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Cast of Characters
 
The Godmothers
 
Toots
 
Sophie
 
Mavis
 
Ida
 
Four lifelong friends who first met in junior high school. Sophie, Mavis, and Ida all serve as godmothers to Toots’s daughter Abby. After an extended stint on the West Coast, they have returned to South Carolina.
 
 

 
Family, Friends, and Significant Others
 
Abby—Toots’s daughter. Reporter and former editor-in-chief of the Informer.
 
Chris—Abby’s husband and father of their twins, Amy and Jonathan. Phil—Toots’s boyfriend, a doctor and upcoming novelist.
 
Goebel—Sophie’s second husband, a retired New York City police officer.
 
Bernice—Toots’s friend.
 
Daniel—Bernice’s son and Ida’s boyfriend, an attorney.
 
Robert—Bernice’s boyfriend and Toots’s neighbor.
 
Wade—Mavis’s boyfriend and co-owner of their funeral parlor.
 
 

 
Animal Friends
 
Frankie—Toots’s dachshund.
 
Chester—Abby and Chris’s German shepherd.
 
Coco—Mavis’s Chihuahua.

 



The Story So Far . . .
 
The best of friends, Toots, Ida, Mavis, and Sophie have been there for each other through thick and thin, ever since they first became friends in the seventh grade. Ida, Mavis, and Sophie are all godmothers to Toots’s daughter, Abby, who now has young twins of her own. The whole gang has moved back to South Carolina after several years of living and working in L.A.
 
 

 
 
Sophie is celebrating a wonderful first year of marriage to her second husband, Goebel. Yet ever since Sophie and Goebel moved into their new home, a former plantation house with a storied history, she has sensed something is amiss. After the Godmothers hold a séance in the house, a malevolent spirit infects Ida. Now Sophie searches her home for answers while Toots seeks to help Ida and also keep Abby from harm.

 



Chapter One
 
Chester greeted Abby at the back door, sensing that she needed his assistance. He leaned against the heavy frame to keep it open when she entered with Amy on one hip and Jonathan on the other. Once inside, she stooped down, allowing the twins to wiggle out of her arms. “Thanks, Chester,” she said before giving her longtime best friend a rub between the ears. “I swear you’re more human than animal.”
 
“Woof! Woof!”
 
Once inside and seeing that Amy and Jonathan were occupied with a scattering of toys they’d left on the floor this morning, she found her godmother Mavis’s cell phone number written on a notepad next to the phone. Quickly, she punched in the digits. Mavis picked up on the third ring.
 
“Yes, dear.” She didn’t bother with hello. Abby smiled. She knew Mavis was fascinated with the ability to see who was calling.
 
“Did I catch you at a bad time?” Abby asked.
 
“Of course not, Abby. Wade and I were getting ready to close up for the night.”
 
Abby could only imagine what closing up for the night consisted of since Mavis and Wade operated a funeral parlor. There was no way that she was about to ask.
 
Peeping around the corner to make sure the twins were safely occupied, her voice grew serious. “Is there anything going on with Mom that I need to know? I stopped over earlier, just to say hi and let the twins visit, and we were no more settled in than, the next thing I know, she’s practically tossing us out. She didn’t bother with an explanation, either.”
 
Abby was more than concerned. Normally, her mother would practically have to beg her to stay longer just so she could play with her grandchildren, but that hadn’t been the case today.
 
She could hear Mavis’s intake of breath across the ether. “I haven’t seen your mother since we attended the séance at Sophie and Goebel’s. She did have a little too much to drink that night. Wade insisted we drive her home even though she said she was fine. Of course, I knew better. I haven’t spoken to her since then, so as far as I know, everything is fine. She and Phil were talking about their upcoming trip to New York for his book launch.”
 
Mavis was so kind, but sometimes she could be a bit long-winded.
 
“Yes, she mentioned the trip the other day,” Abby said. “Do you think Sophie or Ida might know what’s going on with Mom? It’s just so unlike her to act . . . well, never mind. Mom does act weird, a lot, but I’ve never seen her act this way around the twins.”
 
“I’m sure everything will be just fine. I wouldn’t worry too much, dear.”
 
Abby thanked her and ended the call. She punched in Sophie’s cell phone, and it went straight to voicemail. She tried her home number, and no one picked up. “Weird,” she said to herself. With Ida next on her list, she punched in her number. It rang at least ten times, then Abby hung up. That left Bernice. She called her mother’s house, knowing the odds of Bernice’s answering the phone were in her favor.
 
And, sure enough, Bernice answered on the first ring. “Thank goodness you called,” Bernice said.
 
Abby’s heart raced. “What in the world is going on?”
 
“I’ve been sworn to silence, but your mother told me if you called to tell you she was just fine, and not to worry.”
 
“Oh, great. That’s just great. Seriously, Bernice, is there something going on with her that I should know? She tossed me and the kids out so fast, I was too shocked to question her. Now I know something is wrong because she would insist on speaking to me if there wasn’t.” At least that’s what Abby thought. She and her mother didn’t keep secrets. At least none that she knew of. Of course, there was the matter of the Informer, but Abby hadn’t cared that her mother had purchased the struggling tabloid behind her back. She thought it truly proved what lengths a mother would go to for her child. Had the situation been reversed, she was sure she would have done the exact same thing for her kids. Like mother, like daughter.
 
“Abby, your mother is fine. Physically, at least. Now, as far as her mental state goes, I’ve questioned it for the past thirty-plus years.”
 
Abby grinned. Leave it to Bernice. “Yeah, I understand where you’re coming from. But still, this isn’t like her at all, and I need to know what’s going on so I can help fix whatever it is.”
 
She heard Bernice’s sigh. “Do you think the twins are old enough to be in the wedding? I was thinking ring bearer and flower girl.”
 
Abby pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at it. Maybe Bernice was the one she needed to be concerned about. “I’m not falling into your trap, Bernie,” Abby said, knowing she hated being referred to as “Bernie.”
 
“Look, I understand where you’re coming from, but I really don’t know what’s going on with your mother. Ida’s upstairs in your mother’s room, Sophie and Goebel went home. Well, I think that’s where they’re at. She left in a rush, and he wasn’t far behind her. I’m as much in the dark as you, and you know your mother. When she wants us to know something, she will tell us. If it were life threatening, she would have told us. I wouldn’t worry if I were you,” Bernice said. “I was serious when I asked you about the twins being in the wedding. Since they’re practically walking, I thought it might be fun to see them in action.”
 
The visual of Amy and Jonathan walking down any aisle without her trailing behind made her laugh out loud. “We’ll see, Bernice. I’m not sure if they’re steady on their feet enough yet, but they change daily, so I will give it some thought.”
 
“Good. I’ll tell your mother to call you as soon as she’s able,” Bernice said. “She’s going to do my wedding. What do you think of that?”
 
“Heaven knows she’s had enough experience, so it should be perfect. She loves doing that stuff, so I can’t wait. I’m happy for you, really. You’ve been alone all your life,” Abby said, then felt a bit sad.
 
“No I haven’t, kid. I’ve had you, your mom, and my son Daniel. You’re my family, and that will never change, you got that?”
 
Abby’s eyes filled with tears. “I feel the same way, and I know that Mom does, too. Now”—she knuckled her eyes—“before I start blubbering, let’s stop this lovey-dovey stuff. Just know you’re loved, and make sure to tell Mom to call me as soon as she thinks it’s appropriate to let me in on what’s happening over there.”
 
“Will do,” Bernice promised, then hung up.
 
“Sure you will,” Abby said.
 
Her reporter instincts had been dormant too long, she thought as she observed the twins still playing on the floor. It was high time she did a bit of investigating of her own.

 



Chapter Two
 
“Who’s there?” Toots asked.
 
“The police,” Bernice answered sarcastically. “Who were you expecting?”
 
Toots peeked out of the small crack between her bedroom door and the doorframe. “What do you want?” she asked none too nicely. “I’ve got a . . . situation in here.” She wasn’t about to tell Bernice the full version of what Sophie suspected, at least not until she was 100 percent sure. In the meantime, her job was to keep Ida occupied, and that was almost impossible. She’d given her a double dose of an antihistamine to knock her out. The last thing she wanted was the entire gang asking questions.
 
“Abby is worried about you,” Bernice told her. “She thinks you’re mentally deranged. She’s considering having you committed.”
 
Toots yanked the door open and stepped out into the hallway. “Shhh, I don’t want to wake Ida.” She inched her bedroom door almost shut, leaving just enough of an opening to see Ida lying on her bed. “Repeat what you just said.”
 
“Abby’s worried about you,” Bernice repeated. “And frankly, I’m beginning to worry myself. What are you and Sophie up to now? Don’t tell me nothing, because I don’t believe it for one little second. You’re hiding something from me, and I want to know what it is. And I want to know right now, this very second.”
 
Toots considered telling her the truth, but sure as trash Bernice would mention it to Robert. It would scare the poor old guy half out of his mind, and who knew what could happen then. The old guy could have a heart attack or something. She trusted Bernice to the ends of the earth; she’d been like a sister to her for almost all of her adult life. But right now just wasn’t the time to tell the whole truth and nothing but. Time for a little bit of embellishment. “Ida’s having some of her old issues resurface and doesn’t want anyone to know.” There, that should cover them, at least until Sophie came up with a plan.
 
Incredulously, Bernice asked, “You mean that germ stuff?”
 
Toots nodded. She hated lying to Bernice, but right now it was for the best. She didn’t want to frighten her or Robert, or anyone else for that matter. And she would do whatever it took to keep Abby, and her beautiful grandchildren, safe.
 
“Please don’t tell me I have to Clorox this place down now? I can’t stand the smell, plus I’m too old to get down on my hands and knees to scrub the floor.”
 
“No, no, don’t even go there. I wouldn’t expect you to clean like that anyway. I’d send her to a nuthouse first.” Toots smiled. “If Abby calls again, explain this to her, but make sure she keeps it quiet for now.”
 
“No, I am going to do no such thing. When Abby calls again, and you and I both know she will, I’m going to insist she talk to you. And you can tell her whatever lie you want.”
 
Bernice had a way of cutting right through the flesh and hitting the bone. Toots had taught her well. She grinned. “Bernice, I’m doing this for her own protection, and the twins’, too. You are going to have to trust me on this one,” she added.
 
“I suppose I can. What about the wedding? Are you going to be able to fit this in between all of your mysterious callings? I would hate to have to hire one of those overpriced wedding planners.”
 
“Dang, Bernice, you’re acting like a virgin bride! Of course I can fit this in. As you can’t seem to stop reminding me, I am quite experienced. Once the date is set, I’ll take it from there.” Toots had connections all over Charleston. For that matter, she had connections all over the country. She could whip up a wedding in a matter of hours if she had to, but she wasn’t about to tell that to Bernice.
 
“Two weeks? Robert and I discussed it, and at first we thought we wanted to get hitched next week. But then we changed our minds and decided on two weeks. Is that enough time for you, Miss Planner of Weddings?” Bernice asked.
 
“I’ll arrange for you and Robert to get your marriage license tomorrow. Once that’s finished, why don’t you set the date then? Just in case there’s an issue, you know, red tape and all,” Toots added.
 
“All right, I guess I can live with that. But I am not fielding any more telephone calls for you.” Bernice shook her head and headed downstairs.
 
Toots took her cell phone from her pocket. She’d missed several calls from Abby. Before she had time to rethink her decision, she dialed Abby’s cell.
 
“Mom,” Abby said. “What is going on now? You scared the daylights out of me. Why the need to toss us out?” Abby did not sound like a happy camper.
 
“Dear, I didn’t mean to scare you or the twins. There is a . . . situation that requires my and Sophie’s undivided attention. It’s one of those psychic things, just a little closer to home.” This explanation didn’t make one bit of sense to her, and she knew dang well that Abby wouldn’t fall for it, either, especially given the cockamamie story about carbon monoxide at Sophie and Goebel’s house that Abby had been told.
 
“As long as you and Sophie aren’t being hurt in any way, I’ll accept your explanation. For now. I just wish you would trust me enough to confide in me.”
 
“Oh, Abby, I trust you more than anyone in the world. You need to trust me when I say this isn’t something you need to involve yourself in. The outcome could be very . . . let’s just say you’re better off not knowing right now. When and if the time is right, and you need to know, or there is no reason for you not to know, you have my word I’ll fill you in on everything. Can you live with that for now?”
 
Toots took a peep at Ida. She’s sleeping like the dead, Toots thought. Uh-oh, bad choice of words.
 
“I suppose I don’t have much of a choice,” Abby relented. “Just be careful, okay? I know you and Sophie.”
 
“What do you mean by that?” Toots asked, wanting to keep the conversation going just to hear her daughter’s voice. She’d felt incredibly guilty for tossing her and the twins out earlier.
 
“I know how the two of you are when you’re concocting one of your schemes.”
 
Toots heard a rustling noise coming from her room. She sneaked a look inside. Ida was thrashing about. Sophie had told her to watch for signs of odd movements. “I need to go, Abby. I’ll call you later. I promise there isn’t anything for you to concern yourself with. Kiss the babies for me.” Toots ended the call before Abby had a chance to respond. She hated doing this to her daughter but made a mental promise to make it up to her.
 
Inside her room, she dialed Sophie’s cell phone. “Ida is moving around like she’s trying to fly.”
 
“Incredible,” Sophie said. “Is she talking weird, saying anything out of the ordinary?”
 
“No. I can’t believe she’s even capable of moving after I gave her all those antihistamines.”
 
“How many did you give her?” Sophie asked.
 
“Two, just like you said. Phil might stop by later if he gets back from New York. I’ll have him check her over.”
 
“Don’t do that, Toots. She’s okay. Remember, I was a nurse. It’s not going to cause her any trouble. She might have a bit of a dry mouth when she wakes up, but that’s about it. I don’t want Phil to ask questions. We don’t need anyone asking questions.”
 
Toots should have been offended, but she wasn’t. Phil didn’t need to know about this, and besides, he had enough on his plate preparing for his book-launch party. “I won’t breathe a word.”
 
“I’ll keep my cell phone on all night. I’m not sure if I’m going with Goebel to meet with that Dabney great-great-nephew, but if I do, I’ll let you know. Any more changes with Ida, let me know.”
 
“So you just want me to sit in my bedroom and watch her sleep? What should I tell Phil if he asks why?”
 
“You’ll think of something, Tootsie, you always do. I’m in the attic right now, I have to go.”
 
Okay, Toots thought. She didn’t want to know why Sophie was in the attic, though she assumed that it probably had something to do with Ida’s dilemma.
 
Resigning herself to spending the evening watching Ida, Toots pulled a chair up next to the bed. Something told her it was going to be a very long night.

 



Chapter Three
 
“Hey,” Goebel called out from the entrance to the attic. “You want me to get a flashlight?”
 
“No,” Sophie said. “I already have one. Don’t come in here, stay back. The smell is sickening. It could be a dead rat. Just stay put.” Sophie spied the old trunks she wanted to look through, still stacked in the corner where she had last seen them. She instantly changed her mind. “You better come inside. I might need some help with these trunks.”
 
Goebel stooped as he made his way across the attic. “It smells awful in here. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear there was a dead body in here. It certainly smells like rotting flesh.”
 
Sophie turned around so fast she had to grab one of the low-hanging beams to steady herself. She’d also thought the odor was the smell of death, but hadn’t wanted to put words to her thoughts. She remembered working in the hospital morgue all those years ago, when she’d been in nursing school. Once you smelled a decomposing body, the odor stayed with you forever.
 
“I want to look in these trunks. Help me move them to the hallway. And be careful where you step. When I came up here a few days ago, there was not enough light and I stepped on a floorboard that cracked under my feet. See where someone started a remodeling project up here and never finished it? I want to see what, if anything, might relate to what’s going on in this house.”
 
For the next fifteen minutes they dragged the dusty trunks across the attic floor and out into the hallway, pushing them against the wall. “Do you want to go through these now?” Goebel asked, wiping a stray cobweb from his face.
 
“Yes. I need to,” she said.
 
“You want me to stick around and help? Remember, we’re meeting Dabney at seven.”
 
Sophie glanced at the time on her cell phone. “There’s enough time to look through a couple of them.”
 
“Then what are we waiting for?”
 
Sophie swiped her hands over the top of one of the trunks, trying to remove who knew how many years of accumulated dust and what looked like mouse droppings. “Let’s get an exterminator up here, and soon,” she said. “God only knows what else we might find.”
 
Luckily, the trunks weren’t locked. Sophie took that as a good sign. Brushing her hands across her slacks to remove some of the dust, she hooked her fingers under the edge of the trunk and lifted. Hundreds of tiny dead spiders clung to the faded pinkish silk that lined the trunk’s lid. “This is disgusting,” she complained, but didn’t let a few dead spiders alter her plan. She had to do this, no matter how gross she thought it was. To date, nothing could ever compare to what she’d done for Ida and Mavis in that embalming room in California. No, this was a piece of cake compared to slicing off a dead man’s penis. She’d promised them she would never tell a soul, and to this date, she hadn’t. Clearing her mind of the image, she focused on the contents inside the trunk.
 
“You want me to get some cleaning rags?” Goebel asked. “Wipe the stuff down?”
 
“Sure, that’s a good idea,” she answered. Actually, she didn’t care one way or another.
 
Knowing she had to get down to business, Sophie removed a stack of old newspaper clippings. Hardened with age, the print was barely visible, but she was able to make out a date:
 
Saturday, August 13, 1983.
 
Okay, this meant nothing to her until she skimmed to the bottom of the page. A wedding announcement. Theodore Dabney and Nancy McCartney were married on that date. This had to be the great-great-nephew they were having dinner with. Why would they keep something this significant in an old, dusty trunk? Why hadn’t they taken this whenever they’d sold the place? Lots of questions, and hopefully, she would soon have the answers. She placed the stack of papers on the floor. Leaning over and peering down into the trunk, Sophie spied a small black box. She wiped away the dust, and a smattering of something she didn’t want to put a name to, and opened it. Inside was a tiny cuff-like bracelet, no more than two inches in circumference. To Sophie the bracelet looked like sterling silver. An elaborate bit of scrollwork surrounded the outer part of the bracelet. She shined her flashlight on it and saw what appeared to be writing. “Goebel, run downstairs and get the silver polish.”
 
“I’ll be right back,” he said.
 
She nodded. This must be a baby bracelet. Given its size, it couldn’t be anything else. Straining to read the name engraved on the inside, she thought the first letter was an M. She rubbed the inside of the bracelet with her sleeve but still couldn’t make out the rest of the letters. Goebel’s pounding footsteps told her she was only seconds away from finding out exactly what the name was.
 
“Here, I brought some extra rags, too,” he said as he handed her the container of silver polish and a rag. Sophie squeezed a small amount onto the rag, then rubbed it on the inside of the bracelet. Using the end of the rag to buff away the polish, Sophie drew in a deep breath when she read the name.
 
Margaret Florence Dabney, 1923.
 
“Look at this!” Sophie exclaimed. “This must’ve belonged to one of the Dabneys.”
 
Goebel leaned down for a closer inspection. “It has to,” he said. “Maybe Ted can tell us who Margaret is.”
 
She nodded, then finished cleaning the bracelet as best as she could. When she finished, she looked at her husband. “I’m going with you tonight. I think I’ve seen enough dust and mouse droppings for now.” Sophie stood up and brushed away the dust that had fallen on her slacks. “Let’s get showered. I can’t wait to find out . . .” She stopped when she remembered Toots’s phone call. Ida thrashing about was not a good thing. Not at all.
 
She had a decision to make. Did she meet this Dabney fellow, or should she return to Ida’s bedside? Knowing the importance of both, it was a tough choice.
 
She followed Goebel to the master suite, the bracelet safely tucked inside her pocket. Thankful their room hadn’t been mysteriously vandalized like the kitchen, Sophie brushed her slacks off again and sat down on the bed. “You okay?” Goebel asked her before heading to the shower. “You don’t mind if I go first? Or you can join me if you like,” he added with a wicked grin.
 
She laughed, but her heart wasn’t in it. “I’m good, you go ahead.”
 
Since acknowledging her psychic abilities, Sophie had never felt so unsure of herself and her skills. She’d had misgivings here and there, but nothing like now. Being pulled in two directions by an unknown force was new to her. She needed to make a decision and be quick about it. This wasn’t a Hollywood starlet, or a frantic mother in search of her children. This went back almost a hundred years. Ida’s soul was virtually at stake, Sophie’s home was uninhabitable, at least for today, and she hadn’t a clue which way to turn. For the millionth time, she wished she had Madam Butterfly, her former spiritual mentor, to advise her. The book of Roman rituals she’d given her was completely useless to her now.
 
Wanting to clear her mind, she lay down on her bed, feeling the need to close her eyes for a few minutes. She hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in what seemed like forever.

 



Chapter Four
 
She could not move, nor could she feel her legs when she tried to move them. Her arms were on fire, the pain so intense she feared she might die. Florence tried to move her head but couldn’t. Tears filled her dark blue eyes as she searched frantically from left to right. She wanted to scream, but when she tried, her words came out in a whisper.
 
The baby! Dear God, what is happening to me? She tried to call for Ruth, but still could not speak loud enough to be heard. Where is Theodore? She tried to remember, though it was quite difficult. She did recall some of the evening’s festivities.
 
The Hamiltons had stayed for dinner. She enjoyed the evening but wanted to rush through their after-dinner drinks in the parlor as she had news to share with her husband and couldn’t wait to have him to herself. But Theodore had been drinking heavily. He’d been boisterous, and cruel to Cook, and Florence had been terribly embarrassed by his behavior. Beyond that, her memories of the evening were vague.
 
She tried to wipe the tears from her face, and when she did, another stabbing pain seared the length of her arm. And then there was nothing but darkness.
 
Florence opened her eyes, uncertain how long she’d been lying at the bottom of the staircase. Again, she tried moving her legs. Nothing. They were useless to her now. Using her right arm, she struggled to drag herself to the kitchen. Cook would be cleaning up from tonight’s dinner.
 
Piercing, knifelike pains coursed throughout her upper body, though she could feel nothing below her waist. Gasping for breath from the effort, she tried to turn her neck to calculate how far away the kitchen was. Her head throbbing, she used all of her strength to strain to see her location. Tears continued to fall down her face when she realized she’d only moved a few inches.
 
Dear Lord, she prayed, please help me!
 
“Ruth,” she called out again, her voice not more than a hoarse whisper. “Help me.”
 
Suddenly, blackness engulfed her again. Relieved, she gave in to the shadowy tunnel beckoning her. She smiled when she realized that nothing hurt anymore. The feeling was back in her legs, and her arms no longer felt as though they were on fire. She was dreaming again. In her semiconscious state she knew this.
 
Now standing at the top of the stairs, whole and complete, she remembered why she had been in such a hurry for the evening to end.
 
The baby!
 
She had to tell Theodore about the baby, felt it urgent that she do so tonight before he retired for the evening, and before he passed out from the large quantity of liquor he had consumed.
 
Then she was hit by a pain so sharp, surely she would die if it didn’t stop. She opened her eyes and saw she was still at the bottom of the staircase and had only moved a few inches! How could this be possible when only moments ago she felt perfectly normal?
 
* * *
 
“Sophie, wake up!” Goebel coaxed. “It’s your turn to take a shower.”
 
She bolted upright so fast she bumped her head into Goebel’s. “Dang, that hurt,” she said as she rubbed her head. “You okay?”
 
“I’ve had harder knocks than that one,” he said. “You fell asleep.”
 
She recalled her vision or dream. “I saw the woman crumpled at the bottom of the stairs just now. Rather, I think I dreamed of her this time. Goebel.” She paused, trying to remember details from her dream. “I’ve been assuming that the woman in my visions, dreams, whatever we’re calling them now, died! But she did not die from falling, or being pushed, down the stairs. I’m sure this is what she’s been trying to tell me all along!”
 
“Okay, if that’s what you believe, I’m with you. So, what do we do next?” he asked.
 
Sophie got off the bed, preparing to take her shower. As she unbuttoned her slacks, she felt the small bracelet in her pocket. Taking it out, she looked at it again. “This is the key, the bracelet. Don’t ask me how I know that, I just do.” Feeling a renewed sense of purpose, Sophie hurried to the master bath, where she continued to talk to Goebel as he trailed behind her. “I’m not sure if I should leave Ida with Toots any longer than necessary.” She stepped into the shower while continuing their conversation. “Toots isn’t equipped to handle her if Ida totally flips out. I should go see her first, before dinner. There’s plenty of time.”
 
“You don’t have to go, I told you that. I’m sure I can question Dabney without any trouble. I was a cop, remember?”
 
Sophie turned the shower off. Goebel handed her two towels. She wrapped herself up with one, then twisted the other towel around her wet hair. “Yes, I remember our first stakeout in Chicago quite well.”
 
Goebel chuckled. “That was the best stakeout I’d ever been a part of. Really wasn’t all that long ago.”
 
Sophie went back to the master bedroom. She removed underclothes from her dresser, slipped them on, picked out a slinky black dress that clung to her curves, and added low-heeled black sandals. Back in the bathroom, she twisted her wet hair into a topknot. A few swipes of blusher, mascara, a smear of lipstick, and she was good to go.
 
Goebel wore a pair of navy blue Dockers with a pale blue shirt. His thick, dark hair was combed back from his forehead. She inhaled his manly scent. He smelled divine. He was so handsome, Sophie couldn’t believe this was the same man that she’d met that first night at Toots’s place. Weight loss and marriage definitely agreed with him.
 
“Why the big grin?” he asked her.
 
“Just looking at you makes me smile, Mr. Blevins. That’s it, and nothing more. Now let’s get out of here before I rip your clothes off.” Sophie raced out of their bedroom and down the stairs as quickly as possible. She didn’t bother looking behind her to see if Goebel followed because she knew he would. She also didn’t stop to look at the disaster that awaited them in the kitchen. She’d call a cleaning crew first thing in the morning. For now, the flies could continue to enjoy their feast.
 
Once they were out of the house, Sophie relaxed even more. Goebel drove Toots’s Lincoln, with her close behind in their SUV. No news from Toots since her last call, so hopefully she could get by with a few more hours before Ida flipped out again. She really needed her to be okay. Her need to speak to Dabney had quadrupled.
 
Ten minutes later, they were pulling through the gates at Toots’s place. Sophie parked in the back, and Goebel drove the Lincoln around the side to the garage. They met up at the back door. Sophie stopped and took a smoke from her pocket. “I just now realized I haven’t smoked all afternoon. I can’t believe I haven’t suffered from withdrawal symptoms.” She lit up, took several drags, then smashed the butt in the coffee can on the side of the steps.
 
Sophie entered the kitchen. “Hey, you two,” she called out when Bernice and Robert didn’t bother to acknowledge her and Goebel’s presence.
 
Bernice held a hand in the air. “We’re trying to decipher this recipe. Wade found this in some dead woman’s brassiere, and thought we might want to use it for the cookbook. Take a look, see if you can figure it out.”
 
Sophie looked at the yellowed page. Beautiful cursive handwriting had faded with age, but she didn’t have too much trouble reading the recipe. “You two need new glasses. This is a recipe for white chicken stew.” She gave the paper back to Bernice.
 
Bernice held the page out as far as her arm allowed. “I guess these dollar-store glasses need to be replaced with the real thing.” She continued to scan the old paper. “Says here it’s from Dabney House. Isn’t that what they used to call your place?”
 
Sophie stopped dead in her tracks. “Where did you say you found that recipe?”
 
Robert spoke up. “Wade found it in an older woman’s . . . the upper part of her unmentionables.”
 
Goebel laughed so hard tears welled up in his eyes. Sophie’s eyes looked as big as saucers.
 
“I’m assuming the woman he took it from is dead?”
 
“Yes, she is. I’ll ask Wade if he can poke around and find out more about her if it’s that important. Incredible, this is just an old recipe,” Bernice said. “You can have it if you want.”
 
“No, I can look at it later if I need to. It just reminded me of something, that’s all. I take it Toots is still upstairs with Ida?”
 
“Haven’t heard a peep from either one of them. A small miracle.” Bernice laughed.
 
“I’ll be right back,” Sophie said, and headed for the stairs.
 
Upstairs, Sophie peeked inside Toots’s room. Toots sat in a chair by the bed, reading a magazine. Ida was dead to the world. She gave a light tap before entering.
 
“Shhh,” Toots said, holding an index finger against her lips. “She’s sleeping sound as a baby now. Hasn’t been moving around at all.”
 
Sophie breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness. I was concerned but knew you could handle things. We’re meeting Ted Dabney for dinner at seven. Maybe he can tell us more about our house’s history. I had sort of a breakthrough a while ago. I had another dream about the woman I tried to contact in the séance the other night. If my dream is to be believed, and I think it is, this woman fell down the staircase but survived the fall. My gut tells me this is what she wanted me to know.”
 
Toots walked over to the window that overlooked her magnificent gardens. Sophie stood next to her. “That’s it? Surely there’s more to the story. If Ida’s possessed”—she whispered the last word—“then where does this woman factor in? You don’t think she’s evil, do you?”
 
“Of course there is more to the story. I just haven’t figured that part out yet. I’m sure the woman isn’t evil, but there is an entity in the house. You wouldn’t believe your eyes if you saw the disaster in my kitchen. The cupboards are ripped off the hinges. My pantry has been totally demolished, food and all. It made me sick when I saw it. Goebel put so much hard work into designing that room. It is a room, too. No one I know has a pantry that large.”
 
“Mine is close, but I agree, the design is ingenious. Do you want me to round up the gang to come help with the cleanup?”
 
“Hell no. I’m hiring a cleaning crew for this. I might need to use my old room at your place for a few nights, if that’s okay. The house smells awful, plus there’s something dead in the attic. Speaking of attics, what do you think of this?” Sophie took the tiny silver bracelet out of her purse. “I found this in one of the trunks. It was totally tarnished before I cleaned it. Does that name ring any historical-society-lady bells with you?”
 
Toots took the small bracelet from Sophie and held it close to the window. “Margaret Florence Dabney, 1923. Other than your place being called Dabney House, no. But it makes sense. Though I can’t understand why the family didn’t take this with them when I bought the place. This is good silver, from what I can tell.”
 
“It is. They don’t make baby bracelets like that anymore. As long as you’re okay with Ida, I’m going to dinner with Goebel so I can meet this great-great-nephew of the original owners. Who knows what he’ll tell us?”
 
“I bought your place for practically nothing, and there has to be a reason they were in such a hurry to sell. Places like yours are going for three to four million dollars these days. Had I not been so wrapped up in the Informer, I would’ve researched its history more thoroughly.”
 
Sophie sighed. “It doesn’t matter now. I’m sure the great-great-nephew can fill us in on whatever gory details there are. Bernice has a recipe Wade gave her. It’s for chicken stew. The recipe originated from the Dabney House. Is that weird or what?”
 
Toots moved away from the window and spied Frankie, her dachshund, hiding in the corner. She picked him up and carried him across the room. “Nothing seems weird to me anymore, Soph. These past five years have been so full of strange incidents and coincidences, I feel quite odd when nothing out of the ordinary takes place. Maybe it’s time for me to make some changes, add a bit of spice to our lives, now that we’re all settled in the South.”
 
Sophie sat down on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb Ida. “Please tell me you didn’t say you needed to add ‘a bit of spice’ to our lives? How much spicier do you want it? My house is haunted, Ida’s probably possessed by some poor soul who can’t or won’t cross over to the other side, and you think we need to make changes?” She paused, a look of bewilderment on her face. “You and Phil. Is there something you’re not telling me? Because if I find out you two plan on getting married after the fact, I will personally slice your belly off, as well as his nuts.”
 
Now in her seventies and eight husbands later, Toots still blushed. “I can’t believe you would even think of something so . . . so ridiculous! I have no intention of getting married again. Eight times was enough for me. I like my life just the way it is, thank you very much. I do not need a man telling me what to do and how and when to do it, like you and Ida do.”
 
“By your reaction I can tell I hit a nerve. You’ve thought about it—don’t lie. Remember, it’s me, Sophie De Luca. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes. Now, have you discussed marriage or not?”
 
“You’re supposed to be un-possessing Ida. Why are we even talking about marriage? No, we have not . . . we haven’t gone into great detail. Phil is busy with his book. He’s almost finished with book two. Remember, you predicted his book will be a rip-roaring success? I know his second book will be as successful as his first. Like Robin Cook, he’ll follow up with another book, and another, then maybe a movie deal. Where in the world would he find time to marry an old broad over seventy? I’m sure it’s the last thing on his mind right now.”
 
“Do I detect a bit of jealousy?” Sophie asked.
 
Toots began pacing the width of her large bedroom, maintaining a death grip on the little dachshund. “No you do not. Absolutely not! Phil and I have a wonderful . . . arrangement. He’s happy, and so am I. So, to answer your question, no, I have no immediate plans to marry Phil. Nor he me.”
 
“Good grief, you sound like a prim old jerk who hasn’t had a piece of donkey since losing her virginity. I was just asking. You don’t have to get so defensive. Forget I mentioned the M word, okay?”
 
“Just because you and Goebel have the perfect marriage doesn’t mean it’s right for me, or Ida, or Bernice, for that matter. We’re all happy and busy. All of us have so much money, we’re practically giving it away. No, scratch that, I am giving it away. We’re in a good place, Soph, so why would we, rather I, want to mess with things when they’re this good?”
 
“If you weren’t my best friend in the world, I’d smack you. I simply asked you a question. I get that it’s a touchy subject with you. Eight times is a frigging world record, but who’s counting?”
 
“Apparently you are. And Bernice. And Ida. The only one who doesn’t remind me of my marriages is Mavis. She’s the kindest woman I know. I need you to know that, okay? Mavis is much nicer than you. Or Ida.” Toots felt her blood rush to her ears.
 
“Incredible. There is something you’re not telling me. I’m not going to delve into it anymore tonight since I need to get out of here, but I will not forget this conversation. We’ll finish this later.”
 
Frankie chose that very moment to leap from Toots’s arms and jump on the bed, where he proceeded to pee smack-dab in the middle of the bed.

 



Chapter Five
 
Cristof’s was located in Charleston’s historical district on Woolfe Street, near St. John’s Episcopal Chapel. Formerly a plantation home, it now had the reputation as one of Charleston’s finest places to dine. Each floor had a theme designed according to the menu. The first floor, the most sought after, served up Southern food with a modern flair. The second floor served sushi and some Thai dishes, and the third floor was strictly vegetarian. Something for everyone. Because of its diversity, securing a reservation was considered an accomplishment.
 
A hostess dressed in a black pencil skirt with a crisp white blouse led Goebel and Sophie to a table on the first floor. Apparently, Ted Dabney dined at Cristof’s often enough that getting a last-minute reservation wasn’t as difficult for him as it was for most others.
 
“Mr. Dabney is running late and asked that we suggest a bottle of wine.” The girl couldn’t be a day over twenty-one. When she smiled, she revealed unnaturally white teeth. Her bleached blond hair hung perfectly straight. Sophie was positive that she had ironed it. No one’s hair was that straight. “No, we’ll pass on the wine, but thank you.”
 
The girl nodded, smiled again, and stepped away from the table. Two seconds later another young woman, dressed in an identical black-and-white outfit, arrived at their table. Sophie concluded that this restaurant was not going to be conducive to discreet conversation. “May I bring you a drink?” she asked in a rehearsed voice.
 
“We’ll have iced tea, one sweet and one unsweetened,” Goebel said, then winked at Sophie.
 
As soon as the waitress left the table, a man in his late fifties or early sixties came to their table. “You must be Mr. and Mrs. Blevins. Sorry about the lateness, but I had a meeting that lasted much longer than I’d anticipated.” He held out his hand for Goebel, who stood up to shake his hand.
 
“Mr. Dabney, nice to meet you,” Goebel said, then sat down.
 
Sophie remained in her seat, but like the typical Southern woman, she held out her hand for Mr. Dabney. “Pleased to meet you,” she said in her most professional voice.
 
Ted Dabney was an ugly man, Sophie thought as she observed him. Too tall and much too thin, he seemed uncomfortable with his size. His shoulders were rounded from years of stooping; he hunched in the chair, reminding her of someone who knew he was about to get slapped and was preparing for the hit. His eyes bugged out of his head. Maybe he had a thyroid problem. His skin was so pale it appeared translucent.
 
The waitress delivered their iced teas and took Mr. Dabney’s drink order. He ordered a martini. Sophie would never have pegged him as a martini type of guy. She equated martinis with James Bond, and by no stretch of the imagination was Ted Dabney James Bond. No, had she been asked to guess what kind of drink he would order, she would have said a glass of white wine. Wimpy and light. But she knew better than most how much looks could be deceiving.
 
The waitress returned with his martini. “Would you care to hear the dinner specials now, or would you prefer to wait until you’ve finished your drinks?”
 
“We’ll have our drinks. Please leave us for a while,” he said with so much authority that Sophie knew that in this case, looks really were deceiving.
 
“Now, you want to know about the house.” Ted Dabney’s demeanor changed from sophisticated businessman to one who’d known fear.
 
Sophie took this as her cue to begin her story. Never one to mince words, she dove right in. “Why did you sell the house so far below its market value?”
 
Ted Dabney took a sip of his martini and traced the rim of the glass with his long index finger. He took a deep breath, as though the mere thought of talking about his ancestral home was painful. And maybe it was.
 
“I didn’t care about the money. I didn’t need it, so that was never an issue when I put the house up for sale. A Realtor friend of mine put it on the market. I’d had it listed for a few weeks when my friend called me to tell me that an offer had been made on the house. It was the first offer, and I told her to take it. She laughed and asked me if I’d lost my mind. Little did she know had I stayed in that house any longer, I probably would have. She said the offer was a joke, and added that if I took it, I was an idiot. She actually called me an idiot. Needless to say, I’m not friends with that woman anymore. Ms. Loudenberry offered three hundred thousand dollars, and I took it.” He took another sip of his drink. “I hired movers to pack up the place and moved to Atlanta.”
 
“Tell me what frightened you so badly,” Sophie questioned. “I . . . well, I know things about people.”
 
Ted Dabney nodded. “Yes, I know who you are. I . . . well, you understand I’m a businessman. It would be suicide to go into battle without investigating your adversaries.”
 
Goebel took her hand and squeezed. She returned the gesture of affection.
 
Dabney took another deep breath. Sophie felt the fear radiate off him. He was truly afraid to talk about the house. She needed to reassure him that he shouldn’t be.
 
“Then you know that I can see things that you can’t. Ted—if I may call you Ted?” She paused. He nodded. “Ted. This isn’t going to sound even remotely normal to you, but it does to me and my husband. We do psychic investigations and encounter people who fear the unknown, people who’ve been frightened simply because they’ve been conditioned to fear what they don’t understand. However, there really isn’t anything to be afraid of when you’re . . . when you see life from the other side.” Sophie wasn’t quite sure how to explain her position to this frightened man. She didn’t want to scare him any more than was necessary, but she also wanted to assure him that not everything paranormal should evoke fear.
 
“I’ll have to take your word on that,” he said.
 
“Good. Because I know what I’m doing. I was alarmed when I first discovered I had the gift. It isn’t everyone’s normal, but it is my normal.” She couldn’t remember when she’d been so conversationally challenged.
 
“What my wife is trying to say is that it’s okay for you to be afraid of the unknown, but you shouldn’t be frightened by whatever events took place in your house.”
 
“I grew up in that house, and trust me, if you’d lived there as a kid, you would have been frightened. I remember how I hated having to go to bed at night. The long walk upstairs, the creaks, the coldness. I hated it. I begged my parents to leave, to move anywhere else, but there was nowhere to go then. They’d lost all the family wealth right after I was born. The only thing they owned was the house. My father gave piano lessons. Mother took in ironing. They were the complete opposite of their parents, my grandparents.”
 
“Tell me about your grandparents,” Sophie coaxed.
 
Dabney downed the rest of his drink. “What do you want to know?”
 
“You tell me. What are your memories of them?” Sophie didn’t want to influence him in any way, yet she needed to know about the earlier generations that he’d lived with.
 
He lifted his glass in the air. Within minutes a second drink was placed in front of him. Both glasses of tea were discreetly refilled.
 
“My grandfather was the meanest old jerk, pardon my French, I have ever had the bad fortune to know. I remember always being afraid of him when I was a kid. My mother—she was the youngest—was afraid of him, too. She never actually said so, but I could tell. I couldn’t have been more than five or six, but I remember when he, my grandfather, was still alive and lived with us. I think he hated my mother because she was normal and her older sister wasn’t.”
 
“What do you mean by normal?” Goebel asked before Sophie could.
 
“Aunt Maggie was born blind. My grandfather never let a day pass that he didn’t remind my grandmother how useless she was.”
 
Sophie’s heart raced. “Aunt Maggie?”
 
“She’s still alive, if you can believe that. She’s in her nineties now, lives in Charlotte, in an assisted-living facility for the blind. I had promised my parents I would take care of her if they couldn’t. Of course, they both died in 1976, in an automobile accident, when I was away at college—they were only in their late forties when they died—so at the time it was a tough promise to keep, but I kept it.” For the first time that evening, Ted Dabney’s smile lit up his pale face. “Aunt Maggie never married, but she would have been a terrific mother had she had children.”
 
Sophie reached for her purse. Inside, she found the silver bracelet and held it in her hand. Could it be possible that Aunt Maggie and Margaret Florence Dabney were one and the same?
 
She had to ask. “Was your Aunt Maggie’s given name Margaret Florence?”
 
Dabney focused his gaze on Sophie’s hand. “Yes.”
 
Like a blooming flower, her hand slowly opened to reveal the silver baby bracelet she held in it. “Does this belong to your Aunt Maggie?”
 
He took the tiny circle of silver from her hand. “Yes. I’ve seen it before. I stored all of my wife’s personal items in the attic after she died, and I remember seeing this. Why? Is there something significant about it that I should know?”
 
“I was hoping you would tell me,” she said, hearing the defeat in her voice.
 
“Only that it belonged to Aunt Maggie.”
 
“I was hoping you could tell me more about this. Possibly it meant something to your Aunt Maggie? Or your mother?” She couldn’t explain to him what her feelings had been when she found the bracelet earlier that day, but she had immediately known in her gut that it was significant. She’d been counting on him to reveal some big secret, and so far, beyond what he had said about his grandfather, he’d told her nothing useful. Nothing that would lead her to believe any of his ancestors had taken possession of Ida.
 
“I do remember mother’s telling me that anything that had belonged to Aunt Maggie was put away. Aunt Maggie was sent away when she was only a child. My grandfather hated her, at least this is what my mother said. Grandfather hated all women. I do not know why that was. My grandmother was a good woman, and a good mother. I remember her as always being sad.”
 
Sophie knew she wasn’t going to get any more useful information from Ted Dabney, but she had learned a great deal about the former residents of Dabney House. She would have to work at it, but she had a strong suspicion about the events that had taken place a little more than ninety years ago. And she planned on righting a wrong that should have never happened. With this in mind, Sophie relaxed and enjoyed the shrimp and grits she’d ordered.

 



Chapter Six
 
Ida awakened to the sound of the shower running. Disoriented, she fought for memories that were slow to surface. She’d needed to ask Sophie something, she couldn’t remember exactly what it was, but that was beside the point. She pulled herself into a sitting position, stopping to plump the overstuffed pillows behind her. Toots’s room. Yes, now she remembered. She switched the bedside lamp on. The clock said that it was ten fifteen.
 
The shower stopped running. Seconds later, Toots emerged from the en suite bathroom wearing a pink robe, with her hair wrapped turban-like in a towel. “You’re awake. It’s about time. How do you feel? Are you hungry? Thirsty?”
 
Ida cleared her throat. “Good heavens, Toots,” she said, her voice scratchy and hoarse. “Why all the questions? And why am I still here?”
 
Toots went to the bathroom and returned with a glass of water. “Drink this.”
 
She sat on the edge of the bed while Ida drank the water. She was tired of playing nursemaid and wished Sophie would call her with some news. She removed the towel and walked across the room and took a hairbrush from her antique vanity. Running the brush through her wet hair, Toots waited for Ida to finish her water. If she knew she’d been drugged, Ida would have a trash fit. And if she knew Frankie had pissed on the bed while she was sleeping, she’d have another trash fit. Luckily for Ida, Toots had mopped up the urine before it had a chance to soak through the heavy fabric. Frankie was not getting a treat tonight. Toots smiled at the thought.
 
“Why are you laughing?” Ida inquired in her best know-it-all-voice, the same one she had as a twelve-year-old when the four friends had first met.
 
“I’m not laughing. I’m smiling. There’s a difference,” Toots singsonged in her best smart aleck voice.
 
Toots saw Ida roll her eyes. That was a good sign.
 
“Of course there is. Now, tell me why I am still here in your bed? Daniel must be worried sick. He likes knowing where I am. He’s crazy about me, you know,” Ida added.
 
“All men are crazy about a woman when she puts out on the first date. I thought if anyone knew that, you would.” Toots delighted in teasing Ida.
 
She was doing all that she could to keep Ida from whacking out. So far, so good. Ida was taking the bait and running with it.
 
“You’re a pig.”
 
Stunned, Toots dropped the hairbrush. “What did you just say?”
 
“You heard me,” Ida said, her voice rising several octaves higher than normal. “You’re a crippled pig.”
 
Toots placed her hand across her pulsing heart. This was what Sophie had warned her about. Any change in behavior. While Ida was a conceited jerk, she rarely used foul language. Unsure what to do, Toots remained rooted to the floor.
 
Suddenly, Ida stood up on the bed, her hands splayed at her sides, her mouth turned downward. Her eyes glowed, as if a flame had been lit behind them. “Did you hear me, you pig? Answer me when I’m talking to you! You jerk!”
 
Rubbish trash trash! Toots needed Sophie, and she needed her now! She scanned the room for her cell phone, then remembered she’d taken it into the bathroom when she’d showered. Racing into the bathroom as though her life depended on it, she found her phone next to the sink. With trembling hands, she punched in Sophie’s cell number. One ring. Two. “Come on, Soph. Pick up the phone.” Toots peeked out the door. Ida remained standing in the center of the bed, her hands rigid, her eyes glazed over. Whoever this was, it was not Ida.
 
“Hello.”
 
Thank goodness. Finally. “Sophie, you need to get to the house as fast as you can. Ida is acting like that girl in The Exorcist. I don’t know what to do!”
 
“What is she doing?” Sophie asked.
 
“Acting like a nut. She’s standing in the middle of the bed. Her arms are stiff, and her eyes look like someone else’s. I’m actually afraid of her. I’m in the bathroom now.”
 
“Calm down. We’re pulling through the gates now. Just stay in the bathroom until I get there, okay?”
 
The only time Toots recalled being this frightened was when Abby had been kidnapped by that mongrel who had owned the Informer. “Hurry!” she said, then punched the END button.
 
Peering out the door, she continued to monitor the thing that had taken over Ida’s body. Her hands shook, and she made fists to still them. Knowing the woman Ida was and seeing this evil creature, or whatever, inhabit her body, angered Toots. Why not possess someone else? Like her? Or Sophie. Ida wasn’t as tough as they were. She was feminine and prissy and . . . she didn’t deserve this. It was a cruel joke.
 
Toots heard footsteps pounding up the stairs. Sophie pushed open the bedroom door and stopped when she saw Ida standing like a statue in the middle of the bed.
 
“What the heck?” Sophie shouted.
 
Toots came out of the bathroom. “This isn’t Ida. She called me a pig and a cripple! What is wrong with her, Sophie? Can you do something? Please, help her!” Toots was almost in hysterics. She’d seen a lot of unnatural happenings in her lifetime, but this ranked at the very top of the list.
 
“Calm down, Toots. Listen to me. I need your help, okay? Can you help me?”
 
Toots nodded.
 
“Okay. Goebel went to the house to get some things I need. I want you to go downstairs and wait for him. As soon as he arrives, bring me the things I need. Can you do that?”
 
Again, Toots nodded. “I’m scared, Soph,” she whispered. “Really scared. This shouldn’t be happening to Ida.”
 
Sophie shook her head. “And you should be. I am, too, but I’m going to take care of Ida. Now go downstairs and wait for Goebel.”
 
Without another word, Toots raced out of the room and out the back door. She stopped when she realized she was outside in nothing but her robe. Totally nude beneath it, she closed the robe tighter, then stepped back inside. With hands shaking, she found her cigarettes lying on the counter. She shook one out of the package and lit up. Screw smoking outside. She stood by the door and blew the smoke through the screen door. “Come on, Goebel. Where are you?”
 
She heard Sophie shouting upstairs. Taking another long drag off the cigarette, she was ready to go back upstairs when she saw headlights. Goebel parked the car, and quickly made his way to the house.
 
He shoved the screen door aside. “Good Lord, Toots, are you all right?”
 
“No. Give me the stuff. Sophie needs it now.”
 
“Calm down, Toots. You’re as white as a sheet.”
 
“Give it to me, there isn’t time. Come on.” Toots yanked the small bag out of Goebel’s hands. “Sophie needs us now!”
 
Without another word, they ran upstairs with the supplies Sophie required. Inside the room, Ida continued to stand in the center of the bed, her face ravaged, her eyes bulging from their sockets. “Good Lord, what is wrong with her?” Goebel asked.
 
“She’s possessed. Now give me the bag.” Sophie slowly walked to the edge of the bed with her hands out in front of her as though they alone could protect her from the evil that flowed from Ida’s body.
 
“You jerk, get out of here!”
 
“No, I am not going anywhere, you jerk!”
 
Toots listened in shock. Wasn’t Sophie supposed to pray or toss holy water on her or something?
 
“I hate you! You ruined me, do you hear me? You ruined me!” The voice coming from Ida was not Ida’s voice but the voice of something dark and wicked.
 
Sophie removed a small wooden cross and placed the bag on the side of the bed. She held the cross out in front of her but didn’t speak. The thing that was Ida saw this and laughed. “That doesn’t frighten me!” She kicked the bag, sending it flying across the room, where it landed on the floor next to the dresser.
 
With a sudden surge of bravery, Toots ran to the bed and knocked Ida, aka the Thing, down. She landed on the floor, and when she did, Toots sat on her. She grabbed Ida’s hands, pulling them above her hand. Toots used her knees to keep Ida’s hands in place. “Okay, Sophie, do your thing. I’ve got her down now!”
 
“Goebel, hand me the book, the journal. It’s there in the bag! Hurry!” Sophie shouted.
 
From his position in the doorway, he sprinted across the room like a panther. Locating the bag, he removed the book and gave it to his wife. “Sophie, be careful.”
 
She nodded. “Stay on top of her, Toots. She’s full of fire.” She flipped through the old journal Madam Butterfly had given her. Never in a million years had she thought she would ever use this, but she always said, “never say never,” and now she was grateful she’d taken the book out of the safe and tucked it away with her special tools. She’d had a gut feeling she might have to use them.
 
“Tell the devil to leave her,” Toots shouted, as Ida, aka the Thing, surged with energy. It was all Toots could do to maintain her position on top of Ida’s body.
 
“This isn’t the devil we’re dealing with, Tootsie. This is one mean old jerk, and he’s just met his match!” Sophie squatted beside Ida and slapped her, it, across the face.
 
“Sophie!” Toots shouted. “Don’t hurt her!”
 
“Be quiet!”
 
Suddenly, Ida went completely limp. Her expression changed from horrified to mystified. Toots quickly moved away from Ida, allowing Sophie to inspect her. “Ida?” she said in a calm voice. She gently patted her cheek. “Ida, come on, wake up. Toots, get me a glass of water.”
 
Toots almost smiled. Once, a long time ago, when Ida was suffering with her OCD, Sophie had taken a glass of water and tossed it in Ida’s face. And now she was doing it again. It wasn’t really funny, but Toots started laughing. She tried to stop, biting the sides of her mouth and pursing her lips, but laughter tumbled out of her like a bubbling brook. Tears fell from her eyes. She could hardly see. Searching for her mouthwash cup and not finding it, she removed the cap from the mouthwash bottle and filled it with water. Still laughing, Toots stepped out of the bathroom, careful not to spill the water. “Here,” she said between hiccups.
 
“Now’s not the time, Tootsie,” Sophie said between clenched teeth. She held her hand out for the water. Cupping the back of Ida’s head in one hand, she lifted her just enough so that she could sip the water. “Ida?” she cooed. “Are you okay?”
 
Ida opened her eyes. Glazed, glassy as though she’d had way too much to drink. She shook her head from side to side.
 
“You’re not okay?” Sophie continued asking in her nurse’s voice.
 
“What is happening to me?” Ida croaked. “I feel strange, Sophia. I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
“Oh shoot! I’ll be right back.” Goebel raced out of the room. Less than a minute later he returned with a giant soup pot. His timing couldn’t have been more perfect. Sophie had just repositioned Ida with her back against the bed frame, her legs out in front of her. Goebel placed the pot in front of her. Ida upchucked, making all kinds of nasty noises. Again, Toots was overwhelmed with the sudden urge to laugh. She backed away so Sophie and Goebel wouldn’t see her. Toots tried to cram her fist in her mouth to quiet her laughter. More tears and the sounds of muted laughter. She couldn’t stop laughing. Backing into the bathroom, she grabbed a large washcloth and tried stuffing it in her mouth, but it did nothing but gag her. This made her laugh even more. Her shoulders shook and her vision blurred with tears, but she couldn’t stop. She wanted to stop, needed to, but try as she might, she continued to laugh hysterically. She turned the water on, cupped her hands beneath the flow, then took the water and tossed it in her face. Momentarily it took her breath away, but that only caused her to laugh even more. She sat down on the commode, head in her hands. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop laughing. The more she tried, the harder she laughed. She recalled a television commercial about something called pseudobulbar affect; they’d referred to it as PBA, a condition of either uncontrollable laughter or crying. Just the thought threw her into a major fit of hysterics.
 
“Toots, are you all right in there?” Goebel asked as he stood outside the bathroom door.
 
She forced herself to walk across the small expanse and open the door. She knew her face was as red as a ripe tomato, her eyes rained insane tears, but she managed to nod in the affirmative. She wiped her eyes with the washcloth she had tried gagging herself with a few minutes ago. The memory of that forced another bout of insane laughter. She leaned against the wall, her head hanging to her chest, but no matter what, she could not stop laughing. In fact, the more she tried to stop, the harder she laughed.
 
Goebel stepped inside the bathroom and closed the door behind him. “Toots, you need to calm down, okay? Soph has Ida, our Ida, under control now. Just calm down, take a deep breath.”
 
His words soothed her but she still found it difficult to stop laughing. She took a deep breath, then another, and was finally able to speak, though just in a whisper. “What’s wrong with me?” She hiccuped again, then burped. Before another round of hysterical giggles could start, Goebel placed his hand over her mouth. She had the sudden urge to bite him, then stopped when she realized she wasn’t acting normal at all. These thoughts had a much-needed sobering effect on her.
 
“You gonna stop now?” Goebel asked.
 
She nodded, and he took his hand away from her mouth. “You’re having an anxiety attack. You know this, right?”
 
“I am?” She barely whispered the words.
 
“Yes. Now just take a few deep breaths. In and out. Easy, now.” Goebel continued to calm her.
 
Toots finally stopped laughing. She stood in front of the mirror, and the image staring back at her looked like a woman who’d been to perdition and back. “I don’t know what came over me!” Suddenly, she had a terrible thought: What if she was possessed? Could Ida’s demon have left Ida’s body and taken root in hers?
 
“Take a few minutes and relax. Sophie has Ida under control, at least for now. She wants to hold a séance as soon as possible. She told me to ask you to call Mavis and Wade, ask them if they can come over. Bernice and Robert, too. She wants to do this tonight before—” He stopped abruptly, needing to rephrase his words. “She wants to stop this now while she’s still able.”
 
“What do you mean by that?” Toots asked.
 
“Those were her exact words, Toots. I’m not sure if she meant them literally, but I would guess she did. You want me to call Wade and Mavis?”
 
Shaken but in control again, Toots shook her head. “No, I’ll call them. It’s late, so it might take them a while to get here.”
 
“They’re both at Wade and Robert’s place—there was a note on the dining-room table. Said Bernice was too tired to go to her condo.”
 
“Good, then I’ll just walk over there and tell them. Maybe I can prepare them for . . .” Toots stopped. “Robert won’t participate in a séance. Sophie knows that.”
 
“I’m just the messenger here. Tell them they’re needed, then let Sophie take it from there. I know she wouldn’t ask this if it weren’t something that was necessary.”
 
Toots nodded. “You’re right. Give me a minute.” She splashed water on her face, though this time she didn’t see anything remotely funny. She ran a comb through her wet hair. In the closet, she dressed in an old gray sweat suit that had belonged to her first husband. She never wore it unless she was feeling extremely sad. Tonight, she was both very sad and frightened almost to death. The soft cotton comforted her. She closed her eyes, trying to bring up an image of John. Sadly, he was just a faded image, and his scent no longer permeated the old sweats. None of that mattered now. It was comforting to know her heart beat against the same fabric that had once covered John’s beating heart. Those were the days, she thought, as she stepped out of the bathroom into her bedroom.
 
Ida was now on the bed with Sophie seated next to her.
 
“Feel better?” Sophie asked Toots.
 
“Sort of. I’m not sure what just happened to me, but I’m fine.” She directed her gaze at Ida. “Is she going to be okay? Is she still . . . possessed?”
 
Sophie ran her hand along the length of Ida’s arm, then patted her hand. “I can’t answer that yet. I need to go to the other side. You’ll get the others?” Sophie asked in a soft voice. “Ida won’t be able to participate this time.”
 
“No kidding,” Toots said, for lack of anything better. “I’ll be right back.”
 
As soon as she stepped out of the room into the darkened hallway, Toots forced herself to calm down and relax as much as one could under the circumstances. This night would go down in the record books, at least in hers. Just thinking about it gave her the chills.
 
Downstairs, she grabbed a cigarette, lighting up the second she stepped out into the warm night air. The sky was a bluish black, the full moon illuminating the path through the trees and guiding the nocturnal creatures to their midnight feasting. Crickets chirped, frogs croaked, and the call of a whip-poor-will sang in the distance. Barefoot, Toots raced across the lawn, the wet grass clinging to her feet. Stopping when she reached the shrubbery that separated her property from Wade and Robert’s, she knew the exact spot where she could slip through the greenery without a scrape. As soon as she slid through the narrow gap in the shrubbery, she raced to the back door and up the small flight of steps. She pounded on the door, not caring if she startled them awake. She pounded on the door again and was relieved when she heard Robert’s almost cheerful words. “Be right there.”
 
How could he be so frigging nice? She didn’t know, but he was, and right now, she was grateful. He wore a maroon robe and his gray hair, what was left of it, stood straight up on his head, reminding her of the great and powerful Oz. She smiled. “Robert, Ida needs you and Bernice, and Mavis and Wade, to come over. There’s a problem, and Sophie needs all of us to help her. Can you get Mavis and Wade up?”
 
She heard Bernice pitter-patter to the door. “What in the name of Pete are you doing here this time of night? Shouldn’t you be in bed?”
 
“Ida is in big-time trouble. Sophie needs us now. Just come over as soon as you can, and I’ll explain everything later. Tell me you can do this, as in right now?” Toots wasn’t wasting time. She needed to see this through, for Ida’s sake and for her own sanity. That laughing episode had truly frightened her, maybe even more than Ida’s possession.
 
“Oh, all right. Give us a few minutes to get dressed, and we’ll be there,” Bernice said. “I’ll wake Mavis and Wade. They were late getting home tonight.”
 
If the matter weren’t so serious, Toots would have teased Bernice about being in Robert’s bed, but now wasn’t the time. She mentally tucked the thought away for later. “Tell them to hurry, okay?”
 
“We’ll be right over, Toots. Relax,” Robert said before turning away from the door and heading to the back of the house, where his bedroom was located.
 
“Go on, we’re coming,” Bernice said. “I swear.”
 
Toots decided she didn’t have any choice, she had to take them at their word and hope for the best. “Hurry,” she called out one last time before turning away. This was not the time for any of them to be thinking of themselves. Time was not on their side.

 



Chapter Seven
 
Abby checked on the twins one last time before heading downstairs. They’d been antsy all evening and hadn’t wanted to go to bed at their normal bedtime. Usually, she and Chris rocked them for a few minutes before putting them down for the night, but tonight, when she’d tried to rock them together, they’d wiggled out of her arms, whining each time she tried to pick them up again. Giving in, she’d let them play until their eyelids drooped. Lucky for her, they’d been content to play in their room, so when Abby saw they could barely keep their eyes open, she’d scooped them up one at a time and put them in their cribs. They missed their daddy; Abby was sure of it. Chris hadn’t spent a night away since their birth. She missed him, too, even though she knew he’d be home tomorrow evening. The big house felt empty without him.
 
Downstairs, she let Chester out one last time for the night. As she waited at the back door, she saw headlights heading toward her mother’s house. Alarmed, she went back inside and dialed her mother’s cell phone. Toots answered immediately. “Abby, why on earth are you calling me at this late hour?”
 
“Why are you up at this late hour? I was out with Chester and saw car lights headed your way.”
 
“You did?”
 
“I thought maybe someone was sick,” Abby said. “You don’t sound very good. Mom, are you sure you’re okay?” Abby knew for a fact that her mother and the three Gs—as she referred to Sophie, Ida, and Mavis—were always up to something. Just because it was past midnight and they were over seventy didn’t stop them from taking chances that most women their age wouldn’t even consider.
 
A bit winded, Toots opened the back door to her house, more than a bit surprised when she saw Phil’s car parked in the driveway. She smiled. “I’m just fine, Abby. Go back to bed.”
 
“Who said I was in bed?”
 
“If you weren’t, you should be.”
 
“I can’t sleep without Chris. Amy and Jonathan can’t, either.”
 
Toots did a complete about-face. “Should I come over? I can be there in three minutes flat if I run.”
 
Abby giggled. “No, I’m all right, Mom, seriously. Just out of sorts, that’s all. Now tell me why you’re still up and who’s at the house? I can see the lights through the trees. Your place is lit up like the Fourth of July.”
 
Goebel or Sophie must have turned on all the lights downstairs. Probably Goebel, as Sophie had Ida to contend with. When Toots had left, the only light on in the house had been the bedside lamp in her bedroom. “I see that,” she said, stepping inside the kitchen. Phil was busy making a pot of coffee and didn’t see her when she came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. He whirled around, his huge smile a welcome respite after the evening’s events. “Abby, Phil is here. I’m guessing those were his lights you saw.” She raised her eyebrows in question, and Phil nodded. He gave her a mug of hot coffee, her special grind. She mouthed the words “thank you,” then took a sip. Just what she needed, she thought. A shot of caffeine with a large dose of sugar.
 
“As long as you and the gang are okay, I’m going to call it a night.”
 
“If you need me, just call, okay? Something tells me this night is going to be a long one,” Toots said. “Kiss the babies for me.”
 
“I will, Mom, and thanks. I needed to hear an adult voice.” Abby ended the call, and for a moment, Toots wanted to race to her house but remembered that Abby was a big girl now. If she’d really needed her, she wouldn’t have minced any words.
 
Before she had a chance to ask Phil why he’d returned from New York so soon, Mavis and Bernice, with Wade and Robert trailing behind them, entered through the back door. “Is everyone all right?” Mavis asked her in sweetest voice. “Where are Sophie and Ida?”
 
Toots spoke up. “There’s a situation,” and she proceeded to update them on the evening’s happenings. “Ida seemed to have calmed down a bit before I left, so I’m assuming she’s still okay.” They gathered around the table, as was the norm for them. Phil poured coffee and started a second pot.
 
Goebel spoke up. “Ida’s fine as far as I know. Sophie wants to sit with her for a while before leaving. Toots, is it okay if we have the séance here? I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave Ida, given what has been going on in our place.”
 
“Of course,” Toots agreed. “Mavis, will you help me set up in the formal dining room?”
 
Mavis wore a pair of brown slacks with a cream-colored blouse. Her strawberry blond hair was neatly combed, and she wore lipstick, even at this late hour. Toots couldn’t help but smile. When she’d first contacted her dearest friends five years ago, Mavis had been so obese that Toots had feared for her life. Now, however, she was the picture of health. She rarely had a hair out of place and always adhered to her diet, rarely indulging in anything that wasn’t good for her health. She thought of the song lyrics “We’ve come a long way, baby.” And they had. Every single one of them.
 
“I’d be happy to. Do you still keep the candles and glasses in the same place?” Mavis asked. It’d been a while since they’d held a séance here.
 
“As far as I know, everything is where it was the last time we held a séance here,” Toots responded. She followed Mavis to the dining room. She flicked the switch, and the overhead lighting warmed the room with its soft, golden glow. Toots rarely came in here anymore, and decided she needed to use this beautiful room that she’d spent so much time decorating when she’d purchased her home all those years ago. A brief thought passed through her mind: She would have Bernice and Robert’s wedding reception here at the house. This room would be perfect for a sit-down dinner.
 
Mavis found the old purple sheet they’d used in California. It had been left behind at the beach house by a former pop star. Sophie swore by it, said many old souls had touched its silken threads. Toots wasn’t sure about that, but she’d remembered to bring it along when she left California.
 
She removed the large floral arrangement in the center of the table. Mavis held the purple sheet in front of her, then shook it out and spread it across the table. Toots found several tapered candles in the drawer of the hutch, and put one where each point of the compass would be. Sophie said this helped guide the spirits in the right direction. At this point, Toots was willing to do anything to rid Ida of the evil that had overtaken her body. She removed a box of rocks glasses from the bottom of the hutch. They hadn’t used this batch before. Almost every time Sophie held a séance and used glasses, they wound up broken. Toots made sure they always had a large supply, just in case. She closed the drapes even though it was dark outside. They knew to follow their routine. As Sophie explained time and again, sticking to the exact procedures each time only ensured success. She wasn’t willing to risk anything at this point. The clock was ticking.
 
Toots found a legal pad and several sharpened pencils in the hutch drawer. She’d forgotten about them until now. They’d discovered who had murdered Thomas, Ida’s first husband, through psychic writing. Looking around the room, Toots remembered the air-conditioning vent. Dragging a heavy chair to the other side of the dining room, she stood on it in order to reach the air vent. Pulling the small lever to the closed position, she gave an extra pull just to make sure. A lot of Sophie’s work involved air movement, hence the need to shut all artificial, man-made sources of air.
 
Mavis positioned the chairs around the table. “I can’t think of anything more we can do to prepare for this, can you?”
 
Toots perused the room. “It looks good to me. I’ll let Sophie know we’re ready.”
 
A crash from the kitchen sent Toots and Mavis running. “What in the world?” Mavis asked when she saw Coco and Frankie on the kitchen countertop, cowering in fear. Mavis hurried over to her beloved Chihuahua, who huddled in the corner next to the canisters. “Be careful,” Phil said, pointing to the broken glass on the floor.
 
Toots grabbed a shaking Frankie. “What happened?” she asked. “The dogs were in my room last time I checked.”
 
“They both came barreling down the stairs, their hackles practically standing straight up in the air,” Phil said. He took the little dachshund from Toots. “Maybe someone should check on Sophie and Ida.”
 
Toots didn’t waste one minute. She raced up the staircase so fast her hair whipped behind her. She entered her room. “Sophie! What’s going on? We’re ready for you downstairs.”
 
Sophie and Ida were huddled together in the corner, and Toots watched Sophie as she urged Ida to look at her.
 
“Listen to me! You are not wanted here! Do you understand?” Sophie spoke in low tones, but Toots was still able to hear her.
 
“What?” she asked.
 
Sophie waved her hand in the air, indicating silence. Toots stopped when she realized Sophie was totally focused on Ida, and the words were for her ears only.
 
“I need to see your face, Ida. I need you to listen to me, Ida. Do you understand what I am saying to you, Ida? You may not touch the animals, do you understand me? I won’t let you harm them, do you hear me, curse you!”
 
So that’s why Coco and Frankie were cowering downstairs. A wave of anger coursed through her. She wanted to slap Ida’s face. How dare she try to hurt those precious dogs? No wonder Sophie hadn’t wanted to leave her alone.
 
“Forget you, pig! You’re an ugly, crippled pig! Do you hear me, curse you!” The words came out of Ida’s mouth, but the voice wasn’t Ida’s. Angry and mean, the voice continued to pummel Sophie with filthy language. “Do you hear me, jerk?”
 
Toots couldn’t stand it another minute. She raced across the room, filled with such an intense rage it scared her.
 
“Stop, Toots. Stay where you are,” Sophie shouted. Her eyes never left Ida.
 
Toots stopped, then plunked down on the edge of the bed, her heart hammering so fast in her chest she feared she would suffer a heart attack. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she watched in fascinated horror as Sophie touched Ida’s face with the wooden cross she’d taken from her bag. When Ida failed to respond, Sophie lay the cross beside her. She whispered something Toots couldn’t make out, then, right before her eyes, Ida virtually slumped into a pile of black silk, her body limp.
 
“Help me get her on the bed, quick!” Sophie shouted.
 
Toots grabbed Ida’s feet while Sophie took her arms. “On the count of three, let’s put her on the bed. One, two, three.” Together, they hefted Ida onto the bed. Ida wasn’t overweight, but she felt like she weighed a ton.
 
Ida, the real Ida, moaned when Sophie propped her head up. “What?” she asked in a soft whisper. “What happened?”
 
Sophie stared at Ida, her gaze never wavering. “Do you know who I am?”
 
“Sophia.”
 
Ida almost always called Sophie Sophia.
 
She turned her so that she could see Toots. “And who is this?”
 
Pushing herself up on her elbows, Ida spoke. “Why are you asking me this?”
 
“Do you know her name?” Sophie persisted. “Tell me her real name.”
 
“Teresa.”
 
Sophie’s shoulders sagged in relief. “Tell me what you remember of the past few hours. I know we’ve been over this before, but I need to hear it again.”
 
Ida nodded, knowing her situation was very serious. Her face, void of makeup, looked haggard and worn. “I just wanted to see you, Sophia. The catalogue for the fall collection, you know this. I am so tired, I don’t know if I can . . .” Ida struggled to continue. “I’m confused. This is the longest day of my life. I know that I’m”—she threw her hands out—“absent from myself. It makes no sense at all. What’s wrong with me? Do you know? I can’t go on like this!” Tears fell from Ida’s eyes.
 
This was truly Ida, and Toots could see she was very scared and confused. She had a moment’s guilt when she remembered how she’d wanted to slap her a few minutes ago. While Ida was stuck up and beyond arrogant, she did not deserve this. No one did.
 
“I’m going to help you, I promise. You have to do whatever I tell you, no matter what, okay? This is serious stuff, Ida, nothing like the OCD. Do you understand?”
 
“Of course I do. I’m not ignorant.”
 
This was Ida, Toots thought, and smiled.
 
“No, you’re not, and that’s a good thing. I’m going to tell you what I suspect, and you have to promise me that you’ll listen until I’m finished. Can you do that?” Sophie asked Ida, then looked at Toots. “And you, too.”
 
Toots and Ida nodded.
 
“Remember the séance the other night and how I had trouble contacting the other side? I believe I was blocked by an evil entity.” Sophie paused, then went on. “I’m sure this entity is a soul who hasn’t crossed over. He may be hanging around because of some unresolved issue, maybe he feels guilty, or maybe there was a death that was tragic. Suicide, murder, who knows. Anything violent would prevent a peaceful crossing over. I’ve felt a strangeness in the house for a while now. Sudden bursts of cold air. Then the dreams, or the visions, I’m not really sure at this point, but I know that the woman in these dreams or visions is trying to tell me something. She’s lingering, and wants me to find an answer so she can rest in peace. When you stopped by my house this morning and saw all the destruction, I believe this entity was so strong, he took possession of your body.”
 
No one said a word.
 
“Are you telling me I’m possessed by the devil?” Ida asked, her face so pale her features were blurred.
 
“No! Not the devil. No, thank goodness, this isn’t like that! Don’t even have those thoughts, do you understand me? Remember how when I go into a trance, the spirits make themselves known and use me as a conduit to deliver their message? I believe this is what’s happening now, only you didn’t have a choice. This entity is using you as a portal, a means to torture those who he deems to be weak. This is nothing personal, Ida, but you’re the perfect candidate for something like this. You’ve had psychological issues in the past, and this evil entity knows your weaknesses and is exploiting them. In a matter of hours, you’ve urinated on yourself, and the language you’ve been using is unlike you, and just a few minutes ago you tried to kick Frankie and Coco.” She stopped. That was more than enough for now.
 
“I kicked the dogs?” Ida whispered.
 
“No, you didn’t. I got to you before you could. And that’s another thing supporting this analysis, Ida. We both know that you’d never hurt an animal when you’re in the right state of mind, so given this, I’m sure we’re dealing with an evil spirit.”
 
“Should I go downstairs and tell the gang we’re canceling the séance?” Toots had been silent much too long.
 
“No, we need to do this now while Ida is . . . herself. Do you think you can manage to come downstairs now? Are you too weak?” Sophie asked Ida.
 
“Of course I’m coming with you! I don’t want to be left alone! I’ve got to call Daniel. He’s coming home, and if I’m not at the airport to drive him home, he’ll be worried. I don’t want him to worry about me. He’ll get tired and find . . . never mind. Yes, let’s just do this and get it over with. I have too many good things happening in my life right now!” Ida’s renewed energy spurred Sophie off the bed.
 
Sophie and Toots helped Ida to her feet.
 
“Then let’s get this over with before this entity returns.”

 



Chapter Eight
 
As they gathered around the large dining-room table to call up the dead, Sophie bowed her head in prayer. “To our highest power, we ask for your protection from benevolent spirits and we ask St. Michael the Archangel to watch over us and protect us from all malevolent spirits who might want to inflict harm upon us. We are here to summon the spirit of Theodore Dabney.”
 
Sophie sat at the head of the table, with Ida on her left side and Toots on her right. Bernice was seated beside Ida, and Robert sat next to Bernice. Mavis and Wade sat opposite Robert and Bernice. Phil and Goebel sat at the end of the table opposite Sophie.
 
Mavis and Toots had set the table up as they’d done numerous times before. The rocks glass was in the center, and at each corner a candle burned, their flames dancing despite the lack of any air circulating.
 
No one spoke a word as Sophie continued her speech to the dead. “We’re here to make contact with the other side. If there is a presence in this room who wishes to communicate with any of us, slide the glass in the center of the table to my right for yes. Slide the glass to the left for no. I ask you to enter this space peacefully, with no evil intent.”
 
All eyes focused on the glass in the center of the table.
 
The glass remained in its place.
 
Sophie took a deep breath and tried again. “Theodore Dabney, make yourself known.”
 
They waited for a sign, anything to let them know there was a presence in the room.
 
Suddenly, the candles were snuffed out, leaving the room in total darkness.
 
“Theodore Dabney, are you with us?”
 
An evil laughter spewed from out of nowhere.
 
“If you are Theodore Dabney, move the glass in the center of the table.”
 
Again, they focused on the glass, even though the only light in the room was the fiery red wicks that continued to glow. The glass flew across the table, stopping in front of Ida.
 
“What do you want? Tell me so that I may help you,” Sophie said in her séance voice.
 
The glass fell off the table, landing in Ida’s lap. With shaking hands, Ida placed the glass back in the center of the table. Sophie nodded. “Are you with us, Theodore? Move the glass again.”
 
For the second time the glass moved, but this time it didn’t fall off the table. Sophie took another deep breath.
 
Finally, she made contact. “Was your death unexpected? Move the glass to the right if your answer is yes and to the left if your answer is no.”
 
They watched the glass as it slowly moved to the left.
 
No one had expected this.
 
Sophie closed her eyes, focusing on the entity in the room. “Did a member of your family die in a tragic manner?”
 
They watched the glass move to the left once again.
 
“Then what do you want?” Sophie asked, knowing she would not get an answer in such a way that she and the others would understand. She needed questions that could yield concrete yes and no answers. There was no in-between.
 
“I want us to join hands, so lay your right hand over the left hand of the person seated next to you. This is called forming a chain. The spiritual energy of each of us, combined, should produce a higher level of energy.” She hoped the combined force of the energy generated was powerful enough to evoke another response. Once they’d formed the chain, Sophie began to pray.
 
“St. Michael the Archangel, we ask you to guide this spirit away from its earthly bonds so that he or she may find the light, and in finding the light, may have eternal peace.”
 
A few minutes passed, and when nothing happened, Sophie tried again. “Are you willing to accept my help? Please move the glass to the right if your answer is yes and to the left if your answer is no.” Sophie didn’t have too many more tricks left in her bag. Either the spirit of Theodore Dabney would make its wishes known, if it was the spirit of Theodore Dabney—and she was positive that it was—or it wouldn’t. He needed to give her some kind of clue, anything that would give him that final push to cross over.
 
Slowly the glass moved to the left.
 
Defeated, Sophie spoke in her normal voice. “This jerk is playing with us! Mavis, get the lights.”
 
Mavis hurried across the room and switched on the lights. “That’s better.”
 
“What’s wrong, Soph?” Toots asked, her voice laced with concern. “This isn’t like you.”
 
Bernice and Robert stood up at the same time. “We’re out of here. This is bull.” Robert’s lack of belief was justified. He took Bernice’s hand, and together they made their exit.
 
Sophie shook her head. “I don’t know why I’m having such a difficult time with this spirit, but what I do know is that I am not going to let it bully me, or frighten Ida any more than it has already. Are you good, Ida? Can you stand on your own?”
 
All eyes focused on Ida. “Of course I’m good, and yes, I can stand on my own. I’m not that old.”
 
This was the Ida they all loved and sometimes hated.
 
“I’ll go make a pot of coffee. Phil, want to help me?” Toots asked.
 
“I thought you’d never ask. Sophie, let’s call it a night,” Phil said.
 
Wade hadn’t said the first word until coffee was mentioned. “I could use a cup, maybe with a splash of whiskey added to it.”
 
“I’ll join you in a minute. I just want to clean up in here.” Mavis made sure the wicks were completely snuffed out, then she took the rocks glass and placed it on the hutch.
 
“I just don’t get it. When we were in California, you could whip up a ghost on command, and now this. Any ideas?” Toots asked Sophie.
 
“None. But maybe . . . no, forget it,” Sophie said.
 
Goebel had not uttered a word during the séance until now. “I probably don’t want to know what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours, but you’re going to tell me anyway, right?”
 
Sophie nodded.
 
“Forget what? I hate it when you do that.” Toots stood up and stretched. It was way past their bedtime, but sleep would come later.
 
“It’s something Ted Dabney said at dinner tonight. I don’t know if it’s worth pursuing or not.”
 
“If it will help me, then I agree with Toots. I want to know what it is,” Ida declared. “I can’t live like this.”
 
“I found a silver baby bracelet in a trunk stored in the attic. I cleaned it enough to read the inscription. It had a name and a date. Margaret Florence Dabney, 1923. I showed this to Ted, and he said it belonged to his Aunt Maggie.” Sophie paused. “She’s living in an assisted-living facility in Charlotte. And she’s blind.”
 
“I get it now,” Goebel said.
 
“And?” Toots coaxed.
 
“I’m thinking.”
 
“Spit it out, Sophie. We don’t have all night.” Toots had had enough of the netherworld for one night.
 
“I think we need to make a trip to Charlotte, as soon as possible. Toots, do you still have that private jet on standby?”
 
“Of course. Do you want me to call Joe? He’s used to being called out in the middle of the night. All those celebrities he flies around the world. It’s your call. Yay or nay,” Toots said, a new surge of excitement building in her. She needed to get out of Dodge. A trip to Charlotte was the perfect opportunity. Since they’d returned to Charleston, Toots hadn’t been out of the state. Though she hated the thought of leaving Amy and Jonathan behind, she wouldn’t be gone long enough for them to miss her. “Well?”
 
“Yes, make the call. I’m dying for a cigarette. I have to go smoke now; I can’t wait another minute,” Sophie said. “Mavis, thanks for taking care of all of this.” She gestured toward the table. “The candles and all.”
 
“I’m more than happy to help out. I miss the four of us. We haven’t been alone in quite a while.”
 
“Then let’s go to Charlotte. Just the four of us,” Sophie suggested. “It’s not like we can’t just pick up and leave. We’re big girls.” For a minute, Sophie forgot Goebel was still in the room with them. She turned to him. “You wouldn’t mind if I go to Charlotte?”
 
“If you’re sure, then go ahead. Someone needs to get that disaster in the kitchen taken care of.”
 
Mavis said, “I think that’s a wonderful idea! Wade can run the funeral parlor without me. Of course, he doesn’t do the makeup like I do, but no one really cares when it comes right down to the nitty-gritty. As Toots always says, ‘dead is dead.’”
 
“I don’t recall ever saying that.”
 
“Maybe it was Sophie. It doesn’t matter. Let’s go tell the guys,” Mavis said.
 
“Sounds like a plan,” Sophie announced. “I need a cigarette, big-time. Goebel, are you sure you’re okay with me leaving you behind?” She’d never spent a night away from him since they’d married.
 
“I’m okay with it, Soph. Do whatever you need to do. Ida is counting on you.” He placed a hand on her waist and gently guided her out of the room.
 
With Ida between them, Toots and Mavis followed close behind.

 



Chapter Nine
 
At precisely 9:42 A.M. the Citation X touched down at Charlotte Douglas International Airport.
 
Toots hired a limousine to drive them to Pine Shadows, the assisted-living facility where Margaret Florence Dabney awaited them. Once they’d made the decision to travel to Charlotte, Goebel contacted Ted Dabney, who then contacted the administrator at Pine Shadows and made arrangements for them to visit his aunt.
 
The drive from the airport to Pine Shadows took forty-five minutes, during which Sophie reviewed the list of questions she’d prepared on the short flight. Toots occupied herself by sending text messages to Abby and Chris. Mavis was content to view the passing scenery. Ida dozed, off and on.
 
As soon as they arrived at the facility, Ida perked up. She took a mirror from her purse and reapplied her lipstick, a soft pink from Seasons. “I do wish I’d had more sleep. These circles under my eyes are terrible. Do any of you have a tube of concealer?”
 
“I barely had time to shower and change,” Toots said, rummaging through her purse. “Try this.” She handed Ida a tube of Maybelline concealer.
 
Ida acted as though she’d been burned when she saw the brand. “Really, Toots.”
 
“I’m not particularly fond of Seasons’ concealers. They’re too thick.”
 
“I’ll make a note for my chemists,” Ida offered dryly.
 
Gone was the pathetic woman possessed by an evil entity. Ida had perked up as soon as she’d received a phone call from Daniel right before they left Charleston. As usual, a man made all the difference in her life.
 
The limousine pulled into the circular drive and stopped. Toots was paying the driver big bucks to wait for them. No one knew how long they would be.
 
“Let’s get this show on the road,” Toots cajoled. “I feel good about this, Sophie. What about you? Anything churning in your gut?”
 
“Not yet.”
 
The four entered the reception area, where they were greeted by a young woman who introduced herself as Anna. She wore her dark brown hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Dressed in a dove gray business suit with a pale yellow blouse, she exuded professionalism. Her bright blue eyes were clear, alert. “If you all will follow me, I’ve arranged for Ms. Dabney to speak with you in one of our conference rooms.”
 
They followed her through a maze of long hallways. Pine Shadows looked more like a luxury hotel than a retirement center. Thick gold carpet softened their footsteps. Plush chairs with side tables invited all to sit and relax. Vases of fresh flowers were placed at the entrance to each room they passed. Anna stopped when they reached the end of another long hallway.
 
“Ms. Dabney gets through her days by following a strict routine. It’s about time for her lunch, so I’ve asked the staff to provide you with a meal as well. I hope you enjoy your visit. Now”—Anna held one hand with the other—“let me introduce you.”
 
Margaret Florence Dabney sat next to a window overlooking the manicured lawn. She turned away from the window as soon as the door opened. “Anna?” she asked in a surprisingly strong voice.
 
“How are you today, Margaret?” Anna questioned.
 
“I’m the same as I was yesterday, and the day before that. At my age, very little changes.” Margaret Florence Dabney had a sense of humor. She returned her gaze to the window.
 
Anna smiled. “Your guests are here. They’re joining you for lunch.”
 
“Then I feel sorry for them. Please introduce yourselves. I may be blind, but my sense of smell is excellent.”
 
Sophie wasn’t sure what she expected from Margaret Dabney. Certainly not the lively woman sitting in front of her. “I’m Sophia Blevins.”
 
“Sit down then. And your friends? Do they have names?”
 
“Toots, Mavis, and Ida. We’ve been friends since we entered the seventh grade.” Sophie motioned for the three to speak up.
 
“Ms. Dabney, I’m Teresa Loudenberry. My friends call me Toots.”
 
Margaret nodded.
 
“Mavis Hanover. I own a funeral parlor.” Her eyes doubled in size when she realized how silly she must sound. Still, Mavis was proud of her success.
 
“A noble profession, don’t be ashamed,” said Margaret.
 
Mavis beamed.
 
“There is someone else here,” Margaret stated. “She’s wearing a musky perfume.”
 
“Ida McGullicutty,” she said as she walked toward Margaret, who was sitting by the window in her wheelchair, and took her hand.
 
“Pleased to meet you, Ida,” Margaret said as she shook her hand. “I’m in this wheelchair because I’ve broken my hip—twice.”
 
“I’m so sorry,” Ida replied.
 
“It is what it is,” Margaret said in a voice without an ounce of self-pity.
 
Anna cleared her throat. “If you all will excuse me, I will let you enjoy your visit. Lunch will be served at one o’clock.”
 
“Anna is very efficient,” Margaret explained. “Pine Shadows would not survive without her.”
 
Toots sat down in a soft, butter-yellow chair. Ida and Mavis sat on a matching sofa across from her.
 
An awkward silence ensued. Margaret Dabney appeared unfazed by their lack of conversation, but Sophie guessed there weren’t a ton of lively conversations that took place here at Pine Shadows. She removed the silver bracelet from her purse and rubbed her thumb against the intricate scrollwork. “Did your great-great-nephew explain why we’re here?”
 
“Only that one of you lives at Dabney House.”
 
Sophie thought of the phrase “like pulling teeth” as it applied to Margaret. When someone reached the ripe old age of ninety-four, Sophie supposed, she didn’t have to speak up if she chose not to. “My husband and I bought the house from Toots. She purchased it from Ted several years ago.”
 
Margaret turned away from the window to face them. Sophie was stunned. Her eyes were completely black, colorless. Thin gray hair barely covered her pale pink skull. Her hands looked dry and parched. Deep blue, purplish veins stood out against her white skin. Mentally vibrant, physically she was fading away. Sophie felt a well of pity gurgle up for this old woman who, according to Ted, had spent her entire life in one institution after another. Suddenly, she was glad they’d made the trip to Charlotte.
 
“What do you want to know?” Margaret asked.
 
Okay, Sophie thought, this isn’t going to be hard. She removed her list of questions from her purse. “I wrote these down on the flight over, but I’d rather you tell me your story.”
 
“Of course. After lunch, we will talk.”
 
Sophie glanced at her watch. Lunch was ten minutes out. “If that’s what you want.”
 
Again that phrase “like pulling teeth” flashed through her mind. She walked over to where the others were sitting. “She only speaks in single sentences. We may be here for a while. She wants to eat lunch first.”
 
Toots raised her brow, grinning. “We’ll do whatever she wants, too.”
 
Sophie nodded. “I’m in no rush as long as our evil spirit doesn’t decide to take possession of Ida while we’re here.”
 
“Mavis and I will watch over her while you question old Ms. Dabney. You know, something tells me that if we whisked her out of this place, we could show her the time of her life. Can you imagine being . . . forget it. It’s simply too depressing.”
 
“Don’t even think about it, Toots. She’s blind and in a wheelchair. And way older than us, and we’re already ancient.” Sophie teased Toots about her age constantly, but they both knew they could easily take ten years off, courtesy of Seasons Miracle Cream.
 
The door to the conference room opened, followed by a woman pushing a rolling table. “Miss Maggie, I was so happy when Anna told me you had guests for lunch. I asked the kitchen to make your favorites today.”
 
Margaret smiled, showing teeth that, while yellow and gray, were still hers. “Thank you, Dolly.”
 
Dolly was a large black woman with a grin as wide as she was. Though she was at least three hundred pounds, she moved like a gazelle. Light on her feet, she ran around the table as fast as anyone half her size. She set out plates and napkins. Silverware, glasses. While she busied herself filling the glasses with iced tea, Sophie’s stomach growled.
 
“I’m a-hurryin’, ma’am.” Dolly chuckled.
 
Sophie laughed with her. “I can’t remember when I had my last meal.” And she couldn’t.
 
“You’ll remember this one, miss, I can promise you that.” Dolly removed the lids from the silver tureens. “You want me to serve now, Miss Margaret?”
 
“Yes. My guests are hungry.”
 
Sophie assumed that meant that Margaret had heard her stomach growl. She did have a keen sense of hearing.
 
Dolly rushed around the conference table, filling each plate. When she finished, she wheeled Margaret to the head of the table. “Y’all can set wherever ya want, okay? We ain’t fancy in here, are we, Miss Margaret?”
 
“What is that?”
 
Dolly’s smile was as bright as the sun.
 
As soon as they were seated, Margaret bowed her head. Sophie, Toots, and Ida lowered their heads, waiting for the blessing. When no one spoke, Sophie piped up. “God is great. God is good, and we thank Him for our food. By His hand we shall be fed, give us, Lord, our daily bread.”
 
“Lunch is served,” Margaret announced.
 
Lunch was chunks of white-meat chicken, plump purple grapes, thinly sliced Granny Smith apples, pecans, and crushed pineapple served on freshly baked croissants. Sophie bit into the sandwich, closed her eyes, and chewed greedily. “This is the best chicken salad I’ve ever tasted. Toots, we need to get the recipe for Bernice.”
 
For the next half hour they forgot about entities, spirits, and demonic possession. When they finished the chicken salad, Dolly returned with dessert. Toots and Sophie eyed the blackberry cobbler with their tongues practically hanging out of their mouths. Toots would send Margaret some of Jamie’s pralines.
 
After they’d stuffed themselves with the cobbler, Dolly brought in a freshly brewed pot of coffee. “That’s just what I need,” Ida declared. She’d had little sleep and too much food.
 
Dolly and another young woman cleared away the dishes when they finished. “If it’s all right with you, Miss Margaret, I’m goin’ home now.”
 
“Of course, Dolly. Give your mother my love.”
 
Sophie looked at Toots, Mavis, and Ida. From the expressions on their faces, it was obvious they, too, wondered just exactly what kind of relationship the two women shared. They didn’t have to guess for long.
 
“Ted hires my staff from outside. Dolly’s been with me for twenty-six years.”
 
Apparently, money could buy a private staff in an upscale assisted-living facility.
 
Sophie looked at her watch again. A few minutes before two. She wanted to hear Margaret’s story before it was naptime.
 
“Dolly’s a great cook,” Sophie said.
 
“Yes, and a friend, but I suppose one might think it odd to have a black woman as a friend.”
 
Four sets of eyes stared at her.
 
“Why would you think that? We have friends of all different races—black, Hispanic, and Asian.”
 
“My father came from a long line of people who owned black men as slaves. Even after those days, my father’s attitudes were such that I was forbidden to speak to the black men who worked for him on the plantation.”
 
“Tell me your story, Margaret. I need to know if anything”—Sophie didn’t want to come out and use the words murder or suicide, so she went with the best she could come up with—“violent happened at Dabney House?”
 
Margaret’s expression went from happy to dejected in seconds. She nodded. “I will tell you what I remember, but it’s been so long, I’m afraid most of my recollections are simply fragments from bits and pieces of what I can remember. If you want to hear an old woman talk, then I have all the time in the world.”
 
“Wheel me over there.” She pointed to the sofa-and-chair grouping. Sophie pushed the wheelchair, surprised how easy it was to move. Poor Margaret was nothing more than a little bag of skin and bones.
 
“Where to start? I suppose I should start at the beginning. Or what I think is my beginning.”
 
“Please do,” Sophie begged. Toots, Mavis, and Ida gathered around Margaret, eagerly waiting to hear her story.
 
“Dabney House belonged to my father’s family. Passed from one generation to the next. In its prime, we grew some of the juiciest peaches in the South. My mother made the best peach jam in the world. She was famous for her chicken stew, too. My father ran the plantation with a strict hand. Men who’d devoted their lives to my father were fired for no reason if it suited him. I never saw this. Poor choice of words. I was not living at home any longer. When Mother gave birth to a second child, Ted Dabney’s mother, my father sent me away to live in Massachusetts, where they had one of the best schools in the world for the blind. I was five or six at the time. I didn’t mind leaving Dabney House, but I hated having to leave my mother and sister behind. You see, my father was a mean old man who only cared about himself. He usually stayed drunk, and he was a mean drunk. Mother was quiet because she knew what would happen if she wasn’t. We all feared him. He could be a tyrant one minute, but when he wanted something, he treated us with such kindness that we could almost forget that wasn’t his true nature. Mother was a cripple—did Ted tell you that?”
 
Sophie and Toots looked like the air had been knocked out of them. “No, he didn’t. Was she born that way?” Sophie had to know.
 
“No, Mother was a beautiful woman when she was young. She had the silkiest hair I’ve ever touched. She used to let me brush it when we were alone. Mother was the one who taught me how to read in Braille. To this day, I have a great passion for the written word, but that isn’t what you came all this way to hear, is it?”
 
Sophie didn’t answer.
 
“Mother had a terrible fall one night. It was the evening of her first anniversary.”
 
Sophie looked like she had been poleaxed. That’s the connection, she thought. Florence came to me on the evening of my and Goebel’s first anniversary. Now things are starting to make some sort of sense.
 
“She fell down the stairs in the main hall. From what she told me, she thought she would die. Her doctors said she would never walk again. She was a proud woman, and couldn’t imagine spending her life in a wheelchair, dependent upon my father for her every need. When her bones healed, she forced herself to walk. Every day, she would walk up and down the stairs. At the top she always looked down, and cried. One day she let me walk with her. I remember she held my hand so tight I thought it would break, but she was just trying to protect me. That day, I asked Mother why she always cried when she stood at the top of the staircase. She said it didn’t matter anymore, but I begged and pleaded with her to tell me. This part I remember very clearly, like she told me about it yesterday.
 
“They had a dinner party with friends, to celebrate their first anniversary. I can’t remember their names, but Mother said she was eager for them to leave. But my father drank all through dinner, and things started to get unpleasant, so Mother went upstairs to prepare for bed. She had a surprise for my father. She wanted to tell him as soon as their guests left, but he was already in a drunken rage when they left. Mother never even got a chance to tell them goodbye.
 
“Apparently my parents had words. They fought. Then, when my father had had enough, he pushed Mother down the staircase. Her legs and arms were broken, but she fought, and she lived. I asked her why didn’t she just die. Of course, I was a little girl at the time, and I didn’t understand death. Mother explained to me that her special surprise was me. She was pregnant with me when my father tossed her down the stairs.” A single tear fell from Margaret’s eye. “I’m sure that fall caused my blindness.”
 
“I am so sorry, Margaret,” Sophie said. Using the pad of her thumb, she wiped the tear from the old woman’s cheek.
 
The dreams, the visions, Ida’s possession made complete sense to her now. Florence’s husband, Theodore Dabney, the man whose name she called out as she was toppling down the stairs, pushed her, and she was pregnant with her daughter, who was born blind.
 
Her house needed a cleansing. For the first time in days, Sophie felt confident that she could remove the evil from Dabney House.
 
Margaret had worn herself out telling her story. Sophie, Toots, Mavis, and Ida left when they saw she’d fallen asleep in her wheelchair, but before she left, Sophie placed the silver baby bracelet in her hand.

 



Chapter Ten
 
“I can’t believe you did all of this in twenty-four hours, you sweet man.” Sophie toured her kitchen. The cabinet doors had been replaced with replicas of the originals. The pantry was still lacking a few of the custom-built shelves, but there was no sign of the destruction she’d seen day before yesterday. The kitchen floor sparkled like liquid gold. Goebel had been able to buff the scratches from the floor, saving them from having to replace it, too. Margaret Dabney had walked across these floors, and Sophie intended to treat them with kid gloves from now to eternity.
 
“This is perfect, Goebel. I don’t know how you managed to accomplish this in such a short time, but you did, and I’m so glad.”
 
When she had left Pine Shadows yesterday, Sophie called Goebel to give him the short version of Aunt Maggie’s story. They had discussed what she would have to do to rid their home of Theodore Dabney’s evil spirit.
 
And now it was time.
 
She put several bunches of sage in a bag, along with three bottles of holy water that had recently been blessed by Pope Francis. She wore her rosary around her neck for protection. Daniel and Ida were on their way. Sophie felt that Ida needed to be here during this purification.
 
“Is there anything else you need?” Goebel asked.
 
Sophie smiled, the first genuine smile she’d actually felt in several days. “I have more than I’ll ever need, but to answer your question, I’ve plenty of cleansing supplies.”
 
“It’s good to have you back, Soph. I don’t like it when you’re unhappy.” Goebel wrapped his arms around her, kissed the top of her head, then patted her on the donkey.
 
She pulled away from him, laughing, “So that’s why you’re so happy to see me. Always have sex on the brain, huh?”
 
“That’s one reason, but not the main reason. I’m just happy to be alive and to have you as my woman.”
 
A loud knock on the front door startled them both. “Ida’s here.”
 
“I’ll let her in. Tell Daniel hello, and he can come back another time. Why don’t you go with him? I think it’s best if it’s just me and Ida today.”
 
“Okay, but you keep your cell phone in your pocket and call me if you feel frightened or uncomfortable in any way.”
 
“I will,” Sophie assured him.
 
“Promise?”
 
“Cross my heart promise.” Sophie drew an imaginary X over her heart.
 
“I feel like I should say ‘break a leg’ or something, but that wouldn’t be good, huh?”
 
“No. Florence Dabney wouldn’t approve at all,” Sophie said to her husband’s back as he left to answer the front door.
 
“Sophia, where are you?” Ida called out from the living room a few moments later.
 
“In the kitchen.”
 
“Well, it certainly looks better than the last time I was here. Now how long is this going to take? I have several meetings with my chemists. We’re making a new formula for our concealer.”
 
“That’s wonderful. Maybe Toots can toss her Maybelline.”
 
Goebel came back to the kitchen. “Daniel and I are going to the Sweetest Things, save you a trip. I know Toots wants to send Margaret a box of Jamie’s pralines. Do you have that address?”
 
“Call Toots, she has it. Now, go on before Jamie sells out.” Goebel left with Daniel, leaving Sophie and Ida by themselves with whatever spirits still occupied the house in which Theodore Dabney had almost killed his wife and unborn child.
 
“Are you sure you’re up to this, Ida? It can wait if you’re not ready.” Sophie didn’t want to wait a minute longer than necessary. She wanted the spirit of Theodore Dabney gone from her house for good.
 
“I’m more than ready. I haven’t whacked out yet, though I have to admit I’ve been fearing I would, and that I’d do it in front of Daniel. I would just die if that happened. Daniel is a young man. He could have a number of women if he chose to, but he chose me. I want to make sure he continues to be pleased with his choice.”
 
“You’re back to your old hussy ways, I see. Daniel isn’t young, Ida. He’s in his late fifties, for heaven’s sake. And for the record, you look much younger than he does. It’s unlike you to sell yourself short. You’re rich, beautiful, and smart. Daniel would be a total idiot to walk away from you.”
 
Ida smiled at her. “You really do love me, don’t you?”
 
Sophie looked at Ida, and together they bubbled over with laughter. In the nearly sixty years they had known each other, this was a first for them.
 
“Are you ready to get this show on the road?”
 
“More than you’ll ever know.”
 
“Follow me.”
 
Sophie scooped up her supplies and headed upstairs.
 
“I want to start in the séance room first, since that’s where I first felt a presence.” Taking a bundle of sage from her supply bag, she lit the end with a match and aimed the white smoke away from her. She went from corner to corner, top to bottom, spreading the smoke in every nook and cranny. “You will leave my home in peace. There is no need for you to stay behind. Your daughter knows what you did to her mother, your wife, and to her. She says that she forgives you, but only if you cross over to the other side.” Sophie waved the sage around the room a second time.
 
Next, they went to the attic. Sophie was shocked when she saw that the trunks were gone. The attic had been completely cleaned out. Goebel again. She loved that man. He hadn’t wasted one minute while she was in Charlotte. She lit another bundle of sage, sending the white puffs throughout the attic. “Theodore Dabney, you have to cross over to the light. Your daughter forgives you, so move on.” She fanned the smoke throughout the attic a second time. When she finished, she headed downstairs to the kitchen. This time she lit two bundles of sage, waving them up and down the length of the walls, across the windows, inside the cabinets, any open space that she felt had been touched by the evil soul of Theodore Dabney.
 
Next was the pantry. With the two remaining bundles, she ran them up and down the walls as she’d done in the kitchen. She opened the doors, allowing the purifying smoke to spread throughout the space. When she was finished with the sage, she started over again, only this time she took the vials of holy water.
 
First, she sprinkled the water in her séance room. Again, she found herself in the attic, then back to the kitchen. Sophie felt she needed to do something special to let the woman who she now knew was Margaret’s mother know that she had gotten the message intended for her. She said a prayer, then stood at the top of the staircase. One step at a time, she stopped to sprinkle the holy water. When she reached the last step, she looked back up at the staircase. A beautiful bright ball of light danced up and down, and side to side, then it flew down the stairs, swirled in front of her and Ida, then shot back up the stairs like a rocket. The glistening ball stilled, then slowly diminished, right in front of their very eyes.
 
A lightness that she hadn’t seen or felt before permeated the house. Sophie had Ida follow her to each room. When nothing happened, Sophie knew that Theodore Dabney had crossed over to the bright light. He’d been a miserable, mean man who knew he was responsible for crippling his wife and blinding his daughter. He’d been hanging around in search of a way to ask for forgiveness.
 
Sophie watched Ida just to make sure this was as real as she believed it was. Gone were the dark half-moons beneath her eyes. Her face sparkled, her eyes glistened like two diamonds.
 
Yes, Sophie could safely say her work here was complete.

 



Chapter Eleven
 
“I don’t have to give you a reason, George. I’ve changed my mind. I am not selling. No, no, and no. I have two grandchildren who may have inherited their mother’s reporter instincts. They might need a job. What kind of grandmother would I be if I snatched the opportunity away from them before they even had a chance to decide if it’s what they want to do professionally? So, there you have my answer. No, I will not be selling the Informer anytime soon.” Toots hung up the phone.
 
“Are you sure you want to keep it?” Phil asked her.
 
“Yes, I’m sure. Josh is doing a fantastic job running the rag, so as long as I own the place, I get first dibs on the papers. Did I ever tell you how I used to hoard the papers, then read them from cover to cover every Friday night while I soaked in my Jacuzzi tub?”
 
Phil held Frankie in his lap. “I think you forgot to mention that story.”
 
Toots laughed. “I’m not that woman now. Though I still like to read the tabloids, I don’t have time to devote an entire evening to them. I have grandchildren, and Abby, and Chris. The Canine Café. The Sweetest Things, and Jamie. I have friends that I love more than you can imagine. I’m so blessed. What more could I possibly need?”
 
Since Sophie had given her house and Ida the all-clear sign, they were all giddy for one reason or another. Bernice and Robert were so excited over their upcoming marriage that Toots accused them of acting like virgins. They all laughed, even Robert, who’d mellowed out just a tiny bit.
 
“I know something you don’t have, Toots,” Phil said. He held little Frankie in his lap, rubbing the top of his head. This pooch had played an important role in bringing them together, and Phil thought it only fair that he was here with them to share his news with Toots.
 
“You do? What would that be? I have so much, Phil, really. I want for nothing.” Toots’s words were sincere; she meant everything she said.
 
Phil stood up, taking Frankie off his lap and adjusting the pooch in his arms so that he was comfortable. “You don’t have one of these.” He lifted Frankie high in the air.
 
“But I thought you said Frankie belonged to both of us. You’re taking him to New York with you, aren’t you?” Toots’s eyes pooled with tears. Just when life was nearly perfect, he had to ruin it.
 
“Toots, what are you talking about?” Phil asked.
 
“Frankie. You’re holding him in the air like he’s a prize, which we both know that he is, but I thought we were sort of sharing him. Co-owners.”
 
Phil burst out laughing. “Come here. I want you to pet Frankie one more time.”
 
Toots’s heart sped up. “What do you mean ‘one more time’?”
 
Hating Phil right now more than he could possibly imagine, Toots still loved Frankie, and if this was the last time she was going to get to love on him, then she was going to take full advantage of the situation. “Let me hold him.”
 
Phil gently passed the little weenie dog to her. Frankie growled. Toots rubbed him between the ears, then turned him over to tickle his soft little belly. “What is this?” A small white square was taped to his belly. “What’s wrong with you, Phil?” Toots carefully removed the white square from Frankie’s belly. He growled again.
 
“Here, boy,” Phil said, handing the little pooch a handful of treats.
 
“Open it, Toots.”
 
“This?” She held out the small white square.
 
“Yes, that.”
 
Toots used her fingernail as a letter opener. Surely this isn’t what she thought. She looked up at Phil, who wore a grin the size of Earth. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”
 
She needed a minute to reroute her thoughts. This path hadn’t been opened for a long, long time. Suddenly, she felt like she’d been wrapped up in a silken cocoon of euphoria. “I’m stunned. I had no idea.”
 
“Seriously?”
 
“Seriously.”
 
“So now that you have an idea?”
 
Toots chuckled. “Well, that’s for me to know and for you to find out.”
 
“Woof!” Frankie’s bark was so unexpectedly loud, they both jumped.
 
“It’s beautiful, Phil, but I don’t know . . .”
 
He placed a finger over her lips. “You don’t have to answer me now. We’ve got plenty of time.”
 
“I hate to remind you but we’re both over seventy. I’m not sure that constitutes plenty of time. Of course, you being a doctor, and me being a smoker, it’s only logical that you would have more time than I do.”
 
“If you say so,” Phil teased. “So, Toots, what do you think? Can you wear that diamond ring on your left hand?”
 
She took such a deep breath she got light-headed. “You realize I’ve walked down that aisle more than a time or two, right?”
 
“And that’s supposed to matter because . . . ?”
 
“Eight times, Phil. E-I-G-H-T.” She spelled the number out for him.
 
“That was in your past. I’m interested in your future.”
 
Toots wanted a cigarette so badly she would have smoked a Camel unfiltered if she had one. “What about your book? What about the book-launch party, the second book, then the movie? You’ll have to relocate to New York or California.”
 
“You’re not making sense. I canceled the book-launch party. You want to know why?”
 
She nodded.
 
“They asked me what I wanted, and I told them I’d rather they donate the money to the Animal Specialty Hospital in Naples. They saved Frankie’s life, and you saved mine.”
 
“You’re truly serious?”
 
“More so than I’ve ever been in my life.”
 
“Okay then, well, I’ll have to . . . Bernice and Robert. Incredible. Forget that.” Toots was so tongue-tied she made absolutely no sense at all.
 
“Will you marry me, Teresa Amelia Loudenberry?”

 



Chapter Twelve
 
Toots had awakened at 5:00 A.M. every single day of the week for as long as she could remember, but today, on her wedding day, she woke up at three o’clock. She had so much to do, she was afraid that she wouldn’t manage to get everything finished in time for the wedding in less than ten hours.
 
She went downstairs and made a pot of her special coffee. While she waited for it to brew, she stepped outside to smoke her first cigarette of the day. She no longer enjoyed them as much as she once had. Now that she had those two precious grandchildren to consider, she desperately wanted to be around for a long, long time. She wanted very much to watch them grow into fine adults, just like their parents had.
 
Abby was a terrific mother, and Chris was an excellent father. Garland would be so proud of him. He would’ve adored the twins had he lived. But today was a day for new beginnings, so she didn’t want to dwell on anything that wasn’t in the here and now.
 
It had been three weeks since Phil proposed to her. Three weeks of pure, happy, goofy bliss. At first, she hadn’t wanted to tell anyone. Adamant that she would never marry again, she feared being judged by those who claimed to love her.
 
She had been so very wrong. Not only had they not judged her, they were thrilled and happy and excited and fun-loving. Abby and Chris adored Phil, and he adored them. Phil had been there when Abby had been kidnapped and recovered. They’d instantly formed a bond that day.
 
All the special people in her life were gathering here today to celebrate her and Phil’s promise to share their lives. Toots smiled. But she and Phil weren’t walking down the aisle alone. No sirree.
 
When Bernice and Robert heard her news, they decided a double wedding was in order. Robert reminded them just how much money they could save by splitting the cost between them. Toots assured him money was no object, but they’d agreed to share some of the expenses. When Daniel and Ida found out that Toots and Phil were tying the knot, they shared some good news of their own. Ida held out a hand, revealing a three-carat diamond. Daniel had proposed to Ida the night after he returned from his conference. And if that weren’t enough, Mavis and Wade had been secretly engaged for the past three months. They explained that they had been waiting for the right time to share their news.
 
So, here Toots was, over seventy but happier than she’d ever been. John Simpson was the love of her young life. Garland Clay had been the love of her middle years. Phil Becker was the love of her mature life. She had to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. Life was good. And it would get even better this afternoon when she and Phil, along with Bernice and Robert, and Mavis and Wade, Ida and Daniel, all walked down the aisle together. Four couples, four best friends finding love once again.
 
Tears of happiness sprang from her eyes. Joyful, beyond her wildest dreams. She didn’t remember being this happy. Ever.
 
Toots filled a mug with coffee and took it outside. She sat down on the top step and listened to the early morning sounds. Birds chirped brightly, frogs croaked a tune that only they understood. A slight breeze scented the warm air with gardenia and night-blooming jasmine. Toots breathed in the aromatic steam from her mug of coffee. If only she could, she would bottle this moment in time so she could capture these feelings again. But since that wasn’t possible, she closed her eyes and imprinted the scene on her mind, the smells, the complete serenity. A perfect beginning of her brand-new life.
 
She could not wait any longer. She had to talk to someone. She went inside and dialed Sophie’s cell phone.
 
“Happy wedding day,” Sophie said when she picked up the phone. “Are you shaking in your shoes yet?”
 
“Not at all. I’m so happy, my insides are tingling. And not the kind of tingling you’re thinking either.”
 
“You have such a dirty mind, you know that?”
 
“I learned it from you.”
 
They laughed and agreed that it was true.
 
“Sophie, do you think I’ve lost my mind? I swore I would never marry again after burying that cheapskate Leland. And here I am doing it all over again.”
 
“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Toots. You have nothing to be ashamed of. Remember, your husbands all died. It’s not like you divorced them.”
 
“So that makes it a little better, you think?” Toots asked.
 
“Absolutely.”
 
“Okay. I guess I needed to hear that again,” she said.
 
“You’re not having doubts, are you?”
 
Toots chuckled. “No, I haven’t had the first doubt, not even an inkling of one.”
 
“Then you have your answer. Phil is a good man, and he adores you. Plus, he’s about to be a little bit famous. Now think of the fun you two will have.”
 
“Thanks, Sophie, that’s just what I wanted to hear. Did I ever tell you how special you are to me?” Toots’s eyes pooled.
 
“Oh shoot, don’t start that ball-bagging garbage! Yes, you’ve told me a million times how much you love me, and I’ve dittoed it every time. Now go upstairs, wash your face, and take a little nap. The hoopla begins at noon on the dot.”

 



Epilogue
 
Later the same day...
 
 

 
The early afternoon sun sparkled like a giant ball of yellow fire. The sky was a clear, robin’s-egg blue. The temperatures hovered just below seventy. A perfect day for an outdoor wedding.
 
They had all agreed to have the weddings take place in Toots’s garden. She had hired a team of gardeners to trim, shape, and sculpt the shrubbery. The giant angel oak, dripping Spanish moss, reminded her of an old wedding veil that still remembered its very own special day. The sweet scent of the bubble-gum trees added an extra dose of sugary sweetness to the gardens. Camellias, gardenias, and magnolias added just the right amount of floral scent. Not too heavy, but just enough.
 
Chairs with big white ribbons tied to the backs were lined up in neat rows. At the end of each aisle, a garnish of fresh flowers from Toots’s garden was tied to the backs of the chairs. A white silk runner spread out on the grass led to the pulpit, where the Reverend William Wainwright would perform his first quadruple marriage.
 
Upstairs, in Toots’s master bedroom, Abby and her godmothers took turns in front of the mirror. When they all decided to get married together, Ida came up with the idea of matching dresses, in material but not design. No, they each knew what complimented their figures and at their age, they were sticking with what they knew. Creamy silk, lots of tiny white pearls, and smatterings of delicate lace. Four creations made in less than two weeks, courtesy of Mavis and her team of seamstresses. The dresses were totally unique, one of a kind.
 
After they each had a turn admiring themselves, Abby insisted that she should touch up their makeup, even though Ida’s team of professional makeup artists had just left them. They were downstairs in the formal dining room getting a head start on the festivities. Goebel acted as bartender since he was the only man of a certain age not making a trip down the aisle today.
 
They had invited a few of their close friends but wanted to keep the ceremony as low-key as possible. Toots had hired members of the Charleston Symphony to play the harp, the flute, and the guitar. She didn’t want loud rock; she wanted calm and slow.
 
Jamie had made four separate wedding cakes, each a different flavor. Toots had chosen red velvet, as this was her and Phil’s favorite dessert. Ida and Daniel picked carrot cake with cream cheese frosting because they thought having a vegetable in their cake would promote good health. Bernice and Robert opted for good old-fashioned red devil’s food, and Mavis and Wade wanted an angel food cake. Jamie had delivered four masterpieces this morning.
 
And, lastly, they all agreed that Jonathan and Amy should take part in the wedding, but Abby feared if she let them loose, they would just plop down and play in the dirt. Toots had a bright red wagon FedExed for them. They would ride in the wagon, with Coco and Frankie, and Chester would pull them down the aisle.
 
Soft notes from a flute wafted up to her room, her two-minute warning. Toots took a deep breath, and said, “It’s time.”
 
Sophie, dressed in a pale green knee-length dress, ushered the four brides down the stairs. They had all agreed that they didn’t want the men to see them until they met at the altar, so Abby devised a plan to reroute them to the side of the house so the men could walk down the white silk aisle to meet them at the altar.
 
With Sophie in the lead, Toots, Ida, Bernice, and Mavis slow-stepped to the altar to the Platters’ “Only You.” Their eyes shone bright with unshed tears of happiness as, one by one, they walked to the pulpit to stand by their husbands-to-be.
 
Chester held the wagon’s handle firmly in his mouth as he carefully pulled the precious cargo down the white silk aisle. There were many oohs and ahhs from their guests when they saw Jonathan and Amy and the two pooches inside the wagon. Amy said “Hi, hi, hi,” and moved her little fingers up and down in a wave. Jonathan smiled and kissed Frankie right on the muzzle. More laughter, then Abby and Chris stood next to the wagon, just in case.
 
The music stopped, and the ceremony began.
 
“Dearly beloveds,” the reverend began, “this is my first time marrying four couples at once.” The guests laughed again, and so did the reverend. “Now, dearly beloveds, we are gathered here on this beautiful summer day to join Teresa Loudenberry and Philip Becker, Ida McGullicutty and Daniel Townsend, Mavis Hanover and Wade Martin, and Bernice Townsend and Robert Martin in holy matrimony.”
 
The reverend went through the traditional vows, stopping to address each of them as he asked them to repeat after him. “Let’s do this together, shall we?”
 
“Do you, Teresa Loudenberry, take Philip Becker, and do you, Ida McGullicutty, take Daniel Townsend, and do you, Mavis Hanover, take Wade Martin, and do you, Bernice Townsend, take Robert Martin to be your lawfully wedded husbands?”
 
“I do,” Toots said as she gazed into Phil’s eyes.
 
“So do I,” Ida said, with a huge smile on her face.
 
“And I do as well,” Mavis said, her voice pure bliss.
 
“I’ll say yes, I do,” Bernice added.
 
The reverend turned to the men, and they went through the process again. More subdued laughter from the guests.
 
“By the power invested in me by the State of South Carolina, I now pronounce all four couples husband and wife. Now kiss your brides!”
 
A cheer from the guests as the couples kissed, but there was still one more small ceremony to perform.
 
Toots, Ida, Mavis, and Sophie, who had remained at the altar throughout the ceremony, each held a hand out and took turns placing their hands on top of each other’s. When they were done, the four women threw their hands high in the air, and shouted, “When you’re good, you’re good!”
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Chapter One
 
Twenty months later . . .
 
 

 
The elevator on the newsroom floor of the Post pinged; then the door slid open for the Fearless Four reporters, as they had been dubbed, to exit. They were greeted with banners, streamers, and shouts of “Welcome home!” Leading the boisterous crowd was the owner of the Post, Countess Anna de Silva, who hugged the weary reporters one after the other and whispered her own personal greeting in their ears.
 
A mini-buffet and a table full of assorted beverages beckoned. Ted, Espinosa, and Dennis headed in that direction; Maggie stayed behind, which could mean only one thing to Annie. When Maggie Spritzer, with her incredibly whacked-out metabolism, ignored food, it had to mean that she was truly tired to the bone. Or sick. Or even homicidal.
 
“I just want to go home, shower, cuddle with Hero, who probably thinks I abandoned him, and sleep for a week. Can I have a car service take me home, Annie? Otherwise, I am going to fall asleep standing up right here. I need to sleep for a week. A whole week.”
 
“Anything you want, dear. Anything,” Annie said, putting her arms around the red-eyed, frazzled reporter. “You all deserve the best the Post has to offer. You will all find a very nice bonus in your next paycheck by way of thanks.”
 
“Just doing our jobs, Annie. Guess that means you’re okay with the series on the shabby treatment of our veterans. I think we shamed the current administration to the point where they don’t know what to do.”
 
“When I read the last segment, I about went up in smoke. I had our lawyers go over it with a fine-tooth comb. They said we’re spot on.
 
“Maggie, you know everything there is to know about me and know that I am no snob. But that man and I inhabit social and financial circles that, except for the Las Vegas casinos, are worlds apart. I did see that he was in the Babylon, once, and instructed Bert to comp him, a friendly gesture to a visiting fireman. But I also instructed Bert that under no circumstances was I going to meet with the Donald.
 
“The man has too much bluster for my tastes. I do, to be sure, admire the extent to which he has demonstrated an ability to accomplish his goals, though I am not sure I approve of some of the things he has done to get where he is today. Now, he does have a most beautiful wife. Third time is the charm, I suppose. That’s about all I know of Mr. Donald Trump.”
 
Maggie waved the comment aside. “Not a problem. All I said was that you were going to be calling on him and Warren Buffett to right this wrong that’s being done to the men and women who give their lives for this country only to find themselves on the sidelines when they need help. I said you, you, Annie, would lead the charge and put your money where your mouth is. That’s what people want to hear and see. They want to see action. What they don’t want is meetings of committees that have to report to other committees that require more meetings. They want something now, not two years from now. Donald Trump says the same thing, and so does Buffett. And with Trump’s presidential candidacy looming, there is no way he can back away from this once he gets started. It would look way too bad to his supporters. You will take their calls when they call, right?”
 
“My dear, I will run to meet them. I haven’t exactly been sitting here idle while we waited for you all to get back. I’ve had my people calling all over the country for vacant buildings and recruiting doctors and nurses to help us out. We’re going for a banner every single day in the paper. I won’t rest until the White House is front and center on this. I don’t give a fiddler’s fart whose toes I step on. This political correctness has run its course, as far as I’m concerned. I even called Lizzie to ask her to check around for the biggest and best-known lawyers to join our cause. This country’s warriors deserve the best of us all. Now, run along, dear. A car is waiting outside to take you home.”
 
Annie offered up a bone-crushing hug, then walked Maggie to the elevator. “Don’t come back till you’re ready! That means next week!” she called as the elevator doors closed.
 
Annie turned to see Ted, Espinosa, and Dennis walking toward her, plates of food in their hands.
 
“You did good, boys. Real good. I’m proud of you. A month on the road, crisscrossing the country, and those wonderful interviews entitle you to as much time off as you need. You all made a difference. In case you don’t know it, the paper and the media are calling you the Fearless Four. They tell me it’s all Pulitzer material. Go home, children, and don’t come back until you’re ready. As I just told Maggie, that means next week. That’s an order.”
 
The boys nodded and Ted handed over his plate.
 
“I’m too tired to eat, Annie,” Ted said. “You’ll see me when you see me.”
 
“Ditto,” Espinosa said, also handing over his plate.
 
Annie looked at Dennis West, the youngest of the group, who was chewing on what looked like a shrimp egg roll. He held on to his plate.
 
“Before you leave, Dennis, I need to tell you that some young man has been trying to get in touch with you for the past two weeks. He’s called the paper at least a few dozen times and even stopped by twice. He would never leave his name. If you check your extension, I think he left you some messages. Are you working on something? Is he a source or a snitch?” Annie asked curiously.
 
Dennis shook his head as he handed over his plate. “Nope. No clue. If he calls again, tell him I’m back and give him my cell-phone number. When he came by, did you see him?”
 
“No, but Adam in the mail room said he was a tall, really muscular guy. He also said the guy said it was urgent that he talk to you. Urgent, Dennis. Ian, our cub reporter, had a few meetings with him. Meaning he actually spoke to him.”
 
“In this business, Annie, there is urgent, and then there is urgent. I’m going to sleep around the clock, and then I’ll be back at my desk. This was a very nice homecoming. I wish I wasn’t as tired as I am, so I could enjoy it more.”
 
“Not a problem, dear. When we get notice of your Pulitzer, we’ll really celebrate. Run along.” Annie hugged the young reporter, wishing she had a son like Dennis West.
 
* * *
 
Dennis rolled out of bed three days after he’d returned to the small condo that he kept in town so he wouldn’t face the long drive out to his mini-farm in McLean, Virginia, at the end of the long day. It was a one-bedroom, sparsely furnished and close to the Post.
 
It wasn’t that he’d slept for seventy-two hours. He hadn’t. He’d periodically woken, eaten, and gone back to bed. Now, though, he was wide awake, his sleep quota fulfilled. He yawned as he looked at the digital clock on the little table next to his bed. Eleven o’clock. Other than now, the last time he’d slept till eleven o’clock was five years ago, when he had a bad case of the flu.
 
“Up and at ’em, dude,” Dennis muttered to himself as he headed to the bathroom and a steaming-hot shower. He looked in the mirror and gasped. He looked ugly enough to scare small children. Three days of facial stubble, his hair standing on end, his eyes caked with something he’d never experienced before glared back at him. His mouth tasted like the inside of his winter snow boots. For sure, he needed to get back to the land of the living and get on with whatever this new day held for him. He grinned when he wondered what people would think if they saw him as he looked at that moment.
 
Forty minutes later, showered, shaved, his unruly hair slicked back, Dennis dressed in pressed khakis and a long-sleeved sky-blue Izod shirt. He sat down on the mini-stool and tied the laces on his new Nike sneakers. “Good to go, dude,” he mumbled as he made his way out to the tiny area that pretended to be his kitchen, where he made a cup of coffee. He made a mental note to stop at the supermarket to buy some groceries. Being gone a whole month meant the larder was bare. As it was, he was going to have to drink his coffee black, when he preferred to douse it with heavy whipping cream and three sugars. Sometimes, he was worse than Maggie, with her whacked-out metabolism.
 
While he waited for his coffee to drip, Dennis checked his phone for missed calls and e-mails. Nothing worth getting excited over. He eyed the coffeepot and turned his head to make sure he could hear the last of the plopping sounds while he stared out the tiny window over the sink to see what kind of day it was going to be. It looked blustery. Well, that was normal for October and meant he would need his Windbreaker. The problem was he had no idea where or in which duffel bag the Windbreaker would be in. He hadn’t bothered to unpack, and he wasn’t going to do it now, either, which meant he’d have to wear one of his blazers. Not a problem.
 
Ten minutes later, Dennis closed the door behind him, vowing to stop at the nearest Starbucks for a real cup of coffee and possibly a Danish.
 
Forty minutes after consuming not one but two delectable pastries and two coffees, Dennis literally raced to the Post. He could hardly wait to get inside his home away from home. Goodness, it was good to be back. So good, he felt like dancing a jig. He managed to control himself as he high-fived his colleagues and humbly accepted all their congratulations and praise on the veterans series he, Maggie, Ted, and Espinosa had worked on.
 
“Has anyone seen the rest of the Fearless Four?” Dennis called out.
 
A young cub reporter named Ian Smith shouted that they hadn’t even called in. Dennis felt his eyebrows shoot up. For sure he thought Ted would be at his desk. Oh, well. The other three were getting older, so that probably accounted for their absence. For some weird reason, it pleased him that of the four of them, he was the only one who had shown up to work.
 
Dennis turned on his computer and waited for it to boot up. Once he was up and running, he stared at the screen, wondering what he was going to do. Maybe he should have checked with the EIC to see what, if any, assignments were available this late in the day. He was saved from making any decisions when Ian Smith ran over to him with a sheaf of phone messages.
 
“And, Dennis, some guy has been here three times looking for you, but he wouldn’t leave his name.”
 
Dennis rifled through the pink slips. Nothing that needed his attention. “What guy? Did he say what he wanted? Did he leave a number to call?” He surmised it was the same guy Annie said the mail-room clerk had told her about.
 
“No to everything. I asked, Dennis. Heck, I even followed him the last time he was here. I figured you would want to know, being an investigative reporter. All I can tell you is he was a tall, buff, good-looking guy. He probably weighed around one-eighty. Great suntan, bright blue eyes, and he was sporting a two-hundred-dollar haircut. Drives a Beemer. I was on foot, so I lost him. He looked jittery and nervous. I will say that. I figured he was one of your sources and was looking to get paid or something. Or that he had the skinny on something for you to work on.”
 
Dennis squinted at the cub reporter as he tried to remember if he knew anyone who fit Ian’s description. He couldn’t come up with anyone. “When was the last time he was here? I know all my sources and snitches, and the way you described the guy doesn’t come near to anyone I know. Well, if he shows up again, tell him I’m back. You have my permission to give him my personal cell-phone number.”
 
Ian scampered off, leaving Dennis staring at the home page on his computer. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to conjure up someone in his life—friend, foe, acquaintance—who fit Ian’s description. Absolutely nothing came to him. Therefore, it must be a stranger who had some kind of news for him or needed help of some kind. A mystery, to be sure. One that was going to drive him nuts if he didn’t figure it out.
 
Dennis knew sitting here at his desk with nothing to do was also going to make him nuts. He shut off the computer and headed to the EIC’s office. He stuck his head in the door and asked if there was anything for him to do.
 
“Annie said to tell you to go home and not come back till Monday,” the editor in chief replied. “I told Maggie, Ted, and Espinosa the same thing when they called in earlier this morning. So hike your tail on home, Mr. West, and don’t let me see you till seven o’clock Monday morning. You guys did a super job, so rest on your laurels. If anything earth-shattering happens, I’ll send you a text. Go on now. Git!”
 
Now what was he supposed to do? Monday was days away. Dennis dragged his feet as he headed back to his workstation, grabbed his backpack, then made his way to the elevator. He felt lost, homeless, for some reason. He couldn’t even visit the rest of the fearless group, since they were under the same orders as he was. Well, garbage!
 
He supposed he could use up some time by going to lunch. Or he could hang out in the lobby and hope a big news story walked through the doors. Like that was going to happen. Not. Maybe he should head out to his farmhouse in McLean to check on things. But if he did that, he’d rattle around like a bean in a seven-thousand-square-foot warehouse. He nixed that idea immediately. He needed to do something. Something meant going to the supermarket to fill his larder. He could also stop to pick up his dry cleaning and his shirts at the dry cleaners. Usually, he did things like that on the fly, but it was a way to take up some time.
 
Dennis moved through the revolving door, stepped aside, and looked around, across the street, up and down the street. Nothing caught his eye. Just another ordinary day. He wondered what, if anything, would happen if he went to the BOLO Building and pestered the guys. If they were even there. He could have lunch outside at the Bagel Emporium. The weather had cleared since he set out earlier. The wind had died down, and the sun was out. He should take advantage of the day since it was coming up to the end of October and the weather would turn too cold to eat outside.
 
His decision made, Dennis started walking. Georgetown wasn’t all that far. The exercise would be good for him, and his reward would be a hot pastrami on one of Ding’s perfect bagels.
 
As he made his way to Georgetown, Dennis let his thoughts turn to the mysterious stranger who had been trying to get in touch with him. What, who, where, and why? As hard as he tried, he could not get his brain around who it could possibly be. Letting his imagination run wild, he went from one scenario to another, trying to fit each one to the mysterious stranger. He came up dry each time.
 
Forty minutes later, Dennis checked out the BOLO Building, only to find it uninhabited. He shrugged and made his way down the alley, pressed in the security code, and left the area. Out front, he waited for a break in traffic before he sprinted across the busy road to enter the Bagel Emporium, where he waited in line to place his order. The delectable, tantalizing aromas made him realize he was truly hungry. He explained to the waitress that he would be eating outside. She handed over a numbered card, which meant his bagel, coffee, and brownie would be brought to him.
 
Dennis sat down at a table and prepared to do some serious people watching until his food came. His cell rang. He looked at the caller ID. Ian from the paper. His heart clicked up a beat as he pressed the TALK button. “What’s up, Ian?”
 
“That guy just called again. The one who has been calling. I told him you were back. He asked how he could get in touch with you. I gave him your cell number, Dennis. I hope that was okay. Is it okay?” the cub reporter asked anxiously.
 
“Absolutely. Thanks, Ian. He hasn’t called yet. I guess we should hang up and give him a chance.”
 
After ending his call with Ian, Dennis held his cell phone in front of him, willing it to ring. All thoughts of food or people watching had disappeared. “Ring,” he muttered.
 
The waitress appeared with his food. She set it down and picked up the numbered card and left. Like he could really eat now. His eyes never leaving the cell phone, Dennis reached for the bagel, which was cut in half, and bit down. Tasty. He slurped at the hot coffee. Ding made really exceptional coffee. Delicious. “Ring.”
 
An elderly couple with a golden retriever sat down two tables away. Dennis was just about to attack his brownie when two Georgetown college girls loaded down with books took up another table. He took a moment to realize they were cute but too young for him to get any ideas.
 
Ring.
 
Dennis gathered up his trash. How long should he wait? He’d finished his coffee and brownie. If he was going to stay until the phone rang, he’d have to go inside to get another cup of coffee. Stupid is as stupid does. Of course he was staying. He deposited his trash in the trash can that stood off to the side and walked back inside, then returned to his table with a double latte. The golden retriever barked to welcome him back.
 
“Ring.”
 
Thirty minutes later, Dennis’s cell still hadn’t rung. He finished his double latte and tossed the cup in the trash as well. He patted the golden’s head, smiled at the owners, and left the Bagel Emporium. He stepped to the curb and hailed a taxi and told the driver to take him to the market that was a block from his home. He felt high and low and everything in between. A hair away from finding out who the mysterious stranger was who wanted to get in touch with him.
 
“Well, here I am, buddy, so where are you? Whatever it is you want from me can’t be very important, or you would have been in touch by now. So, Mr. Mysterious, screw you and the horse you rode in on,” Dennis mumbled under his breath.
 
In the neighborhood supermarket, Dennis zipped up and down the aisles, picking and choosing as he went along. Total time spent perusing the aisles: twenty-two minutes. He loped back to his condo at a fast clip and was putting away the last of his groceries when his cell finally rang. He was so ticked off, he almost didn’t answer it, but the reporter in him wouldn’t allow for a phone to ring without being answered. He barked a surly, snarly greeting and waited.
 
“Dennis?” He didn’t recognize the deep timbre of the voice.
 
“Speaking. Who is this?”
 
“It’s me, Toby. I need to see and talk to you. It’s urgent, Dennis.”
 
“Do you have a cold, or did you have throat surgery? Doesn’t sound like you. Are you the guy who has been stopping by the paper and calling but not leaving a name?”
 
“Yeah, yeah, it was me. It’s the lessons. You know, the voice thing.”
 
Dennis didn’t know, but he let it slide. “Look, I’m sorry I never called you after we met up two years ago. Life just got in the way. What’s up?”
 
“Are you busy? Can we meet somewhere? Off the grid.”
 
Off the grid. Spies and federal agents went off the grid. He had read enough and watched enough television to confirm that “off the grid” was spook talk. The fine hairs on the back of Dennis’s neck moved slightly, an indication he needed to go on high alert. “I’m home. I’ve been on the road for work. Just got home this past Friday and slept the past few days away, until today. You want to come by my place? I gave you the address on my card the last time we met.”
 
“Yeah, well, in the move and the shuffle, I lost the card. We need to meet someplace in the open, where there are people around. It needs to look like we met up by chance. Listen, I usually run in Rock Creek Park around four. I end up at the zoo, so how about we meet up there? Just wear running clothes and sneakers. I’ll find you. Don’t worry about watching out for me. And don’t tell anyone you’re meeting me.”
 
Dennis swallowed hard. The fine hairs on the back of his neck were doing their dance of anxiety. “Are you in trouble, Toby?”
 
“Heck, yes. What I mean is, right now I am not in trouble, but I will be very shortly. Why else do you think I would be calling you and going through all this trash?”
 
“Well, to be honest, I thought we were friends and were going to stay in touch. That’s why I thought you were calling, to stay in touch.”
 
“It’s complicated, Dennis. So, are you going to meet me or not?”
 
“Sure.” Dennis waited for Toby to say something, but the call ended. He stared at the phone in his hand for a long time before he placed it gently on the little bistro table in his small kitchen. He could barely take his eyes off the small square. The fine hairs on the back of his neck were still doing their dance.
 
Dennis looked at the clock on the range. An hour to go. Time enough to find his running gear and grab a taxi to take him to the entrance of the park.
 
And he needed time to think.
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White Chicken Stew
 

1 pound chicken breasts, baked and cut in chunks 
2–3 potatoes, peeled and sliced 
1 pkg. frozen peas and carrots 
1 can cream of chicken soup 
1 can cream of celery soup 
½ cup milk (more if you want it thinner) 
¼ cup ranch dressing 
½ cup sour cream 
2 tablespoons dried minced onion 
½ tablespoon Parisienne Herbs or 1/2 teaspoon poultry seasoning 
1 teaspoon kosher salt 
fresh ground pepper to taste


 
Put chicken, veggies, and potatoes in slow cooker.
 
Mix soups, dressing, milk, sour cream, and all seasonings together.
 
Pour over chicken mixture in slow cooker and mix together.
 
 

 
 
Cook on low until heated through and veggies are done.
 
 

 
 
Because this recipe is so comforting and filling, rarely is there room for dessert, but I have a sweet tooth so I serve lime Jell-O mixed with mandarin oranges. I hate to admit this, but I top it off with a mountain of Reddi-Wip. My bad. But . . . it is soooo good. Perfect ending to a great meal.
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FERN MICHAELS is the USA Today and New York Times
 
bestselling author of the Sisterhood, Men of the Sisterhood, and Godmothers series and dozens of other novels and novellas. There are over seventy-five million copies of her books in print. Fern Michaels has built and funded several large day-care centers in her hometown, and is a passionate animal lover who has outfitted police dogs across the country with special bulletproof vests. She shares her home in South Carolina with her four dogs and a resident ghost named Mary Margaret.
 
Visit her website at fernmichaels.com.

Click here to get all the latest news from Fern Michaels!
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ONE STEP AT A TIME
 
In a city built on dreams, Trisha Holiday makes her living moving like one. But out of her dancer’s costume, she’s as down-to-earth as they come. That’s why she ignores the admiring note that arrives backstage after one of her ethereal performances. Yet the sender, a wealthy foreign prince, isn’t easily dissuaded. An American education has made Malik long for the freedom to choose his own bride—and the woman he wants is Trisha.
 
 

 
After a breathtaking visit to Malik’s kingdom culminates in a marriage proposal, Trish attempts to adjust to an opulent new lifestyle. In the midst of these dizzying changes, she vows to help her sister, Emma, whose marriage has ended in a bitter breakup. And through it all, she strives to stay true to what matters most—love, true friendship, and the ties that hold family together across the miles and the years—and embrace the everlasting dance of life.
 

 



Click here to get your copy!

“Fern Michaels never fails to deliver a heartfelt and wrenching story . . . A wonderful and powerful read.”
 
—Fresh Fiction on A Family Affair
 
 

 
“Michaels’ latest is sure to capture the hearts of its readers, even while tickling their funny bones.”
 
—Booklist on The Blossom Sisters
 
 

 
“Michaels just keeps getting better and better with each book . . . She never disappoints.”
 
—RT Book Reviews, 4 Stars on Forget Me Not
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LEAVING LA LA LAND
 
Teresa “Toots” Loudenberry has a knack for finding adventure, even when she’s not looking for it. But ever since her friend Sophie convinced her to start holding regular séances, life in Los Angeles is getting a little too dramatic even for Toots’s tastes. When their friend Ida receives a message from the beyond suggesting that her late husband was murdered, a spooked Toots decides it’s time the Godmothers left LA for her hometown of Charleston…
 
 

 
Meanwhile, Mavis, the final member of their group, has been acting suspiciously, mailing packages in bulk and refusing to divulge what she’s up to. She should know by now that Ida, Toots, and Sophie will never let secrets rest or ignore a friend in need. And when the Godmothers discover that whoever killed Ida’s husband has plans for Ida too, they’ll do what they do best—rally together, concoct a daring plan, and show the world there is no match for these four formidable friends . . .
 

 



Click here to get your copy!

“A thrilling read ripped from today’s headlines. Michaels mixes humor and good old-fashioned cop drama in an endearing way.”—RT Book Reviews
 
 

 
“A page-turner . . . the perfect blend of mystery, adventure and romance.”
 
—The Charleston Mercury
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The Sisterhood: a group of women from all walks of life bound by friendship and a quest for justice. Armed with vast resources, top-notch expertise, and a loyal network of allies around the globe, the Sisterhood will not rest until every wrong is made right.
 
 

 
The women of the Sisterhood are united by their mission to help those unable to help themselves. But now they’ve encountered opponents who share a unique bond of their own. The law firm of Queen, King, Bishop & Rook—the Chessmen—has been a formidable force in Washington, D.C., for decades. And Sisterhood member Nikki Quinn’s new case has made her their prime target.
 
 

 
Nikki has agreed to represent Livinia Lambert as she files for divorce from her domineering, greedy husband, Wilson “Buzz” Lambert. Buzz, currently Speaker of the House, fears the scandal will scupper his presidential plans, and intends to make life extremely difficult for Livinia—with the Chessmen’s help. The Chessmen may play dirty, but the Sisterhood play smart. For too long, the Chessmen have believed themselves above the law they pretend to serve, but there’s no statute of limitations on the Sisterhood’s particular brand of justice—or their loyalty . . .
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“Michaels listens to fans and delivers one heck of a punch.”
 
—RT Book Reviews on Double Down
 
 

 
“Michaels just keeps getting better and better with each book . . . She never disappoints.”
 
—RT Book Reviews, 4 Stars on Forget Me Not
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