 
 
    “You could say that again,” I muttered while grabbing my almost empty water bottle for a final drink.  
 
    “You are bothered by them? Block them, that’s what I do.”  
 
    “You can do that?! That would be a wonderful ability. Teach me?”  
 
    At that, he did smile, his upper teeth resting on his lower lip for a moment before he bit it.  “I can do that, but let’s worry about the more pressing issue of a spirit able to hijack living people. Why is he here and how can we find him?”  
 
    “The first part is fairly simple. Victor actually told me that he wanted a body like his old one.”  
 
    “He’s from here? Greece? What part?”  
 
    “That I don’t know.”  
 
    “Our country might seem small compared with the United States but it’s pretty diverse, several islands that can only be reached by plane or boat.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said, feeling the stirrings of defeat start to weigh me down.  
 
    “This is why I was drawn to you, I know it, to help you. We got this, Teresa.” Mateo said before getting to his feet. “This had to be a long two days for you, go back to your hotel and get some rest. I’m sure jet lag will be hitting you hard. Let’s meet tomorrow for breakfast and we’ll put our heads together and come up with some answers.”  
 
    Mateo’s gaze held mine, the doubts lifted and I suddenly felt much calmer. It was nice for a change having someone offering to help me. Normally everyone looked to me for assistance.  
 
    Standing, I gathered up my trash placing it back on the tray. “Mateo, I can’t thank you enough. It means so much just having someone to talk with about all this.”  
 
    “I know exactly how you feel,” he said taking the tray from me. “I’ll be by your hotel around nine tomorrow. Have a good night, Teresa.”  
 
    “You too, and thank you again.”  
 
    We smiled one last time at each other and parted ways, each going in the opposite direction though I snuck glances back at his broad back before he was swallowed up in the crowd.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    When I entered my room, things seemed off. I couldn’t place what exactly though. My bags were where I had left them, I had my purse with me and had nothing truly valuable in my suitcase or carry-on, everything could be replaced if needed. But nothing was missing. Things were jumbled around, either from my hurried packing, the international flight and searching at the airport or even from that crazy taxi ride.  
 
    Raising my nose, I took a sniff, detected no unusual odors and shrugged my weary shoulders. Perhaps Mateo was correct and jet lag had started to hit, making me paranoid. Still, I got down on the floor and checked under the bed. Good thing nobody was there because I don’t know what I would have done other than scream if someone had been hiding under it.  
 
    Digging my lime green toiletry bag out of my suitcase, I took it to the bathroom where I got my next culture shock. There was no bathtub. I had noticed the shower earlier but the lack of the tub hadn’t fully registered then. Dang brain fog.  
 
    The shower was a decorated silver and white tray, for lack of a better word, on the floor with the detachable nozzle attached to the wall. The shower curtain was thin, gauzy white and see-through. There was also no vanity as the sink attached directly to the wall and had little room for anything other than a bar of soap and possibly a cup on the space next to the lever-type faucet. Guess everything would stay in my bag. I took it back out and placed it on the little breakfast table in the room.  
 
    My shoes went flying as I kicked them off before jumping onto the bed. On the tiny nightstand to the left of the bed lay a slim black remote which I swiped. Rapidly flicking through the channels and wiggling my butt to get comfortable, I finally ended up plopping down on my side with two pillows behind my shoulder and head.  
 
    Which is exactly where I found myself the next morning when I groggily resurfaced from a dreamless sleep. The TV remained on though, the channel changed when I rolled on the remote when stretching. My cell phone never left my purse last night, and I panicked thinking it might be dead. Thankfully, I had charged it on the plane and it still had some life left. I dug the charging cable out of my carry-on, popping on the international adapter I had picked up at Walmart on my way to the airport. Funny the things you remember to do, like buy the adapter, but then forget to inform the hotel of your delayed check-in. Oh well, it all worked out.  
 
    Then I happened to take note of the time as I was plugging my phone in, eight forty-eight. Shoot! Desperately I tried to remember what time Mateo said he would be by the hotel. Was it nine or ten? Shoot! Shoot! Shoot!  
 
    My clothes hit the floor as I raced to the bathroom shedding them as I went. A nice little travel-sized bar of soap awaited me in the bathroom on the sink, the flimsy wrapping I tore off while turning the water on. I got in, not even bothering to pull the curtain around me. The water was icy so the soap took some effort to lather up. I cleaned the important bits and felt my legs, somewhat scratchy but I didn’t have time to shave. Plus, my razor was in my tote bag on the table in the other room. Blah! I didn’t take the time to shampoo as it was coming back to me that nine was the agreed upon time.   
 
    After what had to be the shortest shower I have ever taken in my life, I wrapped a thin, white towel around myself then another around my wet, tangled hair. A puddle of water formed under my feet, I had forgotten to put the little floor mat down, it still hung on the towel rack. I tossed it down and dragged it around with my right foot hoping to soak up the worse of the water. It squished when I stepped on it, the water ice cold now.  
 
    Sadly, the room had hardwood floors so I left wet footprints all over as I dug through first my suitcase then my vanity tote tossing needed items onto the bed. Toweling my body off briskly, I dropped the saturated towel and scooted that around where I had walked. Then I got dressed in panties, bra, and a pair of tan capris. My shirt would wait. I pulled the towel off my hair, grabbed my brush and a hairband and was about to head back into the bathroom when I recalled how wet and nasty the floor was.  
 
    Back into my suitcase I went, retrieving a pair of black rubber flip-flops. Then I went to survey how ratty my hair was. Looking into the mirror, I tried to convince myself it was fine and that skipping the shampoo due to time constraints had been the right way to go. I couldn’t do it. I looked a hot mess. Actually no, worse. My hair looked like one of the cat’s hairballs.  
 
    And I didn’t pack any detangling spray! And I missed my cats! I’m not one to get all emotional but I felt some tears moistening my eyes. At least all my eye makeup had long since worn off.  
 
    Nope, not all, a few black smudges ringed under my eyes. I scrubbed at them with a bit of wet toilet paper before tackling my hair. A few more tears erupted as the brush hit on several nasty snarls. I tried not to wince at the large clumps of hair clinging wetly to the brush’s bristles when I finished. Pulling my hair back into a high messy ponytail I gave my reflection a half-grimace then went back out to put my shirt on and get my toothbrush and toothpaste.  
 
    I grabbed my phone and did a quick smear of lipstick on my way out the door. According to my phone, I had a minute to spare. In the elevator on the way down it struck me that I hadn’t told Mateo which hotel I was staying at. Could he really be that powerful? Without being aware of it, I chewed on my lower lip, dragging some of my freshly applied lipstick onto my teeth. Only when my tongue rubbed at a spot on my front teeth did I realize what I had done.  
 
    I was still scrubbing at my teeth with my index finger when the elevator doors opened. A group of businessmen stared at me with mixed looks on their faces before they entered the small space. The five of them stared straight ahead, giving me a wide berth. I did one last swipe since their backs were turned while trying not to feel completely mortified.  
 
    We all exited at the ground floor, none of the men sparing me a single glance as they trooped out and went in the direction of the front desk. Other than a young girl behind the desk this morning, I saw nobody else around. Maybe Mateo had said ten. I debated between waiting down in the lobby area or heading back up to my room when Mateo’s tall form uncoiled from one of the orange, low-slung chairs off to the left of the desk, partially concealed by a huge potted plant. 
 
    As he came toward me, I’ll admit my stomach did a flip. His hair, uncovered and raked over to the side, shone brightly in the bright sunlight that streamed in through the bank of windows. He wore a bright teal polo shirt, khaki shorts, and brown leather sandals. Mateo radiated good health and happiness, a smile curving up his lips.  
 
    “Teresa, good morning! You slept well?” He asked.  
 
    His greeting drew the attention of the businessmen that stood at the desk and I noticed several of them glancing at Mateo then over at me. The youngest of the group smirked and leaned toward the man next to him. His words didn’t carry but their resulting laughter did.  
 
    Mateo looked over his shoulder at them, and their laughter died as they looked down at the pamphlets in their hands.  
 
    “Yes, I did sleep well, thank you,” I said, hoping that he knew I appreciated him handling the snickering businessmen.  
 
    “This hotel has a fabulous breakfast, let’s dig in.” He said, heading past the men still hovering around the desk and toward an open room that I hadn’t noticed before. A large buffet table laden with gleaming chafers, platters of fruits and croissants, and large pitchers of juice and pots of steaming coffee grabbed my attention upon walking through the arched doorway. The room had several tables with white tablecloths scattered throughout. Only two were occupied so Mateo and I had our pick.  
 
    He led the way to a table on the far end of the room against the wall. Without sitting down, he gestured to the buffet with an extended arm. “Shall we?”  
 
    “Absolutely, I’m starving,” I admitted and then proceeded to fill my plate with a cheese omelet, two chocolate croissants, and a pile of red grapes. After placing it at our table I went back to get a glass of orange juice.  
 
    Mateo sat waiting at the table when I returned, his own plate almost as full as mine, though he had opted for a mug of dark, fragrant coffee as his drink of choice. After I sat down and took a bite he started eating as well. Dabbing at his mouth often with the napkin between bites, we were half-way done with our meal when he spoke.  
 
    “Tell me more about Victor?”  
 
    I sighed, sipped some of my orange juice, played with the napkin in my lap then when I finally opened my mouth to answer Mateo spoke again.  
 
    “You two are close, very close for a spirit and a person.”  
 
    “But I also happen to be a psychic who does see ghosts and interact with them. Honestly, this trip has been the most ghost-free few days I’ve had in a quite a while.” I smiled before saying lightly, “I could get used to this.”  
 
    “Oh, they’re around, just not hanging about airports and hotels, at least not this one. Though we haven’t been on the roof garden, I hear the view is breathtaking, I could see a romantic sort being up there.”  
 
    “Maybe I’ll avoid it then,” I said stubbornly.  
 
    “Come on now, stop being shy, why are you and Victor so close? You’ve followed him around the world.”  
 
    I almost thought it but caught myself, I didn’t need him reading my mind and finding out. It was a tad embarrassing, falling for a ghost.  
 
    One of Mateo’s inky black perfectly groomed brows rose up as he grinned. “You have the hots for him?”  
 
    “Oh!” I squeaked before tossing my balled-up napkin at him. “You have to stop doing that!”  
 
    “Make me,” he challenged before throwing my napkin back.  
 
    I caught it, smoothing it back out before returning it to my lap. “How?” 
 
    “Block me, put up a wall, your mind is very open. Charming, sweet, and open for anyone to pop into.”  
 
    “I don’t normally run into any mind readers,” I snapped. I didn’t like feeling so vulnerable. Why was I even dealing with this?  
 
    “Stop that. Your pout says it all. I’m trying to help you here.”  
 
    My eyes narrowed as I glared at him but he was right. “Okay, so just put up a big stone wall complete with a moat, done.”  
 
    Inside my head, a tapping sound began that grew louder until it sounded like hale beating down during a storm.  
 
    “Knock, knock,” Mateo said, a playful grin turning up the corners of his mouth.  
 
    “That’s you?!” I shouted, then immediately felt hot blood shoot up into my face as everyone in the room turned their gazes on me. Including the group of businessmen that had been unnoticed by me at a table on the far end of the room near the doorway.  
 
    “That’s me, you did amazing for your first try.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, looking down at the remainder of my omelet scattered about my plate in broken chunks.  
 
    “So, other than having a mutual attraction between yourself and Victor what can you tell me about him. How did he die? How long ago? Things like that might help us track him down.”  
 
    “He and his brother Andre were drug dealers and his brother and Victor’s supposed girlfriend who was boinking Andre bashed him over the head and tossed him over a family yacht. Late seventies or early eighties would be my guesstimation.” Victor’s normal attire of a brown and gold silk shirt and skin-tight brown pants came to mind and recalled discos I had seen on movies so I felt safe in my estimate.  
 
    A thought struck me with the force of a minor headache. “Hey! With such a murder there had to have been reports of it. If we could track down a newspaper article it would have his last name and we could find his family.” 
 
    Mateo wiped his mouth before placing his napkin down on his plate. His tone almost apologetic when he shot down my idea. “Greece, alas, is full of drug kingpins, especially during the seventies and eighties. Nothing really stands out nor would there have been mention of it in the papers. They tended to keep those distasteful things on the down low so tourist wouldn’t get put off.”  
 
    My shoulders slumped, that made sense. Then another idea grabbed me. “What about the double-timing girlfriend? She was some sort of actress is what Victor told me. Would the tabloids have something about her, an American actress marrying a wealthy Greek man?  
 
    “Did they get married?” Mateo gently questioned.  
 
    “Yes, that is…” I trailed off trying to recall in Victor’s various ramblings if the two did in fact marry. “Brianna! That’s the girlfriend’s name!”  
 
    “Great! Let’s Google her.” He whipped out his phone.  
 
    I dug around in my purse locating it near the bottom, thank goodness for screen protectors or I would be replacing phones every few months. Or maybe that would make me more responsible with them.  
 
    Mateo got up and pulled his chair closer to mine so we were sitting almost shoulder to shoulder, his clean, crisp citrus scent filled my nose. The slight pull of attraction I had for him earlier gripped me hard. No! Must tramp this feeling down! I could feel his eyes on me but refused to look up from my phone. No doubt I was sending off tons of obvious signals. My mouth dried up and it took some effort to work up enough spit so I could croak out a few words. “What do you think?”  
 
    His hand shot into my field of vision tapping on the fourth link. “Try that one.”  
 
    The link was about Brianna Anderson, a rising star who had appeared in the films Too Much Fun for Business School, Revenge of the Party Girls, and some odd indie film titled BLT’s that had received rave reviews. It stated she was disappearing from public view and had turned her back on Hollywood after marrying an insanely wealthy Greek businessman and playboy.  
 
    “Who wrote this drivel?” I asked not expecting an answer.  
 
    I got one anyway.  
 
    “Some cheap tabloid writer, look a link to pictures.” He tapped it before I could intervene. Grainy, blown-up shots of a blonde woman sunbathing topless on a towel filled my screen.  
 
    “Oh my!” escaped my lips as I stared at boobs the size of coconuts. 
 
    “Think we have a winner?” Mateo asked.  
 
    Looking over I saw his eyes were glued to those unreal breasts. “I think so. But now what? It’s not like I can call her up and ask if her dead ex has visited her recently.” 
 
    With some reluctance, he pulled his eyes away from the screen to look at me. “Good point.” 
 
    “So, what has this gained us?” 
 
    “The last name and an appreciation for the hard-working plastic surgeons of Hollywood?” 
 
    I swiped the screen closed while giving him my death stare.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    “Okay, fair enough, poor joke. Why don’t you go rest for a bit and we can meet for lunch and I’ll show you some sights?”  
 
    I started shaking my head while dropping my phone back in my purse. “No, I can’t. I need to find Victor and save Lance.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you owe it to yourself to do a little sightseeing. When are you ever going to be in Greece again? Besides, let’s empty our minds of this, embrace the beauty of my country and we’ll see if a solution in locating him might pop up.”  
 
    Everything he said made sense, and I had asked myself the same question. When would I ever be here again? On several sea glass groups, I had seen some of the glorious pieces that had been found on the various beaches here. Was I really going to come all the way to Greece and go home without at least one beach walk? 
 
    “If you can take me to a beach, we have a deal.”  
 
    Mateo nodded his head, “Deal.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “What’s your number? I’ll call you when I get the details worked out.”  
 
    I rummaged in my bag once again to locate mine. “Good idea.” I rattled off my number and carefully put his into my contact list. Then we grabbed our plates and dumped the trash before placing the plates and glasses into a stack with other dirty dishes on a rolling service cart.  
 
    Mateo walked me back to the elevator, giving me a cheery wave as the doors shut.  
 
    Entering my room, I found my bed had been remade and the wet towels that I had left on the bedroom and bathroom floors were gone. A pair of slippers were placed on the bed. Nice! 
 
    Sitting on the bed, I kicked off my flip-flops, in my hurry this morning I had forgotten to change into sandals. Checking my phone, I saw it was only ten, though it had seemed longer, it had only been an hour since meeting Mateo downstairs.  
 
    Time with him had a way of seeming slow, funny I had just met him yesterday and already we were on such good terms. Then again what were the odds of having another psychic stumble upon me? Many people have a touch of something, what might be called simple good luck, nothing big but enough to get them by. Being in the right spot at the right time, cruising through things others found difficult. But Mateo, it was more than luck, he was the real deal.  
 
    And the heat between us! I flopped back on the bed staring up at the white ceiling. I was single, there was nothing wrong with the attraction I felt, but I was here for one reason and it wasn’t for a short fling. Because he’s a Greek and I’m an American, knowing my luck I would get attached and there was no way I could handle that sort of long-distance relationship.  
 
    Dating my neighbor had eaten up too much of my time, what would jet-setting every few weeks do to me? Get me fired from my own rescue that’s what!  
 
    Time to shake it off, I had to remain friendly but emotionally uninvolved.  
 
    I considered calling John again but after doing some quick mental calculating, I determined that if he didn’t appreciate me calling at four am he definitely wouldn’t like being woken up a day later at the same time. This time difference was going to take some getting used to. In order to reach anyone back home, I had to call later on in the day to get them at a decent morning hour or super early in the morning here to get them in the evening.  
 
    So, calling John or Whisker Kisses was out, maybe a proper shower complete with shampooing and conditioning was in order. And hot water this time.  
 
    My second shower of the day I enjoyed very much. Not only did I wait until the water was hot but I scrubbed my hair twice then left the conditioner in for a good ten minutes while I shaved. I felt invigorated when I stepped out of the shower into the steamed-up bathroom. This time I also remembered to put down the new bath mat that housekeeping had left for me. No more disgusting cold puddles under my feet.  
 
    Wrapping the towel around myself, I then fetched my brush and makeup bag. I rarely wore tons of makeup, usually, just concealer, mascara, and blush did the trick, but I found myself doing the entire beauty routine. It had nothing to do with seeing Mateo again later today I told myself, making the O face while putting the mascara on.  
 
    I undid the towel that was wrapped around my head, releasing my hair which I gently brushed before letting it hang free to dry. Then, dropping the towel that encircled my body onto the floor, I walked naked into the bedroom. I spotted the slippers still on the bed and put those on. I wonder if I could keep them? Would it be rude to ask? Hmmmm… 
 
    Walking over to my suitcase, I decided to dump everything onto the bed and put things away to make it easier to locate later. I was sorting through the pile for some underwear when my phone went off scaring me.  
 
    My eyes darted everywhere, where the devil was my phone?! Then I realized the noise came from under my clothes. Of course! I had left it on the bed when I went to shower and had inadvertently emptied the suitcase on top of it. Pawing through things, I found it before it stopped ringing.  
 
    It was Mateo!  
 
    I hesitated to answer it, I was naked and just knew he would know. Frantically, I pulled on the top items on the clothes pile which ended up being a t-shirt and PJ short bottoms. The phone ceased ringing.  
 
    Nibbling on my lip, I waited to see if he would leave a message or call back.  
 
    My phone beeped signifying a message.  
 
    “Teresa, hey, it’s Mateo. I checked into going to Milos Island, apparently a good spot for some sea glass. Problem is the airplane from Athens only goes a few days a week, today being one of them. So, we either go today or can take a ferry tomorrow. The ferry takes around four or so hours, the plane takes forty-five minutes. When you get this call me back asap so I can book flight tickets if that’s what you decide. Thanks!”  
 
    Had I mentioned my sea glass habit to him? I frowned, I didn’t think so. As cute as the guy was, I really didn’t care for this mind reading bit. As for which option to choose, that was a definite no-brainer. The idea of over eight hours round-trip on a boat after that long-ass international flight was a big nope.  
 
    I pressed the redial button and listened to the phone ring waiting for Mateo to pick up. After about six rings he did, sounding out of breath. “Hello?” 
 
    “Mateo? Hi, it’s Teresa. Book the flight, please. When does it leave? Do we have time to go today?” 
 
    “That was fast, I didn’t expect you to get back to me that quickly.”  
 
    “You just caught me unable to get to the phone.”  
 
    “Okay, give me a moment,” he said. 
 
    I heard the sound of him rummaging around then the distinct click of a keyboard.  
 
    “Can you be ready and outside your hotel in fifteen minutes?”  
 
    Looking down at my mismatched clothes, I felt thankful that I had already done my makeup. “Sure, I’ll be out there waiting.”  
 
    “Great, see ya soon,” he said then disconnected.  
 
    I tossed the phone onto a clear area on the bed so I wouldn’t lose it again then tore through the pile looking for appropriate airplane and beach attire. I settled for my white fringed shorts that suitably covered my buns, a tank-top, and a gauzy white and turquoise print shirt for modesty on the plane and to ward off the chill of AC.  
 
    This time I also made sure to put on my sandals, it would be mortifying to be out waiting for Mateo in slippers. I hadn’t brought any sunscreen thinking I would purchase it here if needed. When packing and planning for this unexpected trip, I honestly had no idea how long I would be here or what I would need. I still didn’t.  
 
    Knowing it was another flight and not wanting to bother with any checked luggage there was no point in buying sunscreen at this moment, all I could hope was that I could get some on the island and then would toss it before taking the flight back here. The same was not true of a hat though, and that I did have on hand. It was a floppy beach hat that rolled up and was kept in my purse for just such adventures or hair emergencies.  
 
    My hair! It was still wet. Did I have time to dry it? Consulting my phone, it appeared not. At least it would dry on the way. I did take the time to brush my teeth and do a fast swipe of lipstick before gathering my room key and purse. My passport I had never taken out of it so I knew that was good. 
 
    Just when I opened the door, a memory tugged which sent me dashing back to my bag to retrieve the red sea glass necklace I had found at Lance’s house. My thumb rubbed against the satiny smooth piece of glass and I chewed on the inside of my cheeks to control the zing of emotion that bolted through me. For all his many faults, Lance had been a bit of a romantic, having this made for me knowing how much I adored sea glass, and red is one of the rarest. Fumbling with the tiny lobster claw clasp it caught on a few of the thin, wispy hairs on the nape of my neck. The fragile strands of hair broke as I pulled the chain free from them while leaving the room.  
 
    I got lucky and had the elevator entirely to myself with no stops on the way to the lobby. Exiting the hotel, I loitered around looking up and down the street wondering how I would identify Mateo. A sleek back Porsche approached from the right and I found myself holding my breath, then it passed by.  
 
    As my eyes trailed after it, admiring its smooth lines, a beat-up brown Civic pulled up to the curb next to me. My head whipped around as an ugly horn blast sounded. The rear passenger window went down and Mateo’s head popped forward.  
 
    “Teresa, come on, come on!” he shouted while the door opened and he scooted over on the seat.  
 
    I climbed inside and was in the process of closing the door when the car lurched into traffic. The air whipped through the open window sending my hair billowing around my head in a crazed hair tornado. Too busy trying to locate the other end of the safety belt to close the window I spit out bits of hair and tried not to sneeze as a few ends went up my nose. Finally, I got my belt clicked in place and stabbed a finger at the window button feeling my hair settling around my face as the glass rapidly closed.  
 
    Using both hands, I swooped the wild mess of my hair back then looked over at Mateo to find him staring at me with his knuckles shoved into his mouth to stifle his laughter. My own lips twitched at the sight of him trying so hard.  
 
    That apparently sent him over because a deep chortle escaped from around his fist and when he removed it, waves of laughter broke free rocking him forward in the seat. Tears glistened in his dark eyes when he calmed down enough to look at me.  
 
    “I’m sorry, so sorry, it’s just you looked like that hairy character from The Addams Family movie, Cousin It.” He broke out in a fresh round of laughter.  
 
    Whether it was that kooky image or the sight of him cracking up, I came completely undone and joined him in helpless laughter. It felt great!  
 
    When we both calmed down, he wiped at the tears under his eyes, flashing a huge grin my way. “Thank goodness you took that well; most women wouldn’t be so good natured about it.” 
 
    I let that pass, deciding to change the subject. “So, what’s the deal with the limited flights?”  
 
    Mateo shrugged his shoulders, he still wore the same polo shirt and shorts he had been wearing when we had breakfast this morning, the only difference was a pair of black sunglasses he had in one hand that he swung by the tip of the earpiece. “Just the way things are. Probably not worth the expense of having flights out every day. I’ll warn you, we’ll be going on one of those small thirty-or-so passenger planes.”  
 
    “You’re joking?” I cried out, though by the bland expression on his face I knew he wasn’t.  
 
    “It’s a short jaunt, nothing to worry about.” He studied me for a moment then added, “We could take the ferry tomorrow if it is a big deal to you.”  
 
    “No, no, I’m just being silly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    We arrived at the airport but this time, instead of going to the nice impressive looking terminal that I had arrived at yesterday, we bypassed that and walked down to the far end to a rundown looking hanger and a dinky little area where unclaimed luggage was taken. This wasn’t inspiring confidence.  
 
    The pilot himself called us for boarding. It was just two older women and Mateo and myself. We exited a rather average door and immediately found ourselves out on the apron where a small silver plane sat. As we climbed up the tiny, rickety stairs, which swayed under our weight, I had second thoughts. Mateo had been polite, ushering us ladies up first and was directly behind me. He wasn’t very nice about my hesitation though and whispered in my ear. “Up you go, you can’t back out now I already turned our tickets in.”  
 
    “I’ll reimburse you,” I hissed over my shoulder, both hands holding onto the metal stair rails hard enough to hurt.  
 
    “You’ll kick yourself for not doing this.” 
 
    He had a point. Gripping the rails even tighter, I slowly went up the rest of the stairs, my eyes fixed upon the door not the moving steps under me. Inside the plane seemed even smaller than it looked from the outside. Both the other ladies sat in seats up front, one directly behind the pilot’s seat, the other at a window seat on the other side of the aisle. There were only four rows of seats with four seats in each row, two on either side of a narrow aisle.  
 
    Not wanting to be in the last row or right behind the other passengers, I chose the middle row and sat down on a dingy gray/blue upholstered seat that had no cushioning left to it. Mateo sat down beside me, stretching his left leg out into the aisle. A wide grin stretched his mouth as he pulled a tattered magazine out of the back pocket of the seat in front of him.  
 
    “We’re not going to crash,” he said calmly, paging through what looked like a news journal type magazine.  
 
    “We haven’t even taken off yet,” I argued, wishing I had brought a book or something in my purse. The pocket in front of me was devoid of reading material other than a safety pamphlet on how to apply your oxygen mask. Looking up, I didn’t see where any such masks could pop out of.  
 
    “I would know if this plane were going to crash. Wouldn’t you?” His deep, dark eyes lifted to look at me.  
 
    “Maybe. Mine doesn’t work like yours. Sometimes I get flashes, or dreams, those are harder to interpret. Mostly it’s through touching things that I get an idea of what is going on, or because a spirit gives me information.”  
 
    “Ahh…a secret spirit spy, that could definitely come in handy.”  
 
    A rude snort escaped my nose which I rubbed quickly to make certain nothing had come out. “I wish! Normally spirits want something, a final farewell, to impart a bit of wisdom or criticism to a relative. Having one approach me never means something good is coming my way.”  
 
    “Yet you are friends with this spirit Victor?” he pressed.  
 
    “That’s different,” I said, not wanting to get into this again with him.  
 
    Whatever Mateo had been about to say was halted by the pilot coming aboard the plane capturing his attention. He was a small man with wide shoulders, iron-gray hair worn in a crew cut, and a lollipop stick hanging out of his mouth.  
 
    “Good morning, I am your captain, Esteban. The weather looks wonderful, should be a very peaceful trip of forty-fifty minutes. Please refrain from getting out of your seats during the flight. Also due to weight distribution, I’m going to need two passengers on each side of the plane please.”  
 
    Both ladies up front looked back at us, and I stared right back at them. Neither of them looked like they were planning to move. Mateo gave a small shake of his head, unclicked his safety belt, and moved over to the aisle seat across the way. The two ladies turned back around. Captain Esteban nodded his head twice at Mateo before turning and taking his seat.  
 
    The plane revved to life, a lot louder than the larger airplanes I was used to.  
 
    “Teresa,” Mateo’s voice brought my head swinging around to him. “Trust me, we’ll be just fine.” He gave me a thumbs up then resumed his reading.  
 
    The engine noise became louder and louder, slowly the plane began to move and we were on the taxiway awaiting our turn to take off. I saw a few larger planes taking off and actually wished I was on one of them instead. Yes, the last thing I really wanted was to be on yet another airplane so soon but the larger one felt so much safer than this tiny one with its smelly old seats, no copilot, no stewards- male or female, and no happy beverage service. Plus, with Mateo on the other side of the aisle, I had nobody to talk to and take my mind off takeoff.  
 
    Which it seemed we were about to do! Captain Esteban swore a few times in Greek, at least the hostile tone and the way the ladies up front looked sharply at him made me believe they were naughty words. It must have been our turn on the runway because then we were zooming, the plane’s small tires making a rhythmic thud-thud as they bounced against the tarmac. The tire thuds ceased and we were airborne.   
 
    The air I had been holding in my lungs came out in a slow whoosh feeling cool on my lips. My fingers hurt. Looking down, I saw they were digging into the thinly padded armrests so tightly my knuckles stood out white against my tan. I needed a major chill pill or some chocolate. Why didn’t I buy some at the hotel? Or at least smuggled some of those delicious chocolate croissants out of the breakfast room back to my room? They would still be in my purse now if I had. There had been basically no security check getting into the airport today, just going through the x-ray. My purse in a little bin and me walking through, no beeps, no shouts of alarm, nada. Guess it was a good thing I still hadn’t put my mace back in my purse.  
 
    Other than the initial roughness of takeoff, the flight went pretty smoothly. Having nothing to do, I alternated between gazing out at the wispy swirls of clouds and closing my eyes trying to creep into Mateo’s mind. He never glanced my way when I snuck peeks at him so my attempts were useless. Then my mind tumbled over to Lance and Victor.  
 
    I felt a little guilty to be heading to a beach but Mateo was right, didn’t I deserve to enjoy this trip? Then again, what had I been thinking of rushing out to Greece after them in the first place? My chances of finding them were pretty slim unless I could get ahold of something that Victor had touched as Lance. My hand went to the beautiful sea glass pendant around my neck but it produced nothing.  
 
    That was rather disappointing. Not that I expected Lance’s undying love to come throbbing through but some sign of the care and sweetness that went into having this made for me would have been nice.  
 
    Did I want validation of some sort for why I dropped everything to come save him? Darn right I did! Would I have done this for Joe Shmoe? Honestly, no, I wouldn’t have. Why did I have to be Victor’s keeper? And why did I feel he was my responsibility? I wasn’t Teresa, Defender of Schmucks Sneaky Spirits Took Over. Though that was rather catchy.  
 
    I caught myself cracking up and angled my face to the window so Mateo wouldn’t notice.  
 
    The ride got a little bumpy causing me to grab at the trusty armrests again. Like my sheer force of will could pull the plane up again if it decided to crash. Looking out the clouds were thinning and I spotted various shades of blue. Teal eased into turquoise, with tiny dots of white that had to be boats. Huge stretches of brown and tan marked land and beaches. Stark white buildings seemed to rise up at the plane as we dipped lower, I pressed my head against the window. Surely, we couldn’t be that close to the buildings!  
 
    But we were. I saw the sharp pointing weathervanes and the dozens of plain white crosses that topped the buildings. If the window could have opened, I felt like I could reach out and touch them.  
 
    Then we dropped lower still, and I saw the runway rise up to greet us. The plane seemed to be diving directly down and I made the mistake of looking out the front window. We were aiming for it! The nose of the plane was going to smash into the asphalt and we would be crumbled and crushed in this small tin-can.  
 
    Biting my lower lip in fear, my eyes scrunched closed, my body rocking back and forth, I bravely tried to make peace with the world I was about to leave.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The plane touched down smoothly, the wheels kissing the runway as the engine noises changed and we taxied slowly to a stop. I ceased rocking, cracking open one eye in disbelief then opened both to stare around at the other calm passengers.  
 
    Mateo, his arms stretched overhead, caught sight of me. “See? Nothing to worry about,” he said, then undid his safety belt.  
 
    The ladies up front were standing and chatting with the captain who gave me a wave when he caught me looking.  
 
    Had I imagined our almost deaths? Surely, we had been about to crash, how had Captain Esteban pulled us out of that? 
 
    Mateo stood up, coming over to me. “Teresa, let’s get going so we can grab some lunch before we catch a taxi to the beach.”  
 
    “Are we dead? We were about to crash!” 
 
    Leaning over, he peered intently into my face. “You’ve never been on one of these puddle jumpers, have you? Never look out the front windshield. Should be a printed warning somewhere. The pilots of these babies know what they’re doing, best to read or take a nap and let them do their job.”  
 
    “So, I didn’t imagine how close we were to the buildings?” I muttered, struggling to unclip my belt with stiff, chilled fingers. 
 
    “No, you didn’t. But we’re here, safe and sound. Come on,” he gave me a friendly smack with the rolled-up magazine that he then slipped back into seat’s pocket. Without another word, he began walking toward the front of the plane.  
 
    I noticed the door had opened and the ladies were disembarking so trotted after Mateo on somewhat wobbly legs. Exiting the plane, the humid air smacked me in the face but I took in a huge lungful grateful to be alive and arrived in paradise. If I thought mainland Greece was gorgeous, it had nothing on Milos. Almost blindingly white buildings stood starkly against the lush green mountains, dots of blue and orange pulled at my eyes, yet they refused to fix on one thing and bounced around trying to take everything in at once. Charming. That word almost did the place justice.  
 
    “Teresa!” Mateo’s voice jarred me out of an almost hypnotic state. Blinking I dug in my purse and found my sunglasses which I promptly slid on. Feeling stylish and imagining myself to be a movie star I walked down the metal stairs from the plane, my eyes still looking all around.  
 
    Mateo, looking darkly handsome with his shades on, had a bemused expression on his face as he waited several paces away for me. The pilot and the other two passengers were gone. How long had I been staring around in wonder? 
 
    “Let’s get some lunch in town then we can head to the beach?” he said once I was at his side.  
 
    “Couldn’t we get something after the beach?” I asked. Now that we had made it, I was ready to start our sea glass adventure.  
 
    “I don’t think I could make it until after,” Mateo stated, a smile quirking at his lips. “Though if you are really that eager, we could get some sandwiches and eat on the way there if the driver doesn’t toss us out of his taxi.”  
 
    “How long do we have until our flight back?”  
 
    Mateo stopped, pulling a money clip out of his front pocket. He extracted two tickets from the middle of it, consulting them first then his phone before putting the tickets and money clip back. “Five hours, give or take.”  
 
    “The beach isn’t that far is it?”  
 
    “Look, I’m starving, let’s get lunch.” His tone held a trace of impatience which caused me to immediately feel bad.  
 
    “Sure, absolutely. Thank you again for doing this.”  
 
    Mateo didn’t reply, he just began walking along at a brisk pace, not toward the small airplane hanger but around it. I gave it a glance over my shoulder but Mateo didn’t slow so I followed his lead. When we got to the other side it made sense. Bang. There were signs of life. A road, complete with small stores, even a tiny market, much different than the one I had been to yesterday. I even spotted one of the ladies from the plane at a fruit stand.  
 
    Across the road we went, past the market, finally stopping at a little café, this one almost identical to the one from yesterday. If the food was half as good here as there, I was in luck. We ordered and when I tried to pay, Mateo gave a shake of his head and pushed his money at the cook, who gave us a wink along with Mateo’s change.  
 
    Choosing a table, Mateo slumped down in his seat, rubbing at his neck with a grimace. “Sorry to be such a bore back there,” he said looking down at the table.  
 
    “No, I’m sorry for annoying you. And I am really grateful for your help.”  
 
    He gave a short snort, looking up at me, his grin back in place. “Some help, we haven’t found your friend yet.”  
 
    “True, but I wouldn’t have on my own either. Besides, without you, I wouldn’t have come to this beautiful island. I don’t think I would have left my room much.”  
 
    “You’d come all the way to Greece to sit in your room all day?” he asked.  
 
    “Okay, maybe not that bad but I certainly wouldn’t have flown here or even known to do so. To be honest, I didn’t plan this trip that well. I’m kinda winging it.”  
 
    That produced another snort from him. “We’re special, you and I, we’re supposed to go by our instincts and ‘wing it’ as you put it.”  
 
    The waiter brought our steaming plates, utensils, and bottles of water which he pulled from his apron’s pockets. He set them down with a smile and left quickly.  
 
    I had played it safe and gotten another gyro, this one didn’t have fries stuffed into it but smelled great. Eagerly, I reached for it then had second thoughts. Riffling through my purse, I came up with a tiny bottle of hand sanitizer which I offered to Mateo who accepted with an outstretched hand palm up. He had amazingly long fingers I noticed as I squirted a blob of hand sanitizer onto his palm.  
 
    I gave myself a quick squirt, rubbed it briskly around my hands then tossed it back into my purse. Then I seized my gyro and took a huge bite. Hot tzatziki sauce shot into my mouth startling me. Dropping the gyro, I made a desperate grab at my water, unscrewing the cap and guzzling the cool water in an attempt to soothe my burning tongue.  
 
    “Swish it around, don’t swallow the water, it works better that way,” Mateo commented around a bite of his salad.  
 
    Taking his advice, I slowly swished the water, my eyes avoiding him for fear of laughing. That’s all I needed, to choke and die in Greece. Or anywhere for that matter. I just seemed to have a bad habit of choking around men.  
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Actually, I think it is.” My tongue doubled over and rubbed on itself, slightly tender but not terribly so. “Thanks.”  
 
    “Glad it helped. Back to the subject of you sitting around. Is that how things happen for you back home? You wait on things?”  
 
    Having just taken a hesitant bite, I chewed quickly before answering. “Sometimes it really is. I really don’t try to seek things out. I live my life and the psychic thing just kinda comes along like a big bump or more aptly, a pothole in the road.”  
 
    “Truly?” Mateo infused a lot into that word and I felt like I had somehow disappointed him.  
 
    “Yes, truly. Why? Do you seek things out?” The moment it was out of my mouth I knew how foolish the question was. Didn’t he seek me out?  
 
    “I like knowing what’s going on and don’t really care for surprises. Much easier to seek my own adventures out then sit waiting for some misfortune to befall me.”  
 
    Sensing there was a lot more to it than he was sharing, I gave him a moment more to continue then pressed forward. “Has misfortune befallen you? Of what sort?”  
 
    I couldn’t fully see his eyes behind the dark sunglasses but for a moment something glittered dangerously. A chill went up my spine and for the second time today I found myself wondering if I hadn’t been just a little too trusting going with Mateo simply because he was a fellow psychic.  
 
    My lashes concealed him from my view for a moment while my eyes blinked and when the world had refocused, the only thing I saw was the sun reflecting back from Mateo’s sunglass lenses. I blinked a few more times and it was the same every single time. The sun, nothing more.  
 
    His beautiful smile appeared again taking with it my doubts. “Quite the opposite, in fact, I’ve been blessed with good fortune. That’s how I’ve been able to be here with you these past few days. I had a windfall of a job land in my lap with tons of free time, great pay, and amazing perks.”  
 
    “Congrats! That sounds awesome.”  
 
    “Thank you, it has been.” He looked away, a small smile still playing about his mouth and I studied his profile. Mateo didn’t have classically handsome features but something about him was just so sexy and appealing. Maybe it was his sweet nature and willingness to help me, a virtual stranger. Or maybe it was his dark good looks that reeled me in.  
 
    I finished eating while he went over to talk with the waiter who was straightening up the chairs and tables. When he returned, he grabbed my trash before I could stop him and dumped it. Standing, I gathered my purse and waited. Instead of coming back to the table, he tossed me a look over his shoulder and moved his hand in an odd motion like he was scratching at the air in front of him.   
 
    The cook was staring at the both of us with a huge grin on his round, pleasant face then he passed something to Mateo that I couldn’t see. I saw Mateo glance at it, move his head in a so-so motion at the cook, then he walked away from both him and me.  
 
    “Hey!” I called out, breaking into a trot.  
 
    Mateo slowed enough for me to catch up and then resumed his fast pace. “We’re going to catch a taxi to the beach, there’s one a few buildings up. If we hurry, we can get there before he leaves.”  
 
    “We can’t walk to the beach?” I asked looking out at the inviting water that seemed just past the line of buildings.  
 
    “You don’t want to walk on the road here, a crazy driver could come along and hit you. Best we take a car there.” 
 
    I deferred to his judgment, this was his country, not mine.  
 
    “Hey!” he suddenly yelled out, waving his arms rapidly overhead, while breaking into a full out run.  
 
    Up ahead I saw a gray car moving away from the curb and could only speculate that it was the taxi and it was indeed going to leave without us. My sandals slapped painfully on my arches as I dashed behind Mateo, my purse beat against my side, and I felt the stirrings of acid indigestion from gulping my lunch and then running. Still, I pushed on.  
 
    The driver must have seen us or had another stop to make because he paused just a few buildings up from where he had been parked. Mateo got there first and pounded on the roof, saying something rapidly in Greek to the driver.  
 
    Puffing, I staggered up behind him and into the car as Mateo held the door open for me.  
 
    Blessedly cool air conditioning greeted me and I wiped at a few drops of sweat that beaded near my hairline. Mateo joined me in the car, settling against the window, his body pressed against the door as if loathe to touch me. The man preferred his space, that much was becoming obvious to me.  
 
    I noticed his hair was wind-whipped going in several different directions and some sweat had popped out on his brow as well. He leaned over slightly, peering into the driver’s rearview mirror and attempted to smooth down his hair.  
 
    The taxi driver, a large man with a droopy black mustache kept his mouth shut the entire three-minute drive. The stare he gave Mateo when he pulled the car to a stop was anything but friendly making me wonder just what Mateo had said to him.  
 
    Mateo tossed a few bills at the driver as he exited the car but I looked out the window at where we were and didn’t like what I saw.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Despite it being the middle of the week, the beach was filled with sunbathers and brightly colored tents and umbrellas. The turquoise water beckoned invitingly but I wasn’t here for swimming. Wasn’t even wearing a swimsuit under my clothes. I was here to hunt for sea glass.  
 
    My passion for sea glass went back a number of years to when I found my first piece. Rubbing that once sharp now satiny smooth piece of glass between my fingers, I became hooked. Since then I spent at least several days a month at a beach indulging my hobby. Though when I had been dating Lance that time dwindled alarmingly to only a single occasion.  
 
    Reaching up, I rubbed at the spectacular red piece of sea glass that dangled from my neck. Lance had found it during our only sea glass walk together and at the time I had been enraged that he refused to give it to me and had kept it instead. Red, especially a piece this flawlessly smooth and large, was very rare. But I hadn’t known that he had kept it to have made into a necklace for me, having only found it while searching his bedroom for clues about his whereabouts when he had disappeared.  
 
    Which lead me right back here, to Greece, sitting in a taxi while Mateo stared at me from the opened door with a frown pulling at the corners of his mouth. “Can we go to a different beach?” I asked.  
 
    Mateo leaned his head into the car, “What is wrong with this beach? Isn’t it beautiful?”  
 
    “It is, but it’s full of people,” I explained patiently. “I wanted a more isolated beach where I could hunt for sea glass. Remember?” I held up my necklace and shook it slightly as if that would rekindle his memory.  
 
    “Oh,” he said, then climbed back into the car.  
 
    The driver let out a loud sigh and motioned with his hand. Mateo said a few soft words to him and did an odd backward jerk of his head with a tongue click that had the driver throwing up both hands but then we were off again.  
 
    “Sorry about that. I thought you knew.”  
 
    “I did, I just didn’t realize that only certain beaches were good for sea glass.” His voice had a slight trace of annoyance to it and I couldn’t blame him for that. 
 
    “Any glass there is already trampled into the sand. I need a beach that hasn’t seen a lot of foot traffic.”  
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    After about five minutes the driver stopped again, but this time he got out and opened the door for me. I gave him a cheery smile and a nod to express my thanks but he was too busy glaring at Mateo to notice me.  
 
    Mateo didn’t seem to care about the driver’s animosity and pressed several more paper notes into his hand.  
 
    Glancing about at where we were, I heard the taxi take off in a squeal of tires and a pattering of loose gravel. My nose filled with the pungent smell of exhaust fumes which I waved my hands in front of my face to dispel.  
 
    “This should be perfect,” Mateo commented as he began to slowly walk between a gap in two large green scrub bushes that lined the road.  
 
    The greenery swallowed him from view causing me to scurry after him. There was a faint path beaten into the tall wild grasses by the passage of countless feet over the years which lead from the road to a small rocky enclosure. Immense white rocks towered over us as we walked single file down to a pebbled beach.  
 
    The smell of the ocean reached me the moment I had exited the car but I hadn’t seen it. Only after going around a curve in the rocks did I see the water lapping at the stones. The beach, narrow and more rocks than sand, was completely empty, Mateo and I the only people in sight.  
 
    “This is perfect!” I exclaimed, my eyes darting over the multicolored brown and tan rocks at my feet in search of the out of place colors of sea glass.  
 
    “Well let’s go, we have a plane to catch and it might take us a bit to get a ride back to the airport.”  
 
    We walked in silence for a bit, both of us crouching every now and then to examine something. I wasn’t finding much, which disappointed me, but it was so beautiful and serene here I couldn’t let the lack of glass bring me down. Pausing to take out my phone and capture a picture, I saw Mateo a few paces ahead digging into the rocks with his hands.  
 
    “I think I found something!” he called out.  
 
    Snapping off a quick shot of the water and then one of a smiling Mateo down on his knees in the rocks, I walked carefully over to him and accepted the bit he handed me.  
 
    It was a stunning piece of sunshine in my hands. Beautifully frosted, the glass had etchings in it, a long-ago vase or Depression glass. My breath froze in my throat as I held the piece up to the sunlight to better see it and marvel over.  
 
    “Did I find something good?” Mateo asked, standing and dusting off his knees where the imprint of the rocks remained.  
 
    “Incredibly good, yellow is super rare and this is amazing,” I gushed, still unable to believe what I was holding in my hands. 
 
    “Excellent! A perfect souvenir for you from Greece.” He smiled, his dark eyes staring into mine with an intensity that made my knees a little weak.  
 
    Without being aware of it, my right hand had gone to the red pendant and was rubbing it, Mateo’s eyes dropped and lingered.  
 
    “Bad memories?” he asked.  
 
    I let go of the necklace, tucking the yellow piece of sea glass securely into my purse. “No, starts bad but it’s good. Just painful.”  
 
    “Connected to the man you are seeking?” 
 
    “Victor?” I asked, misunderstanding him.  
 
    “No, not the spirit. The man whose body he took over.”  
 
    “Oh, Lance, yes,” I said wanting the subject to be dropped.  
 
    Mateo either didn’t notice or deliberately pushed on. “Why do you want to help him so badly? You said Victor didn’t harm him before.”  
 
    “That’s true, but…” I paused, not certain what I wanted to say.  
 
    “You care for this man? This Lance?”  
 
    “No!” The denial came out hotter than I intended, giving lie to my answer. “Well, I thought I did once,” I amended.  
 
    “Victor will return him,” Mateo said confidently. “He no doubt knows you’re here.”  
 
    I stumbled over a particularly loose patch of rocks. “How?”  
 
    “He knows you, so he must have known what you would do.”  
 
    “But he didn’t tell me he was going to Greece,” I argued.  
 
    The look Mateo gave could almost be considered pitying. “Did he need to? Look how quickly you figured it out. When he wants to, he will contact you. So, relax, and let’s enjoy the rest of our walk, okay?” Mateo smiled, his lips spread wide over his teeth.  
 
    “Sounds good,” I answered feeling suddenly very carefree and happy. Mateo had that effect on me. He sounded so certain, how I could I doubt him?  
 
    For forty or so minutes we walked the beach, occasionally finding a piece or two of beautifully tumbled sea glass but nothing to rival the yellow piece Mateo found. I walked with my head down, my eyes scanning the rocks while listening to the waves softly push over the rocks, then noticed that Mateo had halted. He stared out at the water then back behind us.  
 
    “Teresa, I think we have a problem.” 
 
    Coming to stand next to him I looked back at where he was staring but could see nothing out of the ordinary. Just the water surging up against the sprigs of dry grass that sprouted near the large smooth white boulders that towered upward making this a secluded beach. Then I blinked, where was the beach?!  
 
    “Mateo...” 
 
    “The tide is coming in, I didn’t consider that. Come on, we need to make it back before we’re swimming!” He took off at a fast pace, his long legs soon up to the ankles in the incoming water.  
 
    I glanced between my nice, new brown leather sandals and the clear blue water. Knowing the rocks under it would be painful on my feet I still groaned as I kept my shoes on. Hurrying to catch up with Mateo, I could feel my sandals absorbing the water and ocean’s waves tugging at them as I doggedly sloshed on.  
 
    By the time we were several feet away from the opening that led to the path we had come down, the water pushed against my calves. A few times I felt something bump against my legs but determinedly I refused to look down. Scrambling, we made our way up the incline, our wet shoes lacking the traction of earlier and Mateo’s feet sent loose tiny pebbles raining down at me where they struck my toes with enough force to cause me to wince repeatedly.  
 
    Once more we were up on the road, both of us breathing hard, Mateo started laughing. “That was something we both won’t forget for a while,” he gasped out between chuckles.  
 
    “I can’t believe we didn’t check tides,” I said, completely disgusted with myself. “That’s one of the first things I do when I’m considering a beach walk.”  
 
    “It’s my fault, I simply didn’t think of it.” He looked down at his wet sandals, shaking his head.  
 
    “Let’s share the blame for this one and call it a day.”  
 
    “Agreed.” Mateo pulled out his phone and dialed a number. After a while he got connected, spoke in Greece for a few seconds then disconnected. “It will be ten or so minutes until a taxi is by to get us. I would count on it being longer.”  
 
    A car went by just then, the driver and passengers staring at us as the car zoomed past kicking up some road dust in our faces.  
 
    “We better get back; road dust will be the least of our worries if someone runs over our feet.”  
 
    I shuffled a few paces away from the road toward the scrubs that lined it. Mateo followed suit, still playing on his phone. “Will they be able to see us?” I asked anxiously.  
 
    His dark eyes went over my white shorts, turquoise and white shirt, and then lingered on my hat. “I don’t think that will be a problem,” he said with a grin. “You look adorable.”  
 
    I could feel some heat gathering in my cheeks. I liked that he had noticed. He was a hard guy to gauge, keeping his distance yet throwing out comments like that. Should I tell him he looked pretty good himself? Or just plain yummy? I liked his hair mussed up and tousled, not slicked back or gelled to perfection as it had been earlier.    
 
    Mateo’s gaze went to me once again and this time I turned my back on him. I had forgotten how good he was at reading my thoughts!  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    A different, much friendlier taxi driver took us back to the airport and we hung outside letting our shoes dry out while we waited around for boarding. Captain Esteban greeted us like long-lost friends, cupping my hands securely between his hard, calloused ones, he nodded and smiled before ushering me up the stairs back into the tin-can plane.  
 
    This time I beat Mateo to the magazine, yanking it free of the aisle seat’s pocket and taking it with me to the window seat I had occupied earlier. The two older ladies from the earlier flight didn’t return but the plane was almost full so Mateo and I got to sit together.  
 
    The warmth of his body and the musky smell of his cologne mixed with tangy sea scents comforting me. He dozed during the flight. My eyes kept flickering to him and I found myself repeatedly wishing we didn’t live an ocean apart. To have someone understand me and to be able to speak about my dealings with the supernatural, what a relief that would be. 
 
    My friendship with John was free of those restraints and it was wonderful. Sweet, caring John, my friend from high school. I never meant to let him in on my secret, it had just kinda slipped out during a tough math study session. Though John made me do the bulk of all our dissections in biology class, he seriously kicked butt when it came to anything math related. Which was wonderful because I struggled in geometry, algebra, calculus, basically I sucked in math period.  
 
    Victor and I had had a strange encounter the day before, we had touched and what a mistake it had been! All day at school it kept replaying in my mind, an endless loop of misery. Which meant my mind was far away from my classes, not good when I was barely treading water in math as it was. John sat next to me in study hall and kept poking at me with his pencil.  
 
    “T! You got numbers two through five wrong,” he hissed.  
 
    We were up in the back of the auditorium, our seats the last so nobody was behind us and due to the sheer size of the room people were scattered about with endless space between them. So, there was no need for the pencil pokes or the low whispers, normal low tones would have been just fine. Nope, John was just being John.  
 
    Without even commenting, I had just begun erasing everything, not even protesting when John snatched the paper from under my pencil.   
 
    “Snap out of it! What’s got you in such a funk?” he muttered angrily, brushing eraser dust away from the paper so he could assess the damage.  
 
    Instead of answering, tears had overflowed my eyes and dripped down onto the open math book in my lap.  
 
    For such a usually clueless guy, John had immediately latched onto my real problem. “I’ll kill the guy!” he declared fiercely, pulling a tissue from the small pack he kept in his bookbag and pushing it at me.  
 
    “He’s already dead,” I sniffed, the tissue no match for the tears that continued to patter down.  
 
    In the act of pulling more tissues free from the cellophane wrap, John had paused. Looking up at me, an impressed look on his face he blurted, “Your dad got to him? Didn’t think he had it in him!”  
 
    “No, it was his own brother.”  
 
    “Well, if he bothers you again, you tell me, okay?” John had given up on the tissues and just tossed me the entire pack. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a boyfriend?” His tone was steady, but I could hear the undertone of hurt.  
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend, it’s complicated.”  
 
    “Isn’t everything?” John had muttered, looking away.  
 
    When his clear blue eyes returned to meet mine, his feelings for me were carefully hidden, but I knew the effort it had taken to push them back. I had felt his internal struggle.  
 
    That was when the first talk of my psychic abilities had come out. In an effort to not hurt John any further, I had told him about Victor, about seeing spirits, about my odd feelings and hunches that came true. And most importantly about how John was the only person besides my sister that knew. I wanted to emphasize to him just how very important he was to me. Not as a boyfriend or lover, I couldn’t give him that, but as a trusted friend.  
 
    It had been hilarious, even now seven years later, his comment still made me smile. Instead of being in disbelief or wanting me to prove it, he had simply said, “So, if you’re a psychic why are you so bad at math?”  
 
    I really did need to call John to check up on my babies and thank him again for all he was doing for me. Plus, it would be great to reconnect with a huge part of my life. Being here in Greece was starting to get surreal. Living out of a hotel room, eating in restaurants for every meal, taking a plane to hunt sea glass, oh my! How quickly I was losing track of the days, and honestly, even the reason why I was here.  
 
    Sneaking another peek at Mateo, I found his dark eyes open and on me. I made a little involuntary squeak and flinched ever so slightly. His mouth pinched up in a grimace of displeasure at my reaction though his eyes didn’t break contact.  
 
    Instead of scaring me that relaxed me somehow. Staring deeply into his eyes, I found the pinpoint of light in his black pupils and explored that glittering brightness.  
 
    Heat, warm, tingling heat coursed over my body, a beat sounded in my head, one I didn’t recognize as my heartbeat because it wasn’t mine, it was his. Hard arms encircled my inner self pulling me in, I didn’t fight, went willingly along, not a care in the world. Voices whispered to me, though I could not make out their words.  
 
    The airplane’s tires smacking on the runaway jolted me out of wherever I had been. My eyes, having been open the entire time, were dry from not blinking. Turning from Mateo’s still penetrating stare, I blinked my eyes rapidly to bring some much-needed moisture to them. “That was pretty wild,” I commented to him.  
 
    “It was,” he remarked in a husky voice, little like his normal one.  
 
    My toes curled up gripping at the rough leather of my sandals, that voice doing odd things to my breathing and composure. I quickly threw up my mental wall before pondering inviting Mateo up to my hotel room.  
 
    Alas, it was not to be. After the plane stopped, Captain Esteban ushered us all off and we trudged into the terminal. Mateo, though friendly, seemed distant as I chattered about Milos and our experience avoiding the incoming tide. He checked his phone frequently and then excused himself to the restroom.  
 
    I found an unoccupied chair and played with my phone while waiting for him. I didn’t want to presume that we would share a taxi back to my hotel and wherever he lived or was staying but I also didn’t want to just up and leave without him. Obviously, we had different reactions to that amazing joining or whatever had happened on the plane. Maybe it hadn’t been as wildly interesting to him as it had been for me. I was still thinking about that when he appeared suddenly at my side.  
 
    “Ready to head back?” he asked.  
 
    “Sure. But hey, can we talk about what happened on the plane first?” Normally I’m not the boldest or most direct person, but Mateo had more psychic experience than I did and when was I ever going to have the chance to talk and learn like this?  
 
    He sat down on the seat next to me. “You got into my head,” he said simply. His voice remained even and calm, though his face looked wary.  
 
    “I did?” That wasn’t quite what I thought happened and I decided to press him on that. “It felt more like we were somewhere else, I heard voices.”  
 
    His dark eyes flashed at that. “What were they saying?”  
 
    “I couldn’t make it out, it was odd. I don’t think they were our voices.”  
 
    “My memories, probably. You’ll have to excuse me, I’m not used to this. Normally it’s the other way around.” He produced a faint smile then stood up. “I hope you don’t mind if we part ways, a few things have come up and I suspect some downtime is needed for both of us.”  
 
    I stood and picked up my purse. “Sure, absolutely. Thank you once again for taking me to Milos and for the amazing piece of yellow sea glass, I’ll treasure it always.”  
 
    Mateo seemed about to say something, his eyes had dropped down to my mouth and I felt a delicious swirl of desire take hold of me again but then his eyes moved away and he said softly, “You’re very welcome, Teresa.” 
 
    He waited outside for the taxis to come and let me take the first one. Before my door shut completely, he halted its progress. “Breakfast tomorrow?”  
 
    “That sounds great!” I exclaimed feeling relieved. Part of me worried that something had changed between us, and not for the better. Maybe he really was tired and had work to attend to but call me psychic – haha- I love my own little jokes- but I had a feeling everything went back to that mind blending moment on the plane. Yet why had it affected him so negatively when it had been purely the opposite for me?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    The ride back to my hotel passed quickly, I grabbed a prepackaged Danish and a bag of chips for my in-room dinner and chilled on the bed watching TV. Mostly I tried to will myself to recall every detail about that body or rather mind jump that happened on the plane. Maybe I was beating a dead horse and it was exactly as Mateo had said, I had been in his head. Yet I truly didn’t believe that. Could it have been a memory? But of what? And why was he thinking about it while staring at me? Because he had been, very intently.  
 
    What had I been thinking of before I had noticed his attention?  
 
    I had been thinking of John. Well, and of telling John about my psychic abilities…and Victor had been in that memory as well. It had been my not so sexy encounter with Victor where his touch had caused me to barf all over that had prompted my talk with John. Had Mateo been reading my thoughts and was now privy to my past history with Victor?  
 
    Did that matter? I mean, I guess Mateo already knew Victor and I had something going on and had a deeper friendship than most living people had with ghosts. He had bugged me before about that and I had shut him down. So, the jerk had read my mind while my defenses were down to get his answers! UGH!  
 
    I grabbed a handful of chips shoving them in my mouth and chewing loudly, not caring about falling crumbs, while mentally I began to build Fort Knox in my head. Complete lockdown mode. I had obviously been too complaisant when it came to leaving my thoughts open for anyone who could take a peek or worse yet, a long stroll around inside. No more of that.  
 
    My water bottle was almost empty and the thought of going down to the lobby to buy a few more deflated me. Briefly, I thought about just refilling it at the bathroom sink, they said not to drink the water in Mexico but what about Greece? I was not a frequent traveler so no clue. Google to the rescue!  
 
    I grabbed my phone and asked my question. What popped up didn’t relieve my mind. Basically, sure you can drink the tap water in Athens but as a traveler that might not be the wisest. Bottled water was inexpensive but I felt lazy. The day, airplane travel, life, it was all kicking my tail. But it was the thought of having to throw countless dirty pieces of TP in the bin if I suffered stomach upset from the tap water that convinced me to not risk it and get my butt down to the hotel lobby.  
 
    I slipped my feet into my sneakers since my sandals were still damp from the trek in the ocean and made my way to the elevator. When the doors slid open, I encountered the businessmen again, though they were all dressed casually now. Getting in, I turned my back to them, doing my best to ignore the heated looks of recognition boring into my back. Gee, a girl is caught picking her teeth once and it’s like the end of the world!  
 
    The elevator made one more stop on its way down and a couple squeezed in which forced me back against the youngest businessman in the bunch. Stiffening, I tried not to let any of my body touch his but his breathing sounded loudly in my ears which in turn caused me to try to scrunch my body even further away.  
 
    It was a relief when we reached the lobby and the doors slid open. The couple took longer than I thought necessary to make their way out of the door but I bolted for blessed freedom the moment I could politely squeeze around them. I found a soda machine around the corner from the lobby desk but not quite in the breakfast room.  
 
    With four bottles of cool water and one Coke clutched in my arms, I made it back to my room without any further encounters with other people. If this trip had taught me anything it was that I was much more anti-social than I had previously believed. And I was completely fine with that!  
 
    In the room, I chugged some water and tried calling John. Nothing. After leaving an overly cheerful message, I disconnected and sat staring at my phone, my shoulders slumped and mood dejected. Despite what I had just decided a few minutes ago I realized I wasn’t completely anti-social, I just missed my own inner circle of peeps. So, I hit the button for the rescue and felt an immediate rush of warmth and happiness when a live person answered.  
 
    “Whisker Kisses, Sandy speaking, how may I help you?” 
 
    “Sandy!” 
 
    “Teresa! Hey girl, how’s Greece?” Her enthusiastic greeting cheered me and I almost didn’t notice how guarded her tone became. Almost. 
 
    “Gorgeous, breathtaking, but not home,” I admitted, overjoyed to chat with someone from home and my regular life.  
 
    “I hope you’re taking tons of pictures, I can’t wait to see them.”  
 
    I thought of the pictures of Mateo I took yesterday, yeah, Sandy would definitely love to see those. But otherwise, I had been sadly lacking in the picture taking department. I would have to make up for that very soon.  
 
    “Can’t wait to show them off. How is everyone?” I asked, listening carefully to pick up on anything that might be a clue to why Sandy’s normally bubbly voice held a note of reserve.  
 
    “Fine, everything’s really going smoothly here.” Sandy paused as if debating about telling me something then rushed on.  “The major kitten rush, I think, is over and we just had a huge TNR the other day for a colony in Delmar.”  
 
    “Really? That’s awesome! How many do you think we trapped?” I asked while wondering who had set the trap, neuter, and release in motion. It hadn’t been planned before I left and that was just, I did a few seconds of thinking back and finger counting, wow, four days ago! How was it only four days ago? It felt like I had been in Greece over a week already.   
 
    I tuned back in as Sandy went on about the several Manx and polydactyl cats that they had captured.  
 
    “Very cool. All feral? Any go-to-fosters?” 
 
    “There were maybe five,” Sandy paused and I could hear her fingers clicking over the keyboard. “Actually six, four under a year and the other two over five years old. Those we think used to be house cats but no chips.”  
 
    “Glad we got them. Any other rescue involved or was Whisker Kisses the only one?”  
 
    “Just us. Hey, why are we talking shop? How’s Lance doing?” 
 
    “Ummm…well…” I stalled. I’m a terrible liar yet no way did I want to admit the truth, that I had no clue how Lance was because I hadn’t found him yet. Finally, I settled for my version of the truth. “He’s off exploring Greece.” 
 
    “Okay…” Sandy drew out the word.  
 
    “Yup, well I should let you go, Sandy. I’ll check back in soon.”  
 
    “Everything is just fine here, T, you do what you need to do,” Sandy responded, sounding very unlike her normal perky, excitable self. Then she disconnected.  
 
    Was she off? Or was it all squarely me? Ugh! I paced, taking my hair out of a ponytail and putting it back up in a half bun. Instead of the call calming me down, I found myself more wired. Nothing on this trip had gone as planned, I was no closer to locating Lance and Victor than I had been when I was still back home in Delaware. The only thing this trip had gotten me was more stress, a crush on a fellow psychic, and an awesome piece of yellow Greek sea glass. None of those things were worth the stress though.  
 
    I jumped in a hot shower to relax and then sacked out on the bed to watch TV until bedtime, willing some inner peace to take over. Around ten, I called it a night, turning off the TV and going to sleep.  
 
    My phone vibrating woke me up more than the quiet ringtone. Licking my dry lips as my sleep-heavy eyes peered at the phone’s bright display I discovered two things. I had only been asleep less than an hour and my sister Megan was calling. Megan almost never called unless she wanted something, or somehow, she knew I was up to something and she had to impart some older sister wisdom upon me. Megan claimed she didn’t have any psychic ability but sometimes her timing was just a tad too good, so I believed she wasn’t being truly honest with me.  
 
    “Hello,” I croaked into the phone which continued to buzz in my hand. I then hit talk and tried again, “Hello?”  
 
    “Teresa! It’s Mom and Dad!” Megan’s high-pitched voice filled with panic jabbed at my eardrum. But it was the mention of our parents that instantly woke me all the way up.  
 
    Anything dealing with them was bad news. Two overage hippies that didn’t have an unselfish bone in their bodies. Taking barely any responsibility for raising their two daughters, Megan and I were mostly left to ourselves with Aunt Prudy and the next-door neighbors, the Tinmans, stepping in to help. As far as Fredrick and Catherine were concerned, they were awesome parents and gave Megan and I a wonderful upbringing.  
 
    I, myself, hadn’t seen them in years. Yet despite their hands-off approach to parenting, they were still my dad and mom so my heart seized up a little. “Megan, what’s wrong? Has something happened?” My hand gripped the phone tighter as I sat up in bed, pulling my knees toward my chest.  
 
    “Yes!” Megan snapped. “They want to come for a visit! To see Amber!” She let out a wild laugh. “Why now? They have never met her and she’s almost five. Remember how they sent those crappy baby clothes when she was born? And claimed it was from when I was a baby but they still had the tags on them from the Goodwill?”  
 
    “Oh yeah,” I muttered, I did have a vague memory of that. My fingers loosened on the phone and I swung out of bed turning on a light. “Look sometimes people make better grandparents than parents. You could be surprised.”  
 
    “Now you sound just like Dan!” Megan’s voice rose and crackled with emotion.  
 
    This was so completely unlike my sister, which told me very clearly how unnerved this all made her. “So, when are they coming?” I asked, trying to tread lightly.  
 
    “Tomorrow! And they want you to come for dinner.” Megan gave another of those high, unhappy laughs. “Isn’t that just like them? First, they tell me they are coming, then start inviting themselves and other people over for dinner. We had plans.”  
 
    I began pacing the room, my eyes looking out the balcony doors at the night and all the glowing lights. “Then tell them that.” 
 
    “I tried! They said they could keep themselves occupied until we got home! Like I would trust them in my house alone.” Megan snorted an unladylike burst that almost caused me to giggle despite the situation. “Okay, so you’ll need to be here around five or so.”  
 
    “Oh,” I breathed. Whoops! Guess I had forgotten to inform a few key people about my impromptu trip. “About that, I’m not going to be able to make it…” 
 
    Megan cut me off. “Oh, no, you don’t! If I have to deal with them, you’re going to be right there suffering alongside me. T, you know what they’re like! Dan doesn’t get it, how can he? Having never met them? I need you here, please.”  
 
    That please tore at me. I stared hard out the patio door at the lights until they blurred in front of my eyes. “Megan, I’m so sorry. I’m sort of out of the country.”  
 
    “What do you mean sort of?! Where are you?” Megan’s voice became like ice, brittle and dangerous. She had assumed her big sister/mom authority.  
 
    “Greece,” it came out as a whisper.  
 
    Megan laughed. “For a moment there I thought you said Greece.”  
 
    “I did.”  
 
    “And you didn’t tell me?! Why are you in Greece?” 
 
    Blinking, I looked away from the door, walking back over to the bed to sit down against the headboard. “It’s a long story. Lance is here and...” 
 
    Megan cut me off again. “Lance? I thought you two broke up? Quite a romantic make-up trip.”  
 
    I frowned. How swiftly my sister had changed her tune. Definite proof that she liked Lance, or at least approved of him. Must be his real grown-up and responsible job as a lawyer that convinced her. My eyes rolled hard. She hadn’t seen him drunk.  
 
    “Not quite, but…Hey, I’m sorry about Mom and Dad. Good luck with them tomorrow.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, somehow, I’ll make it through, though I might need a vacation after it!” She laughed, but it was her old, familiar polite Megan-laugh, not the half-crazed one from earlier so I relaxed. “Give my best to Lance and when you get back, we’ll have to get together. I know Amber would love seeing him again.”  
 
    Guilt-trip!  
 
    We rang off and after that, I couldn’t go immediately back to sleep. I had known Megan liked Lance, he was attractive, a lawyer, seemed stable, all the things my big sister approved of. Even the crew at Whisker Kisses had seemed to give me their blessing for getting back with Lance. And this was after they had gotten upset over my time with Lance getting in the way of helping with the rescue.  
 
    Did I want that? He had been rather pushy about his goals, marriage, kids, the whole enchilada…then there had been the unexpected news of those two ex-wives. And I couldn’t forget about the mystery perfume on his bed. And the out of control drinking that he had toned down in front of me but had started to slip again toward the end. 
 
    Nope. I had broken it off for good reasons, best to leave it alone. Besides, who was to say he even wanted me back? He might be perfectly content with our ex-status and being only neighbors again.  
 
    I picked up one of the pillows and gave it a few forceful punches before settling down against it. Me not wanting him was fine and dandy but the idea of him not crying over the loss of me rather ticked me off.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    My sour mood of last night carried over into the morning and it was no surprise that Mateo immediately noticed it when I joined him down in the hotel lobby the next morning.  
 
    After stomping off the empty elevator, I saw Mateo standing near the windows glancing out as he waiting for me. His hair was gelled up in that silly messy pompadour again. I know that wasn’t the proper term for it but it reminded me of a picture I had seen of Elvis Presley before with that huge poof of hair. Mateo’s looked like what Elvis’s hair would have if he had been caught in a wind turbine. The sad thing was Mateo obviously thought his looked good. I preferred it in a more natural state, or just brushed back. He wore another brightly colored polo shirt, this time, lime green and dark black dress slacks. Other than the hair he made an impressive figure.  
 
    He must have felt my presence because he turned, a smile of welcome on his face that quickly slipped away to a half-frown. Before I had even reached him, he asked, “What’s wrong? Have you heard from Victor?”  
 
    Stopping next to him I gave myself a mental shake trying to lighten the funk pulling me down. “No, not that, just things back home.”  
 
    “Let’s go eat,” he said, his dark eyes running over me taking in my bright red dress with small daisies all over it.  
 
    I wanted to dress and feel pretty today. When putting it on I had tried to convince myself it wasn’t for Mateo, but I couldn’t deny I hoped the brief flash of heat in his eyes did indeed mean he liked what he saw.  
 
    We entered the dining area, our table from yesterday already taken, so we sat at one near the back instead. After filling our plates and sitting down to eat, I felt Mateo’s eyes on me constantly. Idly, I wondered if he was trying to read my thoughts. My mini Fort Knox was strong and I didn’t feel any taps or attempts to break in. I couldn’t help the smug little smile that quirked at my lips. I drank some orange juice to hide it from him.  
 
    “It’s good to see your mood improving. There were black tinges all in your aura this morning, impending storm clouds. I was half afraid of getting zapped,” he joked.   
 
    “Yikes, that bad? It’s really nothing. My sister called, our parents are visiting her today and she’s dreading it.” I really didn’t want to dwell on it and switched things around. “What about your family? Are they local to Athens?”  
 
    Mateo took a large bite of a croissant, taking an extraordinarily long time to chew it and then wiping at his lips with the linen napkin. My eyes followed the napkin’s progress across his full lower lip with something akin to hunger.  
 
    He seemed very reluctant to answer my question and though I wondered why, I didn’t want to push. “If you’re not comfortable…” I started.  
 
    His tight shoulders noticeably sagged. “It’s not you, it’s the subject matter. My parents kicked me out of the house at a young age. Not that I fully blame them. I was a wild child, things always happening, I took advantage of my skills.”  
 
    “Really?” I leaned forward, my elbows coming up on either side of my plate while I rested my chin upon my interlocking fingers. “I didn’t realize my abilities for a long time. They were never something I could have fun with. Seeing ghosts isn’t that entertaining when they just want to complain.”  
 
    “Hmmm…I imagine not,” Mateo commented, his eyes cast down at the coffee mug he had clenched in his right hand. “Sadly, I would touch things and decide to keep them. Petty thief really, but so embarrassing for my parents when they found my stash of their friends’ belongings and then they had to return them.” He looked up, a wry grin on his face. “They wanted to know why I wanted them, but then didn’t understand it. I was a feel-good junkie. All those items had feelings and memories attached to them and I would just soak it all in.”  
 
    “Is this what this is about?” I asked, gesturing to myself and then him.  
 
    “Kinda,” he admitted, setting his coffee down. “Firstly, meeting another psychic is such a rush. Especially one with your aura.” 
 
    What was so special about my aura?! Aunt Prudy had gone on about it while relaying how she knew I had abilities the moment she met me because of my purple aura. I tried not to frown as Mateo continued on, seemingly unaware of my puzzled inner thoughts.  
 
    “Secondly, you’re cute.” A faint rush of color came to his honey brown cheeks. 
 
    And I was a sucker for men that blushed, part of the reason I was here, Lance’s charming pink cheeks.  
 
    “And thirdly, helping you is one of the things I do. I help people, it’s part of my nature.” He grinned, the blush gone, but a wicked twinkle made his dark brown eyes sparkle. “It’s part of yours too.”  
 
    He had me there. I was still trying to process the cute remark and come back with something sultry, flirty, and sophisticated when my phone went off. It was too early in the morning to be my sister again unless she had a rough night too. When I pulled my phone out of my purse the display said unavailable. Funny, part of me knew I had to answer it, yet another part said screw it and tell Mateo how hot you think he is and see where you end up. The day was free and I had a queen-sized bed upstairs.  
 
    But I didn’t listen to that wild, wicked voice and answered the phone after a brief glance at Mateo, who made a funny head bobbing motion at me that I took for acceptance. “Hello?” 
 
    “Teresa. Ahhhhh…how I’ve missed you!” Lance cooed into my ear.  
 
    My eyes flew to Mateo who mouthed ‘Victor?’ Mutely, I nodded.  
 
    I didn’t even bother addressing him as Lance, he might sound like him but his smooth delivery was purely Victor.  
 
    “Victor, where are you? And ugh, I’m so freaking mad right now!” I stormed, my emotions getting the better of me. When I peeked over at Mateo again his eyes were big and stunned.  
 
    “Yes, I know, I know…sorry about that, but you’ll get over it.” Victor’s voice was a low unbothered purr. “I knew you would come to Greece, and it’s perfect you are here because I need your help. With Lance.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” 
 
    “He’s perfectly fine, but I can’t do what I came here to do with his white American body, he stands out too much.”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Just that I’m releasing Lance to your tender care. Meet me at my hotel so we can do the handoff. I’m staying at the Athens Tonda Hotel, room five ten. See you soon. Kisses.” He didn’t wait for my reply, just disconnected after that nauseating exit line.  
 
    So many thoughts and emotions swirled in me as I digested the much anticipated, finally received call. At last, I could do what I came here to Greece for. My time with Mateo made it so easy to forget my real reason for being here, a lot of guilt flooded in at that point. But in the end, it was exactly as Mateo had said, Victor knew I would come and had called when he was good and ready. Out of spite, I felt like not bothering to go to his hotel until later today or even tomorrow, to prove that I wasn’t at his beck and call. What if I hadn’t dashed off to Greece and was still in Delaware? Did he ever consider that? 
 
    None of it made a bit of difference, I had come and Lance still needed me. That released me from the trance-like state I had been in. Springing up, I pushed my phone back into my purse and pulled out a handful of Euros to cover the cost of my breakfast.  
 
    Mateo remained sitting, drinking his coffee. When he spoke, his voice didn’t have the usual calming effect. “Slow down. Tell me what is going on. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    “No, you’ve been wonderful but I need to do this- you can’t help with this.”  
 
    “Then please promise me you’ll be careful,” Mateo pleaded, placing his outstretched hand on the table.  
 
    Would a trans-continental romance work? Jet lag would stink but it might be worth it. I reached out my hand to touch Mateo’s but he moved it to grab at his napkin which he balled in his fist.  
 
    Had he deliberately avoided my touch? No, it was my confused mind playing tricks on me, and boy was I befuddled!  
 
    “Thank you,” I told him feeling my nose start to tingle, a sure sign tears were coming, “but it’s Victor, he won’t hurt me.”  
 
    The napkin hit the table with force. “How do you know that? As a spirit he couldn’t hurt you, he had no substance.”  
 
    A weary smile stretched my dry lips. “Mateo, Victor was strong, he could move things with ease and now body jump. If he had wanted to hurt me, he could have. He’s my friend.” Pulling my purse over my arm I tugged it in place on my shoulder. “A friend I’m not very happy with, but still a friend.”  
 
    “Is that all?” Mateo pushed, his dark eyes glittering as a bitter smile gave his face a fairly ugly cast.  
 
    The almost tears from a moment ago spring free in embarrassment and guilt. He had no right to question me like this. I lashed out. “Yes, that’s all,” I snapped, turning and walking away.  
 
    “Teresa!” Mateo called out, a pleading note to his voice.  
 
    Stopping, I glanced back at him, as did most of the other diners in the room.  
 
    “Call me?” he implored.  
 
    A brief nod was all I could offer him. I was too afraid to speak, too worried about what might tumble out.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    I went back and forth about going up to my room but ultimately decided there was nothing there that I needed. My purse had my wallet, phone, passport- not that I thought I would be needing that but I felt better having it on me- and I had finally remembered to put my mace back in there. I felt prepared for whatever Victor had planned.  
 
    Waiting outside for the taxi, my eyes kept scanning the hotel for Mateo’s tall form leaving. Either there was a side door he had left by or he was still in there, which I guess could have been the case. When my ride stopped and I still hadn’t spotted him, my disappointment pulled at me. I didn’t like the way I had stomped off, it seemed so childish now.  
 
    After giving the driver the hotel name, I settled back into the uncomfortable firm, unyielding upholstery of the bench seat. My hand drifted to my phone in my purse which I had slung next to me on the seat. Perhaps I should call Mateo and apologize for my earlier behavior. Continuing to toy with the contents in my purse I decided not to make the call. I tried to pay attention to the scenery rushing by as the car sped down the road. This was a part of Athens I hadn’t seen.  
 
    Huge homes and business buildings towered over us. Dirt and grime stood side by side with pristine, shining white. Colorful awnings drew my eyes upward and I saw green plants spilling out and over balconies. And everywhere were people and cars.  
 
    From time to time I would get a peek at the ruins high above on hills, their stark beauty stealing the air from my lungs. Pressing closer to the cool window of the car, my neck turned in an attempt to get a last look at the magnificent columns and the buildings that were various shades of oatmeal beige not as white as I had pictured in my head. Why hadn’t I made a point to visit them?  
 
    I slumped back against the hard seat, my shoulders and back unhappy with it but there was nothing I could do about it. Same with seeing the Temple of Zeus or the fabled Parthenon. They could be the reason I came to Greece again, to finally have a relaxing, sight-seeing vacation. Mateo popped into my head even though I tried to push his face out of my thoughts.  
 
    Yes, he was adorable but I think my feelings really came from his willingness to help me, his generosity just pulled at me in a way nobody else had ever done. Not Lance and certainly not Victor. The only one that came close was John.  
 
    Speaking of John, he never had returned my call. My fingernail, that I had been chewing on, caught painfully between my teeth. A sharp sliver ripped off when I tugged. Grimacing in annoyance, I used another fingernail to pry it out, tasting blood when it was free. Why was I stressing so much? Victor wanted to give me Lance, what I came here for, boom, the end. I had to shake this silly fixation on Mateo. Maybe it was time to swear off men for a few months.  
 
    The car had stopped, the grizzled driver turned in his seat staring at me with a bemused expression on his face that let me know I had been absorbed in my mental pep talk for far longer than I realized.  
 
    When he realized I was finally with it, a large grin split his whiskered face exposing strong, white teeth that gleamed in the sunlight. He gave me a wink as I handed him the fare, then got out of the vehicle to open the door for me.  
 
    Exiting the taxi and staring up at the hotel, I felt like an ice cube was being rubbed down my neck. My hotel had been quaint, open, and friendly. This, this hotel practically screamed money with its sleek ten story design, heavily tinted windows that made the building appear to be several continuous levels of glass, and mostly just the way it jutted out aggressively from the other buildings that lined the street. It was Victor, no doubt about it. If I had taken the time to drive around the city and had seen this hotel, I would have known immediately he was there, it just suited his style so perfectly.  
 
    The interior didn’t disappoint. The floor looked wet, the black tiles were so gleaming. Glittering gold disks hung from the ceiling in asymmetric patterns and a grand staircase swept upward dominating the lobby area. Two lovely women were standing behind the check-in desk, identical welcoming smiles on their faces as they gazed at me. Instantly I was relieved I hadn’t changed out of my dress. If I had been in shorts and a t-shirt I probably would have been asked to leave.  
 
    I knew Victor’s room number so didn’t need to speak to them but his room was on the fifth floor and no way did I want to climb that soaring staircase no matter how regal it looked. Plastering a smile on my face, I approached and directed my question to the lady on the right who had long black hair done up in a half bun that resembled a bow.  
 
    “Excuse me, where are the elevators?”  
 
    Instead of answering she looked at her companion before asking me, “You are here to visit?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m friends with one of your guests. He’s in room five ten.”  
 
    “Oh yes, turn to the left and just past the stairs are the elevators.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I felt their eyes following me as I made my way to the elevators which were tucked discretely back in the staircase’s shadow.  
 
    On the ride up, I rehearsed what I wanted to say but that plan fell through when I knocked on the door to five ten and a Greek man in his mid-twenties with his long black hair greased back into a low ponytail answered the door. I stood and blinked stupidly, no doubt looking like a fish out of the water.  
 
    The man grinned, his full lips parting to reveal the flash of gold in one of his upper teeth. “Teresa, come in! Come in!” His English, heavily accented, burst forth in a deep growl. He held the door open and stepped back giving me a clear view into the room. The entire wall was nothing but windows, the curtains pulled wide to let the light in. A bar complete with several crystal decanters with brown liquor was to the right.  Huge king-sized beds with plump white duvets were on the left and on one of the beds sat Lance, a short tumbler in his hand. 
 
    “Lance!” I cried out, stepping fully into the room as the unknown man behind me closed the door soundlessly.  
 
    At my call, Lance looked up, a tired grin spread across his pale, lined face. “Teresa?” He stood up, walking toward me and wrapping me in his warm embrace. The cold glass pressed deeply into my back making me squirm to get away as did the almost overpowering smell of Scotch that surrounded him.  
 
    “I’m so glad to see you!” he awkwardly tried to hug me again but I sidestepped him and sat down on the bed. My eyes went from Lance to the other man who stood staring at us. His black shirt’s sleeves were rolled up exposing his heavily tattooed arms, the muscles flexing as he crossed them over his stocky barrel chest. 
 
    Lance sat back down on the other bed, taking a long gulp of his drink. His red-rimmed eyes were wet with tears when he looked at me again. “I’m so very thankful that Victor was able to get ahold of you.” He looked confused for a moment, his brow furrowed as his blue eyes narrowed. Then a crooked grin lit his face and he gestured with his now empty glass toward the dark stranger. “Where are my manners! Teresa, this is Victor. Victor, Teresa.” 
 
    I glared at Victor, not liking this at all. He merely grinned, exposing that gold tooth again that caused a quiver of fear to snake through me.  
 
    “Teresa, I don’t know what I would have done without Victor. Here I am in Greece, knowing nobody, no money, no nothing, and this guy helps me.” Lance rubbed at his eyes, then squinted at his glass. He rose and walked over to the bar where he poured himself another generous helping of Scotch.  
 
    “Lance, let me have a few words in private with Victor.”  
 
    “Sure, I’ll sit out on the balcony for a bit.” Lance refilled his glass again then walked confidently over to a large window which he attempted to open.  
 
    “Next one over,” the man Victor had taken over said, his voice still strange to my ears.  
 
    “Oh,” Lance said, patting his way to the next floor to ceiling window which did indeed turn out to be the door to the balcony. He stepped through it and sat on one of the chairs, a slight smile on his haggard face.  
 
    The man calling himself Victor tugged the pale blue drapes closed over the window and door areas where Lance was sitting outside, ensuring that he couldn’t see in nor would we see him. Turning to me, he waggled his heavy dark brows suggestively then came closer, a dangerous glint in his black eyes, his lips swooping down to capture mine.  
 
    “Stop that!” I cried out, shoving at him, my palms making contact with his warm shirt and the hard skin under it. “How could you even think I would be okay with a kiss?” I gestured in the direction of the balcony then at the man standing in front of me. “With any of this?”  
 
    I went to the bar area and opened the mini fridge, found a Coke, and helped myself. “I put my life on hold, flew thousands of miles, wandering around stressed out of mind and you have the nerve to try to kiss me?” 
 
    “Seemed a nice time to try,” he replied with a smirk.  
 
    That wound me back up. “And with someone I don’t even know! Who knows what this guy could have?” Ugh! I swished the soda around in my mouth before swallowing it, trying to get vile thoughts out of my mind.  
 
    “Well, he is a low-level drug dealer so clean might not be the word I would use for him,” Victor supplied with a full display of those wicked looking teeth.  
 
    “A drug dealer?! What the hell! Victor, what are you doing?” I slumped down in a chair next to the bar, my energy drained.  
 
    He grabbed another soda from the fridge and joined me in the other chair. “Something I have dreamed of doing. I’m going to pay a visit to my brother and his wife.” 
 
    “Oh.” That surprised me. Somehow, I had been expecting something much more sinister than a family visit. “You’re not going to kill them, are you?” I asked, my eyes fully on his face.  
 
    He threw back his head laughing wildly. It was rather freaky to watch.  
 
    The laughter ended abruptly as if a switch had been thrown. “No, I’m not planning to kill anyone. I do need you to take care of Lance though. He’s acting very off.” 
 
    I half turned to the balcony, I couldn’t see Lance but I could hear the chair banging around out there. “Well, he’s drunk, what do you expect?”  
 
    “No, it’s beyond being drunk, he doesn’t seem to be able to function that well.”  
 
    My eyes narrowed and the soda can emitted a few hollow clinks as it crumpled under the force of my hand. “He was fine all the other times you possessed him. Did you do anything differently, other than how long you’ve had him?”  
 
    Those scary dark eyes jumped around evasively. “I did have to do some back and forth possession so I didn’t have him this entire time.”   
 
    At my scowl, he explained further. “I had to check a few things out in spirit form. Lance’s very American appearance was entirely too conspicuous.” 
 
    I tossed my empty and trashed soda can into the wastebasket, smiling slightly when it went in. “Well, what did you expect?! He’s a tall, blonde lawyer with capped teeth!”  
 
    “I might not have thought my plan out clearly.” 
 
    “You think?” I sneered. Then I settled back down. “Okay, so you took over whoever this guy is,” I waved my hand at him then continued, “and now you’re giving me back Lance since he’s a problem. Thanks.” 
 
    “Lance should have been fine to return home on his own but he’s not. So yes, you’ll need to help him.”  
 
    “And what if I was still in Delaware?” 
 
    One of those bushy brows rose as a sardonic grin filled his face. “Teresa, we both knew you would rush to help Lance.” He gave me a slow wink. “And to help me.” 
 
    UGH! I stood up, muttering about men under my breath while wanting very much to kick Victor in the shin.  
 
    Getting to his feet, his hard hands grabbed my shoulders. Though not a tall man, he still loomed over my meager five-four frame. “You cannot deny your nature. I knew you would come, just as I know you will help Lance.”  
 
    I shrugged his hands away and threw myself back into the seat I had just vacated. My arms crossed tightly over my chest. “Flattery gets you nowhere. Of course, I’ll help Lance, someone needs to. But first, you’re going to tell me what you’re planning to do with your brother and his wife.”  
 
    “If you’re so worried, come with me,” he retorted.  
 
    I hadn’t thought of that!  
 
    Erratic thuds sounded on the door to the balcony pulling my attention away from Victor. He sprang up first, opening the drapes and then the door to admit Lance who looked paler and more exhausted than he had a few minutes ago.  
 
    “Has he been eating and sleeping okay?” I asked Victor.  
 
    “Teresa, I’m right here, don’t talk about me like I’m not,” Lance slurred as he tripped over the long drapes and made his way to the bed, falling face first onto it. He lay there limply, drool oozing out of his open mouth onto the comforter. His one arm hung over the side of the bed and I watched with my breath held as his thankfully empty glass tumbled from his hand to the hardwood floor with a loud crash. Lance didn’t stir.  
 
    Stepping over to it, I carefully picked it up. Turning it over in my hand, I saw not a single crack or chip. Remarkable!  
 
    Victor came over and lifted up one of Lance’s eyelids with a dirty looking thumb. The blue of Lance’s pupil was exposed but the man snoozed on. Victor released it with a backward flick of his thumb.  
 
    “Today’s been the longest he’s been back in his body, he ate breakfast, then started hitting the booze while I was on the phone.” Victor returned to his seat, sitting down with his legs comfortably spread, a long hand dangling between them with the can of soda in it.  
 
    “You said you’ve been going between Lance and being yourself, what has Lance been doing while you’re you?” I couldn’t bear to look at Lance nor did I really want to look at the drug dealer Victor was currently occupying so I kept my gaze fixed on the other buildings I could see through the windows.  
 
    “Sleeping mostly, I guess. I don’t know, I wasn’t here.”  
 
    I could make out a trace of impatience in his voice. “Am I bothering you, Victor?” I asked, tossing a dirty glare over my shoulder at him.  
 
    “Look, I did what I did and there’s nothing that can change that now. Lance is fine, or will be once he gets his bearings about him.”  
 
    “Let me make a phone call,” I said, going over to the unoccupied bed where I had left my purse.  
 
    Victor didn’t say anything about my abrupt subject change but did raise his brows when I took my phone and purse and let myself out of the room. In the hall, I pulled up my call log and redialed the one I knew to be Mateo’s number.  
 
    He answered on the first ring. “Teresa…” 
 
    The sound of his voice saying my name caused a rush of longing to curl up in me. I swallowed hard before I could speak. “Mateo, is there any way I could get you to help me?”  
 
    “Teresa, you know I’ve repeatedly said I would help you. I wasn’t sure I would hear from you after earlier.”  
 
    I winced, then walked away from Victor’s hotel door, talking softly in case others were sleeping behind the other closed room doors. “Sorry about that, just everything got to me…” 
 
    Mateo cut in smoothly, “It’s fine, I understand, I’m just glad to hear your voice.”  
 
    Maybe not a Hallmark moment but dang if my heart didn’t begin to thud a little more noticeably and I gripped the phone tighter while walking further from Victor’s door. “Thank you so much,” I gushed then got to the matter at hand. “Listen, I’m outside Victor’s hotel room and he’s turning Lance over to me.” 
 
    “He is? Is Victor in spirit form again?”  
 
    “No, he’s taken over another body!” 
 
    “Whose? What is he up to?” Mateo’s voice rose slightly.  
 
    Slumping against the wall, I let loose a long gusty sign. “I don’t know, he’s taken over some drug dealer, he’s really creepy looking. He said he wants to see his brother and his wife, he even invited me along.” I muffled a laugh with my other hand. “That’s why I’m calling, I think I should go with Victor but I can’t leave Lance here alone. He’s smashed and Victor says he’s been acting strangely.” 
 
    “Ahh…. I just can’t right now. My job is flexible but I still need to get work done. Why don’t you just take Lance back to your hotel with you and I’ll meet you two later for dinner?”  
 
    That wasn’t what I wanted to hear but what choice did I have? “Okay, thanks anyway, want to meet at the little restaurant we met at before in the open market?” 
 
    “No, I’ll meet you at your hotel room first. Gotta go, bye!” he rang off before I could utter another word.  
 
    Pushing off from the wall, I dumped my phone into my purse and went back to room five ten. It opened before I had even gotten to it. Seeing the dealer’s menacing face pop out at me gave me a fright and I let out a squeak while jumping.  
 
    “Come on,” he said in that off growl of his, reaching out a hand and snagging my upper arm which he tugged me back into the room with.  
 
    “So, are you coming with me or not?” Victor snapped.  
 
    “No, I can’t just leave Lance here. Listen, I don’t know when I can get a flight back home but I’m going to be booking the first one I can. Are you returning to Delaware?”  
 
    “Eventually,” Victor said, releasing my arm but standing near enough for me to notice the mingling smell of cologne and body odor coming off him in waves.  
 
    “You promise you’re not going to kill your brother?”  
 
    “Teresa, I already told you I have no plans to kill anyone.” He cracked his neck from side to side, and I could hear the faint popping sounds the fluid in the joints made. “I just want to go and speak with Andre and Brianna. Will I control my temper? Doubtful, but come on! They killed me! I think I’m fully within my rights to yell a bit.” He shot me a smile.  
 
    Victor did have a point and I found myself smiling back at him. “And there’s nothing I can do to persuade you to release whoever this guy is and just come back to Delaware with me?”  
 
    “Missing me?” He stepped closer and I retreated to the door.  
 
    “You, I miss. This guy I don’t care for and hope never to see again.” 
 
    Victor nodded and didn’t attempt to come any closer. “Fair enough. Let me get Lance up and moving so you can head out. Oh, but first, you’ll need these.” He went to the nightstand in between the beds and pulled out several items which he passed to me.  
 
    A faded brown leather wallet with credit cards and a driver’s license all made out to Penrose Lancelot Hamilton and Lance’s passport. “Oh, we will need these.” I tucked them both into my purse.  
 
    Victor walked over to Lance and slapped his face, the violence of the act startling me. Lance’s eyes flew open and he pushed off the bed, his movements slow and clumsy.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked, his eyes looking around the room at both Victor and me.  
 
    “Time for you to go with Teresa,” Victor said, he stuck out his hand for a handshake. “Nice meeting you and best of luck in your journey.”  
 
    If I wouldn’t have known the true deal, I would have called Victor’s behavior cordial and friendly. But I did know and I wanted to kick him in his kneecap for being such a slimy jerk.  
 
    Lance shook Victor’s hand, a big sappy smile on his face. He even gave him a chummy pat on the shoulder before turning to me. “Are we heading home?”  
 
    “No, not yet, I have to get us flights, we’re going back to my hotel for now.”  
 
    “Oh, okay. Thanks again for everything, Victor. If you’re ever in the United States please look me up. I have my business card somewhere.” Lance patted at his stained and wrinkled button-down shirt and then at his jeans.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I lied. “Victor has your information already.”  
 
    “He does? Oh, good. Alrighty then, off we go.” Lance latched onto my left hand and tried to lead me to the door.  
 
    I tugged back. “Hang on!” I snapped pulling my hand free of Lance’s sweaty grip. I gave Victor a look that I hope transmitted the very powerful ‘be good’ thoughts I was thinking.  
 
    “Great meeting you, Teresa, maybe we’ll meet again,” Victor said with a leer.  
 
    “I doubt it,” I said. Making sure my back was to Lance, I stuck my tongue out at Victor then turned back to face Lance with a smile on my face. “Let’s go.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Lance slumped against the wall down in the hotel’s posh lobby and appeared to doze while I asked the front desk to call me a taxi. It was rather embarrassing and it didn’t surprise me when after a few minutes of loud, moist snores from Lance one of the girls at the desk asked us to wait outside for our ride.  
 
    I elbowed Lance in the side to wake him and linking my arm through his, helped guide him out of the hotel. He perked up once we were outdoors and commented on how lovely Greece was and how he wished he could recall more of his trip before meeting Victor.  
 
    But the moment we were underway in the taxi, he promptly went back to sleep. Checking my phone, I saw I had somehow missed a call from John. I pressed to replay his message and it was just a bunch of meows at first. I could make out Agnes and what I thought was Maverick but nothing from my Daisy-girl. Then John’s boisterous voice came on and I pulled the phone back from my ear. ‘T! Everyone is doing great; the beggar rats are eating like kings and don’t miss you at all. And you tricked me! They close the pool down after Labor Day. The weather’s still beautiful, why would they go and do a silly thing like that? Two ships passing in the night, call when it’s daylight here not there and stop trying to wake me up. I hope you’re okay, miss you!”  
 
    Did John really just say he missed me? And to have my babies talking on the phone. I felt a lump clogging my throat. I missed my furry trio, and yes, I missed my sweet friend too.  
 
    Glancing at the slumbering, smelly bum next to me made the lump easy to swallow. At least I knew I would soon be on the way home and away from this whole mess. As for Victor, I could only hope he was indeed being truthful. When Mateo came around for dinner, we could discuss things and hopefully, he would put my mind at ease.  
 
    After paying the cab driver most of my remaining Euros I realized I needed to hit an ATM soon. Unless Lance had some available on him. As I helped guide a stumbling Lance inside the hotel, I realized that was pretty cheap of me. Here the guy had been dragged halfway around the world and was in danger of losing his job and I was trying to get him to help fund it. Not to mention the tiny, little fact that I had money to spare, thanks to my lottery winnings and the subsequent interest it accumulated. If anything, maybe I should be slipping some extra cash into Lance’s wallet just in case.  
 
    I ordered Lance to stand near the elevators while I went and got a few bottles of water from the machine around the corner which I crammed into my purse. He was right where I left him but when the elevator doors slid open I wished he had wandered off. The five businessmen in severe black suits and armed with identical leather briefcases stared out at him, then completely in sync their eyes moved to me. The youngest one’s lips twitched but they didn’t say a word, instead, they marched single file out of the elevator leaving a cloying mixture of colognes in their wake.  
 
    Lance sneezed repeatedly as the elevator doors began to shut in his face. 
 
    “Hey!” I called out trying to stick my hand in the rapidly closing doors.  
 
    My arm was jerked back by Lance’s strong, firm one. “What do you think you’re doing?!” he thundered, his bloodshot blue eyes wide. “You want a broken hand?” 
 
    “I thought it would sense my hand and reopen,” I stuttered out.  
 
    “Well, obviously it didn’t. We can wait for the next one.” He jabbed at the up button with his index finger but didn’t release his hold on my arm with his other hand.  
 
    “Lance, you can let me go now,” I spoke up in a tiny voice so unlike my normal one.  
 
    “Ehh…” he glanced down at my arm before his hand slowly slid away. “You need to be more careful.”  
 
    Rubbing my arm, I nodded absently. His touch had been very cool and strangely empty. Normally, I try not to read people by touching them but in times of stress or when I want to, I find I can pick up some vibrations and even recent activities- that can be hilarious. But nothing with Lance. Maybe the alcohol had dulled things?  I would have to try later in hopes of helping him and possibly of seeing just what Victor had been up to.  
 
    The elevator made it back down to us and when the doors pinged open it revealed we had it to ourselves. Lance hummed tunelessly as we traveled upward and I felt my one eye twitching in irritation when we reached my floor.  
 
    Standing in front of my door, digging in my purse for the key, I unloaded the waters by shoving them at him. He had no choice but to hold them or drop them. He did a bit of both and then scrambled after one bottle as it rolled along the floor after bouncing off his foot.  
 
    He grabbed it, holding it above his head in triumph and I couldn’t help giggling. But my sense of humor fled once we were in my room and I was faced with what to do with Lance. I hadn’t given this much thought and it took Lance placing the water bottles on the desk and then flinging himself backward onto the bed to drive it home to me. The room had only one bed and no couches.  
 
    We used to sleep together all the time, but that was then and this was now and nope, not happening. I looked over the dimensions of the room and tried to think of where a rollaway bed could fit if the hotel even offered them. I opened a bottle of water and handed it to Lance. “Here, drink some water. You need it.”  
 
    “Okay,” he said accepting it and guzzling half of it down. “Where’s the remote?” 
 
    I pointed at it lying in plain sight on the nightstand near his head. “I need to head down to the lobby and see what we can do about getting you a bed, don’t do anything weird while I’m gone.”  
 
    “What do you mean weird?” he asked, his eyes never leaving the TV as he rapidly clicked through the stations.  
 
    “Whatever, just don’t do anything.”  
 
    I grabbed the door key from the desk where I had left it and exited the room. Once outside I placed my ear up against the door, pressing closer until my ear ached from the pressure, still I couldn’t hear a thing. Releasing a pent-up breath and massaging my sore ear I caught a ride in the elevator down to the lobby where a manager from my first night was manning the front desk.  
 
    “Ahh…Ms. Ashford, your visit is going well?” he asked, shocking me that he remembered my name.  
 
    “Yes, very well, thank you. I wanted to see if you had rollaway or spare beds? I have a friend who is need of one.”  
 
    His cheery smile disappeared from his lips to be replaced with a stern line of concentration. “Your room is only booked for one person. I could change your room to one that is for two?” 
 
    “You don’t have any spare beds? I’m more than happy to pay the difference.”  
 
    “No, sorry. Let me see what is available in a bigger room.”  
 
    “How about two adjoining rooms?” I suggested, not liking the idea of sharing a room with Lance if I didn’t have to.  
 
    “Nothing on your current floor but on the second floor, yes. I’ll need to check you out of your current room and you can check into your new rooms after one today.”  
 
    I was in the process of handing over the room key when his words stopped me. “Wait, what am I supposed to do while waiting on the new rooms?” 
 
    “Some sightseeing perhaps? Or spend some time on our rooftop terrace? The view is spectacular. You can see the Acropolis of Athens.”  
 
    Even after lamenting just an hour ago about missing out on the classical sights of Greece, I didn’t feel the urge to go sightseeing. If anything, I wished the room had a hot tub I could sink into and pairing that with a book and some chocolate, I could wish this whole insane trip away.  
 
    “You don’t have a room with a hot tub, do you?” I head the plea slip out of my mouth faster than I could tell my brain to let that fantasy go.  
 
    He gave me a half nod, which raised my hopes, then followed it with a confusing verbal no.  
 
    My brows lowered as I tried to make sense of things. Subconsciously, I mimicked his nod. “Yes, you have a room with a hot tub.” 
 
    His full lips pursed and he gave me that half nod again along with a faint clicking of his tongue as he leaned closer and with a raised voice, repeated, “No.”  
 
    “No? You don’t have a hot tub.”  
 
    “Yes, we have a hot tub, but it is down in the sauna area, near the pool.”  
 
    “Ahh…okay, then. Well, back to the topic of rooms. How about I pay for my current room for the rest of today, normal check-out tomorrow, and rent the two new rooms for the next three days?” I was hoping Lance and I could catch a flight out of Greece tomorrow but with the way my luck was going, it could be several days until there was room on one.  
 
    Apparently, he found that idea preposterous if his raised bushy eyebrows and pained expression could be read correctly, but what did I know after that confusing bit with the hot tub. And either way, he cheerfully took my credit card information again and handed over two more room keys.  
 
    As I was waiting by the elevators, an older man with a full head of iron-gray hair swept away from his heavily lined forehead joined me. We stood in silence as I observed him from the corner of my eye, trying hard not to be obvious about it. This was the first spirit I had seen since coming to Greece. Or at the very least, the first one I was fully aware was a spirit.  
 
    When the elevator dinged loudly and the doors opened, he stood back and gave me an expansive arm gesture indicating I was to go first. He had good manners, perhaps I was going to get lucky here and run into a ghost who was content and not demanding my help.  
 
    A small smile directed his way and I entered the elevator. The doors closed as he stepped in, so for a moment, only half his body appeared inside. Thankfully, the rest of him quickly followed.  
 
    Like the businessmen earlier, this man emitted a strong odor, but of tobacco not of cologne. It wouldn’t surprise me if lung cancer had been his cause of death. He said something, but it was in Greek, or what I assumed to be Greek. What was that old joke? It’s all Greek to me? Very fitting here. My mouth quirked up and I bit down on the insides of my cheeks to keep my grin in check, I didn’t want to offend him.  
 
    Looking at him, my eyes went over a few other details. He was quite powerfully built, with wide shoulders and a thick neck. Not someone to tangle with in life nor death going by his body and the dark, hooded eyes that stared at me with an intensity that caused a chill to go down my spine. I rubbed at the goosebumps on my bare arms.  
 
    “Sorry, I don’t understand. I only speak English,” I said, shrugging my shoulders and putting on what I hoped was an apologetic smile.  
 
    Blunt fingers shook in my direction and then at the door as he rattled off a whole, unhappy sentence. Whatever he was trying to convey was important, but I had no way of knowing.  
 
    The elevator dinged as it reached my floor, the doors moving open silently.  
 
    “Sorry, I can’t understand you,” I apologized again, then made to exit and turned to face a crowd of men in suits waiting to enter, their eyes wide and assessing. 
 
    Come on! Why did it have to be the businessmen again?! I knew how it had appeared to them. That I was standing there talking to thin air since they couldn’t see the Greek man next to me.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I muttered politely, trying to get through them with minimal pushing since they didn’t feel the need to give me any room to leave the elevator. Finally, I was through, they were all on, and the doors closed leaving me standing in the hallway alone. Glancing around, I didn’t see the older man, he either had left or stayed on the elevator to try speaking with people who knew his language. I wished him well but didn’t have much hope. None of them had seen him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    A surprise greeted me when I went around the corner to my room, Mateo was standing outside it, a fierce expression on his normally cheerful face.  
 
    “Mateo,” I called out.  
 
    He whipped around, his dark eyes wide, his movements jerky. I had clearly startled him. Puzzling because usually, he seemed so attuned to his environment.  
 
    “Teresa!” he said smoothly, regaining his composure, his ready smile back in place. “I finished up much sooner than anticipated so thought I would come to help you out. And excellent timing as you are just coming back to your room.”  
 
    He was lying. Mateo’s eyes held mine and his smile seemed genuine but something was off. I just didn’t know exactly what he was lying about or why. Time would tell, it always did.  
 
    “No, I made it back with Lance a bit ago. I was downstairs to get us set up in new rooms.”  
 
    “New rooms? Why?” His hand smoothed at his already perfectly gelled in place hair and I saw his eyes move over my head and fix on something behind me.  
 
    “Tall man with a full head of gray hair?” I asked, not bothering to turn around.  
 
    “What?” His eyes jumped back to me, a bit of color bloomed in his tan cheeks as his tongue darted out to lick at his upper lip. “Let’s go inside your room okay?”  
 
    I had the new room keys in hand so foolishly tried one of them before remembering that the key for this room was in my purse. And as often was the case, it had made its way to the bottom of the bag where it hid. Digging through it, I could hear Mateo’s breathing speed up as he stood next to me. He was closer than he had ever been before and I could feel the air moving around him in waves from the slight tremors of his body.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, locating the right key and inserting it into the lock.  
 
    “Yes, yes…” Mateo said, even as his breath whooshed in and out.  
 
    The door opened inward and I stepped inside with Mateo crowding right behind me. I had barely gotten the key out of the lock when he grabbed the door from me and slammed it shut.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Lance yelled, bouncing up from his position on the bed, the water bottle clenched in his left hand with water squirting out the top onto his pants and the bed’s comforter.  
 
    Mateo had his back pressed against the closed door, his chest visibly rising and falling.  
 
    “It’s fine, Lance,” I say, grabbing the open water bottle from him and closing it with the bottle top that was on the nightstand. We were switching rooms so I wasn’t that concerned over the wet comforter. “This is Mateo.”  
 
    I look over at Mateo, feeling my brows go up. He looked a lot better than he had just a moment ago in the hall. I had assumed he saw the same ghost that rode up in the elevator with me, but surely the guy wasn’t that scary. Was he? And I thought Mateo said he blocked them out. Hmmm…. another lie?  
 
    “Mateo, there are bottles of water on the table if you need one,” I offered.  
 
    “Yes, thank you.” He went over and without stopping emptied one in a single chug.  
 
    “Who’s Mateo?” Lance asked, sounding rather peevish as he flapped at the wet material of his pants.  
 
    “You know how Victor helped you? Well, Mateo has been my personal guide while I’ve been in Greece.” I gave Mateo a wink.  
 
    “Why does he keep looking at me like that?”  
 
    Mateo was eying Lance with some intensity. He tossed his empty water bottle in the trash then looked at Lance again. “I’ve never seen a person who’s been previously possessed before.” He walked closer to Lance as if to get a better view.  
 
    “What does that mean?” Lance snapped, getting off the bed and moving away from Mateo’s swerving gaze.  
 
    Those intense dark eyes moved to land on me. “He doesn’t know?”  
 
    “Know what?” Lance demanded.  
 
    I put my back to Lance and faced Mateo. “No,” I said simply putting a finger to my lips in the Shhhh sign.    
 
    “Know what?” Lance repeated, louder this time.  
 
    I pivoted around to Lance “You don’t know when our flight home is, neither do I. We’ll look into that and get it booked when I’m done talking with Mateo.” I gave Lance a bright smile.  
 
    “Huh, oh, yeah, we do need that. I don’t think I have any luggage, maybe I was mugged.”  
 
    “I think you were,” I said gently. “Why don’t you watch some more TV while Mateo and I chat over on the balcony?”  
 
    “I could do that,” Lance said, walking over to the bed and sitting down. “Hey, it’s wet here!”  
 
    Mateo had already moved over to the sliding glass door leading to the small balcony and I followed quickly behind him, shutting the door once we were both out.  
 
    “Is he always like that?” Mateo asked, peering around me to look in at Lance who had hopped over to the dry side of the bed.  
 
    “No, Victor said Lance’s been off since he left his body. I think all that body snatching has affected Lance.”  
 
    “And where is Victor now?” Mateo questioned.  
 
    “As far as I know, still at his hotel.” I turned away to look out over the city, feeling the warm early afternoon sun beating down on my bare arms.  
 
    “And his plans?”  
 
    “He said he was going to visit his family.”  
 
    “We could find out his brother’s phone number and call him.” Mateo offered.  
 
    “And do what?” I countered. “People don’t like bad news from the dead or news that the brother they killed now has a human body and wants to come over for a family dinner.”  
 
    “You said he has a body? Whose? And why did he leave Lance’s?” Mateo stopped watching Lance and sat down at one of the small patio chairs.  
 
    I sat but my leg bounced restlessly. “He said Lance stood out too much, he has some scary drug dealer’s body now.” I laughed. “That part shouldn’t surprise me, with Victor being a drug dealer and all. I guess this guy is a somehow hooked up with his family.”  
 
    “That would make sense,” Mateo mused, his head turning back to the sliding glass door as Lance stood in front of it staring out at us.  
 
    I got up and opened the door. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Lance announced before turning and going back to slump on the bed.  
 
    “Please come to lunch with us,” I begged Mateo.  
 
    “Absolutely. Don’t worry, Teresa. You got Lance back and we’ll figure out if anything more needs to be done about Victor.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered, resisting the almost overwhelming urge to throw myself at him for a hug. I was not a big hug person but lately, I could fully appreciate how powerful they were. John was in for a huge hug when I got home.  
 
    With Mateo’s help, I safely got Lance to a restaurant in the open marketplace. At first, he whined about having to walk, but the fresh air and exercise did him good because he was considerably more himself when we claimed a small table near the street. It was Mateo that seemed to lag. He approached the door to the hotel room slowly and with obvious trepidation only seeming to relax when I opened it and declared the hallway empty. I made a strong mental note to bug him more on the subject of ghosts when Lance wasn’t around.  
 
    Mateo ordered for us and while he was up at the counter, Lance leaned close to me and whispered, “Who is this guy again and how do you know him? I don’t like him.”  
 
    Looking up at Mateo’s broad back, I felt that warm curl of desire that pulled at me whenever I stopped and thought about him. When he turned and threw me a beautiful smile, my toes curled up in my sneakers.  
 
    What was there not to like about Mateo? Lance, befuddled or not, was clearly jealous.  
 
    My theory was reinforced during the meal. It was awkward, no way around it. Lance whined about the food, the whole wasted trip, his lack of memory, phone, on and on he went, sometimes with his mouth full of salad. And when he wasn’t complaining he was shooting nasty looks at Mateo, who for his part, largely ignored Lance.  
 
    I found I had little pity for him, though I really should. I mean the poor guy had almost a week of his life taken from him and if anyone deserved to grumble and lament, Lance certainly did.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Mateo asked me.  
 
    I blinked and continued chewing on my mouthful of salad. Did he really think I’d come up with something in the last thirty minutes?  
 
    “I don’t know. I got Lance back, but Victor has a body and is planning-I don’t fully know what.”  
 
    Mateo leaned closer. “You said he’s visiting his brother?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a clue,” Mateo whispered.  
 
    “Yes, but there’s nothing I can do about that,” I whispered back. “Remember, we already went over this.” 
 
    A waiter approached our table and Lance began talking with him, I noticed this out of the corner of my eye but didn’t see the harm.  
 
    “We could stake out the brother’s house…what’s his name?”  
 
    “Andre,” I supplied.  
 
    “Andre and the sunbathing wife,” Mateo put in with a grin.  
 
    My eyes narrowed. He liked those pictures a tad too much. A thud sounded on the table and my eyes moved over to Lance who was presently drinking down a large gulp of bright maroon wine.  
 
    Where had he gotten that?! I made a swipe for the glass but Lance was too quick for me and finished it in a noisy slurp.  
 
    “Teresa, maybe you should get Lance home to America and I’ll worry about Victor for you?”  
 
    My gaze moved back to Mateo briefly but I wisely looked over at Lance again and caught him pulling a bottle from his lap and drinking directly from it.  
 
    “Lance!” I grabbed it and managed to pull it away from his mouth but not his hand. We played tug of war with it for a few seconds before Mateo got up and wrestled it away then returned to his seat.  
 
    “Really?” I asked Mateo, my eyes volleying between him and Lance who was lifting his glass and trying to coax the last few stubborn drops of wine into his mouth.  
 
    My mind was torn. I needed to get Lance home, my blood pressure and stress level have zoomed up after only an hour or so in his company. But I still felt like Victor was my responsibility.  
 
    Mateo put the wine bottle on the table in front of him, leaning forward slightly in his seat, his dark eyes intent on my face. “Teresa, I’m right here in Athens. I have some free time and you can’t stay here indefinitely.”  
 
    It made sense, it really did.  
 
    “You seriously don’t mind?”  
 
    A large grin lit Mateo’s handsome face. “This is the most excitement I’ve had in quite a while. It will be an adventure for me.”  
 
    I spared a glance at Lance who was looking around at the other early lunch goers.  
 
    “What about earlier? Something spooked you in the hotel’s hall.” This was a test, could I really trust Mateo.  
 
    He sat back in his seat abruptly. “You already know why. I block them, he shouldn’t have been able to get in. I’m not brave, like you, Teresa.” His eyes studied the hard-plastic tabletop.  
 
    I wanted to reach out and touch him, actually, I wanted to do a lot more than that but restrained myself. “Mateo, it’s not a matter of being brave, it’s just I’m used to them. I fully understand though. Thank you for being honest with me.”  
 
    His eyes rose, something glimmered in their dark depths and for a wild moment, I thought he would lean over and kiss me.  
 
    Instead, his head whipped around to the left and he got up from the table. It was then I realized Lance was no longer with us. He had joined a group of four young women and appeared to be trying to mooch a glass of wine from their bottle.  
 
    Mateo seized him by the arm and brought him, protesting loudly, back to our table.  
 
    I jumped up and tossed my remaining Euros on the table, it wasn’t enough. Biting my lower lip, I looked at Mateo who was a step ahead of me and already pulling some Euros from his wallet with his free hand. He kept a firm hold on Lance with his other and somehow juggled both the struggling man and his wallet.  
 
    Looping my right arm through Lance’s left, we left the market, walking as rapidly as Lance’s stumbling feet tolerated.  
 
    “Teresa, what we were talking about?”  
 
    Inwardly, I sighed. There was really no choice. I couldn’t send Lance back on an international flight by himself and no way did I want to babysit him or drag him all over Athens to check up on Victor. “You’ll keep me updated?” 
 
    “On any developments. Besides, maybe he’s happy in his current body and you’ll never hear from him again,” Mateo said smoothly.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied, not finding as much pleasure in that idea as Mateo might have thought I would. Victor, though a troublemaking jerk at times, was still my friend and had been for almost ten years. Him popping in and out of my life was the norm and I looked forward to the times he was in.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Back in the room, Lance sat on the bed watching TV while I was on my phone trying to get us booked on a flight back home, the sooner the better. Thankfully, the hotel had excellent WIFI and could do it entirely online. Otherwise, I might have had to ask Mateo to take over.  
 
    Either the wine he had guzzled at lunch hit him hard or it was a combination of the scotch from this morning coupled with the wine that made Lance a sad, mopey drunk. It didn’t matter which it was, the effect wasn’t pretty.  
 
    “We used to date,” Lance said to the room. “But I mentioned marriage and kids and boom! She dumps me and never wants to talk to me again.”  
 
    Mateo had a bottle of water in hand and was leaning against the far wall keeping an eye on Lance while glancing at the TV from time to time. I noticed Lance had captured his full attention though with his comments.  
 
    “You offer a woman everything and they toss it back in your face. Trust fund girls. Should have known I wasn’t good enough.”  
 
    Harsh sobs broke the sudden silence. I looked at Mateo who was throwing me panicky looks and hand gestures, then over at Lance who was blubbering and wiping his face with the edge of his shirt.  
 
    I rolled my tight shoulders but remained hunched over my phone, trying to swipe through the options as fast as I could.  
 
    “Oh, sheesh!” Mateo’s voice shot up as Lance popped up off the bed and dashed for the bathroom. Loud, stomach-churning puking sounds carried out to us. 
 
    “I hope that’s in the toilet,” I muttered, my words muffled by my hand over my mouth in disgust.  
 
    Mateo held his large, long-fingered hands up in front of him. “Hey, I’m not checking. He’s your ex-boyfriend.”  
 
    I went to toss my phone down on the bed but thought better of it, I didn’t want to start this process over again. I carefully put it on the desk, shot Mateo a moue and headed toward the closed bathroom door. Hand on the doorknob, I heard the sound of the shower starting.  
 
    Easing open the door gingerly, I didn’t see a putrid mess on the floor, but before relief flooded me, I also noticed the absence of Lance’s dirty clothes. I was amazingly calm as I reached out a hand and pulled back the thin, white shower curtain.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I yelled at Lance, who was fully clothed in the shower and rubbing white foamy bubbles all over his shirt.  
 
    “Hey, beautiful,” Lance said, grabbing at my now almost empty bottle of shampoo and squirting the remainder of it in his palm. “I got a little sick, sorry about that. So gotta clean up.”  
 
    I tugged the curtain closed and left the bathroom, my fingers massaging my forehead in tiny, tight circles.  
 
    “He okay?” Mateo asked, trying to look away but I caught the small smirk on his face before he did.  
 
    “He’ll be fine. I’m going to need you to go buy him some clean clothes though.”  
 
    He faced me again, inky brows raised up. “Shirt and pants?” 
 
    “And socks, shoes, and underwear, please.”  
 
    Mateo headed to the door and fired off a parting shot, “However did you resist marrying that jerk?” He was still laughing as the door closed behind him.  
 
    I grabbed my phone off the desk and plopped down on the bed. I was not happy. Not with Mateo, Lance, nor Victor. My life would be a whole lot easier without men. I should just stick with cats.  
 
    To my relief, something was finally going my way, I could get us on a flight leaving in four hours. It would be tight but if I called for a taxi the minute Mateo returned with the clothes…yes! I hit purchase and jumped off the bed to begin repacking.  
 
    Lance came out of the bathroom while I was stuffing a handful of clean clothes into my suitcase. I looked up and saw him on the bed, one of the small towels wrapped snugly around his lean waist and his hairy junk hanging out, fully exposed.  
 
    “Where did what’s his name go?”  
 
    I tried to ignore his package and his question, instead I went into the bathroom and found his clothes scattered all around in big wet puddles. Grabbing the remaining towels, I used one to pick up his clothes and deposited each item in the soiled TP bin. The other one I tried to soak up the water with but not even that and the bathmat were enough. The floors were still shiny with smeared water.  
 
    I rubbed my damp hands on my dress and realized I needed to change into something comfortable and stretchy before the flight.  
 
    Back in the bedroom, I found Lance exactly where I left him except now he was minus the towel, which he was using to dry his hand. I’ll admit with the towel over his head shielding his eyes from seeing what I was doing I snuck a few more peeks at his crotch. Having been intimately acquainted with it, I rather missed it and all the wonderful things his dick made me feel.  
 
    “Why are you packing?” Lance asked, pulling the towel off his head, his blue eyes soft and questioning.  
 
    I whirled around to grab another handful of clothes. “We’re going home, very soon.”  
 
    “Thank goodness! This trip has been a nightmare! Pam dumped me. I got mugged. If that nice Victor guy hadn’t helped me, no clue what I would have done.”  
 
    “Pam? Who’s Pam?” I dropped my clothes, my eyes pinned to his face with his rapidly filling with bright red blood.  
 
    I had always found a blush so appealing on Lance, it made him look so much younger and more vulnerable. I shook my head to dispel those crazy thoughts. It was bad enough remembering how awesome in bed he was, I couldn’t afford to fall for his other charms again.  
 
    “Ahh. She’s a paralegal in the firm…” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “Well,” Lance began fidgeting with the towel. He stood up and wrapped it securely around his waist, then moved it so that the opening was near his leg, not his crotch. “I kinda slept with her after we broke up,” he admitted not looking at me.  
 
    That perfume on his bed! Another woman! My temper sputtered to life, but I wrestled it down. What did it matter? We were over and it’s not like he had cheated on me.  
 
    “So, what does Pam have to do with you being here if she dumped you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he rubbed at his face which had a healthy growth of stubble going on. “Maybe she drugged me or something and convinced me to go to Greece.”  
 
    I busted out laughing. “Pam sounds like a real winner if you think she’s capable of this,” I wheezed out.  
 
    Mateo must have grabbed the room key on his way out because he let himself into the room just then. His eyes went first to Lance in a wet, almost transparent towel, then to me doubled over laughing like a loon. “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Nothing important,” I gasped, trying to pull myself together.  
 
    “Here, catch.” Mateo tossed a brown bag at Lance who caught it and his slipping towel at the same time.  
 
    Holding it in front of his privates, Lance opened the bag, glancing inside. “Thanks,” he said.  
 
    “Mateo, let’s give Lance some privacy to get dressed.”  
 
    We headed out into the hall and I felt as nervous as a teenager with her first crush. This was it, there was so much I wanted to say but everything slowed down and I felt my mind going blank.  
 
    “Were you able to book a flight?” he asked after a few moments of silence.  
 
    That gave my brain a jumpstart and I started to babble. “Yes, soon, like in a few hours. I need to finish packing, get a taxi, check out….” 
 
    “Slow down, I’ll take care of the taxi and keep Lance out of your hair as much as I can.”  
 
    “Thank you, and thank you for everything, the beach, the breakfasts, keeping me sane during my time here. I just…” I broke off and raised my arms going to hug him.  
 
    He sidestepped me neatly, a sad, half-smile on his face. “It’s better this way.”  
 
    My arms fell slowly to my sides. “You’re right,” I said softly thought it hurt. I glanced back at the closed door then over at Mateo. “Don’t worry about Lance, if you could call a taxi though that would be great. Mateo, truly, from the bottom of my heart, thank you.”  
 
    He nodded, gave a small wave with his hand, then turned and walked down the hall. My eyes followed him until he went around the corner and I lost sight of him.  
 
    I blew out my breath in a long, continuous stream, hugging my arms around myself, my eyes closed. Then I opened my eyes and went to open the hotel door and found it locked. Dang! 
 
    Fiercely I pounded on the door with both fists, calling out, “Lance! Lance, open the door!”  
 
    Thankfully, he heard me and opened the door, even better he was already dressed in the clothes Mateo brought. A light blue polo shirt, khaki shorts and leather sandals, almost identical to the outfit Mateo was wearing today. Not so good was that I spied my toothbrush dripping bluish-white foam in Lance’s hand.  
 
    I grabbed it out of his slippery hand, flinging toothpaste yuck on my dress and neck and a bit on Lance’s new shirt. “We broke up and you slept with someone else! How could you even dream this was okay?” I shrieked. I knew my disappointment at parting ways with Mateo was the main part of why I was so furious, but Lance had a role in this and he could take it. My emotions were out of whack and I didn’t know whether to scream, laugh, or cry. So, I was going to vent!  
 
    “What? As you said, we were broken up.” Lance wiped some toothpaste from the corner of his mouth. “Besides, you and Mr. Latin Lover seemed pretty cozy so I don’t want to hear any nonsense about how dare I move on.”  
 
    I snorted, my brief bit of temper already fizzled out. There was no sense in arguing with a drunk guy. Still, I couldn’t resist a parting shot while I tossed my toothbrush into the overflowing trashcan. “Mateo is Greek, not Latin.” 
 
    Lance had discovered the toothpaste smear on his shirt and moved into the bathroom to dab at it with water. He called out through the open door. “Latin comes in part from the Greek alphabet.” 
 
    Did it? My mouth pursed in puzzlement and I reached for my phone on the bed but then decided not to bother. Besides, what did it matter if Latin came from the Greek alphabet? That still didn’t make Mateo Latin. We needed to get moving. Mateo had probably called for a taxi for us by now and I still had to pack!  
 
    I heard the hairdryer start up in the bathroom so concentrated on packing everything in the room first. I was done in less than five minutes and since Lance wasn’t, I went over and pulled the door closed. “I’m changing, don’t come out until I pound on the door,” I called out.  
 
    Quickly I stripped and changed into a pair of gray sweats and a lavender t-shirt. I didn’t care if I looked like a bum. I knew this return flight would be much less comfortable than the flight over since I had to deal with Lance. After I slipped my sneakers back on, I banged on the bathroom door and stood outside it.  
 
    When Lance exited his shirt was clean and dry and his hair nicely styled back. The white and blond stubble aged him, but he still was a handsome man. “Let me finish packing then we’ll get going. I hope our taxi isn’t downstairs waiting.” 
 
    “Do you want me to go stand outside and wait for it?” Lance offered.  
 
    I had been about to decline then changed my mind. Why shouldn’t Lance start helping out? “That would be great, thanks.”  
 
    I went into the bathroom looking around at what was left. I heard the room door close behind Lance as he left. I really didn’t need any of this stuff, I decided, tossing the empty shampoo bottle and the conditioner into the trashcan. I squirted a bit of toothpaste on my index finger and tried to do a light scrub of my teeth then pitched the tube into the trash as well.  
 
    After doublechecking my purse to ensure both Lance’s and my passports were in there, I gave the room a final once-over then hefted my purse and carry-on and pulled my suitcase out of the room.  
 
    The elevator was empty, which I took as a great sign that I could at least avoid a last-minute run-in with the serious businessmen and the older ghost. In the lobby, I glanced out the bank of windows lining the room and didn’t see Lance out front. Heading for the door, pulling my suitcase, a cheerful voice stopped me. 
 
    “Ms. Ashford, you are seeking your friend?”  
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see who was speaking, it was the front desk clerk from when I checked in. No way I could miss him, today he was decked out in a bright orange shirt with huge yellow and green pineapples on it.  
 
    I trekked over to the desk where he was working on another crossword puzzle. “Yes, I am,” I answered, wondering how he knew I had a friend here and was searching for him.  
 
    “He’s sitting over in the bar area,” he replied pointing a finger behind me.  
 
    Whirling around, I saw a door that I hadn’t even taken notice of before. And sure enough, in elegant script on a gold plate, it had a single Greek word which kinda looked like u-tap. Beer on tap, I felt a grin tugging at my lips despite my annoyance at Lance not waiting out front like he said he would.  
 
    My smile died when I pushed open the door and found Lance seated on a brown leather stool at the bar with a large glass of deep red wine in front of him. Instead of screaming my head off like I was sorely tempted to do, I walked up to him and poked him hard in the ribs.  
 
    His resulting gasp was worth it. He spun around to see who had done it and almost fell off the stool, grabbing at the smooth bar to save himself. In the process, he managed to knock his wine glass over.  
 
    The bartender moved over immediately with a black cloth, soaking up the spilled wine and setting the glass upright, all without a raised eyebrow or a word.  
 
    “Teresa,” Lance said sheepishly while his darting blue eyes went between me and his now empty glass.   
 
    “Stop thinking about it. Why aren’t you outside waiting on the taxi?”  
 
    Instead of answering, Lance pointed at the row of windows shrouded with heavy maroon and gold drapes, a small sliver of sunlight peeked in through a narrow opening in one of them. “I figured I could watch for it from in here while having an afternoon pick-me-up.”  
 
    “When did you become a full-blown lush, Lance? Gosh! You can’t even keep it together for a few minutes?” I stalked off. Whether he followed me or not, I simply didn’t care anymore.  
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    The front desk clerk looked up from his puzzle, greeting me with a smile. “You found him? How many I help you?” 
 
    “I did, thank you. I’m checking out.” I rummaged in my bag and pulled out all three room keys.  
 
    His dark eyes left my face, dropping to the keys on the desk. I could tell he was dying to ask why I had needed three rooms but somehow, he managed to regain a weaker version of his smile and swept them off the desk. Pulling up my information on his computer, his lips pursed and he made a few funny noises but after a few moments, he pulled up itemized bills for all three rooms. As I was signing them, I noticed a bottle of wine had been billed to my original room just ten minutes ago.  
 
    Casting a dark look over my shoulder at the bar’s closed door, I muttered a few things under my breath and signed my name with a flourish.  
 
    “Ms. Ashford, were you waiting for a taxi, as well as your friend?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said while signing the last statement.  
 
    “It’s out front right now, you had best hurry, they don’t tend to linger long.”  
 
    Tossing down the pen, I grabbed for my copies of the receipts, spun my suitcase around and took off. “Lance!” I yelled as I dashed past the bar’s door, out of the lobby, and onto the sidewalk.  
 
    The driver saw my frantic approach and popped open his trunk. In a moment he was at my side sliding my carry-on from my shoulder and taking the suitcase out of my hand. “Thank you,” I said, my eyes searching the hotel’s doorway for signs of Lance.  
 
    Getting into the car, I belatedly realized I had no more Euros on me. “Excuse me?” I asked the driver as he climbed into his seat. “Can we stop at an ATM on the way?”  
 
    The driver turned, giving me a wide smile and a thumbs up. I took that to mean he understood but his English wasn’t that good. Or he simply didn’t like talking with his fares. Some silence worked just fine for me.  
 
    I settled back against the seat and went through my purse in search of my wallet to have my bank card ready when we stopped. I noticed I had Lance’s wallet and passport in there. Opening up his passport I saw a younger Lance staring back at me, a cocky smile firmly in place. 
 
    My finger traced over his face. Only a few weeks ago I had believed myself to be in love with him. Or on the fast track to falling in love.  
 
    “Driver, please wait, another person is coming,” I pleaded, before getting out of the car, hoping he would still be there when I returned. If not there went my luggage and clothes.  
 
    To my surprise, the front desk clerk exited the hotel at that moment with Lance. The clerk grinned, shaking his head, and motioning to the taxi. He marched Lance over, opened the door for him, and slammed it loudly after Lance was safely inside. To me, he raised his eyebrows, his arms loose and easy at his sides, as he leaned closer and whispered, “Oh, no, you’re not sticking us with him.”  
 
    Sagging against the car, I laughed. “Thank you so very much…I’m sorry, this whole time I’ve never gotten your name.” 
 
    He stuck out his hand, saying, “Alexi. Best of luck, Ms. Ashford.”  
 
    I put mine out and felt his cool one slide over it and give it a single, purposeful pump before releasing it. “Thank you, again, Alexi.”  
 
    Without another word, Alexi turned away and went back into the hotel, the back of his wild pineapple shirt flapping slightly.  
 
    Pulling away from the car’s door, I walked around the back of the vehicle to the other passenger door and got in. Lance’s potent wine smell smacked sourly into my nose. When we got to the airport, I would have to buy some wet wipes and send him into the nearest restroom to clean up. Then pray that he sobered up enough to get on the plane and not make a nuisance of himself and get us both in trouble.  
 
    The cab driver was looking at us both, so I smiled and said, “We’re all set, ATM then airport, please.” 
 
    He tossed me another thumbs up and off we went.  
 
    Lance remained silent, staring out the window with his hands placed on his knees. He didn’t say a word when the taxi stopped and I went out to get money to pay the fare, nor did he comment when we arrived in at the airport. The jerk also didn’t offer to help carry any of my luggage. He waited on the sidewalk while the driver unloaded my things and I paid him.  
 
    My temper went to full meltdown mode, flipped over, and began to slow boil again. Why hadn’t I gotten separate seats on the plane, I questioned myself. Perhaps there was still time. Or better yet I should have left him here altogether, why was I so dang nice? In a huff, I whacked my carry-on into his chest. “Here, make yourself useful and carry this for me,” I ordered.  
 
    Either he felt a tiny bit remorseful for his actions, he was so drunk he was numb, or I don’t know, but Lance followed my directions and we made it through customs and into the waiting area with no problems. He even cleaned up some in the bathroom and no longer smelled like a distillery.  
 
    We sat in silence while awaiting the call to board. He napped, I played on my phone and wished I had a book. I could read on my phone so finally decided to go for that, but oh how I longed for the comforting feel of a paperback in my hands. When I got home my first act would be to find my babies and give them hugs. Then I was jumping into a nice hot bath with a book and not getting out for an hour or until my skin was so pruney I looked like a raisin.  
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Lance asked, one eye cracked open a tad and looking at me.  
 
    “Thinking about the joys of heading home,” I replied turning my head to look at him. He was half slumped in the seat, his arms resting over his chest and legs spread far apart, his knee nudging my right leg.  
 
    Anyone looking at us no doubt thought we were a couple and feeling the warmth of Lance’s knee against me, I was reminded yet again how close I came to falling for him. When I hadn’t seen him, I had been fine, other than the nagging sense of dread that he was in trouble. Now he was safe, soon to be back home, and I wouldn’t be seeing him again. Well, except for the occasional sighting at the clubhouse pool or restaurant. Hopefully, all those lingering feelings I had for him would eventually disappear.  
 
    Our flight was called for boarding and without being asked Lance grabbed my carry-on and ushered me ahead of him in line. As we entered the plane and walked back to our seats, I thought I caught a glimpse of Jim, the gabby guy from my flight over, but when I craned my neck for a better look he had disappeared.  
 
    Lance stowed my carry-on and plopped down into the aisle seat after I claimed the window one for myself. He buckled up and went back to sleep. If I was lucky, he would sleep the entire plane ride.  
 
    The takeoff was smooth and as we zoomed through the air, I couldn’t help but think back to my crazy thoughts of dating Mateo and flying back and forth every few weeks. No way could I do it. And obviously, he knew better too. As painful as it was parting with him, we had been nothing more than friends joined by a common bond of being different than those around us. The wall I had maintained in my head still stood tall and strong, it took little to keep it up so I decided I would leave it. Looking at the various people in the rows ahead of me it floored me that any of them could have psychic abilities that I was unaware of.  
 
    A slight smile pulled at my mouth as I stepped over Lance’s sprawled out legs to get to the aisle and use the bathroom, nobody else would be aware of my abilities either.  
 
    Walking toward the bathrooms in the back, I tried to see if I could locate the man that looked like Jim again. I would dearly love to find out how his big, fat, Greek booty-call went and what all happened with security. As I passed a row of three, I saw a mother, probably about my age, holding her sleeping infant snuggled to her chest, with a young boy, her son, in the window seat. That’s sweet, I think before my eyes move on to the aisle seat of that row and there sat a handsome man with piercing silver-gray eyes that had an unworldly glow even in the dim lighting of the plane.  
 
    Death.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened and I felt myself go numb, yet I pushed on toward the bathrooms, making my frozen feet move in a stumbling gait. At last, I was there and thankfully, one was unoccupied. I locked myself in and only then breathed again.  
 
    I’d had a few passing encounters with Death recently and I always stayed out of his way. But that young mother! And her two children. No! No! No!  
 
    My ears picked up the sounds of heavy breathing and I realized it was coming from me, I was panicking. The bathroom was tight, no room to pace so I settled for pounding a fist against my thigh. Normally, I did my thing and Death did his. I’d freely admit he scared me. On the outside, he was handsome, not the image of the grim reaper you saw on comics or TV. Nope, no black robe or scythe, no boney skeleton hiding within the robes. He was a fit middle-aged man with dark black hair with some silver at the temples and glittering silver-gray orbs that could see into your soul. If anything, he looked like one of those dashing men on the soap operas Aunt Prudy was so fond of watching.  
 
    He’d never harmed me or even acted like my awareness of him annoyed him. A big plus. We’d even been on nodding terms, as in Hello, yes, I see you, and go do your thing while I go do mine.  
 
    Yup, why rock the boat.  
 
    Sitting down to pee nothing happened, my body was too tense to let nature take its course.  
 
    Or it was my dang conscience. I saw that mom and her babies again. I might get blasted or who knew what, but I had to try to stop Death.  
 
     Scared shitless at that, my mind was made up and my bladder released.  
 
    Washing my hands, I heard someone outside the door, waiting. I flapped my hands to get rid of the excess water clinging to them then wiped them on my pants. Unlocking the door and pushing it open, I pasted a slight smile on my face for whoever was waiting.  
 
    Death.  
 
    My hand, still on the door, trembled I felt it and the vibrations go up my body until I was shivering all over.  
 
    “Teresa,” he said, his face handsome and serious. His voice was calm and polite, one stranger speaking to the other. “You cannot stop or change things that are meant to happen. It’s not your place in the universe.”  
 
    My mouth opened to argue with him. Yes, my knees were shaking, and I felt sick to my stomach but I had to do something. I simply couldn’t stand here and not.  
 
    Then Death smiled, a gentle curving up of firm lips. “Besides, that was the only available seat on the plane.” His eyelid closed down over one glittering eye in a fast wink.  
 
    “You’re not here for them,” I stuttered out.  
 
    “I’m not,” he said simply.  
 
    It was on my mind to ask then who, but he knew and held up a hand to halt my question. “That is also not for you to know. Safe travels, young psychic,” he said before taking the door from me and entering the restroom.  
 
    The click of the door got my feet moving and I gave a look over at the mom who was now fast asleep with her small son curled up against her while the baby remained on her chest, its tiny mouth working a pacifier lazily.  
 
    I felt so much lighter when I made my way back to my own seat. Lance was still asleep, and I carefully went over his legs so as not to disturb him. I put my earbuds in, closed my eyes, and drifted off myself.  
 
    The flight went incredibly smoothly. Because Death was on it? Or just because the pilots were awesome? I didn’t know and didn’t spend any time dwelling on that. I was just happy that Lance behaved himself and didn’t puke on anyone. We disembarked, got my luggage, and I saw Death wheeling a black suitcase behind Jim. Yup, Jim was indeed on the same flight as me. Wild coincidence or meant to be?  
 
    I told Lance I had to talk to someone then took off leaving him with my things. I’m trusting like that.  
 
    “Jim!” I called out, waving my hands over my head to capture his attention, then I snapped them down to my sides. The memory of what happened last time I called out to Jim rose up and I felt like a jerk. 
 
    Even worse, history repeated itself and Jim, upon seeing me walking toward him, let out a terrified yelp, threw his carry-on in my general direction- but missed- and took off at a run. I stopped and watched him dodge wheeled suitcases, large families, and once even leap over a service dog. For a heavy guy, he really could run!  
 
    I shrugged and turned back around to find Lance staring at me with a thunderstruck look on his face. The almost nonstop sleep on the plane had done him a world of good and other than the rumpled clothing and thick stubble on his face, he looked more like the old Lance, not the new boozehound he had been in Greece.  
 
    I walked over to Lance and soundlessly he handed over my carry-on, taking responsibility for the suitcase himself. We took the shuttle to the long-term parking lot where my SUV sat. I grimaced at the accumulated grime and bird doo that had collected on it while I had been away. If I hadn’t wanted to dump Lance at his house ASAP, I would have stopped at a car wash on my way home but despite his good behavior, I desperately wanted to be rid of him.  
 
    On the two-hour drive back to Rehoboth, Lance was back to complaining.  
 
    “Why didn’t you bring my phone?”  
 
    “It was dead, and the screen is broken, it’s at your house.”  
 
    “Can you believe I was mugged? Now I have to replace all my credit cards and get a replacement license.”  
 
    “Umm…did you think you were just magically allowed on the plane with no identification? Victor gave me your wallet and passport, they’re in my purse.”  
 
    Lance turned in the passenger seat, grabbing at my purse that I had slung behind my seat. He pulled it up and plopped it into his lap and started digging through it.  
 
    “Hey!” I protested, he could have at least asked first.  
 
    Lance retrieved his wallet and passport and went through his wallet, breathing an audible sigh of relief when he noted that all his cards were still in there.  
 
    “You still might want to cancel those and get issued new ones,” I suggested, thinking of Victor having access to them for days. He had to have charged the plane ticket, probably the hotel room, and who knew what else.  
 
    “You think?” Lance asked, leaning over to tuck his wallet in his right back pocket.  
 
    “Don’t you?” I countered.  
 
    “I’ll pull up my statements when I get home. Right after I get a nice, long hot shower. And McDonald’s! Could you stop at one? I never thought I would miss fast food, but I do.”  
 
    “Sure, can you wait until we get back to Delaware or you wanna stop when we come across one?”  
 
    “I can wait.”  
 
    When we stopped for McDonald’s, he scarfed down two quarter-pounders with cheese, fries, and a large soda, belching loudly afterward. I settled for a filet-o-fish and a Coke. We also had a much-needed bathroom break. Before heading back to my truck, I got a large chocolate milkshake because I deserved it.  
 
    I placed my shake in the cup holder and was putting on my safety belt when I saw that Lance had helped himself to my shake and was slurping it down. “Hey!” I snapped, grabbing it away from him. “If you want one, get your own.” I eyed how much he had sucked down and handed it back to him. “Here, it’s yours now. I’m getting a new one.”  
 
    After a quick trip through the drive-through for a replacement shake for me, we were back on the road and headed home. I was so thankful it was after Labor Day and there was no influx of beachgoers. I don’t think I could deal with traffic jams this close to home.  
 
    I had been planning to just drop Lance off at his house and go on my merry way, but he didn’t have any house keys on him. Yes, I could have just given him the spare key I had and beeped my horn as I sped away, but it seemed I owed it to him and myself to finish this properly. I had set out to fetch and return him from Greece and I did it.  
 
    His house smelled like the inside of a trash truck and we both ran around opening windows. With a hand over my nose and mouth, I apologized, “I’m so sorry, I should have taken out the trash, but I forgot in my rush to get to the airport.”  
 
    “How did so much trash accumulate?” he gasped out, his blue eyes wide as he stood near the sink looking at the cascading pile of it coming out of the can and piled on the floor. He grabbed thick purple rubber gloves from under the sink and a large black trash bag which he began to stuff the overflowing garbage into. “I think there’s some Lysol spray in the hallway bathroom.”  
 
    I found it on the shelf above the toilet and began to spray it as I went. The bagged trash along with the empty can went outside and that, coupled with the air freshener, made breathing much easier. Lance headed upstairs to his bedroom and I followed behind, mentally preparing myself for the upcoming freak-out.  
 
    He actually took it quite well, shaking his head a lot and muttering about vandals and Pam. It was only after all his messages popped up after he had charged his phone for a few minutes that Lance started to lose it. First, his face turned red, then the swear words started pouring out. Finally, he was ranting and raving, full on waving his arms while he paced the meager distance the phone’s charging cable allowed.  
 
    “Lance, I’m sure once you explain what happened your boss will understand,” I tried to calm him down.  
 
    He wheeled on me, his eyes practically bugging out of his head, as his nostrils flared with each deep intake and exhale. “Understand?! Understand what?! That I went out of the country with zero notice and dropped a major case! Give me your phone! I have calls to make. I gotta start doing damage control.” He tossed his own phone down.  
 
    I winced but then remembered the screen was already shattered so he needed to replace it anyway. “Sorry, Lance, you’re on your own. Best of luck!” I left to the sounds of him screaming behind me as I charged down the steps, out the door, and up into my truck.  
 
    Pulling into my garage, a weariness tugged at me. I grabbed my carry-on out of the trunk but decided to leave my suitcase for tomorrow. The house was dark when I entered it and I didn’t hear the usual frantic nails digging into the hardwood that Daisy had perfected when someone came into the house.  
 
    I dumped my bag onto the kitchen floor and then went room by room, turning on the lights and searching for my cats. Though I didn’t find the cats, I did take notice of how clean the place was, thank goodness for my house cleaner, Helen! I doubted John had done his part. Finally, I found Agnes on my bed with Maverick and Daisy staring moodily at me from under it.  
 
    After a few kissy noises, both cats came over to sniff at me then bump me with their heads. Maverick and Daisy were foster failures on my part, I simply couldn’t part with them and had added them to my household. Agnes, my gorgeous five-year-old tortoiseshell, tolerated the cow cat siblings but usually did her own thing.  
 
    Sitting crossed legged on the floor, I snuggled Daisy in my lap while Maverick rubbed up against me, purring his little heart out. “I missed you too, buddy,” I said scratching him under the chin like he loved. After Daisy jumped out off me, Maverick chased after her so I stretched out on the bed, my face close to the circular bundle of sweet-smelling fur that was my beloved Agnes. She licked at my fingers then tucked her head back into her tail.  
 
    I put my hand on her back and felt her begin to vibrate. “I’m happy too,” I told her, though my words were drawn out by a long yawn that I didn’t even attempt to stifle. It felt so good to be home!  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    A cat using my back as a springboard woke me up. It was pitch black so I hadn’t slept straight through the evening until the next morning. But maybe I should have, I thought stretching my achy body and rubbing at my gritty feeling eyes.  
 
    Slowly making my way downstairs, I noticed the lights that I had turned on earlier were off. I followed the glow of the TV into the only room in the house that appeared to be inhabited and found John on the couch eating a sub with all three cats perched around him, even the guilty one that had awakened me.  
 
    Pausing, I soaked up the domestic scene in front of me. My kitties loved John…aww.  
 
    Then I saw him offering a white sliver of something to Daisy and my maternal instinct kicked in. I ran over and snatched the onion out of his hand. “What are you thinking?! They can’t have onions!”  
 
    My loud voice scattered the cats who took off in three different directions, puffed tails high in the air.  
 
    John finished chewing and then calmly asked, “Why not?” 
 
    I grabbed one of the napkins littering his lap, putting the stinky onion in it and doubling it open. “It’s dangerous for them. I forget why, my brain is still mush from jet lag.” 
 
    “T, you know I would never do anything to hurt the furry buggers.” John’s blue eyes were filled with remorse.  
 
    “I know you wouldn’t, John. You took awesome care of them, didn’t throw any wild parties, and my house is still standing. I’m just tired, so I overreacted.” I tossed the smelly napkin down on the coffee table. 
 
    “Well sit down. I got you a sub too.”  
 
    Before I could protest, John put his sub down on the table and went into the kitchen. Maverick came out of nowhere and followed closely behind him. The mooch! I thought, sinking into the soft cushions of the sofa.  
 
    John returned with a wrapped sub on a plate and a can of soda which he plunked into my lap before settling on the couch next to me.  
 
    “Thank you so much!” I enthused while unwrapping the Italian sub from Wawa, my favorite. I took a bite, closing my eyes in enjoyment. John even remembered the light mayo.  
 
    His eyes flickered between me and the TV which was on some movie I didn’t recognize. John waited until I had inhaled half my sub before speaking again.  
 
    “So, did you save Lance?”  
 
    I shot him a quick look and then spoke after swallowing my overlarge mouthful of sub. “Kinda. I got him back from Greece, but Victor is still on the loose.”  
 
    John’s brow scrunched down, creating a few wrinkles in his high, unlined forehead. “But he’s a ghost, of course, he’s on the loose.”  
 
    I really didn’t feel like going into the whole Victor/Lance mess with him right now. Maybe another time, so I was brief. “It’s complicated.”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re not making it overly so?” John pressed a bemused smile on his face. “Running off to Greece, calling at odd times, and for what? Lance is an adult, he doesn’t need a babysitter or a nursemaid.”  
 
    I wanted to argue. There was so much John didn’t understand. Lance was an adult, but Victor had taken him over. Victor didn’t care if he caused Lance to lose his job, his health, or his sanity.  
 
    Vaguely, I heard a cell phone going off somewhere, I looked about in confusion.  
 
    John got up off the couch and walked to the kitchen, calling over his shoulder, “It’s yours, I’ll get it.”  
 
    He returned with the still buzzing phone and handed it over. 
 
    It was Mateo. 
 
    “Hello,” I answered while putting my plate with the last few inches of my sub down.  
 
    “Teresa, you had a problem-free flight?” Mateo’s smooth voice filled my ears. 
 
    Briefly, I reflected back on my encounter with Death and that unfortunate bit with Jim. “Here in one piece,” I responded, a smile tugging at my lips. 
 
    “I located Andre’s house, I’ve been on stakeout a few times. No sign of Victor as that drug dealer, but he might have switched bodies.” 
 
    “Yeah, nothing we can do about that. Thank you again for all that you’re doing.” I could feel John’s eyes on me and turned my shoulder slightly. “I’ll call you in a few days. If anything happens on your end call no matter the time.” 
 
    “Of course, Teresa…I, that is…well, goodbye.” Mateo disconnected and left me wondering what he had been wanting to say.  
 
    Before I had even set the phone down, John, in an overly casual voice, asked, “Who was that?”  
 
    When I moved to face him, I saw an accusatory gleam in his eyes that had me squirming. “A fellow psychic,” I replied, picking my sub back up.  
 
    “From Greece?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said around a mouthful of bread and meat. 
 
    “And how did you meet?” 
 
    “John, lay off! You’re sounding like a dad.” I wiped my messy fingers with a napkin, balled it up, and tossed it down on my empty plate. 
 
    “Yeah, well, since yours never acted like one you need someone that will.” John’s gaze was fierce, his normally smiling mouth pinched into a thin, hard line.  
 
    “Seriously, Mateo is fine. He helped me in Greece.” 
 
    “It doesn’t strike you as odd that a psychic located you and wanted to help you track a wayward guy down?” he countered. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. He was interested in meeting someone else with abilities.” I looked John dead in the eye. “And so was I. He offered to help after the fact.”  
 
    “Ahh…T!” John got up and began to pace. Several times it looked like he was on the verge of saying something else then he would stop and resume pacing.  
 
    After a few pointless trips around the living room, John plopped back down on the couch, a hand rubbing tiredly at his face. “Look, you’re beautiful, rich, and super trusting. You just met some guy, who claimed to be a psychic, and you let him hang around with you.” 
 
    “He really is a psychic!” I interject. “I know.” 
 
    “How? Tell me how, T. He could have looked you up or something.” 
 
    I covered his hand with my own, giving it a gentle squeeze. “John, listen to yourself. Who else knows? Besides you, Megan and…who else?” 
 
    “Lance,” John answered promptly.  
 
    I laughed. “Lance is clueless.”  
 
    John removed his hand from under mine. “You never told him?” 
 
    “No!” I stated, shaking my head at the same time.  
 
    “But I thought you read his fortune at the firefighter’s carnival...” 
 
    I cut him off, “Yeah, and he thinks it was all an act.”  
 
    “Really?” He sat back against the cushions. “Okay, so maybe this Greek guy...” 
 
    “Mateo,” I supplied.  
 
    “This Mateo is the real deal. But still, you have to be more careful. You were in a foreign country, alone.”  
 
    John does have a point, I thought with a trace of unease, thinking back to the deserted beach Mateo and I had gone to. But that had been my decision, he had taken us to a heavily populated one first. It had only been after I had wanted a more secluded beach to have better luck at sea glass hunting that we had gone to the other one.  
 
    “Okay, maybe I am too trusting,” I allowed, “but I’m fine.”  
 
    Hard pounding on the door sounded over the movie on TV, startling both John and me, though I think I jumped more than he did.  
 
    “T, you wait here,” John said standing and turning on the lights as he went.  
 
    I got off the sofa and stood, straining my ears at first. Then loud voices filled the house. John and Lance!  
 
    Running into the hall, I saw Lance shoving at John’s chest. John had a good two inches on the older man but was more lanky muscle and Lance seemed to have anger on his side as he was able to force John back away from the door.  
 
    “Lance, what are you doing?” I snapped, pulling his arm away from John.  
 
    With a scowl, Lance shook free of my grip. “Who the hell is he?” 
 
    “John,” I answered, feeling puzzled and still slightly out of it. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Oh, John is it? I see you replaced me pretty quickly.” He checked John over, who was dressed in a ratty dull blue T-shirt and a pair of gym shorts. A sneer twisted Lance’s mouth as he spat out, “And not an upgrade either.”  
 
    “Lance, don’t even go there. Are you forgetting Pam already?” 
 
    Lance’s spiteful sneer died but I pushed on. “Besides, we broke up, if I have a new boyfriend, it’s none of your business. Not that John is my boyfriend.” I don’t know why I added that and cast a quick glance over to John to find him now scowling at me too.  
 
    “Again, why are you here?”  
 
    He gave John another look, “Look, can we talk somewhere in private?” 
 
    I sighed then looked at John who threw up his hands.  
 
    “Whatever,” he said before stomping back into the living room.  
 
    Biting my lip, my eyes followed John. Only after he was out of sight did I nod toward Lance and lead him into the kitchen where we took seats at the table. “Well?”  
 
    Lance rubbed hands over his freshly shaved face bringing my attention to the deep violet bags hanging under his eyes. “Pam didn’t get me to go to Greece,” he croaked out. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, why did I take off like that? No notice, left my cell phone at home, trash all over my kitchen. My bedroom looks like a tornado hit it, yet I had no luggage with me…” He trailed off and looked at me helplessly.  
 
    “How should I know?” I countered, silently cursing Victor once again for putting me in this position.  
 
    “My boss wants me to have a complete physical, blood work, the works. But at least he’s not firing me.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I muttered, still annoyed from his earlier treatment and I knew John would voice his opinion over this the minute Lance left.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I guess I should thank you for coming all the way to Greece to help me. I still don’t know how Victor got your information.” 
 
    I softened slightly. “Yes, you should. Listen, Lance, I know things ended on a sour note.” 
 
    “A sour note?” Lance broke in, his face dark with anger. “Teresa, you completely blew me off. I thought we had a simple fight not a breakup, but you refused to return my calls. You even turned away when I waved at the gatehouse!” 
 
    I looked away. Ugh! Guess I had acted like a brat. Looking back at Lance, I tried a small smile. “I’m sorry about that.”  
 
    He waved it away with one of his hands. “No, it’s okay. It made me realize just how truly far apart we are.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I’m thirty-eight and you’re what? Twenty-three?” 
 
    “Twenty-four,” I offered. “But that doesn’t matter, age is just a number.” What was I doing? Trying to get back with Lance?!  
 
    “No, it’s not. People say that when they are trying to justify things or prove a point. But the fact remains that with age comes a lot of learning through life experiences. I’m a twice-divorced man, you’re a young woman just starting to figure things out.”  
 
    I could only stare at him. He made me sound so disappointing. I wanted to argue with him about how world savvy I truly was-but as John had pointed out just twenty minutes earlier, I had been super trusting and naïve in Greece and could have potentially ended up in a really bad spot. Maybe I really did have a lot to learn.  
 
    Lance, unaware of my internal struggles pushed on, “Teresa, thank you for a wonderful few weeks and for coming to my rescue in Greece. I will be forever thankful.” He picked up my hand and brought it to his lips where he placed a dry kiss on the back of my hand.  
 
    As he got up and began walking toward the door, my mind exploded in a dozen different thoughts. I had so much I wanted to say. I followed after him feeling my necklace bounce against my chest as I did.  
 
    “Lance, wait!” I cried out.  
 
    At the door, he paused, a patient look on his face.  
 
    “I, uhh…” I pulled the necklace free from my shirt, letting the bright red pendant dangle from my fingertips.  
 
    His electric blue eyes widened with recognition. “How did you get that?” he asked with an edge to his voice.  
 
    Recalling my searching his bedroom for clues to his disappearance I had to quickly improvise. “When Victor called, I went to your house, it was pretty trashed, as you saw. I thought you were burglarized at first, but some expensive watches and your phone were left. And this.”  
 
    His hard face relaxed and a smile brought a bit of wistfulness to his face. “I meant it as a gift,” he said softly. 
 
    “An incredibly thoughtful one,” I said, the necklace spinning slightly in my hand, the red bright and flawless in the hallway lights.  
 
    Lance came closer, his hand taking the pendant from me. “Remember how mad you were that I wouldn’t give this to you?” 
 
    I laughed, embarrassed over the memory of my anger that day. Mad didn’t even come close to have explosively PO’ed I had been.  
 
    “If I remember correctly, I think I seriously thought about leaving you there,” I said.  
 
    “Did you really?” he rubbed the glass between his fingers. “And here I had no idea what a temper you had. How did you hide that from me when we were dating?” 
 
    Looking up at his face, my eyes going over his firm lips and his beautiful blue eyes, I smiled. “You definitely annoyed me but other than the drinking and the high-handedness, you weren’t half bad.”  
 
    “Oh, other than those.” A smile curved up his lips as he leaned closer and pressed his lips to my mine in a gentle kiss full of sadness.  
 
    “Excuse me, I’ll be heading out now,” John said loudly.  
 
    I jumped away from Lance who still had ahold of my necklace. The force on the delicate chain was too great and it broke leaving the pendant in Lance’s hand and the severed chain around my neck.  
 
    “I’ll get the rest of my things later,” John said, pushing past us to the door which he slammed on his way out.  
 
    Lance scowled at the closed door then transferred that to me, his fist closing over the pendant. “Rest of his things?” 
 
    I shoved at him, pushing him toward the door. “John’s my friend and was cat-sitting for me. Stop being a jerk!”  
 
    “Yep, I’m a jerk but you traveled to Greece to help me.”  
 
    “Lance, once upon a time I thought I loved you,” I got out before immediately bursting into tears.  
 
    His face softened, his arms reached for me, but I grabbed Daisy, who was twining around his legs and shook my head.  
 
    His arms fell and he left, gently closing the door behind him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    I took the next day off to de-stress, unwind, and spend time with my cats. Now that I was home again it hit me how much I had missed their sweet faces, purrs, and affection, and just being around animals that loved me unconditionally. Okay, mostly because I fed them and scooped their litter but still. 
 
    Several times I tried calling John, but he never answered. After the fifth attempt, I left a long, rambling message that I immediately regretted. Thank goodness phones now had the option to delete messages before they were heard and laughed over. I would have been sunk back in the days of rotary dialers. I hit the hashtag symbol, got the option to rerecord my message, which I eagerly took and then carefully did a second message. Keeping this one much simpler and less emotional. Basically, that it was a total misunderstanding, I wasn’t back with Lance and I appreciated him cat-sitting for me and to please, please talk to me again.  
 
    Then I hung up before I got carried away even further and started blubbering again.  
 
    Once that was accomplished, I put a call into the Whisker Kisses crew to let them know I was back and would be in tomorrow. Sandy answered and asked if I had been on flight four, eight, zero.  
 
    “Yes, that sounds vaguely familiar. Why?” 
 
    “You didn’t see anything at the airport? Some guy was arrested for trying to skip customs and it turns out he was smuggling drugs.” Sandy giggled then continued. “He wasn’t much of a pro, he ran through the airport drawing tons of attention to himself. Turns out he was detained in Greece too. Some people shouldn’t quit their day jobs.”   
 
    My mouth fell open. Jim?! A drug smuggler? Though that did explain him being so twitchy when I joked about Victor being a drug kingpin. “If it’s the same guy I did see him get stopped in Athens, he put up quite a fuss.” I offered, enjoying Sandy’s laughter. I even cracked a smile. Thanks to me, Jim wouldn’t be peddling the bad stuff to anyone.  
 
    After the call, my mood was much lighter and I felt calm. Wanting to continue with that positive mindset I grabbed a book and headed out onto my balcony.  
 
    Fall was in full force and I went back inside to get a light jacket. It was odd going from a week in sunny, green Greece to multicolored leaves and crisp breezes in Delaware. We were never guaranteed true Fall weather or outstanding foliage here. Sometimes we got too much rain which messed with the leaves so instead of going from vibrant green leaves to an array of oranges, reds, and yellows we got dull, dead brown leaves. I hated being cheated out of my fall colors.  
 
    This year I was getting my postcard beautiful Fall. Perhaps a drive up north to Longwood Gardens in Pennsylvania was in order. I could see if Megan would let me take Amber.  
 
    My book tumbled from my hands to the table as a new thought shot through me. Shoot! I had never heard back from Megan about how our parents’ visit had gone. Nor had I called her to let her know I was back.  
 
    Nibbling on my lower lip, I considered my options. Maybe I should wait on that call, I had enough stress lately, why add to it? Sound advice. I picked my book up and started to read.  
 
    Only a few pages in, my next-door neighbors to the right, the Jameses, came out onto their balcony to sit and read. They were the sweetest couple, devoted to one another and that transcended Mr. James’ death over a year ago while they were on a cruise to celebrate their fiftieth wedding anniversary. Poor Mr. James had a heart attack while they were scuba diving and he remained in his scuba gear in death.  
 
    Both waved at me, smiling broadly. Mrs. James calling across, “Timothy loved this time of year. I never cared for it. But I come out here and it makes me feel close to him still and just happy.”  
 
    Mr. James looked up from his paper and nodded at his wife.  
 
    My heart swelled. I could only hope to someday find that type of everlasting love.  
 
    “He’s still with you,” I commented. “His love,” I added.  
 
    Mrs. James’ pale, lined face became radiant as her smile stretched her thin lips. “I think so too. Enjoy yourself, my dear,” she said before picking up her own newspaper.  
 
    ***** 
 
    The following day still no call from John. My hair was out of control so I called Charlotte “Lotte” Carson, my longtime hairdresser and newish friend. After begging for an appointment sometime this month she stunned me by saying if I could get to the salon in fifteen minutes, she could fit me in for just a cut while a color was processing.  
 
    I’m there!  
 
    I headed over and no sooner walked in the door and she was enveloping me in a tight and somewhat fragrant hug. The whole salon smelled of perm, peroxide, and hairspray, quite a wild combination that my nose didn’t know what to do with. Sneeze or breathe it all in and taste it. Ugh 
 
    Last time I saw Lotte she had been sporting bright copper highlights, today she had added golden browns and a few bits of blonde to the mix, in other words, she looked fantastic. Tall, thin and gorgeous. Ahh…what I wouldn’t give to add a few inches to my height, then I might have legs that didn’t look like drumsticks. Extra meaty ones.  
 
    Lotte placed a bright pink cape around my shoulders and then she was off and running, talking fast while squirting my hair with the water bottle. Water dripped off my bangs onto my nose where it hung before plinking down to the join the growing puddle in my lap.  
 
    “John said you were in Greece, how was it? A vacation or what?” 
 
    I latched onto her mention of John. A month back I played matchmaker and tried to get the two of them together, it didn’t go as well as I had hoped, and I had feared I might be out one amazing hairdresser. Amazingly, she didn’t bear me any ill will and hadn’t seemed completely off of John either. And if she was talking to him…the Hallmark movie-loving fool in me got very excited and started thinking wedding bells again.  
 
    Lotte then dashed my dreams of being a bridesmaid or John’s best woman by saying she ran into John at Chow-Mein getting takeout. To further take me out of my rosy fantasy, instead of giving me an opening to quiz her about the whole John/dating situation, Lotte launched into questions about Greece.  
 
    I was unsure what John had told her so I stuck to the story I told my Whisker Kisses crew about going there to help Lance out. 
 
    “Him!” Lotte snorted, while her fingers tugged my hair in different directions.  
 
    Finally, someone on my side! I cheered.  
 
    “He should be chasing you to get you back not the other way around.”  
 
    Ugh! No, not Lotte too. “I’m not interested in Lance,” I said somewhat huffy. 
 
    “But you are interested in someone, I can tell,” Lotte said, a smile flashing on her face. “You got that crush-sick look about you.” 
 
    “It’s jet lag,” I protested. “There’s a seven-hour time difference and my body’s still on Greek time.” Even while the words were pouring out of my mouth in denial, my mind was on Mateo.  
 
    “Whatever, girl. So, if you don’t want to talk about it or why you went to Greece with Lance if you don’t want him back, then tell me about Greece. I’ve never been outside the US unless you count my honeymoon to Niagara Falls. But that was right over the border into Canada, so not a big deal. Back then you didn’t even need a passport.”  
 
    This was my ‘in’ to delve more into Lotte’s personal life. “How are things between you and the ex?”  
 
    “Terrible,” she said, her shears snipping like mad.  
 
    As raggedy bits of hair flew down into my cape-shrouded lap, I decided Greece was a much safer topic after all. “It’s gorgeous, Lotte. I stayed in Athens but took a short jaunt over to Milos Island to go sea glass hunting. Mateo found a spectacular yellow piece. That’s one of the rarest color of sea glass,” I blathered on and then happened to look up in the mirror to see a gotcha grin on her face.  
 
    “Mateo, huh? Sounds cute. That your crush?” 
 
    I squirmed, the crinkly cape giving my movements away. Then because who else could I tell about this I started spilling my guts. “Oh, Lotte! Cute doesn’t even begin to describe him. He’s Greek, tall, not very beefy, leaner and more muscular than anything. And his hair. He has a shock of wild, black hair that he styles in one of those windswept swoops.”  
 
    Lotte busted out laughing. “That would have to go!”  
 
    “Yes! It looks so much better when it's just down or brushed to the side. But he’s just so kind and thoughtful.” I sighed remembering.  
 
    She had finished up snipping and had her hair dryer in hand. Before turning it on she asked, “And when are you going back to see him? Or is he coming here?” 
 
    Blurrrrr…the dryer had flicked on and her hands ran through my hair, directing it where she wanted.  
 
    I raised my voice slightly to be heard, “Not happening. Long distance relationships are hard enough, but an ocean away?” 
 
    “And what does he say about that?” 
 
    “I think he feels the same. He didn’t even want us to get attached there,” I admitted mournfully.  
 
    “Hmmm…” was her only comment. The dryer turned off and the cape was whipped away. She handed me a mirror so I could admire her handiwork. Despite thinking loads of hair was being cut away I saw only a small pile on the floor around the chair. But the effect was remarkable, I looked human again and my hair shiny and healthy.  
 
    At the register, she remarked, “Now about those roots?” 
 
    “Get me in your book or it will never get done.” I was joking but we both knew it was the truth. Once that was settled and shears were no longer in her hand, I tried my luck. “About John…” 
 
    Lotte cut me off, “There’s my colors’ timer, gotta go. Be good and why don’t you give that Mateo a call?” She dropped me a wink then was off and chatting with her other client as she led her to the sinks.  
 
    In my truck as I sat and admired my hair in the mirror, swishing it this way and that, my phone rang. Mateo! Is Lotte a tad sensitive too? I wondered while answering it. 
 
    “Mateo,” I squeaked out, my voice unnaturally high.  
 
    “Teresa, Victor switched bodies.”  
 
    No greeting, right down to business. I deflated a bit then his words processed. “How do you know?”  
 
    “Because the dealer you described was just fished out of the hotel’s pool this morning.”  
 
    “Victor killed him?” I gasped, both hands clutching the phone. 
 
    “Not unless ghosts can shoot guns,” Mateo said.  
 
    I could almost picture the wry grin that went with that deadpan response.  
 
    His next question was much less amusing. “Would he have stayed in a body and allowed it to be killed?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” I admitted. “But Victor didn’t seem like he wanted to harm anyone. I mean…” I trailed off, feeling silly about defending a spirit who was causing a lot of trouble.  
 
    “Teresa, he used to be a major drug dealer, you said so yourself. He was no angel and even if he didn’t directly kill anyone, I’m positive back in his day he ordered people whacked.”  
 
    Despite the seriousness, the word whacked set me off. It was so like a gangster movie. When I collected myself enough to speak, I had to agree with Mateo. “Okay, so Victor was a bad guy, I know that, but as a spirit, he never did anything that terrible.”  
 
    “Didn’t he steal your ex-boyfriend’s body?” 
 
    “Yes…” that word was drawn out. “But he never hurt him. Other than some sunburn,” I amended.  
 
    “Fine, so someone else got to this guy and killed him. Now we don’t know if Victor is in spirit form, or body jumped to another dealer, or what.” 
 
    I felt at a loss as to what to say. “Guess you can stop watching Andre’s house,” I ventured.  
 
    “Since I don’t know what I’m watching for now, that would be a logical assumption,” he groused then added in softer tones,” call me if Victor returns.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said, my feelings a little miffed that he would have to ask. “Mateo, I’m heading over to work, so I’ll let you go.”  
 
    “Work?” Mateo sounded mystified. “You never did tell me what you do.”  
 
    John’s comments the other night about my naïveté and his concern for me rose up in my mind. “It’s a cat rescue,” I told him, neglecting to mention that I started and ran it with my money.  
 
    “Interesting,” he said and I could tell by his tone that he meant it.  
 
    Despite the now dead end with Victor and the news about the very dead drug dealer, I found my mood light as I disconnected with Mateo. It was just nice to hear his voice, talk with Lotte, and be back home.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Whisker Kisses was my baby. It was a twenty-five hundred square foot house that was the center of my cat rescue. We housed anywhere from twenty to fifty cats at a time. A few were long-term residents that occupied the bottom floor, they were pretty much free to roam the entire building but they seemed to prefer the lower level for sleeping and lounging. But many on the upper floor got fostered or adopted out. Our goal was a cat would find a home or we would be their home for the rest of their lives. 
 
    At Whisker Kisses, despite the happy faces that greeted me when I entered the bright turquoise door, I knew something was wrong. The whole atmosphere felt off.  
 
    “Teresa,” Sandy called from the front desk.  
 
    Instead of returning her greeting, I blurted out, “What happened?”  
 
    Sandy and Parker exchanged glances, their smiles gone.  
 
    “We didn’t want to ruin your vacation,” Parker said, her nose turning red as tears formed in her blue eyes. “It’s old Zeke, he died.”  
 
    My happy mood popped, and my face crumbled as I began to cry like a baby. Old Zeke, at twenty-two, was the oldest resident at Whisker Kisses but he had seemed like a much younger cat with his voracious appetite, and still rabbit-like hind feet that would take him in a single bound from the floor to one of the beds. How could he be gone?  
 
    Sandy came over, wrapping her arms around me. Parker joined the group hug and I could feel how much they had loved him too as our combined sorrow lingered in the air like a dark cloud.  
 
    “He was so old, and he went in his sleep,” Sandy got out between sobs. “He was curled up in one of the cat beds.”  
 
    “How are the others?” I asked, pulling away and going to the desk to grab several tissues to scrub at my face and blow my nose with.  
 
    “They’re sad. They miss him too,” Piper said, wiping at her own tears with her sleeve.  
 
    “I need to go see them.” I tossed my used tissues into the trashcan next to the desk. “Zeke was cremated?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sandy confirmed. “We should get him back this week.”  
 
    I nodded then headed off in search of the other resident cats. Many of them gave me the cold shoulder, including Manny, our resident orange cat, and lap snuggler extraordinaire. That hurt.  
 
    Then my heart squeezed into a little ball, there in his familiar patch of sunlight was Old Zeke. Glancing about to make certain nobody else was around first, I crouched down next to him once I knew the coast was clear.  “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here when you passed. You were an amazing old man. We all love you. But you know that, don’t you? That’s why you’re still here. Zeke, you can go over the rainbow bridge, we’ll see you again when it’s our time.”  
 
    He lifted his large head, blinking his yellow-gold eyes at me and yawned. Then his head swiveled as Pumpkin, a blind Manx cat, came over. First, she meowed at me then her unseeing eyes went directly to Zeke and she meowed at him.  
 
    That’s when it hit me. “You’re not staying for you, you’re staying for your friends, aren’t you? You are such a good boy.” I felt tears flooding my eyes again and the urge to stroke his head just one more time pulled at me. 
 
    Pumpkin stepped daintily into my lap, her purrs vibrating her entire body. Zeke squeezed his eyes closed then lowered his head, appearing to go back to sleep. I sat with Pumpkin in my lap, rubbing her soft, gleaming fur and soaking up her sweet contentment. After several minutes, she got up, her job of comforting me done.  
 
    Slowly I got to my feet and saw Zeke was no longer there but I knew he was around. I went back to the front desk and Sandy passed me the tissue box. “Hard not seeing him, isn’t it?” 
 
    Dabbing at my leaking eyes I just nodded. We stood in silence for a few minutes then I returned the tissue box. “If nothing needs my immediate attention, I think I’m going to head home.”  
 
    “Absolutely. See, this is why we didn’t want to tell you over the phone, while you were thousands of miles away.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    As I went to leave Sandy stopped me. “Only thing is when can I put you back into the overnight rotation?” 
 
    That gave me pause. I never wanted the rescue to be empty at night so usually, we had a volunteer spend the night in the guest room. We had a revolving rotation, with most of the volunteers preferring the same night every week. But life gets busy and things come up, so it was good to have backups in place just in case.  
 
    “Put me down for Friday through Monday as a backup. I’ll take my usual Wednesday night too.”  
 
    “So, today?” 
 
    My mouth opened and closed before I squeaked out, “It’s Wednesday?” 
 
    Sandy laughed. “Go home, T! And go back to bed.”  
 
    Shaking my head, I left and followed her advice, going straight to bed when I got home. All three cats joined me on the bed and together we had a delightful two- and half-hour snooze.  
 
    Waking up, I felt sluggish and my tongue like a freeze-dried piece of meat. Yuck! I went downstairs in search of some OJ or soda, I needed a jolt of something to get me feeling human again.  
 
    Helen, my twice weekly house cleaner, was humming to herself as she wiped down the counters. The dishwasher was running masking the noise of my approach because poor Helen jumped when she turned and found me rooting in the fridge.  
 
    “Teresa! I didn’t realize you were back. You didn’t call me,” her voice held a trace of annoyance as she tossed the damp dishcloth into her bin of dirty laundry.  
 
    “Sorry, Helen, my mind’s been shot since returning. Can’t seem to kick this jet lag. I didn’t even realize today was Wednesday.”  
 
    “I’ve heard the best thing for that is to force yourself to get back on your time zone. You might want to sleep until three in the afternoon, but you need to get up at eight in the morning. You have to fight your new body clock that’s telling you it’s still the middle of the night.”  
 
    She plucked the carton of OJ from my hands, got a glass out, and poured me a healthy amount before returning the juice to the fridge. All that had happened so fast I didn’t have time to protest.  
 
    “That might be part of it. I keep dozing off when I sit or lay down.” I said, then sipped at my juice.  
 
    “Nope, you got to push on.” She gave me a look I couldn’t interpret. “John did great while you were gone. The only issue is the cats tricked him into overfeeding them.”  
 
    I drained the last of my juice and had the glass plucked from my hand. Helen rinsed the pulp out of it then set it aside to be placed in the dishwasher. “How can you tell?” I asked.  
 
    Helen leaned closer. “The litterboxes never lie,” she imparted in a low whisper before pulling back and roaring with laughter. Once she got her mirth under control, she wiped her hands on the blue smock she wore while cleaning. “Okay, I’m finishing up here, be back on Saturday.”  
 
    I looked around at the spotless kitchen. “Let’s skip it this week and go back on schedule next.” 
 
    “You’re the boss. Oh, and you need more litter.”  
 
    “Thanks, Helen.” I left her to finish up her work and decided to go out in search of lunch. Briefly, I thought about calling John but quickly dismissed it. He would call when he was ready. I just hoped it was soon. I hated my best friend not talking to me. And that’s what he was when I thought about it. Who else did I confide in, hang out with, or laugh so much with? John might be a goober, but he was my goober.  
 
    John had just treated me to a Wawa sub two days earlier but nothing else sounded good so I went with it. I picked it up and then went to the boardwalk. Despite the lovely weather, it was mostly deserted this time of year during the week.  
 
    It was in the seventies; a slight breeze blew in off the water and with the sun high overhead it was completely gorgeous. I flipped one of the bench backs to face the beach and sat down to eat my sub while looking out at the rolling ocean. Seagulls flew noisily overhead, but none were brave enough to swoop down and try to steal my lunch.  
 
    It was probably a good hour before I stood up to leave. I felt renewed, my spirit light and at peace.  
 
    When I arrived home, there was a half-wilted, long-stemmed, yellow rose taped to my door along with a simple note.  
 
    The word, Friends?  Along with a smiley face sticking their tongue out.  
 
    More like goobers forever. I didn’t have any vases so I stuck the flower in a faded green water bottle whose lid I had lost.  
 
    It was time to get my life back on track.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Curled up on the couch, the remains of a feast of Chinese delivery spread out on the table in front of me and a thrilling book in my hands rounded out my day. The book was a newer one by one of my favorite authors and I couldn’t wait to dig in.  
 
    Agnes was wedged between the back of the couch and me, on her back with her four paws stuck up in the air. I loved when she did that because I could stroke the silky fur on her tummy and she was cool with it. If I tried that while she was awake, I might pull my hand back full of tiny teeth marks.  
 
    The loud dinging of the doorbell ruined my peace and my attention went between the door and the slumbering kitty next to me. I hated to disturb her. But when it rang a second then a third time in fast succession, I knew I had no choice.  
 
    Carefully, I slid away from Anges and then off the couch. She remained in her upright pose for a moment before tipping over. Her eyes opened in comical surprise, then she blinked and curled herself into a ball, her eyes reclosing.  
 
    With my index finger between the pages of my book to hold my place, I padded barefoot to the front door. My hand was on the latch unlocking it when the doorbell chimed again. “Hold your horses,” I muttered.  
 
    When the door swung open, a tall, dark stranger stood there, smiling at me.  
 
    I had expected a delivery driver or a neighbor.  How else could someone get into the gated community?  
 
    “Teresa,” his voice purred in a deep, lightly accented voice that sent shivers down my spine, in a good way.  
 
    “Yes, can I help you?” I asked through my senses where going crazy. The guy might as well have a flashing red warning sign on his forehead. Something was majorly up with him.  
 
    His dark eyes slid over me with a familiarity I didn’t care for. Then a smile moved across his face, unleashing a dimple in his lean, right cheek that disarmed me.  
 
    An answering smile spread my lips and I was on the verge of offering him a drink when laughter began pouring out of him.  
 
    “Teresa, be a love and let me in.” He didn’t wait, instead, his strong, warm hands grasped ahold of my upper arms, moving me aside enough so that he had room to enter.   
 
    Out of a complete stranger this behavior would be bizarre and warrant a shout for help and some shin kicking action, but at his touch, a hot sizzle had raced through me- Victor.  
 
    I closed the door then turned, my back against it, to appraise the man standing in my hallway. He was tall, easily six feet two, baby smooth face with a charming smile that showed off that adorable dimple and bright, white teeth. Dark brown eyes regarded me from under well-defined brows. His equally dark hair was short and pushed back from his face.  
 
    “An improvement over the last one, yes?” he asked, spreading his arms out to better display a lean body draped in expensive black clothes.  
 
    “Victor, who is this? And what happened to the other guy? He’s dead.”  
 
    Instead of answering me, Victor strolled off into the kitchen helping himself to a bottle of water from the fridge.  
 
    I followed after him determined to have my answers.  
 
    After a gulp that emptied half the bottle, he came to me, his fingers cupping my chin between his thumb and index finger. His cologne wafted up to my nose, a deep, smoky fragrance.  
 
    “This is my destiny. What I went to Greece for.” He smiled, his thumb rubbed against my lower lip before he withdrew his hand.  
 
    “Your destiny?” My mind tried to make sense of that phrase. “Why did you go to Greece, I thought it was because you wanted to make peace with your brother?” 
 
    Without answering, he headed into the living room. I saw him frown down at the mess of empty white and red Chinese takeout containers. He sat down on the couch, crossing his long legs and bringing my attention to the shiny black shoes on his large feet.  
 
    “Come, sit. I want to tell you everything.” One of his hands patted the space next to him and I caught a flash of gold and the wink of a red stone on his finger.  
 
    “I’ll stand. Get on with it,” I ordered, crossing my arms to show him I meant business.  
 
    He shrugged, his hand dropping into his lap. “I did speak with my brother and his wife…” 
 
    “Really? I...” I interrupted him then stopped myself. I had been about to mention Mateo not seeing Victor going there but bit my tongue. There was no need for him to know about my Greek spy.  
 
    “Yes, we had a lovely family dinner,” he chuckled, a wicked gleam in his dark eyes.  
 
    “Victor, please, just tell me what you’ve done!”  
 
    He held his long arms out, a cheery smile making his already handsome face downright gorgeous. “I got my life back! For us.” He stood, coming over to where I stood and taking my limp, cool hands in his warm ones. “We both want a life together and now we can have it.”  
 
    I tried to tug my hands away but he held them fast. “No, not like this,” I said, a catch in my voice.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Tell me whose body you took, Victor.” My eyes stared straight into his.  
 
    “That’s the best part, my own flesh and blood. It is perfect.”  
 
    I couldn’t stop the gasp that escaped my lips. “You have a son? You would do this to your own child?” 
 
    A frown pulled his mouth down. “Teresa, I died almost forty years ago, this body is twenty-eight, he is not my son. He is Andre and Brianna’s son.”  
 
    “Your nephew? Victor, no, no. This is beyond wrong. This man is innocent of your brother’s crimes.” I pulled my hands closer and since his were still holding them they came with mine. I rotated my hands until his were now between mine and gripped them securely. “Please, Victor, if this is what you wanted, why not take your brother instead?” 
 
    “My brother? He’s a man of seventy. Why would I want his old, used up body when I could have this young and strong one?” He came closer, his hands reversing so that his fingers once more covered mine. His breath warmed my neck as his mouth grazed it in a soft kiss before he moved up to whisper in my ear. “Even better, this breaks my brother as taking his money or his life never could. His only son, the perfect revenge.” 
 
    “Victor, no,” I moaned out, tremors shaking my body. “You need to release him, please. Take over your brother and push Brianna off a cliff or something.” 
 
    “That’s hilarious, Teresa! I never would have thought you would come up with something so wicked. So, my brother spends the rest of his life in jail for a crime I committed? No, that won’t break him, but this will.” He released me and went back over to the table where he had set his water down.  
 
    “Besides, I can’t give Adrian his body back,” he said it without looking at me and then polished off his water.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Still not facing me, Victor spoke in a lower tone than earlier. “When I leave it, he doesn’t return. This body will die without someone inhabiting it.” 
 
    I walked over to stand in front of him, forcing him to look at me. “What do you mean Adrian doesn’t return?”  
 
    His wide, powerful shoulders rolled within the confines of the well-tailored black button-down shirt he wore. “Just what I said. I leave, and the body begins to heave and gasp for air. I don’t know why he’s not jumping back to consciousness. Everyone else has when I pull out of their body.” 
 
    My hands pulled at the skin of my cheeks, my mind raced. “Victor, what have you done?” I could feel panic pulling at me. “We have to get him back,” I cried out.  
 
    “No, we don’t.” A bit of his earlier charismatic smile returned. “Teresa, I know you’re not happy about everything, but we can make this work.”  
 
    “No, we can’t. Victor, we’ve been through some wild things together, but this is murder. I can’t be a part of this.” My hands cupped the opposite elbow and I began backing away from him.  
 
    Victor’s right hand snapped out, grabbing my arm. “I thought you would help me,” he said through a forced smile of gritted teeth. “I’ve always helped you.”  
 
    My head nodded even as I fought to get away. “Yes, you have but this is wrong.” My fingers went to his hand and I tried to pry his fingers off my arm.  
 
    “Teresa, please, give it some time. In a few days, you’ll get used to this…” 
 
    I cut him off, shoving at his chest. “Victor, you need to leave now.” I managed to pry his hand completely off me and march over to the door, opening it for him.  
 
    His face had hardened, the good looks merely pretty wrapping for the darkness within. “I’ll need some money,” he said harshly. “Adrian didn’t have as much as I was counting on.”  
 
    A frustrated scream rushed up my throat, but I held it in. Going into the kitchen I grabbed my wallet out of my purse and took all the money I had within it out to him. I shoved it at him and his hand clenched over it.  
 
    He looked down at the handful of twenties and his mouth quirked into a half-smile. “Teresa, really? We both know what you’re worth. Go write me a check.”  
 
    My eyes narrowed. “I don’t owe you anything,” I snapped. Still, I went and got my checkbook from the drawer in the kitchen’s desk. I scribbled an amount and my name leaving the space for payee blank. He could fill that in with whatever name he was using. Stomping back, I thrust it at him. “This is for Adrian. Make this right or don’t come back.”  
 
    His dark eyes went down, then flashed back up. “I’ll call you,” he said before grabbing me and planting a hard kiss onto my mouth.  
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    As Victor left Teresa’s house, he tucked her check into his right front pants pocket. Approaching his rental BMW, a slight rustling alerted him to movement from behind. He glanced over his shoulder, unconcerned.  
 
    He had been expecting to see Teresa, instead, a man almost his own height with a shock of thick, black hair emerged from where he had been standing near the privacy fence that separated Teresa’s yard from her neighbor’s.  
 
    “Victor,” the man spoke his name in Greek.  
 
    He answered him in the same language. “Who are you?”  
 
    “That’s not important. What is, is that we can help each other. The family fortune you were robbed of? It can be ours, split evenly.” 
 
    “Why split, when it’s already going to be mine?” Victor commented, enjoying a bit of banner with this stranger. The fact that he knew who he truly was, despite possessing Adrian’s body, not bothering him in the slightest.  
 
    “That is where you’re wrong,” the man came closer, his dark eyes staring hard at Victor. “Brianna, she is aware of the situation. Has planned for something like this for a long time. Adrian is out of the will. If she and Andre die, you get nothing.”  
 
    Victor frowned. “Wills can be contested.” 
 
    “Not when the son is already dead or proven to be unfit.”  
 
    “Brianna would never…” 
 
    Victor was cut off. “No, but Andre would. You underestimate your brother. And Brianna. She knew you were back and that they were not rid of you. My predecessor let her in on your ghostly doings. And now I’m doing the same and tracking your human activities as well.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, unable to process all this stranger was saying to him. “No, my brother would never do that to his own son.” 
 
    “His own son. But you’re not his son. To him, his son is already dead.”  
 
    “And you would go up against him?” Victor questioned. 
 
    “For that amount of money? Absolutely. Besides, I have Brianna on my side and my own unique talents.” The man smirked, his face cruel and deadly serious.  
 
    Victor wished he had picked up a gun before coming to Teresa’s house. Things had not gone as he had planned. “And I’m to trust you?” he asked, his arms ready at his sides for a sudden movement from the man in front of him that knew far more than Victor had realized.  
 
    “No, I know you won’t. I don’t trust you either. But we can work together and get everything we are owed.”  
 
    The bitterness and greed in the other man’s voice convinced Victor. He smiled. “I don’t work with people whose names I do not know.”  
 
    The other man grinned and held out his hand. 
 
    Victor felt his hand clenched hard and a tingle spread up his arm. 
 
    “My name is Mateo.”  
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    I had been home for two weeks from my adventure in Greece and I think I was settling back in very nicely. Sure, my best friend since tenth grade, John, was pissed at me. Thinking, wrongly, I might add, that I was trying to get back together with my surly neighbor and ex-boyfriend Lance. Considering John had walked in on us about to lock lips in my kitchen after I had just told him that Lance and I were not an item, well, I can kinda see where he could have gotten the wrong idea. 
 
    And Lance was apparently upset at me as well. He had it in his head that not only was I a juvenile twenty-four-year-old, that might be true but still, ouch! But also, that somehow, I might have had something to do with him ending up in Greece, drunk as a skunk, lost, stumbling around without a phone, wallet, or passport. He might have a valid point there. But again, there was no way for him to know that! 
 
    It wasn’t really my fault that my best spirit buddy, Victor, had taken over Lance’s body to settle some unfinished business with his brother and ex-girlfriend, now his brother’s wife. Confusing, I know! Try living it! And I did dash off to save Lance, surely that counted for something. But nope, a thanks and some rather condescending remarks and Lance walked out of my life. 
 
    Not that I wanted him to stay. Yes, I might have fancied myself in love with him a time or two. Honestly, I have wondered for years if I’m in love with Victor. Which brings me to Mateo, a fellow psychic that I met in Greece, who helped me with the whole tricky Victor/Lance situation as I am now calling it. My time with him was so short but I felt a connection. Was it possible to love vastly different men and not just be confused? Did I even know what love was or did I just try to label mere attraction as the real deal? 
 
    Blah! Well, these invoices weren’t going to organize and enter themselves, better to stop trying to sort my life and deal with real issues. Whisker Kisses wasn’t going to run itself either. 
 
    Whisker Kisses was a twenty-five hundred square foot house in Rehoboth, Delaware that was home to my dream, a cat rescue where cats found homes or we were their homes. We housed anywhere from twenty to fifty cats at a time. A few were long-term residents that occupied the bottom floor. They were pretty much free to roam the entire building, but they seemed to prefer the lower level for sleeping and lounging. The huge bay windows had a lot to do with that and more often than not several cats were stretched out in the sun in front of one in the large main room that would have traditionally been the living room. 
 
    Manny, our resident orange cat who weighed an eye-popping twenty-eight pounds and was a lap cat whether you wanted him there or not, strolled on by, his fluffy tail held high. He had been brought directly to us when he was found looting the trashcans behind the steak joint on the highway. Highly matted, he smelled dreadful from a combination of trashcan living, decayed teeth, and less than stellar grooming habits. Now a gorgeous orange fluff ball, he was a love machine whose size and shedding deterred interested families. He had a forever home at Whisker Kisses, but I still remained positive that the right person just hadn't seen Manny yet. 
 
    Desperate for a cuddle, and to escape the mind-numbing invoices, I got up from behind the front desk and went after him. The steady, noisy crunch of dry food led me right to the kitchen feeding station. I had to settle for running my fingers through his long, buttery soft ginger fur while he plowed his way through one of the dishes of food. We had a group of four hard plastic bowls on a large blue floor mat. Good thing too because a few of the cats liked to grab a big mouthful of food and then dump it on the floor next to the bowl to eat it. All the crumbs got snatched up by the handheld bright yellow and grey dust buster that hung on the wall near the pantry door. 
 
    Seeing that Manny would be munching for a while, I decided to check on the new bunch upstairs. I was joined by the ghost of Old Zeke and that seriously made my morning. Zeke had been the oldest cat in residence at Whisker Kisses at twenty-two, hence the name Old Zeke, and had died of old age while I was off in Greece. My heart still hurt that I wasn’t here when he passed, but he didn’t hold that against me as his ghostly presence weaved around my legs purring as I navigated the stairs. 
 
    To anyone watching it would probably look like I was doing some weird new dance challenge, so it was a good thing it was just Parker and I here right now and she was off doing litterbox detail. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    On the second-floor landing, I turned right and spied her tall, lanky form doubled over in laughter. 
 
    “Oh, T, what were you doing?” she gasped out, still holding her middle with both arms as she straightened up. Her blue eyes shone with tears that dribbled onto her pale cheeks as she burst into another round of snorts and giggles. 
 
    Trying not to trip over a ghost cat, I wanted to reply but, nope, I had to smile and mumble the first lame thought that came into my head. “My underwear was really riding up.” 
 
    Oh, snap!  I think my face colored even more than Parker’s! 
 
    “Anyway, how are the little darlings?” I asked trying to forget about this whole embarrassing encounter. 
 
    Parker bit her lip and looked away for a few seconds before falling in step with me as I walked to the first bedroom. This room was where we housed all our new arrivals. Sadly, they were in cages, but it was for all our other resident cats’ safety that we did so. Most of the cats here had come from shelters and other stretched-to-the-limit rescues. There was always the threat of upper respiratory infections or worms, yuck. They were quarantined here until they were given a clean bill of health and then moved to the second bedroom where they could roam and enjoy the countless perches, cat beds, and wall ramps. 
 
    “They are doing great! Ashley’s coming by later to collect the stool samples.” Parker held up several bright red baggies that she had in her left hand. “I think she also just wants to pet them. Look at all that yummy fluffy fur!” 
 
    Ashley was our fabulous veterinarian who volunteered her services despite my many protests. She also happened to be model gorgeous but I didn’t hold that against her. As for resisting the fur, nobody could. 
 
    I reached a finger into a cage to rub black toe beans peeking out of loads of toe fluff. “These babies really are fluffy!” My voice rose slightly with glee. 
 
    “Right?” Parker said with a smile, her own fingers at work on the head of a sweet girl who was pressing against the cage’s metal bars for all she was worth to get some love. “I still can’t believe people would hurt these cats just because they are black.” 
 
    “I know, a lot of idiots out there,” I commented trying to keep my tone light though anger filled me. Every shelter and rescue was on high alert this month when it came to black cats. All thanks to losers thinking they were bad luck or wanting to sacrifice them to whatever dark forces they believed were out there. I wanted to stuff a lot of those very real monsters into the nearest black hole. It would serve them right. Black cats weren’t any different than a tabby or orange cat. Well, other than most black cats being simply stunning. After all, who didn’t look good in black? 
 
    My musings were interrupted by Parker’s quiet, little voice. 
 
    “I have a confession to make, T.” 
 
    Parker, a super sweet and shy volunteer, who rarely shared much about her personal life, actually opening up to me was awesome, so I bit my lip and let her talk. Though I already had a hunch what deep secret she was about to confess and I wanted to hoot in celebration. 
 
    “I plan to fill out the adoption application for Mandy here,” Parker said, her eyes never leaving the friendly three-year-old. 
 
    “Girl, please! Like you need to fill out an application. I think anyone here could vouch for you, including me. Once Ashley clears her, take her with my blessing and a bag of cat litter.” 
 
    “No, I want to pay her adoption fee, it’s only right.” The girl’s slim shoulders straightened. 
 
    “Hey, if you want that’s fine too.” I came closer to Mandy’s cage and stuck a finger in for her to sniff. She responded by rubbing her face along it. “You are getting a great girl, Parker.” 
 
    “I know.” Her eyes shifted from Mandy to me then back to the cat. Her words were directed to Mandy but obviously for me. “I find going commando takes care of the ride-up issues.” 
 
    I laughed like a loon. This was probably the first real laugh I’ve had since returning from Greece and it felt great! 
 
    Even better Parker joined me, so I didn’t feel totally off my rocker. When I finally reigned myself in, I smiled at the slightly younger girl and gave her my heartfelt thanks. “I really needed that.” 
 
    Clear and bright blue eyes met mine. “They say laughter is the best medicine and it seems true,” she paused, withdrawing her hand from Mandy’s cage, much to the cat’s displeasure as she cried out in little chirpy meows for more attention. “You never said much but things didn’t go so well in Greece?” 
 
    A tired smile pulled at my face. “Actually, things went about as well as expected. Lance and I just are two separate people in two different places in our lives right now.” 
 
    Parker’s head moved slowly up and down, though her words surprised me. “That’s a shame, you two seemed good for each other. Balancing each other out. That’s important in relationships.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t things go better if people were more alike than different?” I couldn’t help but think about Mateo and how much easier life with a fellow psychic would be. 
 
    “Well sure, but it depends on the people. I don’t know about you, but as much as I like being me, having a guy just like me would be annoying. I need someone to pull me out of my safety zone and challenge me. It’s how you grow.” 
 
    That made sense, I guess. Did I want to grow? I thought I had already figured out me. Though the last few weeks were telling me otherwise. 
 
    “Thanks, Parker.” 
 
    “Anytime, T. I know we don’t talk a lot…” she paused and a bright pink blush burned at her pale cheeks. “Okay, I don’t talk a lot,” Parker amended, “but I want you to count me as a friend you feel safe talking to.” 
 
    My nose started burning, a sure sign tears were on their way. I sniffed sharply and gave Parker a quick, tight hug. She stiffened slightly before her long, thin arms wrapped around me and hugged me back. 
 
    Calmness and serenity flowed through me via Parker. Along with the scent of lemon. It came as a shock to realize this had nothing to do with being a psychic and sensitive to things, it was simple acceptance and friendship. Things I had been lacking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    My happy mood didn’t last very long. I woke up the next morning feeling cranky and out of sorts. All was not right with my world but I didn’t know how to set things right or even what right was. 
 
    A glance in the bathroom mirror told me I might want to start with myself.  Though I had made the time to get a haircut recently, my dark roots were showing horribly. Making faces at myself didn’t help. I didn’t let that didn’t stop me and I did crack a smile. 
 
    A quick trip back through my bedroom to grab my phone and I had my fingers literally crossed that Lotte, my hair stylist and one of the few people I called friend, would be able to fit me in this week. 
 
    Sometimes it’s better to be lucky than good and not only could Lotte fit me in this week, but she could take me later today for a color. Woohoo! The client that canceled on her got called into work. Sorry about their luck, but a definite win for me. 
 
    Tossing my hair up into a messy bun, I took my phone and went down for breakfast. Munching on a bowl of Lucky Charms, they seemed only fitting, I scrolled through Instagram, liking all the adorable cat photos and videos. 
 
    It had been lurking in the back of my head, creeping forward briefly yesterday, but for some reason, the loneliness of my life suddenly jumped up and whacked me. My spoon dropped into my bowl, the metallic twang sounding magnified in the silent kitchen. 
 
    Counting a ghost, I had like four friends. And John wasn’t speaking to me, and Victor was off who-knows-where. So, I had two friends, one of which we never did anything outside of work together. Depressing. 
 
    What was wrong with me? Was I that antisocial or just too afraid to open myself up to others? Only my sister Megan and friend John knew I was a psychic, and a millionaire. Did I isolate myself because I felt I couldn’t be fully open with anyone? Or simply because I didn’t trust others? 
 
    John had been surprised that I hadn’t let Lance in on my secret. Now, I’m glad I didn’t, but maybe that was part of what doomed our relationship? 
 
    Blah, all these mental hoops weren’t getting me any happier or closer to answers. If anything, I was more annoyed than I had been. But annoyed was better than depressed, I thought as I dumped the last of my cereal in the sink before putting my bowl and spoon in the dishwasher. 
 
    On my way back upstairs to shower, I finally caught sight of Daisy, one of my cow cats, as I called her, and her brother, Maverick. She paused midlick of a paw to regard me for a few seconds with unblinking yellow eyes before resuming her grooming. It takes a strong person to love a cat who views you as their meal ticket and occasional springboard to better and softer things. 
 
    As the hot water in the shower pelted my skin, most of my tension eased away. I was twenty-four years old, in decent health, with a job I loved and a house in a beach town. What business did I have being miserable? Zip! Time to put on my big girl panties and get my head back on straight. 
 
    Or forgo the underwear altogether, as Parker suggested. I cracked up all over again just thinking about mild, quiet Parker voicing such a thing. Even funnier, I usually went commando anyway, it was more comfortable but I hadn’t been about to share that with her. Yet. If she truly did want to be my friend, I’m sure the topic would come up again and we could both have a good giggle over it. 
 
    Over the noise of the flowing water from the dual showerheads, I made out the opening notes of the theme from the movie The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly. My phone! 
 
    About to open the shower’s steamed up glass door, I paused. Conditioner held my hair in an upswept style and one leg was foamed white with shaving cream. No matter who it was, I could call them back. 
 
    The entire time I shaved I pondered who it could be. I volleyed between wanting it to be John so we could put this silly spat behind us and Mateo, just because I would love to hear from him again. 
 
    There were confirmed rumors of a new Jay and Silent Bob movie. John and I were huge Kevin Smith fans and such news needed to be celebrated with a movie marathon while we gorged ourselves on takeout. A perfect way for two friends to reconnect. 
 
    But Mateo was so cute even with his silly pompadour of hair. There was just something about how his deep brown eyes looked at me that made me feel all shivery inside. 
 
    With a big peach colored towel wrapped around my body and a matching one coiled like a turban around my silky, freshly conditioned hair, I snatched at my phone that I had left on the vanity. It was my sister Megan. For a brief moment, some disappointment welled up in me that was squashed down. I hadn’t heard from her in some time. Partially my fault, as I was a huge coward. 
 
    Megan, as my older sister by six years, had taken her role very seriously. Which was a good thing for me since our parents were pretty useless and considered themselves hippies of a sort and did a version of free-range parenting. Basically, they had us, stocked the house with some food, and left us on our own for days at a time while they were off doing who-knows-what.  If not for Megan and our wonderful neighbors, the Tinmens, I probably wouldn’t have made it to adulthood. How Megan managed, I’ll never know. I should probably broach that topic with her at some point. 
 
    What any of this has to do with me being a coward is simple. She thought I went off to Greece on some romantic getaway with Lance to rekindle our relationship. And for the sake of not wanting to spend time and energy explaining the whole mess to her, since Megan was just like a mother, I had just let her believe that. The last time we had spoken she had even mentioned the five of us, her, her husband Dan, daughter Amber, and Lance and I having dinner together. Somehow, I didn’t think that was going to work out. 
 
    And now it looked like it was time to face the music. Although I could put off calling her. I set the phone down without even listening to the message and whipped the towel off my head, tossing it in the general direction of the white plastic hamper against the far wall near the door. Briskly shaking my hands through my hair, drops of water shot out and splattered onto the sink and mirror. When I was done, I looked like I had two tons of hair. 
 
    Giving myself a wink, I grabbed the comb and began taming it all down. It was getting fairly long, almost midway down my back, perhaps I would have Lotte bring it up to my shoulders. It would definitely be more manageable that way. 
 
    While I had been busy at the sink, mooning over my hair, Maverick had come in and was rolling around in the wet shower. Thank goodness I noticed and didn’t just shut the door on him, that would have been bad. Bad for me when I finally let him out and he tore me up, that is. 
 
    “Silly kitty, why do you like water so much?” I asked, watching him squirm in pleasure and then lick at his wet fur. 
 
    Okay, enough playing around, time to listen to what Megan had to say. 
 
    Dropping my other towel and grabbing my phone, I walked naked into my bedroom. Before listening to the phone message, I pulled on a well-worn pair of black and teal yoga pants, a sports bra, and a teal t-shirt with a rainbow cat paw on it. Cats were my thing. I didn’t care a wit about fashion. To me, all that mattered was being comfortable and if I liked it. Okay, I also wanted to feel pretty from time to time, so then I put on a dress. 
 
    Once outfitted, I hopped up on my king-sized bed, sat crossed legged, and hit listen. 
 
    “T, it’s Megan, give me a call when you get a chance. Love you.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t very enlightening. I frowned down at my phone as if it would magically give a different message. It didn’t.  And now the ball was back in my court. I checked the time on my phone, saw I still had four hours until my hair appointment, and felt antsy. I had no real excuse to put off calling Megan back. 
 
    I hit call back and my sister answered after two rings, no hellos, just right to business. “T, I’m sorry I haven’t called in a while, things have been crazy here. Ha-ha, I’m sure they’re busy on your end too.” Megan gave one of her polite little laughs before continuing, “Anyway is there a chance you can watch Amber on Saturday afternoon?” 
 
    I had been thinking about going to Longwood Gardens and it was just over the state line in Pennsylvania. Megan and her family lived in Newark, Delaware so right along the way. An outing with my niece would be wonderful. 
 
    “Can I take her to Longwood Gardens?” I asked with a pleading lilt to my voice like I used on her when we were kids. 
 
    “Isn’t it rather chilly for that now? And I thought it was just a Christmas thing.” Megan didn’t quite shoot me down, but she also didn’t give in. 
 
    Thank goodness I wasn’t FaceTiming her or anything because my eyes were rolling. Too chilly but open at Christmas, yeah…whatever, Megan… 
 
    “The weather has been great lately. A jacket, hat, and gloves, maybe, and we’ll be fine. And it’s open and gorgeous year-round,” I argued back, suddenly really wanting this. 
 
    “Just you and Amber, or would Lance be going too?” 
 
    “Ahh...about that, see...” before I could stutter out some half-way coherent excuse for letting her believe Lance and I were still an item in Greece, she cut me off. 
 
    “Oh, he’s probably all wrapped up in that big Snap Mobile case, it’s been all over the news lately and I saw his firm is handling it.” 
 
    Say what now? Stupidly, I looked down at my phone again as if it would hold all the answers. And while Google was indeed my friend, I couldn’t very well ask it while Megan was on the phone with me. Then again, it appeared my sister kept up with the goings-on of my ex-boyfriend more than I did. I should just take her word for it. And this was another huge sign that she was going to be heartbroken over our breakup. Maybe I should give her Lance’s number so they could hang out over coffee sometime? Ugh! 
 
    Deep cleansing breath….and stick to the truth without admitting anything. “Nope, just Amber and me this weekend.” 
 
    “They have indoors parts too?” Megan asked. 
 
    “I can’t believe you live like thirty minutes away and still haven’t been. Get a membership,” I urged. 
 
    “We’ve just been so busy lately….” Megan’s voice drifted off. 
 
    I’ll be the first to admit that for a psychic I’m not always the sharpest and yes, sometimes things had to literally whack me in the face. Megan’s unspoken worry penetrated my selfish little fog of unawareness and I strained my mind to figure out what was going on. 
 
    Normally, I get feelings when I touch people or objects. And yeah, I see ghosts, whether I want to or not, yay, lucky me. Not! But I’m not a mind reader like fellow psychic Mateo nor can I know what’s going to happen next Tuesday at ten. But sometimes I get lucky and my mental feelers can grab ahold of things. Pictures, like a flickering movie in my head, of things that have happened or brief flashes of things to come. This can occur randomly or I can strain and try to force it. 
 
    My eyes closed as I imagined searching tentacles reaching through space toward my sister and plucking the source of her sorrow from her head. I felt a pull in the center of my forehead then a snap, almost like I had been hit by a rubber band. 
 
    “Ouch!” I couldn’t prevent the annoyed exclamation that shot out of my mouth. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Megan immediately asked. 
 
    “Sorry, stubbed my toe,” I lied, rubbing at my forehead. “Ummm…what about you? Are you okay? Really?” I pressed. My foray into trying to search Megan’s mind hadn’t worked and just earned me a headache so now I had to use mere mortal methods, actual communication. 
 
    “Just a lot going on at the farm and well, the visit with our parents, it all took a toll on me.” 
 
    “You never did tell me much about that.” 
 
    “And you haven’t shared a lot about your trip to Greece,” Megan came right back at me. 
 
    “Saturday,” I promised. 
 
    “Saturday,” Megan agreed. “Around ten?” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “We’ll talk first, remember that.” 
 
    I bit my lip, feeling a bit of the earlier tension returning. “Absolutely. Love you, sis.” 
 
    “Love you too, T.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Driving to the salon, my mind replayed my conversation with my sister. My normally unflappable sister stressed? Sure, it could be that, but this was the chick that did double majors, zoomed through her MBA, and acted like a Ph.D. was no biggie. I wasn’t buying it. Unless my parents had done or said something completely inappropriate to Amber, now that would faze her.  Still, that had been a good two weeks ago, I would have heard about it by now. 
 
    I was no closer to figuring Megan out when I pulled into the salon’s parking lot. Guess I would find out on Saturday. Shrugging I grabbed my bag, got out of my SUV, and went inside Hair Masters. 
 
    Charlotte “Lotte” Carson was seated at the front desk on her phone. As my eyes adjusted from the bright October sunshine to the dimmer fluorescent lights, I did a double take. Lotte’s normally long mane of hair was gone. I felt my mouth pop open. 
 
    Lotte laughed and stood up, coming around the desk to give me a hug. “It’s a wig, I felt like a change but wasn’t ready to give up a year’s worth of growth.” 
 
    “A year? More like several.” Now that I knew it was a wig, I eyed it critically. I never would have been able to tell it was fake, the black hair was glossy, smooth, and nothing about it screamed artificial. 
 
    “It’s real hair,” Lotte tossed over her shoulder as she led me back to her hair. 
 
    “Reading minds now?” I teased. But seriously, I think this woman did have a touch of the gift, she always had a knack for honing in on things. 
 
    Tossing a bright pink plastic color cape over my shoulders, Lotte threw her head back and laughed. The wig even moved like real hair, I observed, thoroughly impressed. 
 
    “Everyone wants to know if it’s real or synthetic stuff. You want to touch it?” she offered. 
 
    I did, but I restrained myself. 
 
    “So, you’re in to cover up these heinous roots?” Lotte asked, running her slim fingers through my hair. As she was not only my stylist of the last two years but also my friend, I let the heinous part slip. 
 
    “Nope, here to make the rest of it match the roots.” At Lotte’s frown, I rushed to stop any hurt feelings. “I loved it, Lotte, really, but I’m too lazy for upkeep. Better to stick with natural or just a few random highlights. Too much maintenance isn’t for me.” 
 
    Lotte’s expression softened and her bright green eyes sought mine out in the mirror. “True, it’s usually ages between visits,” she admitted. “Okay, so back to brunette. Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking of going shorter.” 
 
    Lotte’s fingers went to the tips of the chin length wig she was wearing. 
 
    Now it was my turn to laugh. “No! I would cry. Maybe shoulder length?” 
 
    “Let’s do color first, then we’ll decide.” At that decree, Lotte turned on her heels and went clicking and clacking nosily into the backroom to mix up her own brand of magic and return my hair to brown from the red and blonde highlights it was currently streaked with. 
 
    While I sat there waiting, my eyes roamed the salon. Madison, another stylist, was busy with her client. The rhythmic slap and crumble of her putting color on foils was oddly soothing. Then my gaze happened on the large front window. Or rather what was outside of it. 
 
    My peaceful mood curled up and disappeared like a whiff of smoke on a windy day. Two young men in black surfer wetsuits were walking down the sidewalk. Yes, Rehoboth is a beach town, but it was October and those men were ghosts. 
 
    I tried blinking a few times, looking away slowly and then back and nope, still there. Even worse, I could now see the one had a large chunk taken out of his side. 
 
    People claim Halloween brings an increase in paranormal activities but honestly, I’ve never noticed that. Ghosts were always out and about doing their own thing, trying to get in touch with loved ones, and just enjoying the afterlife, such as it was. So, the sight of these two shouldn’t have shocked me. I tried to brush it off as just being on edge still. 
 
    Lotte returned carrying a bowl of cream-colored sludge. After smearing all around my hairline and ears with a clear protector she began plastering my hair with the color solution. She turned my chair around so that I now faced the large window up front. The two ghosts were still there, leaning against a parked car and making a lot of hand motions. 
 
    This was not the relaxing time I had envisioned. I tried to avoid looking out the window and instead stared at the key lime green door. I had asked Lotte once what that color was and after I had laughed, she assured me that was indeed the paint color’s name. I had seen firetrucks a few times that odd color green and that sparked another thought in my mind. 
 
    Over the summer I had set my friend John up with Lotte, things hadn’t clicked as I had hoped but I was still determined to see if any spark might remain. Other than the burning disagreement over adaptations of Stephen King books, that was. “Say, Lotte? You haven’t talked to John, lately, have you?” Okay, subtlety wasn’t my thing. 
 
    Lotte’s purple-gloved fingers stilled in the act of pulling the color through my locks. “Girl, that ship has sailed.” Another wet chuck went splat on the cape as she continued slathering my hair. Then with a sigh, Lotte continued, “Actually, I’m kinda seeing someone. I was hesitant about mentioning him because it hasn’t been long plus the whole John thing. But seriously, with John, it was one date that didn’t end well.” 
 
    “No, it’s cool. I want you to tell me. I wanted it to work out with John but it didn’t and I’m sorry if I’ve been pushy about it.” 
 
    “You’re friends with both of us, and a terrible matchmaker,” Lotte replied her voice light and teasing. 
 
    That reassured me that she wasn’t mad. “So, tell me about this guy!” I demanded as my head grew heavier under all the color. 
 
    “He’s older, has three kids, but all out of college already, so he’s a free bird.” Lotte laughed. “We’re like the Brady Bunch but my crew is still underfoot. Now I realize why I never dated much before, babysitters are expensive!” 
 
    Was that my opening to volunteer? Sure, I wasn’t terribly busy and I loved my niece Amber but I wasn’t a kid person and really didn’t want to become Lotte’s go-to sitter for her girls, cool kids though they were. My lips remained sealed. 
 
    Lotte continued on, oblivious of my internal struggle, “I will say since the ex-wife is way out of the picture, it’s been very stress-free on that end. The first guy I dated after the divorce had a psycho ex who actually followed us on a date! Last I heard the crazy guy went back to her. That was a narrow escape on my part.” 
 
    “How did you two meet? And am I allowed to know this guy’s name or what?” 
 
    My chair was spun back around and I saw my medusa-looking locks of hair and almost screamed. Lotte pulled the whole mess up in two jumbo-sized clips, stripped off her color-streaked gloves, and set a nearby white egg timer for thirty minutes. 
 
    “His name is John. Weird, I know. We’ll have to call your John Firefighter John and my John Dreamboat.” 
 
    I was about to argue in defense of my friend when Lotte cut me off. “So, what’s going on with your guy from Greece?” 
 
    The cape crinkled as my shoulders slumped and my mood deflated further. “Haven’t heard from him in a week.” 
 
    “Girl, you’re a modern woman, why are you waiting on him to call you? Call him!” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t. Look, it would be different if he lived in another state but this is a different country. A different time zone even.” 
 
    Lotte’s mouth turned down in a hot pink pout. “True, international flights aren’t cheap.” 
 
    I opened my mouth then closed it. Not many people knew my financial status as a millionaire, and besides, this gave me an easy out. Blaming my fears on finances. 
 
    “No, they’re not,” I answered honestly. Plus, Mateo might not be in a position to afford them either so it wasn’t like I was really lying. 
 
    “And Lance?” Lotte let the question hang in the air. 
 
    I stirred under the stuffy cape, crossing my arms in annoyance. “Is off living his life.” I hadn’t heard from him or seen him since that night at my house. 
 
    Lotte gave a soft sigh, “Girl…” 
 
    “Nope, I’m swearing off men,” I broke in. 
 
    Somehow this set Lotte off and she started laughing. Madison raised her head from where she was bent over at the sink removing foils from her client’s head. “Lotte, what’s so funny?” 
 
    “Teresa is swearing off men,” Lotte yelled back. 
 
    Madison and her client began chuckling. “Good luck girl!” she called out. 
 
    “I was going to suggest some new clothes as a pick me up to go with your new do,” Lotte said, her hands on her slim hips. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “But no men isn’t a bad thing either. I don’t see it happening but hey, what do I know?” 
 
    Lotte went to take another haircut while I stewed in my juices. My head itched from the color and the smell made my nose twitch. The magazine she had given me lay in my lap as I closed my eyes and tried to zone out while waiting for my hair to be done. 
 
    I practically ran to the shampoo bowl when the timer dinged only to have Lotte tell me to hold my horses because she had to pull the color through to my ends. I had wondered why she left the tips undone and after she explained that they were dry and would soak up the color quick I guess that sounded logical. It made sense but it didn’t make me happy having to sit for another five minutes. I vowed to not mess with my hair color for a while. That would probably go as well as not getting involved with men. 
 
    “What’s that face for?” Lotte asked as she lowered the chair’s back so that my neck was on the cold lip of the sink with my heavy head tipped down into the bowl. 
 
    “Just giving myself a hard time.” 
 
    She let that go and began running warm water over my head after she released my hair from the clips. 
 
    Later, sitting back in her chair, she talked me out of letting a few inches go. And after she finished blowing drying and curling my hair, I admitted she was right. 
 
    Standing, shaking my head back and forth I couldn’t stop smiling. “Lotte! This is amazing! I look amazing!” 
 
    “You look sexy is what you mean. That hair is so va-va-voom!” Lotte gave a shimmy. 
 
    “Thank you so much!” 
 
    “Absolutely, and if you change your mind about the length, though you shouldn’t! Call me.” Lotte grinned as I paid and her eyes got large at the tip I left. 
 
    “You deserve every penny,” I said, shaking my finger at her. “Go buy your dreamboat dinner.” 
 
    “I just might do that,” she said, stuffing her bills into her black smock’s pocket. “Be good, T. And give that man a call!” 
 
    “Later, Lotte!” I tossed over my shoulder. 
 
    When exiting the salon, I was thrilled to see, or rather not see, the ghostly surfers anymore. What stopped me dead in my tracks was who I did see. In the cemetery across the street stood Adrian, the man Victor had taken over. He was leaning against a tall gray monument just like Victor had done the last time he had hung out there. He gave me a slow smile then, in a flash, he was gone. 
 
    But that was impossible. Adrian was a living man. Possessed by the spirit of his own uncle sure, but he couldn’t disappear as a ghost could. What in the world was going on?! 
 
    It didn’t surprise me to see how shaky my hand was as I fished my keys out of my purse, but the lightheadedness did worry me. Slumping back against the seat in my Tahoe, my eyes closed and I willed myself to relax. I could handle this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    After several minutes, I got myself together enough to feel safe driving. Despite it being October, it was still Rehoboth, the outlets were popular, and being around lunchtime that meant the roads were humming with people in search of food or bargains. I was on the alert, my eyes glued to the road the whole way home. 
 
    Except I kept seeing ghosts. In cars as passengers or walking on the sidewalks. Stopped at a red light a bunch went flying past me on motorcycles! The growls of the cycles rumbled in my ears long after they were out of sight. What was different about this year than any other? Was I really losing it? Or had I been oblivious every year before now? 
 
    Even worse, there was nobody I could ask. Victor might have been helpful, but he was gone. Aunt Prudy popped in and out whenever she felt like it so I could be waiting weeks until I saw her again. And I didn’t know anyone alive that could see spirits. 
 
    Mateo. 
 
    The helpful Greek psychic’s name brought about warm feelings in me that were harder to shake off than my uncharacteristic reaction to the increase in ghostly activity earlier. He could also see spirits, though he didn’t like to and somehow had been able to either ignore them or close himself off entirely to them. I wondered if odd things were happening in Greece too? 
 
    I could call him. Lotte’s advice echoed in my head. Stubbornly I shook my head. Nope. He had made it pretty plain that we weren’t going to go past friendship in our relationship. And that meant I wasn’t going to be calling and bugging him over trivial things like an influx of ghosts. For all I knew, they were always here and I had just been missing them. 
 
    Pulling into my garage, I couldn’t resist a last look at my hair in the rearview mirror before I got out of the truck. Nor could I stop the knowing look in my eyes. There was no way I had somehow been on a different schedule and missed seeing those ghosts before. 
 
    Things got even weirder when I walked into the house and all three of my cats were lined up waiting for me. Agnes gave me a loud meow while Maverick and Daisy sat in silence, their yellow eyes large and focused on me. 
 
    “Hey, crew, what’s up?” I asked then walked into the kitchen to investigate their food and water situation. 
 
    Both bowls were full, not a single sliver of the blue bottom exposed so it wasn’t that. Cats will freak if they see the bottom of their food bowl, certain they are being starved or somehow deprived. Usually, all you had to do was shake it and cover the bottom and they were good to go. Silly puddies. 
 
    I frowned down at the furry members of my family who had silently trailed behind me. I wished cats could talk in a language I understood. Something was clearly up and here I was clueless. 
 
    HA! That summed up my life perfectly. 
 
    Helen, my housekeeper, had been in and I saw a pile of mail that I must have forgotten to collect out of my mailbox stacked neatly on the breakfast bar. Judging from the size of the stack, I had been forgetting for a while. The weekly local paper was to the side of the envelopes so I grabbed that and a bottle of water from the fridge and went into the living room, plopping my butt down on the soft leather couch with a sigh. 
 
    Agnes, my gorgeous tortie, hopped up next to me and settled down. Maverick and Daisy, having also followed, remained on the floor, standing like little guards. A tiny shiver danced up my spine. Something was going to happen. 
 
    Cracking open my water, I was thankful I had swallowed before I looked at the front page. 
 
    Mystery solved! In bold black. 
 
    The fifty-year-old disappearance of Joey Burke has been solved and finally, his family has peace as his body will be laid to rest alongside his parents who sadly did not live to see the day. 
 
    I scanned the rest of the article and jumped a little when I came to the part about Angel, Joey’s devoted girlfriend, being interviewed. I’m sure Angelo was shitting bricks over the whole thing. That made me howl a little. I had run into that trio a few months back at John’s firehouse’s carnival. He had asked me to “do my thing” and sadly my thing doesn’t always go smoothly. 
 
    Joey, a teenage spirit, had latched onto me and demanded my help to get his girlfriend back. It turned out his girlfriend, Angel, was now in her sixties and had shacked up with his killer, Angelo, who not only had murdered Joey but also possessed some nasty gas that could clear a room in minutes. I couldn’t get his girl back but I was able to give him some peace by having his body found and his girl fully aware that he hadn’t run out on her all those years ago. I would have loved to have Angelo and his killer gas locked up to pay for his crimes but I was lucky to get away from that duo of geriatrics with my own skin intact! They had been planning to dispose of me during our last meeting. Craziness! 
 
    After a few more chuckles at the article, I looked up and noticed that my silent guards were gone. Agnes was snoozing next to me peacefully. I stared down at her, thinking, had this all been about me reading the article? 
 
    Cats! I never would figure them out. I ran my hand over Agnes’s silky soft fur and spent a few minutes paging through the rest of the newspaper. Nothing else was as exciting as that, but I did learn the dates of the Seawitch Festival, the local big to-do in Rehoboth.  I’d lived here for two years but had yet to go. Maybe I would make a point of it this year. 
 
    It was probably too late to somehow incorporate some Whisker Kisses action into the event, but how fitting would it be to teach people to stop being so fearful about black cats at a Halloween celebration? No harm in asking. 
 
    On my way to the kitchen to retrieve my purse and the phone from within, I spotted Maverick at the food dish and the bum didn’t even acknowledge me when I leaned down to scratch at his ears. 
 
    “Was all that about the article?” I asked, not expecting an answer. Not surprisingly, I didn’t receive one either. 
 
    My hand was groping for my phone in the mess that is my purse when it began to vibrate and the familiar song started. Which reminded me I had to watch that movie again soon. I loved me some spaghetti westerns. 
 
    To my shock, Mateo’s name flashed on the screen when I finally located my phone and pulled it out. 
 
    As if he could see me, I ran a hand over my now glossy hair as I answered. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello yourself. It’s so good to hear your voice, Teresa.” 
 
    The way my name rolled off his tongue had my toes curling up in my sneakers. The man just had an effect on me that I couldn’t explain. 
 
    “Mateo, it’s great to hear you too,” I almost cooed into the phone. Shaking myself all over, I tried to get a handle on myself and my silly crush. 
 
    “So, I know this is sudden, but I’m in D.C. on business and I was wondering if you could meet me for dinner in Baltimore?” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Is tonight too soon?” 
 
    I flicked a finger on the screen to check out the time and did some fast, mental calculating. Good thing I already had my hair done! 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful!” His voice cracked slightly and he cleared his throat briefly before continuing. “The harbor waterfront at five?” 
 
    “Yes, I can do that,” I said even while kicking off my sneakers and racking my brain for what to wear. 
 
    “Thank you so much. And, Teresa, I’m looking forward to seeing you again.” 
 
    The way his voice went soft on the last word had me gripping my phone and fanning myself with my other hand. 
 
    I gulped before I was able to reply. “Me too. That is, I look forward to seeing you.” 
 
    He laughed. “Bye, Teresa, until tonight.” 
 
    “Bye,” I said and watched the phone disconnect. I almost floated up to my room. 
 
    Once there I quickly snapped into action. Baltimore was almost three hours away and I would be facing some major rush hour traffic. Then I came to a stop, my top halfway off and my jeans unsnapped. We hadn’t discussed restaurants or anything. After driving, would we feel like sitting around for half an hour or more waiting on a table? I sure wouldn’t. 
 
    I grabbed my phone from my bed where I had tossed it and let my shirt drop back down. 
 
    “Baltimore Cheesecake Factory,” I said into my phone and the number popped up. As I waited for someone to pick up on the other end, I walked into my closet to decide on something to wear. 
 
    The phone was answered by a cheerful sounding lady who didn’t miss a beat in telling me that they didn’t accept reservations. 
 
    Dang it! 
 
    I could call around to other places but if I was driving to the waterfront, I wanted to eat there. I’m stubborn like that. 
 
    My best option was to get there, put my name down, and text Mateo where I was. 
 
    Like a whirlwind, I plucked out of my enormous closet a sexy black dress and some cute underthings. Then I paused. It was October and we would be out near the water in the evening when it was getting dark. When the breeze came across the harbor, things got chilly, fast. A dress might not be my smartest choice. 
 
    Warm black leggings and a thick coat would help, as would a cover-up in the restaurant, but at that point why was I bothering to wear a dress. With a long-drawn-out sigh, I admitted that the dress would have to wait until another time. I put it back into the closet but near the front to remind me that I would wear it soon for Mateo. 
 
    Then I got out jeans, a bright green top that I know did wonders for my eyes. I put on the cute matching bra and undies though because sometimes a girl wanted to feel sexy even if nobody else could see. 
 
    Once suitably attired, I went into the bathroom to freshen up my makeup and almost did a doubletake. My hair really was on point! Thank you, Lotte! I said to my image with a wink. 
 
    Then a thought struck me. Mateo always seemed to call after I had been to Lotte’s to get my hair done. Obviously, this was the universe telling me I needed to see her more often. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flying through the house, giving kisses to little furry heads as I went, I got into my SUV and was pleased to see only fifteen minutes had elapsed between Mateo’s call and now. If my hair hadn’t already been picture perfect and my makeup mostly done, there would have been no way I could have accomplished this. 
 
    I’ll admit I was feeling rather smug as I reversed out of my garage and backed into the road. No good ever comes from this and I was smacked back to reality when I saw Lance’s midnight black Range Rover roar down our quiet street and come to a screeching stop in his driveway. 
 
    Being a total stalker, I paused where I was on the road and watched as a long-legged blonde emerged from the vehicle with him coming around to take her in his arms, both wearing huge smiles on their handsome faces. At least I imagined her face to be as attractive as the rest of her was. She wasn’t letting the weather dictate what she wore. Oh no, she was flaunting her tiny waist and tight butt in a skin-tight electric blue dress. Sleeveless too! 
 
    I saw Lance’s hands cup her upper arms and pull her in for a kiss. 
 
    Forget this! I accelerated and tore off past them keeping my eyes firmly on the road so I wouldn’t be tempted to stick my tongue out as I passed or worse yet, run them over. 
 
    No clue what had come over me but I felt more myself by the time I reached DE One. Good thing too because traffic was sluggish and if I had still been in a mood I might have snapped. Instead, I cranked up my tunes and concentrated on not rear-ending the person in front of me. 
 
    Despite giving myself plenty of time, it was nearing five when I finally made it into Baltimore. Pulling into the parking garage and grabbing my ticket, I felt glad I had gone with sensible sneakers over heels. I would have to really move if I wanted to make it to the harbor in time. Slowly circling upward as I hunted for an available space, my phone’s music switched off and I saw on the radio display Mateo was calling. 
 
    I bit down on my lip in anticipation as my fingers pressed the answer button on my steering wheel. 
 
    “Teresa?” His voice came through the truck’s speakers loud and clear and I might have moaned a little. 
 
    I was crushing, hard. 
 
    “Mateo?” I answered back, pleased that my voice sounded much steadier than I felt. 
 
    “Hi, I’m here on the waterfront.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m still trying to find an open parking spot,” I got out just as I saw the flash of brake lights ahead of me. Yes! I flipped on my turn signal and stopped to wait for them to back out and free up a spot. “Might have one,” I muttered, watching their painfully slow process. 
 
    “Is there a restaurant you want me to go to and put our names down at?” he inquired smoothly. 
 
    “Cheesecake Factory,” came my rapid-fire answer. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be waiting for you there.” 
 
    By the time I finally made it out of the parking garage, my phone said five fifteen and I picked up my pace. The cool breeze caused goosebumps to rise on my legs despite my jeans and I was thankful that comfort and sanity had won out over fashion. Hard to dazzle someone with your gams when they’re all bumpy! 
 
    The place was packed, people sitting and standing in tight clumps waiting for tables. It was also rather warm and overwhelming with a heavy mixture of perfumes, colognes, and various food smells bombarding my nose. I felt my eyes begin to water and I prayed my eyeliner could withstand this assault. 
 
    Standing on tiptoes I tried in vain to see Mateo. Being five foot four just plain sucked sometimes. I pulled out my phone to text him when the back of my arm was clutched. My first instinct was to elbow the heck out of whoever it was but I managed to restrain myself and glance over my shoulder instead. 
 
    Mateo! 
 
    His dark eyes sparkled with humor as his lips spread to reveal his white teeth, vivid against the dark whiskers on his face. 
 
    “You grew a beard!” It sounded faintly accusatory and my hand smacked over my mouth in mortification. 
 
    He merely laughed and rubbed a long-fingered, honey-brown hand along his jaw. “I was hoping it gives me a more serious look.” 
 
    My eyes traveled upward to his unruly mop of inky black hair that looked better suited to a singer than a… I frowned, what did Mateo do? 
 
    His smile diminished, the light leaving his eyes. “I hope that frown isn’t for me.” 
 
    “No, well, kinda. But I like the beard.” And I did. Normally I wasn’t a big fan of facial hair, but it did work on him. 
 
    “Good, why are we standing here talking? Come on, I have a table over there near the windows.” He took my hand and guided me through the crush of people and as we weaved through the occupied tables, I felt a sizzle run up my arm from our linked fingers. 
 
    Looking down, I realized he was touching me and had grabbed my arm as well just a few moments ago. In Greece Mateo had rarely touched me, something I thought was because of our shared psychic abilities or just the need to keep some distance. I took this new intimacy as an amazing sign of good things to come. 
 
    He held my chair out and gently nudged it in after I was seated, his hand resting on my shoulder the barest hint too long. 
 
    When he took his place across from me, I suddenly felt more nervous than I had been in a long time. My fingers dived under the table to fidget in my lap away from his view. But I was unable to duck my head under the tablecloth and hide like I wanted to. What in the world had gotten into me? I had to get myself together and fast before I behaved like a colossal spaz and ruined whatever chances I had with him. 
 
    The waiter appeared just as Mateo’s mouth opened, so thankfully, I was able to turn my attention away from his handsome face and give myself a hard, mental shake. Dan, our waiter, took our drink and appetizer order and was off. 
 
    “About that frown?” Mateo pressed, obviously not having forgotten it or willing to let it go. 
 
    A nervous laugh escaped me, overly loud to my sensitive ears, but easily lost in the constant noise of the diners in the restaurant. “I had just thought that I didn’t know what you do,” I said feeling somewhat lame. 
 
    “I can’t really say due to the nature of it.” 
 
    “Are you a spy?” 
 
    Mateo busted out laughing, reaching for the water glass that Dan was placing in front of him. “A few minutes please,” he wheezed to the waiter, wiping moisture out of his eyes. When Dan had left, Mateo turned serious. “Nothing that interesting or romantic. I’m a personal assistant to a very powerful family.” 
 
    He held up a hand before I even asked. “I can’t divulge their name or the nature of the work I do for them.”  His face was serious but then he grinned. “But the business I’m here for, it should take a few weeks.” His large hands reached across the table toward my own, sandwiching one between the warmth of his. “I’ll have some free time, I was hoping I could spend it with you?” His dark eyes held mine captive and the world stilled. 
 
    Yes! my mind screamed but an odd buzzing filled my ears. John’s voice spoke as clearly in my head as if he were next to me, “Be careful, T.” 
 
    I felt my hand laying between Mateo’s heated palms and the urge to snap it back was great. Why was he so eager now? After being so hands off in Greece what made now different? 
 
    It was then that I realized the heat that I took for Mateo’s was, in reality, my own, his palms were dry and cool. 
 
    That gave me the strength to pull away, something he hadn’t been expecting judging by the quick flash of annoyance on his face. 
 
    But it was gone so fast I might have been mistaken. 
 
    “Teresa, I know you must be feeling all the uncertainty that I myself did in Greece.” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” I said, trying to keep the frustration out of my voice. 
 
    “You must understand and please believe me,” he pleaded, then his head snapped around to stare at Dan who stood next to the table, a strained smile on his broad face. 
 
    “Yes, we’re ready to order,” Mateo said shortly. 
 
    The moment we were done, before Dan had even turned from the table, Mateo’s eyes softened and he implored me once more. “I was overwhelmed in Greece, and afraid.” 
 
    “Afraid?” I couldn’t contain my snort of disbelief. 
 
    “You’re beautiful and a clairvoyant, finally someone who understands me.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but nod my head in agreement, I had felt the same. 
 
    Mateo’s mouth twisted and he looked away. “But the whole thing with Victor. It was exciting but crazy too! I’m thinking what have I gotten myself mixed up with.” He laughed, his gaze seeking mine out again. 
 
    But I had to look away, staring down at the crisp white linen of the tablecloth. “I know…” 
 
    “Please, let me finish,” Mateo interrupted. “Also, the business between you and Victor- a ghost! And your ex-boyfriend is right there too.” 
 
    That caused me to look up and squirm in my seat. I couldn’t blame him for that. 
 
    “So, I kept my distance despite my feelings. Then this opportunity came up and I knew this was my second chance.” Mateo rubbed at his mouth. “It’s crazy, I know. We live in different countries, we have jobs, families…” 
 
    “We can take it slow.” I couldn’t believe the words spilling out of my mouth. Slow had never been my thing and despite telling Lotte I was swearing off men, I wanted nothing more than to haul Mateo across the table and see if his lips were as soft as they looked. 
 
    It was then that I noticed where Mateo’s gaze had landed, on my mouth. Oh my, was he reading my mind again? I doublechecked the mental wall that I had erected in Greece and had maintained ever since. It was sound. 
 
    He was looking at me not because my thoughts had transferred to him, but maybe because he felt the same urge to kiss me as I did for him. The very idea liberated me and all previous nervousness melted away. 
 
    When our meals arrived, we ate while sneaking glances at each other. From time to time, his hand would drift across the short distance of the tabletop and grip mine. 
 
    I had just taken a sip of my soda when Mateo asked, “How is your sister doing? The dreaded visit with your parents went okay?” 
 
    The carbonated beverage stayed in my mouth far too long, my throat unable or unwilling to swallow. When it finally went down with an audible gulp, I coughed, raising my napkin to shield my mouth. 
 
    Mateo began to rise but sat back down when I waved him away. “I’m fine,” I croaked out. What was with me and gagging on drinks around men?! 
 
    “To be honest, I haven’t spoken much with Megan,” I confessed even as an idea formed in my head. I could take Mateo along with Amber to Longwood Gardens this weekend. A romantic time together in a beautiful setting. 
 
    But that wouldn’t be taking it slow. Plus, Amber had really liked Lance. I didn’t know much about kids, but I did know showing her a revolving door of Aunt T’s boyfriends was a big no. And I doubted Megan would be very keen on that either. She still labored under the delusion that my trip to Greece was some romantic makeup vacation between me and Lance. I so was not looking forward to bursting that bubble. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Mateo commented. Then his gaze shifted slightly. “What about Lance and Victor? Everything settled with those two?” 
 
    Letting out a long sigh, I placed my fork down recalling the blonde with Lance just a few hours ago. “Lance is just peachy. As for Victor, things ended on odd terms with him.” 
 
    “Ended?” There was a sudden edge to Mateo’s normally mellow voice. 
 
    “Well, I doubt that’s the last I’ll ever see of him.” I forced myself to not look away in embarrassment. If Mateo truly wanted to be in my life there were some things he needed to understand. Maybe not accept, but a little understanding went a long way. 
 
    “Look, Mateo, Victor has been a friend of sorts for a long time. He’s part of why I am the way I am.” 
 
    Mateo patted at his mouth with his napkin, carefully smoothing it next to his plate before he asked. “He is responsible for your psychic abilities?” 
 
    I let loose a few giggles. “Oh no! I’ve had them probably since birth. But his friendship has helped me over the years hone my senses and improve myself.” I left it at that. No way was I going to mention my lottery winnings or that it had been Victor’s suggestion to do so. 
 
    “Interesting. So, he’s kind of like your advisor.” 
 
    “You could say that,” I agreed. “I’m not happy with his recent behavior but he’s still my friend and I’m positive he will pop back up when he’s ready.” I leveled a glance at Mateo’s face to gauge his reaction to that. 
 
    He sat there, a slight upward tilt to his lips that I would hardly call a smile but he didn’t seem upset. “So, you don’t know where he currently is?” 
 
    “No, but he’s probably somewhere enjoying his new body.” 
 
    “And you’re fine with that?” he pressed. 
 
    Tossing my napkin down, I couldn’t prevent snapping back. “I didn’t say that!” 
 
    Mateo held his hands up in front of him. “Peace.” 
 
    “Listen, Victor is a sore subject, obviously…” 
 
    “Obviously,” Mateo echoed. “But Teresa, you’re going to have to face the truth about him…” 
 
    “I know the truth about him,” I hissed back, struggling with the need to get up and leave. 
 
    Visibly we both struggled for a few moments. Then with a snort of exhaled breath Mateo’s pale blue dress shirt rippled as his shoulders shrugged and he pulled his black leather wallet out, tossing down some bills. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Nodding my agreement, I stood up and plucked my purse off the floor where it had rested against my feet. He ushered me forward and followed closely behind as I weaved through the still crowded restaurant, the sounds of the other diners loud in my ears. 
 
    Outside I snuggled into my coat, unsure what to do or say. 
 
    Mateo started walking and I kept pace next to him, our hands tucked into our pockets, neither talking. He stopped after a few minutes and looked out onto the harbor. 
 
    “Thank you for meeting me here, Teresa.” 
 
    “Thank you for calling and for dinner,” I replied, feeling tears start up. I didn’t want it to end like this. 
 
    Mateo’s body turned toward mine. “I’m sorry if I pressed too much back there. I’ve never been jealous over a ghost before.” 
 
    I laughed even as a few tears slid down my cheeks. “Trust me, you have nothing to be jealous of.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” Mateo’s voice lowered as his thumb brushed a few of my tears away. 
 
    “It is,” I said, my lips parted anticipating his kiss. 
 
    The kiss never came, though the smile that broke out across his face was almost as good. 
 
    “Good.” His hand withdrew from my face to be tucked back into a pocket of his dark wool mackinaw. “It’s getting late and we both have to face traffic. Can I call you again?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Teresa, safe travels.” 
 
    “Night, Mateo, you too.” 
 
    He turned away before I did and began walking back the way we came. I eyed his tall form briefly before the cold air made my reluctant legs begin to move in the direction of the parking garage. When I glanced back a final time, he was gone. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I woke up feeling refreshed and all around awesome. Curled up, snug in my blankets, I reflected that I hadn’t felt this good in a while. At least since before my trip to Greece, if not even further back. And I owed my good mood to Mateo. 
 
    Stretching, my toes wiggling and digging into the sheet, I stared up at my plain white ceiling as I replayed our date. I glossed over the part about Victor. Then rewound and began to giggle a little. Jealous over a ghost? Had he really said that? Only two psychics could have had that conversation, I mused. 
 
    Pushing off the covers, I heard a disgruntled meow and pulled the blankets back to reveal Daisy who had been sleeping in the middle of the bed. She allowed me to stroke her warm, black and white fur before doing some stretching of her own and hoping off the bed in search of a quieter spot. 
 
    Maverick, her brother, promptly jumped up for some petting. 
 
    “Hey, big boy? How are you?” I asked while scratching behind his ears and along his jawline. 
 
    His deep purrs vibrated his entire body making me smile. “Guess you’re doing good, huh? Are you happy that bad old ghost isn’t around anymore?” I asked. Maverick and Daisy had never warmed up to Victor the way Agnes had. Not that I could blame them. Cats and ghosts either got along or didn’t. Cats had amazing senses and not only could see ghosts, but I fully believed they could sense danger and upcoming natural disasters. Whether they chose to relay that news to us humans was another story. 
 
    Next to my bed, on the nightstand, my phone vibrated. Picking it up, I didn’t recognize the number so let it go to voicemail. Lately, I had been receiving a lot of lame calls about my student loan debt (had none) and my computer software was expired and I needed to act urgently. My favorite was the ones where I actually answered and they acted like they were old chums and I was harder to reach than a, insert whatever annoying nonsense their script told them to say. Why they were always laughing, is what I questioned the most. 
 
    But today I wasn’t in the mood for that or anything that could remotely bring me down. With that firmly in mind, I grabbed my phone, opened up Instagram, and enjoyed countless cat pictures and videos. Basically, all I used my phone for. I didn’t have many friends and used Facebook only for business purposes. Which reminded me, I should put up another cute meme about being kind to black cats. 
 
    After thirty or so minutes, I was forced to get up out of bed by my stomach. Downstairs, with a bowl of Cheerios, getting nice and soggy, just how I liked them, in front of me I pressed play to listen to the message. 
 
    “Teresa, it’s Adrian…. Victor’s friend,” the message began. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Yeah, whatever you have to tell yourself, buddy. 
 
    “I miss you,” he continued, in a heavily accented voice that failed to thrill me the way Victor’s normal speaking voice always did. Probably a good thing, I thought with a wince, remembering my conversation with Mateo last night. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch very soon. Goodbye, darling,” he finished the message with a loud kissy noise. 
 
    I stared down at my phone in disbelief. What in the world was all that about? Then my pursed lips spread into a smile. Money, he must be running out. Blah, he was so transparent. Rather than be annoyed by the whole insane mess, I merely shook my head and ate my now completely mushy cereal. 
 
    As the day wore on, I spent it tidying up my house. Since my twice weekly housekeeper Helen was due in tomorrow, the place was a tad messy and I felt bad about that. Just a few months ago I had only needed Helen once a week and now looking around, I thought how sweet it would be if she came three times. Just as quickly as that thought came, I dismissed it and picked up some dirty clothes that I hadn’t made any attempt to get into the hamper in the bathroom. 
 
    While balling it up and launching it toward the tall white hamper, a wave of warmth rushed over me. My arms went out to settle myself though I hadn’t moved. 
 
    Whoa! That was odd. I made my way to the toilet and sat down, pressing icy palms to my face. I didn’t feel warm, no fever. Extending my hands, I did notice a slight tremor. 
 
    My eyes flickered to the bathroom mirror and there was the unsmiling face of Adrian, his dark eyes serious as they bore into me. On shaky legs, I rose and staggered over to stare into the mirror at the man Victor had taken over. He didn’t attempt to speak, merely continued to look at me, then without a noise, he faded out. 
 
    I dashed out of the bathroom and grabbed at my phone from where I had left it on the bed. I hit the redial button for the number Victor had called from but it rang and rang without ever going to voicemail. I debated calling Mateo but after yesterday and the damper Victor had put on things, I didn’t want a repeat of that so instead, I paced. 
 
    What I was seeing was clearly Adrian’s spirit and if he was appearing to me that meant he knew about my connection to Victor. This also made the second time he had materialized for me and I could only assume that meant he was reaching out to me for help. But if that was the case, why wasn’t he speaking? Or trying in some way to communicate? 
 
    And my odd reaction to it, that worried me most of all. Other than when Victor had passed through me, I had never had such a negative reaction to a spirit’s presence before. 
 
    I longed for someone to talk to about this and since I was unwilling to call Mateo, my thoughts turned to my friend John. He knew about my abilities and dealings with the spirit world and hadn’t run screaming into the night. No, it was me falling for the wrong guy that had driven him away. 
 
    But it had all been a misunderstanding and perhaps now was the time for me to stop being such a wimp and talk to John. I called up the fire station and asked for him and after telling them who I was, and getting a few laughs over my seer gig from the carnival over the summer, the guy on the other end told me it was John’s forty-eight hours off. 
 
    And that had been just what I was hoping for. I called in a pizza order for pickup, tossed on some clothes, not bothering with a shower, I was going to see John after all, and brushed my teeth before I grabbed my keys and walked into the garage to get my SUV. 
 
    After a brief stop to get the pizza and a bottle of Dr. Pepper, John’s favorite, I arrived at his house just after eleven in the afternoon and pounded on his door. 
 
    When he opened the door, he was barefoot and in just long dull gray thermal looking sleeping pants. I did a doubletake at the impressive display of his pecs, John had been working out and it showed! 
 
    His brown hair was sticking up on one side in wild spikes and his blue eyes were at half-mast and sleepy looking, he rubbed at one while peering at me. “T? What are you doing here?” 
 
    I practically shoved the steaming pizza box at John while slipping around him in the doorway and setting the two-liter bottle of soda down. “I’m here for lunch,” I said brightly. 
 
    He set the pizza down on his counter with a frown, his hands hanging loosely at his side. 
 
    “And to see if my best friend will talk to me again?” I said, my voice low and sad as I tried not to break into tears. 
 
    His frown wavered then he grabbed me, hauling me against him for a hug. My arms encircled his lean waist as my head rested on his chest, the steady beat of his heart in my ears as his slightly musky scent and chest hairs tickled my nose. 
 
    I peered up at him. “Still friends?” 
 
    His mouth tugged upward in a smile. “Always.” 
 
    I pulled away before he did and looked up at him with a grin. “You ready to eat?” 
 
    John laughed while dragging a hand through his messed-up hair. “I can always eat.” He went over to his cabinets and pulled out two plates and two glasses. 
 
    “Real dishes? Not paper? What’s the occasion?” I teased taking the plates that he handed me. 
 
    “You only live once right?” He gave me another grin then looked down at his bare chest as if seeing it for the first time. “You woke me up, give me a few to toss some clothes on.” Without waiting for my reply, he went off to his bedroom and I heard the slam of a dresser drawer. 
 
    I was sprawled out on the couch, had both plates loaded down with slices of thick pizza covered in ham and green peppers and our glasses filled with the nectar of the gods, namely Dr. Pepper, on the table in front of me when John returned a few minutes later. He was wearing jeans and a baby blue Wilmington Blue Rocks sweatshirt and he had taken the time to wet his hair down in a failed attempt to tame the spikes on the left side of his head. How had Lotte turned this man down? I wondered. 
 
    “Ham and green peppers? You are trying to make amends, aren’t you?” John said sitting down next to me and grabbing his plate. “Lance okay with you being here?” he asked around a mouthful of pizza. 
 
    “Lance doesn’t know I’m here,” I said waiting until his head whipped my way, his eyes comically wide before I continued, “Why would I tell him? We’re not together anymore.” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “Since before Greece. I told you I only went there because of Victor.” 
 
    John sighed before taking a gulp of his soda. “Things didn’t look that way at your house.” 
 
    “And looks can be deceiving, we both know that.” Now I was the one sighing.  “I’m not going to lie and say I wasn’t about to kiss him because obviously, you saw that with your own two eyes. The thing is it was a goodbye of sorts since we never had the big official this is the end talk.” 
 
    John polished off his first slice of pizza and looked down to my untouched plate. “That makes sense. And you better start eating before it’s cold.” 
 
    “I thought we were good after you sent the rose,” I said before picking up a slice. 
 
    “And we are or were, however that goes.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t you called?” I asked. 
 
    “Why haven’t you?” he countered 
 
    We ate in silence for another few moments. Me mulling things over and at the same time wondering how much to tell John about current things, like my date with Mateo last night. 
 
    Finally, he broke the silence, “Listen, T, I just don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    It took me a minute to realize he was talking about Lance and not Mateo. I was the one with my head stuck on him. I realized it was probably for the best that I not mention Mateo at all. That could all come later. 
 
    “I’m not going to be,” I told John, giving him a light, friendly punch in the arm. “And what about you? Lotte is seeing someone else,” I said hoping to break it to him gently. 
 
    He stood up abruptly, his empty plate in hand. “Good for her. T, I know you had the best of intentions but stop playing matchmaker for me, okay? You suck at it.” He went into the kitchen and got two more slices of pizza. 
 
    Ouch! Guess I shouldn’t quit my day job. That also got me thinking. 
 
    “Say, John, you’re awesome with my furry minions, ever think of getting some of your own?” 
 
    “T, you bring this up a lot. I’m not ready for the commitment of pets.” 
 
    “Then how about just helping Whisker Kisses out for a few weeks?” 
 
    He sat back down next to me, his blue eyes slightly wary. “How?” 
 
    I couldn’t contain the grin that broke out on my face. I knew I had him! “Some people are real jerks when it comes to black cats this time of year and we are swamped with ones we pulled from shelters and off the streets to keep safe.” 
 
    “Okay,” John said with a puzzled frown pulling his brow low. 
 
    “So, if you could find room for a few of them here with you. Temporarily,” I added quickly, “that would be great! And free up more room at the rescue for a few more to come in. We’re getting several calls a day asking for help.” 
 
    “That’s all I would have to do? Put them up in a room for a bit?” he still didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “Yup, give them some love and attention, the food, litter, and everything else is covered by us.” 
 
    John rubbed at the back of his head, then nodded. “Yeah, I guess I could do that. But only two,” he warned. 
 
    “Two is great! Thanks! Want me to go get them now?” 
 
    He laughed. “Afraid I’ll change my mind? Slow down some. I can get them later today, just get everything set up.” 
 
    I leaned over and threw an arm around his shoulders giving him a brief, hard half-hug. “You’re the best, John!” 
 
    “And I’m usually right. Remember that, why don’t you,” he said. 
 
    I kept mum on that one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    True to his word, John picked up two of the black cats last night and I felt a tad guilty to not be helping out more so put myself down for four of them. I had two available guest bedrooms, so it was only fair to do my part to help with the current crisis.  But that would have to wait. I didn’t feel right getting them and then abandoning them all day while I was out at Longwood Gardens with my niece. 
 
    The Delaware morning was gorgeous and a look at the weather app on my phone showed that it would be similar up in Kennett Square, Pennsylvania. I was more than ready for a peaceful, fun outing. 
 
    Ever since seeing Adrian in my bathroom mirror, I’d been wimpy and avoided the thing. Instead, I did my makeup in the guest bathroom down the hall. Like part of me seriously believed he couldn’t pop into whatever mirror he wanted. I knew better but, just like millions believed a blanket would protect them from a nighttime boogieman attack, I chose to believe this. Thankfully, it went off without a hitch and after grabbing my coat, hat, and gloves I was on my way to my sister’s house in Newark, Delaware. 
 
    Megan and her husband Dan had over ten acres outside of the bustling city and I loved visiting them. Not only did they have a dog the size of a small horse named Timothy who thought he was a lapdog, but there was also a pond on the property complete with fish and visiting geese and ducks. 
 
    After growing up in a rowhome in Wilmington with a patch of dirt in the back that my parents called a backyard, Megan’s house seemed just perfect for a child growing up. I was thrilled at what my sister was able to give her daughter and all without my help, despite my countless offers. Truth be told, my sister and Dan seemed to be doing great with the accounting firm that they had started up just six years ago. 
 
    As I pulled up to the house, Timothy came charging out. When I got out of the truck his massive paws plopped on my shoulders as he gave me the doggie version of a hug. “Good boy,” I praised trying to avoid his licking tongue. 
 
    “Down, Tim!” Megan called from the wrap-around porch. 
 
    The large dog instantly obeyed and stood by my feet, his tail lashing my legs as it wagged. 
 
    “Amber ready?” I asked walking toward her. 
 
    “Oh no, you and I are going to talk first. I mentioned that on the phone, remember?” Megan’s tone left no room for discussion. 
 
    “Okay, then,” I said meekly and upon entering the house stomped my booted feet on the brown welcome mat in the entranceway. Then I followed Megan into the cheery cream and taupe painted kitchen. Everything was spotless and I found myself wondering if Megan had hired a cleaning lady because between work and being a mom, I didn’t know how she would have time otherwise. 
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Megan filled two bright blue mugs and brought them over before getting creamer and a dainty china sugar bowl that she set between us at the large wooden kitchen table. She gave me a gentle smile as she watched me stir three spoonsful of sugar into my coffee. 
 
    “Enjoy it now before it catches up with you in your thirties,” she said, tucking a wayward strand of pale blonde hair behind her ear. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at that. My sister had just turned thirty. “So…” I let the word drag out, prepared to get it over with but not looking forward to whatever this big conversation was that my sister had planned. 
 
    “With Mom and Dad visiting a few things happened and honestly, I’m starting to wonder about Amber,” Megan said, her eyes downcast. 
 
    That quirked my interest. “Is Amber okay?” 
 
    “She’s fine, bright, so very bright, you know that. It’s just that a few things happened during the visit.” Megan was clearly uncomfortable and her eyes moved around the table but never quite settled on me. 
 
    “What kind of things?” I asked though I was starting to have a few suspicions. 
 
    Megan’s cup made a thump on the table as she set it down. “When did you know you were different, T?” Her blue eyes searched my face. 
 
    I laughed and saw her stiffen up. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just that I never thought I was different until probably thirteen or so. I just assumed everyone else saw ghosts too and could touch objects and get hints from them.” I smiled, staring down into my cloudy, too-sweet coffee, my mind deep in memories. “You don’t recall much from that time, do you?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Megan admitted, her eyes blinking rapidly. 
 
    “You were rather busy with college courses,” I offered to take some of the guilt off her. “I would call out the next song on the radio, refused to let go of Aunt Prudy’s turquoise silk scarf…” 
 
    Megan interrupted, “I remember that! You would strut around the house with it wrapped around your neck and the end trailing on the ground like some tween-version of Linus.” She laughed at the memory. 
 
    I grinned. “I felt all glamorous like some movie star. I even took to carrying a pencil and pretending it was a cigarette holder.” 
 
    “But the ghosts, T, when did you start seeing them?” 
 
    Ahh...this was what was really bugging her. I could tell that right away by the anxiousness in my sister’s voice. 
 
    “I’ve always seen them, it’s just I didn’t fully realize what they were. Seeing people going in and out of walls, I thought they had superpowers.” I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped but I knew enough to reign it in and took a sip of my now lukewarm coffee to buy some time to compose myself. “And it was never a scary thing. Not like that movie with the kid that sees dead people. It’s not blood and gore or exploding guts or them attacking me.” 
 
    At her wince, I realized this was not the way to go about this.  Quickly I rushed on, “Most of them are very nice and just want someone to talk to or relay a bit of information for them. I even consider one ghost to be a friend.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of. Amber has an imaginary friend. Or at least I thought she was pretend until I saw the chair moving by itself the other day.” 
 
    I reached out and covered my sister’s cool hand with my own and gave it a squeeze. “Is Amber upset or scared?” 
 
    Megan’s blue eyes opened wide as her head jerked up. “Oh my, no! Amber is always laughing and talking about what adventures she and Abigail are having.” 
 
    Mentally, I shrugged. I really didn’t see what the problem was then. “But you’re worried because…” I released her hand to make a rolling motion with mine. 
 
    “Because it’s not normal!” Megan snapped then smacked a hand to her mouth with an audible whack. “Oh, T, I’m sorry,” she stammered out, tears starting to fill her eyes. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said though inwardly I cringed. Yup, not normal, the weirdo, that was me. 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “Why not? You obviously think it,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. 
 
    Megan hung her head, her hair falling over her shoulders in a glossy curtain around her face. “I just wanted a simple life.” 
 
    I stood up and went around the table to hug my sister. At first, her shoulders were rigid in my arms but with a shuddering sigh she softened and pressed against me. I patted her back and tried to think of something remarkable to say and make everything all better. But I came up with nothing. We had a sucky childhood and Megan had had to grow up way too fast. It wasn’t fair and she deserved a happy adult life, a normal one. 
 
    She pulled away and wiped at her eyes with closed fists, black eye makeup smearing all over. Blinking, she sniffed loudly then said in a quiet voice, “I must look a mess.” 
 
    “That you do,” I said with a laugh and handed her a napkin from the holder on the table. 
 
    “You’re supposed to lie,” she said, scrubbing at spreading black smudges under her eyes. 
 
    I waited until she finished, the balled-up napkin placed next to her coffee cup. “Listen, so what if Amber is a psychic? Being one has never held me back from anything, I’m happy with my life. It’s not perfect, and yeah, some of the ghosts can be major pains in my butt, but it’s not the end of the world. And Amber has the benefit of having one kickass mom to help her.” 
 
    Megan sniffed loudly, her watery blue eyes pinned on mine. “Thanks, T. I just worry is all.” 
 
    “Well, duh, you’re a mom, moms have to worry.” I picked up mine and Megan’s cups and took them over to the sink to dump the coffee out. I left her used napkin where it was, she could handle that. 
 
    “Do you want me to talk with her?” I offered. 
 
    “Yes and no. I’m not sure. I don’t want to make things worse.” 
 
    I thought back to Amber’s easy acceptance of Victor but her worry about her mom being upset. Walking back over to the table I sat back down and gave her what I hoped was a serious look. “Love her, don’t act like she’s any different and don’t make it a big deal.” 
 
    She laughed, running her hands through her long, blonde hair. “Easier said than done. Why couldn’t this have happened to you? You know what to do with a mini-psychic.” 
 
    “Whoa, I’m so not ready for kids! And so what if she has a little something extra? Again, it’s not that big of a deal and you never know, it might come in handy.” 
 
    Megan’s laughter died and the look she gave me could have curdled milk. “You know how I feel about the lottery, Teresa.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Yes, mother,” I said. 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “And so am I. Look, you’re doing what you want with your life with the tools you were given, your brains. Why is it any different for me because I used my abilities to finance my passion, Whisker Kisses?” 
 
    Megan’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly. Then she cleared her throat. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Don’t give me that look. I’m allowed to admit I was wrong. I never thought about it like that.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed slightly and I knew I didn’t really want the answer but I asked the question anyway. “So how did you view it?” 
 
    “As you not applying yourself.” 
 
    “Ouch, sis.” 
 
    Her narrow shoulders rose and fell in a careless shrug. “I’m being honest.” 
 
    “What did we just say about that?” I groused. 
 
    “You asked and besides my viewpoint has changed.” Her hand inched across the table’s glossy surface to cover mine. “We should have had this conversation years ago. And I promise to listen to Amber more.” 
 
    Warmth flowed from my sister’s hand through me and I knew she spoke the truth. 
 
    “Let’s try to be more open with each other.” I took a cleansing breath and slowly released it through my nose and plunged on before I lost my nerve. “Lance and I are over for good. I didn’t go to Greece for some romantic getaway. It was ghost-related and Lance was mixed up in it.” 
 
    I heard an odd gritting noise and looked around to see where it was coming from. After a few seconds, I made the connection that it came from Megan and she was grinding her teeth. “That’s some expensive orthodontic work you’re ruining.” 
 
    The noise immediately ceased. 
 
    “My life is never dull,” I commented with more amusement than I felt. 
 
    “And you’re happy?” she pressed. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, let me go get Amber, she’s very excited to see you and go to Longwood. Frankly, I’m surprised she wasn’t down here the moment you pulled in.” 
 
    I wasn’t. Amber was a very perceptive little girl, abilities or not, and I knew that she was hoping I could calm her mom down. 
 
    One thing bugged me still though. “You mentioned Amber acting out during Mom and Dad’s visit? In what way?” 
 
    Megan’s already hollow cheeks sucked in further. When she spoke, I couldn’t help hearing the weariness in her voice. “Let’s save that for another conversation.” 
 
    “Okay, let me collect Amber and we’ll be on our way. Any time, in particular, you need her back?” 
 
    “Unlock your truck and I’ll get her car seat installed. As for time, I’m gone until three, so any time after that is good. You get extra points if it’s later than that.” Megan said, nabbing the napkin and tossing it in a trash bin in one of the lower cabinets. 
 
    Going to the foot of the stairs she called up for her daughter. I stood by listening to the rapid-fire stomp of little feet while Megan picked up a bulky looking bright pink car seat that was sitting by the door. 
 
    “Aunt Teresa! Aunt Teresa!” my four-year-old niece squealed as she pranced down the stairs making as much noise as a full-grown elephant would. She launched herself into my arms for a hug and a gentle kiss on the cheek. For a brief moment, waves of yellow and delicate hints of green dazzled my eyes as happiness and love flooded over me. Was this a hint of Amber’s aura? 
 
    I blinked and the colors were gone. Still, my eyes swept over the room hoping to capture another glimpse of something otherworldly. 
 
    “Are you okay, Aunt Teresa?” the tiny sandy-haired imp dressed in stylish jeans and a sparkly Halloween themed Hello Kitty shirt asked, her brown eyes large. 
 
    Looking to make certain Megan wasn’t on her way back into the house just yet, I stooped down to Amber’s level once I had the all clear. “Amber, do you see people’s auras?” 
 
    “Auras?” she asked, her face scrunched up as she thought that word over. 
 
    “Colors. Do people have different colors?” 
 
    Her smile was fast and bright. “Oh yes! You are purple, Mommy is orange. I love when the colors dance.” Her little eyes grew big again. “Can you see the colors too?” 
 
    Despite my negative head shake I couldn’t help smiling as I shared. “Never could before today. Amber, I saw yours!” 
 
    “You did?” she bounced up and down on her small sneakers. “What color am I?” 
 
    “Wait, you can’t see your own?” 
 
    Her lower lip pooched out a second before her arms folded over her chest. “No, it’s not fair! Tell me what color I am! Please, please, please!” 
 
    “Simmer down, half-pint. Yours is a shimmery butterfly yellow with a hint of green. Most lovely.” 
 
    Her arms spread as she twirled around the room shouting, “I’m a butterfly!” 
 
    Megan came in, her face twisting into a stern expression I recognized instantly from my own childhood when she caught sight of Amber’s excited circles. Before she could open her mouth, I clapped my hands and raised my voice slightly. “Amber, where are your things? Let’s get going.” 
 
    My sister transferred her glare onto me while we waited for Amber. When the little girl came back with a small purple bookbag and fluffy pink coat, Megan’s scowl broke as she hugged her daughter to her. 
 
    “Have fun and be a good girl for Aunt Teresa,” she reminded Amber. 
 
    “She always is,” I put in aiming a wink at Amber. 
 
    With her hand in mine, we left the house and walked out to my truck. Or rather, I walked while Amber skipped and dragged me forward. She was a pro at getting into her car seat and working the various clips. I tossed her coat and little bag into the front seat with me, buckled up, and we were off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the gardens, it was slightly chillier than I had expected so I bundled Amber up in her coat, gloves, and hat. As we walked from the entrance building to the conservatory, I wished I had brought a hat as well as the cool breeze licked at my ears as it blew my hair back. Thankfully, it was warm inside the large building and fragrant with the smells of dozens of different plants and flowers. 
 
    But I made a big mistake.  Less than five minutes inside and we strolled by the children’s area. Amber begged and pleaded to play in it and foolish me said yes. 
 
    A vision of my sister’s steely blue eyes flashed in my mind as I watched Amber happily dunk her arms up to her elbows into a pool of water, laughing as she splashed. Her puffy pink jacket sucked the moisture right up and I knew her sleeves and skin under it would be damp as well. I could only hope they sold kid-sized shirts in the gift shop up front.  As for the jacket…there was no way they had those for sale here. 
 
    Frantically my mind worked and the only thing I could think of was hoping they had the power hand dryers in the bathrooms. Despite the damage already being done, I demanded the Amber strip her coat off then dragged her, protesting, away from the water toward the bathrooms. 
 
    She huffed and crossed her little arms, such a perfect miniature of my sister that I pulled out my phone and captured a few pictures. That done it was down to business. Thankfully, the bathrooms had not only the blow the skin off your hands mega dryers but also a chair beside the toilet. Sweet. And even better, once Amber saw what I was doing, she wanted to hold her jacket up and watch it flutter all around. 
 
    “Wacky waving arm coat!” she laughed. 
 
    It took about fifteen minutes to get her jacket and sleeves dry but Amber was suitably warm and I was a lot less flustered when we left the restrooms. 
 
    That peace promptly went out the window when Amber yelled out, “Mr. Lance!” and took off running down the long plant covered hall toward a tall blond-haired man who had an equally tall blonde-haired woman with him. 
 
    Oh no! I groaned in misery. 
 
    Oh yes, it was indeed Lance and he looked every bit as uncomfortable as I felt when I reached them. His high cheekbones were flushed and a sickly-looking grin pulled at his face. 
 
    Up close his companion was nothing less than stunning. A large smile showcased her blindingly white teeth against full ruby-red lipstick smeared lips. Her honey-colored hair was pulled back in a high ponytail with a few artful curls near her ears and large blue eyes blinked out from behind impossibly long jet-black lashes. This chick seriously looked like a Barbie doll come to life. 
 
    Amber apparently also thought so as she rubbed the other woman’s hot pink satin sleeve and stared up at her. “You’re so pretty,” she remarked. 
 
    “Aww…thank you, honey, you’re so sweet. What’s your name?” Barbie cooed to Amber. 
 
    “I’m Amber! Are you Mr. Lance’s friend? He’s gonna marry my Aunt Teresa,” the little girl proudly told her new friend. 
 
    A look passed between Lance and his lady friend and somehow it was decided that she would be the bearer of reality to my niece. 
 
    “Oh, honey, no…Mr. Lance is married to me. See?” The still unnamed woman held out her slim left hand to Amber and I think the huge honking diamond on her finger could have been seen from space. 
 
    I must have made a noise because Lance’s downcast blue eyes flashed over to me and he sent a tight, unhappy smile my way. 
 
    “Well, congratulations,” I enthused, my voice far louder than it should be and causing a few people walking by to look our way. “Yes, good old Lance believes in the sanctity of marriage. Third times the charm, right?” I was going overboard, I knew it yet seemed unable to stop my mouth from pouring forth with everything my enraged heart tossed up. My vision was clouding and a faint buzzing filled my ears. “Can’t let any grass grow under your feet, can you?” 
 
    “Teresa, I’m sorry you had to find out this way,” Lance said sounding truly remorseful. 
 
    I ignored that and switched my attention to his wife who stood standing there looking like a fish out of water with her mouth opening and closing and her hand still extended to Amber. 
 
    Amber! It was the sight of my confused niece that shook me out of the downward spiral of ugly jealousy I was rapidly plunging into. With relief, my vision cleared and the buzzing ceased. “Come on, Amber. We have a lot to see yet.” I held my hand out to her and she slipped her small hand into it and we set off, neither of us looking back. 
 
    She did whisper, “Don’t be sad, Aunt Teresa,” as we were walking away. 
 
    “I’m mad,” slipped out before I remembered who I was talking to. 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s okay,” Amber said with a smile, her hand swinging mine back and forth. “Can we look at the rest of the flowers?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    We spent the next two hours walking around the conservatory before getting bundled back up and having lunch in the restaurant on the grounds. Then we made our way to the outdoor fountains just in time for one of the timed shows. While I enjoyed it, I kept glancing at Amber and took more pleasure in the look of wonder on her face than the water display. Oh, to be a child again and have everything be new and magical. 
 
    The rest of the visit went well other than a yucky feeling I got from an older man who seemed to be watching Amber more closely than was normal. I caught his eye and he quickly looked away. Part of me wanted to get ahold of his coat sleeve to see if I got anything from it, something I could use to make a nice call to the police about but I didn’t see any way to manage it. We were out in the open with no crowd to cover me bumping into him. 
 
    Still, I felt the need to do something. Trying to be discreet, I pulled out my phone and took a few pictures of him. Then I hurried Amber to another area, turning my head to catch a last glimpse of him. 
 
    Later on, as we made our way back to my SUV, I was feeling thankful that we hadn’t run into Lance or his wife again. I shuddered at the word wife. Could she be Pam from his office? His little fling right after we broke up? The one he briefly had believed was responsible for his unexpected trip to Greece? 
 
    So many unanswered questions! I was a freaking psychic, why couldn’t I be the kind that knew all and saw all because I sure didn’t see that coming! And that infuriated me almost as much as the fact that Lance had moved on that quickly. 
 
    I nibbled on my lip thinking of my date with Mateo the other day. But it was a date, not until death do us part! Which was perfectly fine after a breakup! Besides, who goes and gets married that fast?! In frustration, I banged my palm on the steering wheel and set off the horn. 
 
    The loud honk caused a man the next row over to jump. His movement brought my eyes darting over to narrow in on him. It was the older man from earlier! A fast scan revealed no vehicles approaching, my boot hit the gas a tad too hard and we jerked out of the parking spot. I slowed down to a stop once we neared him, putting on my blinker as if I were waiting for his spot. I took several pictures of his car and license plate as he backed out. When I got home, I would do a free lookup online and go from there. I might have let that feeling go but seeing him just now was obviously a sign that I couldn’t ignore. 
 
    Amber had been such a lively ball of energy all day and extremely talkative for the first five minutes of our drive back to her house that when she suddenly stopped, my head whipped around to find her slumped to left in her car seat, fast asleep. So precious! 
 
    Despite her having gone to sleep with the music playing, I still lowered it for fear of it waking her. Just as my fingers were leaving the volume button, my phone started going off and Whisker Kisses lit up on the display. 
 
    A quick peek back at Amber to confirm it hadn’t woken her up and I pressed answer. 
 
    “Teresa, here,” I said softly. 
 
    “T! Awesome news!” Sandy boomed. 
 
    Involuntarily my eyes flew to my niece again. “Hey, cool it, girl. I got a sleepy little girl here with me and I’m in my truck.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, girl!” Sandy’s voice lowered into a stage whisper. “Guess what?” she asked, then without giving me a chance to reply she gushed on, “Manny had an adoption request!” 
 
    “What?!” My voice rose but I couldn’t help it. Poor Manny had never had a single application put in for him. His heft and sheer size deterred a lot of people, as did the fact that he was getting closer to ten years old. We didn’t know his exact age but going by his teeth, that had been our vet Ashley’s educated guess. 
 
    “I know! A little old lady saw his profile on our website and requested to adopt him.” 
 
    “Did you run her info?” I asked needlessly, knowing that Sandy had done that the moment it came in. 
 
    “You know it. She checked out great.” 
 
    I’m a bit of a stickler when it comes to who gets our cats. I want vet references, past cat experiences, and yes, sometimes even a home visit to make certain we weren’t sending our cats out to a bad home. 
 
    “Set up a meeting,” I sang out. All nasty lingering thoughts from the encounter with Lance, his new wife, and that weird guy flew out of my head and I felt amazingly light and happy. 
 
    “You want to be there?” 
 
    I snorted. “Sandy, really?” 
 
    Sandy’s laughter filled the vehicle, “I know, poor lady is going to be overwhelmed, we’ll all want to be there.” 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed. “Send me a text when it’s arranged.” 
 
    “You got it, boss lady,” Sandy snickered and disconnected. 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I slowed the vehicle down and merged lanes. Sandy always got me with that boss lady bit, no idea why it ruffled me the wrong way but it did. I brightened as a devilishly good idea popped into my head. Oh yeah, Esty here I come. 
 
    Amber was still sleeping when the truck coasted to a stop in Megan’s driveway. My brother-in-law Dan came out to collect her. Megan was running late he said. 
 
    Unlike my sister, Dan seemed as cheerful as ever as he gently picked up his sleeping daughter and cradled her against his broad chest. A smile pulled at my lips, nothing better than seeing a man with a child. It was just one of those sappy Hallmark moments that hit me in the feels. 
 
    Dan’s blue eyes flashed over to me and he gave me a wink. “Ready for one of your own yet?” 
 
    Okay, moment over! 
 
    “Nope! I’m content to borrow my niece.” 
 
    His dry, dusty laugh rumbled out of that big body and exploded into the air. 
 
    It’s funny, the first time I had met Dan I never would have guessed my sister was dating him, let alone would marry him. I love my sister dearly but she’s uptight with not much of a sense of humor. Where Dan found humor in everything and after five minutes in his presence, he would make some off the wall remark and have you laughing your butt off too. 
 
    Physically, he was a large man.  He stood well over six feet tall but he had weight to him, which made him seem bigger than he was. His shaggy sandy blond hair was thinning on top and he complained of needing thick lenses in his glasses. A gentle, nerdy giant. Not at all like the handsome men that I had seen fawn over my sister’s delicate beauty. And Dan didn’t fawn, he went toe to toe with Megan. Which was probably why she married him, I thought again, a slight smile on my face. 
 
    “Going to come in for a few?” Dan tossed over a massive shoulder as he carried Amber toward the house. 
 
    “Let me get the car seat for you but I should get going before I conk out like Amber.” 
 
    In the end, I couldn’t figure out how to get the dang thing unlatched so I had to go into the house in search of Dan anyway. I found him in the large kitchen stirring something in a tall copper pot. 
 
    As my nose lifted to inhale, he turned, a wooden spoon at his smacking lips, a thick, bushy eyebrow raised. “Stay for dinner? Brunswick stew,” he offered. 
 
    I wavered as salvia flooded my mouth. 
 
    Dan, no doubt thinking to help my decision along, pulled open the oven to reveal fist-sized golden-brown rolls rising within. 
 
    “You’re killing me, Dan!” I moaned. I would have given in if my sister hadn’t come in at that moment lugging the stubborn car seat in her arms. 
 
    “You left your door wide open,” she snapped, the car seat bumping against the wall as she let it drop from her hands. 
 
    Dan closed the oven door, his broad back bowed with slumped shoulders. 
 
    My eyes went between him and my sister’s pinched narrowed face. This wasn’t over my door, obviously, and I really didn’t feel like getting in the middle of things. 
 
    “Thanks for getting the car seat, sis,” I said, slowly edging backward, my eyes fixed my sister. “Had a great day with Amber, we’ll have to plan to do it again. Enjoy dinner, it smells great, Dan.” I gave him a vague wave and did an about-face, walking quickly out the door. 
 
    My shoulders sagged in relief when I closed the door behind me. So much tension there. I didn’t envy Dan having to deal with whatever had ticked my sister off so badly today. 
 
    Walking to my truck I noticed the rear passenger door was still open and I couldn’t stop the snort that burst out of my nose. If it bugged her so much, why hadn’t she closed it? It shut with a metallic bang when I gave it a fast shove. Then I walked around hopping up into the driver’s seat, ready to be on my way home and chill with my cats. 
 
    Traffic moved smoothly. I registered lights and when to move into the E-ZPass lanes but mostly I was on autopilot. The text from Mateo promptly woke me out of my zoned out state. 
 
    “Teresa, you’ve been on my mind all day.” The message simple but oh so sweet. A warmth spread through me, my fingertips tingling on the steering wheel and I felt a goofy grin spreading across my lips. 
 
    Lance who? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    My giddy good mood carried me the rest of the way home. Turning into my street, a bright yellow Jaguar caught my eye. Parked in front of my house it would have been hard to miss even if it hadn’t been the same shade as a ripe banana peel. Cars parked on the road was a strict no-no in the gated community I lived in. 
 
    Eyes narrowed, I pondered which neighbor was entertaining the driver and hadn’t had them pull into their driveway. Oh well, no skin off my nose. Wasn’t my vehicle. I hit my garage door button and turned into my driveway. 
 
    The Jag’s door swung open and my foot eased off the gas as I watched to see who would emerge. As a long form dressed entirely in black unfolded sleekly from inside the low-slung interior my boot skidded off the gas and slammed on the brake. 
 
    I threw my SUV in park and lurched outside. Powerwalking to where Adrian stood, my breath came out in ragged gasps. How had he had gotten in? 
 
    Stopping short in front of him, the answer hit me. Duh, Victor knew my security code. I really needed to change that. 
 
    “What do you want?” I snapped, all traces of earlier giddiness gone. 
 
    Full lips spread in a slow smile. “To see you,” he replied, his dark eyes moving over me to linger on my chest. 
 
    Crossing my arms over my breasts, I looked past his hard muscled body dressed to the nines in black dress slacks and a long-sleeved black dress shirt and saw a baby blue Mercedes coast by, the driver and passenger both staring. But it was the driver’s cherry red smirk that had me gnashing my teeth. Lance’s wife! 
 
    “Why are you giving that car such a glare?” Adrian questioned, his own dark eyes narrowed. “Is that Lance in the passenger seat?” he raised his arm in a cheery wave. 
 
    The car took off, the blast of exhaust blowing at our hair and tugging at our clothes. 
 
    “Well, that was rude,” Adrian remarked his eyes following the car as it angled into Lance’s driveway with a whine of brakes. “And after we had such a good time together in Greece.” 
 
    I switched my glare from them to Adrian. “You highjacked his body, let him get drunk as a skunk, and almost cost him his job!” 
 
    “Adventure,” he replied with a wink. “And look, it turned out well. Wasn’t that the lovely Pamela with him?” 
 
    “Pam!” I’m ashamed to admit my voice rose enough to carry down the street and the luscious blonde turned in our direction. “How do you know about her?” I hissed, stepping close enough to him that the smell of his woodsy cologne invaded my nose causing it to twitch. 
 
    “Lance told me all about her,” he said, the gleam in his dark hooded eyes wicked. 
 
    I began walking back to my SUV, swung back inside, and pulled it into the garage. In no hurry, he followed me at a sedate pace into the garage, ducking slightly as the door began to slide down. The sensor caught his motion and raised again like a good door is programmed to. Part of me wished it would have squished him flat. 
 
    Not even pretending anymore, I stomped into the house tossing my purse down on the counter before grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. I would have continued ignoring him if Maverick hadn’t bumped into my leg as he backed away from Adrian. The cat continued hissing, the fur along his spine raised in stiff peaks of black fur. 
 
    “Maverick! Is that any way to greet me?” his voice lowered as he looked at the angry cat. Looking up, his dark head swept around the kitchen, “Where’s Agnes? At least I know I’ll get a better greeting from her.” 
 
    “You’re a stranger to them,” I commented, twisting the cap off my bottle. 
 
    His brow lowered as a deep bronze hand pounded at his chest. Then Adrian’s face brightened. “Oh yeah, guess I am. So that’s why Maverick was nasty.” Then he glared down at the still growling cat. “Wait a minute. Cats are extra-perceptive. He knows it’s really me. Maverick, you’re a jerk,” he tossed to the cat as he passed him to help himself to a bottle of water as well. 
 
    “No hug from you either?” he asked, his lips tugged up in a leer as he looked at me over his broad shoulder. 
 
    “Victor,” I said, the warning clear in my voice as the plastic water bottle in my hand crunched loudly. 
 
    “It’s Adrian now, remember?” 
 
    I pushed past him and grabbed a can of coke from the fridge. I needed to slow down on the sodas but dang it, I also needed the sugar to deal with how quickly my day had gone down the toilet. 
 
    Leaning against the cool marble countertop, I popped the top but didn’t take a sip yet. “Why? Explain this all to me again,” I demanded. 
 
    Pausing mid-gulp, when he lowered the bottle Adrian’s handsome face had contorted into a mask of sinister glee. “It’s simple. Revenge against my brother and Brianna and I get my life back,” he tipped his bottle in my direction, “with you.” 
 
    The groan that escaped me was part frustration and part misery. “We’ve been through this before, it’s not going to happen.” I took an overlarge gulp of my soda. 
 
    Adrian advanced until he was within arm’s length of me. “You still want me to give the body back and I tell you again I cannot.” 
 
    “Have you tried recently?” 
 
    He passed the water bottle back and forth between his hands, his eyes unable to meet mine. “Well, no…” 
 
    “And what have you been doing the past few weeks?” My arms flung out, drops of caramel colored soda splashed out. 
 
    He raised his eyes, “Enjoying life.” 
 
    “Oh!” I said turning and setting my soda down on the counter next to my crushed water bottle before heading to the living room. 
 
    Victor, I refused to think of him as Adrian when I knew full well who really controlled that body, was just a few steps behind me. When I sat down on the couch, he remained standing to plead his case. 
 
    “So, I was in New York, big deal. It’s been almost forty years since I’ve partied, I’m entitled.” 
 
    “Entitled to steal your nephew’s body and do whatever you want with it? I don’t think so.” 
 
    A mocking grin surfaced, “Oh, I doubt he would object to what I was doing with it.” 
 
    I got his drift and exploded upward. “You pig!” 
 
    “They weren’t you, you are who I want to be with. I did this for us, let me move in and then we can start living our life together. Nobody else matters.” 
 
    My hands balled into fists, energy coursed through me in ragged bolts of red that stung as my vision clouded and all that could escape my mouth were bitten off grunts between my clenched and grinding teeth. Then I blinked and whatever had temporarily taken over me was gone. My jaw made popping noises as I opened it to speak but otherwise, I seemed fine. “You did it for you, Victor. You want to do something for me? Release Adrian’s body.” 
 
    Victor’s mouth opened and closed then his arms crossed defensively across his chest. “We’ve been through this before, T. I leave and this body dies. Adrian’s not returning.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to find him,” I said with a genuine smile. I walked around Victor and headed up the stairs, tossing over my shoulder as I went, “Ouija board time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    That sprung the infuriating man into action and he dashed forward blocking my progress up the stairs. Large hands settled on my shoulders, gripping the soft cotton fabric between hard fingers. “Teresa, you know that never goes well.” 
 
    Pulling back, I bared my teeth at him in a large smile. “And that’s how we met,” I reminded him. 
 
    “I know, and you got fortunate it was me and not someone or something else.” 
 
    I pushed my shoulders up and extended my arms rocking his hands off. “Guess we’ll just have to hope we’re lucky this time too.” Flattening myself to the wall, I squeezed around him and continued up to the second floor. 
 
    The board was in the guest bedroom’s closet, up under a pile of folded up blankets. Most people would wonder why I would keep such a silly board game that ended up being far more powerful than any marketing executives ever would have dreamed. The reason was twofold. Yes, it was a nasty little thing but it was useful at times. Despite our current situation, Victor had been a good friend to me during my awkward high school years when Megan had been so busy with her studies that I had lost my mother figure and sister and had desperately needed someone. Also, yes, I could see and speak to spirits but locating them? I needed a map and the board was a handy compass. 
 
    Carrying it slowly down the hardwood stairs under my left arm my right hand skimmed along the white wooden railings of the banister. Nothing came from the box itself, no odors or awful feelings, it was just a simple cardboard box containing a cheap wood board with letters and numbers on it. The spinner was even plastic. No, the power came from the other side. 
 
    Victor must have realized how serious I was because when I entered the living room, I saw he had cleared off the coffee table and had pulled it close enough that it touched the sharp creases of his pants at his bent knees. 
 
    Placing the box in the middle of the table, I sat down next to him, trying not to let Victor’s anxiousness rub off on me despite feeling the worry radiating off him in waves. 
 
    Victor remained as he was, arms followed over his chest, pulling the black material of his shirt tight against his pecs. I had to admit Victor had good taste in bodies to take over. I pulled out the board and spinner, tossing the box up on the couch next to me. That got a reaction from him as he frowned at me. 
 
    I placed my right hand on the ivory plastic heart-shaped spinner and waited for him to do the same but he kept his arms stubbornly crossed. 
 
    In exasperation, I threw an elbow at him. “You can’t move the spinner with your mind anymore, you’re not a ghost.” 
 
    That caught his attention as his rigid shoulders lowered and he turned questioning eyes to me. “The what? It’s not a spinner, it’s a planchette.” A rumble of laughter bubbled up out of his chest but he covered it with a cough. 
 
    “Whatever, put your hand on it and let’s get moving. It’s been a long day and I wouldn’t mind having dinner soon.” 
 
    “Is that an invitation?” he murmured, his lips coming close enough to my ear for me to feel his warm breath fan my skin. 
 
    I turned to him, giving him my patented death stare. It had the opposite effect on him as he leaned close enough for me to smell the peppermint on his breath. 
 
    “I’ll cook,” he offered, then his hand captured my left hand that had been resting in my lap, tugging it toward his crotch as his lips swooped in on my mouth. 
 
    I jerked back from his advancing mouth while my right hand rose and I slammed the planchette it had been holding into his middle, satisfied with the loud oath that escaped his mouth and the way his face flushed red. “I’m so not in the mood, Victor,” I said sweetly, placing the planchette back on the board. “Now, back to business.” 
 
    He rubbed at the spot where he had been hit but complied without another word. His right hand joined mine on the simple plastic piece. 
 
    “Hello, we seek contact with Adrian….” I trailed off, then turned to Victor. “What’s his last name?” 
 
    The incredulous look he gave me told me that I clearly hadn’t been paying attention. “Michaelides,” he said gruffly. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered his way before addressing the board again. “The spirit of Adrian Michaelides, please speak with us.” 
 
    My breath held in my chest as my eyes were glued to the board and the non-moving bit of cool plastic under my fingertips. After a minute, the breath released in a slow hiss through my flaring nostrils. I plucked the planchette from under Victor’s hand and rubbed across the three little felt-covered feet. Putting it down I cruised it over the board. It moved just fine when under my power. 
 
    “Maybe he’s not strong enough to move it,” I commented. 
 
    “And maybe he’s crossed over already,” Victor said dryly, taking the piece from me and returning it to the board. 
 
    I shook my head, my lips pursed, debating if I should mention anything and then thought now was the time to unburden myself. “He hasn’t.” 
 
    Victor favored me with a slight grin. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    Turning slightly on the couch to put a little more space between us and to see him better I opened up. “I do. I’ve seen him at least twice now.” 
 
    That brought about a grimace from him, his mouth twisted to the left. “Where? How?” he questioned. 
 
    “In the cemetery across from salon and in my bathroom mirror.” 
 
    He rubbed at his smooth jawline. “Hmmm…” 
 
    “That’s it? Hmmm? Come on! You have to know something about this.” 
 
    He shrugged, then leaned back, crossing one long leg over the other while his arm went behind me to rest on the couch. “All I know is that every single time I’ve left Adrian’s body he has failed to return. Lance would return immediately.” 
 
    “So Lance remained near his body but Adrian is traveling,” I mused out loud. 
 
    “Appears that way.” 
 
    “I thought he started following me because he was aware of our connection but here you are and he’s not here.” My eyes flashed around the room before coming to rest back on Adrian’s handsome, unsmiling face. 
 
    “No,” was Victor’s instant reply to my, as of yet, unspoken demand. 
 
    “Victor!” 
 
    “You cannot make me,” he declared, his arm coming off the couch to rest in his lap, no longer as relaxed as he appeared a moment ago. 
 
    “I might not be able to make you, but I can stop bankrolling your New York lifestyle.” 
 
    His dark eyes narrowed and I squinted right back at him. 
 
    “Fine!” he threw up his hands in mock surrender then crossed his arms once again. “Here I go, watch and see what happens.” 
 
    Sure enough, as I looked at Adrian’s body, Victor’s own form lifted from it and stood. He twirled around, gave a tiny salute, then walked away. Turning my attention back to Adrian, who had slumped over to the left, I felt his neck. His skin was warm and taut against my fingers but absolutely no pulse. My eyes scanned the room. “Adrian? Adrian, if you can hear me you need to get back into your body.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    My own heart rate went up as I tried to remember how long someone could be without air to the brain before they became a vegetable. Why hadn’t I paid more attention in health class?! 
 
    Mentally I struggled then Victor made his way into the living room again. Propping a shoulder against the doorframe, he crossed his arms over his chest and smirked. “A no show, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I don’t know why he isn’t coming back. Victor, you need to get back into his body before it dies for good!” I yelled, feeling more panicky by the second. 
 
    Victor took his sweet time before finally straightening up from the wall and walking over to where I sat with Adrian’s limp body. All he did was sit back into Adrian’s form, melting in as the two touched. With a soft exhale, Victor, now in control of Adrian, sat up and gave me a nasty grin. “I told you so,” he said as if the grin hadn’t said the same thing. 
 
    “So you did,” I snapped back, a tad unnerved at having sat next to and touched a dead body. My hands rubbed at my upper arms willing the chill away. “I just don’t understand why he wouldn’t want to get back in his body.” 
 
    “Maybe he finds life better on the other side?” Victor said, stretching his arms over his head before lacing his long fingers together and cracking them. 
 
    “But he was a drug dealer and a bad guy,” I protested. 
 
    Victor paused mid-crack, his fingers still interlocked, “When did I say that?” he asked softly. 
 
    Oops. Maybe I had heard that from Mateo. 
 
    “I just figured the apple didn’t fall far from the tree…” I said carefully before something that had been tugging at my memory came charging to the forefront. “That reminds me! That man you took over in Greece, the one with the gold tooth, what happened to him?” 
 
    Victor’s fingers unclasped and he leaned over, picking up his water bottle from the floor next to the couch. He finished his water and shrugged his shoulders in a slow roll. “How should I know? I released him and left him in his car.” 
 
    “You didn’t shoot him?” 
 
    Wide dark brown eyes locked onto my face. If he was acting, he was doing a great job and had me convinced that this was the first he was hearing about it. 
 
    “Of course not,” he sputtered out between pinched white lips. “Where did you hear this?” 
 
    “Online,” I said, which was partially true. After Mateo had told me about it, I had scoured the net for the story. 
 
    “Guess he pissed off the wrong people,” Victor said. 
 
    “Or maybe you did,” I accused. 
 
    Victor settled back against the couch and put his arm around my shoulders pulling me closer to him. “Listen, he was a low-level guy, it could have been a client, his connection, or something completely random like being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    Hmmm…I supposed that could be the case. Agnes came into the room and stopped when she spotted Adrian on the couch with me. Then she trotted over and hopped up into his lap with a soft little meow. 
 
    Victor scratched at her ears and under her chin. “Glad somebody missed me.” 
 
    My red rage from earlier exploded. “What did you expect?” I thundered. My raised voice scared Agnes who dug her claws into Victor’s leg as she took off. I ignored Victor’s hissed whines of pain and continued on. “You turned my life upside down! Why couldn’t you have left things the way they were?” 
 
    His hand stilled on his rent pant leg, “Because I wanted more.” His dark eyes flashed as he looked at me. “I thought we both did.” 
 
    Just as quickly as it came, the anger drained from me. “I don’t know what I want,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “So I still can’t stay?” 
 
    “That I am certain of, the answer is still no!” That’s all I needed, Victor in my house trying to worm his way back into my bed and ruining things with Mateo. Guess that did answer things. I wanted a chance at a normal life and relationship with Mateo. To enjoy being giddy in the first throes of a crush. “I think you need to do a lot of soul-searching, Victor, in addition to finding Adrian.” 
 
    As he stiffly rose to his feet, I saw a few patches of blood making his already dark pants even darker in two spots on his leg where Agnes had gotten him. 
 
    “I’ll need more money,” he said softly, a hint of something dangerous in his low voice. 
 
    “I’m not your personal ATM!” I snapped. “Go ask your brother for money. You highjacked his son, I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to give you some.” 
 
    “He cut me off. Froze all Adrian’s assets, credit cards…” Victor trailed off. 
 
    That did give me pause, “He’s wise to you not being his son?” 
 
    Victor gave a chilling half-grin, “Obviously.” 
 
    I stood up while I digested that. “Okay, let me get you a check. But I’m not going to finance the rest of your ill-gotten life.” 
 
    He ignored that and took the check from my hand without a word of thanks, pausing only briefly at the front door to glance back at me. “Don’t mess with the board again, T,” was his warning before he left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in the living room, I bent down to pick up the planchette when it moved, avoiding my grasping hand. I made a grab for it but it slid smoothly across the board away. 
 
    Shoot! We never closed it up properly, leaving the board open for whoever to make the connection with this world. A rookie move on my part. Ugh, how was I going to put this safely in the box if it was leading me on a merry chase? My eyes followed the heart-shaped piece’s progress in case it was spelling a word out, but so far, it only zigged and zagged, not stopping on a letter long enough for it to mean anything. 
 
    “Who are you?” I whispered, catching my lower lip beneath my front teeth. 
 
    It stopped at the sound of my voice before it began a much slower crawl across the board. Each second that passed was agony as I waited to see just who wanted to talk to me. When it had almost settled on the letter C it rocketed to the goodbye, rubbed across it several times, then stilled. 
 
    A ghostly hand materialized holding the planchette but it was the thick husky smoker’s laugh that drew my eyes up. There beside me, laughing her butt off, if she still had one, was my Aunt Prudy. 
 
    Prudence Lane, either my mom or dad’s aunt, I never was too clear on that, had popped in and out of my life for as long as I could recall. And she hadn’t let the small matter of her death five years ago stop her. Nope, she still came and went as she pleased and usually when I needed her. 
 
    I looked at her fondly as she continued to choke and gasp. Dressed in a pair of bright white pants, that she had called pedal pushers but I called clam diggers, and a hot pink tank top with a flamingo in silver and pink sequins on it, she looked like a typical grandma on vacation. The only thing missing that she’d had in life was the ever-present cigarette in her hand or hanging off her lip. 
 
    When she had gotten hold of herself Aunt Prudy gave her knee a slap and commented, “Nothing like an early Halloween prank!” Then she gave me a sideways glance over her half-glasses, “But kid, that was a rookie mistake you made not closing the connection. Good thing it was me and not someone else.” 
 
    She had me there, I had thought the exact thing. And I was grateful for her shutting down the board and even more so if she could help me figure out just what was going on. 
 
    After I put the Ouija board back in the box and closed the lid, I held it against my chest and turned to Aunt Prudy. “Where you here the whole time?” 
 
    “Nope, but I caught the tail end of things. Hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Adrian is gone. He actually didn’t want to come back.” 
 
    “Aunt Prudy, that cannot be, I keep seeing him.” I hesitated then rush on, “I thought he wanted my help.” 
 
    “Can’t help you with that.” 
 
    “I just can’t imagine giving up on life, he’s so young.” 
 
    “T, we’re not best buds or anything. It’s not like he told me, personally. Word gets around and apparently, this was a nice pain-free release for him and he took it. I guess being the son of a big mover and shaker in the drug world isn’t all the movies make it out to be.” Prudy let loose with another of her smoker’s laughs. 
 
    I walked to the stairs knowing she would follow and continued our conversation as we headed upstairs. “So, I shouldn’t keep pressing Victor to release Adrian’s body?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t say that. He’s not keeping it,” Prudy said, an edge to her normally upbeat voice. 
 
    I mulled that bit of information over as I lifted the thick stack of blankets and tried to shove the board game underneath them at the same time. My grip on the blankets slipped as the box moved to the back of the closet on its own. A heavy comforter tumbled out on top of me. 
 
    Lifting the substantial blanket off my head I peered at a beaming Aunt Prudy. “When did you start being able to move things?” I asked in shock. Prudy had never done that before. 
 
    Her grin widened as another delighted chuckle escaped. “Been practicing. Not too shabby for an old lady, huh?” Then her already thin lips diminished as she continued staring at me. “Before I go, just one more bit of advice…” 
 
    I cut her off, “Go? Already? Why must you always disappear after a few cryptic words of wisdom?” 
 
    She croaked out another of her wheezy laughs. “Isn’t that what we spirits do?” 
 
    I finished folding the blanket back up and stuffed it back into the guest bedroom’s closet, pushing the door closed before it could come falling back down again. “Seriously, can you at least tell me what’s going on with my parents?” I implored. 
 
    Her thin hand waved dismissively at my question. “Them,” she snorted. “Same old nonsense in a different way, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    That relieved my mind greatly. I had been half afraid they were going to try to set up residence in my life after they got done with Megan. 
 
    “Now, about that advice,” Prudy continued, then paused, her mouth scrunching up. “You know what? Never mind. Some things you need to figure out for yourself.” She gave me a sunny smile, “Love you!” she called out. Then, without waiting for my reply, Prudence Lane disappeared. 
 
    I wavered between exasperation and love for my departed aunt. While I was thrilled to continue to have her in my life, she could have made things so much easier if she would just give me a straight answer once in a while. Seriously, how hard would that have been? 
 
    Her comment about Adrian being gone worried me. Who was I seeing then, if not him? Or had he visited me before deciding to move on? And I truly didn’t see Victor willingly giving up his nephew’s body. So, what was that remark about him not keeping it? That did sound ominous. As always, a visit from Aunt Prudy left me with more questions than answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I showered and grabbed a Pop-Tart before dashing out the door. Our wonderful volunteer veterinarian, Ashley O’Shea, was paying a visit and I wanted to be there for that before claiming my fair share of the black cats. 
 
    When I entered Whisker Kisses nobody was at the front desk, other than Chloe and Cleo, senior sisters, curled up on top of the desk in a mound of soft brown and white fluff. Stroking their fur, I saw one nose, three ears, and several whiskers poking out, but no eyes. The sisters were inseparable and indistinguishable from each other. Giving them one more loving pet, I moved around the lower level, visiting with the cats I found, including saying a whispered hello to the ghost of Old Zeke. 
 
    Still no sign of any of the volunteers or Ashley until I moved upstairs and saw the tall lanky form of Aaron clutching a burgundy cat carrier to his thin chest, a huge grin stretching ear to ear on his pimply face in the hallway. The teenager was a great volunteer, overall good guy, and just a sweet kid but he had a crush on Ashley that was painful to witness. 
 
    Though the high school senior was tall, Ashley, at six foot two, towered over him and had a good twenty years on him as well. Plus, Ashley was model gorgeous and Aaron was…well it didn’t matter. Even if Aaron was her dream match, he was underage and I doubted a woman like Ashley would look twice at a seventeen-year-old. 
 
    If the tall, striking blonde vet was aware of the boy’s crush she didn’t let on as she smiled and laughed with him. She spotted me first, turning her mega-watt smile my way. “Teresa!” she called out bringing Aaron’s attention my way as well. 
 
    Bright red color bloomed on his face. I bit my lip somewhat amused at his reaction. 
 
    “Look at this darling wee polydactyl,” she enthused, turning the carrier in Aaron’s trembling hands so the front faced me and I could see a small black kitten, no more than three months old, all big front feet with multiple toes. 
 
    When I crouching down to get a better look, the little one pressed his sooty black nose against the metal bars of the carrier’s door and meowed pitifully. 
 
    “Oh, man,” I gulped, overwhelmed by cuteness. “Male or female?” 
 
    “A little man who will hopefully grow into those paws soon,” Ashley said, reaching out to stroke the little nose. “Aaron, can you put him in room one please?” 
 
    “Sure, Ashley,” the love-struck teen said and scampered away, almost tripping over his own feet in the process. 
 
    We stood in silence watching him go. When the door closed, the seasoned vet turned to me, “He’s going to make a fantastic veterinarian someday.” 
 
    I blinked. For the life of me, I hadn’t been aware that was Aaron’s future career goal but it made perfect sense. How many other teenage boys spent most of their free time volunteering at a cat rescue in a beach town? 
 
    “So,” Ashley said looking at me, “how was Greece? I haven’t seen you since you got back.” 
 
    “Gorgeous,” was my honest answer. 
 
    “Did you see the ruins? I’ll admit that was my favorite part of my honeymoon,” she mused. 
 
    Involuntarily, I took a step back and my eyes went to her ringless hands. I had known Ashley for two years and had never known she was married! Wow, how much more clueless could I get? 
 
    She had noticed the direction of my shocked eyes and let loose one of her throaty laughs. “Oh, that was ages ago, the divorce took longer than the actual marriage lasted. Always have a long engagement if you’ve known the man less than two months when you get engaged. My whirlwind romance taught me that.” Her head angled to the right causing her long shiny braid of blonde hair to flop off her shoulder and swing slightly in a hypnotic fashion. 
 
    My eyes followed its slow swaying as this new information penetrated my brain. Honestly, I didn’t know what to say so remained mum. 
 
    “I was half-afraid you were going to return from Greece a new bride,” she tossed at me with a wink. 
 
    That kickstarted my sluggish mind, “Oh no! No, no, no,” I said. “I do believe the trip taught me quite the opposite, I don’t see marriage in my near future.” 
 
    Walking to the second room to see some of the newly freed cats, we closed the door and continued our conversation. “Never say never,” she counseled. “Say, I heard Manny might be leaving you.” 
 
    “Yes, I need to check when the visit is scheduled.” Sandy had never called me back, rather unlike her. She went through men like socks, scoring tons of first dates but few seconds, but was highly efficient when it came to working here. 
 
    “Want me to give him a once over since I’m here?” Ashley offered. 
 
    “That would be great! How’s Gideon?” 
 
    Gideon was a huge orange cat that could have been Manny’s twin. He was brought in several months ago out of a hoarder’s situation. It had been love at first sight for Ashley and the cat and she had scooped him up the same day I came in with him. A first for her. 
 
    “The biggest lovebug ever! The only issue is his killer gas, we’ve been through over half a dozen different foods but nothing has changed.” 
 
    I winced as I had a hazy memory of the nasty odor drifting from him on our drive back from Maryland. “Best of luck with that.” 
 
    “Thanks, we’ll find the right one, I know it. It’s just a slow process since I don’t want to upset his digestive system any further.” She stood up from her hunched over position where she had been letting a few of the mingling cats sniff at her fingers. “I don’t recall last year being this crazy with black cats.” 
 
    “A lot of things are odd this year,” I said with feeling, my mind firmly on the exploding ghost population. 
 
    “I’m not one given to being superstitious but I’m glad these guys are safe here.” 
 
    I grew serious. “Nothing to do with witchcraft more to do with idiots. I hate people sometimes.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” Her phone chimed and her finely arched eyebrows rose as she checked her text message. “Sorry to cut this short but got an emergency coming into the office. See ya, T! I’ll get to Manny tomorrow, I promise!” 
 
    Her long legs carried her out of the room in three strides. I stayed for several more minutes trying to decide which of these to take home with me when I heard the scuffling of feet and the door opening and closing. Glancing back, I saw Aaron giving me a tiny wave. 
 
    “Hey, Aaron, how’s the little guy?” 
 
    “Pete? The polydactyl? He’ll be fine, growling at his food and making a mess. Ashley picked him up on her way over from the Pet Mart, someone dumped the guy in their parking lot.” 
 
    I couldn’t help grinning over the way Aaron’s voice rose and cracked slightly when he said Ashley’s name. “Lucky for him they called her.” 
 
    “Oh no, she was there to grab some litter and food for us.” 
 
    Groaning out loud, I made a mental note to have a word with Ashely the next time I saw her. She already did so much for the rescue with her free or insanely reduced fees for all the vet care, she didn’t need to be donating items too. 
 
    Aaron grinned at my vocalization. “She said you would be ticked at her. We’re straining at the walls here with the influx of black cats and all the at-home fosters needed, so don’t be too tough on her.” 
 
    I laughed. “Me tough on Ashley? You know better.” Eying the teen I debated whether to ask if he would be applying for scholarships for college or not. Better to ask Ashley about that since Aaron was obviously confiding in her about his future plans. Then I could find a way to swing a nice sum his way via a Whisker Kisses Scholarship. A call to my lawyer would probably be helpful there before I got too ahead of myself. 
 
    “Umm…T, I know you usually prefer the older volunteers to do the night shifts but I would really like to start.” 
 
    Other than Aaron’s crazy crush on Ashley, the boy was a model volunteer, prompt, helpful, and polite. Did I think he would throw a wild cat party if here overnight? Doubtful, and truthfully, he was more responsible than many older people. Why let age stand in the way of another volunteer to handle the overnight shifts at the rescue?  “Okay, but I will need one of your parents to sign off for you.” 
 
    The teen’s face lit up like I had just handed him Ashley’s home number. “Yes!” he crowed, pumping a fist. 
 
    “Let me get a release made up and I’ll get that to you ASAP.” 
 
    “Awesome!” 
 
    One other thing had been worrying at the back of my mind though. “Say, Aaron, who else is supposed to be on shift with you?” 
 
    “Madison,” his brown eyes shifted all around. 
 
    I waited, a trick I had learned from my sister Megan. When you wanted information all you had to do was wait out the guilty party and they would begin to stumble all over themselves to fill the awkward silence. 
 
    It took him two minutes to crumble. I wasn’t quite up to my sister’s level. 
 
    “She’s having problems with her boyfriend and it’s only three hours before Dana and Gwennie come in.” His head hung as he spoke more to his t-shirt than to me. 
 
    “Hey, that’s life I get it, but I don’t like anyone here alone. It’s just a safety issue.” I thought about my daily plans and mentally shrugged. “Guess it’s you and me, Aaron, until the girls come.” 
 
    “You’re not mad at Madison, are you?” The poor kid sounded miserable. 
 
    “No, but I do wish one of you would have called someone else to help cover her shift.” I tried not to be too hard but again, Aaron was just seventeen and during the day our doors were open to the public. At night, with things locked up and the security system on, I wasn’t as concerned. Plus, the chances of someone breaking into a cat rescue were pretty slim. 
 
    A frown pulled at my mouth. This month had already proven to be unpredictable. Would a deranged bunch of loons that could savagely kill a cat because it’s black balk at breaking into a place that had dozens of black cats? Maybe I should consider the extra measure of having a security fence installed. That wasn’t something that could be done in a day though. Rehoboth was crazy about permits. Ugh, another thing to look into. I really should be writing these down. 
 
    “You said Dana and Gwennie are coming in?” 
 
    We were on a safer topic so Aaron straightened up. “Yeah, they should be here around noon.” 
 
    “Who’s doing the overnight?” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the words that burst from my mouth. “Noon until eight?! How did they draw that short stick?” 
 
    Aaron’s brown eyes flew wide at that as his mouth puckered up forming an O. “T, they wanted to do it!” he finally spat out. “They have big plans to watch a few movies with popcorn.” 
 
    The idea of those two older ladies, both in their sixties, enjoying their overnight shift as a girl’s night sleepover had me chuckling. “Okay, as long as they don’t feel they need to do this.” 
 
    Even so, it was probably time to see about getting some more volunteers. We had a pretty tight crew of seven that had been with me almost from the start and had picked up five more over the years. Yet another thing to add to my ever-growing list. 
 
    “Everything okay up here?” My eyes traveled around the clean and peaceful room, all the cats in various degrees of snoozing. 
 
    “Oh yeah, it’s cool and seriously T, you don’t need to stay.” 
 
    “No, I have some things I need to get done anyway.” 
 
    He gave me a shrug and left to do the next task on his list. I went around and decided on two sisters that were cuddled together in a single bed as the ones I would take to my house tonight. 
 
    Going down the stairs, I came across Jasper, our regular resident black cat. “Hey, baby,” I crooned to him giving him exactly three strokes before pulling back. That seemed to be the magical number that he would tolerate. Go for that fourth pet and you were going to get bit. His temperament had made placing him tricky but I knew the right person or family would come along for him. A few times I had been tempted to take him home myself since I knew and accepted him as he was, but Maverick simply would not tolerate another male cat in the house. That I had found out the hard way when I had tried shortly after fostering Daisy and Maverick. 
 
    At noon Dana and Gwennie showed up and gave hugs all around. I loved those ladies, they were always smiling and just a positive influence on all of us. They ribbed Aaron horribly when they heard that Ashley had been by. Seeing the poor guy go beet red and sputter his way through denials of his crush was hilarious. When they turned that attention onto me, I wasn’t quite as amused. 
 
    “What’s that we heard about Greece being a dud? And Stella, our stylist, said she heard Lance got married?” 
 
    I about fell over. I had just found out yesterday and here a hair stylist already knew the news and was spreading it around! 
 
    Dana grabbed me in another hug. “He’s slime to move on so quickly. You’re well rid of him,” she told me gently. 
 
    Gwennie was more diplomatic, “I hope he paid for the trip.” That earned her a sharp jab from Dana’s bony elbow. “What?” 
 
    “Ladies, I’m fine.” I let out a deep breath and amended it, “Now I am, at least. I saw the happy couple yesterday and if my niece hadn’t been with me, I would have blown up.” 
 
    “Plenty of fish in the sea,” Gwennie said. 
 
    “Plus, you’re young, tons of time. There’s no rush.” 
 
    All things I had thought of myself dozens of times since yesterday, yet it still stung that Lance had gotten married so soon after we broke up. 
 
    “Thanks, ladies, you enjoy your movies. I’m taking Billy and Jean home with me tonight to free up some more room here.” 
 
    Dana and Gwennie exchanged a glance then Gwennie grabbed her large monogrammed black and white striped tote bag and headed upstairs. Dana remained behind with me. “Sure you don’t want to stay? We got the first three Indiana Jones movies, the fourth one was rubbish so we ignore it.” 
 
    I wavered for a moment, I loved Harrison Ford, then my phone beeped at me. Glancing at it I saw a text from John asking me to head over to the firehouse. Odd. 
 
    “Looks like I now have plans and Billy and Jean will have to wait until later.” 
 
    “Somehow I doubt the girls will mind much,” Dana said. “Well, if you get finished up early and still want them, come on over and we’ll get them ready for you.” She enveloped me in another fragrant, tight hug and I leaned into it and enjoyed it for all it was worth. I missed having family that hugged me. 
 
    A shouted-out goodbye to Aaron and Gwennie and I was off, heading toward Station Ten in Lewes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was funny how life turned out. John and I had grown up outside Wilmington Delaware and he ended up in Lewes at the fire department down there. It was the first station he had interviewed at after passing his exams and he had been shocked when they called to hire him. Not me, I had known before the call had even come through. One of my rare flashes of prescience. 
 
    What had surprised me was the sudden desire to move there too. Though it made sense, I felt such peace at the beach and near the ocean why shouldn’t I go where I had the most joy? 
 
    John, being John, never resented me for my lifestyle or my money. He was content with his rewarding job, his small apartment, and our friendship. Though I had known for years that he would be happy if we took things to the next level, he had never pushed. Another reason he was my trusted friend and I loved him dearly. 
 
    Sadly, I couldn’t say I felt the same way about his coworkers. Firefighters were a different breed of people. Guess they had to be to go running into danger when the rest of us were smart enough to be going the other direction. But no matter how much time I spent around some of John’s fire hall buddies, their quirky senses of humor rubbed me the wrong way. 
 
    As I entered the main door of the large grey stone firehouse, the air filled with hoots and yells. 
 
    “It’s the fortune teller!” 
 
    “Where’s your crystal ball, Teresa?” 
 
    “Watch out! It’s heart attack time!” 
 
    Ouch, that last one was low. Ripping on me after my over the top summer performance as Madame T at their carnival I could understand and even chuckle at. Okay, maybe just the first few times, now months later it was long since old. But to joke about a man being so spooked by a ghost from the past coming up that he had popped a gasket and some stinky gas to boot, well, that was rather tasteless. 
 
    I tossed my death glare at the t-shirt and blue cargo pant clad guys lounging around the station and tried to ignore all the ghost firefighters that frowned at me coming into their territory. Sadly, I had no clue where to find John so the whole thing was ruined when I had to approach the living men. The ghosts I shielded around and tried not to make eye contact with. From past visits I found them to be an even surlier lot than the living firefighters. 
 
    The overhead fluorescent lights glaring off the shiny bald dome of one of the guys almost blinded me as I asked him about John. Without a word he jerked his melon-shaped head toward the large bay of firetrucks that could be viewed through the glass window then went back to watching TV. 
 
    Taking a cue from his casual attitude, I walked over and let myself in through the closed door. Each step on the clean floor produced a loud, reverberating squeak and I saw John’s head pop around the fender of one of the big red trucks to investigate. When he saw it was me, a fast grin transformed his homely face into approachably cute and drew an answering smile from me. 
 
    When I rounded the side of the huge ladder truck, I found John down on all fours scrubbing at a blot of black with an old-fashioned wood handled bristle brush. A ghostly dalmatian sat nearby wagging his tail. According to local legend that John had filled me in on, the dog was named Gene and had lost his life over fifty years ago charging into a fire after a fallen firefighter. Sadly, both were lost in the blaze. 
 
    With audible popping of joints, John stood and wiped a greasy bare forearm across his face, leaving a trail of black while smearing the sweat that had been on his forehead. “T, you never called me back.” 
 
    I licked a finger and rubbed it at that the mark on his face while he attempted to swat me away. “I thought I would drop in since you said you wanted to see me.” 
 
    “Let me put this stuff away and I’ll show you something.” 
 
    Shrugging, I amused myself by looking at the different gleaming red trucks in the bay and attempting to scratch Gene on the head. Whether it worked or not he seemed appreciative of my efforts as his tail beat the air faster and I could feel it swirling around my legs. 
 
    After dumping the bucket of water in the sink and returning the brush to the supplies closet next to the door, John came over to stare down at the floor near my feet. “Gene here?” he asked in a whisper, his blue eyes narrowed. 
 
    Despite John knowing about my abilities and never doubting me, it still bugged him that he worked in a haunted building and had never seen or felt a single thing. 
 
    “Yup, he was keeping you company while you worked. But what’s up with the guys out there?” I asked jerking my thumb in the direction of other room. 
 
    “You’re a hot chick walking into a building full of testosterone,” John supplied. 
 
    I stuck out my tongue at him and immediately several loud whistles sounded. Startled, I saw a few of the guys looking through the glass and they were making kissy faces at us. 
 
    “John! Are they twelve or what?” I hissed turning my back to the large window and our audience. 
 
    He grinned. “Just about. Come on, let’s head into the office, that’s where it is anyway.” 
 
    I followed along behind him out the door and past the grinning and chuckling firefighters. My lips twitched but I refused to look their way. In the office, John pushed the door closed before grabbing an opened envelope off the small desk and handing it to me. 
 
    I looked at the front first seeing it was addressed to the fire hall and the sender’s names Mr. and Mrs. Carl Jones meant nothing. With a mental shrug, I pulled the folded piece of paper out. 
 
      
 
    Dear Station Ten, 
 
      
 
    We wish to thank you for the lovely carnival over the summer and your helpful fortune teller, Madame T. We could not find her name online so are hoping you will pass this message on to her. 
 
    After her sound advice, we have started the foster to adopt process and have just completed our classes. We will have our home study completed soon. We cannot wait to open our home and hearts to children. 
 
    So, Madame T, thank you. And thank you Station Ten for having such a gifted young woman on your staff. 
 
      
 
    All the best, 
 
    Carl and Kennedy Jones 
 
      
 
    The rough callus on John’s thumb scraped across my face carrying with it the tears I hadn’t realized were leaking from my eyes. “T, are you okay? Why are you crying?” 
 
    “Everything is just fine,” I said tossing my arms around John’s lean waist and pulling him forward for a hug. His long arms embraced me back. The smell of sweat, soap, and man overwhelmed my senses. A lump formed in my throat that had nothing to do with my joy for the Joneses and their future children and everything to do with John. 
 
    Moving away from his encircling arms I felt his reluctance to let me go in how his rough hands dragged over my sleeves, tugging at the fabric as they went. The smile he gave me didn’t reach his eyes and I had to turn away from him to collect myself. 
 
    “I thought you should see that in person,” John’s voice didn’t betray the swirling emotions between us and I envied him that. 
 
    Not for the first time, I thought about how easy it would be to just give in to what he wanted and kiss him. But I knew that would hurt him more. He was my friend and though I loved him for his sweet nature and quirky sense of humor, I never felt the giddy desire that I did with Mateo or even the warm gentle budding sense of togetherness like I had with Lance. To try and force things would be to ruin our friendship and I don’t think I could stand not having John in my life. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said softly, hoping somehow, he knew I was thanking him for more than sharing the sweet letter with me. 
 
    “Absolutely,” his eyes swept over me and I could see the struggle it took for him not to say what he clearly wanted. 
 
    “Hey, how are the cats doing?” 
 
    “They’re doing well, taking over the apartment like they own it,” John said, taking the letter and envelope back from me. “Want me to make a copy of this for you? No clue why but the Chief said you couldn’t have the original.” 
 
    “Would you?” I waited while he put it on the copier and ran off one for me. “I don’t even know how to use one of those.” 
 
    “Technology is great in all forms, even older ones,” John lectured with a straight face before his cheeks sucked in and then loud laughter exploded out. 
 
    I gave him a playful shove on the arm, snatching at the still warm copy of the letter in his hand. “Listen, I should get going.” 
 
    “Okay. Hey, T, want to have dinner tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I’d like that,” I said and meant it. 
 
    John didn’t see me out and I appreciated it, we needed a little space. Even better, the other guys were off doing whatever and although one of the ghostly firefighters gave me a disapproving head shake it didn’t bother me. 
 
    Once in my SUV, I filled my lungs with several deep, cleansing breaths. John and I would get past these little bumps of attraction and I knew once he had a steady girlfriend, we could go back to being friends with no other concerns. And that letter! Finally, some validation that I was doing some good with my abilities. 
 
    Something I haven’t been doing much of lately, I thought with a fresh frown pulling at my face. All my recent endeavors were geared more toward cleaning up Victor’s messes or navigating the tricky twists and turns of my love life. Okay, do more good, that wasn’t too tall of a challenge. Just had to seek it out if the opportunity didn’t fall into my lap. Like I could have been nicer to the ghosts of the firefighters. They were all heroes, having sacrificed their lives to save others. A few minutes of my time talking with them or even just a smile wouldn’t have killed me. 
 
    Best way to cement my new goal would be to help the first spirit I came across. And considering they were everywhere lately, that wouldn’t be too difficult. 
 
    My opportunity came much sooner than I would have believed. While putting my key into the ignition, my eyes were snagged by a familiar old man walking across the road. Leaning forward and squinting slightly, I jerked back when I realized who it was. The old man from Greece! He had ridden an elevator with me at the hotel I had stayed at and had yabbered away at me. Sadly, I couldn’t understand a word of it and when Mateo saw him, he had panicked so hadn’t heard the man speak. 
 
    I waved and began getting out of the truck but the man didn’t slow down. Instead, he gave me a fierce frown and faded out. 
 
    Guess he realized I still didn’t speak his language, but why had he followed me halfway across the world? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I greeted two bleary-eyed volunteers by wordlessly handing over a bag of donuts and two extra-large coffees from Dunkin Donuts. While they dug in, I went on morning rounds tidying up litterboxes, filling food and water bowls, and sweeping. Endless sweeping, thanks to all the cat hair floating around. 
 
    When I returned downstairs a much more chipper Dana and Gwennie were waiting for me. 
 
    “Want me to get Billy and Jean for you?” Dana offered, wiping crumbs of white powder from her mouth and hands with a napkin. 
 
    “Did you hear they’re planning a fifth Indiana Jones?” Gwennie asked before popping the last bit of a grape jelly filled donut in her mouth. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said to Dana and then turning to Gwennie, “No way! Really?” 
 
    “Hang on a minute.” Dana stood and turned to her partner, “You didn’t mention that last night.” 
 
    “I just read it,” Gwennie said with a shake of her head, tapping a well-manicured French-tipped fingernail on a glossy entertainment magazine near her arm on the table. 
 
    “Don’t toss it, I’ll read it later.” Her gaze swung my way, “Did you bring carriers or are you borrowing some?” 
 
    “I brought two with me, but you know what, I have two guest rooms. I should take four cats if there’s two more that are close.”  Spur of the moment but it made sense, as the boss, to do as much as I possibly could to help out. 
 
    “Have to be females though, right?” Gwennie asked, her brow crinkled in thought. “Maverick didn’t like other boys.” 
 
    Laughing and nodding, I marveled at her fabulous memory. “Yup, he’s possessive and I don’t feel like dealing with any spraying if I don’t have to.” 
 
    Dana and Gwennie looked at each other, identical looks of dismay on their faces. Finally, Dana spoke up, “I didn’t think altered males sprayed anymore.” 
 
    “Sadly, they can and will when provoked. And it’s nasty.” My nose crinkled in remembrance of the stench that took forever to get out of your nose. 
 
    “Girls it is then!” Gwennie said laughing. 
 
    The three of us headed upstairs. Gwennie helped me load Billy and Jean, the two sisters, into the carriers I had brought while Dana went and fetched two more carriers. It was such a hard decision on which to take but the ghost of Old Zeke helped by rubbing up against two and meowing expectantly at me. 
 
    “Jill?” Dana asked with a quiver of hesitation when she saw me move to pick one up. 
 
    “Not a good fit?” I frowned. I hadn’t spent a lot of time with her. Picking up the tiny senior girl she went rigid in my arms, her tail curling up under her body. Poor thing. 
 
    “She’s just been really skittish.” 
 
    “Maybe being around just one other cat will be a good thing for her,” Gwennie put in. 
 
    I glanced down at the scared cat in my arms and then at Old Zeke staring expectantly up at me. Deciding to go with his judgment, I placed Jill into one of the carriers, the poor girl went quietly and sat in there with her back facing the door. 
 
    The other cat Old Zeke picked was called Esmeralda, a fat two-year-old that had been brought to us from one of the shelters in Maryland. Originally named Witchy Woman, Parker had changed it when she arrived. Esmeralda didn’t care for the carrier and let us know by latching her back claws on the door and growling deep in her throat. We had no luck with Dana holding the carrier and me trying to push the cat’s fat rump in. 
 
    Gwennie grabbed a pillowcase and we let Esmeralda back herself into that then with a quick whoosh, we closed the top and stuck it in the carrier. A few seconds later her sleek black head popped out and she hissed at us. 
 
    “Good luck, T!” Gwennie said with a pinched smile. Her blue eyes went to Dana’s brown ones and they busted out laughing. 
 
    “Whatever, girls! Help me get them loaded up and off we go out of your hair.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I had Billy and Jean set up in my first guest bedroom and those two immediately hopped up on the bed, not phased at all about their abrupt change of surroundings. Sadly, the same could not be said for Jill and Esmeralda who both zoomed out of their carriers. Jill found refuge under the bed while Esmeralda jumped into the tub. 
 
    I left the two girls in the second guest room and when I went out in the hall, I saw Maverick with his nose glued to the door of the first guest bedroom. When I got closer, he turned and hissed. 
 
    “Chill out, Mav! You were once the sad, homeless cat. Be thankful for your lucky circumstances.” 
 
    He ignored me and continued to hiss. 
 
    “Whatever, Maverick.” 
 
    Going downstairs, my fingers trailing along the cool, slick, wood of the banister, the urge to decorate for Halloween hit. It was only two weeks away and I had nothing inside or out. The black cats were safe from my three so there was no reason I had to hang around. I grabbed my purse and keys and went out in search of pumpkins, hay bales, and other fun Fall things. 
 
    Two hours and more money than I would care to admit spending later, I pulled into my driveway and noticed my cleaning lady's car blocking the way into the garage. I parked slightly to the side and behind her white Toyota Corolla, the sight of her stuffed dolphins in the back made me grin. 
 
    Helen’s tearstained face wiped the grin off my face fast. “Are you okay?” I asked, dumping my purse and an overlarge bag of decorations on the floor of the entranceway. 
 
    “Oh, Teresa! I’m so sorry,” the older woman moaned, walking rapidly toward me. “I went to clean the guest bedrooms and there were cats in there! One zoomed out and Maverick attacked it. They were screaming so loudly! I don’t know where they are now. I’m so sorry!” She covered her face, soft sniffing sounds emerged from behind her trembling hands. 
 
    My palm smacked at my open mouth. Dang! I knew I had forgotten something. “It’s okay, Helen. I completely forgot you were coming, I should have left you a note about them. Which bedroom?” I asked though I had an idea which it was. 
 
    “The lavender one.” 
 
    Yup, the one that I had put Jill and Esmeralda in. “What about Agnes and Daisy?” 
 
    “I shut them in your room after the commotion with Maverick and the other cats.” 
 
    “Good call,” I said racing toward the stairs. “If we find Maverick, I think we’ll find the other cats. How many escaped? I had two in each guest room.” 
 
    Helen paused, her red-rimmed brown eyes jumping around, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s check that out first.” The door to the smaller, lavender bedroom was closed and when I opened it, I saw and heard nothing. I motioned for Helen to follow me inside and slowly advanced. 
 
    The door closed behind us with a soft click and we began searching the room. The food had been gobbled and the water bowl overturned. Helen grabbed a roll of paper towels from under the sink and began cleaning up the puddle of water. I got down on my hands and knees, crawling to the corner of the bed and lifting up the edge of the pale purple comforter, though it didn’t impede my view of under the bed at all. Even with the barest of light coming from the pulled curtains, I could tell there was nothing under the bed, not even a dust ball on the shiny wood floor. 
 
    Getting up, I rubbed my hands on my jeans, my eyes canvassing the room. There was a suspicious lump in the smooth expanse of the comforter on the queen-sized bed. How had I missed this? 
 
    “Helen,” I whispered, then when I had her attention I pointed to the lump and held a finger to my lips. Using two hands, I whipped up the heavy comforter, exposing a small black cat curled into a ball. Jill! 
 
    Large yellow eyes blinked up at me as I lowered the blanket back on top of her. 
 
    “There’s one which means Esmeralda is the one who escaped. She’s pretty big and fat so hopefully easy to find.” 
 
    Despite how upset she had been Helen laughed. “That name! Are they all given such fancy ones at your rescue?” 
 
    “Nope, the little one under here is Jill.” I patted the bed near where Jill was huddled. 
 
    Next up we searched the hall and finally my room where I heard a series of noises before we had even opened the door. Agnes was in the middle of my bed sprawled out on her back with her fluffy tummy exposed, not a care in the world. Maverick crouched half under the bed, only his sleek hindquarters and bristled brushy tail exposed. 
 
    “I think we found Esmeralda,” Helen said, her mouth in a downward slant. 
 
    “Maverick,” I said sternly but he ignored me. Getting down on the floor next to him I reached out, meaning to pull him out of there when a flash of white claws had me jumping up. Yanking the sleeve of my shirt up exposed three thin lines of ragged skin on my forearm, already beginning to bead with bright red blood. “You goober.” 
 
    “Oh, Teresa, your arm,” Helen gasped. 
 
    Stomping to the chest at the bottom of my bed, I opened it and retrieved a pillowcase from within. “I’ll be fine. Let’s get him out of here.” 
 
    With pillowcase in hand, I lunged and had Maverick’s rear in the case. As he moved to get away, I shoved it over the rest of him and his own frantic movements pushed him deeper into it. Holding the thrashing lime green pillowcase away from me just in case his claws got through the Egyptian cotton, I very carefully walked downstairs with him. 
 
    In the kitchen, I gently placed it on the floor and stood back, watching the material shake as Maverick emerged. With a flick of his tail, he walked to his water dish, took a few laps then sat there washing his face with a paw, avoiding looking at me. 
 
    When I went back upstairs with one of the cat carriers, I found Helen on the floor stroking Esmeralda. 
 
    “Want her?” I asked not even attempting to beat around the bush. 
 
    “Oh no, I don’t have time for a cat,” Helen said, her brown eyes never leaving the cat’s face. Esmeralda’s eyes were closed and her little mouth looked like she was smiling. Even from the doorway, I could hear her steady, content purrs. 
 
    “You have time to feed her and clean her litter, you have time,” I respond, moving to pluck her from Helen’s lap. 
 
    Helen’s strong, capable fingers stilled momentarily on the cat’s sleek black fur, her eyes lifted to regard me. “Is this how you rope people in?” 
 
    “If only it was that simple. She’s been vetted already, clean bill of health. A small adoption fee and you can take her home right now.” I dangled the cat carrier in front of me. 
 
    With a soft huff of exertion, Helen got to her feet, Esmeralda hugged to her chest. “A sucker born every minute and today I am that fool.” She lifted the cat to look into her face and then said with a sigh, “She’s a really sweet cat.” 
 
    “Yes, she is,” I agreed, though I certainly hadn’t seen that in my brief time with her. But once a cat has found their human it’s amazing the bond they have. 
 
    Helen placed Esmeralda into the carrier and wrote me a check for the Whisker Kisses adoption fee. I grabbed a bag of cat food from my pantry and carried it to her car while she loaded up her new cat. Despite making fun of the name, Helen insisted she planned to continue calling her Esmeralda, or just Alda. 
 
    Dashing back inside, I got my keys and moved my truck so Helen could back out. Once in the street, her horn gave a single cheery toot and off she went with her new friend. I pulled my Chevy Tahoe into the garage and then hot-footed back instead to take care of my scratches which were beginning to burn. 
 
    As I entered the house through the garage, Maverick glared at me. I shook my scratched arm at him, “Thanks a lot, buddy.” 
 
    After cleaning the scratches, one of which was much deeper than I had thought, and putting some Neosporin on them, I headed back upstairs to see how the rest of the crew had fared. 
 
    Agnes remained on my bed, not a care in the world. Daisy was in front of the guest bedroom where Jill was and was crying and clawing at the bottom of the door. Leaning down, I saw a black paw shoot out and tap Daisy’s nose. Leaving the girls to their getting-to-know-you play, I went to the second bedroom and found both Billy and Jean in the window surveying the backyard. 
 
    Standing behind them I leaned closer to peer down at what they were and saw nothing. “Well, you girls enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    Downstairs, I called in an order for Chinese and considered backing out of my dinner with John. My arm continued to throb and the beginnings of a headache pounded behind my eyes. Decorating could wait and so could John. 
 
    I have a valid reason, I kept telling myself as I hit the button for his phone and left a pretty whiny message. Tucking the phone into my back pocket, I went in search of some Aleve. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    After yesterday’s misadventures, I felt more than ready to take on the day when I woke up to Daisy’s butt in my face. She normally wasn’t much of a cuddler so I was sure the presence of the other three cats in the house was affecting her. Even if she couldn’t see them, other than Jill’s lightning-fast paw, Daisy could smell and hear them. 
 
    Moving her to one side while sitting up, I stroked her black and white fur. “Just for a few weeks to keep them safe,” I informed her while giving a few scratches under her chin. 
 
    Before breakfast, I checked in on all three cats from the rescue and everyone continued to do great. A few minutes adding food to dishes, cleaning out water bowls, and doing litter scooping detail and then fifteen minutes just being in the same room with them. 
 
    I had just begun scrolling through Instagram when Jill’s light form settled into my lap. “Well, hi,” I said softly so as not to scare her, reaching out a hand to stroke her fur. Soft purrs vibrated through her thin body when I reached her ears and gave each a gentle pet along with some careful scratches. 
 
    When the time came to set her back down, I don’t know who was more reluctant, me or her. “Sorry, girl, Momma’s got to check on the other kitties too.” 
 
    Leaving the room as I shut the door behind me, her little paw shot out from under it. I leaned down and ran a finger along the shiny paw. “Jill, I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Billy and Jean weren’t as friendly, though they appreciated the attention. Neither of them ventured into my lap, both seemed content to remain on the bed and receive some love while they rested. 
 
    My own three clamored around my bare feet in the kitchen singing the song of their people while I filled up their bowls and put down some moist cat food.  After feeding them it was time for me to enjoy my breakfast. Sitting at the counter, I ate a bowl of cereal while reading a text John left for me. 
 
    It the light of day my childishness of getting out of dinner with him last night seemed just that. Why was I suddenly afraid to be with my best friend? I had known he was interested in being more than friends for years and he never pushed and I doubted he would. So what was bothering me about it now? 
 
    Ugh! I plowed my hands through my hair, my fingers tangling in a few snarls. Enough of this BS, time to shower and head into Whisker Kisses. 
 
    But right as I was heading into the garage, something that had been nagging at me for a while finally resurfaced from the vast wasteland that was my short-term memory. The creepy guy from Longwood! I had never checked out his plates. I dashed back inside and got out my laptop. While it was powering up, I pulled up the pictures of his license plate on my phone. 
 
    Typing his plate in, I waited while it searched. Frowning, I leaned closer when the report came up, unable to believe it. No traffic violations, nothing. Or nothing that Mr. Duncan Sanders had been caught on. Despite my feelings, there was nothing I could do. I couldn’t call the police and say, “Hey, check out ole Duncan he’s giving me a bad vibe.” But it was a shame I couldn’t. 
 
    Glancing at the time, I knew I had to let it go and get on with my day. I closed up the laptop, stuck my phone back in my purse which I had slung on the counter on my way through the kitchen a few minutes ago. I whizzed through the mudroom out to the garage and got in the Tahoe to head to Whisker Kisses. 
 
    Sandy greeted me with an ear to ear smile when I walked in. “Hey, T!” she chirped. “I know I never got back to you but Mrs. Appleton is coming over this evening to see Manny.” 
 
    “That’s awesome! And I’ve got a free schedule today so whatever time is fine with me. Who all is going to be there?” I asked, just being nosy. 
 
    “Everyone,” she giggled, tossing her head. Her mouth pulled down. “I did it again, didn’t I?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to laugh. “Yup, still not used to short hair huh?” 
 
    “No!” she wailed. “And it’s been a week!” 
 
    Shaking my own head full of hair and feeling it swish around my shoulders and back I said a silent thank you to Lotte for talking me out of cutting mine. 
 
    Sandy’s bright blue eyes shot past me to the door and all but popped out. 
 
    Turning I saw Mateo entering and felt my own eyes widening. 
 
    “What a hunk!” Sandy hissed my way. 
 
    “Mateo,” I said, hearing a suddenly breathless quality to my voice and cringing. 
 
    “Lance who?” Sandy whispered giving my arm a friendly poke. 
 
    “Teresa, surprise!” Mateo said a warm smile spreading across his handsome face. 
 
    Today he was dressed in jeans, a dark blue sweater, and his hair was brushed to the side, no obnoxious pompadour or towering spikes. His beard was filling in very nicely giving him quite an air of maturity and just yumminess. If Sandy weren’t standing right there to witness the whole thing, I might have launched myself at him. 
 
    But I behaved, shoving my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “I can’t believe you’re here. I never told you the name of the rescue.” 
 
    A deep chuckle rumbled out of his chest and his teeth flashed white against his dark beard. “There’s not many cat rescues in Delaware, let alone Rehoboth Beach.” 
 
    He had a point. 
 
    “Hi, there,” Sandy said in an overloud voice as if to remind us she was there. Trust me, I hadn’t forgotten. 
 
    “Mateo, this is one of the volunteers, Sandy. Sandy, this is Mateo, we met while I was in Greece.” I knew there was no way to send a telepathic message to him since he had an impenetrable wall around his mind but I hoped my panicked eye movements and finger to lips motions were easy enough for him to understand. Nobody outside of my sister, John, and now Mateo knew about my psychic abilities and no way did I need any of the Whisker Kisses people knowing I also had a psychic friend from overseas. 
 
    Sandy practically raced around the desk offering her outstretched hand to Mateo so I had zero worries about her seeing my frantic facial expressions but Mateo did raise an inky eyebrow at my antics. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sandy.” 
 
    “Likewise, Mateo. Are you Greek?” Sandy asked wasting no time batting her eyelash extensions at him. 
 
    “Yes, I am. I’m here on business and thought why not surprise Teresa by seeing where she volunteers at.” 
 
    “Volunteers?” Sandy said her head tipping to the right as she looked at him. 
 
    “Hey, how about a tour? Since you came all this way,” I said, grabbing ahold of his arm and steering him away from Sandy since I now had to worry about her blurting out information, I wasn’t ready for Mateo to know. 
 
    Mateo went willingly, giving the other girl a wave over his shoulder. “It’s so good to see you,” he said to me, his voice lowered and husky sounding. 
 
    My fingers clutched at his arm just a tad harder. “It’s wonderful to see you too. What a nice surprise!” 
 
    “I take it Sandy doesn’t know about you being a medium? That’s what those facial contortions were about?” he asked, his eyebrows raised and a slight smile tugging at his lips. 
 
    “Almost nobody does and I want to keep it that way.”  I kept walking but he had stopped. Looking at him I saw his dark eyes were fixed on the stairs. Following his gaze, I saw Old Zeke sitting there, his teeth bared in a hiss. 
 
    “Your friend?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “He was. Old Zeke passed away while I was in Greece.” I couldn’t keep the sadness out of my voice. 
 
    Mateo’s warm fingers caressed my cheek, “I’m sorry for your loss. Losing someone you love is the most painful thing in this life,” his voice caught slightly and his fingers fell away from my face. 
 
    “Thank you, he had a long life but just not being there for the end,” I rolled my shoulders, my eyes going back to the spot where Zeke had been but he had vanished while I was looking at Mateo. “I just feel like I should have been there.” 
 
    I found myself pulled closer for a side hug, his crisp cologne filling my nose as his body heat warmed me. My heart should be going crazy at the contact but oddly this closeness to him didn’t affect me. Where was the giddiness at the mere thought of him? Or even the excitement that had filled me the moment I saw him come in? 
 
    Moving away my mind struggled to make sense of the sudden coolness I felt for him. We walked up the stairs so I could show him the different rooms and all the cats and I was distracted by his sharp intake of breath upon seeing the rows of black cats in cages in room one. 
 
    “Do you always have so many black cats?” he asked, and I could hear the awe in his voice. 
 
    That brought the smile back to my face. “No, not normally. Right now, they are here so we can protect them.” 
 
    He walked closer to the cages, his fingers rubbing against the outstretched paw from the small furry polydactyl we had named Pete.  “Protect them? From what?” he asked, his attention firmly fixed on the large paw. 
 
    “People being jerks.” I pulled my hair away from my face and wished I had a hair tie with me. “Halloween is coming up and some people think black cats are bad luck or have a connection to the underworld and want to sacrifice them.” 
 
    Mateo’s dark head whipped around at that, his face a mask of disgust. “That must be an American thing. We do not have many black cats in Greece and the ones we do have roam freely.” 
 
    “I did notice all the strays there.” I tried to keep my voice light but he must have heard the tremor of disapproval. 
 
    Withdrawing his hand from Pete, Mateo stood back up and cast an amused look my way. “They are not all strays. Many of them have families or at the very least people that take care of them. It’s not uncommon for several cats to live near a restaurant or tavern and be mascots of a sort with the regular clientele loving on and feeding them. They are just more independent than your American lazy housecat.” His lips tilted upward in a smile that brought that zing of awareness back in full force and left my mouth dry. 
 
    “I guess that’s one way of looking at things,” I said just to make conversation. Then giggled a little. “You’re just lucky you’re only visiting or I would send a cat or two along with you.” 
 
    He raised his hands in mock surrender. “Oh no, I’m far too busy for pets currently.” His eyes moved over me lighting a fire as they went. “While I love seeing where you work, I’m much more interested in seeing you.” 
 
    If I could purr, I would have. My smile felt flimsy as my fingers grasped each other to keep from fiddling in nervousness. 
 
    As I remained mute, Mateo’s eyes lowered and fixed themselves on my mouth. A roaring filled my ears making it hard to understand what he was saying. 
 
    “I’m sorry what?” my voice squeaked out. 
 
    “I asked if I can take you to lunch?” 
 
    “That would be….” I moistened my lips and started over, “that would be very nice.” 
 
    In a daze, I floated downstairs and gave Sandy a wobbly grin, “Mateo and I are going out for lunch. I’ll be back later for Manny’s appointment.” 
 
    “Sure, you will,” Sandy said with a wink. 
 
    Mateo guided me out and insisted on driving. Once into his rental BWM, some of my befuddlement evaporated and my senses became clearer. In the warm leather interior, I wondered more about his job that he couldn’t elaborate on. He never struck me as particularly well off in Greece, yet here he was renting a vehicle that was seen as a luxury car. 
 
    “Where would you like to go?” he asked, merging smoothly into traffic, his hands relaxed on the wheel. 
 
    “Outback, I love their bread,” popped out of my mouth. “Head toward the beach and it will be on your left.” 
 
    At the restaurant, Mateo gazed around and simply said, “Quirky.” 
 
    When our food came, I dug right in while he picked and moved his around more than actually eating. The conversation felt stilted and when I tried to tell him about my visit to Longwood with my niece, it seemed like Mateo was worlds away. He perked up some when I mentioned our encounter with Lance and his new wife. I was proud of myself for keeping the bitterness out of my voice. 
 
    “He moves quickly,” Mateo replied, drinking down the last of his iced tea. 
 
    I stabbed at my shrimp on the barbie, “You can say that again. And this is marriage number three!” 
 
    “I wonder if Victor had anything to do with this,” Mateo put in. 
 
    As I chewed, I considered that. Victor had mentioned knowing about Pam because Lance told him but what if Victor had hooked up with Pam while he was possessing Lance?! My hand trembled as I snatched my glass of Coke and slurped it noisily through the straw. 
 
    “The jerk would never tell me,” I muttered plopping my drink back down. “He had the nerve to ask for more money the other day.” 
 
    Mateo smiled at our waiter as she placed the check face down on the table. He waited for her to leave before speaking. “Did you give him some?” he asked gently. He glanced briefly at the check before taking a credit card out of his wallet and placing it down on the table. 
 
    I squirmed slightly in the booth, I hadn’t meant to mention Victor’s visit or me bankrolling his new lifestyle. “Yes, I did.” My eyes jumped around the restaurant refusing to meet his. 
 
    “If you need anything, let me know. I won’t have that jerk bleeding you dry.” His hand stretched across the table to cover mine. 
 
    Guilt stabbed at me and I opened my mouth to assure him that I could easily afford what I had given Victor but something stopped me. Mateo’s hand was cool and while it should have comforted me, I had to resist the urge to snatch it out from under his. 
 
    “No worries about that, I won’t allow it to happen,” I said, removing my hand as delicately as I could without alerting Mateo to the fact that his touch wasn’t as welcomed as it should have been. What in the world was wrong with me? A week ago, the idea of being touched by him would have sent shivers down my entire body and now here he was being sweet and trying to be supportive and I wanted to distance myself. 
 
    Perhaps it was merely his abilities that closed him off to me. I was used to feeling something from the touch of others and I found his emptiness to be off-putting. Surely that would change the closer we got. Yes, certainly. My mind eased. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaving the restaurant, Mateo turned the collar of his wool mackinaw up and gave a grimace as he scanned the gray sky. 
 
    “Is Greece very warm in the fall and winter?” I ask, enjoying the mild day myself. 
 
    “The nights can be cool but the days are in the teens,” he said, giving me a tight smile. 
 
    “The teens?!” I gulped. 
 
    His mouth went up in a lopsided grin that reminded me how close in age we really were. “Celsius. In Fahrenheit, I believe that would be in the fifties.” 
 
    I smiled back, “That sounds great for winter.” 
 
    “We occasionally get snow, though nothing like what I imagine you get.” 
 
    He opened the car door and waited while I slid inside then closed the door gently.  When he got in, we sat for a moment in the quiet vehicle. 
 
    “It’s a shame you don’t like the weather, we’re very close to the boardwalk,” I said breaking the silence. 
 
    “I don’t mind the weather, it’s just an adjustment. I would very much like to see your ocean.” He turned on the car and easily found his way to the boardwalk without any help from me. I marveled at his sense of direction. I always joked I could get lost in a paper bag with the end popped out. 
 
    The wind blew across the water carrying the tangy sweet smell of the sea to me and tossing my hair in my eyes and face. I bit my lip when I saw Mateo’s hair didn’t move, not a single strand was out of place. 
 
    “What’s that smile for?” he asked, taking my hand in his as we walked along the boardwalk our footsteps thumping on the wooden boards. A few other people were milling around but the shops were closed so the crowds wouldn’t return until May when the weather turned warmer. 
 
    I gave his arm a bump with my shoulder. “What do you put in your hair?” I asked innocently. 
 
    “Why?” He laughed, his right hand going to his unmoving hair. 
 
    “Is it glue?” I busted out laughing. I wasn’t so far gone that I didn’t feel the zing sizzling up my arm from our joined hands. He was annoyed. And I could feel it. 
 
    Despite his scowl and the angry warmth radiating from him, I was suddenly happy. Mateo wasn’t a closed off psychic. He was approachable and we were just two people out for a walk on a lovely fall day, my hand swinging his back and forth as we strolled down the boardwalk. 
 
    “It’s a pomade,” he said, his quiet voice nearly swept away in the wind. “Though I don’t know why it’s so amusing.” 
 
    My eyes dropped down staring at my boots. Amazingly, there was a discarded green Funland ticket under my left foot cemented to the wooden planks that made up the boardwalk. “Sorry,” I murmured, “just a bit of fun. Look at my hair and yours is perfectly in place.” 
 
    “Oh,” came out as soft as the breeze. His hand came up to pluck a billowing clump of hair from my face, his fingers featherlight over my lips. His dark eyes sparkled as if lit from within giving me a hint of what was to come, but I was still unprepared for the cool press of his lips to mine. 
 
    With a sigh, I allowed his pressing tongue to advance into my mouth and stroke my own. The taste of iced tea lingered on his tongue. I ended the kiss and moved away catching a glimpse of Mateo with his eyes closed and lips still open, so vulnerable. 
 
    As his eyelashes shifted upward, I looked toward the crashing waves of the ocean, the constant rise and fall of the water soothing. Mateo was an experienced kisser and that skill had clearly shone through yet I had felt no connection. It troubled me. And despite the expertise, I could clearly feel him holding back. 
 
    He shifted next to me, not touching me. My eyes left the sea and went to his profile, marveling over what a handsome man he was and why I didn’t feel the same as I had in Greece. Was something holding me back? Could the issue be me and not him? 
 
    A movement behind him caught my attention, my eyes narrowing to better make out the details. It was the old man again. 
 
    “Mateo, is that who I think it is?” I asked, pointing at the man who scowled at us from in front of the Green Turtle. 
 
    He looked and just as quickly turned away. “I don’t know who you mean,” he said grabbing at my hand. His long legs traveled much faster than my shorter ones and I struggled to keep up with him. 
 
    “It’s the old ghost from Greece, we ran into him in the hotel. This is the third time I’ve seen him.” I knew Mateo didn’t care for spirits and this one had somehow made it through his defenses which either scared him or pissed him off. But I needed help making sense of it and I wanted answers. 
 
    That got Mateo’s attention. “The third?” 
 
    “Once in Greece and twice here. I wonder if he’s connected to you.” 
 
    “No, he cannot be,” came his fast denial. I didn’t believe him for a second. 
 
    “Slow down,” I commanded, tugging free of his hard grip on my hand.  I spun around on my boot heels and began walking back in the direction we came from. 
 
    After a few seconds, I heard Mateo’s fast stride catching up to me. He walked next to me but didn’t attempt to touch me again. The harsh sound of him clearing his throat swung my head back his way. 
 
    “If you’re seeing him, he wants something from you, not me,” he said, his tone reasonable. 
 
    “But he’s from Greece,” I argued. We had reached the large white pillar and red brick bandstand pavilion. Parking during the fall and winter months was free and easy to come by so I could see Mateo’s gleaming black BMW just a few feet away. 
 
    “Ghosts come from all over, just because we’re from the same country doesn’t mean we’re connected,” Mateo stated while walking away from my side to stare out at the closed shops that lined the street. 
 
    I wanted to say that I knew, it was a strong feeling. Anyone else hearing it would laugh but Mateo would understand but I held back. He should know and yet he was denying it. What was going on with him? When we touched, I got nothing and it was so frustrating! 
 
    “I guess,” I said not believing it. “Thank you for lunch and the walk.” 
 
    His eyes were cold when they met mine before he blinked and a change overtook them. I willed myself to not react but the smile on my face sagged. 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Teresa. Let me take you back to the rescue.” 
 
    He had no problem navigating his way back from the boardwalk to Whisker Kisses but the silence in the vehicle had a very real chill to it. How could something that had felt so right go so far south so quickly? 
 
    As he pulled into the drive, my phone vibrated in my bag but I let it be. Honestly, I was afraid of what potential bad news it would bring. A dark cloud hung over the day now. 
 
    Mateo opened up the passenger door for me and walked me to the rescue’s bright turquoise door. His hand rested on the door near my head as he leaned in for another kiss. This time I was taken by surprise not from the absence of connection with him but rather that he couldn’t feel the lack of vibes between us. His mouth moved skillfully over mine while his free hand gripped my arm through my coat. “I’ll call you soon,” he said before striding down the pathway and getting into his rental. I saw him wave his hand as he backed out of the parking lot but turned before he had merged into the road. 
 
    Instead of entering the building, I let my forehead rest against the cool door. My purse emitted another series of vibrations and I dug into it in search of my phone. It was Lance that had messaged. After the disastrous lunch with Mateo, I really wasn’t in the mood for another example of how sucky my love life was but curiosity got the better of me and my index finger opened up my messages. 
 
    It was two short texts. The first, Teresa, I’m sorry you found out the way you did. 
 
    And the second one. I never meant to hurt you. 
 
    My fingers flew across my phone It’s none of my business, have a great life. In my head, I added loser to the end of it and before I could stop myself, I hit send. 
 
    Dang, why did it sting so much? I could have married Lance, I’m the one that dumped him! Ugh! Why does life have to be so confusing? 
 
    Slumping against the door I gulped in some air, my eyes closing. As more oxygen flooded my system I pushed away from the cold door. It was time to be the bigger person, to be the “adult.” Lance’s age cracks still smarted. I would get him and Pam a wedding present. Determined, I grabbed my keys and got into my Tahoe and headed to the outlets. Congrats and many blessings upon your third trip into wedding bliss, Lancelot, I smirked to myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    After finding the absolute best gift, I couldn’t wait to hand deliver it to the front door of Lance and Pam’s house. Briefly, I debated having it delivered but that would take some of the fun out of it for me. 
 
    After a brief stop at the gatehouse to put in my security code, I coasted down the street toward Lance’s house taking notice of all the decorations our neighbors had in place. A few of the pricey homes looked like Hobby Lobby had thrown up all over while several others were a hodgepodge of homemade décor courtesy of the grandkids. Slowing down, I savored each and every one. 
 
    When I had originally looked into homes in a gated community, I had feared they would be full of stuffy retirees or grumpy old monied young snots. It was to my utter delight when I discovered Landon’s Crossing, an awesome mixture of everything I feared tossed in with cheerful transplants from different areas and states to balance it all out. Other than Lance’s complaints about my cats caterwauling, nobody else had ever said an unkind word to me.  I had truly felt at home the moment I walked into what would become my home. 
 
    As I passed my house, the bare yellow exterior glowed warmly and looked so empty compared to the neighboring houses. Even Lance had put out some straw bales and carved pumpkins. I had to step up my game. 
 
    His driveway was empty of his black Range Rover but that didn’t mean it wasn’t in the garage. What I assumed was her blue BMW also was absent. I glanced over at their gift laying on the passenger seat next to me, my lower lip caught between my teeth as indecision filled me. 
 
    While my brain struggled, my body was on autopilot and turned the SUV into Lance’s driveway and put it into park. We lived in a very safe community, gated fence, passwords needed to enter. I mean, that’s why I chose it once I won big in the lottery. Almost zero chance it would be stolen so there was no harm in leaving the gift on Lance’s porch. Other than the satisfaction to be gleaned from seeing their attractive faces drain of color when they opened it, that was. 
 
    Who knew I was such a vindictive person? I felt the smirk on my face tighten up even more. That decided, I hopped out and grabbed the plain, white envelope and scrawled Penrose Lancelot Hamilton and wife #3 across the front of it. Marching up his porch, I opened the glass storm door, which I knew he never locked, and slipped the envelope into the festive black, yellow, and orange wreath that hung on the boring dark wood door. Hopefully, Pam would discover it first. 
 
    My task accomplished, I almost skipped back to my Tahoe. Getting into the driver’s seat, a satisfied grin firmly planted on my face, my hand pulling the safety belt over me suddenly released it, the belt retracting with a loud zip. There on Lance’s white porch, leaning against the house, his lined face staring directly at me was the ghost of the old man from Greece. As our eyes met, his lips tugged down in a fierce scowl and then he vanished. One moment he was there the next gone, no smoke, no gradual fade out, just poof! 
 
    Was he haunting me? And if so, for what reason? 
 
    Despite being slightly unnerved by the old Greek spirit, something that rarely happened after a lifetime of seeing ghosts, I determined not to let this affect the rest of my day. We were meeting Manny’s potential adopter tonight and that was cause enough to keep me giddy. 
 
    A glance at my phone told me I had a few hours until the appointment, so plenty of time to decorate. Grabbing my belt firmly this time, I managed to get it fastened and then drove back to my house, pulling into the garage. 
 
    In the kitchen, Agnes was eating daintily while Daisy splashed in the large water bowl with a soaked paw and whiskers swept back. “And cats don’t like water,” I muttered on my way through to the hallway where my purchases from yesterday remained. Two of the bags just chewed mildly. Examining the holes and the tattered bits of plastic scattered around I realized I needed to be much more careful in the future. Plastic was not the best for anyone’s digestive system. 
 
    Grabbing the three large bags, I hauled everything outside and set to work. Halloween wasn’t my favorite time of the year, that was reserved for Christmas, but I definitely had fun with it. 
 
    Half an hour later, I stepped close to the road so I could stand back and survey my progress. A flashy teal tracksuit coming down the street caught my attention, my eyes leaving my partially decorated front yard. It was Mrs. James and sure enough, duck walking next to her was the spirit of Mr. James. Scuba fins made walking awkward but he was such a sport wanting to enjoy an afternoon stroll with his wife. 
 
    Smiling, I waved my hand at the approaching couple. 
 
    “Teresa, the house looks great! I especially like the flashing pumpkins,” Mrs. James remarked with a broad smile on her thin face. 
 
    “Thank you! Out enjoying the weather?” 
 
    “Yes, and trying to keep in shape. Going to be doing a lot of walking soon and I need to work my way up.” 
 
    “Oh, what do you have planned?” I asked, genuinely interested. Mrs. James was a lovely woman who was a quiet and respectful neighbor and Mr. James was the same in death as in life, polite and friendly. 
 
    “I’m going on an anniversary cruise!” Gnarled hands clutched themselves under her chin as her eyes fairly glowed in excitement. 
 
    Stunned, I could only stare at her. Not only was Mr. James deceased but he had died on their last anniversary cruise. 
 
    She laughed, obviously reading the shocked look on my face. “I know Timothy is gone but he’ll always be my husband and he loved cruises. I so wish we would have taken more trips together. I know he would want me to go.” 
 
    Mr. James nodded, his blue eyes fixed with love on his wife. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right, he would,” I said with feeling. “Enjoy it! Do you need a house sitter?” I offered then realized how foolish that was considering I was rarely home lately. 
 
    Mrs. James apparently thought so too as she chuckled and reached out a hand to pat at my arm. “Teresa, you never let any grass grow under your feet. A young girl like you is much too busy, besides I hired a service, so easy, all they need to do is take in my mail, water my plants, and put out and take in my trashcans. But what they charge! Oh well,” she laughed again. “I better let you finish decorating and get on with my walk before my heart rate drops too much. Have a good day, dear.” 
 
    With a cheerful wave, she began to powerwalk away, her arms bent perfectly at her waist, moving back and forth in rhythm with her strides. Mr. James struggled to keep pace with her and tossed me a little wave over his shoulder. 
 
    I smiled fondly at the pair then my eyes drifted up the street to Lance’s house. Still no sign of them. And thankfully not a repeat appearance of the grumpy, Greek ghost either. With a sigh, I got back to work, finishing up my decorating but ever on the alert for the black Range Rover or blue BMW. 
 
    After a checking in on the black kitties from the rescue and a change of shirts since my other one got covered in purple and orange glitter, I fired up my SUV and went in search of a fast Wawa sub before going to Whisker Kisses for Manny’s adoption placement. 
 
    Munching on my sub as I headed out, I reflected on things I needed to work on to get my act together. Wawa was me and John’s favorite place for tasty subs and I had never gotten back to him about dinner. I was being such a baby about the whole thing and there was no reason for it. Time to grow up and deal with the fact that my friend had a crush on me. We were both adults but he was the only one acting like it. And if he could deal with unrequited love then obviously, I could handle an occasional wistful smile or a look of longing in his blue eyes. 
 
    The parking lot at the rescue was full, which was no surprise, Manny was a long-term guy and one of our favorites. Something about the big lug sucked you right in. 
 
    Opening the door, I strolled in smiling, expecting a party. What greeted me was almost every single volunteer with a long face, many with red watery eyes and a few openly sobbing. 
 
    “Guys! I know we’re going to miss Manny but come on,” I looked around expecting something. 
 
    Sandy came forward arms outstretched, her hands clutching at my shoulders as if she were drowning. “Oh, T,” she sobbed, her breathing fast. “Ashley called, a few black cats were found mutilated. One had to be put down.” 
 
    I blinked even as my hands pulled the other girl closer in a hug. “How many? What happened?” 
 
    Dana spoke up next, her hands holding Gwennie’s, “Three. All of them had their tails degloved, the one that died had his paw done too. The monsters.” 
 
    Degloved?! I released Sandy to press a balled-up fist to my mouth, feeling the sub I had just happily eaten roar up my throat. Dashing for the bathroom, I didn’t even have time to shut the door before I was gagging into the toilet, hot tears squeezing out of my closed eyes as I vomited. 
 
    A cool hand whisked my hair away from my face as I finished spitting out the remaining yuck in my mouth. Through watery eyes I saw Parker’s calm, sad face staring down at me, a few sections of paper towel in her other hand which she offered to me. 
 
    “It’s okay, T,” Parker said, her voice low and gentle as she guided me to the sink which she turned on. 
 
    Splashing cold water on my face and rinsing my mouth out helped swing me out of the horror of what those poor cats had gone through and into action mode. I accepted the paper towels from Parker and we rejoined the others. 
 
    “Let Ashley know Whisker Kisses will absorb all of the cats’ vet bills and we’ll try to find placements for them once they heal.” 
 
    A few of them nodded, others, still stunned, just looked down at the laminate floor. Aaron spoke up, raising his long arm in the air like he was in school.  “Why are things so bad this October? I was here last year and nothing like this was happening.” 
 
    Mutters of agreement greeted that and I found my head nodding as well. The increase in spirit activity, the cruelty toward black cats, could I have been wrong about Halloween? What was making this year so much deadlier? 
 
    Our answer never came as Mrs. Appleton, the elderly lady who was adopting Manny came shuffling slowly through the rescue’s bright turquoise door, electric blue cane in hand, some odd hat with thick white lace bobbing on her short blue hair. 
 
    She took a look at our faces and her smile twitched before she joked, “I must be getting the pick of the place for him to have a sendoff like this!” 
 
    Her words were so close to what I had thought when I first came in that I began to laugh. It started as a tiny bubble in my throat that ended up in an almost shrill shriek. I slapped a hand over my mouth to quell it. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered around my hand. 
 
    Gwennie saved the day by rushing forward, hands extended. “Forgive her, we just had some dreadful news. But we all did come for Manny’s sendoff. And we could use some happiness right now.” 
 
    Mrs. Appleton’s smile, which had disappeared at my wild laughter, came inching back to her heavily lined face and once fully in bloom again, she easily looked ten years younger. 
 
    Parker came forward with Manny in her arms and offered him to his new owner. As Mrs. Appleton struggled to hold the enormous orange ball of fluff that was Manny, he peered out at us and yawned exposing a mouth missing many teeth and a whole stretch of pink gullet. 
 
    “He’s such a beautiful boy,” Mrs. Appleton commented, her eyes fixed on Manny. “Don’t you all worry, he’ll have a wonderful life with me, watching the soaps and hopefully catching all the mice that seem to think my house is the mouse hotel come fall and winter.” 
 
    I didn’t know how well of a mouser Manny was, but TV watching he could definitely do. During my overnight stays, it hadn’t been unusual for a few of the cats to join me in the third bedroom and watch some television with me before I went to sleep. 
 
    I walked forward to give Manny a final scratch behind his large bat-like ears and as I did so I noticed Old Zeke’s ghostly presence weaving around Mrs. Appleton’s feet. “You be a good boy, Manny, we love you.” 
 
    Driving home my feelings swung between joy for Manny and weepy depression for the poor cats that had been harmed just because of the color of their fur. My promise of several days ago came back, to do some good. Paying their vet bills was all fine and dandy but putting an end to this nonsense was what really needed to be done. But I didn’t know how. Maybe Ashley had some answers. 
 
    Knowing that she had just been put through the wringer caring for the injured cats, I knew now was not the time to call. My attention switched over to who else I could do something for. The couple that was adopting popped back into my head. 
 
    With a smile, I looked over at my purse slumped on its side on the passenger seat. I still had the copy of their letter John had given me in there, having forgotten to take it out the other day. A nice donation to their adoption or a big, fun gift? I would have to think on that some. 
 
    My phone began ringing but unknown came up on the dash display so I let it go to message. Now, who else? I pondered as traffic slowed and we came to a red light. 
 
    Several ghostly vehicles puttered by as I sat and stared. One of them was a vintage Thunderbird that caught my eye. Joey! The teenage spirit that had latched onto me at the fire hall’s carnival had been killed by Angelo when he ran Joey over with his Thunderbird. Not that Joey had been completely innocent as he had been crouched down near Angelo’s tires to slice them. What a mess that had been! But Joey’s body was finally recovered thanks to my tip and hopefully, he now rested easy with his body being buried near his parents’ graves. I wondered if his sister had gotten him a headstone, perhaps I could gift one to the punk. 
 
    My phone beeped signifying a message. I knew I shouldn’t since I was driving but I pulled it out of my purse and hit listen. 
 
    “Teresa, how sad we didn’t even have your number!” a hard, female voice shrilled like nails on a chalkboard, my spine tingled in protest. 
 
    My mother continued on, “I had to get your number from Megan!” 
 
    I’d be having words with my sister! 
 
    “We wanted to visit you,” both my parent's voices chimed in on that, though my mother’s voice still managed to overpower my father’s weaker one. “And you live in Rehoboth now?” my mother continued, “You hate the beach.” 
 
    Wrong again, Mom, I love the beach, always have, always will. But you wouldn’t know that because you never cared enough to find out. And that would be a big hell to the no on them coming here. 
 
    My hands clutched at the steering wheel and I almost missed my turn, which told me how shaken up the unexpected call from my parents had made me. Going directly into the garage I didn’t even bother glancing up the street to see if Lance and his bride were home, though once I put the SUV in park that thought did come barreling out. Nah, I would know when I got another text from Lance. 
 
    In the kitchen, I dumped my purse down and grabbed a water from the fridge, pacing the length of the room as I gulped it down. If I didn’t call my parents back maybe they would forget all about this, they had never visited me before after all, so why should now be any different. 
 
    But what if they didn’t? that thought nagged at me. No way could I let them see my house. If they knew I had money they would try to get me to invest in one of their lame businesses. Like their soap balls that smelled of lye and crumbled after one use. No way. 
 
    Perhaps John would let me borrow his place. Yes! Brilliant! I still hoped it wouldn’t come to that but if it did, I felt better having a vague plan in place. 
 
    Snatching my phone out of my bag, I hit my sister’s number then stomped through the house waiting for her to pick up. When she finally did after seven rings, I didn’t bother with greetings and instead launched right into her. “Why did you give them my number?” I wailed. 
 
    Apparently, Megan didn’t even need to ask who I was referring to as she immediately countered back, “Why should I be the only one to suffer?!” 
 
    She had me there. “Why are they suddenly interested in us? You have Amber, I have cats.” 
 
    “One of them is dying, needs a kidney or something,” Megan said. “I don’t know! I told you before I don’t trust them.” She paused then continued in a softer tone, “I’m sorry about Lance, by the way.” 
 
    I stopped my endless pacing, then realization hit. Oh right, Amber probably told her. “It’s okay, obviously just not meant to be.” 
 
    “But so soon! What a jerk, I’m so sorry I was so gung-ho on him, T.” 
 
    My eyes rolled around the room even as my shoulders slumped forward. Gung-ho? Talk about understatement. If Megan had been single, she would have tried for him. The way her eyes bugged out and how she had blushed around him, it was almost comical. 
 
    Then I frowned, a thumb lifting to my mouth to chew on a nail. My sister would have been a better match for him than I had ever been. 
 
    “Yeah, well, whatever…Back to our parents. You don’t really think they are dying, do you?” My voice caught and I gave myself a mental shake. “They weren’t the greatest parents…” 
 
    Megan cut me off, her voice appalled, “Gosh no! I was just joking there, get a grip. They looked fine when they were here. Ate everything in sight,” she muttered. “And did I tell you they stole the leftovers too?” 
 
    “Several times,” I said fighting back a case of the giggles. 
 
    “But who steals Tupperware out of someone’s fridge? They’re like the human version of raccoons.” She began cracking up on the last word and I joined her. 
 
    “Did you really just call our parents trash pandas?! Megan, that’s hilarious!” 
 
    “I guess I did!” 
 
    Our laughter tapered off and I grew serious. “So, what should I do?” 
 
    “Let them visit but hide your Tupperware?” Megan offered. 
 
    “But I don’t want to,” I whined back as only a younger sibling could. 
 
    Megan snorted into the phone. “You think I wanted to? Let them visit and hopefully, they won’t darken our doorsteps for another several years.” 
 
    With that parting bit of wisdom, my sister said she had to go and disconnected without another word. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    My night was restless, far too much reality interfering with my dreams, and I woke up feeling hungover. Maverick jumped when I put my foot down too close to his tail and took off for safer floor space as I shuffled my way to the bathroom. Even Lotte’s fabulous color and cut couldn’t save me, I looked as rough as I felt. 
 
    What I needed was a peaceful day at home to recharge and do some pampering. Or a long beach walk if the weather was decent enough. I hadn’t been on a beach since my time in Greece when Mateo took me Milos Island so we could search for sea glass. Going to the boardwalk was great but walking on the sand, being close to the ocean, now that was calming. 
 
    My hand rose to my neck to touch the red sea glass pendant that Lance had gotten made for me, all my fingers encountered was bare skin. A sob quivered in my throat but I refused to let it out. The dry whack of my palms hitting the sink’s marble vanity in the bathroom pulled my eyes downward. The sight of my bare ring finger didn’t improve my mood. 
 
    Had I wanted to marry Lance? 
 
    That thought repeated in a slow, endless loop as I dashed back into the bedroom and jumped on my bed to cuddle a pillow to my chest. I had dated a few different guys over the years, but nothing had felt like the rush I got when with Lance. The man had basically moved in and we had rarely been apart though, so much compressed into a short amount of time. And our time together had been nothing like the friendship I had with Victor, or like we used to have. I missed that friendship. 
 
    I hugged the pillow tighter as tears leaked out of my eyes forming a wet splotch on the pillow under my head. So much loss and heartache over the last two months, it was simply too much! I sniffed loudly before turning and burying my face into the pillow letting my sobs be muffled by its softness. 
 
    My tears dried up as anger began to take over. Victor, the jerk, had ruined our friendship with his foolish body jumping. I accepted a little blame for letting him get away with using Lance’s body the first time but this whole Adrian thing? Nope, none of the blame was on me, this was strictly him. Yes, we might never have a traditional relationship but we’d had each other, why couldn’t that have been enough? 
 
    I punched at the pillow, venting my frustration on the helpless goose down inside. 
 
    As for Lance, I needed to be rational. Yes, the sex had been great and it was nice having someone, but his superior attitude toward me had begun to grate almost as much as his casual attitude about my things and the rescue. The biggest thing I needed to remind myself every single time I felt a stirring of jealousy over not being his wife and the fact that he moved on so quickly, was just that. He moved on fast. Obviously, I hadn’t mattered that much to him despite what his mouth had said. A marriage between us would have been just as shallow and I deserved better. 
 
    A final sniff and I rolled over on the bed reaching across to the tissue box on my nightstand. Several tissues later I not only was in control again but actually felt pretty good. Apparently, I had been overdue for a good soul-cleansing cry. Dang PMS! 
 
    Agnes must have thought the same thing because she appeared next to me with a tiny meow of greeting only after I had pulled myself together. 
 
    “Hey, girl.” I rubbed a hand down her soft, multicolored fur as she settled down next to me, her little motor running almost immediately. Unlike what many tortie owners claimed, Agnes was pretty low-key and super sweet, not possessing the ‘tortitude’ cats with her distinct coloring were known to have. And I was grateful for my friend’s love. Giving her a kiss between her eyes I got up off the bed, heading downstairs for breakfast. As I was reaching for a bowl the phone that I had placed on the table started to go off. Without hesitation, I set the bowl down and grabbed at the phone. 
 
    “Teresa, I need to head back to Greece for a week or so before I return to the US again. Is it possible for me to see you today?” Mateo’s smooth voice sent shivers down my spine. Odd how he had that effect over the phone but in person, things weren’t as rosy. 
 
    “Why don’t you come to my house?” the words tumbled out of my mouth even as my heart seized up. I guess I wasn’t fully over my crush on him as I had thought. 
 
    “I would like that very much.” 
 
    I gave him the address and then after only a slight hesitation the access code. I had been meaning to change it anyhow and would first thing tomorrow. 
 
    After the phone call, I zoomed around the house cleaning up. I visited with the foster cats and my heart broke for Jill who seemed so sad to see me go. Billy and Jean were indifferent to my presence but Jill had climbed all over me, giving head bumps and purring her little heart out. No idea how to break the news to Maverick but it looked like he was going to be getting another sister. 
 
    “And we’ll fatten you right up, huh, girl?” I cooed to the skinny cat. Running a hand over her fur, it did seem we were already heading in the right direction. Her ribs and spine weren’t as prominent as they had been. 
 
    Once done it was time to concentrate on myself.  I gulped a bowl of cereal before racing upstairs to shower. I really didn’t need to hurry too much, DC was a good two and a half hours away. 
 
    I told myself that again when the doorbell rang less than an hour later, that it was okay because it couldn’t be Mateo already. Padding to the door in bare feet, my wet hair dripping cold water down the back of my pale gray shirt sent a shiver through me. Though that abated when I opened the door to reveal Mateo, a bouquet of roses in his hand and a smile on his face that warmed me in all the right ways. 
 
    “Mateo,” his name but a breathless sigh on my lips as I held the door open and stepped aside so he could enter. As he walked past me, I caught a whiff of his cologne, strong and exotically spicy smelling. My nose itched. Reaching up to rub at it a drop of chilled water splashed on my hand. My hair! No makeup! 
 
    My thrill at seeing him promptly took a nosedive and I felt horribly self-conscious. Even worse, when I looked up, he stood there staring, a bemused expression on his handsome face. 
 
    Wordlessly, he held out the flowers. 
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to get out at a normal volume and accepted them from him. “Let me put these in water.” 
 
    He followed me into the kitchen and laughed when I had to dig an empty ice tea gallon jug out of my recycling can to put them in. “I don’t get many flowers.” 
 
    Stepping closer, he pushed back a few wet strands of hair away from my face. “Teresa, somehow I don’t believe that.” 
 
    “Believe it,” I said shortly, moving away from him. The air fairly crackled with our combined energy leaving me feeling very nervous. “Would you like a drink?” I offered, heading to the fridge to get myself water. 
 
    “No, no thank you.” 
 
    I grabbed a single bottle and then led him into the living room. I caught him looking around as he went, his dark eyes missing nothing. I had never let on in Greece much about my financial status and honestly, I don’t think it’s anyone’s business. John feared Mateo was after me for my money and I had countered that he didn’t know. 
 
    Neither had Lance and that relationship had fizzled out. Mateo knew my main secret, should I reveal another one to him? That we could live quite comfortably together? But still, I held back. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you so soon,” I said then immediately wished I hadn’t. I sounded peevish and a tad whiny. 
 
    Sitting down on the couch next to me, his warm thigh rubbed against mine as he flashed me another of his smiles. “To be honest, I was already on my way when I called you.” 
 
    “You were? What if I had been busy?” I found myself leaning closer to him, my hand coming to rest on that hard thigh. 
 
    “Then I would have gone to the airport instead, confused and sad.” 
 
    “Stop!” I laughed giving him a soft poke in his hard side with my index finger. 
 
    “Seriously, I would be sad. We didn’t see nearly as much of each other as I had hoped.” His eyes regarded me as the smile left his face and I was left feeling like I had somehow wounded him. 
 
    Pulling back, I regarded him, my emotions all over the place. How could feelings over a man be such a roller coaster? It didn’t seem healthy. 
 
    “Maybe when you return, we can make a point of getting together more often?” I offer. 
 
    My ears filled with the sounds of static as a queer smell of ozone filled my nose. The painful prickly burning in my nostrils was too much as I sneezed repeatedly. Coming up for air, stinging tears dampened my eyes which I tried to blink away as Mateo offered me the tissue box from the coffee table. 
 
    Snatching several, I dabbed at my eyes first then my nose. “Sorry, I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “Hope you’re not allergic to me.” His dark eyes flashed, a wicked grin revealing his white teeth in a display not unlike a shark’s. 
 
    “No, it’s not you.” I tried to laugh it off but something was wrong here. 
 
    “Good, then you won’t be opposed to this,” Mateo stated coming closer, his handsome face filling my vision before his lips captured mine. 
 
    My eyes closed, it’s just what happens when I’m kissed and he was an amazing kisser. Yet when his hands came up to grasp my arms, I peeked open a bit through my eyelashes. As his tongue tried to duel with mine, I pulled back, his harsh panting breath filling my ears. 
 
    “I have time before my plane takes off,” Mateo said, his voice eager and higher than normal. 
 
    For some reason, my gaze dropped to his pants and I noticed the absence of something. I hadn’t been around the block a lot but usually, after a make-out session, it was pretty obvious it was having an effect on the guy. Not with Mateo. Despite his breathing, I grew more certain that he didn’t want me as much as he claimed. A bit of a blow to my ego but it didn’t sting as much as I thought it would as I found my consuming interest in him had waned somehow. 
 
    “But I don’t. People are expecting me at Whisker Kisses.” The lie easily rolled off my tongue and I prayed he couldn’t tell. Both of us were psychics and he’s by far the stronger of us but I’d picked up a few tricks. 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll get going,” he said in a tight voice. 
 
    Part of me wanted to apologize even as another part tugged my body up, a smile pulling at my suddenly tight-feeling face. I grabbed at his arm urging him up as well. He misinterpreted my actions and suddenly I was in his arms, his mouth crushing my lips into my teeth. As I struggled to get free, his hands flew away as if I was a hot potato. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, beautiful,” he said, his eyes deep and unreadable. 
 
    We walked together out the door and I hugged my arms to my chest as I watched him get into his rental and drive away.  The breeze chilled me and I realized I stood outside in my bare feet with wet hair, so I hurried by crazy butt inside. Closing the door, I locked it and leaned back against it trying to sort out what just happened. 
 
    Now that Mateo was gone my reaction to him seemed so silly. He was clearly interested. So what if he didn’t get a hard-on from a simple kiss? Maybe he was a more hands-on kind of a guy. 
 
    I grinned at that thought and began to walk away from the door intent on drying my hair when a hard knock sounded. 
 
    Mateo! 
 
    And just like that my crazy heartbeat picked up and I rushed back to open the door to find Adrian on my porch, the ghost of the old man from Greece right behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adrian marched in, the ghost creeping steadily behind him, without a word he slammed the door closed and glared at me. His thin nostrils flared wildly as he snorted like an enraged bull. I had seen the movie Ferdinand with my niece Amber a while ago and Adrian was no docile creature like the movie bull, I was thankful to not be wearing red. 
 
    While Adrian continued trying to control his temper, his mouth moved silently, biting back all types of curses. But he didn’t hold my attention long as my eyes zeroed in on the ghost who was ranting and raving behind him. His beefy arms moving all around as his crooked fingers pointed in accusation at the two of us. 
 
    I glanced at Adrian but he didn’t seem to notice the man behind him. I sucked my lower lip into my mouth as I tried to figure that one out and tasted Mateo on it. Quickly I released it. 
 
    “Ummm…Victor?” 
 
    “Teresa! What are you doing with Mateo? Stay away from him!” He was quiet for a moment, his mouth scrunched into an angry thin line. “And remember, it’s Adrian now.” 
 
    “Okay, Adrian,” I drew out the name more annoyed than worried now. “Number one, how do you know Mateo?” My hands flew to my hips and I widened my legs in a stance to show I meant business. I was about to address the second issue when I was distracted yet again by the ghost who now shook his finger firmly at Adrian and shouted at him. 
 
    “Enough!” I yelled at him. He might not understand English but he got the message because he stopped and turned his hard, dark eyes onto me. 
 
    Adrian’s head swiveled around the room, the skin on his forehead furrowed. “A ghost is here with us?” 
 
    “Yes! Why can’t you see him? You used to be one,” I groused. “It’s some old guy from Greece. He was at the hotel I stayed at. You would have thought since I couldn’t understand him there, he wouldn’t have bothered to follow me here.” 
 
    “An old man? Describe him to me.” Adrian paused, “Please” he added as his eyes scanned the room going right past the ghost. 
 
    “He’s old,” I began. 
 
    “Yes, you’ve already established that,” Adrian snapped. 
 
    My spine stiffened. “Don’t get an attitude with me!” 
 
    Adrian’s fingers splayed apart as he made gentle shooing motions at me. “Settle down, I’m sorry, please continue.” 
 
    My eyes rolled and locked onto the ghost who was standing patiently waiting for something. “He has a full head of iron-gray hair, he’s rather powerfully built and smells strongly of tobacco. I wouldn’t want to mess with him.” 
 
    “A good call on your part,” Adrian mutters. Then said, “πατέρας?” 
 
    I didn’t understand him but the old man’s face lit up, those dark hooded eyes becoming moist. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Adrian's face was now pale, all previous anger drained from it. “I said ‘father’.” 
 
    My arms fell to the side as my eyes moved between the two men. “Your dad?! But why would he be following me?” 
 
    “Because he knows I’m with you and most likely it was easier to locate and follow you than it was me.” He took a deep shuddering breath before straightening back up. “Teresa, talk to him for me,” his voice low and pleading. 
 
    My head shook back and forth in denial. “I can’t! I don’t speak Greek!” 
 
    Adrian’s head whipped back as laughter poured out of him. When he stopped a slight smile remained on his face. “But I can. I’ll talk to him and you relay...” he paused when I frowned and gave me a wink, “to the best of your ability, his words then I’ll translate them for you.” 
 
    “Seems awfully confusing.” 
 
    Coming closer, Adrian grabbed my hands between his. “Please, T. Let me speak to my father. It’s been forty years.” 
 
    His words swayed me but it was the sincere, open longing in his deep brown eyes that had me nodding my head. “Okay, I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    Adrian’s face fairly glowed with happiness and I really hoped this worked to give them both some peace. “Show me where my father is, please?” 
 
    “Wait, why can’t you see him?” 
 
    His broad shoulders shrug. “Just because I was a ghost doesn’t mean I can still see them now that I’m in a living body.” 
 
    I guess that made sense. “Let’s do this. He’s right there.” I pointed at the old man whose eyes bounced between his son in his grandson’s body and me. I’m sure he was almost as confused as I was. 
 
    Nodding at what was empty air to him, Adrian started speaking in a low, gentle voice. 
 
    Listening, I realized I would never pick up Greek. It sounded like a series of musical ups and downs but made zero sense to me. Spanish words sometimes sounded like their English version but not this. 
 
    When Adrian stopped the old ghost who I now knew to be Victor and Andre’s father began. I held my hand up in a panic. “Slow down, please tell him to slow down.” 
 
    Adrian shot a grin my way and rattled off a series of words in Greek. His father laughed and began again, this time thankfully, at a much slower pace. 
 
    I did my best to relay what was said but it was rough, my tongue and lips had trouble forming the sounds. Both men laughed at me, a lot. 
 
    In the middle of it, I held up a hand again. “What’s your father’s name again?” 
 
    “His name is Andre, same as my brother, so Andre Senior.” 
 
    That did ring a bell. I nodded, motioning for him to continue. 
 
    “Dad blames you for not controlling me better and he’s mad at me for taking over his grandson. He’s demanding I return the body.” 
 
    “An excellent idea!” I put in. 
 
    Adrian shot me a dirty look. “You saw what happened the last time!” 
 
    Andre burst out with several harsh-sounding words. 
 
    I began to relay them but Adrian stopped me. 
 
    “I have an idea what he’s saying and it’s nothing you should be repeating.” He scowled. “My father knew swear words that would make even some hardened men uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I couldn’t help but be somewhat intrigued by this. 
 
    Then quite clearly Andre said, “Mateo.” 
 
    “Mateo?” I repeated, my head cocked. 
 
    “Mateo?” Adrian said, a hard edge to his voice. “Yes, we never did go over how you know him?” His arms crossed tightly over his chest as he glared down at me. 
 
    I started to squirm being put on the spot like that. But why should it matter? I never would have met Mateo if not for following Victor! “I met him in Greece. Chasing after you,” I retorted doing some glaring of my own. 
 
    “Really?” Adrian put a lot of loaded meaning into that single word. “Quite a friendship for someone you met only a short time ago.” The way he said it the whole thing sounded so sleazy. 
 
    My temper exploded. “He’s here on business and we got to know each other very well hunting for you and Lance!” The moment it was out of my mouth I instantly wanted to take it back. 
 
    “Business is it? Yeah, he tends to get around.” Adrian snorted. 
 
    Andre Sr had remained pretty calm during our exchange but he began muttering and pacing, his arms waving this way and that. I overheard him say Mateo’s name again but I was too distracted to bother trying to repeat everything he was saying to Adrian to translate. The old man was probably just echoing his son’s displeasure anyway. 
 
    “I wonder if Mateo is trying to do a bit of double dipping,” Adrian said in a low tone, making me wonder if it was something for me to hear or not. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I snapped, wanting an end to this whole three-way conversation, my head was starting to pound. 
 
    His eyes swung and focused on me slowly then he approached, laying gentle hands on my shoulders. “You should be more careful of the people you let into your life.” 
 
    “Like you? I put in. 
 
    He didn’t like that if the thunderous frown on his face was any indication. “I’m transparent about my wants. Mateo is a chameleon. Don’t trust him.” 
 
    Yeah, that was just grand coming from a body-snatching ghost! “It’s my life, I’ll talk to and be with whoever I want. Why don’t you and your dad just carry on your reunion somewhere else.” My eyes slid past him to where Andre Sr had stood just a moment ago and instead saw only an empty room. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes narrowed as his hands tightened on my shoulders. “What?” 
 
    “Your dad, he’s gone,” I said. 
 
    The firm grip relaxed and his hands left me. “I’m certain he’ll appear again until he gets his way. He was ruthless in life with his demands, why should death change that.” His laughter was devoid of humor. 
 
    Using his cupped hand, he raised my face to him. “Teresa, I’m serious. Mateo isn’t who he says he is, he’s using you to get to me.” 
 
    I lashed out, smacking his hand away. “Don’t be ridiculous!” 
 
    For a moment Adrian looked like he was about to say something but then he merely shook his head and gave me a sad smile. “Just be careful, okay?” he asked. Without waiting for an answer, he headed toward the door and opened it. A look over his shoulder at me then he walked out without another word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I knew I was rough on Victor, I hated calling him Adrian even in my head, but his words did trouble me. John had cautioned me about Mateo too. And what did I really know about him? 
 
    Going to the door and watching Victor drive away in a sleek black Porsche, I thought, Nice to see he was spending my money wisely. I really wished he would listen to his father and me and release Adrian’s body. To have my friend back would be awesome too. 
 
    With a gusty drawn-out sigh, I closed the door and locked up but remained near it. The way my day was going someone else was bound to show up the moment I walked away. After five minutes, I decided I was safe to live my life again and plopped back down on the couch to think. 
 
    Agnes strolled in and jumped up beside me. “Where were you when your old buddy was here?” I asked as I stroked her fur. “I could have used you as a diversion or just a calming focal point.” 
 
    Enough about Victor, I had to concentrate on what to do about Mateo. He was on his way back to Greece, might even be on the airplane at this very moment. I could change my security code and he wouldn’t be able to get to my house again, but he knew where the rescue was located and just avoiding him sounded juvenile and stupid. And why? Just because Victor wanted me to? Like I could fully trust him. He was probably just jealous. 
 
    I snuggled deeper into the couch, now that made the most sense out of everything that had happened today. Victor had been upset over my relationship with Lance, why wouldn’t he feel threatened by another man in my life? And how did he even know Mateo? That was the true question. 
 
    My eyes closed as I relaxed. I must have drifted into a light sleep when a sudden thought had me sitting upright in a panic. Victor couldn’t leave Adrian’s body or it would die, so there was no way for Victor in ghost form to spy on me. Meaning he couldn’t know about Mateo. But he did. 
 
    The sane thing to do would be to wait until tomorrow and call Mateo and ask him about Victor. But after that odd encounter today I didn’t fully trust him. Which brought me right back to square one, what did I really know about the man? 
 
    Maybe it was time to find out. I dragged myself off the couch and Agnes promptly stretched out in the warm spot I had vacated. “Don’t get too comfy,” I warned her on my way to the kitchen. I had left my phone somewhere. 
 
    Eventually, I tracked it down upstairs on my bed. After taking a deep breath, I hit Lance’s name, feeling a tad guilty for still having it in my phone’s contact list. 
 
    Surprisingly he answered, his voice hushed and awkward sounding as he thanked me for the wedding gift. 
 
    I blinked. I had forgotten all about that! “Glad you like it, I’m sure you and Pam will enjoy seeing Greece, especially since you didn’t get to see much on your last trip.” Steady now, I warned myself. I was calling him to ask for a favor, getting him mad wasn’t going to help my cause. 
 
    A deep sigh greeted that. 
 
    “Listen, Lance, this isn’t really a social call. I need someone investigated and was hoping you might be able to recommend a private investigator.” 
 
    “Yes, the firm does employ a few on occasion,” he said, a note of caution in his voice. “I can have one contact you.” 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    Silence greeted that demand. 
 
    “I’ll pay. Tell them five thousand up front.” 
 
    The laugh that came through was low and mean. “So young, but already knows money talks…” 
 
    “And bullshit walks,” I finished for him, my eyes rolling. Whatever, I had the cash and knew the respect it garnered and even better, the speed it added. 
 
    “Let me see if I can even get ahold of a live person. It is Saturday. You know, when us working stiffs have off,” he added sarcastically. 
 
    Another jab at my so-called trust fund status, I was so over that but I forced myself to be polite. “Thanks,” I said then hung up. Now that felt good! 
 
    My hair was almost dry at that point but I still thought it was worthwhile to hit it with a bit of heat and definitely a brush. Upstairs I tossed my phone on the bed and almost hit Maverick who was stretched out to his full length to take up as much room as possible. “Sorry, Mav.” I came over and gave him a few chin scratches as a way of apologizing. 
 
    In the bathroom, I sectioned my hair and sprayed some smoothing spray in before I tackled it with the blow dryer. I was starting to look a bit more polished when I heard my phone going off. 
 
    The display said unavailable. Normally, I never bothered with them as it was always robocalls but I got a flash that this time I should answer. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Teresa Ashford,” a deep steady voice on the other said in a no-nonsense tone. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “This is Derek Nomananer, Mr. Hamilton said you had some business you needed taken care of.” 
 
    That was fast! 
 
    “Yes, thank you Mr. Nomananer…” 
 
    “Derek, please,” he broke in. 
 
    Despite his cheerless tone, I had a feeling I was going to like Derek. “Derek, I wanted a person checked out.” 
 
    “Five thousand retainer up front. I bill at one hundred an hour and expenses such as gas, meals, hotels, a little cash to grease the wheels…you get the idea.” 
 
    “Yes, I can do that.” 
 
    “I know you can. That’s why it took me a few minutes to get back to you. I checked you out first.” 
 
    My hand clenched on the phone, the idea that my finances could so easily be found out had never occurred to me. 
 
    Derek gave me a minute to digest that then continued in that same tone. “Give me the name and any information you have on them.” 
 
    “His name is Mateo…” I paused. Had I ever been told his last name? My mind tried to replay our first meeting and came up empty of that. 
 
    “No last name? Well, where did you meet?” 
 
    That I could answer, “In Greece but he came to DC on business recently.” 
 
    “That works. Do you know his employer? The hotel he stayed at?” 
 
    Dang! I didn’t know any of that. I was beginning to feel downright stupid at this point. “I’m sorry for wasting your time, Derek.” 
 
    “Slow down there. We’re not out of options. Did he use a credit card at all when you were with him?” 
 
    I bounced a little on the bed in excitement. “Yes! In Rehoboth.” 
 
    “Excellent. The day and where? Should be able to get his last name off the card and then we’re in business.” 
 
    I was impressed, it really was like right off TV! I gave him the date and that it was the Outback right in Rehoboth and he told me he would be back in touch when he had some information for me. 
 
    And just like that, I had hired a private investigator. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Three hours later I was surprised when Derek called me back. 
 
    “Pay dirt,” was his greeting. 
 
    “Already?” I gasped. 
 
    “Fairly simple when you have connections,” he said, absolutely no trace of boasting in his voice at all. It is what it is, his deep tone transmitted. “Mateo Carras, age twenty-six. Works for the Michaelides family, a big family name over there going back to the big drug boom of the sixties and seventies. His title is advisor, no other information on his actual work. From that, I would infer he’s mixed into some shady shit.” 
 
    I had a feeling I knew what his real title was, spiritual advisor. Victor’s remark about Mateo double dipping suddenly made sense and I had almost handed Victor right to his family! What would they have done to poor Lance to exercise Victor’s spirit and make him pay? 
 
    Derek had continued talking when I hadn’t replied. “No arrests, nothing on the guy other than some article from a few years ago. A medium accused Brianna Anderson, Andre Michaelides’ wife, and Mateo of defamation of character. Looks like it probably got settled outside of court but the guy showed up dead two weeks later, they fished him out of the ocean.” 
 
    My gut seized up at that. That was their M.O. Death by water. Victor, the drug dealer in Greece, this medium, yikes! 
 
    Derek’s deep voice broke through my whirling thoughts. “I got the name and hotel number for you too.” 
 
    Grabbing a pen, I wrote it down as he said it. “Is this right inside DC or on the outer limits?” 
 
    He laughed like he talked, deep and without humor. “It’s right in Rehoboth, not too far from you, actually.” 
 
    Frowning, I asked, “How long was he booked there for?” 
 
    “Two weeks now.” 
 
    “But he checked out yesterday?” My voice was small. 
 
    “He might have left but he’s planning to be back. The room is booked under him for another two weeks.” 
 
    Though my throat was dry I worked up the saliva to croak a thanks out and that I’d get his check to him ASAP. 
 
    “This was an easy one. You need anything else, give me a call, my personal number is 302-256-6789. Take care, Ms. Ashford.” 
 
    “Wait, there is something else.” I stood and began moving around my bedroom. 
 
    “Same rates?” 
 
    “Yes, can you find out more on the Michaelides family, especially Andre’s brother Victor and if Mateo has any other connection to the family prior to his current employment?” 
 
    Derek hesitated for a beat, “That might take longer, it’s all old family connections and they were drug kingpins.” 
 
    “That’s fine, however soon you can get it to me.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you updated.” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    I wanted to smash something! John was right about Mateo. Somehow, he had marked me right away. Our encounter in the airport was orchestrated. 
 
    Acid churned in my stomach, a painful lump of reflux settled into my throat as I thought about how he had pretended to help me find the right Brianna. And how he had leered over those old topless photographs of her. The pervert! 
 
    Stalking to the bathroom in search of some Tums, I looked at my image in the mirror. Hard, angry hazel eyes blazed from a face gone pale with shock. He had told me he would be back in a week. Had he really left to return to Greece? What other lies would he spin then? 
 
    My image’s mouth turned up in a wicked grin. Two could play at this. Hopefully, Derek would have more information by the time Mateo decided to pop up again and I could watch him squirm. 
 
    I frowned. He had always been interested in Victor, but why? How could he or Brianna have known Victor’s spirit would return to seek revenge someday? And what benefit was it to Mateo to try to form a relationship with me? 
 
    And fool that I was, I led him right to Victor! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wasted a good thirty minutes after my conversation with Derek just being outright enraged that I had been played. Nobody wants to be taken advantage of and that’s exactly what Mateo had attempted to do. Thank goodness I didn’t let it get further than kissing! 
 
    The air around me hissed with tension even as a boiling heat engulfed me. Staggering to the kitchen, I hit the ice machine, scooping up the blocks of soothing ice in my trembling hands and running them along my forehead and neck. Almost instantly the ice turned to liquid in my hands, splattering down onto my shirt and the floor. Again, and I again I hauled more ice against me, each time the cubes lasting longer than the last had before melting. My skin cooled and the odd hissing ceased. 
 
    Fanning myself with my hands I felt wet but so much better. What had just happened? Stripping off my soaked shirt, I went into the laundry room and tossed it into a basket near the washer. I patted at my bra and the straps were fairly damp as well. That went into the basket too. Walking topless back upstairs to my bedroom, I felt in control and almost normal. 
 
    The sight of Aunt Prudy lounging on my bed with Maverick jolted a startled scream out of me as my arms crossed defensively in front of my chest. “Aunt Prudy!” 
 
    “Get dressed, I’ll wait.” She gave me a wink and turned her back. 
 
    Grabbing a clean bra and a sweatshirt, I quickly got dressed and marched around the side of the bed to face her. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You lost your temper and your abilities went haywire,” Prudy supplied with a wicked grin. 
 
    “Oh.” That hadn’t been what I was asking about but it was good to have an answer to that sudden surge of unbelievable heat I had just experienced. Though odd, I had more pressing issues on my mind than myself. “I was hoping you could help more with the whole Mateo thing.” 
 
    The grin disappeared and she fiddled with her pair of tiny silver half-glasses. 
 
    “You know what’s going on,” I forged on despite her silence. “I keep thinking I need to call Mateo and demand to know what his deal is.” 
 
    “No!” Prudy snapped, her large eyes growing bigger with concern. 
 
    “Then what about Brianna? Despite being a murdering cheater, she’s also a mom. Mateo has always been interested in Victor, perhaps he’s helping Brianna get her son back?” 
 
    Uncharacteristically, Prudy remained quiet. 
 
    I continued on with my rambling trying to work things out. “But no, he was interested in Victor when he was still possessing Lance’s body and the Greek low-level drug dealer. All well before Adrian was involved. Mateo might be a more powerful psychic than me but you can’t read a ghost’s mind.” 
 
    Working on a pesky hangnail, I spun back around to the bed. “So, this leaves us back at square one. Way too many questions and not a single answer. I need to call Mateo.” I pulled my phone out of my back pocket. 
 
    “Teresa, you put that phone away now!” Prudy’s voice was cold as ice as she rose off the bed to move toward me. 
 
    “Aunt Prudy, I’m just so tired!” I moaned. “For a psychic, I’m pretty clueless about this whole thing and I hate it!” 
 
    The chill left her voice and the warm loving tone I remembered from childhood returned. “That’s because you’re a good person and shouldn’t be mixed up in this mess,” she huffed. “Let Victor and Mateo work this out between them. It will be better that way,” she implored, her eyes serious and still as she looked into my face. 
 
    I took a step backward. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Prudy turned from me and walked over to Maverick. “Such a good boy he is. Notice that he doesn’t mind me like he did Victor.” 
 
    She had a point but it was also a very obvious attempt to change the subject. “Aunt Prudy….” My voice shook with frustration. 
 
    Prudy looked at me once more. “Oh pooh, your detective is finding it all out for you anyway. There is history between the two families and Mateo is acting upon that.” Her expression turned grim. “But he has no business involving you in this mess.” 
 
    Holding out her hands, Prudy advanced until she was almost touching me. “Please, let it go for today. Spend some time at the rescue, play with your cats, catch a movie with Parker or make John’s dreams come true and go kiss him silly.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    Prudy laughed. “Oh, stop! You know that’s what he wants! A nice, decent man. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    My arms crossed defensively across my chest. “I’m not getting into that right now.” 
 
    “Very well, get into something else then, but leave Mateo alone.” 
 
    I shoved my phone back into my back pocket. “Fine, okay, you’ve made your point,” I muttered. 
 
    My left buttcheck began to vibrate. 
 
    “Oh crap, that’s your parents. Good luck with that!” Prudy said. 
 
    “What?” I gasped, pulling out my phone to see that she was right, it was my parents. When I looked up again Aunt Prudy was gone without even a goodbye after that grim warning. 
 
    No way did I want to answer the still vibrating phone but hey, why not trade one drama for another? 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Teresa! Where have you been?” My mother’s voice boomed her accusation. 
 
    “Greece? Why?” I grinned. Might as well enjoy myself. 
 
    “Oh, well, your father and I have been trying to reach you. It’s been so long since we’ve seen you. You never visit.” 
 
    And whose fault was that? I wanted to snap back. They had moved to Colorado seven years ago when I was only seventeen and a senior in high school. Leaving Megan and me with no notice. Megan had barely been twenty-three at the time and had simply carried on caring for me and the house with the help of Aunt Prudy and her money. Not that our parents being in another state was much different, they had rarely been home anyway. 
 
    But me mentioning any of that would have gone over my parents’ heads. So I remained silent. 
 
    As the silence stretched out, I half hoped my mother would just hang up. But I wasn’t that lucky. 
 
    “Well, anyway, we want to see you! After visiting Megan and seeing our darling granddaughter, Autumn,” 
 
    “Amber,” I corrected. 
 
    “Yes, Amber, a dear girl. We cannot wait to catch up with you. Now Megan wouldn’t give us your address, some nonsense about you moving and it getting misplaced. 
 
    Thank you, Megan, for that, I breathed. 
 
    “Yes, been very busy but in a few months or so we can get together,” I began only to have her cut me off. 
 
    “No, no, we were hoping to see you tomorrow. We’re already in Delaware.” 
 
    The phone dropped from my hand, my eyes helplessly following its downward progress as it hit the area rug and bounced a few times before landing screen down. I scrambled after it, holding it up and feeling vastly relieved to see no cracks or damage. 
 
    My mother was shouting my name, “Teresa! What was that noise?” 
 
    “Sorry, my phone slipped.” 
 
    “Your address?” she barked. 
 
    In a tiny voice, I gave John’s addressed and prayed he would help me. 
 
    “And we don’t eat dairy, meat, or any animal products anymore so keep that in mind when you plan lunch. Bye, dear.” 
 
    Wait! What? I was left staring at my silent phone. The nerve of them! I fumed. 
 
    But I had no time to stew, quickly I hit John’s number, tapping my foot as I listened to it ring. When it went to voicemail, I let out a tiny, tight scream which I immediately cut off when it beeped. I left him a brief message, “I need your help. Please call ASAP!” 
 
    Perhaps that was a bit too dramatic but anything with my looney parents caused me major stress. Aunt Prudy too as she had hightailed it out of here knowing it was them calling. And they remained clueless about how dreadful they were. Grrr! 
 
    I did the old trick of counting backward from ten to help calm me down and then debated what to do next. As much as I loved Whisker Kisses, I just didn’t feel like going in today. Then it hit me, I was expected in tomorrow! I could cancel the lunch with my parents. Oh yeah, happy dance time! 
 
    In the middle of my jig, I stopped. It was just putting off the inevitable. And worse, what if I told them I had to work and they insisted on stopping by there instead? Nope! 
 
    Out came my phone and Sandy’s cheerful voice was soon giving a perky hello in my ear. 
 
    “Sandy! Hey, I didn’t have any pickups tomorrow, did I?” 
 
    “Give me a sec,” she said and I heard the rustle of papers on her end. “Nada, T. You’re good.” 
 
    I gnawed on my lower lip for a beat then proceeded. “I’m going to need someone to cover for me tomorrow, my parents want to visit…” 
 
    Sandy cut in, “Your parents? That’s great! Yeah, don’t worry about it. Ashley’s coming in and you know Aaron will pop by. I’ll ask if he can stay for a few hours.” 
 
    “That would be great! Hey, what’s Ashley in for?” 
 
    Sandy’s loud laughter shredded my eardrum, and I pulled my ear away from the phone as fast as I could. “She’s might have a few homes lined up for the black cats after Halloween. Including the two sisters you have. How sweet are they?” 
 
    Pursing my lips, I debated on that one. Yes, there had been zero issues with them but also pretty much no interest in much interaction either.  Oh well, not all cats got along with everyone at the shelter they had apparently been lovebugs for most of the staff. “That’s great,” I said bypassing the question. 
 
    “Hey, Sandy, that reminds me, can you ask Ashley how the two cats that suffered the degloved tails are doing please?” 
 
    “Want her to call you when she gets in?” 
 
    “Not necessary, plus I don’t know what the rest of today will be like. Oh, and tell Aaron to behave!” 
 
    That overzealous laugher rang out again but this time I was prepared and moved the phone far away from my face. 
 
    “Will do, good luck with your parents’ visit tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sandy!” 
 
    We disconnected and then I was left to myself again. After doing a spot check to locate my three furry terrors I went upstairs to the first guest bedroom where Billy and Jean, the sister cats were. Both were in the window and didn’t even glance my way when I entered. Shrugging, I checked on their food, empty. “Little piggies,” I commented. 
 
    After filling their food, I cleaned out the water and gave them fresh then grabbed a bag and a pair of gloves from under the sink in the bathroom so I could clean out their litter boxes. Once done, I walked over to them. Glancing out, I saw the Jameses powerwalking down the street, Mrs. James in another loud tracksuit and poor Mr. James in his forever attire of scuba gear. Billy and Jean both swerved their heads to keep the pair in their sight. 
 
    “Bad luck?” I mused out loud, giving each a scratch. “More like feared for your abilities.” 
 
    Both girls meowed in agreement, making me laugh. 
 
    I went over to the chair and plopped down. To my surprise, they both turned and looked at me before jumping down from the windowsill and leaping into my lap. “Well, this is a nice change. Did you know that Dr. Ashley is finding you homes?” Both purred and I continued, “After Halloween.” 
 
    My phone started vibrating in my back pocket again and without thinking I jumped up to answer it, in the process dumping both Billy and Jean down on the floor. Neither liked that and clung to me to slow their descent. 
 
    “Owww!” I squawked pulling my sweatshirt up to examine the damage, while the annoyed cats milled around my feet giving me nasty glares of feline outrage. They were the wronged parties here and I better not forget that. 
 
    Examining the eight or ten scratches down my stomach, many of which were weeping blood, I really did have a hard time accepting any additional blame for this. “Let’s say we’re even,” I muttered letting my shirt fall against my skin again only to hiss when the cotton material scraped against a few of the more tender marks. 
 
    My phone continued to buzz angerly as I snatched it out of my pocket. John’s name was on the display, thank goodness! 
 
    “John!” 
 
    “T, are you okay? What’s going on?” His voice sounded breathless with a slight edge of panic. 
 
    His concern tugged at me and I felt bad for worrying him. “Hey, I’m fine just super stressed! Can I use your apartment tomorrow?” 
 
    His puzzlement bounced to me through the phone. “Ummm…. I guess. What’s wrong with your place? Are the cats okay?” 
 
    Bless him for thinking of the cats! 
 
    “John, you are the best!” 
 
    He laughed the same old dorky laugh that he’d had as long as I’d known him. “Well, we already knew that. But seriously, what’s going on?” 
 
    I sighed, not even bothering to turn away from the phone. “It’s just my parents.” 
 
    “Your parents?” John’s tone changed from concerned to puzzled. 
 
    “They’re coming to visit me tomorrow,” I said, not offering any further details. 
 
    “And how does my apartment fit into that?” 
 
    “Well…” I drew the word out, “they don’t know about my house and the money,” my voice dropped as I whispered the last two words. 
 
    “What was that? I think our connection is breaking up!” John bellowed into my ear. 
 
    Wincing, I pulled away. That made twice today that my poor eardrums had been abused. “No need to yell!” I yelled back before continuing at a normal volume, “They don’t that I have money and I would like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Oh,” John paused for a few beats. “That I can understand.” 
 
    Before I could continue, he added, “Probably better that way. They would want to blow it on a potato-powered bicycle or something lame like that.” 
 
    I laugh-snorted, John knew my parents well and wasn’t a fan. 
 
    “Listen, I’m working right now but will be home tomorrow catching up on sleep. What time do you need my place for?” 
 
    “They expect me to feed them lunch but hopefully not too much longer than that. Apparently, they’re currently vegans.” 
 
    Now it was John’s turn to laugh. “The way your dad used to scarf down McDonald’s cheeseburgers, I doubt that was his decision.” 
 
    “Who knows...” 
 
    “And who cares,” he finished for me. “So should I hang out at your place or…?” 
 
    I felt bad, he was always helping me out of jams and here the poor man was coming off a long shift and I was kicking him out of his apartment. “I don’t want to be a bother,” I began. 
 
    “Nah, it’s fine. I would rather not be part of that reunion anyway. How long has it been?” 
 
    “Senior year,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Ouch, and they don’t see anything wrong with that?” 
 
    “Nope. In fact, Mom even tried to guilt-trip me about not visiting.” 
 
    A few colorful curses flew then in a reasonable tone John said, “Okay, scratch that I’m staying to tear them a new one.” 
 
    “Thanks, John,” I said with real feeling, “but not worth it. They are so selfish and clueless. Better I hear whatever they want to tell me, smile, keep my mouth shut, and hope they go another seven years without a visit.” 
 
    “Sorry, T.” 
 
    I resettled into the chair and both Billy and Jean jumped into my lap again. Idly stroking Jean’s head, I stared off out the window at the gray sky. “It’s okay, John.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this conversation is reminding me to call my mom and thank her for being awesome. Wish you had the same.” 
 
    “Just wasn’t in the cards.” 
 
    “Hey,” John’s voice perked up taking on his normal friendly tone, “change of subject, but speaking of cards how would you feel about taking on your Madam T persona for one of the firehouse parties?” 
 
    “I thought after what happened at the carnival, they never wanted me back?” I asked suspiciously.  “Like it was my fault being called out on a decades-old murder caused the ancient jerk to have a heart attack?! Dude totally had it coming.” 
 
    John laughed. “Yeah, but the captain doesn’t know any of that nor would he believe it.” 
 
    I shifted slightly in the seat, my legs were falling asleep under the weight of the two cats. “True.” 
 
    “Anyway, after the positive letter from that couple, the captain has changed his tune and would like you back.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” I said while uncoiling Jean from her sister and gently placing her down on the floor. 
 
    “T, not to call in favors…” 
 
    “John, no!” I moaned lifting Billy down from my lap. 
 
    “Come on, it will be less work than the carnival,” he wheedled. 
 
    Feeling rather trapped, I had just asked for use of his apartment, I asked, “What does it entail?” 
 
    I could hear John’s smile through the phone. “I’ll get you the details, gotta run. Let yourself in tomorrow and change the litter will ya? 
 
    Standing and stretching, I muttered, “I suppose.” 
 
    “Bye, T!” he said before ending the call. 
 
    Despite the weak blackmailing me into a repeat performance as seer extraordinaire Madam T, I really did owe John. Most especially for not calling me out on bagging on him for dinner and only seeming to call lately when I needed something. I would have to remedy that once this whole mess with my parents and the Mateo/Victor/Adrian saga was over. Though that sounded like something I had said recently over the Lance/Victor mess too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, with the sun shining weakly through the clouds, I arrived bright and early at John’s place, a bucket of cleaning supplies in hand. I had wanted to ask my cleaning lady, Helen, to come it but it wasn’t her day to do my house and I knew she had other clients. Not to mention a life. 
 
    Letting myself into John’s apartment, my first thought was it wasn’t that bad. The living room just needed some tidying up and probably a vacuum run. I hoped he had one. Then I entered his small, cramped bathroom and I wanted to back right out again. 
 
    An avalanche of dirty clothes spilled out of the hamper between the door and the sink, the smell of which was making my nose twitch. The mirror, hazy with splattered smears, reflected a section of the shower through the opened beige shower curtain and squinting at it I realized two things, the curtain wasn’t originally beige and I didn’t want to see anymore. 
 
    Exiting, I pulled the door firmly shut behind me and advanced into the kitchen where I was greeted with a mountain of dirty dishes in the sink, several pizza boxes on the counter, and a lone empty two-liter bottle of Dr. Pepper on the floor. Frowning down at it before I picked it up, a thought popped into my head. Where were the two cats John was fostering? 
 
    I made kissy noises and called out, “Here kitty-kitty,” while wandering around the small apartment. Peeking under the lumpy couch, I only spied a stray sock and a few dust bunnies. But in his bedroom, I found them both stretched out on John’s bed, their black coats shiny with good health and warm from the slash of sunlight coming in through the window. If John didn’t keep them, they would cry leaving here. 
 
    Then a smile stretched across my face. John was a sucker for sweet animals and an overall good guy so I was certain these two were home. I headed back out to my SUV and fetched the cooler full of food. I had picked up a fruit salad, two tubs of tofu, some odd gluten and everything-free chips, and a bag of mixed nuts. I planned to hit a subway on my way back home. 
 
    After stowing the necessary things into John’s well-stocked fridge, I commence cleaning. I took a fortifying breath before I tackled the bathroom first to get it out of the way. His clothes I dumped into a trash bag and dragged it onto the tiny patio. I was afraid to stick it in my Tahoe for fear of the smell escaping the plastic and permeating my vehicle. I’d seen Seinfeld, I knew about toxic smells and cars. 
 
    The rest of the place was a breeze by comparison and less than two hours after I arrived, the place looked pretty good. I cracked open one of the bottles of soda I had brought. I kept meaning to give them up but I needed the caffeine and the sugar way too much. I could start jogging if it meant I could still enjoy a soda a day. Or two, if I were being honest. 
 
    I changed clothes in John’s bedroom, leaving mine on the floor, just in case one of my parents peeked in and then freshened up my makeup in his bathroom. I left a few of my cosmetics on the sink as stage dressing as well. Walking back to the kitchen to start getting the food set up, I surveyed the living room. Cleaner but definitely a guy’s place. It was devoid of the softer touches a woman liked. 
 
    Glancing at the display on the black microwave I saw it was only eleven. I really had no clue when they would show up. Lunch could mean anywhere from eleven until two. Still, I didn’t have time to go back home but a Dollar General was only a few minutes away. 
 
    That decided, I got in my SUV and took off on a quick shopping trip. 
 
    Returning thirty minutes later and starting to arrange everything, I admitted I went a little crazy. Hopefully, John could use half this stuff later on. Scented soaps went into the bathroom, along with a few lotions, accent pillows with sequins got tossed onto the couch and I scattered a few candles and knickknacks around the room. 
 
    I pulled my phone out of my bag to see if I had missed my parents calling to cancel, like they would be that considerate, ha. But no luck. I did see a text from John wishing me good luck and that rat Mateo had called leaving a voice message. 
 
    Despite my better judgment, I hit listen. “Teresa, I’m here in Greece missing you. See you soon.” 
 
    It took every ounce of my pretty limited willpower to stop myself from hitting redial and blasting him. But nope, I have enough to deal with today, was my mantra. 
 
    Such as, where were my loser parents. Watch, all this stress and effort and they wouldn’t even show. I sat down on the couch with my soda and watched TV. By one, I had helped myself to some of the lunchmeat and cheese in John’s fridge, made myself a huge sandwich and polished it off while watching The Addams Family movie. 
 
    I must have nodded off when the shrill doorbell peeling began. Either it was stuck or someone’s finger was glued to it. Brushing off some stray bread crumbs from my shirt and pants as I rose, I went to the door and used the peephole. My parents, Fredrick and Catherine Ashford, stood there. 
 
    Megan had old pictures of our parents and there was no denying my sister was a dead ringer for our mother, tall, willowy and blonde. Me, well maybe if you squint a little, I took after our dad around the eyes. But with his dirty blond hair and beard that was as far as the similarities went. 
 
    Both looked thin and vaguely unkept. Maybe it was the oddly mismatched clothes with deep wrinkles. 
 
    The ringing still hadn’t abated and was beginning to get on my nerves. Oh, yeah, had to let them in. With a deep fortifying sigh, I plastered on a smile and opened the door. 
 
    “Teresa!” My mother cried, her finger finally leaving the doorbell. She seized me, dragging me in for a brief hug that drained me of energy and warmth as her frigid fingers pinched at my skin through the thick fabric of my shirt. 
 
    My father stepped forward, his hard hand patting me roughly on the shoulder as he pushed past us into the apartment. He stepped on my foot in the process and either didn’t notice or care. I watched as he sat down on the couch and with a grimace, hauled one of the new pillows from behind his back. He tossed it to the floor. 
 
    After she released me, Catherine stomped into the house, heavy on her feet for such a slim lady. I closed the door behind us and stood watching from the doorway as she walked around poking a finger here and picking things up at random. Then her hand reached for the door of the bedroom and I rushed forward. “That’s not the bathroom,” I called out. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t need the bathroom,” she commented going into John’s room and opening up his closet. “What are these?” she asked. “They look like men’s clothes.” 
 
    Without waiting for my reply, she moved to the wall to squint at the framed pictures artlessly arranged there. She took one down and I walked behind her to stare down at it. 
 
    It was of John and me at prom. We had gone as strictly friends just to say we had attended. I smiled at the two of us posed awkwardly with our cheeks pressed against each other’s. 
 
    “Oh, you went to prom,” she commented without emotion before setting the picture down on the dresser top and moving on to examine the one next to the empty place where it had hung. It was of John and firehouse buddies in front of the ladder truck. 
 
    “Teresa, are you seeing this man?” she asked jabbing a finger at John’s image. 
 
    “Mom, that’s John, my friend from school.” I was about to add, Remember? but that would be pointless as number one, I doubted she even knew anything about me from that time and number two, she had already begun walking out of the room. 
 
    A lungful of air rushed out of my nose and it took effort but I fixed the crumbling smile back on my face. Taking a fast look around the room, I noticed both cats had disappeared, no doubt scared by my mother’s high nasally voice.  Walking into the hallway and pulling the door shut behind me I called out, “Hey, is anyone ready for lunch?” 
 
    “Yes!” my father yelled from the couch. My mother had joined him, picking at a loose thread on one of the newly purchased pillows. 
 
    “Great, I’ll have things ready in a moment.” Bypassing the couch, I walked around the perimeter of the room. In the kitchen, I dumped things into bowls and placed them on the table. Neither parent offered to help, remaining on the couch, talking loudly to one another. 
 
    When things were ready, I called out, “Lunch is ready” and sat down. Why bother with manners when they didn’t have any? 
 
    My father jogged over, grabbed a plate and began to load it up. He was at the table shoveling it in before my mother had even made it over. She sniffed at the array of fruits, speared a few strawberries then took a handful of the chips and a huge heaping spoonful of the Asian garlic tofu. 
 
    “So?” I said, opening up one of the bottles of sparkling flavored water I had brought. 
 
    “So?” Fredrick echoed around a mouthful. “Nice place you have here. Megan said you do something with cats. Must pay okay.” 
 
    “Yes, I enjoy my work,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “This fruit is rather tart,” Mom sniffed, scowling at one the foster cats. 
 
    They were both pretty identical so I didn’t know if it was Max or Mr. Mango making his way into the room. He must have escaped while the door was open. I didn’t think they were strictly kept in the bedroom, not with the amount of black fur I had vacuumed up earlier from the living room, so it wasn’t a big deal. 
 
    It took effort, but I didn’t let the smile slip from my face. Somehow the years had dulled my memory of just how rude and lacking in social graces my parents were. I opened my mouth, intending to lie through my teeth and say how nice it was of them to visit, but what came out instead was, “Why are you here?” 
 
    My dad, not missing a beat, continued to shovel food in. 
 
    Catherine fluttered her scant eyelashes and beamed. “We wanted to share the wonderful news with you!” 
 
    Guess nobody was dying, I thought even as shame filled me at those nasty thoughts. 
 
    “Your father and I have decided to become foster parents.” She continued to smile at me, clearly expecting a jubilatory reaction. After a few moments of strained silence, her thin lips quivered and she abandoned the grin, blue eyes gleaming as she stared me down. 
 
    Of all the things my parents could have been planning, never would this have crossed my mind. They had been lousy parents, why would they want to repeat that? 
 
    “Lots of money in it,” my father offered, suppressing a belch with the back of his hand. 
 
    Catherine frowned, poking at him with her fork. “Yes, it will be financially beneficial,” she admitted before trying to defend those tactless words. “And why shouldn’t it be? Taking in unwanted children, it’s a noble pursuit” Her narrow shoulders rolled back as she lifted her pointy chin. 
 
    My mind raced. “You have to take parenting classes.” 
 
    “What? That’s nonsense, we raised two girls and look how great you and Megan turned out.” She looked down her long, thin nose at me, giving me a smile that looked more like a grimace. 
 
    Yes, thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Tinmen and Aunt Prudy, I thought. I wanted to argue but it was pointless. “How nice. Thanks for coming all this way to share the news in person.” 
 
    “We had some things to settle here,” my dad admitted, finally pushing his empty plate away. 
 
    “Really?” That was news to me. 
 
    “Oh yes, we still had baby things from you and your sister. Fewer things for us to buy for the new kids.” 
 
    Thinking to all the things Megan had for Amber, I knew things had drastically changed in baby gear since we had been children, the safety standards were much higher, for sure. 
 
    I kept my mouth fully clamped closed. No need, I decided. The chances of my parents getting approved as foster parents were nonexistent. 
 
    My mother changed the subject quickly, throwing me off guard. “Besides work, are you seeing anyone? And whose clothes were those in the closet?” 
 
    “John’s,” I answered automatically. 
 
    “The neighbor boy?” my dad asked, perking up for the first time. “Wasn’t he some stoner kid?” 
 
    Like they had room to talk! 
 
    “No, John didn’t do drugs,” I snapped. 
 
    “Maybe he should have,” my father laughed, nudging his wife’s slim arm with an elbow. “Might have given him some backbone.” 
 
    I tasted the coppery richness of blood and realized I was biting the insides of my cheeks hard enough to pierce the sensitive tissue. 
 
    “Well, we should be going. Wonderful to see you, kiddo. You can come visit and meet your new brothers and sisters.” Dad stood and clapped me on the back. 
 
    “Oh yes, we’re open to lots of kids. We always grieved that we only had the two of you. The more the merrier! And naturally, we’ll treat them like their ours.” 
 
    What a load of…I stomped on that thought. “Yes, of course, maybe I’ll come out for Christmas,” I lied. 
 
    “Oh, we don’t celebrate that anymore,” Catherine waved a hand as if shooing away a pesky fly. 
 
    “Well, we’ll work something out.” I stood and began walking with my father into the living room and toward the door. My nerves were stretched thin but the fact that they were almost gone kept me holding it together. 
 
    As Catherine picked up her huge, multi-colored hobo, she paused. “I almost forgot!” she exclaimed digging into the bag. “We brought you a present.” 
 
    My defenses lowered, Had they remembered my upcoming birthday? 
 
    A few small glass vials were produced, loosely wrapped in stained tissue paper that Catherine attempted to rewrap around the tiny bottles. 
 
    “Our own brand,” Fredrick announced, pride evident in his low voice. He reached into a pocket of his shabby gray corduroy pants and produced several cream-colored business cards. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked accepting the vials from my mother’s cool hand. 
 
    “Essential oils, all the rage!” Dad enthused. 
 
    “It’s natural and cures all,” Catherine added. 
 
    “Really?” I looked down at the murky contents of the bottles. 
 
    The cards were shoved toward me and I almost dropped my “gift”. 
 
    “We mixed them ourselves. Got a website now. Pass those cards out to your friends.” 
 
    I palmed the cards in my left hand, the vials in my right and accepted another strong-gripped hug from my mother and a final pat from my father as they walked out. 
 
    It was with deep relief that I watched them drive off. The greasy, smelly oils I tossed straight into the trashcan along with the business cards. I wouldn’t trust my parents with food or my health and I sure wasn’t going to get my friends involved with my parents’ shady dealings. 
 
    As I went into the kitchen to clean up the leftovers, I noticed one of the cats up on the table licking at the tofu. “You’re welcome to it, buddy.” 
 
    The fruit went back into the fridge, but the rest went into the trash. Sniffing, I realized that my hands smelled. The oils had leaked through their bottles. Lifting my hands closer, I breathed deeply then doubled over as coughs wracked my body. Vile stuff! 
 
    Making it to the sink, I doused my hands in dish detergent and scrubbed vigorously. It took several minutes but finally, my hands passed the sniff test and I detected nothing but lemon scent from the soap. 
 
    Grabbing the rubber gloves from the cleaning bucket I had brought and stowed under the kitchen sink, I bagged the trash. I dumped it in the green can outside the front door up against the privacy fence that separated the units from each other. For good measure, I peeled off the bright yellow gloves and tossed them too. 
 
    Back inside, I dropped to the couch and just stared at the ceiling. I lost track of time but eventually, I grabbed my phone and hit my sister’s number. When she answered, I launched into her. 
 
    “Did you know they were planning to become foster parents?!” My voice rose and I tried to control my volume. 
 
    Megan snorted. “Never happen.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t have warned me?” I snapped. 
 
    “What? And let you off easy? I think not. So whose place did you borrow for the visit?” 
 
    “How did you…” 
 
    She cut me off. “I know you wouldn’t want them knowing you had money. They would have hit you up to invest in their crappy oil business.” She laughed. Her mood seemed much improved from the last time we had chatted. 
 
    “You knew about that too?” I sputtered feeling a tad betrayed that she hadn’t shared. 
 
    “Oh, yes, it was a great visit,” Megan said, her voice dripping with venom. 
 
    My lips pursed up as an idea took shape. “Did they hit you up for baby things?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed.” 
 
    We sighed together, then Megan said, “If we’re lucky, it will be another seven years before they visit again.” 
 
    “Can only hope,” I said, feeling much better. “Hey, I need to finish up at John’s and get back home. Call you soon.” 
 
    “Sure, you will,” Megan said with another laugh before she disconnected. 
 
    I sat there smiling down at my phone for a moment. My parents might suck but at least my sister didn’t. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Knowing John wouldn’t appreciate the throw pillows with brightly colored sequins, I gathered them up to take with me. Picking one up, a cascade of sequins rained onto the carpet and my shoes. I stared down in confusion then felt a spark of annoyance. My mother! I had seen her playing with one. 
 
    Setting it down on the coffee table, I stalked back into the kitchen to retrieve a garbage bag from under the sink and stuffed the damaged pillow inside. Then got John’s small red vacuum out of the hallway closet. When I turned back to head into the living room, I saw both Max and Mr. Mango were inspecting the sequins on the floor. 
 
    “No!” I cried out, letting the vacuum drop to the floor with a bang as I ran to scare the cats away.  Either my loud shout or my thundering footsteps did it because they scattered in two different directions. When I went back and picked up the vacuum, a small piece of red plastic remained on the floor. Ugh. I just had to hope it still worked. 
 
    Thankfully it did, and I got all the orange, black, and purple sequins up off the carpet. As an afterthought, I went over my sneakers too. Putting his working, but cracked, vacuum away I fished a pad of sticky notes out of my purse and wrote, I owe you a new vacuum, on the fluorescent orange sheet and stuck it to the front of the machine. 
 
    I ended up tossing the other two pillows into the garbage bag and felt like Santa when I threw it over my back to carry out to my SUV with the bucket of cleaning supplies and my purse. 
 
    Home sweet home. The rush I felt when pulling into my garage was no doubt intensified by that horrible visit with my parents, but still, being home never failed to thrill me. I left everything but my purse in the garage and tiptoed into the house. 
 
    Everything was neat and clean and I said a big thank you for Helen and that I never had to deep clean like I had today at John’s. Yes, I might be a tad spoiled in that regard, but oh well. 
 
    Going upstairs, my eyes flashed over the three closed doors of the bedrooms. I hadn’t told John about the fosters kept in the two guest rooms. First, I went to my room and peeked in, the bed was unmade and the room empty. Next up, the first guest bedroom and in it, I found John’s long form, stretched out on his stomach under the covers on the bed, dead asleep. Jean was snoozing curled up on the pillow on top of his head and Billy was resting on her back next to his hip. Aww…I would have taken a picture if I wasn’t afraid of the flash waking him. 
 
    I checked on Jill and she was thrilled to see me, running up crying when I opened the door. Picking her up, she purred and bumped her head into my chin. “Hey, Jill, in a few days will set up the gate to let the others get used to you and you to them, okay?” 
 
    I had found the best way to introduce cats was going by the book and taking it slow. Keep them separated but able to hear and smell each other through a door for two weeks, then do a gate in the doorway, making sure it was high enough that they couldn’t jump over it. That was tricky, so I found two gates on top of each other worked there. During that time, I would take things from the resident cats and place it with the new cat and the same for the new one. That way, the other cat's smell would get on them. If all went well then, I could let the new one out for a limited time, working it up to longer each day. If it didn’t go well, ugh, time to start from square one. 
 
    Agnes was a super chill cat and didn’t mind Maverick and Daisy joining our happy family at all. But a few months after getting them, I had tried to bring another male cat home to foster and that set Maverick off. He simply wouldn’t tolerate not being the only boy. Since I didn’t want my entire house to smell of cat pee, I had backed off and given up on ever having another male here, even as a foster. 
 
    So far so good with the presence of three additional female foster cats so I was super hopeful all three of my cats would accept Jill when the time came. 
 
    Placing Jill down I checked on her food and water, cleaned her litter, spent some time playing with a shoestring with her and then said my goodbyes. I was in need of a good hot shower. 
 
    When I went downstairs again, feeling loads more relaxed, I found John in the living room eating a bowl of cereal with Daisy in his lap and Agnes next to him on the couch. His warm blue eyes flashed a greeting as he smiled with puffed out cheeks full of breakfast for dinner. 
 
    “Hey, thank you so much, John.” I sat down on the other end of the couch, reaching out to stroke on Agnes. 
 
    After he finished chewing John asked, “How did it go?” 
 
    “Horrible beyond belief.” 
 
    John placed his empty bowl down on the coffee table, with a hand around Daisy so she wouldn’t fall off his lap as he leaned forward. “Sounds great,” John said with a laugh settling back into the couch. 
 
    “They gave me some of their fake essential oils and told me their grand plans to be foster parents.” 
 
    The smile fled from his face as his mouth formed an O of shock. “No way! Them wanting more kids? They never bothered with the ones they had.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. They only want to do it for the money. Dad let that slip and Mom quickly tried to rationalize it but that’s all it is for them, another scheme to feather their nest.” 
 
    “Think they’ll qualify?” 
 
    I gave John a look and he laughed. 
 
    “Of course not,” he answered his own question. 
 
    “Exactly, that’s why I’m not more concerned about it. Still made me mad though.” 
 
    John lifted Agnes from between us and placed her next to him and then transferred Daisy over too, then he slid closer and wrapped an arm around me pulling in closer for a one-sided hug. “Sorry, T. They suck.” 
 
    Resting my head on John’s chest and smelling his musky, sleepy smell I closed my eyes, feeling warm and safe. We stayed like that for a moment and then I felt the shift before he spoke and mentally braced myself for what I knew was going to be a very hard but much-needed conversation. 
 
    Lifting me from him, John’s face was serious as he held one of my hands in his bigger, callus-roughened one. “T, I know things were a mess between us for a while. You and Lance, going off to Greece, but I’m glad everything is calming down again.” 
 
    My mind flashed to the current mess of Victor/Adrian, Victor’s father, and the deal with that rat Mateo. But I knew not to mention any of that and worry John.  So I kept it simple, “Yeah, I’m glad too.” 
 
    John’s t-shirt clad chest puffed out as he took a deep breath and as he exhaled his eyes sought mine. I knew he was gearing up to say something big and I was desperate to stop him. “The cats seem so happy at your place. Thanks again for fostering them.” 
 
    “No, T. We need to talk.” 
 
    I bit my lip. How could I tell my best friend that I couldn’t give him what he wanted? My mind returned to Aunt Prudy’s advice on kissing John and making him happy. And I knew that we could be happy together but yet still something held me back. 
 
    “John, I just don’t want to ruin what we have and lose my best friend,” I said honestly. Hot tears ran from my eyes down my cheeks as my nose did that dreaded burn when I was about to emotionally explode. My breathing sped up and desperately I leaned forward to grab the tissue box off the coffee table in front of us. 
 
    “Teresa, you would never lose me.” John’s hand grabbed at the wad of used tissues in my hand and he plucked a clean one from the box to gently pat my face dry. 
 
    His efforts were wasted as more tears welled at his sweet words and dripped down on his hand. With a groan, John hauled me up against him, wrapping both his muscular arms around my back. 
 
    I sobbed into his shoulder as he rocked us back and forth slowly. Warmth and strength flowed through me from him. He was such a good, good man. 
 
    When I finally got myself under control, I rubbed at my leaking nose with the edge of a sleeve and swiped under both my eyes with my knuckles. Scooting back from him, I felt his arms drop and the sense of security and safety went with them. For a second, I desperately wanted those feelings back. In his arms, I had felt like nothing the world threw at me mattered.  Now that they were gone, all my problems pressed down on me again. 
 
    But I would face them like I always did. 
 
    “Better?” John asked gently, his deep voice hoarse. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said trying not to dissolve into tears again. 
 
    His blue eyes locked on mine, forcing me not to look away, “For you, anything.” Then he stood, grabbing his bowl and walking away. “I’ll be back,” he called over his broad shoulder as his bare feet thumped down the hall. 
 
    When he returned, the pain in his eyes, pain that I caused, was hidden. Once more he was just good old friendly John. Sitting down next to me on the couch again, he put some space between us and Daisy took the opening to walk over his sweatpants-covered lap to stretch out between us. John’s hand reached down to stroke her velvety soft ears and his words were directed downward though they were for me. “You know I can’t give Max and Mr. Mango back.” 
 
    A real smile spread across my face. “I know, that’s why you’re one of the good ones.” I gave him a friendly punch in the arm. 
 
    His dark lashes swept down over his eyes, but not before the flash of pain in them told me that had been the wrong thing to say. 
 
    “Yup, that’s me,” John said, opening his eyes but not looking at me. “Shame good guys finish last.” 
 
    “No! John, that’s not true,” I argued. 
 
    John stood again, looking out the windows on the far side of the room. “I better get going.” 
 
    Despite it all, I wanted to keep talking, make him see that my perceived rejection of him as a partner wasn’t a dismissal, and I didn’t see him as less of anything. He was such a great guy; the problem was with me. It was always me. 
 
    “Goodnight, T,” John said, not even waiting for me to walk him to the door. He let himself out and I just sat there watching him go, my fingers clenched in my lap. 
 
    Agnes’s sudden cry in my ear brought my head around to her sweet little face. Gliding my fingers through her silky fur I asked her, “Why can’t life ever be simple?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    As loud knocks echo through the house, I was drawn back to that evening several months ago that had been the ending of my mostly peaceful life. I had answered those pounding knocks and Lance came barreling through my door. But it hadn’t really been Lance, it had been Victor possessing Lance’s body. My life hasn’t hadn’t been the same since and part of me screamed at me not to answer the door. To instead go quietly upstairs, get into bed, and finish my book there. 
 
    As I got slowly to my feet, I swayed slightly, my hands reaching out for balance. The book, discarded cover-side down, my page lost. I was unaware if it was my psychic sense urging me to the door or yelling to run upstairs but I walked to the door and opened it. 
 
    Both Mateo and Adrian were standing there. The former grinning broadly, handsome and charming while the latter was paler than ever, his dark eyes begging for something I don’t comprehend. Seeing the two men together, my vision clouded over. I gasped for breath, gulping like a fish until suddenly icy air rushed at me, filling my starving lungs. Only then did I notice Andre Sr lurking behind them, his arms gesturing wildly, as he shouted out at the universe. Sadly, I was the only one that could hear him and I hadn’t a clue what he was saying. 
 
    My frozen lips lifted in a smile of greeting as I forced myself to greet them.  “Mateo, I thought you were in Greece.” My voice quivered, stumbling over his name. 
 
    His grin widened displaying almost all his teeth. “We can stop playing games now. Move aside, we’re coming in.” 
 
    Mateo shoved Adrian forward and only then did I see the black object in his right hand, a gun. 
 
    “Into the living room,” he demanded, prodding him in the back with the gun. 
 
    I followed along, keeping my distance from the two men, with Andre Sr trailing along behind me. 
 
    “Sit down,” Mateo ordered Adrian, pushing him to the couch. “No funny business or I shoot Teresa.” 
 
    My gaze lifted to Mateo’s face and it was easy to see he was serious, his face looked as if it was made of wax, its cruelty carved in every pane. How I had ever believed him to be charming and funny showed how naïve I really was. 
 
    Andre Sr moved to stand near his grandson, he was quiet, his dark hooded eyes locked onto Mateo, following his every move. 
 
    I can saw beads of sweat on Adrian’s face, if he was scared, I should be terrified. And I was, yet this felt unreal. How did any of us end up here? I needed to understand. 
 
    Taking a small step forward, I waited to see Mateo’s next move. His gun swung slowly between me and Adrian. But my gaze was transfixed by the opening in the barrel, an inky mist spilled out of it, swirling around the gun and Mateo’s hand. 
 
    How was Mateo not noticing this? I looked at Adrian but his eyes were closed, his mouth clenched into a thin line. Andre Sr caught my eye and gave me a slow nod that I didn’t understand but I was suddenly glad for his presence. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I asked, “Why are you doing this, Mateo? Why am I involved?” 
 
    Dark eyes roamed over me, and crazily enough what seemed to be genuine affection was in the smile he gave me. “You have no idea my joy at finding you. Someone who shares my powers, someone who understands the nightmare of being hounded by needy spirits and people constantly wanting to use us.” He chuckled, running a hand along his neatly trimmed beard. “But I had to be careful, that’s why I couldn’t permit you to touch me or give in to my own temptation to feel your skin. I knew I couldn’t hide my lies from you.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I took in what he was saying. “What’s so different this time? I felt nothing from you, no thoughts, no emotion, nothing.” 
 
    The wolfish grin flashed again, the gun firmly on Adrian now, who continued to be motionless. “I wanted to touch you this time, but I had to block my thoughts and feelings from you.” He stepped closer, his tongue coming out to swipe at his lower lip which glistened with saliva. “But now I can come completely clean with you. With your money, we can live like kings.” 
 
    My face must have betrayed my thoughts as Mateo laughed. “Oh, I know about your lottery winnings. But that’s not why I want you, that just sweetens the pot. The fact that Victor here loves you makes this just perfect revenge against the family.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, what did Victor ever do to you?” I cried out. “He died before you were even born!” 
 
    The gun turned on me, that inky darkness trailing up Mateo’s arm now. “Sit down on the couch, get comfy as I tell you a little story.” 
 
    I followed directions, my hands limp in my lap, though I so wanted to reach out for Adrian just for some comfort and hopefully a squeeze telling me it was going to be okay. 
 
    “So, why am I doing this? Why do I hate the Michaelides’ family? It must be so confusing to you, but I’m sure once you are enlightened, you will fully understand, and possibly shed a few tears for my family. Isn’t that right, Andre?” Mateo’s eyes looked at the elder ghost gleaming with malevolence. 
 
    Part of me had forgotten Mateo could see spirits the same as I could. In Greece, he had claimed to be able to block them out and the sight of Andre Sr had upset him. No doubt that had been a ruse to confuse and divert me. 
 
    “Oh yes, I know of your dad,” Mateo directed that to Adrian. “Or your grandfather, if you would prefer.” He let out a hoot of laughter. “This couldn’t have worked out better if I had planned it.” 
 
    “I get revenge for my family and wipe out the Michaelides family in one swoop.” He fell silent, no doubt savoring his victory, then his eyes whipped back to Andre Sr. “How does it feel, old man? Knowing that a few decisions have brought about all this? Then again, what’s one more life to you? Or even a dozen more. You should carry the mark of your evil in death, you would be covered in blood if you did.” 
 
    Pulled in by his words, my eyes went to Andre Sr to gauge his reaction. The old spirit just stood there, his once powerful shoulders back as he stood up straight, facing his accuser head-on. 
 
    “You mentioned I couldn’t have known Victor, Teresa, and you are correct. But my grandfather, Savas, he knew Victor quite well. Isn’t that right?” Mateo leaned forward and jabbed at Adrian’s shoulder with the flat of his left hand. 
 
    “Yes, I did know your grandfather, he was a good man. Shame his grandson isn’t.” 
 
    Mateo’s tightly clenched fist shot out and I heard the crunch of Adrian’s nose breaking a moment before I felt the splash of his hot blood on my face. I couldn’t stop the scream that tore out of my throat, as I clawed at the sticky liquid on my skin, trying desperately to remove it. 
 
    The harsh sound of Mateo’s enraged breathing filled my ears as he loomed over Adrian and I. “Maybe if my grandfather hadn’t been taken from me, I would have had a different life!” he snarled, the black mist diving into his opened mouth. 
 
    “My grandfather was on the yacht that day. Do you think those rich snots piloted it themselves? No, my grandfather did! After they killed you, they killed him. But nobody mentions him. They acted like he wasn’t even there! When my mother went to the house, they told her he was a shiftless drunk who had never shown up! Instead of giving her money to support herself and her siblings, they insulted her and my grandfather. She implored Andre Sr but he believed his son over her.” 
 
    Andre Sr began to speak, his hands open in a beseeching gesture. I couldn’t understand what was being said and Adrian, sitting next to me with blood dripping down his face, couldn’t see or hear the spirit. 
 
    “Oh, yes, you’re sorry now,” Mateo roared. “But it’s too late. Forty years too late to be exact.” 
 
    The black mist weaved in and out of Mateo’s mouth and nose and I feared time was running out for Adrian and me. Hoping for a miracle, I stalled the only way I knew how. “How does Brianna figure into all this?” 
 
    “That is an excellent question, Teresa. I’m a real psychic, that’s how. Brianna has been batshit crazy for years! She’s hired others in the past but I’m the only one that delivered. Having Victor’s ghost take over Adrian was perfect. I can’t stand that selfish prick!” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “You were never trying to get him back?” 
 
    “Get him back?” Mateo rocked back with the force of his laughter, choking on it. When he got himself under control his dark eyes leaked tears. “Whatever gave you that idea? This is all too perfect. All the guilty parties are made to pay. Andre Jr and Brianna killed my grandfather and Victor. By all accounts, Victor was a horrible person in life and in death he has killed Adrian.” 
 
    All Mateo was saying was the truth but…this was still wrong…so very wrong. 
 
    “See, nicely wrapped up. I dispose of Adrian here, give Brianna a call, who in turn, blows Andre Jr away as she’s convinced this is all his fault and then Brianna turns the gun on herself. We can stay here if you like, or travel.” 
 
    My skin crawled remembering how I had been so eager for his attention and affection before. That I had let him kiss me…my nose crinkled in disgust. “No,” I shouted at him. 
 
    Mateo’s face twisted frightfully. “You think you are somehow above me? You used your powers for your own selfish desires.” He held out his left hand and with the right, ticked off a finger with the gun as he listed my crimes. “Money. Lance. Did you think using his body was ethical? You can blame Victor all you want, but you went along with it. I witnessed with my own eyes what a mess the man was after Victor’s last possession of him.” 
 
    My head dropped, my chin on my chest, as my eyes closed in shame. Everything he said was the truth. Then my hands balled into fists. But that didn’t mean I deserved to be with a weasel like Mateo. Yes, I’d made mistakes, I was still human and fallible. 
 
    “And what is it going to be, Teresa?” The black mist spilling out of his eyes made it difficult to look at Mateo but I still glared. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Well, I guess I have another loose end to tie up then.” With a shrug, Mateo shot Adrian, whose body slumped wetly against me, before turning the gun on me. 
 
    The blackness oozing around him flashed yellow as Andre Sr jumped into Mateo’s body. The gun dropped with a loud clatter as it struck the hardwood floor. 
 
    Victor was now next to me, “Teresa, Teresa,” he shouted in my face. “Get up! Get out of here!” 
 
    Stunned, I stumbled to my feet, watching Mateo tear at his clothes, a few times Andre Sr hovered over him before sinking back into the young man. The darkness was gone, leaving Mateo’s panic plain to see as his eyes rolled around the room. “Get out of me!” he screamed, ripping at his hair. Wheeling around, his wide, panic-filled eyes settled on me, “Help me,” he implored. 
 
    Trying to get away from his outstretched grasping hands, I tripped over Adrian’s legs and fell back onto his body. The smell of blood surrounded me. I gagged, managing to roll off his unmoving body, landing on the floor between the couch and the coffee table with a thump that sent a snap of pain into my shoulder even as vomit shot out of my mouth in a bitter rush. 
 
    Tears blinded my vision, and I heard myself crying as I pushed at the coffee table so I could move away from my mess and the blood. I was desperate to get away, crawling back on my hands and knees. Several crashes sounded in my ears, making me jump with each one. But the bang of my front door opening and hitting against the doorframe brought relief. It might be over. Please let it be over! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Teresa, it’s okay,” Victor’s voice, low and gentle, whispered in my ear. “You’re safe.” 
 
    I looked up through the curtain of my damp, smelly hair swinging in my face. Free from the confinement of the coffee table and couch I pushed up to sit on my knees, shoving my hair back with a grimace of disgust. I had puke on my hands and in my hair. I wiped my hands on my jeans, looking around my trashed living room. Adrian’s body remained slumped on the couch, the expensive tan suede material black with his blood. 
 
    “Victor! You have to help Adrian. Get back in his body! Save him!” I felt my stomach clench again but fought it back. 
 
    Victor’s eyes were full of remorse as he shook his head. “He’s gone, Teresa.” 
 
    I got to my feet, my eyes flying around the room, trying to take everything in and make sense of the last hour. “Mateo?” I asked, not certain I cared or even wanted to know. 
 
    “My father has taken care of him.” 
 
    “The black stuff pouring out of him?” I asked with a shuddering breath, trying not to look at the dead body on my couch. 
 
    He shook his head. “I didn’t see any of that. In Adrian’s body, I was human and had none of my spirit abilities.” 
 
    I moaned. “What am I going to do? I have to call the police.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Victor’s voice barked out, stilling my attempts to stand. “I’ll handle it.” He weaved around me, careful not to touch me, and for that, I was thankful. I didn’t think my system could stand another shock. 
 
    Victor pressed into Adrian’s body and he sat slowly up with a groan. “Damn this hurts!” 
 
    I leaped to my feet, staring in fascination as Adrian’s bloody form stood up, “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Holding a hand to his bleeding chest, Adrian attempted a smile, exposing bloody teeth. “Get rid of the body.” 
 
    Despite my fear and repulsion, I stepped forward to help him. 
 
    “No!” The word ripped out of him, blood flecking his lips. “Don’t touch me. Hopefully, I can do this so nothing can be traced back to you.” One sluggish footstep at a time he began making his way out of the room. “I don’t know how far this body will make it,” he warned. Then he was gone, smears and drips of blood marking his staggering departure through the still opened door. 
 
    I paused, certain I heard sirens, but it was just my fears making me paranoid. Just the same, I put my flagging energy into making it to the door. Closing it carefully, I didn’t let out my held-in breath until the deadbolt slid across with the whispered promise of security. I didn’t have a clue where to begin. Looking down, rust-colored blood coated my hands and maroon splotches trailed up my sleeves. I reeked, my nose stuffed full with the scent of coppery blood and death. Desperately I wanted to take an hour-long shower but my living room looked like a murder took place there. 
 
    Wild, hysterical laughter poured out of me as freely as my vomit did just a short time ago. Well, gee Teresa, that’s exactly what did happen. And you owe your life to a ghost. If not for Andre Sr, I would be slumped over with Adrian’s body on my couch instead of worrying about how I was going to clean all this. 
 
    Wonder what Helen charges for biohazard cleanup?  I giggled to myself as I limped into the garage where all the cleaning supplies were stored. I didn’t have a clue what to use and just grabbed an armful of bottles and spray cans. On my return trip, I took the box of trash bags. Moving through the kitchen I heard a loud yowl. My cats! 
 
    Dropping the box, I tore through the house to find my babies. Loud gasps filled my ears, and suddenly I was sobbing again, tasting salt on my lips as I cried out, “Agnes! Maverick! Daisy! Please, please, it’s okay.” 
 
    Uncaring of the mess I might be dragging with me, all I could think about was if one of them ran out through the open door. It was shocking that nobody reported the gunshot, but I wasn’t out of the woods there yet. I couldn’t go racing around the neighborhood covered in blood, calling for the cats and not draw attention. 
 
    The two guest bedroom doors are shut firmly so I don’t have to worry about the fosters. I’d comfort everyone after this nightmare was behind me. I just had to locate Agnes, Maverick, and Daisy. I chanted that to myself as I went into my bedroom, looking first under the bed and dressers. 
 
    The hardwood floor was painful as I literally fell to my knees in relief when I found all three of them in my walk-in closet, huddled behind a few totes of old clothes. Pulling Agnes to me, I kissed her furry head again and again. “Mommy is so happy you’re all okay.” 
 
    Releasing Agnes, my hand reached out for Maverick when I pulled back just in time as he hissed and lashed out with claws extended. “It’s okay, you’re scared. And I smell horrible,” I mumbled, standing up. 
 
    “You’re all safe in here so I’m going to close you in,” I told them. “Don’t need any of you tracking blood around or getting into the chemicals.” 
 
    The bedroom door closed with a click and amazingly, I felt much more in control. I could handle this. 
 
    Three hours later, the living room was s as spotless as I could make it. The place would probably light up if a CSI team were to pop in, but it was my fondest hope that wasn’t going to happen. Despite the chill, I had to open all the windows so I wouldn’t be overcome by the cleaner fumes. The couch was ruined, no way around that. But even if I could get it perfectly clean, I would never be able to sit on it again. Nope, tomorrow, or rather, later today, since it was almost two in the morning, I would go furniture shopping, fast delivery and speedy haul-away service was a must. 
 
    With a wet wipe, I cleaned up any errant spots that could possibly be blood as I trudged upstairs to finally get my shower. In the bathroom, my clothes and the dirty wet wipe went into one of the trash bags I brought with me. A sigh eased from my weary body I stepped into the shower, the dual heads pelting my body with not quite scalding hot water. 
 
    I used an entire bottle of shower gel, the smell of lilacs overpowering and wiping away almost all traces of the scent of blood, yet it lingered in my memory no matter how I scrubbed. When I left the shower, I didn’t bother combing out my wet hair, I just bundled it in a towel and flopped onto my bed. 
 
    The sheets stuck to my damp body, twisting with me as I turned over. My eyes closed before my head even hit my pillow. Despite thinking I couldn’t possibly sleep after the events of last night, my body knew better and I dropped into a dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Bright sunlight drilled into my eyelids as full consciousness teased my resting mind. Unable to fight it, I rolled to spare my eyes and came face to face with a black, furry butt. I blew gently, watching the fur lift up in thick spikey clumps before it settled back down along Daisy’s twitching spine. 
 
    With a noisy groan, I rose up and there was Victor stretched out on my gray silk damask chaise lounge, his long legs in his skin-tight brown pants crossed at the ankles, as his linked fingers rested on his flat stomach under the brazenly unbuttoned gold and tan silk shirt he wore, that gave more than a hint of his black hair-covered chest. The clothes he died in, forty years ago when his girlfriend and his brother killed him. 
 
    “Victor,” my voice came out soft and with a breathy quality that I was ashamed of. 
 
    His closed eyes opened slowly, the chocolate irises so dark they looked black from the distance. He rose slowly, moving forward until he sat on the end of the lounge, his hands dangling loosely between his spread legs. “I think it will be okay,” he said, his deep voice steady but with a hint of weariness. 
 
    I opened my mouth to question that, but he cut me off before I got a single word out. 
 
    “The less you know, the better.” 
 
    “Mateo?” the name hung between us, guilt flooding me as his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What about him? We’ll let my father deal with him.” The smile he gave me told me enough about what that would be. 
 
    My eyes flickered to Agnes who rubbed around the chaise lounge, overjoyed to see her friend again. 
 
    Victor’s expression softened as he looked down at the black and orange cat drifting in and out of his legs. Once more I was reminded of happier days. 
 
    Still, I wanted answers. “What about Andre and Brianna? 
 
    Grim satisfaction radiated in his voice and on his face as Victor answered, “When the body is found they’ll be notified. I made certain of that.” 
 
    “Victor?” 
 
    In a flash he was next to me, a lean brown hand reaching toward me. 
 
    I could no more stop flinching from his searching hand than I could prevent the sadness that shone clearly in his eyes. 
 
    His arm fell to his sides. “You must understand, I never wanted all this, especially not to hurt you. I just wanted a chance at a life, a life with you.” 
 
    There was nothing I could say to that. Hot tears dripped from my eyes, collected on my jaw, and then fell onto the comforter. 
 
    “Know that I love you.” His lips crept upward in a sad smile and then he was gone. 
 
    Tossing off the covers, I crawled forward on my hands and knees, my eyes scanning the room. All I saw were the cats. “That’s it?” I yelled out. “You say you love me and poof? Gone! You come back here right now, Victor! You don’t play fair.” 
 
    Inching back against the headboard, I banged my battered body against it, full on sobbing now. “You don’t play fair.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shifting my weight from one leg to the other while the humming furniture salesman rang up my new living room, set my phone launched into its ringtone, the theme from the movie, The Good, The Bad and the Ugly. Claude, my jovial salesman, raised his elegantly arched brown brows as his thin lips twitched. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said when I saw John’s name on the phone’s display. 
 
    “For more privacy, the customer lounge is right down past the bedroom suites,” Claude put in smoothly, a well-manicured nail pointing the way. 
 
    Head down, I raised it briefly to thank him before I powerwalked away. Only when I felt I was safely out of range, did I answer my phone. 
 
    “Hello, John?” 
 
    “T, I’m so happy to hear your voice! Are you okay?” 
 
    My throat dried up as I cast guilty eyes around the room. There was simply no way for John to know about what happened last night after he left. “Why wouldn’t I be fine?” I managed to get out between numb lips. 
 
    “Rescue just came back from Rehoboth Beach, a homeless guy stumbled on two dead bodies under the boardwalk, down near Funland.” 
 
    I sank into the nearest space available which happened to be a King-sized captain’s bed, the hard knobs on the drawers smacked against my legs. 
 
    John continued, “This hasn’t been released yet, but both men are from Greece and identification was found on them, along with credit cards and money, making robbery not a motive at this point.” He blew out a big breath right into the phone and it sounded like a wind tornado whizzing in my ear. “But one was Mateo Carras and it seemed a big coincidence you meeting a guy in Greece named Mateo and this guy turning up here dead.” 
 
    My blood pounded in my temples and I was glad to already be sitting down. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I think this guy came over from Greece meaning to stalk you! I told you I didn’t have a good feeling about him.” 
 
    John wasn’t completely off base in his thinking, but a wave of sweet relief hit me. Thank goodness I had never mentioned my date with Mateo in Baltimore or our lunch in Rehoboth. Now I could only hope that Sandy, the only person at the rescue who had met Mateo, never got wind of his body turning up. It was an unrealistic hope but I was going with it at the moment. 
 
    “John, this is all so wild,” I said truthfully. “Thanks for calling me. This is definitely a lesson to be wary in the future.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m always telling you. For such a smart girl you can be so naïve when it comes to jerks.” 
 
    I was nodding my head along when I caught a glimpse of Claude weaving between the displays. “Hey, John? I’m in the middle of something, need to let you go. And did you hear about the new Jay and Silent Bob movie? I feel the need for a marathon night, soon!” I tried to inject some excitement into my voice. 
 
    “Snoochie boochies!” John sang out one of our favorite phrases from Jay. 
 
    “Later, partner,” I replied and disconnected. 
 
    Claude stood a respectful distance away, his hands behind his back, waiting for me to finish up. As I put my phone back in my purse, he came closer. “All set, Ms. Ashford. Delivery first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    I had wanted today and had pushed, but money truly could only spin the wheels so far. And what was one day? 
 
    “Thank you so much, Claude.” 
 
    Claude handed me three pages of paperwork and a shiny silver metal fountain pen. I signed my name in the proper places and accepted a handshake. Then I was on my way. 
 
    Driving home, I couldn’t help but think about Mateo and Adrian. Mostly Mateo. Adrian, in reality, had been dead for weeks. Apparently happy to be free of his earthly life and with no interest in reclaiming his body, it was harder to grieve for him. A lot of that had to do with the fact that I had never met the man himself other than the few glimpses of his spirit. 
 
    But Mateo, he had held me in his arms, kissed me, he was real to me. I felt horrible for what had been done to his grandfather all those years ago, but Adrian had no part in that. And neither had I, yet Mateo would have shot me as easily as he had Adrian. My head was a jumble of emotions and I was so tired of the half-truths and lies I was being forced to tell in order to cover up the fact that I knew Mateo and why he was in Delaware. 
 
    I was under no illusions that the police would believe me that a dead drug kingpin from Greece had killed Mateo after some weird black mist had overtaken him. Remembering the way it had drifted over him gave me the creeps. 
 
    Horns blasted from behind me, the light had turned green. I could have been there three seconds or a minute, lost in thought. Pressing down on the gas, the Tahoe shot forward and I cranked up the radio to keep my attention in the here and now. 
 
    A trio of ghostly bikers tore around me and I smiled watching them speed through the yellow light. Halloween was a week away and it would be interesting to see if the majority of the new ghosts headed out of town when it was over. There was nothing sinister with their presences that I had observed, it was the humans that were the true scary ones. 
 
    At home, I saw a small manila envelope tucked into the trim around my garage door and after I parked, I went out and retrieved it. Lance. Just a touch and I knew it was from him. Standing in the opened garage I ripped open the top of the envelope, peering inside. 
 
    A rush of warmth shot out at me as I tapped the item out. Sunlight caught on the brilliant red of the sea glass as it spun on a silver chain in my hand. The envelope crinkled noisily against my chest as I clutched the necklace to me. Walking out into my driveway, my eyes sought out Lance’s house but I saw no sign of anyone. 
 
    Heading back, I opened the blue trash can near the side of the garage, planning to toss the empty mailer, my eyes were caught on writing that I had missed in my eagerness to open it. It simply said, Thank you for everything. Lance. 
 
    Thank you, Lance, my heart answered. 
 
    I put the mailer in the trash and fastened the necklace around my neck. Going inside the house, I sniffed and didn’t smell the overpowering scent of the cleaners. Walking into the living room I realized why.  Cold wind blew in through all the partially opened windows! 
 
    All three cats had claimed a window and cried when I pulled them down and shut the window. My furnace must have been working overtime all day! I almost sat down on the couch but sprang up before my butt touched it. My new things couldn’t come soon enough! 
 
    In the kitchen, I grabbed a bottle of Pepsi and my purse, intending to head upstairs and unwind as best as I could. I fished my purse out and checked it as I walked upstairs. I had a message from Derek. Guess I didn’t need his services anymore. 
 
    Hitting listen and the speaker button, I took the stairs at a gallop as Derek’s deep, monotone voice filled the air. 
 
    “Ms. Ashford, Derek here. I got some bad news for you.” 
 
    I froze, one foot lifted to take the next step. 
 
    “That gentleman you wanted investigated? He was found dead this morning. Don’t bother trying to look it up, it won’t hit the news until tomorrow.” 
 
    Gulping, I lowered my foot and stood rooted to the spot. 
 
    “He was beaten to death. Odd thing about that, his injuries are internal, it’s like a boxer was inside him having a go at his spleen.” 
 
    My mind flashed to Andre Sr’s appearance, maybe not a boxer but not someone to mess with. That had been my first impression of him. Even as a ghost, he was fearsome. 
 
    “Consider our business concluded. Erase this message.” Derek had paused then, and in that silence on the message, I could almost hear him debating with himself. A hard exhale of breath filled the air and the message ended. 
 
    Whatever else Derek had wanted to say he had apparently chosen to keep to himself. Wise advice that I would apply myself on the closed subject of Mateo Carras. 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    It had been two weeks since the discovery of Mateo and Adrian’s bodies under the boardwalk at Rehoboth Beach by some poor homeless man. At some point during that time, I’ve stopped becoming a nervous wreck every time my phone rings. While not in the clear the faint stirrings of relief had begun to spread.  
 
    That’s why when my phone began vibrating an ominous red, I knew my time of short-lived hope was over. The moment my hand hovered over the phone the air surrounding me became dense and stifling. My heavy breathing filled my ears even as I tried to steady my nerves.   
 
    Run! My mind screamed. I could see myself packing a bag, gathering my passport, and calling John, begging him to take care of my now four cats. Going a step further I could see myself flying off to some tropical paradise and rebuilding my life in secret.  
 
    As my watering eyes flew around the room they halted on Agnes, my beautiful five-year-old tortie, curled up with the newest member of the bunch, Jill. Jill, an all-black senior kitty, who I had taken in as a foster while the rescue was stuffed to the brim with black cats since Halloween was a very unsafe time of the year for them, had fitted in so nicely. Even Maverick, another foster fail, had taken to the tiny old girl and allowed her to dwell in peace here.  
 
    There was no way I could leave them. Even with John, my trusted best friend since tenth grade. And the rescue, Whisker Kisses, my pride and joy and the fulfillment of a lifetime dream, a place for cats to find their home or for that to be their home. No, no way could I walk away from that. My head shook slowly back in forth as my eyes moved slowly over the rest of my living room.  
 
    My house, despite the violence of that night two weeks ago, I had found to contain no trace of it. All the memories were in my head. It had been three nights since I had replayed those tense, horror-filled minutes where Mateo held me and Adrian hostage. Before the ghost of Andre Sr, Victor’s father and Adrian’s grandfather, had wrestled control away from Mateo by jumping into his body and saving me from the bullet Mateo had been able to fire.  
 
    Maybe it was due to Adrian already being dead and just a host body for Victor but I felt I really could sleep soundly in my house. It also helped that I lived in a gated community. Still, the fact that nobody had reported the gunshot worried me. The same day my new furniture was delivered, a crew of six installed a high-tech security system for me. Peace equals security and that night was dreamless.  
 
    But no more. The still glowing and ringing phone inches from my outstretched hand ended all that. The police were calling and that meant they had found my connection to the two dead men from Greece.  
 
    “Hello?” Despite the way my stomach was chewing itself up with acid my voice sounded calm and even slightly bubbly. Best to reign that in.  
 
    “Ms. Teresa Ashford?” A male voice with a nasally twang inquired in rapid fire. Definitely not a Delawarean with an accent like that. It wasn’t called slower lower for nothing, around here people took their sweet time getting all the syllables out.  
 
    Despite knowing it was the police, thanks to my sixth sense going crazy, I still stopped myself from replying with a yes. “This is she,” I stated like it had been drilled into my head to stop robo spammers that would use that yes to sign me up for who knows what.  
 
    “This is Detective Noah Willis with Rehoboth Homicide,” the twang dipped and all but do-si-doed over the vowels and I pressed the phone harder against my ear. “Ms. Ashford, I would like to swing by and ask a few questions about a Mr. Mateo Carras, and a Mr. Adrian Michaelides.”  
 
    The gulp I took was thankfully not audible but I was floored that I had been connected with not just one but both men already. My mind didn’t race it stopped completely like a deer caught in headlights.  
 
    “Ms. Ashford,” the detective’s voice rose higher still.  
 
    “Do I need my lawyer?”  
 
    A surprisingly deep chuckle filled my highly sensitive ears, “At this point, I don’t think that will be necessary, Ms. Ashford, but if you would like to have one give them a call. I was hoping you were available this afternoon.”  
 
    My mind staggered a bit, the scared deer not quite ready to bolt just yet but quivering with the urge. “I can do this afternoon.”  
 
    “I’ll see you at one.” Almost as an evil taunt, the detective added, “Have a nice day.”  
 
    The call ended and still, I held the phone to my sore ear. When I finally lowered it, I saw the sweaty imprint of my ear on the screen. Yuck! That got wiped on my jeans fast but only smeared the sweat and makeup around more.  
 
    Stomping into the kitchen, I went in search of a microfiber cloth that Helen, my twice weekly cleaning lady, kept on hand. Nothing. With my heart still hammering in my chest from the impending police visit, I took the stairs two at a time, nearly tripping over Maverick, one of the resident cow cats, who was sleeping on the steps. “Sorry, Mav,” I gasped out while pausing to pat his head.  
 
    I found a pack of blue microfiber cloths in the laundry room. The cellophane packaging refused to rip open but surrendered to my teeth. My dentist would have a fit if he saw me. It was only a few months ago that he had fixed a crack in one of my molars after I had chewed on ice.  
 
    Scrubbing at my nasty phone screen I tried to get serious about just what I was going to tell Detective Twang. Since I couldn’t recall his last name that nickname fit. It was past ten now so I had just shy of three hours to get my act together. Part of me wanted to google how to lie to the police but I doubted that would look good if they could somehow check my search history. Could they seize my phone?!!!   
 
    The microfiber floated to the ground, landing on my bare foot as I frantically scrolled through my messages. I had several voice messages from Mateo and two from Adrian, not to mention text messages. Should I erase them? I paced the hallway in front of the laundry room.  
 
    I could really use some help. I wished Victor was here. Not that he could help being a ghost and all but a friendly ear and some support would go a long way. Plus, he, no doubt, had had dealings with the police in his sordid past. You weren’t the son of a big-time drug kingpin if you didn’t know how to hustle the cops, right? But it didn’t matter, after that night two weeks ago when he told me how sorry he was for the whole mess and that he loved me he had disappeared. Gone to who knows where.  
 
    Despite my better judgment I had hauled out the Ouija board last week and tried to summon him. I had hoped that some nostalgia would bring him back since it was through the board that we had met when I was sixteen.  Those had been some wild times, as all his anger and fear had made the simple wooden board shift and smack against the floor. It was unusual for the planchette to spin off the board and zoom around my bedroom. What had been astonishing had been when he had appeared to me looking far more solid than any ghost ever had. I had seen ghosts for years but had always known what they were due to their faded or slightly dimmer appearance. But Victor? It had felt like he could gather me in his long arms, pull me to his exposed chest, and ravish me like in the naughty romance novels I enjoyed reading.   
 
    But that never happened, at least not how we wanted it to. I couldn’t stop the sigh that escaped me or how I slumped against the wall, my phone clutched against my chest. Victor couldn’t touch me, despite how solid he appeared he was still a spirit of a man that had been dead and in a watery grave for longer than I had been alive. Whenever he passed through me, I became violently ill. I shuddered remembering how cold and vile the experience had been.  
 
    Pushing away from the wall, I leaned over picking up the discarded bit of blue microfiber. None of that was helping me, all it was doing was ripping me apart even more. Victor, if he ever came back, would do so in his own sweet time, same as always. Maybe he could visit me in jail. That didn’t even justify a chuckle.  
 
    Going into my bedroom I spied Jill, the newest member of my happy feline family, her slight black body stretched out full length in the center of my bed. “Comfy?” I commented, reaching out to rub her warm fur as she purred. Jill had been one of the black cats that my rescue, Whisker Kisses, had been overrun with last month as we tried to keep them safe from weirdos who wanted to hurt them just because of the color of their fur.  Thankfully, it was now after Halloween and quite a few of the cats had found homes or had gone back to various other shelters and groups as space became available.  
 
    Now that did make me laugh. Helen had taken one of the cats right from my house and I had conned my best friend, John, into fostering two boys which he was now the proud cat daddy of.  
 
    I paused in stroking Jill and nibbled on my lower lip. I could call John, but that would mean updating him on the entire Mateo/Victor/Adrian mess. I had kinda kept him in the dark about Mateo even being here in Delaware. When he had called to tell me about a dead guy named Mateo being found I hadn’t enlightened him to the fact that it was “my” Mateo nor that I knew he was in town because I had been on a few dates with him. That had seemed wise at the time and thought I really wanted to confide in him I knew he would blow it all out of proportion.  
 
    Okay, he would probably be right to do so but still, I didn’t want to deal with that. So, no calling John either. Unless I wanted to bug someone at Whisker Kisses, who knew absolutely nothing about the current situation, I was truly on my own.  
 
    Then it hit me with enough force that it’s was good I was already sitting down because otherwise, I might have fallen on my butt. Or just banged my head against the floor. Someone at Whisker Kisses did know a bit about this. Sandy! She had been there when Mateo had shown up for a tour and to take me to lunch. Oh, shoot! 
 
    How far would the police search? Would they canvass the neighborhood? Talk to all the people at my “work”? I was so screwed and I hadn’t done a darn thing!  
 
    Well other than clean up a murder scene. Hmmm…okay, maybe I was pretty guilty. But I still hadn’t directly killed anyone! Surely that counted for something.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    After three clothing changes, I had settled for a sweatshirt in muted tones of lavender with a cat flying on a unicorn screen printed on the front of it and a pair of well-worn comfy jeans that I had owned for years. My bad habit of daily sodas hadn’t caught up to me yet, thankfully. I was hoping to go with the image of a carefree young adult, perfectly harmless.  
 
    When Detective Twang arrived, I felt his cold gray eyes assessing me through the glass of the storm door and knew there would be no lying to this man. He was tall, lean, and weathered, reminding me faintly of a young Clint Eastwood during his spaghetti western days, which I absolutely adored. If circumstances had been different, I so would have been crushing on him.  
 
    “Detective T…,” I almost slipped but caught myself. Even so, those eyes of his flickered with something…amusement or contempt? I simply couldn’t read the man! A tickle of unease teased at my spine and I rubbed my moist palms on my jeans.  
 
    “Detective Willis,” came the blunt reply. His accent sounded much smoother in person than it had on the phone.  
 
    Licking my dry lips, I forced myself to continue smiling as I asked, “Could I see your badge please.”  
 
    His thin, flesh-colored lips quirked up at that, but he thrust a hand in the pocket of the hip length black coat he wore. He withdrew it and held a pretty unimpressive gold oval with Rehoboth Police in raised letters up to the glass for me to examine.  
 
    It had just been something that seemed to be asked on the crime shows, I had no way of knowing what made a badge real or fake. Still, I squinted my eyes and took in all the details. Suddenly, inspired, I opened the door and held out a hand for it.  
 
    At that Detective Willis outright grinned and I felt my knees go weak. Hello gorgeous!   
 
    He humored me, dropping his badge into my outstretched palm, his gray eyes never leaving my face.  
 
    Once the piece of metal was in my hand, I tried hard to school my expression but I couldn’t quite stop the tiny gasp that slipped past my dazed lips.  
 
    Detective Willis’ hand grabbed at the storm door and because I hadn’t relocked it, he was able to pull it open, his face carefully blank. “Are you okay, Ms. Ashford? Did the pin get you?” 
 
    Turning the badge over in my hand, I did indeed see a pin with a small butterfly clutch pin back carefully over the sharp point. “No, I’m fine.” I didn’t even bother to try to come up with some lame reason for my reaction. It was better to remain silent on that issue.  
 
    Detective Willis was a very intelligent man and a very deadly one. I had to hope I could convince him of my innocence. When the still warm badge had touched my hand so many things had blasted me, hence the gasp. But thankfully the most important thing that had swirled up from the symbol of trust and authority was just that, he was a good man that was truthful and fair.  
 
    My very life might be in this man’s capable hands. With utmost care I returned his badge to him, trying to ignore the slight tremor in my hand. As his large, square hand closed over the badge my stomach did a little flip.  
 
    Careful girl, I cautioned myself and yet opened the door further to allow the detective inside. I waved my right hand to usher him into the living room but he nodded slightly and inclined his own arm, indicating for me to proceed first.  
 
    As I walked past him my nose twitched. His aftershave, a fresh lemony scent, filled my nostrils, drifting down into my mouth making me yearn for a lemon meringue pie. It might have been bold of me to invite the police officer into my living room, the scene of the crime, but I had faith in not only the thorough cleaning I had done but, in the fact, that Helen had been four times since then. That coupled with the new furniture and I felt safe.  
 
    “Please have a seat, Detective Willis,” I said while remaining standing. Once he sat down on the couch I asked, “Would you like a drink? Water? Soda?” I was dying for a hit of caffeine.  
 
    “No, thank you, Ms. Ashford. I’m fine.” Dang! There went my chance to get a soda. As if sensing my need he added, “Please get a drink if you want.”  
 
    “Be right back,” I called even as I was racing out of the room. After grabbing a bottle of Cherry Coke, I forced myself to return at a much more normal pace. Even so, Detective’s Willis’ eyes watched me carefully, his black jacket now opened to reveal a light blue dress shirt underneath and the unmistakable dull black grip of a handgun resting on his side.  
 
    I sat down in the armchair facing the couch, opened the bottle and took a long pull. The sugar and caffeine might not have helped that quickly but the feel of the chilled bottle in my hands went a long way to comfort me.  
 
    Willis’ eyes followed my movements then drifted around the room. “Are we waiting for your attorney?” he asked.  
 
    “Ummm… No, I haven’t called them,” I answered honestly. “Hopefully I won’t need them.”  
 
    A strangled laugh filled the quiet of the room, one he immediately bit back. “You’re aware of why I’m here? You’re not a suspect at this point.” He watched me and I couldn’t stop the slight smile of relief that tugged at my mouth though I tried to hide it by taking another swig of soda. He continued, “I’m here to ask some questions and get a better understanding of your relationship with both Mr. Carras and Mr. Michaelides.”  
 
    I nodded, my gaze fixed on the slight bump on the bridge of his narrow nose. It was safer to look there than in his all-knowing eyes. When I had held his badge, so many of his past cases had flown across my eyes, he had an impressively high solve rate.  
 
    “So, you know both men are deceased?” His question was casual, almost as if we were discussing a movie or a shared interest, not dead men.  
 
    Another fortifying gulp of Coke burned and fizzled down my throat and I decided how I would proceed. It was time to lay it out for him and trust this was the right move.  
 
    “I do, I saw it online,” I took a breath before continuing but was cut off.  
 
    “And they were found together, yet they left your house separately.”  
 
    Thank goodness I wasn’t drinking or I would have choked, a pretty typical reaction of mine at times of stress. He knew they were at my house that night!  
 
    His hard face remained almost expressionless yet his body shifted slightly, leaning toward me. “Oh, yes, we know both men were at your house the night of their deaths. You’re not a suspect, yet, because you did not leave your house until the next morning, well past the time of their deaths. Which the medical examiner has put at an hour after they left.” The dark slashes of his eyebrows rose as one as he waited for my reaction to that.  
 
    I remained silent.  
 
    With a smile, he moved on as if I had replied. “With both men being from Greece this will become an international issue, but for now I’m trying to pin it down before I have to hand the whole thing over. Just a little pet peeve of mine.”  
 
    “How did you know they were at my house?” I managed to croak out, feeling completely out of my element and more than a little scared.  
 
    The smile left his face and I could almost hear the music that signified a showdown. “Security cameras, your neighborhood has them everywhere. Good thing for you and for us.” He folded his hands across his lean stomach as he leaned back against the plump cushions of my new couch.  
 
    I’m sure my face expressed my shock. I hadn’t realized there were cameras. Then it hit me, how had they even known to look for the cameras or me?  
 
    Detective Willis nodded his head slowly as if in agreement with my line of deduction. “So, Ms. Ashford, would you like to tell me what the men were doing at your house that night?” 
 
    Now it was time to skate as close to the truth as possible without actually telling the real story. It was going to be incredibly embarrassing but would beat using a toilet without a seat in front of other inmates for many years if I were thrown into jail.  
 
    “They were here to make a final play for me. We had a love triangle of sorts and neither man was happy about the arrangement any longer.”  
 
    The shocked look that briefly took over his lean face almost made this laughable, almost. Now to move oh so carefully as a few more pieces came to me about how they had traced them back to me.  
 
    “I had met Mateo in Greece when I was there to help my ex-boyfriend, Lance Hamilton. When I returned home, Lance made it clear things were over, so when Mateo showed up there was nothing to stop us from dating. But I had also met Adrian in Greece, and he, well, it turns out both men, portrayed themselves to me as quite different than what they truly were.” I took a shuddering breath and let my gaze move past Willis’ face to stare at the beige wall behind him.  
 
    “And the checks?” 
 
    “To Adrian? It was to be for a business venture, which turned out to be another lie. Everything they both told me was a lie.” This time I looked him straight in those bottomless gray eyes, refusing to blink until he did.  
 
    “A lovers’ spat? That turned ugly?” His accent rose on the last word, some of his disbelief evident in his voice.  
 
    “Well if beating each other bloody in my living room could be called a spat, then yes. They demanded I make a choice between them and when I told them that I wanted nothing more to do with either of them, Mateo turned on me. Adrian pulled him off and got pretty battered. Mateo left in a fury and after I convinced Adrian it was truly over between us and I wanted my money returned he left as well.”  
 
    “And you didn’t hire a private detective to check on Mr. Carras?” 
 
    I forced my chin to raise and to put some ice in my voice. “Yes, I did. I was beginning to suspect he wasn’t who he told me he was. And I was correct. I had then asked the PI to check out Adrian and his family as well.”  
 
    “Well that answers some questions, but Ms. Ashford, how did they both end up dead under the boardwalk after leaving your house?” 
 
    I lifted my shoulders in a slow shrug. “I truly do not know.” Biting the insides of my cheeks to prevent a smile that might be considered snide I tried to be careful about the wording of my next remark. “But it’s your job to find out how and who did it. It wasn’t me.” I took another sip of soda, closing my eyes to the sight of his unconvinced face.  
 
    I heard the rustle of his clothes as he stood and opened my eyes to see him zipping up his jacket again. I kept waiting for him to put on a cowboy hat and pull it low over his eyes but that was all fantasy on my part. Even with his jeans, gun, and jacket, he looked like he has stepped right out of a western. My mouth had always had a way of getting away from me before my brain was able to filter things and now was no different. “Detective? Can I ask where you’re from?” 
 
    Those eyes flashed my way again, causing a slow curl of heat to unwind in my belly even as my toes clenched in my sneakers. “Alabama,” was his simple answer as he stood still, his hands hanging loosely at his sides.  
 
    “How did you end up in Delaware?” 
 
    As his mouth quirked up in a grin, I realized I was getting pretty personal for someone that had just been questioned in connection to two murders. I didn’t think he would answer me so when he did, I couldn’t stop the giggle that erupted at his reply.  
 
    “Thought it was time to head up north and terrorize people there with my accent.” His arm extended again in a sweeping motion that meant ladies first. I liked it. Though it just might have been so he didn’t leave his back to me. Guess that came with the territory being a cop.  
 
    “I like your accent,” I admitted from the safety of facing forward so he couldn’t see what had to be a blush burning up my face.  
 
    At the door, I paused waiting. Looking up I caught a similar guilty blush on his face and from the direction of his eyes before they jerked upward, I think he had been staring at my rear!  
 
    Such a shame he had to be the cop investigating Mateo and Adrian’s deaths and a double shame that I was stuck in the middle of it. I certainly wouldn’t have minded getting to know Detective Willis better.  
 
    He got his composure back much faster than I ever could. A simple blink and he was once again stone cold serious and all business. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Ashford. If I have any further questions, you’ll be hearing from me. And if you think of anything that might help the case, please call.”  
 
    At first, I thought he was holding out his hand for a shake but as I reached forward, I saw the small rectangle of a business card in his hand.  Plucking it out from between his thumb and index finger I saw his name, Noah Willis, emblazoned in simple script on the front along with several numbers and his department’s address.  
 
    Only after he left did I turn the card over to see a handwritten number scrawled on the back. As my finger trailed over it a hot tingle shot through me along with a whiff of regret.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    John and I were having lunch and hanging out at his apartment a few days after Detective Willis’ visit and I was doing the best I could to put it completely out of my mind. His two black cats, Max and Mr. Mango, were chilling on the couch with us and John would periodically nudge one away from our plates.  
 
    I had picked up Wawa subs on my way over to John’s. As Mr. Mango leaned over John’s shoulder, his mouth just six or so inches from John’s sub, I was glad I hadn’t gotten tuna as had been my original intention. Popping the last bit of my spicy Italian in my mouth, I took pity on my long-time friend and pried Mr. Mango off his shoulder. John’s sharp intake of breath let me know that the cat might have taken some bits of skin with him as he went.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said before swiping at my mouth with a white paper napkin.  
 
    John had just shoved the remainder of his ham and cheese sub in his mouth and his stubbly checks puffed out but he still managed to mutter out thanks.  
 
    I tossed my napkin at him, “gross, John!”  
 
    He finished chewing, picked up the napkin and lobbed it back at me. “Whatever, T.”  
 
    Grabbing out plates and discarded napkins he stood up and took them into the kitchen, dumping the plates into the sink and the napkins into the waste can. “Need anything else?” his mellow voice called out.  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind a refill of soda?” I yelled back, taking another healthy gulp of the Coke from the green plastic tumbler.  
 
    John’s large bare feet slapped at the floor as he came back with the two-liter bottle in hand. After topping mine off he refilled his orange tumbler. Then placed the almost empty soda bottle between the cups on the coffee table.  
 
    My friend John was a firefighter for Lewes’ fire department and his typical schedule had him working twenty-four hours on and forty-eight off. Spur of the moment I had called him up around eleven and had gotten lucky, with this being one of his days off. Even better I hadn’t mistakenly awakened him and he was in a great mood. Lately, things had been tense between us due to hormones floating from him and things he’s never spoken of weighing heavily on us both.  
 
    The downside of being a psychic is sometimes I knew things I really didn’t want to. And John wanting a more intimate relationship was definitely one of those! But today was good, only the cats were in the middle of us, things were calm and we were back to just being friends. I never wanted to lose that. John was my best friend and I seriously didn’t know what I would do without him in my life.  
 
    I reached out and gave his left arm a friendly punch.  
 
    His blue eyes turned to me and he grinned, exposing a bit of green stuck between his front teeth. “What was that for?”  
 
    “Because you’re a goober, and you got lettuce between your teeth.”  
 
    A quick flick of his thumbnail and he bared his teeth at me again. “Better?” 
 
    “I suppose. So how are the boys doing?”  
 
    One of the brothers had jumped up on the couch and was leaning over sniffing at John’s bare feet. He nudged the cat and then caught him around the middle, placing him in my lap. “They’re bad,” John said, patting the cat’s head.  
 
    Max purred as he began kneading my legs, his sharp claws penetrating my jeans. “Just like their owner. You should trim their claws.”  
 
    Next to me John froze. “Trim them? How am I supposed to do that? They’ll shred me!”  
 
    I grabbed one of Max’s front paws, pressed gently on his fingers and showed the claws to John. “Clip, clip. He seems pretty calm you shouldn’t have any issues. If you get my purse, I might have a set of clippers in there you can have.” 
 
    John gave me a funny look but got up and rummaged around in the dark blue Louis Vuitton bag I had picked up for myself as an early birthday gift. I’m not a cloth horse or even a brand name snob but I had to admit the bag was awesome. He finally found the little nail trimmers and brought them over then watched googled eyed as Max calmly let me trim his front and back claws.  
 
    “Easy peasy,” I said, handing the little orange trimmers over to him. “Why don’t you try Mr. Mango? And you could change his name you know.”  
 
    The trimmers got tossed on the table narrowly missing my stocking-clad feet as John chased Mr. Mango around the living room. It ended abruptly when the sleek black cat dived under the sofa and even on his belly John’s long arms couldn’t reach him. Brushing the cat fur and dust off his black t-shirt, he sat back down next to me. “I call him Mr. M, makes him sound mysterious.” John let out another of his dorky laughs and I felt the urge to punch his arm again. Same old John.  
 
    The theme from the movie, The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly split the air. With Max in my arms, I couldn’t easily get up so I rolled my eyes John’s way.  
 
    One of his wide brown eyebrows quirked up at that but he still got up and retrieved my purse from the counter where he had left it after getting the cat trimmers. He set it down next to me and I stuck a hand inside, the sound of keys, lipsticks, and about a dozen pens making quite the racket as I shifted around in search of the phone.  
 
    Pulling it out I didn’t recognize the number on display though the phone was glowing an interesting shade of gray that reminded me of Detective Willis’ strange, gloomy eyes. Having items glow was a newer aspect of my abilities and one I didn’t quite know how to take yet.  
 
    “Hello?” I answered, my eyes moving to John who had resumed his seat on the couch next to me, his arm brushing against mine.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Ms. Ashford,” a deep, accented voice spoke clearly in my ear, causing goosebumps to form and tighten on my arms under my long-sleeved brown shirt. No wonder the phone’s glow had reminded me of the good-looking detective, it was him!  
 
    “Detective Willis,” I responded, pushing at Max so I could get up. The stubborn boy resisted for a moment, then jumped up, whacking me in the face with his long, skinny tail as he went. I scrambled off the couch and walked into the hallway.  
 
    “I wanted to call and let you know I’ve spoken with Mr. Hamilton and he has collaborated your story about what happened in Greece. He further added that Mr. Carras seemed helpful and nice during his interactions with him. Which we now know is part of his chameleon act.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that so kept my big mouth shut. Though I wish I could have been a fly on the wall during that phone conversation! Especially if Lance’s new wife, Pam, had been around during it.  
 
    Sadly, despite knowing it was for the best and Lance and I could never have had a true future together I was still bitter over how quickly he had moved on and gotten married. Here I was still single.  
 
    “Ms. Ashford? Are you still with me?” The detective’s voice had a trace of an edge to it. Or maybe it was simply that I didn’t care for how he said Ms. Ashford, somehow it made me feel like I was twelve years old and was about to get a talking to by a teacher.  
 
    “Yes, I’m here.”  
 
    “I also wanted to let you know that after today I’m off the case, everything is being turned over to the state police.” He paused and I heard something shift around on his end. “I’ll be giving the lead investigator all my input and my findings on you. Once again, you are not currently a suspect, but if you have any upcoming travel plans, please let the department know.”  
 
    I blinked a few times. After just being in Greece a month ago I definitely had no upcoming trips. And with everything going on I just wanted to get my life back on the nice, peaceful track it had been before Victor’s little body jumping adventures changed things.  
 
    “Let the state police know, or you?” I cringed, whatever had made me add that last part?! Must be his weird resemblance to a young, handsome Clint Eastwood that still had me all hot and bothered.  
 
    “The state police.” Any warmth that had been in Detective Willis’ voice, even if it had only been in my mind, was nowhere to be found in that clipped reply.  
 
    “Okay, then.”  
 
    “Have a good afternoon, Ms. Ashford.” 
 
    “Thank you, you too, Detective.” I ended the call and returned to the living room. I could tell immediately by John’s face that although I had tried to speak softly during my phone conversation, he had overheard enough of it to have a lot of questions. Questions that I really didn’t want to answer.  
 
    “Detective Willis?” John’s gentle blue eyes flashed. “That wouldn’t be from homicide would it?”  
 
    With John being a firefighter, he knew most of the local police as well as the other department’s firefighters and EMT’s.  
 
    “Yes.” The word hung in the air damning me.  
 
    I kept things from John because I didn’t want him to worry. And because sometimes I just didn’t want to listen to him harp on me for my bad choices. Like Mateo. John hadn’t liked him latching onto me in Greece. And he would have flown off the handle if he had known Mateo was in town, I had gone on dates with him, had him over to my house and kissed him. Part of it stemmed from jealousy, which I had to ignore for both our sakes but a huge part was John just being a good friend and him being right.  
 
    Most of the Mateo mess I might have avoided, at least my stupid attraction to the lunatic. With Victor’s involvement and Mateo’s grandfather’s death being hooked to his I’m sure Mateo would have still pulled me in somehow…No, strike that, Victor going to Greece had been what had put on Mateo’s psychic radar. So once again this all went back to Victor.  
 
    Another sore spot between me and John.  
 
    My sister Megan and John were the only living people aware of my abilities but only John knew how close Victor and I were. And even he didn’t know just how close we had become. He knew about Lance but not that Victor had taken over Lance’s body so that he and I could enjoy some forbidden physical intimacy.  
 
    A huge mistake on my part and one I vowed never to repeat. And there was no way I would ever tell that to John. Besides any mention of my sex life might be a further blow to John.  
 
    He continued to stare at me, his brow scrunched up in annoyance. “You knew Mateo was in Rehoboth,” he exploded, his blue eyes hot with intensity.  
 
    I bit my lip, nodding my head miserably.  
 
    “And I suppose you saw him,” John continued. Receiving no response from me he jumped up, stalking the length of the coffee table in long strides. The dark flat screen TV on the wall reflected his agitation. “And what about the other guy found?! Did you know him too?” 
 
    “Victor’s nephew,” I squeaked out.  
 
    That had John slamming on the brakes, raising up on his toes as he stopped and whirled to face me, his expression thunderous. No trace of good-natured, easy going John remained.  
 
    My fingers knotted in my lap as I settled lower in the cushions of the couch.  
 
    “The ghost’s nephew?” he whispered through clenched lips. I saw a vein on his neck pulsate with his elevated pulse.  
 
    A deep exhale rushed out of his nose in a nosy exclamation of his frustration as his hands rose up to his chest and he began to tick off points on the fingers of his left hand. “We got two dead guys from Greece.” His index finger shot up.  
 
    “One of which is the family member of your own personal ghost pal that you went to Greece to help.” The middle finger joined it.  
 
    “Oh, wait, no, you went there to help an ex-boyfriend.” He rolled his eyes briefly before they narrowed on me once again.  
 
    “A homicide cop is calling you.” The ring finger went up. John wiggled those three upright fingers at me before he threw both hands in the air and they settled down on his head to rake through his short brown hair. “What in the world are you messed up in, T?”  
 
    Standing, I walked around the coffee table, stopping within a foot from John. I looked up at his dear face. John was not what most would call attractive, he never had been, but he was one of the sweetest people I knew and he deserved as much of the truth as I could give. “A complete mess. You were one hundred percent right about Mateo. He targeted me for my money and because of Victor.”  
 
    “Did you…” John stopped himself, his head shaking slowly back and forth. “No.” The two steps that separated us disappeared and I was in his arms as he hugged me fiercely.  
 
    My nose was buried in his armpit but I didn’t care. All of John’s worries and fears washed over me paralyzing me. My poor friend feared the very worse yet he was here hugging me, supporting me.  
 
    Pushing lightly at his muscular chest gave me some breathing room. “I didn’t kill them,” I answered honestly.  
 
    His dark lashes rested on his cheeks several times as he blinked slowly, his hard, calloused hands still gently holding on my upper arms. As he let out a pent-up breath, his eyes sought mine and I saw a flash of relief and something else.  
 
    “Kiss him,” Aunt Prudy’s voice hissed in my ear.  
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