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Ghost Encounters



STAGE FRIGHT





Gabrielle Holly








Book three in the Ghost Encounters Series

A reluctant spiritual medium, a sexy television ghost hunter and a resentful movie-house ghost create a dangerous love triangle.



Psychic medium Toni Bianchis love triad with sexy TV ghost hunter Thomas Becker and hot telepath Liam Greco is on the rocks. The mens jealousies flare and Toni is caught in the middle. Faced with some tough decisions, she longs for escape. When her mysterious friend Mike Briggs asks her to help renovate the haunted movie theatre hes just purchased, she jumps at the chance to get out of town and get some distance from her lovers.



An angry spirit haunts the old movie house seeking pardon for a crime he didnt commit. When Toni makes intimate contact with the theatres resident ghost1950s troublemaker, Kip Monroeshe falls under the spell of his unique sexual magic. He convinces her that he was wrongly accused and makes Toni promise to help clear his name. In the process, she uncovers long-buried secrets about the living and the dead. She learns that all of the men in her lifeghosts, humans and everything in betweenare just full of surprises. 
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Chapter One







The three ghost hunters stood on the downtown sidewalk watching the waning afternoon traffic. Bridget OMalley and Mike Briggs huddled close to each other, and Toni Bianchi shifted from foot to foot to stay warm. The lampposts were decked out with wreaths and garlands, and fat snowflakes drifted down from the grey November sky. 

Toni pulled her coat collar up around her ears and looked at the old movie theatre on the corner across the street. The marquee wrapped around the façade at a right angle. Removable letters spelled out For Sale where movies and their stars were once announced. Rising thirty feet from the centre of the sign was the name of the theatre, its letters stacked one on top of the other, Bijou. Hundreds of round bulbs and dozens of empty sockets hinted at what the place must have looked like in its prime. Toni could almost imagine the front of the building illuminated with chasing lights.

Its cute, Mike, she said to her sometime real estate agent.

Wait until you see what it looks like inside! he said with his usual unbridled enthusiasm.

So, its in pretty good condition? Toni asked, not bothering to hide her scepticism.

Mike shrugged. Nothing that a little paint and spit polish cant fix. Ive always wanted to own a theatre and this one was a steal.

And haunted? Bridget asked, stealing the words from Tonis mouth.

Naturally, babe! Well, if you listen to the locals, its more like cursed, but nothing we cant handle. Right, ladies?

Bridget ran her fingers through her long, red hair. I think Ill reserve judgement until we see exactly how haunted it is and how much this is really going to cost.

Toni nodded. She was relieved that she didnt have a financial interest in this adventure. Last year Mike had talked her into buying a very rundownvery hauntedice cream parlour, sight unseen. Shed invested blood, sweat and tears into renovating that monstrosity. Shed also spent every penny of the proceeds from her previous investmenta very rundown, very haunted innon the restoration. 

With the help of the Paranormal Research Team shed managed to get the ice cream parlour up and running and rid it of its resident ghosts. The project had also brought Thomas Becker back into her life. Shed fallen hard for the handsome television ghost hunter when he and the team had come out to investigate the hauntings at the inn. 

That chapter of their affair had ended badly. The sweet shop had given them a second chance, but now she feared the relationship was unravelling again. Theyd invited a third person into their livesand into their bed. Liam Greco owned the shop next door to the parlour and her attraction to him had been immediate and intense. 

Under the spell of paranormal energy, the three had engaged in a mind-blowing ménage a troiscomplete with ice cream and candy. The place between Tonis thighs tingled when she remembered Thomas binding her wrists with long strings of liquorice laces and Liam licking sweet, sticky chocolate sauce from her body. The encounter had left all three of them wanting more and theyd decided to have a go at making a life together.

Fantasising about living in a romantic triad and actually doing it had turned out to be two very different things. Tonis powers as a psychic medium and Liams as a telepath only complicated matters. There were inherent problems with having a lover who could read your mind. Soon after starting the affair, jealousy had flared between the two men. Liam had told Toni he could tell that her feelings for Thomas were much stronger than her feelings for him, and Thomas had said the psychic connection between Toni and Liam made him feel like an outsider. 

Neither of the men had touched her for weeks and when she fantasised, it was about being alone with Thomas. Nothing she could do could hide those feelings from Liam and shed seen the changes in him as his resentment grew. For his part, Thomas became increasingly distant. Hed agreed to enter into the three-way relationship, but it had soon become clear to Toni that hed only done so to make her happy. Toni felt caught in the middle and when Mike had told her about his theatre project, shed jumped at the chance to get some distance. Thomas wouldnt be joining them. He was in the Twin Cities for a book signing and Toni was glad for the break. It would give her time to clear her headand weigh her choices.

A tingle crawled up Tonis spine, bringing her back to the here and now. It was the unmistakable feeling that someone was behind her. She looked over her shoulder to find a woman standing on the sidewalk a few feet away with a camera to her face. The woman wore a sleeveless sundress with a fitted bodice and a skirt that flared out over yards of crinoline. She seemed oblivious to the snow falling around her. Tonis gaze travelled downwards over bare legs. Bobby socks and saddle shoes. 

Ghost. Toni thought, concluding that she was sharing the sidewalk with a spirit and not a living, breathing person. The spectre brought down her camera and stared right through Toni. Toni nodded at her and when the woman didnt react, she concluded that it was a residual hauntingleftover energy from a past event that mindlessly played itself on an endless loop. By the looks of it, the photographer had originally strolled this street sometime in the 1950s.

She didnt bother to ask Mike and Bridget if theyd seen the phantom. She knew they wouldnt be able to. They were standing beneath the lamppost, waiting for the traffic light to change. The ghost cocked her head to one side as if planning her next shot then walked towards the corner. When she passed through Tonis body, it took her breath away. Toni watched as the spirit paused at the kerb, looked both ways, then crossed the street. Two cars drove through her without making so much as a ripple in the image. The ghost stood in front of the theatre for a moment, then snapped some shots looking straight up at the soaring Bijou sign from below. She crossed the side street and took pictures from that angle, then moved up the block, pausing frequently to bring her camera back up to her face. At one point she stopped and waved at some long-gone acquaintance. 

A tug at her coat sleeve caused Toni to glance away from the residual. Lights green, Bianchi, Mike said. As they crossed, Toni searched the shadows of the side street, but the ghostly photographer had disappeared. This type of sighting had become more frequent as Toni had got a handle on her abilities. They were almost exclusively visions of climactic events, things that had generated so much energy in the first occurrence that they were permanently stamped on a place. She wondered what could have produced such excitement to create this one. Maybe some matinee star had been visiting the little town of Travois, Wisconsin to promote a movie.

Once they had reached the front door, Mike produced a ring of keys with a flourish and Toni couldnt help but smile at the expectant look on his face. All right, Briggs, lets go see what youve gotten yourself into.



* * * *



If the lobby was any indication, the renovation would take a bit more than paint and spit polish, but not by much. Toni instantly fell in love with the art deco bones of the place. Glossy faux ebony columns ran up the walls from floor to ceiling. The concession stand was a horseshoe-shaped showpiece of chrome and glass. Faded remnants of the original carpetwith a large-scale pattern of stylised shells and fansstill clung to the concrete floor. Two staircases framed the doors leading into the screening room and flared out at the bottom steps. The metal handrails were understated works of art with gentle curves woven into the design. 

They used to call them movie palaces, Mike said.

Toni nodded. I can see why. Its really wonderful, Mike. Well done! She pointed to a large square that had been cut out of the carpet. Whats that all about?

Mike grinned. I found a company out East that does reproductions of old carpet patterns for commercial use. It should be here in a couple of days so weve got to have the old stuff ripped out and have everything scraped and painted before then.

A couple of days? Bridget shouted, widening her green eyes.

Yep. And Ive got a few hundred light bulbs for the marquee ordered too, so well have to get an electrician in. Then Ive got a tile guy doing the bathrooms and…

And? Bridget said.

Mike swept her into a hug. Dont worry. Ive got everything under control.

Mm hmm, she replied. 

Mike kissed her hard then pulled her towards the staircase. Cmon you guys. Lets go check out the lounge downstairs. It is so awesome!

The women followed Mike down the steps and Toni realised that Mike thought almost everything in life was awesome. The staircase opened onto a low-ceilinged room. A fireplace fronted with green-tinted mirrors faced the stairs. To the right was a single door and to the left was a display case flanked by openings. One marked Ladies and the other Gentlemen.

Mike stood in the centre of the room as if guiding a tour. So this is the lounge. There used to be red velvet couches and smoking stands down here. Ive got those on orderthe couches, I mean, not the smoking stands. I dont think the fireplace works, but the electrician is going to wire it for some of those fake glowy logs.

On order? Toni and Bridget asked in unison.

Of course! And over here, Mike said, gesturing to the display case, is where they used to put posters for upcoming movies and live acts. Then in the 90s they started bringing in bands and thats where they hung those announcements. When that was a bust, the historical society took it over and filled it up with all that stuff. There are some pretty cool things in there.

Bridget and Toni stepped over to the case. At the centre of the display was a photo of a doughy-faced man wearing a Hawaiian shirt and a fedora. He was grinning and had a fat stogie clenched between his teeth. Whos that? Bridget asked.

Thats Preston Stringman, the original owner. He was quite a character. He moved here from New York in the early 30s. Legend has it that he was drummed out of the East Coast for trying to compete with the mob during prohibition. He came to Travois intent on making his fortune in illegal booze with the theatre as a front. He set up a speakeasy in the backroomIll show you that in a minutebut six months after he opened the doors they repealed the 18th Amendment and it was kind of a moot point.

Toni leaned in to examine the portrait. Whats that in his hat? 

Mike tapped the glass. A cigar lighter. He was working at a New York movie theatre near the financial district during the stock market crash of 29. He pilfered it from the body of one of the poor souls that jumped from a window after losing his fortune. 

Nice, Bridget muttered. 

Yeah, he loved to brag about it being solid gold. He wore it in the hatband, rather than tucking it in his pocket, so people would notice and ask him about it. After alcohol was legal again and his plans got screwed up, he kind of lost interest in the theatre. Hed run movies, but he never really kept the place up. By the early 1950s hed found a way to make money in real estate and was gone most of the timespending the summers out East and the winters in Hawaii.

That explains the shirt, Bridget noted.

Right. It was kind of his shtickthat and the hat and the cigars. Then in 55, another theatre developer came to town and built the Rialto directly behind the Bijou.

Where the Food Co-op parking lot is now? Toni asked.

Exactly.

What happened to it?

Burnt to the ground on opening night. Everyone got out of the Rialto okay, but the projectionist of the Bijou died. The fire started in the alley between the two buildings and when smoke started pouring into the Bijou everyone panicked and started running for the lobby. Witnesses said they saw the projectionist down by the stage at the exit door to the alley. Some of them said he was just trying to wave people away from the danger, but most claimed he was down there because hed started the fire. Either way, he never made it out and the official police report said it was arson, and conventional wisdom was that he was responsible.

We should head down to the station in the morning and see what theyve got for records, Bridget said. Mike nodded.

Toni narrowed her eyes. Why would he want to burn the place down?

Mike pointed through the display case glass at Preston Stringmans photograph. In Stringmans statement he said that moments before the fire broke out hed gone up to the projection booth to can Kip. He said hed found out that Kip was having an affair with his second wife, Bitsy. Thats her there.

Toni looked at the photo of the curvy redhead. Pretty and young.

Twenty years his junior, Mike confirmed.

Toni scanned the other pictures in the case. Most were artistic black and whites of the theatre. Each had the name P. Stringman printed in the lower right corner. So he was a photographer too?

Mike followed her gaze. Oh, no. P. Stringman in this case was Priscilla StringmanPrestons daughter from his first marriage. She did some work for the local paper. Won some awards, I think. That ones my favourite, Mike said, pointing to a shot of the Bijou sign taken from almost directly below.

Priscilla. So thats your name, Toni thought.

Okay ladies, the tour continues with the speakeasy.

Mike led them through the door opposite the display case and into an office stuffed with boxes and discarded furniture. A second door brought them to a narrow hallway which jogged left and opened into a small room. Mike turned to face them then pointed to the wall at his right. Just so you can get your bearings, the fireplace in the lounge is on the other side of this wall. When they had live acts, this space doubled as a dressing room. Behind me theres a small staircase up to the stage. It was Stringmans speakeasy for about five minutes. 

Toni glanced at the opening leading to the stage and as she turned away she caught movement in the corner of her eye. Her attention snapped back to the stairs, but there was nothing there. A chill ran through Toni and she was glad when Mike suggested they continue the tour upstairs. She couldnt get out of there soon enough.



* * * *



Toni looked over the balcony railing at the main theatre below. The heavy pleated drapes that lined the side walls were tattered and some of them were missing altogether. Where the wall was exposed, she noticed the faded hint of a mural. Whats that Mike?

Mike joined her at the railing. Oh, that is so cool! Theyre black light murals. It was a huge thing back when they were building these places in the 30s. As the audience was filing in theyd turn on black lights and the murals would glowalmost like 3D. The ones in here are paintings of a park with fountains and gazebos and people having picnics. I had a restoration guy look at them and he said the walls just need a good cleaning. Hes going to have some college kids from the art school come over and do the work. And if you look up, see how the ceiling is coved? Its painted super dark blue and there are thousands of little dots of phosphorescent paint. The black light makes it look like a starry sky.

Cool, Toni agreed.

Mike grabbed her hand and led her up the stairs to the back of the balcony where Bridget was waiting. Acrophobia, she explained. Me and heights just dont get along. 

Mike gave her a reassuring peck on the cheek then continued his tour. To the right weve got the projection room. Its the heart of the theatre. Toni and Bridget poked their heads inside the olive green room. Mike pushed past them and ran his hand over the huge machine in the centre. And this, ladies, is the Whisper Reel Deluxethe big mac-daddy of film projection units. Its older than the two of you combined, but its a workhorse. I ran it through its paces and this kitten purrs! All I need is a new bulb and were in business.

And you know this how? Toni asked, thinking she already knew the answer.

I worked in a movie theatre in high school.

Of course you did, she said, not at all surprised. Mikes resume was nothing if not varied. Hed worked as an emergency medical technician, a real estate agent, a cameraman, a soda fountain jerk and who knew what else.

The Jack-of-all-trades finally stopped petting his new toy and crossed to the space opposite the projection room. And this is the VIP room. Movies were a big deal back in the day and the swells didnt want to mix with the hoi polloi…

Swells? Toni whispered to Bridget.

Hoi polloi? the redhead whispered back, I think hes been watching too many old films.

Mike pretended not to have heard, but Toni was pretty sure he had. 

Aaaaaanyway, he continued, So the theatre owner would set them up in here with cocktails and hors doeuvres, maybe a record player. Theyd party before and after the movie and then during theyd sit on couches and watch through that window. He pointed to the huge pane of glass covering the wall overlooking the theatre. This room is wired with a separate set of speakers too. It was also used for stars that came to attend premieres.

Toni could feel the entities in the room. She wasnt uneasy, as shed been in the secret room downstairs. The emotion in here was joyful and expectant. The warm, positive vibes washed over her and she was almost sorry when Mike asked her to follow him back downstairs. 

Alright, fearless spirit hunters, he said. Its getting late. Lets set up the equipment, dim the lights and see if we can get any ghoulies and ghosties to make an appearance! 




Chapter Two







Toni and Bridget leaned against the candy counter in the lobby and waited for Mike to return from the screening room with the equipment. 

I wonder if we got anything, Bridget said as she traced a pattern in the dusty glass.

Toni shrugged, I sure didnt feel anything. You?

Bridget shook her head. Nope. Well grab a pizza then go back to the hotel and review the footage. Never know what it might have recorded.

Toni nodded. Theyd sat in the old theatre for two hourseach in a different rowinviting unseen presences to make themselves known. The lights on the EMF metre had remained dim. She realised that shed actually hoped the place was haunted. Before her experiences at the Buckman Inn and at the ice cream parlour, she hadnt even believed in ghosts, let alone wanted to make contact with them.

Bridget must have read the disappointment on Tonis face because she patted her arm and said, This is what ghost hunting is usually like. We average about ten hours of investigation to put together one show. Then we still have to pad the forty-three minutes of air time with witness interviews, footage of us setting up equipment, reviewing data. Not all of us are ghost magnets, sweetheart!

Toni rolled her eyes in response. 

The women turned towards the sound of clattering gear as Mike struggled through the swinging doors lugging a pair of metal equipment cases.

Ready? he asked.

Toni slung her purse over her shoulder and patted her front jeans pocket. It was empty. She stuffed her hands into her coat pockets and found only her keys, gloves and wads of tissue. 

Bridget noticed her fidgeting. Lose something?

My cell, Toni answered, then plopped her purse back on the counter and methodically searched through each zippered compartment. I must have left it in the theatre. Ill run back in and get it. Give me a minute to get inside then call my number, would you?

Sure. Well go load the van.



* * * * 



Toni let the theatre door swing shut behind her then flicked on the house lights. I was sitting near the centre, she thought as she headed down the sloping aisle. Turning into one of the middle aisles she eased her way across the row, shuffling her feet to avoid stepping on her phone in case it had fallen to the floor. The space between the upturned seats was cast in inky black shadows. When shed travelled to the halfway point, she heard her cell ring. It was close. Following the sound, she pivoted towards the front of the room and saw the glowing screen nestled in a cup holder in the next row up. She stretched to grab it then swept her thumb across the glass. Found it, Bridge. Thanks. Ill be right out.

Toni ended the connection and dropped the phone into the deep side pocket of her coat. Resting her hands on the chair back, she paused a moment to look out over the theatre. The renovation would be hard work, but the place definitely had potential. Squinting, she tried to imagine what it would look like with new paint, carpet and fabrics. A rumbling growl from her stomach reminded Toni of the pizza Bridget had promised. Before she could turn to leave, her knees were buckled by a soft blow from behind. Glancing over her shoulder, Toni saw that the cushioned seat had flopped down. She reached out to right it, but was overcome by a sudden wave of dizziness and was forced to turn and clutch the chair in front of her again, this time for support. A high-pitched ringing filled her ears and her head felt like a helium balloon on a string. She let her head drop forward and inhaled deeplyin through the nose, out through the mouthwhile trying to bring the texture of her wool overcoat into focus.

Just breathe, Toni. In through the nose…

Shed almost convinced herself that the wooziness that washed over her was due to low blood sugar when she felt a tug across her chest. Digging her fingers into the rough upholstery, she watched her coats buttons slip free of their holes. The wool was pulled aside like the opening of a curtain and she felt a pair of invisible hands cup her breasts. When her nipples were cruelly pinched, she forgot her breathing exercises and sucked in a sharp breath through her mouth.

Here we go again!

Though her mind protested, her body had an entirely different response. The sensitive flesh puckered and hardened under expert ministrations from unseen hands. Toni couldnt help but roll back her shoulders and shamelessly offer her tits to her tormentor. 

The ringing in her ears subsided and every sense sharpened. She shut her eyes and an orchestral strain filled her ears. She could pick out every instrumentevery note. The cushioned roll of a timpani drum started as a distant beat then built to a thrilling crescendo.

The shows about to start.

When Toni lifted her head and set her gaze to the front of the room, it was a conditioned response to the musical cue. She let out a gasp at the transformed theatre. Every nuance of the room invited fantasy. The detailed murals on the side walls glowed to life. The coved ceiling twinkled like thousands of tiny stars. The décor gave the illusion of sitting outdoors. 

Blood-red velvet curtains were drawn across the stage. Their weight was obvious when they slid open and revealed a snow white movie screen. A thrill of anticipation zipped up Tonis spine. 

The sensation of a heavy body pressing against her back electrified her skin from shoulders to ass. Though the ghostly fondling never moved from her chest, she felt her hair brushed back from her neck, at the same instant each of her hips was squeezed. She was yanked back hard and registered a steely erection pressing against her butt. Toni felt somehow sure that this was a single entity, but it seemed to have many pairs of hands.

Well, thats new! An involuntary chuckle bubbled out of her at the thought. The dizziness had passed and was replaced with the hyperawareness that Toni had experienced in her previous ghost encounters. 

A puff of warm air stirred a loose curl near her jaw an instant before the sensation of lips sucking at her neck sent shivers through her. She tilted her head to the other side to afford better access to the invisible mouth. 

Ah, she cried out.

That single syllable must have constituted acceptance, because in an instant the number of ghostly hands multiplied. Her attention was divided between the rough tugs at her hips and the sensual caresses pleasuring her breasts and thighs. Hot juices dampened her panties and she longed for that spot to be massaged. The back of the chair was no longer a supportit was a brace that she used for leverage to push her ass backwards. She ground against her unseen lover, urging him on. When finally he groped at her aching mound she begged, More!

Soon, he whispered. Come back tonight. Alone.

Then he was gone.

Toni! Whats the hold up? Bridgets voice shocked Toni back to the present. She straightened and scanned the room. It was back to being a wreck. Sorry. Just daydreaming.

Well quit screwing around. Were starving!



* * * *



Thomas Becker flexed his fingers and stole a peek at the clock over the cash register. The store was on holiday hours and didnt close until ten. Hed been signing books for nearly three hours and his hand was cramping. The stacks of Confessions of a TV Ghost Hunter, had dwindled to just two books. Theyd sell out just before closing time. A young woman snatched up the last copies, paid for them then took her place at the back of the line. When it was her turn, Thomas glanced up and found her staring at him with an unsubtle come-fuck-me look plastered on her pretty face. His nose was assaulted by a cloud of too-sweet perfume. She wore heavy makeup and her long, straight hair was striped with unnatural shades of blonde. Clutching the books in front of her body, she leant forward to showcase the pair of surgically enhanced breasts that spilled out of her plunging sweater. Thomas held out his hand to accept the books, but she continued to use them to buttress her considerable assets. 

Im mad at you, she purred.

Thomas forced a smile. He dreaded the inevitable pickup line that was to follow and was almost certain she was waiting for him to ask why. Trying to avoid what was no doubt a well-rehearsed come-on, he said, Sorry to hear that.

A look of confusion passed over her face and Thomas had to stifle a laugh. After taking a moment to regroup, the fan seemed to edit her scripted response and said, Im mad at you because you keep me up at nightall night. Every time I watch your show, I just cant get to sleep. Sometimes I get so wound up I just dont know what to do with myself. She concluded with an upward twitch of her perfectly-plucked eyebrow.

It took all of Thomas willpower not to shake his head. He reached out for the books again. Well, lets get these books signed so youll have something to read. That should put you to sleep.

Oh, I wouldnt be so sure, she said.

Thomas stacked the books in front of him and flipped the top copy to the title page. Who should I make it out to?

Alex. Thats my ex-boyfriend. We broke up, but were still friends.

He scrawled an inscription to Alex and passed the book back to the woman. And this one?

Make that one out to Lindsay. Thats me.

Thomas opened the book and found a hotel key card tucked inside the front cover. A room number was written on the plastic in permanent marker. The zero was in the shape of a heart with an arrow through it. He set the key aside and wrote. To Lindsay, Get some sleep. Thomas Becker.

Lindsay took the book and squeezed it to her chest, giving Thomas one more shot of her bulbous boobs. She winked then puckered her glossy lips in an air kiss. As she turned to leave, Thomas stopped her. Lindsay, I think you forgot something. She swung back around, giving her hair an exaggerated shampoo-commercial toss. He held out the key card. She stared dumbly for a moment then snatched it from his hand. Her high-heeled boots clacked against the floor as she stomped away. She paused at the trash can near the front door, dumped the books then turned and scowled at him. Thomas gave her a fingertip wave then chuckled as she stormed out of the store.

Thomas rose and stretched then began breaking down the display. The three-piece backdrop featured images of himself and the other cast members, the Paranormal Research Team van, and the cover of his book. The whole thing could be rolled up and collapsed to fit into a carryon-sized bag. Thomas was just zipping the pack shut when the store manager, a plump man with a receding hairline and a ponytail, joined him. 

Thanks for coming Mr Beckergreat turnout. Can I get you anything?

Its Thomas, please. And no thanks, Ive got a flight to catch.

How about a coffee to go and one of our famous turtle brownies?

Thomas nodded. Sounds great. Thanks.

While Thomas waited for his snack, he hoped that Lindsay had had time to leave the parking lot. He had fans like herbeautiful, willing fansaround the world. They sent him letters and emails and digital images of their naked bodies, and hed enjoyed the company of a number of them over the years. But from the moment hed kissed Toni Bianchi, hed been a goner. That smart-mouthed little Italian was the bestand worstthing that had ever happened to him.



* * * *



The bookstore parking lot was empty except for the employees vehicles and Thomas rental car. He tossed the display bag into the backseat, nestled the coffee cup in the holder and set the bakery bag on the dashboard. He flipped down the visor and checked his reflection in the mirror. He looked as tired as he felt. The past couple of weeks had been rough. He hated book signings and hed been to a dozen in as many days. In between hed stopped by local radio stations to promote the events on air. 

The book, like the TV series it was based on, had been a huge success. Thomas was grateful, but hed about had his fill of obnoxious deejays and the occasional weird fan, like the horny Miss Lindsay. Worst of all, he felt like a fraud. When hed left college with a degree in journalism, hed envisioned a very different career path. Hed thought that hed be a television news anchor in a major market or maybe a globe-hopping foreign correspondent. Instead hed wound up travelling to small towns across the country investigating unlikely claims of paranormal activity. 

Hed never dreamt the show would become an international hit. It had started with the noblest of intentions. In the beginning hed wanted to believe that there was something to the stories. He knew that millions had questions about the supernatural and wanted to give them answers. He was looking for some answers himself. Hed been haunted for most of his life by one of the people he loved most. Thomas grandmother, Claudette. She had died when he was twelve, and shed been visiting him regularly ever since.

Claudette had been a force of nature, so Thomas wasnt too surprised that her spirit couldnt be contained after shed crossed over. The four-time divorcee drank like a fish, dressed like a Bohemian and swore like a sailor. Anyone who met her was regaled with anecdotes of her brief stint as a bit player in Bijou films. She had delighted in reciting her one spoken line, Will there be anything else, sir? from her role as a cigarette girl in The Gentlemans Wish. Thomas had never tired of hearing the stories and had come to share her love of the movies. 

The two would spend whole afternoons at the multiplex. Theyd pay for one feature then sneak in to see two more. The method was brilliant. Theyd hole up in the restrooms while the end credits rolled on the first show, then meet at the concession stand. From there it was easy enough to feign impatience at the long lines then slip into another screening room. More often than not theyd miss the opening minutes of the next film, but the thrill of the adventure was always worth it. 

The night of her funeral Thomas had been inconsolable. When sleep had finally overtook him, he had dreamed of Claudette. It had been so real that hed heard the jangling of her charm bracelet and smelt her rosewater cologne. He was certain that if hed have reached out he would have been able to feel the warmth of her delicate wrist. In his dream he asked his grandmother to take him to the movies. Her face softened and she replied without moving her lips, Oh, darling, you know its too late for that.

Thomas hadnt set foot in a theatre since that night, but Claudette continued to haunt his dreams, appearing to the music of tinkling jewellery and in a cloud of sweet perfume. After the encounter at the Buckman Inn, hed even felt her presence while awake. Hed never told anyonenot even Toni, and if anyone would understand, it would be her.

His book was titled, Confessions of a TV Ghost Hunter, but it was far from a tell-all. Thomas didnt write about the contact with the ghost of his dead grandmother, and he certainly didnt share his love affair with a psychic medium. He left all of the good stuff out while he travelled the country pimping the show and his book. The whole exercise made him fret about being found out. Every time he did an interview or made an appearance he was sure someone was going to call him out for being a phony. As glad as he was that this leg of the tour was over, he was dreading his next stop. The flight was a puddle-jumperhed only be in the air for half an hour before arriving at the tiny Travois, Wisconsin airport. It would take him three times as long to drive to Minneapolis International, return the rental car and check in for his flight. It was the uncertainty of what would be waiting for him when he landed that had him in knots.

As much as he dreaded public appearances, the prospect of seeing Toni again seemed worse. This tour had been a welcome excuse to get out of town for a whileaway from Toni and Liam and all of the confusion their strange relationship had brought into his life. Sharing Toni with another man was not his idea of an ideal situation. Hed only agreed to it because she seemed to need more than he could offer and he only wanted to make her happy. But, the psychic bond she shared with Liam fuelled his jealousy. How could he compete with a guy who could literally read Tonis mind? He hoped Liams telepathic powers couldnt reach into his head, but sometimes he wondered. In the days before he left for the tour, Liams animosity had become obvious. After the men made love to Toni, the telepath would stare at Thomas as if he could look right through him. If he were privy to Thomas thoughts, hed know that Thomas wanted Toni to himself, that he wanted to make a life with heraloneand that hed grown to resent Liam.

Thomas had hoped that the separation would do them all good. Perhaps Toni had agreed to help Mike with the theatre because she had doubts of her own and needed to get away from Liam to gain some perspective.

Easing onto the highway on ramp, Thomas sipped his coffee then grabbed the waxed paper bag from the dashboard. He fished out the turtle brownie and took a bite. The decadent taste of sweet chocolate and gooey caramel filled his mouth. The flavour immediately transported him back to the first time he and Liam had made love to Toni. Theyd all been under the sway of supernatural magic. The men had laid Toni, naked, on the ice cream parlours marble countertop and tied her wrists above her head with black liquorice laces. Theyd drizzled chocolate and caramel sauce over her beautiful curves and took turns lapping it from her soft skin. The memory of how the sweet syrup had tasted mixed with her pussy juices made Thomas shaft harden. Theyd licked and touched and fucked every inch of her amazing body until she was crying out in release. Her pleasure had spurred them on. He thought about how it had felt to be buried into her up to the hilt with her slick walls clamping down around him. Then the image of her full red lips wrapped around Liams cock, the lust in her eyes as she slurped hungrily at it, insinuated itself into his fantasy. Thomas shook his head as if doing so would erase the memory. 

He shoved the rest of the brownie into the bag and tossed it on the passenger seat. He turned on the radio, found a classic rock station and cranked up the volume. Every lyric reminded him of Toni and he finally switched off the music. By the time hed reached the exit for the airport, hed made a decision. Hed tell her that he loved her and that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with heronly her. Let the chips fall where they may. 




Chapter Three







Toni pushed aside the pizza boxempty now except for a few nibbled crusts and a Rorschach test of grease spots on the bottom. Toni thought she could make out the oily image of a rabbit. She drained her beer bottle then racked it up against the other empties on the small, round, hotel room table. Mike Briggs pressed the fast-forward button on his laptop and the three leaned in to watch the grainy night-vision footage flit by at triple speed. The screen flashed with images of the theatre from four different perspectives and then went black.

Well, thats it, he said. Nothin.

Toni rose from the table, stretched and feigned a yawn. I'm exhausted. I think Im going to a call it a night. Mike was putting away the equipment and just nodded. Bridget did not look convinced.

Toni hurried from the room without giving Bridget a chance to question her. In the hallway, she slid her key card through the reader, opened her door and closed it loudly while still standing in the hall. She glanced towards Mike and Bridgets room, and hurried for the elevators. This is probably a bad idea, she thought. Inside the elevator, she reached out and depressed the button marked L. Her stomach knotted as the lift descended to the lobby level. Fear and anticipation had always been a heady combination for Toni and now both emotions twisted in her belly. 

With her head down to avoid eye contact, she hurried past the night clerk. As she walked down the quiet street, she fished in her purse for the keys to the theatre. Snagging them from Mikes jacket pocket had given her a little thrill and she felt like a rebellious teen sneaking out on a forbidden date.

The nape of her neck tingled as she unlocked the glass front door and slid inside the lobby. She dropped her coat and purse inside the ticket window, turned on the house lights then took the side steps near the end of the concession stand up to the balcony. She walked to the railing and looked out over the dim room. Her gaze settled on the row of the seats where shed encountered the ghost, but she saw nothing otherworldly. Only stuffed chairs with ratty upholstery. Toni felt nervous and excited, but did not detect any entities. Closing her eyes she extended her arms out over the railing, spread her fingers wide and concentrated. Nothing. 

She turned and walked up the wide carpeted steps towards the back of the balcony. Glancing at the projection booth and finding it empty, she made a left at the top of the stairs and entered the VIP screening room. She groped for the wall switch and flicked it on. Sconces with tinted glass shades illuminated the space giving it a warm glow. Dingy rectangles marked the walls where pictures once hung and the carpeting was so faded she could barely make out the oversized pattern. Toni could almost imagine what the room must have looked like in its heyday, when it was a lounge for visiting celebrities. 

A wave of energy washed over Toni's skin. She stood in the centre of the suite and turned slowly, sweeping her gaze over the huge pane of glass overlooking the theatre and the small window set in the adjacent wall. Opposite the viewing window was a long couch covered with a yellowed drop cloth. She turned again until she faced the door. To the left a sheet was tacked over a closet. The fabric rippled as if caught by a gust of air. The hair on the nape of her neck stood on end. Toni fought the urge to flee. She willed her feet to move and inched towards the closet. She reached out and grasped a handful of dingy cotton. A painful surge prickled up her arm. Drawing in a deep breath, she yanked hard ripping the sheet from the nails that secured it at the corners. 

The closet was stuffed with cardboard boxes and rolled up posters. Empty wire hangers clanged against one another. An old garment bag hung at the end of the metal closet rod. Toni reached out and pulled down the zipper. She pushed back the bag and swept the back of her hand over the pale blue chiffon. She pulled the gown from the hanger and draped it on the sofa. She arranged the dress, trying to understand the construction of the yards of diaphanous fabric. 

A puff of warm air stirred the curls at the side of her neck. Tonis muscles tensed. Try it on, a voice whispered in her ear. An invisible touch swept across her collarbones then trailed downwards until a ghostly hand cupped her breast and squeezed. An electric tingle spiralled over her flesh before concentrating at her nipple. The excited skin puckered and hardened. Ah, Toni breathed. Her eyelids felt heavy and she let them slide halfway closed. 

Try it on, the voice urged.

The sensation of being touched faded and Toni mewled in protest at the loss of it. A delicious warmth spread outwards from the pit of her stomach. Her limbs felt loose and heavy, as if shed been drugged. She lifted her arms to the front of her blouse and slowly undid the buttons, then tossed the shirt behind the sofa. Her boots and the rest of her clothes followed. Tonis bare skin seemed hypersensitive. She stood motionless for a moment, waitinghopingfor the phantom touch to return. 

Try it on! the voice demanded. This time it was not in her ear, it filled the entire suite and the tone was impatient. 

Toni snatched up the gown and reflexively held it against her naked body then looked nervously around the room. It was empty. With shaking hands, she pulled the covered buttons from their loops then stepped into the confusing layers of fabric. Once shed slipped it on, she could see that it was a plunging halter-topped gown with a tightly fitted midriff and full skirt. She contorted to fasten the buttons at the small of her back then secured the straps behind her neck with hidden pairs of hook-and-eye closures. Her full breasts fit into the tailored top as if it had been custom made for her. The gathered bodice looked effortless, but the foundation was constructed for support. It was a marvel of fashion engineering. 

At the bottom of the garment bag she found a black velvet pouch. She loosened the drawstring and pulled out a pair of beaded sling back sandals. They too were a perfect fit. Toni turned and admired her reflection in the viewing window. She closed her eyes, swivelled her hips and smiled at the rustle of the tulle and the brush of the luxurious fabric against her bare legs.

The sweet fragrance of roses filled the air and she could hear the murmur of a cocktail party. Beneath the din was instrumental music, accompanied by the unmistakable crackle of an old phonograph record. Toni pulled the floral scent into her lungs. She detected cigar and cigarette smoke and opened her eyes. She was surrounded by men in tuxedos and women in long party gowns at least two decades older than her own dress. They were clustered in groups, lounging on the sofa and gathered around the Victrola. The festive atmosphere was contagious. 

A couple stood just inches from her left shoulder. The woman was wisp thin and stood with her pelvis thrust forward, a delicate hand resting on her sharp hipbone. The man took a sip of his martini. …and thats when I told the old chap that Id sooner ride an elephant through a monsoon. The woman threw back her head and let out an exaggerated laugh. The insincerity of the reaction was obviously lost on the man, who provocatively raised an eyebrow. Toni shook her head. Maybe thats the 1930s version of a faked orgasm, she thought.

Toni reached out and waved her hand in the space between the couples faces. They took no notice of her. The woman slipped a silver case from her handbag, pulled out a cigarette and tapped it on the lid before sliding it between her red lips. Those things will kill you, you know, Toni said. The ghost ignored the warning and batted her lashes as her date flicked his lighter with a flourish. Toni chuckled. Im sure the smoking didnt do you in. You probably starved to death. Eat a sandwich for Gods sake, woman!

The noise in the room suddenly diminished as if someone had dialled down a volume knob. 

They liked em skinny back then. 

Toni wheeled around towards the door to face the source of the voice. A young man leaned against the doorjamb. His dishwater blond hair was greased into a pompadour. The collar of his scuffed black leather jacket was turned up and he wore a tight white T-shirt, jeans and black boots.

Kip? Toni asked.

He affected a bow then strode to where she stood. At your service, doll.

Kip circled Toni, making no effort to hide his frank appraisal of her. She stood in place but turned her head to follow him. He passed right through the images of the other ghosts and when hed completed his circuit, he let out a long wolf whistle. That getup suits you. 

Toni felt a flush creep over her chest and into her cheeks. Kip swept the back of his hand over her face. She was surprised that his touch felt warm and solid. Aw, why so shy, honey?

Toni, she corrected.

Toni, he repeated softly. That suits you too.

He swept his gaze over her again from head to toe then slowly shook his head. Mm. Mm. Mm.

His brazenness was unnerving. Toni smoothed her hands over the front of her dress. Whos was this? she asked.

Prestons wifes. You fill it out better though. You look kind of like herprettierand she had red hair.

You two were an item?

Kip laughed. To hear the old man tell it, yeah. He was a jealous son of a bitch. We flirted, sure, but it was just for kicks. I never laid a hand on herwell almost never. I kissed her once. Not that I didnt want to do more. All those curves. Man! A guy can dream. Right?

So why didnt you go through with it?

Lets just say we got interrupted. But thats not going to happen to us. Is it, doll? The ghost scooped up Tonis hand and squeezed. A jolt of energy radiated up her arm. She jerked away. 

Kip narrowed his eyes. Playing hard to get, huh? You werent so coy earlierrubbing against me like you were. My dicks been hard for hours. 

He grabbed Tonis wrist and flattened her palm over his crotch. He held her with his stare and she couldnt help but knead the huge erection that strained against the denim. He let go of her wrist, but she didnt pull her hand away. She played her fingers over the outline of his shaft, measuring its impressive size. Her sex tingled and she felt her juices flow beneath the yards of crinoline. Studying his handsome face, Toni noticed a slight, almost imperceptible jerk of his chin, then felt the hem of her dress rise up of its own accord. He reached underneath the fabric, grasped her ass with both hands, then squeezed hard. She laced her fingers behind his neck and he yanked her against him a moment before his hot lips engulfed hers. White hot desire flashed through Tonis body. Her attention was divided between the strong fingers digging into her backside and the warm, wet tongue plunging into her mouth. In a confusing instant, another set of hands roughly crushed her breasts and fingers plunged into her pussy.

Toni jerked her head to the side. Who else is here? she cried.

Kip stared down at her and she could see flashes of light pulse out from his blue eyes. He opened his mouth wide and laughed. The sound of it was deafening. When she began to tremble, his expression softened. Shh…shh…shh, he soothed. Nobodyand nothingelse is here, baby. Its just you and me.

But the other… I felt other

Its all me, baby. Everything I ever did in lifeeverything Ive thought about doing sincenow I can do it all at once. There are no rules on this side, sweetheart. 

The prospect thrilled and terrified her. When she looked into his eyes again she saw all-consuming lustand something elsesomething almost menacing. He winked as if to placate her. Ive been waiting for you for a long, long time and Im going to give you a night youll never forget.

The instinct to flee was almost overwhelming, but in an instant he was upon her and countless hands and lips teased her towards unimaginable ecstasy.



* * * *



Bridget was jolted awake. It took a moment for her to get her bearings and remember that she was in a hotel room. The frantic pounding had woken Mike too and he stood beside the bed pulling on his boxers. 

Open the fucking door! came a mans panicked voice from the hallway.

Bridgets gaze met Mikes. Thats Thomas!

Bridget pulled on her robe an instant before Thomas burst into the room. 

Where is she? he demanded.

Who? Toni? Mike asked.

Yes, God damn itToni! Where is she? Thomas said.

Bridget shook her head. She felt muddled and tried to recall the last few hours. She, um, she went to bed earlysaid she was exhausted and…

Well, shes not in the room, Thomas said.

The three hurried into the hallway. The door to Tonis room was ajar and Thomas bags were just inside. Mike ran his fingers through his sleep-tousled hair. I have no idea, man. Maybe she went to the theatre. 

And you let her? Thomas thundered.

Bridget laid her hand on Thomas arm. Thomas, you know nobody has to let Toni do anything. Its no big deal. Well get dressed and head down there right now. What are you so worked up about?

Thomas jerked away from her. Did you do any research on that place at all, OMalley?

The anger in his voice stung her. Shed been working with Thomas since the beginninglong before Paranormal Research Team became a hit TV show. And now he was questioning her thoroughness? I did plenty, Thomas. Its a standard residual haunting

Guess again, Red. This thing is intelligentintelligent and dangerous.

What did I miss? she thought.

Get dressed. Ill tell you about it on the way. Come on! Were wasting time!



* * * *



The tyres squealed as Thomas gunned the Paranormal Research Team van out of the parking ramp and onto the deserted downtown street. 

Left at the lights, Bridget directed, then glanced at Mike in the back seat. He shrugged. She was confused and shaken by Thomas demeanour. Thomas…please. What the hell is going on?

Thomas pulled out his cell phone, opened his email programme and passed it to Bridget. This was waiting in my inbox when the plane landed.

Bridget stared at the screen. The subject line read RE: Bijou Theatre InvestigationURGENT! Whos John Rudolph?

Fan of the showretired doc from the state mental institution. He follows the blog and saw Mikes post about the investigation. Just open the attachment.

Bridget touched the paperclip icon and waited for the image to fill the tiny screen. It was a scan of a file from the State Hospitals Psychiatric Department. 1974, Bridget read aloud, Whos Tanya Jameson?

Thomas glared at her then turned his attention back to the road. The last medium to make contact with that freak. Just read.

Much of the file was medical lingo, but certain words jumped off the page in terrible clarity. Oh my God, Thomas I had no idea. How could I have…? Her vision blurred as her eyes filled with tears.

What is it, babe? Mike asked, laying his hand on her shoulder.

Blinking to focus, Bridget read the highlights.



Subject: Jameson, Tonya, 35-year-old white female, stated occupation: psychic. History of mental illness with onset at puberty. Several instances of institutionalisation at other facilities with diagnoses of paranoid schizophrenia. Patient has been largely unresponsive, at times catatonic. Occasional bouts of extreme agitation in which she bites and scratches self and claims making intentional contact with a ghostly entity at the Bijou Theatre in Travois, Wisconsin. Descriptions of encounters consistently violent in nature. Subject claims to have initiated sexual contact with entity upon which the entity rejects subjects advances asserting, Youre not the one.



Jesus, muttered Mike.

Bridget scrolled to an entry nearly a year after the initial assessment, Subject responding to combination of talk therapy and anti-psychotic medication.

The final entry, three months later left Bridget trembling. She struggled to read it aloud. Jameson, Tonya, 36-year-old white female found dead of self-inflicted wounds, bled to death having bitten the flesh from her inner wrists. The words, Why didnt you love me, Kip? written on wall in subjects blood.

The three were silent for the rest of the drive. The front tyres jumped the kerb as Thomas screeched the van to a halt in front of the Bijou. They piled out and hurried through the front doors, calling Tonis name.



* * * *



Through half-closed eyes, Toni watched the ghostly cocktail party around her. Though she knew the guests were just residual hauntingsmindless past events played on an endless loopshe felt like a wanton exhibitionist and it thrilled her. She sat back on the couch with her dress hiked up over her hips, her legs spread wide and her arms draped over the back. She was lost in the sensation of countless probing fingers and mouths, all orchestrated by Kip, exciting her body. Her throat and nipples and lips were sucked simultaneously. Phantom fingers stroked her flesh and plunged into her dripping pussy. 

The image of the handsome greaser faded in and out of her view and when he stood before her, completely naked, her gaze fell on his thick, rigid shaft and she cried out in anticipation.

You are the one Ive been waiting for, he said.

His eyes flashed as he braced himself on the back of the couch and pushed into her. His cock was hot and stretched her wide. Wrapping his arms around her waist he held her to him as he sat back until she was straddling him. The invisible hands and mouths seemed to multiply until every inch of Tonis body was ablaze with glorious sensation. Kip tugged her bodice to the side and she watched him bow his head towards her chest. He sucked hard on her nipple. An unseen mouth teased the other. 

Kip lifted his face to kiss her, dug his strong fingers into her ass cheeks and guided her up and down on his stiff shaft. Toni steadied herself on the back of the couch as her orgasm built. When it seemed that her senses could not be more overloaded, her clit was pulled hard between hot, disembodied lips. The climax exploded within Tonis body, radiating out from between her legs. She crumpled weakly against Kips chest and in that instant it was just the two of them. Gone were the spectral touches. Kip laced his fingers through her hair and gently pulled until he was staring into her eyes. You are the one Ive been waiting for, he said and then threw back his head and cried out in release. Toni felt his cock shudder and pulse inside her. 

The cocktail party had disappeared and when she closed her eyes and leaned in to kiss him, he too was gone. She was alone on the sofa, kneeling on the yellowed dustcover, still clinging to the back cushion. With eyes wide she scanned the room. She turned and sat on the couch and saw him leaning against the doorjamb. He was just as shed first seen him. He tugged his collar up around his ears, smiled at her. Ive gotta go now, but I need you to do me a favour. You have to show them that I didnt do what they say I did. Youve gotta prove it so I can rest. Im so damned tired.

Ill do whatever I can, she whispered.

Kip winked. I know you will. Im counting on you, doll.

Tears stung the corners of Tonis eyes as she watched Kip dissolve away. She sat for a moment, then gathered her clothes, changed out of the party dress and sandals and returned them to the closet. Shed just finished tying her boot laces when Thomas, Bridget and Mike burst into the VIP room. 




Chapter Four







Toni stood in the shower and let the hot water beat against her shoulders, waiting for the knots of tension to dissolve. She was bone-weary from her ghost encounter and only wanted to sleep. The team had been debriefing her for the past hour and it had taken some doing to convince Thomas that Kip hadnt hurt her. Toni had told him over and over again that shed just talked to the ghost and that hed only wanted her to promise to try to prove his innocence. She hated lying to Thomas, but she couldnt bring herself to tell him that the two had shared more than polite conversation. From what shed learned about her powers, she knew that the sexual energy had been necessary for the spirit to communicate with her. Toni scrubbed her skin but couldnt wash away the guilt that consumed her. She stepped out of the shower, towelled off and slid into an oversized T-shirt. She found Thomas sitting at the desk staring at his laptop. 

Feel better? he asked.

Mm. Just wiped out.

You need your rest. Well hit it hard tomorrow. 

Toni kissed him on the temple and slid into bed. She turned on her side and glanced at the screen while she waited to drift off. What are you looking at?

Just some of the newspaper clippings from the fire.

The photograph of the marquee taken from below came up on the screen. Preston Stringmans daughter Priscilla took that you know, Toni said.

Thomas nodded. 

Are you coming to bed soon?

In a bit. Get some shut-eye, Tone. Were going to go check out the police records in the morning.

Toni closed her eyes and drifted off into a dreamless sleep.



* * * *



The team gathered around the long conference room table, sipping from to-go cups of coffee from the hotel. A uniformed officer told them that the detective would be in shortly. Minutes later a short, well-dressed man with dark hair frosted blond at the tips and sporting what looked like a spray tan, entered carrying a file box. He dropped it on the table, and Toni noticed a neon-orange sticker on the side marked Closed. The man smoothed the lapels of his tailored wool suit, straightened his silk tie then extended his hand. Bob Schmidt, he said, reaching across the table and shaking each of their hands in turn. Toni noticed that his nails were manicured and buffed. 

He grabbed a leather-bound notebook that had been balanced on the lid and when he took his place at the head of the table he left behind a light cloud of expensive-smelling cologne.

He flipped open the cover of the notebook, slid a slim silver pen from the loop inside and held it poised over the paper. After a moment he looked up then raised a perfectly manscaped eyebrow. The expression on his face was one of impatient expectation. 

Thomas finally spoke. Thank you for seeing us, Officer Schmidt.

Detective, the man corrected.

Detective Schmidt. I believe BridgetMiss OMalleyexplained what were all about when she called.

The detective just nodded.

Thomas cleared his throat. Well, we would like to take a look at the files. We believe there might be more to the case, like maybe something got missed.

Schmidt slid the pen back into its holder then sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. Based on?

Toni glanced at Thomas profile. He squirmed like a suspect under interrogation. Based on…well, that is…I guess based on a hunch.

A hunch, Schmidt repeated. Well, the case has been closed since 55, all of the principals are dead and everything in the file is a matter of public record. Youre well within your rights under the Freedom of Information Act to review what weve got. If you want photocopies of anything, just set it aside and our administrative assistant will run them for you. Theyre twenty-five cents each. The detective rose and snapped shut his notebook. You filled out the request forms?

Bridget nodded and passed him a stack of papers. He glanced through them and nodded. Good luck to you, folks. Heres my card. Its got my email address and cell number. But its probably better if you email rather than call.

Thomas took the business card. Uh, officerDetective Schmidt, we were hoping we could ask you a couple of questions about the case.

Schmidt chuckled. Im afraid I wouldnt be of much help. I wasnt even born in 55 and my knowledge of the case is pretty limited. All I know is there was a fire in the alley between the two theatres. The Rialto burned down on opening night and the only casualty was the projectionist from the Bijou. The guy was trouble. Hed been arrested half a dozen times. Witnesses put him at the alley door that night and there was testimony that just before the fire started, hed had a fight with his boss over a woman. Maybe hed meant to torch the Bijou but the wind was blowing the wrong way. A known criminal had cause and opportunity. Case closed. Now if youll excuse me, Ive got to go deal with crimes from this century.

With that, he left the room, pulling the door shut behind him.

Thomas shook his head. Maybe hes late for a waxing appointment.

Brazilian? Mike joked.

Wouldnt doubt it, Thomas said then pulled the file box towards him. Lets see what weve got. 

The other three leaned in as Thomas lifted the lid. Toni expected to see the box stuffed with manila folders overflowing with forms and newspaper clippings. Instead a single file lay in the bottom of the box. Thomas reached in, grabbed it then pushed the empty box away. The folder held two typewritten forms. A black and white mug shot was paper clipped to one. Thomas passed the sheet marked Incident Report to Bridget then unclipped the photo from the one marked Arrest Record. 

Theres not much here, Bridget said after a moment. The cause of the fire is listed as unknown, suspected arson and theyve got one name listed under suspectsKipling Monroe, aka Kip Monroe, born October 30, 1929. Deceased August 12, 1955. He was just twenty-five.

Toni dragged the photo closer. Her heart ached at the image of Kip Monroe. He was wearing a tight white T-shirt stretched over his wiry frame. His greased back pompadour looked tousled and a few strands hung down over his forehead. His left eye was bruised and nearly swollen shut. He looked like hed been in a fight, but he stared directly into the camera with a crooked grin. Toni thought it looked like he was thinking, fuck you. She smiled back at the image, feeling deeply connected to the handsome greaser. Whatd he do? she asked.

Thomas lifted the Arrest Record from the table top. Lets see, public intoxication, petty thefthubcaps, loitering, loitering, and loitering again and resisting arrest. Id be willing to bet he got that shiner while resisting arrest when they got him for loitering number three.

Poor guy, Toni said.

Poor guy? Thomas scoffed, Youre kidding, right? It sounds like he was a punk.

Toni shook her head, It sounds like he got on the wrong side of the local law.

Babe, what did you say his birth date was? Mike asked.

Bridget glanced down at the Incident Report. October 30th, 29.

That was the day after Black Tuesdaythe stock market crash, Mike muttered. Does it say where he was born?

Brooklyn, New York. I wonder what he was doing in Travois?

They all looked at Mike. Idea? Thomas asked.

Mike squinted as if concentrating. I dont know. I was just thinking about Preston Stringmanthat lighter he carried aroundthe one he took off the dead guy after the crash. Monroe is born the next day less than half an hour from the Financial District then they both wind up here in this little Wisconsin town…

What? Youre thinking reincarnation? Thomas asked.

Mike shrugged. Just a thought.

Thomas gathered up the reports and the photographs, slid them into the folder then dropped the file back into the box. Well, theres not much here. Well set up the equipment in the theatre tonight and see if we can get anything.

The four filed out of the conference room and thanked the front desk officer on their way out. Toni couldnt shake the image of Kip Monroe in the mug shot, with his black eye and his defiant grin. Her thoughts turned back to their encounter in the VIP room and she was overwhelmed by the need to help him.



* * * *



On the way back to the theatre, Bridget admired the late nineteenth century architecture of downtown Travois. When the van passed a red brick building with 1890 inscribed on the pediment and a sign reading, The Antique Emporium, she begged Thomas to stop. Fifteen minutesplease, Thomas!

Mike shook his head. She says fifteen minutes, but she means an hour or two.

If only that were always true, Bridget teased.

Id kind of like to poke around in there too, Toni said.

Thomas rubbed his forehead. Fine. Were three blocks from the theatre. Lets park the van there and walk back.

Within minutes they were stomping the snow from their boots outside the antique shop. Thomas was the first to enter and an elderly woman with a cotton-candy puff of white hair looked up from her magazine to greet them. Bridget could tell that she immediately recognised the star of Paranormal Research Team. Oh my goodness! I heard that you folks were in town, she said. Youre working on the Bijou. Right?

Thomas plastered on his accessible-celebrity smile and extended his hand. Thomas Becker. Im sure you recognise the rest of my team, Bridget OMalley and Mike Briggs. And this is Toni Bianchi. Shes a talented medium and helps us out from time to time.

Oh yes. Of course I know all of youexcept you, she said nodding to Toni. Im a big, big fan of the show. Well you just take your time and browse around. Weve got three whole floors of treasures. If you need anything at all, you just holler. My name is Jean.

Thomas winked and Bridget bit back a giggle as colour crept into the shopkeepers wrinkled cheeks. The men headed over to the display of record albums while she and Toni browsed through the costume jewellery. Do you think either of them even still has a record player? Bridget whispered.

Doubtful, Toni answered. Oh geez, Bridgelook at that! 

Bridget followed Tonis pointed finger to a long string of colourful glass beads in the case. Hippie love beads! Theyre totally you, Tone. Youve gotta get them.

Jean appeared on the other side of the case with a ring full of tiny keys. Can I show you girls something?

Shed like to see the love beads, please, Bridget said.

Jean flipped through the little keys and Bridget noticed that each one was labelled with a number. The case with the necklace was labelled #127. She looked around the shop and thought there must be a thousand such locked cases. This could take a while. So, Jean, where do you get all of this great stuff?

Oh here and there. Estate sales and auctions mostly. We have over two-hundred vendors represented in this building. Each one has their own little spacesometimes a whole booth and sometimes just a case like this one. Ah, here it is, one-twenty-seven. Jean unlocked the padlock and opened the case. Go ahead, dear.

Toni reached in for the necklace and her hand brushed against some of the other pieces. She jerked back her hand as if shed been stung.

You okay? Bridget asked.

Yeah, fine, I just got a static shock or something. 

Bridget was not convinced, and when Toni reached into the case again, she held her hand, palm down, just inches from the items. She slowly passed her hand back and forth.

Whats she doing? Jean asked.

Bridget didnt answer. She just focused on Toni until her hand finally stopped above a long gold stickpin topped with the figure of a camera. Tone, did you find something?

It seemed that Toni hadnt heard the question. She just reached down and plucked up the pin. Her body went rigid and she began to quake. Bridget touched Tonis arm but jerked her hand away when a painful shock passed between them.

Jesus! Thomas! Mike!

By the time the men reached them, Toni was sprawled out on the floor unconscious. The mangled stick pin was beside her open palm. The psychic came to within a minute and seemed unfazed. 

Jean did not fare as well. She had scuttled behind the cash register and had the phone receiver in her hand. Out! Out with all of you. I should have known that people who fool with the dark arts would bring nothing but trouble.

Thomas helped Toni to her feet then wheeled around to face Jean. Dark arts? What the hell are you talking about? Were paranormal investigators, not devil worshipers! 

I dont care what you say you are. You need to leave right now or Im calling the police.

Thomas bent to scoop up the stickpin. Fine. Were going. How much for this?

In an instant Jean seemed to forget that she was scandalised. Fifty bucks.

Fifty bucks? The tag said ten, Bridget yelled.

Well its fifty bucks now. Take it or leave it. And youd better take it because that witch bent the pin and I wont be able to sell it to anyone else now.

Thomas reached into his wallet and pulled out two twenties. Anybody got a ten? Mike threw two fives onto the counter and the four hurried out into the cold night. 



* * * *



Nobody had mentioned the incident in the antique shop. Toni caught them stealing glances at the stick pin she wore on her shirt every day, but it had been two weeks and no one had a said a word. She wasnt trying to illicit a response from anyone. She just thought it might bring her some answers. So far it had done nothing but worry her friends. 

Today the pin was stuck through the thin cotton of the vintage red punk rock band T-shirt shed found at the local thrift shop. The collar had been cut out and the hem was riddled with holes. Toni wore it over a bright orange long-sleeved T and she liked the way the undershirt showed through the rips. When shed walked into the theatre that morning, Bridget had raised an eyebrow. Maybe she was fishing for a reaction after all.

Cute shirt, Bridget said from behind the concession stand. She was giving the chrome a final polish. 

Everything, it seemed, was down to the final polish. Mike had proven a masterful general contractor. Hed orchestrated the deliveries and tradesman with admirable precision. The drywall specialists followed the electricians and plumbers and they all wrapped up their work just in time for the team to paint the ceilings and walls, before the new carpet was installed. A fresh dumpster was delivered less than thirty minutes before the university students arrived to pull down the old drapes and start cleaning the murals. Bridget had just begun to unpack the speciality bulbs when the cherry-picker Mike had hired from a local sign company pulled up to the kerb to install them. Most of the seats in the theatre could stand to be replacedor at least reupholstered, but Mike said that project would be deferred until after the theatre had some cash flow. 

As well as hed managed the professionals on the project, Mike had also squeezed every drop out of free labour when he could. From the students restoring the murals to his own team, Mike had inspired them all with free pizza and beer and his contagious enthusiasm. 

Toni was glad to count the modern-day Pied Piper among her friends and it suddenly dawned on her that perhaps he hadnt come into her life by accident. She thought back to their first meeting at her rundown bed-and-breakfast in Iowa. Hed been a guest and one of the men who blew through town every year to re-enact Civil War battles. Mike had never once since then mentioned an interest in that period of American History. Hed stepped up when Thomas original cameraman had unexpectedly quit and had proved a competent replacement. And hed saved the day when Bridget had fallen ill. Without Mike she wouldnt have sold the inn, bought the ice cream parlour, met Liam, examined her relationship with Thomas, come here to the Bijou…

Toni glanced at Bridget as she stood back to admire her work on the gleaming metal. Wheres Mike?

Hes up in the booth, but Ive got the punch list if youre looking for something to do, Bridget said.

Toni ignored her and headed for the staircase. She dragged her hand over the refinished railing as she ran up the steps. She found Thomas with Mike in the projection room examining the Whisper Reel Deluxe. The two turned and stared at her as she fought to catch her breath. 

Hey, Tone. Mike is just showing me the thousand places this behemoth needs to be oiled in order to show a film, Thomas said.

Toni pulled in deep lungfuls of air until she could speak. Thomas, I need to speak to Mike alone for a minute.

Thomas looked perplexed, but stepped out of the booth and shut the door behind him. Mike, on the other hand, seemed as if hed been expecting this conversation. He pulled a padded stool from under the work counter and motioned for Toni to sit.

She shook her head. No thanks. Ill stand.

Suit yourself.

Toni stared into Mikes eyes, trying to find answers there when she wasnt even sure of the question. Finally it came to her. Mike, are you a fucking ghost?

Mike threw back his head and laughed. No, Antonia, I am not a fucking ghost.

Goose bumps broke out over Tonis skin. Howd you know my name is Antonia?

Well, your nickname is Toni. Youre Italian. If you were French it would probably be Antoinette. I suppose it could have been Antonietta or Antonina, but Antonia is a much more common derivation.

Quit screwing around, Briggs.

Mike dragged the stool a few inches closer, gently grabbed Tonis upper arm and said, I really think you should sit down.

Toni did as she was told, but her mind raced. She replayed every uncanny moment shed spent with Mike. She realised that even when hed been a complete stranger to her shed trusted him implicitly. Hed told her to sell the innshed sold the inn. Hed told her to buy a rundown ice cream parlour sight-unseenshed asked who to make the cheque out to. Hed suggested she take a break from the relationship she thought she wanted with Liam and shed packed her suitcase. God, Mikeare you like the Pied Piper? If I remember correctly that story didnt end so well for the ones that followed him.

Mike reached out and patted her knee. I will never harm you, Toni. I will never harm anyone. I cant.

So what, youre an angel?

Mike shrugged, Youre on the right track, but not exactly. Im a guardian. I was born to human parents and Im essentially human. Ill age and die just like the rest of you. The difference is that while Im here, my job is to look after someone and guide that person on their ultimate pathin this case you. Then after this taskthis lifeis over, Ill do it all again. Ill be born, grow up and be guardian to others, live, grow old and die.

Toni laid her hand on his. That sounds awful. What about heaven and eternal rest and all that?

Mike laughed again. Toni, this is heaven. Im immortal. Though my body goes through the trial of human death every hundred years or so, my awareness, my being never dies. From the moment Im born into a new body I have complete knowledge of who I am. I go through diapers and toddling and finger painting andgood Godeven junior high with the full awareness of my purpose.

Looking into his serene face, Toni realised that shed never seen Mike anything but happy and bursting with an unbridled joy for life. She remembered his excitement at the inn when shed told her guests about the mysterious hauntings. She remembered his giddiness and awe when he lay on his back on the floor of the ice cream shopcovered with sour, melted ice creamand stared up at the old tin ceiling. Shed never heard an angry or unkind word pass through his lips. So, I got you because Im a psychic?

Mike shook his head. No, Antonia. Every human has a guardian. You saw it because youre psychic.

So if youre magicor whateverhow come you havent been able to catch the ghosts on camera, or tell me if Kip Monroe really started the fire or just tell me exactly what Im supposed to do?

Mike laughed. Im not magic, Toni. I cant see your future and I certainly cant change it. Thats against the rules. I can see options, guide you on your path and hope you make the right decisions, but ultimately the choice is up to you. I cant read minds either, but I can communicate with other guardians if their charge has some connection to mine. 

When Toni levelled a sceptical stare at him he continued, Bridgets guardian was her first-grade teacher who let her sit on his lap and turn the pages as he read, The Little Engine That Could to the class. To this day when she faces something daunting she repeats, I think I can. Thomas guardian was his grandmother who taught him to live life to the fullest even if it sometimes means bending the rules. Hes still in the learning stage, but hes almost there.

Thomas grandma?

Mike nodded. She left that form many, many years ago and shes on to her next assignment. But she still influences him. In fact, shes in there. Mike gestured to the metal locker in the corner of the booth.

Shes in the cabinet? Toni asked.

Mike smiled. Just wait. Youll see. Dry your tears now. Hes coming.

Toni hadnt realised she was crying until Mike told her she was. She swiped the last tear from her cheek before Thomas re-entered the room. Are you two about done in here? Weve got a grand opening in less than twenty-four hours.

In a wink Mike was back to his usual, goofy self. Absolutely, mon frère. I just need some celluloid to test the old Whisper Reel and were good to go. I think theres some footage in the locker back there. Why dont you see if theres something we can use to put this baby through her paces.

Thomas walked to the cabinet and Mike nodded at Toni, indicating that she should follow. She stood at his side while Thomas opened the metal doors and tilted his head to read the labels on the film canisters inside. A Sailor on Holiday, Jessicas Great Adventure, Rolf the Talking Dog, and… Thomas paused and swept his fingers over the yellowed paper label. I cant believe it. He backed up and Mike slid the stool behind him. Thomas sat down hard, shook his head and stared into the cabinet. I just cant believe it.

Thomas bent his head and his handsome face contorted as the sobs overtook him. Toni looked to Mike for guidance. Her guardian just nodded then inclined his head towards the cabinet. Toni read the label that had so shaken Thomas, The Gentlemans Wish?

With his head still bowed, Thomas held out his hand and Toni went to him. He drew her close and buried his face into her breast. Toni glanced up at Mike and wrinkled her forehead, silently asking him what she should do. Mike winked and walked quietly from the room.




Chapter Five







Telling Toni the truth about Claudette was a life-changing moment for Thomas. He felt as if a millstone had been lifted from his chest. When hed told her that his late grandmother had been speaking to him since the day shed died, Toni had accepted the admission without judgement. And when shed confessed that her encounter with the ghost of Kip Monroe had been intimate, Thomas had willingly shown her the same grace. He loved this womanthis curvy little Italian-American fireball of a psychic woman. He felt certain that every choice he had made in his life up to this point had led him to her. 

Now as he sat next to her in the renovated theatre, he wondered how hed been so lucky to find her and what he would have to do to spend the rest of his days at her side. The house lights dimmed and the art on the walls glowed under hidden black lights. Thomas mouth dropped open as he scanned the restored murals. Dreamlike scenes of couples enjoying moonlit picnics seemed to come alive. Toni squeezed his hand and he knew she was looking too. 

The speakers crackled and Mike said, Okay folks, take a deep breath and look up.

Thomas craned his neck and looked up at the coved ceiling. The illusion of a starry night appeared overhead. Thomas felt at once small and limitless at the sight of it. The notion of a boundless universe was not lost on him and he was filled with awe. In a guileless moment he turned and pressed his mouth against Tonis. Her soft, warm lips opened to him and he allowed himself to get lost in the kiss. 

Mikes voice interrupted them. Hed made his way down from the projection booth and stood on the stage, with Bridget at his side, speaking without the benefit of a microphone. Does everybody have champagne?

Thomas and Toni raised their glasses. Toni shouted, Woo hoo! and Thomas whistled through his teeth. 

Bridget kissed Mike on the cheek and he tugged her close. I am so grateful to have all of you in my life. Weve done good things here. Together weve restored a piece of history. Your hard work has brought this movie palace back from the dead. This is the realisation of a dream for me. That it was accomplished with the love and devotion of good friends is nothing short of heaven. I love you. I thank you. I share this moment with you.

Thomas raised his glass and couldnt help but notice that Mike gave an extra moment of attention to Toni. He didnt feel threatened or jealous. He was somehow proud that the woman he loved had been the catalyst for so much positive change. He gulped down the champagne and thought for a moment of being alone with her.

Mike cleared his throat. And now, Bridget, my love, if you would be so kind as to distribute the hors d oeuvres.

Bridget strode off stage left and emerged on the theatre floor with a tray full of hotdogs and accoutrements. Dig in! she shouted. 

Mike jumped from the stage and joined the others as each customised their snack with onions, mustard and sweet relish. The four took their food and drink and perched on the front of the stage with their feet dangling over the edge. 

Toni elbowed Thomas. Youd better put some onions on that dog, Becker. Im loading mine up and I fully intend to kiss you tonight. 

Thomas spooned a mound of chopped onions on his frankfurter and tore into it with a feral growl.

Thats more like it, Toni said.

Mike uncorked a second bottle of champagne and the four were soon well lubricated. Theyd started on their third bottle and had long since disposed of the hotdogs when Bridget pressed her fist against her sternum and unleashed a colossal belch. The drunken redhead flopped back on the stage and dissolved in a fit of giggles. 

Thats my girl, Mike said and climbed on top of her, showering her freckled face with kisses. 

As soon as Thomas and Toni had recovered from their bout of laughter, Toni jumped off the stage and gathered up the food wrappers. Tomorrow night is the grand opening and we dont want this place smelling likewelllike OMalley. Ill run these out to the dumpster.

Thomas watched the seductive sway of Tonis round ass as she sashayed to the alley door. His cock stiffened and he couldnt wait to get her back to the hotel.



* * * *



Tonis mind was reelingfrom the champagne, from Mikes admission that he was some kind of supernatural being, from Thomas confession that hed had a lifelong history of ghost encounters and from her own conclusions about her future. She was sure that a jolt of cold winter air was just what she needed to clear her head. Still chuckling at Bridgets less-than-ladylike display, Toni pushed open the heavy steel door to the alley and propped it open with a broken broom handle. The blast of frigid air cooled her alcohol flushed skin as she hurried to the dumpster, lifted the lid and tossed in the smelly food wrappers. When she turned towards the welcoming warmth of the theatre, an image in the distance caught the corner of her eye. Toni faced the side street and squinted to bring the subject into focus.

Priscilla Stringman stood on the opposite sidewalk with her camera to her eye and Toni reached up to touch the stickpin fastened to the front of her T-shirt. Priscillas ghost brought down her camera and seemed to stare directly at Toni. Priscilla, can you hear me? Toni whispered. The ghost didnt answer but in the blink of an eye she was in the alley an arms length away.

The ghosts gaze was far off but Toni persisted. Priscilla, I can see you. I want to help you. Can you see me? Can you hear me?

Toni was about to retreat to the warmth of the theatre. She knew it was fruitless to try to communicate with a residual. It was tantamount to spouting off at a television program and expecting the actors to respond. And then she saw the glimmer of recognition in the spectres eyes. Priscilla looked at hernot through herthen drew in an audible breath of surprise. Can you really see me? she asked.

Toni nodded.

The spirit looked Toni up and down then her gaze settled on the stickpin fastened to Tonis shirt. Thats mine! Where did you get that?

Toni pulled the stopper from the end of the shaft and drew the pin from the fabric. She held it out to Priscilla. I found it in an antique shop. I felt the energy in it. You can have it back.

Priscilla bowed and her shoulders jerked as the sobs overtook her. She slowly shook her head. I cant take it. Dont you know Im dead and gone? You keep it. I have no use for it here.

Toni reached out to soothe the ghost and her fingers passed right through her.

Priscillas face was the picture of regret. I am so weary of this. Night and day for years and years I walk the same path. Up Third Street, right on Main, left again. I take the pictures. I wave at the people waiting in line to see the show. I take more pictures. It never ends. I just want to rest.

The tears tumbled from Tonis eyes, tracing a frozen path down her cheeks. Please Priscilla, please tell me what I can do.

My things…they took my things. They stood on the lawn and bid on them then they packed them in an automobile and took them to that building where you found my pin. The ghost reached out and stroked the pin in Tonis upturned palm. An icy river flowed up her arm. But theres more, the ghost said. They took my picturesall of them.

Toni fought to keep her composure. The information this spirit gave her could very well fulfil her promise to Kip. Priscilla, is there something specialsomething importantin those pictures?

Priscilla jerked her head to the right then looked back at Toni with a terrifying combination of fear and excitement. I have to go. The fire is starting. I have to get the shot. Ill win an award. Theyll remember me forever. I have to go. I have to go. I have to…

An enormous vacuum of air jerked Toni forward and sucked the air from her lungs. Her ears popped and her eyes felt as if they were being pulled from their sockets. She fell to her knees in the snow-dusted alley and had to plant her palms on the ground to steady herself. The painful suction subsided with a subtle puff and she dropped her head below her shoulders for a moment, gasping until her lungs refilled with air. Still on all fours, Toni slowly raised her head and looked across the street. Priscilla was once again caught up in the never-ending loopwalking, shooting, waving, shooting again. 

Toni pulled in three more deep breaths then forced herself to her feet. She brushed the snow from her jeans then staggered through the metal door. With nothing more than sheer willpower she made her way to the centre of the theatre and faced the stage. Thomas, Bridget and Mike stopped laughing and stared at her. She could tell they were frightened and she was glad. 

He didnt do it! Toni gasped.

Who didnt do what? Bridget asked jumping from the stage.

Toni fought to remain conscious. Kip Monroehe didnt set the fire.

Bridget reached out and touched Tonis arm. Can you prove it?

Theres a witness. Now come on!

Thomas rubbed his forehead and shouted after Toni, Whos the witness?

Toni held open the swinging door. Priscilla Stringman.

Mike laughed, Yeah, well shes been dead for twenty years and the police dont usually take statements from ghosts.

Toni grabbed his sleeve and dragged him through the lobby. No, but photographic evidence is pretty compelling.

She could hear Thomas and Bridget grousing as the three followed her out of the building.

Wheres she going? Thomas asked.

No idea. Just follow her. She looks like shes got a plan, Bridget answered.

Doesnt she always? muttered Thomas.



* * * *



The three followed Toni up the sidewalk, until she stopped in front of The Antique Emporium. She reached out for the tarnished brass knob.

Um, Tone, were not welcome here. Remember? Bridget said.

Screw that, Toni answered and yanked open the heavy oak door.

Were closing, said the plump woman behind the counter, without looking up from her magazine.

Five minutes, Toni said, five minutes and well be out of your hair.

The woman looked up. Oh! Its you! No, no, no. Uh-uh. Out you go or Im calling the cops.

Toni set her hands on her round hips. Now you listen here, you…

Thomas grabbed Tonis upper arm and held her back. Bridget watched as Tonis lips pressed into a straight line and her chest heaved with each breath. Thomas nodded to Mike who stepped forward, looped his arms around the indignant mediums waist and took over Toni-wrangling duties.

Thomas put on his best charming television star face and sauntered up to the counter. He reached out and laid his big hand on the shopkeepers fleshy wrist. Jean, isnt it?

Bridget bit back a grin as the womans face flushed. Yes.

Jean, I am truly sorry for any…concern our last visit might have caused you. You have a beautiful place here. You know, Ive travelled the world and I can saywithout hesitationthat this is the finest antiques shop Ive ever had the pleasure of visiting. Ive been to all the great citiesParis, London, Romeand never have I laid eyes on such a gem.

The woman cleared her throat. And?

Well Jean, as you know, our millions of viewers are true connoisseurs of treasures from the past…

Go on.

Thomas broadened his beautiful smile. It would be my honourno, my dutyto make sure that all those fine folks knew about your wonderful little shop. Now, if you would just give us a few minutes to poke around, Id be glad to place your banner ad on the home page of our website for a full month.

Thomas cocked his head as if awaiting Jeans answer. She pulled back her hand and crossed her arms over her ample bosom. Three months and a credit at the end of the episode.

Thomas thrust out his hand. Done!

Jean shook on the deal then narrowed her eyes and leaned in to whisper, You just make sure that one stays out of trouble. I dont want her making a mess of the place.

Bridget snapped her attention to Toni who was drawing in a breath as if to speak. She saw Mikes grip tighten around her waist as he forced a smile. No problem. Well keep a close eye on her. He turned and spoke directly into Tonis ear. Where to, boss?

The photo albums, Toni replied through clenched teeth.

Jean said, Upstairs, back left corner.

Mike wisely tugged Toni away from the entryway and the four hurried towards the wide carpeted staircase.

Five minutes and Ive got security cameras you know! Jean shouted after them.



Toni took the stairs two at a time and hurried to the display at the back corner of the top floor. Two barristers bookcases were filled to overflowing with photo albums in various states of decay. She could feel the gaze of three pairs of eyes boring into her back.

Five minutes, Tone, Bridget said softly.

I know. I know. Just give me a minute, Toni snapped. A snarl of nervous energy gathered in her belly. Knock it off you guys! Your tension is blocking me.

Mike shouldered up beside Toni and bent forward to scan the dozens of albums. Which one is it?

Toni turned to him and summoned up her best expression of incredulity. Seriously, Briggs?

She heard Bridgets even voice over her other shoulder. Back up, Mike. Give her some room. Is there anything we can do to help, Toni?

Toni shook her head. I dont know. If I could just…youre just…the energy from you guys is kind of overwhelming. Maybe if you all went back downstairs.

Thomas stepped up and pressed his lips to Tonis temple. Okay. Well go. Call if you need us.

Toni nodded. She wanted them to stay, but she knew shed leave empty-handed if she had to fight through the waves of worry that rolled off them.

She listened to their footsteps fade and heard Mike whisper, Man! I should have brought the equipment. 

When she was alone she concentrated on breathing slowly and deliberately in through her nose and out through her mouth. She scanned the shelves in front of her, waiting for one of the battered spines to glow, or shake, or give some indication which she should choose. She wished there were a manual on how to harness her psychic energy. 

Five minutes. Probably more like two now.

Trying to ignore her time limit, she stood in front of the jammed shelves and tried to noodle out the best way to proceed.

One at a time.

Toni positioned herself at the edge of the leftmost case and stretched out her arm. She touched the first book on the top shelf then closed her eyes. She slowly dragged her fingertip across the top line of albums until she was stopped by the edge of the shelf. Forcing herself to keep her eyes closed, she moved to the adjacent case and followed its top row. When she felt nothing, she dropped her hand to the second shelf and repeated the process, this time from right to left. When shed passed the divide and had reached the middle of the left shelf, she thought she might give up and try a different tack.

Her arm began to tingle as if falling asleep. The urge to pull away and shake circulation back into her limb was almost overwhelming, but she pressed on, sweeping over each binding and concentrating on the feel of the material. Leather. Burlap. Velvet…

An electric jolt coursed up Tonis arm and through her body. The surge threatened to push her away, but she was intent on isolating the source. She opened her eyes and saw that her index finger had stopped on a dingy scrapbook with yellowed pages sandwiched between ivory faux leather covers. She fished the album from the shelf and swept her hand over the dingy vinyl. The word Memories was printed in chipped silver script across the front and in the lower right corner the initials, P.J.S.

Gotcha! she exclaimed an instant before the world went black.



* * * *



Thomas, Bridget and Mike were huddled behind the counter with the crotchety shopkeeper watching Toni on the tiny security camera monitor. They saw Tonis ponytail bounce as her head swivelled back and forth before she seemed to calm then reached out towards the shelves of photo albums. She appeared to be moving in slow motion as she dragged her finger over the books.

Whats she doing? Mike asked.

Bridget shushed him with a shoulder nudge.

Thomas belly contracted. He wanted to be upstairs with her, helping her, protecting her. When he saw her pause and pull a book from the shelf he exhaled. He hadnt realised until that moment that hed been holding his breath. 

He depressed the button on the side of his cell phone and glanced down at the screen. 

Ha! Four minutes, Jean. Well be out of…

Oh shit! Bridget exclaimed and Thomas turned to see the redhead go sheet-white. 

She and Mike were already headed for the staircase by the time he looked back at the monitor. The sight of Toni sprawled out on the floorin grainy black and whitejolted him into action. He barely registered Jeans grumbling.

The three ghost hunters took the stairs two at a time with Bridget leading the way. By the time the men caught up with her, she was crouched beside a conscious, albeit groggy, Toni. 

Toni didnt release her grip on the photo album as she let Bridget ease her upright. Thomas felt a wave of relief wash over him when Toni said, sheepishly, Got it.



* * * *



Well, I think its safe to say were not welcome back there, Bridget said as the door to the antique shop slammed behind them and the deadbolt was shot home with a loud thunk.

Ya think? Mike said.

Toni pressed the ragged photo album to her chest and leaned into Thomas. He tightened his grip on her waist. She pulled the cold November night air into her lungs and felt her mind begin to clear. A shiver ran over her as much from the temperature as the anticipation of finding out what might lie inside the scrapbook. 

Most of the shops had closed up for the evening, but the taverns were in full swing. Toni and her entourage snaked through the clusters of smokers who huddled outside. They were still three blocks away from the theatre and the van was parked there. The smell of savoury fried bar food wafted out onto the sidewalk and overwhelmed the cloud of tobacco smoke. Tonis stomach lurched. These encounters always took a lot out of her and their snack of hotdogs seemed hours ago. Im starving. Anyone else? she asked.

I could eat, said Mike.

Quelle surprise! Bridget chided in an exaggerated French accent.

Thomas pulled Toni closer and weaved his way through the crowd. I could use a drink.

The cosy warmth of the tavern soothed her nerves in spite of the rowdy crowd that jostled inside. 

Well never find a table, Bridget shouted above the crowd.

Toni scanned the room and noticed a subtle glow of red, orange and yellow light hovering in the far corner. There, she said and shouldered past a cluster of young men wearing matching university hoodies. She made her way to the back of the bar and stood beside a booth. Three men and three women were mowing through a plate of gooey chips and nachos.

Maybe we should try somewhere else, Bridget said in her ear.

Just give it a second, Toni muttered, then focused on the pretty blonde at the table. She was clearly the source of the aura.

You asshole! the woman shouted then pitched her beer in the face of the man opposite her. The three on that side of the booth shot up, brushing the overspray from their clothes.

The rest of the party followed and hurried out of the bar, the angry blonde trailing behind unleashing a string of obscenities at the object of her outburst.

Toni turned and smiled at her group. Tada!

Bridget pulled a handful of paper napkins from the dispenser and sopped up the puddle of beer before the four slid into the vinyl seatsshe and Mike on one side and Thomas and Toni on the other. Toni clutched the album against her chest. She couldnt ignore the vibration that emanated from it and struggled not to let her concern show on her face.

Howd you know they were going to Bridget stopped when Toni raised an eyebrow. Oh, yeah, right. Never mind.

Toni winked.

A rail-thin young waiter leaned across the table, handed out the menus then tugged his tip from beneath the nacho plate. Ill have someone get this stuff out of your way. Can I get you folks something from the bar?

Thomas ordered a pitcher of beer.

And a shot of whisky, Toni added. Thomas narrowed his eyes at her. My nerves are shot, she explained.

A busboy cleared the previous diners plates and wiped down the Formica a moment before the waiter returned with the drinks. He jotted down their ordera plate of nachos, burger baskets for the men, a chef salad for Bridget and a turkey club for Toni. As soon as hed left, Toni laid the album on the table. Before opening the cover, she drained the shot glass of whisky, grimaced, then chased the liquor with a swig of beer.

Okay, she said, lets see what Priscilla has to show us.

On the first page of the scrapbook was an onionskin copy of an invoice for freelance photography services from P. Stringman to the Evening Star Newspaper. The corners of the translucent sheet were darkened by the dabs of glue that held it to the yellowed page. The brittle paper crackled as Toni dragged her finger over the faded print. The invoice was dated July 29, 1945 and was for twenty-seven photographs recording the opening day of the Douglas County Fair. Toni tapped the total. This wouldnt even cover our dinner!

Thomas leaned in. It wouldnt even cover the beer, he said.

Written in pencil on the scrapbook page was, My first job as a professional photographer!

Toni carefully turned the page and found a collection of snapshots arranged in a neat grid and secured to the paper with tiny black photo corners. She rotated the book so Bridget and Mike could see. The four scanned the black-and-white images of cows, and pies, vegetables and blue ribbons.

She definitely had an eye, Mike said, great composition.

Toni chuckled at the jack-of-all-trades. Dont tell me, youre a photographer too?

Mike grinned, Two years as editor of my high school newspaper.

The photographs were in chronological order with notations in Priscillas neat hand. Theyd reviewed pictures of parades and politicians and garden club shows before Thomas said, Skip ahead to 55 Toni. Toni flipped through the leaves and paused at a certificate from 1955. She read the inscription, Award of Excellence from the Midwest Chapter of the Continental Photojournalism Society for Best Breaking News Image. On the facing page was an enlarged photo of a theatre engulfed in fire. The flames framed the Rialto marquee and the words, Grand Opening Tonight.

Toni pinched the lower right corner of the leaf. A vibration travelled up her arm. Here we go, she muttered. She took two gulps from her beer then turned the page.

The first images showed the façade of the Rialto at dusk with the sign unlit. The visual story progressed with the lighting of the marquee, the arrival of the first patrons and the line forming on the sidewalk. There were shots of the theatre at full dark and close-ups of the sign, followed by a panicked crowd rushing out of the front doors silhouetted by plumes of smoke. Next was a smaller version of Priscillas award-winning shot and images of the fire trucks. A portrait of an exhausted fire-fighter, his face weary and smudged, was the last in the series. Toni lifted the page and found the rest of the book empty. She let the page fall and stared again at the images of the theatre. She felt the corners of her eyes sting with impending tears. I was so sure, she whispered. 

Thomas laid his hand on hers. Its dark in here, Tone. Obviously you found Priscillas album for a reason. Maybe we could scan the photos, do some digital enhancement…

Theres nothing here, Thomas! Toni whispered. Her voice barely registered above the din.

Thomas slid his arms across her shoulder blades and pulled her into him. He kissed her on the temple. The tenderness of it touched her and the tears that had been threatening began to flow. She blinked to clear her vision when the waiter appeared with their food. He looked awkwardly at Toni. Uh, should I come back?

Toni shook her head and fumbled to close the album. Her thumbnail caught on the edge of a photo, and she felt it spring free from one of the black mounting corners. She stuffed the album in the space between her hip and the wall.

You dropped something, the waiter said, holding the plate of nachos a few inches above the table. Toni looked down at her lap. No, the waiter corrected, indicating a spot with a nod of his head. Its on the table. 

Bridget was the first to locate the little brown strip of acetate. She picked it up by the edges and the waiter laid out the food. Anything else right away, folks? the waiter asked. Toni couldnt answer. She could only stare at the Bridgets hand. When no one at the table spoke up, the waiter said hed check back.

Is that? Thomas began.

Film negative, Bridget said nodding.

Mike held out his hand and Bridget passed him the strip. He held it up to the dim light hanging above the table. There are three images, he said. Lets go get this developed. He handed it back to Bridget and she slipped it into a file folder in her bag. 

Thomas motioned for the waiter and asked him to pack up the food to go. The four grabbed their Styrofoam containers and slid out of the booth. Thomas glanced at the cheque, fished a few bills out of his wallet and dropped them on the table.

They were out on the street before Thomas said what the others were likely thinking. We dont even know whats on it, Mike. We cant just hand it over to some kid at the photo counter. Even if we could, who the hell is going to develop film at this hour?

Police station, Mike said. Bridge can you call Schmidt and tell him were on our way?



* * * *



It was snowing again when they pulled up in front of the police station. They hurried up the wide steps and into the warm building. The officer at the front desk greeted them with raised eyebrows. Youre the ghost hunters, right? Here to see Schmidt?

Mike nodded and the officer depressed a series of buttons on the phone in front of him. A voice crackled through the speaker. Schmidt. 

The ghost people are here.

Send em back.

The officer jerked his head towards a windowless steel door behind him. Through there, second office on the left.

Detective Schmidt sat at a cluttered desk. He was wearing jeans, a hooded sweatshirt and a baseball cap and looked like hed just rolled out of bed.

We woke you, Bridget said, cringing. 

Well, you said it was urgent, he answered then stared at her.

Thomas broke the standoff. We think weve found something. He nodded to Bridget who pulled the file from her bag and handed it to the detective. He flipped open the folder, glanced at the negative inside then looked up, his face was expressionless.

I wouldnt want to play poker with this guy, Thomas thought.

We were hoping you could take that to your photo lab and develop it for us, Mike said, We found an old photo album belonging to Priscilla Stringman and that was hidden behind one of the pictures.

We dont have a photo lab, Schmidt said. Nobody does anymore.

A knot formed in Thomas stomach and Toni squeezed his arm.

Schmidt closed the folder and stood. Everything is digital now. We can scan it into the computer and see what youve got.

The four followed him down the corridor and through a door marked Digital Forensics. 

Schmidt walked to a piece of equipment and laid the strip on a scanner and lowered the lid. He punched out a sequence on the computer keyboard and the equipment began to hum. He drummed his fingers on the scanner and locked his gaze on the album in Tonis hand. It was in there? he asked.

Toni nodded and flipped to the page where the negative had been hidden. She passed the open book to Schmidt. 

He laid it out on a desk. Not exactly an ideal chain of evidence, he muttered. He studied the photos of the Rialto then opened a paperclip and used it to lift one with the freed corner. Under here? he asked. 

Yes, Thomas said.

Hm.

The scanner stopped groaning and Schmidt settled into the desk chair. The others gathered behind him and watched the computer screen as the scanned image appeared in remarkable clarity, one vertical line of pixels at a time, crawling left to right. The first photograph was of the alley between the Bijou and the Rialto. It was stuffed with a tangle of boxes and moving crates. A lone figure, a man with his back to the camera, was leaning with his left shoulder against the back wall of the Bijou. He wore a fedora, Bermuda shorts and a Hawaiian shirt and the stub of a fat cigar dangled from his right hand. His head was tilted back and slightly to the side, framed by a plume of smoke as if hed just blown out his last drag. 

Thats Stringman, Bridget said quietly.

Lets see what else weve got before we jump to any conclusions, Schmidt said. He crossed his arms over his chest and leant back in the chair, never taking his attention from the screen. The second image emerged more slowly than the first. When it was fully revealed, Thomas felt Toni lean against him and heard her whisper, My God. 

The figure still had his back to the camera. He was leaning over a box, his right leg bent and lifted in mid-stomp. Flames from a small fire licked up towards his foot.

He must have tossed his cigar butt without thinking, Mike said.

The final photo left no question as to the identity of the subject. A clear image of Preston Stringman was captured as he ran from the scene, clutching his fedora to his head, and framed against a backdrop of debris engulfed in flames.

Thats definitely Stringman, Thomas said, So Monroe didnt do it!

Schmidt shrugged Well, the guy who set the fire is dead. The guy he wrongly blamed is dead. And the woman who took the photos is dead. No one was ever charged with a crime. So, other than satisfying your curiosity, Im not really sure what weve accomplished here. Is there anything else I can help you folks with?

You can help us get the Evening Star to print a retraction, Thomas said

Schmidt pushed back his baseball cap and scratched his hairline. From a story they published in 1955?

The Star fed off of that story for weeks and ruined an innocent kids reputation. They published Preston Stringmans accusations about Kip Monroe as a matter of fact and this police department issued a statement that the fire was probably arson and that the likely perpetrator had died committing the crime. What was that headline, Bridge?

Bridget flipped through her file then tapped the photocopy of a headline. Reclusive Greaser Likely Firebug in Bijou-Rialto Conflagration. 

Right, Thomas said. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at Schmidt. Well?

Aw, shit! the detective said. He swivelled to face the monitor, minimised the window of scanned images and clicked on a documents folder on the computer desktop. He scrolled down until he found a subfolder labelled Closed Cases. 

He hovered over the file Rialto/Bijou Fire 12 August 1955 Closed 15 August 1955. He paused then tilted his head from side to side. The pops from his realigning vertebrae rang out in the quiet room. Without turning from the screen he said, Im going to be here all night filling out paperwork. Can you find your own way out? His annoyance was obvious.




Chapter Six







News crews were waiting for them when they arrived at the theatre late the next morning. 

Looks like Schmidt made some calls, Thomas said. 

The reporters had swarmed the van before they had stepped out. Toni stuck close to Thomas side as tape recorders and microphones were thrust towards them. Mr Becker, Dani Cross from News Six. Can you tell us how the Paranormal Research Team discovered the evidence that will almost certainly clear Kipling Monroes name?

Toni squeezed his arm and he smiled down at her. She winced and hoped he understood that she didnt want him to tell the whole truth. Thomas pasted on his TV star smile. Dumb luck, Dani. We were going through some old items and happened to find the film negatives. It was really the hard work of the Travois Police Department and Detective Bob Schmidt that cracked the case.

A stream of questions rushed out from the other journalists. Thomas held up his hand. Im sure Detective Schmidt would be happy to give you the particulars. However, I think the real story here is the restoration of a Travois landmark. The Bijou will reopen tonight thanks to its new owner, Mike Briggs. Thomas nodded towards Mike and the huddle of reporters shifted to surround him.

While Mike happily fielded questions out on the sidewalk, Thomas, Toni and Bridget slipped into the theatre. Theyd just wriggled out of their coats and gloves when a delivery man wheeling a dolly stacked with boxes entered the lobby. He steered the cart around the stack of metal Paranormal Research Team equipment cases that were stacked near the entrance. Bridget signed the receipt and directed him to drop the load behind the concession stand. Candys here! she said. They opened the cartons and began arranging the colourful boxes of snacks in the case. 

Toni had just started unloading the stacks of soda cups and popcorn buckets when Mike strolled in grinning from ear to ear. That was awesome! The TV station is going to send a crew back in a couple hours to film the interior for a story about the grand opening to run on the evening news.

Mike reached under the counter and pulled out a box marked Sign Letters. Ive got to go put the movie title on the marquee. Can somebody go grab the ladder? I left it in the theatre when I was changing the bulb in the Exit sign.

Ill go, Thomas offered heading for the screening room.

He burst back through the swinging doors seconds later and sprinted for the pile of silver cases. Toni could see that his hands were shaking as he worked the latches and yanked open the lids. He pulled out the full spectrum camera and passed the infra-red to Mike. He handed Bridget the digital voice recorder. You guys arent going to believe this, he said, heading back towards the theatre.



* * * *



Mike and Thomas led the way through the swinging doors with their cameras poised. Bridget and Toni followed close behind. Toni craned her neck to see around the taller men. When theyd fanned out to film, she got a clear view of the theatre. Every seat was occupied. The audience was made up of people from a different time in disparate clothing styles that spanned the decades. She recognised the spirits from the VIP lounge and noticed Priscilla Stringman sitting between her father and stepmother. The translucent beings all stared at the blank screen, reacting with silent laughter and applause to an unseen movie. 

Thomas and Mike walked the opposite aisles, pausing occasionally to get close-up shots of the ghostly patrons. Bridget took a position halfway down one side and held up the digital voice recorder. 

Toni stood alone at the rear of the room, not sure where to look next. A warm tingle washed over her body and she felt a puff of hot air on the side of her neck. 

You did it, doll.

Toni turned to see Kip Monroe standing beside her. She reached out to touch him and her hand slipped through his body. He winked in response then started walking towards where Bridget stood. The redhead stared as he approached and when he passed through her, her body jerked. Thomas stepped in front of the ghost and walked backwards, continuing to film as Kip headed to the left of the stage. Mike joined him and the men trained their cameras on Kip as he pushed on the door and held it open. The audience members rose as one then filed slowly towards the exit. Some patted Kip on the shoulder as they passed him on their way out. Others just nodded and smiled. 

Tonis stomach knotted as Preston Stringman advanced to the front of the receiving line, but when the ghost clamped his stogie between his teeth and extended his beefy hand, Kip only paused a moment before accepting the handshake. Bitsy was next. She kissed the greaser on the cheek then slipped her fingers into the crook of her husbands arm and let him lead her into the night. When it was her turn, Priscilla Stringman took a step backwards and brought her camera to her eye. Kip mugged for the picture. Once shed got her shot, Priscilla held out her arms and he pulled her into a long hug. After he released her, the photographer turned to the back of the theatre and waved. Tears filled Tonis eyes as she returned the farewell. 

When the last spirit had gone, Kip slowly scanned the empty seats then smiled at the team. Enjoy the show, folks! he said then dissolved away. The heavy metal door swung shut and the four ghost hunters were alone.



* * * *



Toni and Bridget rushed to keep up with the steady stream of customers at the concession stand. They sold a tub of popcorn to the last one in line then grabbed drinks for themselves. Bridget headed upstairs to join Mike in the booth and Toni went to find Thomas in the theatre. She settled in beside him just as the house lights dimmed.

Mikes voice filled the room over the PA system. And now, ladies and gentleman, the Bijou Theatre proudly presents, The Gentlemans Wish.

The packed house erupted with applause and Thomas reached over and squeezed Tonis hand. She stole glances at him throughout the movie and when a beautiful actress dressed as a cigarette girl entered the scene, he smiled. He mouthed the words as Claudette Becker delivered her line, Will there be anything else, sir? 

She was only on the screen for a moment, but Toni could feel the affection rolling off Thomas. In that moment she felt as if she finally understood him and his desperate need to prove the existence of life after death. She had seen the relief on his face when theyd played back the video and found that the ghostly audience had been caught on tape. Hed said that people would probably claim that theyd faked the footage, but he didnt care. He knew it was real. It seemed as if the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders. Toni felt different too. As soon as Kip had disappeared, shed felt something shift inside her. The underlying edginess that had been with her since her first ghost encounter had instantly dissolved away. She felt certain that shed been visited by her last spirit. The realisation made her somewhat sad, but mostly relieved. She was looking forward to a life where she was just Toni. She glanced at Thomas and concluded that she was also looking forward to a life spent with just him.

They stayed until the last credit had rolled and the applause had died down, then found Mike in the lobby surrounded by well-wishers and locals thanking him for bringing back the Bijou. When the last patron had left, Mike locked the front door, flicked off the marquee lights and joined the others at the counter. Bridget served up buckets of buttered popcorn. Mike grabbed four disposable cups from beside the pop machine and filled them with champagne. To new beginnings, he said and raised his drink. The others repeated the toast, touched their cups together then drank.

Congratulations, Mike. What a great night! Heres to a long and happy future, Toni said raising her glass again.

Mike smiled. What about you, Becker? What are you going to do now that we actually caught evidence of ghosts on camerathis time without Toni frying the equipment?

Toni playfully stuck out her tongue at Mike and he winked back at her.

Thomas wrapped his arm around Tonis waist and pulled her close. I think Im ready to retire from the ghost-hunting business. Maybe Ill settle down, get married.

He tightened his grip and Toni stared up at him. He smiled at her. What do you say, Bianchi? Do you want to spend the rest of your life with a washed-up TV star?

She answered by wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him.



* * * *



Toni lay back on the pillows and watched Thomas undress and her body thrummed with anticipation. He slid into bed beside her and propped himself up on one elbow. With his free hand he traced the swell of her breasts, her nipples tingled and tightened at his touch.

I love you, you know, he said.

And I love you, Thomas. Only you.

When he moved to lie on top of her, she could feel his hardness against her thigh and her sex grew hot and wet. She ran her fingers over the muscles of his arms and shoulders, up his neck and across his handsome face. Lacing her fingers in his hair, she pulled him into a kiss. While his tongue probed her mouth, she wrapped her hand around his cock and guided him to her opening. He gradually pushed into her and she spread her legs wide to accept him. He took his time loving her, pulling out of her to tease his way down her body and taste her pussy. Sliding a long finger into her wet canal he expertly stroked the bundle of nerves just inside. Still massaging her G-spot, he clamped his lips over her clit, sucking and flicking the nub with his tongue. The sensation was like nothing Toni had ever felt and she arched into him. Pleasure surged from inside and out, like waves crashing into each other on a stormy ocean. He kept massaging and licking her, increasing his pace as she bucked her hips in climax. The intensity of it rippled out from her core and she was only vaguely aware of her own cries of rapture.

Before she could catch her breath, he was moving back up her body, leaving a trail of wet kisses over her stomach and breasts. He drew a hardened nipple into his mouth and twirled his tongue over the sensitive flesh, then dragged the pink bud through his teeth and pushed into her again. Each stroke was ecstasy. Now his lips were on her collarbone, then the side of her neck and he sucked hard until she cried out at the perfect balance of pleasure and pain. As she felt another orgasm building, he grasped her wrists and held them fast against the pillows above her head. She let herself get lost in his power over her and the quickening pace of his thrusts. He seemed to read her every need and as she climbed towards release he crushed his mouth against hers and rammed hard into her, exciting her clit with every advance. Her moans were lost against his possessive kiss and she felt his hot cum spurt deep inside her as her slick walls squeezed down around him. 

They remained joined together while they caught their breath, then Thomas kissed her tenderly and slid to one side, draping an arm and leg over her body. He stroked the side of her breast as she drifted off. Her last thought before sleep overtook her, was that she was finally where she was meant to be. 






Epilogue







They were married in the spring under a stand of pines beside the lake at Thomas cabin. Mike officiated the sunset ceremony and no one was surprised to learn that hed received his online ordination years before.

As the four lounged in their camp chairs, sipped champagne and roasted hotdogs over the fire near the shore, Toni was overcome with gratitude. In the months since helping Kip and the other Bijou Theatre ghosts cross over, shed not had a single visit from the other side. 

Thomas patted her knee. How about some dessert? Toni nodded then watched her new husband walk to a small picnic table and arrange marshmallows, chocolate bars and graham crackers on a tray. Bridget had pouted when Tonid told her they didnt want a traditional wedding cake. The redhead compromised by sticking a plastic bride and groom into a convenience store muffin. Toni thought it was perfect. Everything about this day had been perfect and she marvelled at the people and events that had brought her to this place. 

Mike got up to put another log on the fire and Toni reached out and grabbed his arm. When he bent down to kiss her cheek she whispered, Thank you for everything.

He pressed his lips to her ear and said quietly, You did this, Toninot me. I just showed you the path. It was your choice to take it.

Thomas returned with the smore makings, threaded a marshmallow onto a stick and passed it to Toni. What are you two whispering about over here? 

Toni held the marshmallow over the flames and watched it puff and turn golden brown. About how everything depends on the choices we make.

Are you happy with yours?

In the years since her first ghost encounter she had lost her life savings and earned it back, changed careers and moved to new towns. Shed seen impossible things, been terrified, confused and exhilarated, had her heart broken and fallen in love. 

She smiled up at him. I wouldnt change a thing.
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Excerpt



Chapter One





Deena Stevens stopped brushing her hair in mid-stroke and cocked her head to listen. 

THUD! THUD! THUD!

The rhythmic banging was coming from the laundry room.

Shit! Not again!

Deena tossed her hairbrush into the open vanity drawer then slid it closed with a smooth swing of her ample hip. Her bare feet slapped on the age-worn oak floor as she ran out of the bathroom, down the hall, across the big country kitchen and into the laundry room.

The 1970s avocado-green washing machine was rocking wildly back and forth; thudding at the apex of each shimmy. Deena flipped open the lid and looked inside the ancient appliance. The rotating drum inside was off kilter, spinning in an oval pattern rather than a circle. As shed done a hundred times before, Deena waited as the interrupted spin cycle slowed and finally stopped with one last THUD! 

Deena was just south of five-foot-four, and had to stand on tiptoe when she leaned over the edge of the machine to get at the load of whites inside. She rearranged the sopping wet bed sheets and ankle socks until they were as balanced as theyd ever get, then dropped the lid closed.

The machine gradually rumbled back to life, spinning slowly at first, then picking up speed. Deena stood back and squinted at the washer. She crossed her arms under her generous breasts, and bit her lower lip. She didnt take her eyes off the Avocado Beast until the spin cycle was whirring away at full speed and it was clear that the cantankerous old machine wasnt going to go walking out of the laundry room.

Satisfied that the spin cycle was going to be completed without further drama, Deena stepped back into the kitchen. She supposed she should finish getting ready before the phone rang.

Deena had barely finished the thought when a slightly robotic version of Wagners Ride of the Valkyries blasted out of her cell phone. She glanced at the phone sitting on its charger on the gleaming granite countertop, then up at the clock over the big stainless steel restaurant-grade range. She registered the time in her mind, then looked back at her ringing phone.

Shit. Shit. Shit, Deena muttered.

She took a deep breath, pulled her cell from the charger and swept her finger over the touch screen to answer the call. She didnt have to look at the Caller ID, or the photo of the fashion-model-perfect face that popped up on the screen, to know who was calling.

Hey, Suzanne. I know Im late. Be there in ten…

Deena rolled her eyes and held the phone a few inches from her ear as Suzanne Flowers launched into her rant without bothering with hellos.

Are you always late or are you just operating on special Deena time? No one else seems to have any trouble getting here by eight, and everyone is pretty sick and tired of waiting around for you. I mean, really, how hard is it to 

Deena put the phone down on the enormous antique farm table that filled the centre of the kitchen. She knew that Suzanne would continue with her tirade, whether or not Deena was actually listening. 

Deena had heard the same lecture at least a dozen times over the past four years. Thats when Suzanne and a whole gaggle of other Barbie wives had become her neighbours. Six years ago, shed sold off some of her inherited family farmland for a new high-end housing development. Gigantic homes had begun popping up on the rolling landscape and had been almost instantly snapped up by folks with lots of money and, with a few exceptions, very little depth.

Sooner or later nearly every member of the Botox Brigade had made her way over to Deenas big, white farmhouse, drawn in by the folksy hand-painted wood sign at the end of her driveway that promised organic produce and free-range eggs. She loved the irony of women who would willingly implant silicone, and other synthetic plumping agents, into their bodies, then worry about a little fertiliser on their snap peas.

Most often the women would fill their over-priced, limited edition woven baskets with organic goodies, then hurry back down the road. Sometimes, however, they would linger and chat. They would sit at the big farm table and sip rich, strong coffeeno sugar, ever, but occasionally a splash of cream…as long as it was real cream with absolutely no carbs. Deena was fascinated by how the women would visibly relax after just a few minutes in her kitchen. She supposed that they didnt have anything to prove when they were away from the rest of the plastic herd. Surely her easy, earthy style threatened no one in that group. She wore her long, wavy hair loose, never bothering to blow it out or iron it straight. She had an unfashionably full figure, and favoured flowing natural-fibre clothes. 

Deena definitely did not fit in. In spite of this, or maybe because of it, she had been invited to join their little book club, the book club that she had, once again, kept waiting. Deena knew, without being told explicitly, that from the beginning Suzanne had been reluctant to include her. Suzanne hosted all of the meetings and organised them like she organised the rest of her life, as if staged for a photo shoot. The charter members of the book club were all cut from the same designer cloth. Deena knew that she definitely upset that balance. She glanced at the clock again and wondered if her seemingly pathologic inability to be punctual for the meetings was in fact a passive-aggressive poke at Suzannes sense of order.

Suzanne was still scolding Deenas tardiness when she picked up her cell phone and dropped it into her big, fringed leather purse with this months assigned book. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, Deena could still make out Suzannes muffled voice. She slid on her sandals, grabbed a plate of cookieswhich no one would eatand pulled a bottle of winewhich everyone would drinkfrom the rack and hurried out of her back door.

Deena crossed her side yard into Suzannes backyard. Through the double French doors, she could see the women gathered around Suzannes huge kitchen island. Suzanne had her cell phone to her ear and one hand on her boyishly narrow hip. Deena was sure that, if Suzanne had been able to wrinkle her forehead, she would have.

Deena tucked the wine bottle under one arm and balanced the cookie plate while she fished into her bag for her cell phone.

Im walking out the door right now, Suzanne, she said into the phone before ending the connection.

Deena paused at the bottom step of Suzannes back deck and peered into the kitchen as if watching a movie unfold on a drive-in movie screen. She noticed that the Botox Brigade was even more done up than usual. Freshly flat-ironed hair gleamed, gaudy jewellery sparkled and preternaturally smooth skin was painted to perfection. At least six of the eight book clubbers inside had chosen plunging necklines to show off their synthetic cleavages. Several of them were huddled in a conspiratorial whisper that dissolved into schoolgirl giggles.

What are they up to? 

She crossed the big deck and pushed open the French door. She entered the huge kitchen, where she knew few meals were actually cooked, and her nose was assaulted by a cloud of intermixed designer perfumes. She pushed the door shut with her round bottom and placed the plate of cookies and bottle of wine in the centre of the island.

Suzanne tossed her cell phone on the counter beside her ridiculously huge pink and purple designer bag, and planted both hands on her hips. Well, I guess we can get started now that our perpetually late neighbour has graced us with her presence.

Deena dropped her purse on an empty barstool, pulled the plastic wrap from the plate, snagged a homemade oatmeal raisin cookie and pointed it towards her hostess. Please, Suzanne. We all know that Im the only one who actually read the book.

Deena winked and took a big, chewy bite. Her mouth was full when the door to the powder room swung open and she saw the reason for all the primping and giggling.

An enormous man, nearly a full foot taller than Deena herself, stepped into the kitchen. His deep tan stood out against a tight, sky-blue T-shirt that was just a shade lighter than his eyes. His longish, tousled, sandy hair was streaked with sun-bleached strands. He held a battered, red, metal toolbox in one big hand and extended his other towards Suzanne. She reached out and he dropped a pea-sized diamond earring into her upturned palm.

Suzanne tossed the jewellery beside her cell phone, then pressed her hand against the mans bulging upper arm. She dipped her chin and looked up at him through a fringe of pharmaceutically enhanced lashes.

Oh, Billy, I just knew youd be able to get it!

Without removing her hand from Billys biceps, Suzanne turned towards her guests to explain. I dropped it in the sink this afternoon. I didnt even bother calling our regular plumberhe wouldnt have come out right away. But this was an emergency and I just knew I could count on Billy. John found him downtown doing some work on an old house. Hes turned out to be such a treasure! He can fix absolutely anything!

Suzannes voice dropped a full octave when she dragged out the word anything.

Deena was vaguely aware of the shifting and giggling around her, but she was more focused on the awesome creature in front of her. She watched his masculine face carefully. He seemed embarrassed by Suzannes obvious flirtation and forced a small, closed-lip smile that looked more like a grimace. Deena saw a ball of muscle gather at the corner of his square jaw and guessed that he must be clenching his teeth.

Suzanne stared at him for a long, awkward moment. The handyman cleared his throat and took a half step backward, breaking Suzannes grip on his arm.

How rude of me! Suzanne exclaimed. Billy, youve met the girls, Deena noticed half a dozen fingertip waves in her periphery, but I dont think youve met our neighbour, Deena. She lives in the old farmhouse behind us.

Billy swivelled his head to find the newcomer in the group. His blue eyes locked on Deena and the grimace dissolved. It was replaced with a broad smile. His full lips framed white, even teeth and a matched set of dimples appeared on his stubbled cheeks. He set down his toolbox and took a step forward, his right hand extended.

Deena suddenly realised that her jaw had stopped moving the moment hed walked in and she still had a mouthful of cookie. She chewed quickly and swallowed hard, then reached out her hand to meet his. His hand covered hers completely and she was enjoying the warmth of it when Suzannes fake laugh pierced through the moment. Everyone turned towards the hostess.

Cat got your tongue, Deena? Suzanne asked. Or should I say, cookie got your tongue?

Suzanne cackled and the others joined in.

Suzanne reached up and patted the handyman on his shoulder. She stage whispered to him, loud enough for even those in the cheap seats to hear, Deenas so lucky. She never gives calories a second thought. Were all totally jealous!

With a self-satisfied grin on her flawless face, Suzanne spun around towards the cupboards and reached up for a fresh wine glass. The other women had stopped laughing, but Deena felt the heat creep up the sides of her neck and rush into her cheeks. She knew she must have been blushing deep red. She dropped her eyes to the granite island top and tried to pull her hand away from Billys. He held it for another moment and then gave two quick squeezes before letting her go. Deena was confused by the tiny, secret exchange. She looked up and saw that Billy was still watching her. He gave her a covert wink. She wondered if the others had seen it, but, when she looked around, everyone but Suzanne had dropped their gaze, seemingly engrossed in their fingernails.

Suzanne set a wine glass in front of Deena and held out a half-empty bottle of wine.

Something to wash down your treat, Deena?

Deena started to nod her assent, but suddenly found her voice. She covered her glass with one hand then nodded towards the bottle shed brought.

Thanks, but I prefer the good stuff.

A couple of the women covered their mouths to stifle giggles. Billy let out a single chuckle that conveyed delighted surprise.

Suzannes eyes widened, then she blinked. She put down her bottle of wine, and forced a smile. Of course, she managed.

Deena snagged the corkscrew and deftly opened the bottle, filled her glass, and took a sip. She closed her eyes for a moment, savouring the rich Cabernet. When she opened her eyes, Billy was still watching her.

Suzanne slid up beside him until they were touching. Billy, I hope youve changed your mind and youll stay for a beer?

Billy looked down at Suzanne, then back across the island. Not much of a beer drinker. But I would like to sample that Cab, and one of these. If you dont mind, he said, reaching for an oatmeal raisin cookie.

Billy had actually moaned as he ate the cookie and was popping the last bite into his mouth by the time Suzanne returned with his wine glass.

Incredible! Nothing like homemade, he said.

Deena saw Suzannes eyes narrowed as she poured Cabernet into Billys glass. Yeah, Deenas quite the baker. I cant even let that stuff into the house or Id positively blimp out!

Billy shook his head and gave Deena another wink. This time, Suzanne caught it. A look of surprised disgust crossed her face.

Oh, God, Deena! What did you get all over yourself?

Deena followed Suzannes gaze to the front of her shirt. She pulled the dark brown cotton away from her body and saw an uneven, horizontal trail of tan splotches just below her breasts.

Bleach. Shit!

My washing machine, she began. It started banging around and I had to lean in and redistribute… Damn it, there must have been bleach on the edge…

Deena felt her blush returning. 

You dont still have that hideous old green thing, do you? You go and spend a small fortune remodelling the kitchen but you still do your laundry in that antique? I mean, really, Deena, why dont you just

Billy interrupted, Unbalanced during the spin cycle?

Deena looked up and nodded.

Have you had the belt replaced, or tightened?

I dont think so, Deena said.

Its an easy fix. Should probably try adjusting it first, then order a new belt if you need to. I could check it out if youd like?

Before Deena could answer, Suzanne dropped her hand on top of Billys, then traced a path up his thick forearm.

So, Billy, howd you like the wine?

Billys smile broadened and, never taking his eyes off Deena, he said, Perfect. Just the way I like it, full-bodied and unpretentious.

He laughed and the hair stood up on Deenas arms, there was something familiar about this big, beautiful man. Deena was drawn in by his eyes. She followed the faint laugh lines that fanned out towards his temples, stopping at an inch-long crescent moon scar framing the outside corner of his right eye like a parenthesis.

Deena focused on the scar. She looked into Billys blue eyes, back to the scar again, then scanned every inch of the handsome face. Recognition inched up on her until there was no denying it. She laughed and shook her head. 

Bill Swenson!

Bill laughed. Took you long enough, Dee, he said as he shook free of Suzannes grip and walked around the island. 

Deena was aware that the kitchen had grown silent, but, beyond that, she lost sense of her surroundings and who, besides Bill, was in the room. By the time he was standing in front of her, she had complete tunnel vision. He dropped his big, warm hands on her shoulders. You look amazing, Dee.

Deena looked into his blue eyes and wished she could believe him. 

He wrapped his arms around her and, when he pulled her against him, she returned the hug. Bill bent his knees until their cheeks touched. Deena breathed in deeply. He smelt wonderful, masculine. She felt a chill zip up her spine. As if hed felt the electrical surge beneath her skin, Bill pulled her in closer. He gave her one final squeeze, then backed up, taking her hands in his and looking her up and down. The sweep of his eyes over her body was as exciting as hugging him had been. Deena felt the tingle that had run the length of her spine gather again at her throat, then travel down over her breasts, making her nipples push outward against her shirt the moment his gaze passed over them. He continued to look over her and, when he got to her full, round hips, one side of his mouth tugged up in a devilish grin. Her pussy responded by growing warm and wet. 

I cant believe you recognised me, Deena said. I was fifteen the last time we saw each other!

Bill tapped the scar beside his eye and then winked at her. What can I say, Dee? You made quite an impression.







Get your copy now






About the Author



Gabrielle Holly lives in the Midwest United States with her husband and two enormous, world-class-shedding dogs. She has worked as a freelance journalist, newspaper humour columnist, stand-up comic and morning radio show host. She has a short attention span and enjoys reading, cooking, crafting, hunting for antiques, attending live theatre, watching movies, spending time outdoors, and coercing her husband into being her research assistant.



Email: gabrielle@gabrielleholly.com 



Gabrielle loves to hear from readers. You can find her contact information, website and author biography at http://www.total-e-bound.com.







Also by Gabrielle Holly



Mr Fix-It

Ghost Encounters: Soldier of Love

Ghost Encounters: A Triple Scoop of I Scream












Total-E-Bound Publishing

[image: img1.jpg]

www.total-e-bound.com



Take a look at our exciting range of literagasmic™ 

erotic romance titles and discover pure quality 

at Total-E-Bound.





Ops/images/cover.jpg
i

D

GABRIELLE HOLLY





Ops/images/img1.jpg
Jm-ﬁgwt





