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Synopsis
 
A girl meets girl, girl meets ghosts, funny, fast-paced thriller stretching from the streets of London’s theatre-land to the sand dunes of Provincetown.
 
When Tony Carson wakes to a pretty drag queen perched on her chest of drawers, she thinks she’s dreaming. But it’s Tony’s powers that have awoken, and the ghosts just won’t leave her alone.
 
Struggling with the mystery surrounding the death of her father, attractive herbalist Maya Silva needs Tony more than she knows, and it’s not just for her supernatural detecting.
 
Dark storms are brewing and Tony’s about to discover the spirit world can be a very dangerous world indeed…
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Chapter One
 
“It’s wetter than a rainy day in Rainsville, Rainsylvania, out there,” Jade said, taking a sip of her cosmo mocktail and watching gusts of water throw themselves against the small round houseboat windows. “What if it’s not natural? Shouldn’t we be worried with all these climate changes and everything?”
“Well,” Tony said, glancing up from the script of Oklahoma. “If you see an old bloke with a long beard leading a bunch of animals down the road, we should probably start to stock up on baked beans.”
Tony was tucked up and cozy in the sitting area of her best friend Jade’s narrow boat, which was moored in Poplar Dock, a quiet marina hidden away amongst the bustle and splendor of Canary Wharf in London’s Docklands. Rain pelted down rhythmically on the wood and fiberglass paneled ceiling, and Tony was glad of the heat thrown out by the black solid fuel stove set into the corner of the room.
“Ha!” Jade laughed into her glass, splurting cranberry juice down her white top. The red stains on the tight white top contrasted with her deep, roasted-coffee complexion in a flattering, if slightly unsightly way. “Come on, Tony. How sad are you, sitting in on a Sunday night testing my lines? Let’s hit the Candy Store, see if we can’t get you a new girlfriend.”
“In this weather? Anyway, I’m not looking,” Tony muttered, shifting about on Jade’s expensive designer sofa. “Besides, as you said yourself, the show opens in three weeks, and you need to be line perfect and off book by Friday.” One good thing about having a best friend in the business of show business was they both had the same night off. Tony understood the strange life of a musical theater performer. Although Tony was production crew, she’d worked with West End Wendys long enough to understand their funny little ways and appreciate their needs. “Come along,” Tony said sternly. “Let’s go over act two, scene two again. You were pretty crap at that.”
“Thank you,” Jade said sarcastically before tipping her head back and narrowing her eyes. Jade had a unique physical characteristic for each character she played: Laurey Williams apparently had facial problems. “Why we stopping? Thought you wanted to dance,” Jade said, slipping effortlessly into a Midwest accent.
“Want to talk to you. Whut made you slap that whip onto Old Eighty and nearly make her run away? Whut was yer hurry?” Tony read Jud Fry’s part in the thickest accent she could manage, making Jade wince. “What on earth is an Old Eighty?” Tony asked.
Jade glared at Tony. “I hate it when you interrupt the flow. It’s a cow or a horse or something. Give me the line again.”
“Whut was yer hurry?” Tony said, even thicker than before.
“I was afraid we’d be late for the party,” Jade said, tipping her head back.
“No, that’s wrong,” Tony said. Jade had given her strict instructions to correct her on every word.
“What is it, then?”
“You actually say, ‘’Fraid we’d be late fer the party.’”
“That’s what I said.”
“You said for, it says fer.”
“That’s the accent, fool.” Jade rolled her eyes and looked up at Tony affectionately. “You know you’ll never find true love sitting around my houseboat.”
“That depends,” Tony said. Jade had an obsession for finding true love. It didn’t help when she got romantic parts in musicals. In fact, she was such a method actor it sent her into a frenzy of true-love finding.
“Depends on what?” Jade finished the last of her cosmo and stared at the bottom of the glass as if it would magically refill itself.
“Depends on who I meet here. Or on the way here,” Tony added. “I could meet someone on the bus.” The wind picked up, whistling around the boat like it was made of balsa wood. Tony had no desire to go out to a bar, searching for someone to make her feel less lonely. I have Jade for that. She looked at her affectionately. Jade crinkled up her eyes before leaning over to pour herself another alcohol-free cosmopolitan from a jug.
Tony rustled the script. “Let’s do more lines, and I want to hear you sing ‘Slurry with the Fringe on Top.’ You’d think they’d change that word for a British run, wouldn’t you? After all, ‘Pig manure with a fringe on top’ probably won’t go down so well with London audiences.”
“Oh God, man, it’s surry, not slurry, you dumb ass!” Jade frowned at Tony, her Trinidad accent bursting free from the RP English accent that got her seen for parts like Laurey Williams, rather than be forever consigned to playing gang members, prostitutes, and the occasional Carmen Jones. “Now, am I your very best friend in the whole world?” Jade ripped the script out of Tony’s hands.
“Best and most annoying friend.” Tony lunged for the script and landed between Jade’s cranberry-stained breasts. Tony would have found that exciting four years previously when she’d had a huge crush on Jade and hadn’t yet heard her crunch down on ginger biscuits.
“Then listen to me, hot stuff. You’ve been on the shelf since Amy left six months ago.”
Tony scowled. Rain pitter-pattered on the houseboat roof, and a high, pealing laughter came from the walkway to the barge next door. “And beleeeve! You’re getting dusty and past your sell-by date. You got to get out there, Tony. Face it. Amy’s not coming back.”
Tony scowled harder. There was a rattle of chain from the barge’s gangway. She tensed as a premonition snaked through her gut. She jumped up, running through the galley kitchen to wrench open the small door. “Bring your phone,” she shouted back to Jade before stepping out into driving rain.
As Tony walked along the deck, heading for the gangway, a woman drunkenly tried to wrench open the locked barge door. Expecting it to open, the woman slipped, hit the chain link handrail, and bounced straight into dense, green water. She disappeared below, leaving nothing but ripples churned to an eddy by wind and rain.
“Hell!” Tony kicked off her shoes, pulled off her watch, and jumped in. Freezing water slapped the breath out of her body. She could just make out a mass of flailing limbs beneath her in the murky, airless depths. She filled her lungs and dived.
Vise-like pressure gripped Tony’s head. Her ears thumped with eerie underwater sounds as water rushed through her eyes and nose. She stretched toward the frantically moving limbs, grabbed hold of wet cloth, and pulled. The drunk woman struggled against her, making it painfully hard to drag her upward. Tony’s ears pounded; her chest was on fire. In a few seconds, she would have to breathe in. Kicking and pulling like crazy, she broke the surface and hauled the woman up. Tony gulped down sweet air and foul canal water, while the woman continued to flail her arms against Tony’s face.
“Calm down!” Tony choked out.
“Here!” Jade threw a large red lifebelt into the canal. A splash of water hit Tony in the face. The woman grabbed the belt and swam furiously away from her.
Tony started to shiver as she heaved herself wearily back onto the towpath. Jade and Tony took a hand each and hauled the drunk girl out. She was heavy for such a small, scowling woman. “Why did you try to kill me?” she spat demonically.
“What do you mean? Tony saved your life! You were drowning,” Jade said indignantly.
“Rubbish! I would have been all right in a minute. All that kicking and pushing, it was her that nearly drowned me.” The drunk girl’s teeth were chattering, making her look like a wet, scowling, nodding dog.
“Can you swim?” Jade asked.
“No, but…” She huffed, then sighed and looked into the water. Tony started to walk toward Jade’s boat. “Where you going? My bag’s still in there.” The woman waved an indignant finger toward the canal.
Tony glared at her. “I’m not going back in that water.”
“But it’s got my keys and everything. My boyfriend’s not back till tomorrow.”
Jade pulled the woman to her feet. “You’ll have to stay the night with me,” she said reluctantly.
 
*
 
Jade closed the bedroom door on loud, slurred snoring. “That was a brave thing you did.”
Tony handed her a mug of tea as she squeezed in beside her on the small but elegant sofa. “I didn’t stop to think about it.”
“Considering your fear of water and all,” Jade said, putting her arm around her. She pulled her into her ample chest. The steam from her tea rose pleasantly into Tony’s frozen face. “I was worried about you for a minute there.” She hugged Tony tight before pushing her away. “You knew something was going to happen, didn’t you? You jumped up like she’d fallen in already.”
Tony nodded, pulling at the jogging bottoms and T-shirt Jade had lent her. Tony was considerably taller than Jade, and her clothes were cutting into delicate places.
“One of your feelings?”
“Yeah,” Tony said, trying to pull the pants from between her bottom cheeks.
“Shame your premonitions don’t stretch to lifebelts.”
“Huh?”
“The lifebelt hanging on the wall―you could have just thrown it in after her.”
Tony caught a cab home, stumbled into bed, and tried to lose the shivery feeling that crawled over her skin. When she closed her eyes, all she could see was dull, green water washing over her head, and long, shadowy fingers sucking her down…
 
*
 
The news, when it came, was devastating. The phone was cold and hard against Maya’s cheek. “We found him out in the dunes. Near that old beach shack of his.” Uncle Pete’s voice growled on, low and reassuring. Maya wasn’t hearing anything. Her mind tumbled six words over and over. Your father passed away this morning.
It was night now. The back garden was bathed in the inky orange light of London nights. Here in the UK, it’s night now, Maya wanted to say. In Cape Cod, it would be mid-afternoon and probably freezing. She shut her eyes and thought about her father, lying in a mortuary somewhere, all alone. A knot of pain cut through the anesthetizing numbness of shock. She bit her lower lip.
The street door rattled open and shut. Another occupant of the flats coming home: the daily routine of their life continuing as normal.
“It’s his birthday next week…” Maya faltered. “It would have been his sixty-second birthday next week.”
“Hmm? Oh. Yeah. February twenty-third.” Uncle Pete’s quiet breath rose and fell rhythmically. “Tell me when you’re coming. I’ll meet you in Boston.”
All Maya could think of was standing in line at the post office that morning. She was already late for a client, but she’d been determined to mail her parcel. Her father would have already been dead. And she’d been trying to make sure he got his birthday present on time.
 
*
 
“Oh pl-eeese! It’s like talking to a drunk’s didgeridoo.”
Tony blinked open her eyes to squint at a pretty lady with six-inch sparkly eyelashes, huge blond hair, and a dress that had both sequins and shoulder pads. She was perched cross-legged on Tony’s chest of drawers.
“Wake up and smell the brimstone, sweetcakes,” she croaked in a pitch as rich as molasses.
“Smell the…huh?”
“Tony, you’re thirty-eight. Lord knows you’re practically mature. It’s time you acknowledged your psychic abilities. What’s to lose? It’s not like you have a lot of other abilities.”
How rude you are,
strange lady perched on my chest of drawers. It dawned on Tony that she wasn’t so much a large femme as a small ladyboy.
“Call me Deirdre,” she said. “And call your father. He knows what to do.”
Tony closed her eyes at the thought of talking to her father about psychic matters. When she opened her eyes again, Deirdre had gone.
 
*
 
Tony nodded to the guy on the stage door as she ran through to the backstairs and dashed into the lighting box just in time for show call.
“Tony on cans,” she announced, putting the headset on and speaking into the microphone that hovered just in front of her mouth.
The deputy stage manager laughed. “I’m guessing you’re panting because you’re late again, rather than excited to be speaking to me.”
“Ha ha,” Tony muttered, switching on the lighting desk and waiting for the monitor to scroll up the show information.
Whenever the DSM got drunk she’d whisper huskily, “I’m practically bisexual. ’S just I love my boyfriend.” Tony avoided being in dark corners with her and wished she wouldn’t embarrass herself on cans with the whole crew listening.
“Beginners on stage, please. Stand by lighting cues two through four.”
“Standing by,” Tony responded. She looked through the big glass window in front of her at the audience in the upper circle, taking their seats. Soft, red, fold-up, cinema-style chairs ran in semicircular rows in front of the ornate cream and gold balcony. Slim brass railings prevented people determined enough to lean over the balcony from falling the thirty meters to the stalls below. The rest of the auditorium wrapped around, via private boxes decorated with plaster scrollwork, to the magnificent proscenium arch and the plush red velvet front tabs.
“Front of house clearance. This is your front of house clearance. Go LX two, sound cue two, fly cue one.” The DSM might be a nightmare after one too many Bacardi Breezers, but Tony knew she was second to none at calling the show.
Tony pressed the Go button. The house lights dimmed, and the preshow lighting state faded to a dim blue sidelight as flying crew lifted the front tabs revealing the stage to the audience for the first time. A line of dancers strutted on and stood behind chairs as the lights began fading up into a brighter blue state, which silhouetted them in their angular pose. The audience relaxed into the opening number.
Tony had time to read the paper during scene three, a long scene with no songs that she swore got longer every night.
“My God! You could get a bus through their pauses.”
Alarmed, Tony clicked her head up to find the ladyboy from her dream perched on the other high swivel chair. “W-What are you?” she stuttered. “Are you real?”
“Oh, you silly lesbian,” Deirdre tsked. “Haven’t you worked it out by now? I’m your spirit guide.”
Tony stared openmouthed.
“I can tell you now, that’s not a look that works for you,” Deirdre said, looking down her aquiline nose at Tony.
Tony closed her mouth. “Go away. I’m working.”
“Working smerking. All you do is press a button, and someone tells you when to do that.”
“I rig lights as well, and focus them and…other stuff!”
Deirdre didn’t look impressed. “You’re ignoring your true calling. You’re psychic, and people need psychics. Well, dead people need psychics, so step up and do your duty, you Sapphic sap.”
“Stand by LX cues twenty-five through thirty-two.”
“Standing by,” Tony muttered. “Now shut up. I’ve got to concentrate.” She glared at Deirdre.
“I beg your pardon!” the DSM said angrily through Tony’s headset.
Shit! I haven’t switched my mic off. Tony flushed with embarrassment.
“How can I shut up? I’m cueing you. See how far you get without me reminding you. We all know you practically nap through the show.”
Deirdre snorted as Tony wondered how the DSM could possibly be so snippy. Usually, people at least had the courtesy to sleep with her before they spoke to her like that.
Sally Bowles took her bowler hat off. That was LX cue twenty-five; Tony was sure of it. The DSM was deathly quiet. Should Tony go anyway? Sweat broke out on her forehead. Her finger hovered over the Go button.
“Go cues twenty-five through thirty-two.”
Tony hit Go.
“Would you like my assistance in future?” the DSM said prissily.
“Yes. Yes. I wasn’t talking to you.”
“Who were you talking to then? Is there someone in the lighting box with you?” the DSM said sharply.
“No.” Tony glanced at Deirdre, who was reapplying lipstick and combing through her wig.
“Someone else is coming, so be ready,” she said out of the corner of her mouth.
Tony switched off her mic. “Who?”
“You see dead people, honey. Get used to it. Also, get some advice. I told you: Go see your dad.”
Tony looked Deirdre up and down. “Are you dead?”
“Hard to believe, I know, but don’t feel bad for me. This beauty’ll never age.” Deirdre patted her nose with face powder. “You’d tell me if I had a sheen wouldn’t you, honey?”
“Huh?” Tony peered at Deirdre in the dim light of the lighting box.
“Tony! What’s the matter with you tonight! Go LX thirty-three!”
Tony looked round to see a scene change taking place in full light. Quickly, she plunged the stage into a pale lilac glow. When she looked back, Deirdre had vanished again.



Chapter Two
 
Tony was propped up on the edge of her dad’s old brown three-seater sofa. She picked at a bit of thread as she worried about bringing up the subject of ghosts. Her dad brought two beers through to the lounge that had hardly changed since Tony’s mother had died. Two large matching sofas ran against two of the walls, with a set of wooden coffee tables nestled into the corner between them. A large LCD TV dominated the room in front of a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf in a large alcove, next to the Victorian fireplace her dad had restored.
“I’m touched you came to see me on your only day off,” he said, taking a seat beside her. “I’ve been worried about you. It can’t be easy being away from Amy and Louise.”
Tony flinched. She didn’t want to think about her ex-girlfriend and the child they were supposed to bring up together. She popped the top off her Beck’s, and then bit on a nail. “I’m worried I’m hallucinating,” she said quietly.
“Have you been taking those high-caffeine pills again?” Her dad frowned.
“No, Dad. I just took them when I was working the two jobs, remember? They did make me feel strange, though. Do you think it’s a throwback?”
Tony’s dad scratched his head. “That was over a year ago, wasn’t it, Tony? When Louise was still a baby and Amy couldn’t work.”
Tony stared at the label on her beer bottle. What was it with her dad? He seemed to be obsessed with talking about the family she missed so desperately. He sighed beside her. His eyes were fixed on the TV. Tony knew her dad had loved having a granddaughter. Damn Amy for going two hundred miles away, back up to Manchester. Well, there was no point thinking about that now.
“I’m seeing a dead person!” Tony blurted out.
Her dad stiffened. Other than that, he gave no indication that he’d heard her.
“A drag queen,” Tony said louder.
“You’re seeing a dead drag queen? You couldn’t see a normal person?” He flicked his eyes at her for a moment before fixing back on a washing powder advert.
“What’s normal, Dad?” Tony said defensively.
“You know what I mean. Pass me the paper, will you? Let’s see what’s on later.”
“Don’t try to change the subject. She said to talk to you about it.” Tony willed him to meet her gaze.
Finally, Tony’s dad tore his eyes away from the screen. “I was worried this would happen. I never liked those premonitions of yours.”
“Well, nobody liked my premonitions. It usually meant something bad was going to happen,” Tony mumbled.
“Okay, well, this is my advice: Don’t have anything to do with ghosts. Tell this drag act to leave you alone. If you start talking to them, they’ll hound you day and night. It got to the point I was half-crazy with it. Then I met your mother and she got me out of all that.”
Tony stared at him in amazement. “You did speak to ghosts, then?”
Her dad looked startled. He thought for a moment. “Well, there was a time it certainly seemed to me like I did. How can you prove it, if no one else can see them? Alice helped me, with counseling and medication. I don’t want to worry you, Antonia, but maybe it’s a kind of insanity that runs in the family. I regularly found my mother talking to an empty chair. But it doesn’t matter. You can get over it. All you need is something to fill your life.” Her dad patted Tony’s hand. “Look, why don’t you get us another beer?” He reached for the phone. “I’ll ring Giuseppe’s. What kind of pizza do you want?”
“Margherita,” Tony mumbled. She allowed her dad to change the subject. Whatever she was seeing, it looked like her dad had seen them too. Things were just getting stranger and stranger.
 
*
 
There was only the wind. Blowing endlessly through the shifting sand. Away from the shore and the shacks, in a lonely spot, tucked away from hikers and dune tourists, Pete Silva sat cross-legged, meditating on patience.
An ant, as large as his thumbnail, made a slow trail across the sand in front of his feet. Bowed under the weight of a dead insect, the ant slipped and slid, pressing forward painfully slowly. Pete imagined the ant’s grim determination. He reached down inside himself, searching into the depths of his soul. He drifted, focused on filling his mind with the will to carry through Jose’s desires. After years of blocking out his former teacher, now Pete called to him every day, asking Jose to guide him in the dream time.
Nestled between the dark layers of his soul, Pete found a spark of uncertainty. Was it really necessary to pursue this brutal course? Decades ago, Jose had taught him to put aside the false morality of his Western culture. He had sometimes yearned to do just that in the years of cloying goodness that followed Pete’s flight from Mexico. A long time ago, he’d run away from Jose and his teachings, his faith in dark shamanism destroyed. Now he embraced it once more. Pete knew he had to search out his own reluctance and crush it, just as the weight of the dead fly would surely crush the ant.
He saw now that it was always going to come to this. Years of harnessing spiritual energies had made him a powerful shaman, but he had been walking in the wrong direction. He had been sucked up in trying to help his brother, trying to protect his niece, and trying not to hate what his hometown had become. A gust of wind showered Pete with sand. The same wind tossed the ant sideways, wrenching the fly out of its grasp. Sand covered the flailing ant until it disappeared under a cloud of golden grit.
Dark forces stirred in Pete. Like an alcoholic eyeing the whisky bottle, Pete hungered for the obscene surge of power that had once frightened him. To get that kind of power, Jose had told him in his dream, Pete must search patiently through his chakras, removing all and any traces of his own humanity.
The newly formed miniature sand dune by Pete’s left foot stirred. The ant’s head emerged. It hauled the rest of its body onto the surface and took a second to orientate itself. Then it set off solidly toward the dead fly.
 
*
 
Jade had insisted on taking Tony for a stroll by the river.
“Don’t you see enough of water?” Tony grumbled, zipping her jacket against the bitter wind that sliced into any exposed skin. She had to admit the river was beautiful, though. Even murky and gray, the expanse of it carved a lungful of air into the city. On the South Bank, with the old-fashioned black iron street lamps washing everything gently golden, it was magical.
“I’ll pop in the BFI and grab us a couple of coffees.” Jade flashed Tony a grin and disappeared.
Tony leaned against the wall that stopped careless tourists falling into the river and watched revelers on a river cruise sail slowly by. The boat churned a white stream through the gray-green water. People were dancing below deck, and a couple kissed at the front of the boat. The softly lit old buildings on the other side of the river glowed in a friendly, impressive way. People strolled across Waterloo Bridge seemingly unaware of the London law that states all citizens must rush at all times and never, never, never stop to admire the beautiful city they live in.
“Help me.” An elderly woman was staring anxiously up at Tony. She was frail-looking. The pale skin on her hands and face stretched over her bones like paper. She was holding on to a worn brown handbag while pulling a thin beige mac tightly around her body. Wisps of snowy white hair fluttered out from under a tan and beige crocheted hat.
“Pardon?”
“Help me,” she repeated urgently.
“Are you lost?”
“You have to come to my house. Now.” She turned.
“Wait a minute. I’ll help you if I can. Just tell me what the problem is.”
“The problem is you’re talking to yourself.”
“What?” Tony spun round to see Jade, one eyebrow raised, staring doubtfully at her.
“No, I’m not!” Tony tipped her head toward the elderly woman. “I’m talking to this lady.”
The old lady pressed her lips together anxiously. Jade sipped coffee through a hole in the plastic lid of her paper cup. Steam curled upward. “Er, Tony, what lady?”
“This—” Tony jerked her finger toward…empty space. “Oh.” Her stomach tensed. “Tell me you saw the old lady standing next to me.”
Jade shook her head slowly. “So, my friend, have you been taking those high-caffeine pills again?”
Tony took a sip of her own coffee. “Jade, strange things have been going on. I’ve been seeing a dead drag queen.”
“Jesus Christ, Tony. I know I said you should get back out there, but I didn’t mean to the land of the truly bizarre.”
“No, I didn’t mean I was going out with him—her. I meant seeing him, as in: lo, he appeared before me.”
“When you say dead?”
“I mean like a ghost. I’ve been talking to a ghost. Well, maybe two ghosts. Are you positive you didn’t see that old lady?”
“Positive,” Jade said quietly. “There was no one here but you, Tony.”
“Hmm.” Tony’s gaze flickered away from Jade and out to the darkening water.
 
*
 
Provincetown in February was deserted and frozen. The holiday homes, the locals, and the shops on Commercial Street were battened down and braced for a Cape Cod winter.
The morning of Maya’s father’s funeral was dull and hazy. Mellow, stonewashed sunlight sighed through the cloudy sky. Maya had traveled thousands of miles from her adopted home in London back to her Cape Cod childhood.
Maya sat through the Unitarian service, next to her uncle Pete, thankful for his calm strength. Perhaps his spirituality was helping him, or maybe he was just older and had seen more death. Her mother wasn’t coming back to Cape Cod, not even to bury her husband. Uncle Pete was all the family she had. Uncle Pete made her feel safe and eased her pain a little. She remembered when she was a child, how he’d always been there, standing quietly in the background, ready with a kind word. The pastor stood in front of the big, old dark wood altar in his neat, plain gray suit and said soothing words that Maya couldn’t quite focus on. She stared past the black-clothed backs in front of her, letting her eyes drift upward to the enormous chandeliers hovering over the congregation and then outward to the double windows and rows of tall pillars running the whole length of the chapel on each side. She took some comfort in the height of the white, light space. It was a good place to say good-bye.
Outside the church, Maya shook hands with people who looked older than she remembered them. Tom from the bank, Martha from the movie house, and several generations of Johnsons—their next-door neighbors for twenty years. Provincetown locals all, they squared back their shoulders and looked Maya in the eye. Maya knew their offers of help were genuine. These were people who would come out in a storm. Any one of them would have helped her father. If only they’d known he was out there.
Old artist friends had come from all over Cape Cod, Boston, and New York. Her father’s work had a reputation. Uncle Pete had mentioned the price was already going up for his paintings.
The ride out to the crematorium was through forest. The threaded fingers of pine trees, shrouded in icing sugar snow, blocked out a sky now somber with gray cloud.
Numb with grief, Maya watched her father’s coffin disappear behind a curtain. She clenched her fists until the nails bit into her palms and let the tears fall. Uncle Pete pressed a handkerchief into her hand. It smelled of soap and pine.
Snow was falling by the time they left the crematorium. Maya searched the horizon, looking toward the hulking dunes. She followed their shadows as they rumbled on toward the ocean’s shallow waves. Her heart was breaking. She wanted to hug her dad. Their relationship had been difficult at the best of times. She’d struggled for years to cope with his push-pull and his constant needs. Finally, she’d traveled three thousand miles to the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, only to wake each morning with the compulsion to call him. There was always the voice inside Maya nagging at her to check he was taking his meds. Funny how all the pain and frustration with him had swept away the instant he died. Now her heart ached with guilt and with missing him. There should have been years more for visits. She’d always had an excuse not to come back. Her heart was full of regrets and her head full of questions: Why was he out there anyway? What was he doing in that beach shack with no electricity or running water, in the dead of winter, when he had a nice warm house in the West End? And why had he been out in the water, in the cold hours before dawn, in the middle of a storm, in jeans and a T-shirt?
Maya sat next to Uncle Pete at the lawyer’s in Truro and dimly heard the lawyer say she’d been left both the big house in the West End and the beach shack. She didn’t want any of it. At that moment, all she wanted was the paintbrush beneath her fingers that she’d taken out of her dad’s workshop and put in the pocket of her long wool coat. That and the photo in its wooden frame back at the house, of Maya, aged six, holding her father’s hand, looking trustingly up into his eyes while he painted at his easel, out in the dunes.
 
*
 
It took three bars of organic chocolate to sweeten up the deputy stage manager. “Well, if you bought me the one with almonds in, you must really want to make it up to me,” she pouted, tearing off the wrapper and then cramming six pieces into her mouth at once. “Mmm. Thish ish reeely nice, Tony, thank you.”
Tony delicately glanced away from the chocolate dribble creeping down the left side of her mouth. “No problem.” Tony took the back stairs two at a time, relieved the DSM was talking to her and that she could go back to not getting any serious news at all from the free newspaper.
By the second half of the show, with no ghostly ladyboys or strange old ladies materializing in the lighting box, Tony had persuaded herself that her mind had been playing tricks on her. Besides, a nasty toothache that had been on-again-off-again had returned, and was raging in her upper left wisdom tooth. Tony irrationally didn’t like going to the dentist, as she was rather sexy, and Tony couldn’t bear for her to see Tony in a chair with her mouth open.
Onstage, Sally Bowles was getting concerned about events in Berlin. The group of fascists singing “Tomorrow Belongs to Me” while drinking what could only be warm lager had probably given her a clue. Tony happily focused on pressing the flashing orange button whenever the DSM told her to. The sweet everyday rhythm of operating lights on a running show was as warm as a blanket over her shoulders.
“The one in the bowler hat, did she fall out with the costume designer?”
Tony looked round reluctantly. Deirdre swiveled eerily round to face her in the dim blue light.
“No.”
“Oh, come on. You’d have to hate someone to put an ass like that in a Basque.” Deirdre patted her backcombed hair.
“The costume’s kind of expected. Didn’t you see the film? When did you die anyway?”
“Nineteen eighty-two. It was a wonderful year. Everyone, and I mean everyone, was young and had shoulder pads. The bathhouses and back rooms were packed tighter than a drag king’s underpants with happy homos, finally proud and free to consume all the men they could eat. We did it all, and I did more than most. I thought nothing could stop me. I hadn’t even heard of immunity, let alone the compromised type.” Deirdre peered at the dancers over enormous eyelashes mottled with chunks of mascara. “Seriously, the designer hates her. Her butt cheeks are grazing the back of her knees. Anyway, I got sick and I got some very unsightly sores. Then I got to watch my friends terrify themselves till they couldn’t look at me anymore.”
“Deirdre…”
She turned a cheek in Tony’s direction.
“I want to hear you properly, but I’m listening out for my cues. I really can’t piss off the DSM again. Can you pass by later, when I get home?”
“Okay. I’ll bring Mrs. Turner.”
“Who?”
“The old dame from the South Bank.”
“Oh God, no. Don’t bring her…” Tony lowered her voice, unsure if Mrs. Turner was lurking somewhere unseen. “She’s a bit scary.”
Deirdre laughed. “Like you’ve got a choice! You have to listen to her or she’ll haunt you, and if you think she’s scary now—”
“Stand by lighting cue fifty-six.”
“Standing by.” Tony switched the mic off. “Okay, Okay, just go.”
 
*
 
Tony was tucked into her ninth-floor flat in Poplar, sucking on a clove and making herself a chamomile tea when Deirdre popped in with the old lady. They materialized in front of the big glass windows that looked out for miles over London. Deirdre beamed at Tony through hot pink lips while Mrs. Turner ran her eyes skeptically over the minimalist living room.
“Can I get you anything?” Tony said out of habit.
“Yeah. Steak and chips with a glass of Californian Merlot, followed by Mom’s cherry pie,” Deirdre said wryly.
“Ooh yes!” The old lady frowned at Tony’s sofa, patted an almost imperceptible stain to check it wasn’t still wet, then sat down gingerly. “What I wouldn’t give for a nice fry-up.”
“But you can’t eat, can you?” Tony chipped in. “What with you being…”
“It’s all right, honey, you can say it. We’re dead. Dead and proud,” Deirdre said, snapping her fingers.
“Speak for yourself, dear. I’m dead, but I don’t have to be proud of it.” The old lady flicked at a piece of fluff on the sofa. Her fingers sailed straight through it.
“That’s because you ain’t passed over. Tony, this is Mrs. Turner. She can’t rest because of her fireplace.”
Mrs. Turner looked up at Tony. “This could be a nice little flat, dear, if you got a cleaner in and spruced it up a bit. You could do with a few knickknacks. Maybe a vase of flowers. You can get plastic ones if you don’t want to be bothered with fresh.”
Tony walked over to the sofa and sat next to Mrs. Turner. Part of her wanted to see what would happen if she sat on her. Was it rude to sit on the dead, she wondered?
“My son sealed it up.”
Tony sipped her tea. “You can’t rest because your son sealed up your fireplace?”
Mrs. Turner nodded.
“Must really like open fireplaces, huh?”
Mrs. Turner tapped Tony’s knee crossly, or tried to. Her fingers went through Tony, like the fluff. “I don’t give two hoots for the fireplace, except that’s where I hid the necklace.”
“Diamonds!” Deirdre said out of the corner of her mouth like a doll out of Guys and Dolls. She perched on the arm of the sofa, flexing her hands out like two fans. Tony got a flash of hot pink nail varnish with something sparkly in it.
“It’s a family heirloom. Passed down for generations. See, I left the house to my son, Billy. The necklace was supposed to go to his wife. Trouble was, I popped off rather sudden, without telling anyone where I’d hidden the family jewels. Then Billy sealed off the old fireplace, put a fancy new gas one in. I’ve tried to tell him where the necklace is, but he can’t hear me. He’s a lovely boy but not a psychic bone in his body.” Mrs. Turner shrugged apologetically.
“Watcha gonna do?” Deirdre patted Mrs. Turner’s knee. “That’s where you come in, Tony. You have to go and tell them.”
Toothache shot through Tony’s upper jaw. She winced.
“Don’t pull that face. It’s not far. It’s only in Camden,” Mrs. Turner said sharply.
“I’ve got a toothache.” Tony tried massaging her cheek. It just shot the pain upward, making her eye water.
“Toothache? Christ, Tony, go to the orthodontist. You gotta look after yourself, honey. You got people relying on you now. We need your body, not having our own.”
A tear plopped out of Tony’s watery eye.
“Oh, don’t be sad, dear. He’s a nice young man really, isn’t he?” Mrs. Turner said softly to Deirdre.
“He’s a lesbian,” Deirdre said.
“Oh.” Mrs. Turner stared at Tony. “It’s hard to tell, isn’t it? I’ve never sat on a lesbian sofa before.”
“So, Tony honey, get some sleep, get your teeth fixed. We’ll show up when it’s the right time.” Deirdre stood, flicked hair off her shoulder, and beckoned to Mrs. Turner, who was still staring.
“Perhaps if you wore a hat, dear?” she whispered into Tony’s ear as she got up. “A big floppy one with a bow, or flowers. People wouldn’t think you were a man then, would they?”
Tony forced a smile as the ghosts left through the plate glass windows. She imagined Deirdre and Mrs. Turner floating up and away over the twinkling white and orange lights of the London skyline.



Chapter Three
 
Jade was driving Tony to a house party in Clapton. While most people who could had left “murder mile,” Jade’s friend clung fondly to the old days when respectable families lived in reasonable harmony in the neighborhood.
“Take a left.” Tony was directing Jade with her trusty, well-thumbed A-Z. Jade didn’t bother with maps. According to her, she knew London as well as a cabbie. Tony, however, had been subjected to Jade’s “knowledge” of London roads far too many times to get in a car with her without a map.
“It’ll take you out of yourself,” Jade declared, slamming her foot on the brakes as a little black Escort, squishing bass, cut in front of her. “Learn how to drive, bastard!” she shouted. There was no chance the black Escort was going to hear Jade’s insults over Eminem loud enough to rattle their teeth.
“Right here.”
“Watch him. Look how close he’s driving to that Mini. Dangerous fool!”
“Turn right here!” Tony shouted as they drove past the turning.
Jade turned anyway, narrowly missing a motorbike, two pedestrians, and a white van.
“Learn how to drive, bastard!” the white van driver shouted.
On St. Paul’s Road, Tony’s gut tightened into a hard knot. She wanted to avoid Lower Clapton Road. The hair standing up on the back of her neck was screaming at her to avoid it.
“Jade, take a left.”
“That’s Kingsland Road,” Jade muttered.
“Yes. Take a left,” Tony said sharply. Her right leg started to shake.
“Don’t be silly. That’s the wrong way.”
“Take a left. Take a left!” Tony had a horrible urge to grab the steering wheel and wrench it. She was going to do it. Any minute, she was going to pull the wheel out of Jade’s hands. Terrified, Tony wrapped her arms around herself, as if that would prevent them moving.
“What the hell’s the matter with you?” Jade snapped her head in Tony’s direction.
“For God’s sake, don’t go on the Lower Clapton Road!” Tony yelled.
“Why?”
“We’re going to die. Someone’s going to die.” Tony could see it: Jade driving too fast, Tony grabbing the wheel, the car spinning out of control. The smell of burning rubber so acrid it burnt, as the car plowed across the road into a pedestrian island. Everything lifted up, the car flipped, a few seconds of nothing, then a sick, heart-stopping crash, the sound of metal crumpling, glass breaking―
A weird and terrible silence. Tony upside down, knowing something was badly wrong with her legs…and next to her, the person next to her…she got no sense of them at all.
“Tony.” A warm hand rested lightly on Tony’s arm.
Tony opened her eyes. Jade was staring at her, concerned as hell. Tony looked around. The car was perfectly fine. Jade had pulled over.
“You were whimpering,” Jade said.
“I saw this awful crash.”
“A premonition?”
“I don’t know. I never had such a vivid premonition.”
“Yeah, but your supernatural abilities are coming to the surface. Maybe your premonitions are getting stronger.”
Tony gripped her arm. “You’re a really good mate, you know, like a sister…I love you,” she said in a small voice.
Jade laughed. “Why are you saying that now?”
Tony didn’t want to tell her about the nothingness she’d felt from the driver’s seat.
“Let’s go to the party.”
“You still want to?”
“Yeah. But we have to avoid that road.”
It took another twenty minutes, and a really long detour, but Tony didn’t care, as long as they got there safely. Tony kept sneaking a look at Jade. Tony felt Jade’s eyes on her when she was checking out the map.
The house party was jumping when they got there. The floorboards were literally jumping to the bass. Tony put a frosty six-pack on the kitchen table and then took one back, popping the top off and trying not to swig it in one. She nodded to a few people she barely knew and avoided catching the eye of a woman she’d met in Candy Store, taken home, and never returned her calls. Tony felt bad, but it had been too soon after Amy left. She hadn’t been ready to handle sex with a stranger. She ducked out of the kitchen.
Jade was leaning against the pale chocolate wall, nodding her head to the old-school lovers’ tune. Tony slipped an orange and raspberry drink in her hand. She pulled Tony close.
“It’s cool, Tony, all this weird stuff. We’ll work it out,” she said into Tony’s ear so she could hear her over the music.
Tony knew if there was anything Jade could do to help her, she would.
The flat was on the ground floor of a late Victorian terraced house. Jade’s friend had kept the original coving, and shutters on the big bay window. She’d stripped the floorboards and stained them dark oak. The front room and the old parlor were now one big through lounge, empty except for the sound equipment. The DJ was in front of the back window fiddling with a couple of iPods hooked up to a mixer. A pair of small moving lights sat on the floor, spinning colored patterns across the ceiling and walls. Tony followed a set of small rotating triangles up the opposite wall and into the center of the room. She froze, her beer halfway to her lips.
A woman so beautiful she really shouldn’t be allowed out in public was dancing alone. There was something about her that made Tony stare. She was dancing to Freddie McGregor’s “Joy in the Morning,” an old tune. Her eyes were closed, and her face was completely relaxed. She had dark hair tied back, smooth, olive skin, long eyelashes, and full, dark lips that were smiling softly. She was toned but not skinny. In fact, she had the kind of real curves Tony adored on a woman: proper thighs, proper booty, and a handsome pair of breasts. She wound slowly, her body bouncing in time to the sweet bass. Tony found herself humming along. The woman’s hips ground in a way Tony knew would bring anyone joy in the morning. The woman turned, doing a cute little shoulder dip until both cheeks of her most glorious booty danced in front of Tony. The way she moved took Tony’s breath away.
The tune changed to an R&B floor filler. Beautiful Lady Dancing Alone flicked her eyes open and took off. The room got suddenly colder. Tony allowed a deep breath to spill out of her.
“Do you want another juice?” Tony mouthed into Jade’s ear. She nodded.
The lovely dancer stood by the kitchen sink, draining a big blue tumbler of water. Her head leaned gently back exposing a gracious neck.
“How comes you never called me back?” The woman Tony had been avoiding stepped in front of her.
“I’m sorry. That was rude of me.”
“You’re not wrong!”
Lovely Dancer’s eyes flicked toward them.
“How can you sleep with a woman and not call her back?”
Before Tony dropped her head, she saw Lovely Dancer turn to look. She raised her eyebrows.
“I couldn’t handle it. I know I should have called you. I did e-mail.”
“E-mail, for God’s sake! How can you tell someone you don’t want to see them in an e-mail?”
Tony wanted to tell her that she did most of her interaction by e-mail, and that she could only handle two phone conversations a day, maximum. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t you. It was me. All my fault.”
The back of Lovely Dancer’s head was disappearing through the kitchen door into the garden.
“Too right it’s all you. You’re clearly messed up.”
“Clearly,” Tony agreed, though she meant because she hadn’t been able to call her back.
“You’re a pig. And you weren’t even that good.”
“Okay.” Tony felt that was enough agreeing. She sidestepped her, heading for the garden herself.
Tony wouldn’t have approached the lovely dancing woman anyway, not after her kitchen embarrassment. But over on the garden bench, the lovely dancer was head-to-head with someone else. The early spring scent of apple blossom was gentle on the nose. It glowed pink-white behind the couple in the dark. The dancer’s voice drifted over to Tony standing by the kitchen door. Tony couldn’t hear what she was saying. Her friend had an arm loosely across her shoulders. Dancer’s beautiful face was in profile to Tony. In the pale fingers of light spilling out through the kitchen door, Tony could just see the tears rolling down her cheek.
 
*
 
Maya sat at the glass desk in her guest bedroom, checking e-mails. The ones from Gaydar were piling up. Maya didn’t have the heart to open them, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to delete them. She hadn’t felt in a “fun and frivolous” mood since her father passed away. The women answering her online classified didn’t know that, of course. They were anticipating nights of stress-free sex with no ties and lots of passion.
Maya clicked on an e-mail from Uncle Pete titled Doug’s House.
 
Maya, I know your head must be in a whirl, but I really do need to know if you’re going to put the house on the market. I understand you’re living in England now, and I’m happy to keep looking after things here. But obviously, if you do decide to sell, I’ll need to find somewhere to live. I don’t want to hassle you. We’re all still in shock, but this is worrying me some.

 
Maya couldn’t even think about selling her father’s house. She rattled off a quick reply, assuring her uncle he didn’t need to look for another place to live.
Her father’s death lay heavy on Maya’s heart. She missed him badly and was trying hard not to feel guilty for being thousands of miles away when he needed her. Maya’s independence, her move to the UK, and her neat, clean, self-sufficient life were the things she treasured most. But had it come had a terrible price? Maya bit back tears as she watched hot water dripping through coffee grounds. As their only child, Maya had adored both her parents in the happy days in the West End house before her mum disappeared back to England.
Maya smiled, remembering the artist parties with cocktails and live musicians, when jazz, hot political debate, laughter, and the citrus tang of cannabis wafted up the sweeping staircase to Maya hiding on the gallery landing. She had peeped through white painted spindles at the elegant, exciting adults. They’d looked so much freer than her friends’ parents who ran shops, or her leathery-faced grandpa who took the fishing boat out in all weather. Maya had felt different from her school friends. Although her father’s family―the Silvas―were Portuguese way back, like many of the oldest Provincetown families, her mother was not just an actress but English. She had appeared on the London stage and in a few films before she met her father in New York. She had no intention of sitting by the quayside waiting for Doug to return in a battered, smelly fishing boat, as she often told him. Her father was different too. He got up in the middle of the night to paint, covering canvases twice as big as Maya with splatters of red, orange, brilliant blue, and all the colors of the rainbow. “Or more accurately,” her father would say with a twisted smile, sweeping a lock of curly black hair off his forehead, “all the colors between heaven and earth.”
The rattle of the letterbox snapped Maya back to the London twenty-first-century morning. She felt cheated as the sweet-sad memory melted away. Out in the communal hall, a pile of letters lay scattered on the mat by the front door. Maya stiffened at a US stamp and franking. She picked it up, half-expecting to see her dad’s neat script, but the return address was the lawyers in Truro. Inside were a small silver key and a compliments slip with one handwritten line: Your father left instructions to send you the enclosed item privately.
Normally, Maya would get on to her uncle and ask him about the key, but her eye kept glancing back to the word privately. She decided whatever the key opened could wait.
 
*
 
Attractive Dentist leaned over Tony with a needle she’d borrowed off a vet. It was the size you’d normally expect to see sticking out of a cow’s bottom. The image didn’t help Tony relax.
“It will be a bit tender,” Attractive Dentist warned her. “Open your mouth a bit wider, Tony.” She pointed the glinting silver end of the thing at her.
“Ahhhh!” Tony jumped in the chair as white-hot pain shot up through her cheek.
“I know. Your whole gum is very tender, but that’s the worst of it.” Attractive Dentist twinkled soothingly at Tony over her green mask.
Tony had woken early with a toothache so bad she no longer cared how ugly her mouth might look to Attractive Dentist. It wasn’t like Tony was trying to get off with her anyway. Attractive Dentist was married to Brusque Dentist with a Quiff, and Tony thought they had some little dentists somewhere.
“How’s that feel?” Attractive Dentist prodded Tony’s upper left gum area with a pointy silver thing. Tony jumped in the chair. “Really?” She glanced over at the assistant and reached for the cattle syringe.
Three injections later, Tony couldn’t feel the left side of her mouth, her left cheek, or her left ear. A.D. was working on her wisdom tooth with a pair of pliers, cheerfully grunting. She gave a big heave-ho.
“Suction,” she muttered. “My, my, what a little bleeder you are.”
“Uhmmm.” Tony groaned. She guessed A.D. meant she was bleeding heavily, not that she was annoying her in an Oliver Twist Victorian London street-talk kind of way.
“Hold on in there. Nearly done,” Attractive Dentist said reassuringly. Less reassuringly, she put her knee up on the arm of the chair.
“Oh my God. I’ve seen more attractive road kill.”
Out of the corner of Tony’s eyes and just to the left of the big harsh light, Deirdre loomed over her. Tony shut her eyes again, hoping she’d get the hint.
“Perhaps this isn’t a good time, dear.”
Tony recognized Mrs. Turner’s voice.
“Waddaya mean? This is exactly the time. There’s a small window before your son and his wife skip off on a two-month walking vacation. Don’t pretend you don’t hear me, Tony.”
Attractive Dentist gave a sudden wrench. There was a horrible squelchy crunching noise and a salty flash flood inside Tony’s mouth.
“Wadding!” A.D. said sharply. “Never seen so much blood.”
“What do you mean?” Tony said, or tried to. With a numb left face and a mouthful of wadding, it came out, “Addayaeen?”
“Just close your eyes for five minutes. Have a little rest.” The cheery dental assistant flapped at Tony’s face and the plastic apron thing around her neck with a cloth. “Oh dear, it’s rather gushing out, isn’t it?” she whispered. “It’s all down her T-shirt.”
“Tony…Tony…Tony!” Tony snapped open her eyes to Deirdre and Mrs. Turner beckoning urgently.
“We’re running out of time.”
 
*
 
Tony knocked harder, thumping the brass knocker against the door of Mrs. Turner’s flat. Country and western music wailed from within.
“They’ll think I’m mad,” Tony protested, for the seventh time.
“Quite possibly,” Deirdre agreed. “Knock again.”
Guitars twanged slightly more cheerily as the door swung open revealing an unshaven, balding, thin-faced man in an undershirt, waterproof trousers, and hiking boots. He managed to look simultaneously over and underdressed.
“Yes, love?” He looked Tony up and down suspiciously.
“Issis gonna shound mad…” Tony struggled to talk with her numb mouth.
A round, red-faced woman came to the door. She had a blue wooly hat on over frizzy brown hair. She also had on waterproof trousers and walking boots, plus a dark gray zip-up fleece. She looked a lot like a lesbian, though Tony knew it was hard to distinguish female hikers from lesbians. She saw Tony and narrowed her eyes. “Who is it, Bill?”
“I think she said she was mad about something.” Bill scratched his belly. “She’s hard to understand.”
“What is it, dear?” The woman turned to her husband. “I told you not to play your Dolly Parton CD so loud. Ridiculous as it sounds, Dolly’s not everyone’s cup of tea. We’ll keep it down, dear.”
“You gotta love those little white boots, though,” Deirdre said.
“For heaven’s sake!” Mrs. Turner snapped.
Tony’s head was swimming. “Oou afta open up or fwerplace.”
“I don’t know what you’re saying, love. Have you just been to the dentist?” Bill asked.
Tony nodded, amazed. And Mrs. Turner had said her son didn’t have a psychic bone in his body. “Er fwerplace. Er fwreplace.” Her face was swollen, her lips were numb, and she was dizzy with anesthetic and blood loss.
Bill glared at Tony. “She seems to be saying, ‘the fireplace.’”
They looked at each other.
“Oh. I suppose you’ve heard about it. Well, it was the talk of the line dancing class,” June said wistfully. “Okay, we’ve got to get off soon.” She nodded down at her hiking boots. “Still, we can spare five minutes. Come in.”
“Wait a minute, June.” Bill closed the door to a crack. “You’ve seen the state of her. You sure we should let her in?”
“She only wants to see the fireplace.” The door swung open again. “It is a lovely fireplace,” June said, beckoning Tony to follow her through a tiny hallway and into a spacious lounge. At the chimney breast, the traditional mantelpiece, hearth, and fire surround had been removed. Instead, a gorgeous creamy brown fire pit with cappuccino pebbles had been inserted halfway up.
“Oo afta smash it,” Tony said, grabbing a hammer and a crowbar sitting on top of a pile of tools near the sofa. “Oo’ll find or mudda’s neckliss.”
“Why’s she waving your tools at you?” June asked her husband anxiously.
“She said if we smash the fireplace open, we’ll find Mother’s necklace.”
June beamed at him. “You’ve got a talent for this. You’re amazing. I can’t understand a word she says. Wait a minute. How do you know that?” she asked Tony.
“Eyem sykik.”
“Oh God, Bill, do what she says. She’s psychotic,” June said, backing away.
Bill frowned. “I thought she said psychic,” he said in a stage whisper.
“She looks psychotic. Do what she says,” June hissed back.
Tony handed Bill the tools. For a second, Bill just scowled. Mrs. Turner drifted over and murmured something into his ear.
Suddenly, Bill marched to the fireplace, shut off the gas, and started wrenching the new fireplace out. June whimpered as bits chipped off and dust blew out all over her new furniture. The room shook as he bashed through. Finally, the blackened old grate was revealed. Mrs. Turner popped up through it.
“Tell him it’s up the chimney,” she said.
Tony gesticulated.
In a cloud of dust, Bill knelt on the floorboards, poked his head through the recently bludgeoned hole, and felt around. “I think I’ve got something.” Excited, he pulled out a little package. Sooty tissue paper contained a rectangular case. Bill blew the dust and soot off it and then tenderly handed it to June. “You look, love,” he said.
June slowly opened the case. Her face lit up. “Oh, Bill. It’s the necklace all right. I thought we’d never see that again.” She heaved a happy sigh.
“I was sure she’d sold it.” Bill leaned over his wife, smiling at the twinkling jewels strung between her fingers. “It can’t bring Mum back.” He turned to Tony. “I don’t know if you’ve lost someone, dear, but it’s a comfort having something of theirs.”
“Oh, yes.” June put the necklace on, admiring herself in the mirror opposite the now wrecked fireplace. “And it’s worth a bob or two.” She walked over to Tony and gave her a hug. “I know you’re psychotic, but I couldn’t thank you any more if you were a normal person.”
Bill showed Tony out. “Still don’t understand how you knew about that necklace, but you’ve done me a turn. If I were you, mate, I’d take that wadding out of your mouth and wash the blood off your T-shirt. You’ll scare little kids going about like that.”



Chapter Four
 
Jade poked the Trinidad brown stew chicken with a spatula, turning the gas ring down a bit. She lifted the lid off the pan on the next ring. A creamy coconutty aroma rose fragrantly toward Tony from the rice and peas.
Jade had invited Tony round for “real food,” as she called it. They were squeezed into the narrow boat’s tiny galley kitchen, Tony’s tummy rumbling happily. Jade had made her boat both stylish and cozy. The chestnut wood paneling that ran throughout the boat was enhanced in the kitchen by thick wooden countertops of a similar color, on top of plain glossy white units. Jade had created a small island area, where they sometimes ate, but that night it was covered with bowls of salad and plates and cutlery ready to be taken through to the sitting area. In addition to the island, a stove, a sink, and three double cupboard units were squeezed into the tiny space. Jade tasted the rice, screwed her face up slightly, added a touch of salt and a worrying splash of pepper sauce, and then turned to Tony. “So you’re hearing voices?”
“Not hearing voices, seeing ghosts.” Tony leaned hopefully over the pot.
“Get your pinda head out of my chicken.” Jade grunted.
“I haven’t got a pinda head.” Tony glared at her. “What is a pinda, anyway?”
“A peanut.”
“I haven’t got a peanut head!” Tony protested.
Jade ignored her. “Keep your eye on the food without sticking your head in it. You can chop stuff for the salad if you like. Don’t you dare let my chicken burn.”
Jade ducked down the three stairs into the sitting area. “I’ve invited someone else to dinner. She’ll be here soon. So you talking to ghosts and solving mysteries?”
“I suppose so. I helped someone find a necklace the other day,” Tony called back, not sure if she should stir the rice and peas.
“Hey, you’re a supernatural detective,” Jade shouted over the soca CD she’d just put on. “You can call yourself Super Dick.”
As the entire boat bounced up and down with the beat and Jade’s energetic winding, Tony caught an African carving that was rhythmically inching toward the edge of its shelf. “Why would I want such a ridiculous moniker?” she asked.
“Really?” Jade called back, shaking her moneymaker like she was trying to make a million bucks. “I’ll call you Monica if you want? Is that your detective name?”
“I don’t want to be called Monica or Super Dick, just Tony,” Tony shouted, sounding prissier than a queen who’s just missed the Pride parade.
The houseboat door opened. The lovely dancer from Jade’s mate’s party stepped into the kitchen. Tony stared at her. Her heart boom-boom-boomed in her chest.
“I didn’t know you were the detective…” Her voice was smooth enough to hold a baby gently. Close up, in the better light of Jade’s galley kitchen, Tony saw she had very dark brown eyes, extremely long eyelashes, and lips the color of a perfectly ripe Victoria plum.
“De-de-detective?” Tony repeated aimlessly.
The music faded to a reasonable level, and Jade jigged up the steps. “Oh hi, Maya. For God’s sake, Tony, that chicken’s burning!”
Tony snapped her head round to the pot and quickly turned the chicken pieces over. “Blackened chicken’s nice and quite fashionable at the moment,” she said hopefully.
“Out of my kitchen!” Jade shoed Tony down the steps. She slumped on Jade’s leather sofa. “Thank God you’re vegetarian,” Jade said to Maya. “I already cooked a Trinny veg curry.”
“How lovely,” Maya said, walking gracefully down into the sitting area.
How very lovely. Tony noticed how Maya’s hips rocked subtly from side to side as she walked.
“Oh! That is gorgeous!” Maya stopped in front of Jade’s sofa.
Jade popped her head round and smiled. “It’s a Robin Day sofa.”
“Oh God, I’ve always wanted one of those. What a design classic.” Maya caressed the sofa arm gently.
“Ah, a woman of good taste,” Jade said, walking through with plates of food.
“He was an amazing designer,” Maya said. She did start to tell Tony something about a plastic chair, but Tony drifted off into the warm depths of her eyes and the succulent tenderness of Jade’s chicken, rice, and peas.
For somebody who was seriously not looking for romance, Tony had gone on and on about Maya all the way back from the party. Jade had listened, humming to herself from time to time, and not once indicated she knew the woman. With the plates tidied away and a cheeky little Bordeaux firmly between her fingers, Tony dared to ask when they’d met.
“Tonight.” Jade threw herself down into an armchair that matched the sofa, and threaded her bare toes through her fluffy cream rug.
Tony frowned in confusion. Maya smiled at her kindly. “I happened to mention to my friend I needed a private detective.”
“That’s you: private dick.” Jade grinned over her alcohol-free punch.
Tony wanted to tell Jade to stop calling her a dick, but she didn’t want Maya to think she was coarse and used the names of genitals in everyday conversation. “I’m not really a detective,” she muttered instead. “I’m more of a lighting technician. So if you need any help with electrical appliances…”
“My appliances are fine,” Maya said with a strong note of disappointment in her warm voice. “Oh.” Little crinkly lines appeared between her eyebrows. They were trimmed very neatly, probably plucked, Tony thought.
“Maya needs your supernatural powers,” Jade said bluntly.
Tony coughed red wine down her shirt. Did Jade realize how ridiculous that sounded? She snuck a look at Maya. Instead of looking concerned, Maya was looking more hopeful.
“Why?” Tony asked, mopping at the red wine with a paper napkin.
“Well, Jade said you were something of a psychic. I’ve been left something by my…late father.” Maya swallowed. The rawness of her grief washed over Tony like a gust of cold sea air. Maya slipped a hand into her jeans pocket. “I got back from his funeral, and about a week later, this came in the post from his lawyers.” She handed a small silver key to Tony and looked at her expectantly. “I’ve no idea what it’s for. There were no instructions, just a compliments slip from the lawyers. I sent an e-mail asking them for more information, but they said they couldn’t help me any further. I tried searching online, but I couldn’t find anything to match it. It’s a strange-looking key, don’t you think? I can’t remember my dad having anything that would need a little key like this. Jade said, with your, um, powers, you would be able to tell me more.”
Tony stared at the small key in her hand. It had the number 0473 inscribed on it, and two sets of jagged teeth. She realized Maya somehow thought she could psychically detect what this key opened. She closed her fingers around the key, shut her eyes, and tried to make her mind go blank.
A gull shrieked outside…Tony got a strong mental picture of Maya’s bottom grinding at the party and sharply told herself off…she was aware of a maddening itch on her calf…she opened her eyes, shaking her head sadly.
Maya reached over to take back the key, their hands touched, and the image of a bank flashed into Tony’s head. “Oh!” she gasped.
“What!” Maya and Jade both jumped. Tony was gratified to notice they both spilled their drinks into their laps. It made them all even, in a wet, sticky kind of way.
“That’s never happened before,” Tony said, breathing out heavily.
“What?” Jade and Maya leaned forward expectantly.
“When you touched me, something flashed into my head,” Tony told Maya.
“Oh! Well, that’s good, isn’t it? Maybe your psychic powers need me and the key.”
Maya slid closer to her on the sofa. “So what do we do? Where do you want my hand?”
“Under mine,” Tony suggested.
As Maya’s hand touched Tony’s, a spark pulsed through her, raising her hair clean on end. She saw a thin, salt-and-pepper-haired man painting outside a weather-beaten shack. Golden sandy hills rose behind him. Tony could smell salt in the air. The beach scene faded sharply as if she’d blinked, and Tony saw another building with wood cladding, painted white, a building in a main street…the words semen bank came into her head.
“Are you trying to get pregnant?” she asked Maya.
“I’ve got news for you. You have to do more than hold hands,” Maya said, her lips curling into a feisty smile.
Tony snatched her hand away. “Not now. Not with me. I didn’t mean with me,” she blurted out. “The words sperm bank, well, actually ‘semen bank’ came into my head.”
Maya laughed. When she smiled, her eyes got all big and sparkly, and her hair bounced against her neck, catching the light. “Not semen, Seamen’s Bank, as in sailors’ bank. It’s a bank in Provincetown. That’s where my dad came from.”
“Do they have safe deposit boxes?” Tony asked.
“Don’t know. That would make sense.”
Tony handed the key back to Maya. She patted Tony’s hand, making bumps go all the way up her arm. “Thank you. How much do I owe you?”
“Oh, I don’t think I charge,” Tony said without thinking. She couldn’t really charge; her usual clients were ghosts.
Maya stood. “Well, I’ll check out the key. If you’re right about the bank, I’d like to pay you something. I need to head off now. I’ve got an early start tomorrow. Do you have a number I can contact you on?”
“I’ll walk you to the gate,” Tony suggested. The marina was secured by a gate, so that the boat residents were spared strange visitors marching all over their vessels. Tony grabbed Jade’s set of keys off the hook by the door.
Maya walked ahead with the grace and balance of a cat, over the deck and along the gangplank.
“Watch your step! She might just push you in the river and try to drown you.” The barge girl rounded the corner of the towpath. She glared at Tony in the feeble lamplight, her hands on her hips.
“I did not push you in the river!” Tony said crossly. “You were drunk. You fell in.”
Barge Girl huffed. “I’ve been more drunk than that. I never fell in the river till I met you.”
“Is this another ex you didn’t call back?” Maya asked, reminding Tony painfully that women always seemed to be having a go at her when Maya was around.
“Ex! Pah!” Barge Girl contorted her face into a shape that suggested Tony wouldn’t be attractive to her even if she grew a beard and a penis. Both of which she could do, if she wanted to, Tony bizarrely reassured herself.
Tony shuffled past, careful not to brush against her in any way that might knock her into the water.
“Well, it’s been nice meeting you properly,” Tony said to Maya at the gate, hoping a little formality might wash the image of Tony drowning women and not calling them back out of her mind.
“Likewise.”
Tony thought there might be a wistful note in Maya’s voice. Her eyes twinkled at Tony through the black railings of the gate. Then she turned and melted away.
 
*
 
Maya sent a photo of the little key next to a ruler (an idea she was particularly proud of) with a covering e-mail to the manager of the Seaman’s Bank, branch of Provincetown, MA. The bank manager replied two days later.
 
Dear Ms. Silva,
I can confirm that the item photographed in the jpeg file you sent is similar to keys used by Seamen’s Bank. I can’t disclose whether your father, the late Mr. Douglas Silva, had a safe deposit box at our branch. However, I am pleased to make contact with you. Approximately a week after your father’s death, I received a letter from your father, sent on by his lawyer. I am holding that letter for you, as I was also instructed to give it to you in person. Please make an appointment to see me when you’re next in Provincetown. And please bring the key with you.

My condolences.

Tom Kenrick

Manager, Seamen’s Bank, Provincetown, MA

 
Maya went to the kitchen and began making up a batch of calendula cream for her herbal clinic. She puzzled over the safe deposit key and why her father would be so secretive. She scooped base cream into a basin and carefully added one hundred milliliters of calendula tincture. She didn’t think about what was in the box, but why her father hadn’t mentioned it in his will. She worried he had been getting paranoid again, but Maya hadn’t picked it up in any of their weekly Skype sessions or any of his e-mails. Well, whatever it was would have to wait till Maya had a chance to get back to Cape Cod. Maya wasn’t especially interested in whether it was something valuable. She wasn’t materialistic. She was concerned about green issues and human rights with a passion that bordered on obsession.
Her childhood had left her with a burning need to protect the planet and to make sure kids were safe. More than anything, she wanted to make the world a better place. She was a healer, she ran a general free clinic twice a month and another one for MIND, she holidayed in eco resorts and co-ran a green rights Facebook page. Maya poured her energy into social issues and raw, emotionless sex. Everything else was carefully locked down so Maya was never at risk of sharing her deepest emotions with friends or, even worse, with lovers.
Damn! Maya splashed tincture onto the worktop and up onto her turquoise top. She cursed herself for not wearing an apron. Quickly, she mopped up the dark brown liquid and then grabbed scouring powder to get the stain off the white worktop. She wanted to finish making the cream, but she knew she couldn’t ignore the mark on her top. Maya couldn’t stand being in dirty clothes.
She walked through to the bedroom, dumping the blue top in her laundry basket. As she pulled out a fresh, neatly folded orange T-shirt from her chest of drawers, Maya remembered the last time she’d gotten a stain on her clothes. It was when she met the psychic detective, and it had nearly killed Maya not to ask Jade for something to change into. Maya’s breath quickened remembering the strong shoulders and tight abs she’d glimpsed when Tony had washed the red wine out of her shirt. Tony was the hottest woman Maya had met in the longest time. Maybe ever.
Maya sat on the edge of the bed, wondering for the umpteenth time if she should call Tony and make up a reason to see her again. Was she the kind of girl who could handle sex without intimacy? Maya sighed, running her fingers along the pillow. She noticed the pillow was slightly askew and straightened it. It probably wasn’t a good idea anyway. Her dad’s death had thrown a ton of stuff up for her. Getting sexually involved was the last thing she needed.
 
*
 
The Candy Store was quiet, and Jade was late. Neither surprised Tony. Despite the perky bar person, there was a brooding, restless energy in the long, narrow room. The ceiling seemed to slope down like a fringe that needed trimming. The sweep of black walls, black tables, black chairs, and black banquettes didn’t lighten the atmosphere.
After a promise of early summer, Mother Nature had gone off in a huff and retreated back into early spring. Deirdre hadn’t been round for ages. Maya hadn’t been in touch, and Tony was feeling as gray as Soho looked in the persistent rain. Although Tony had been scared of all the strange goings-on at first, she had quite enjoyed her last psychic jaunt. She was glad to help the Turners. She even secretly referred to herself as the Supernatural Detective, but only very quietly and inside her head.
House tunes were pumping loudly throughout the bar, which didn’t seem to bother the three other customers. Two women at a table in front of the window chatted intimately, touching each other at intervals regularly enough to see where their conversation was going. A hard-faced young Indian man sat by himself, slightly away from them. He was scowling straight at Tony. She stared back for a minute, thinking he was lost in miserable thought and that he’d realize and look away. He kept staring with icy brown eyes full of hate. His lips were pushed together so harshly he’d forged lines onto his gaunt, teenage face. Something about him sent a shiver down her spine.
There was no reason for the stranger to be angry with her. She glanced behind, in case he was staring beyond her, but there was no one there. When Tony turned back, she was hit with a sudden wave of malevolence. She sat up taller on the bar stool and squared her shoulders. It was ridiculous. Men were only allowed in the bar as guests anyway, and he didn’t look like anyone’s guest. Tony marched over.
Eyes as hard and cold as flint watched her every step. The two intimate women looked up curiously as Tony reached the table next to theirs. The boy curled his lip; the force of hatred coming from him was startling. Suddenly, he disappeared. Tony stopped dead in her tracks. She hadn’t thought for one moment he was a ghost.
Shocked, she walked back to her bar stool.
 
*
 
Maya concluded an actor’s dressing room was actually a good place to give an herbal consultation. She was visiting a client who performed in musical theater. His dressing room was small and cozy, consisting of a dressing table in front of a large rectangular mirror with lights all round it, a clothes rail hung with several costumes, a couple of comfortable chairs, and a small bathroom. Hairbrushes, cosmetics, and various toiletries were set out on the dressing table. Maya very rarely made house calls or visited her clients’ places of work. She’d made an exception, even though Jon worked in one of the big West End theaters right in the center of town, as he had injured himself and urgently needed sprain ointment.
Maya had been plunging herself into her work. Since her father’s death, Maya rarely felt completely at peace. Questions about how he’d died and his mental health at the time nagged at the edges of her mind. Fears filled her mind at quiet times and stopped her sleeping. With her herbal clients, though, she was able to quiet her thoughts and relax. She concentrated on her clients’ needs, troubleshooting the reasons their bodies were out of balance, and tuning gratefully into the simple energy of healing. 
“So I can dance if I put this on?” Jon sniffed the cool brown glass container.
Maya glanced down at Jon’s red, slightly swollen left knee. “I can’t recommend that you dance on that knee. The ointment will help the knee cartilage heal, but not if you tear it again every night and twice on Saturdays.”
Jon limped over to a small fridge and pulled out an ice pack. “I can’t not dance, Maya,” he said with a grunt, swinging his leg up as Maya had shown him. “I’m Maximilian, for God’s sake. This was my big break. The guy from Mamma Mia’s coming to see me next week.”
“You could end up with a serious injury, maybe even a permanent injury,” Maya said, keeping her tone of voice mild.
“You’re staying to see the show, right?”
Maya nodded. “Looking forward to it.” Jon had gotten her a complimentary ticket.
“Then watch me in action. See what I have to do. Have a look at the knee after―and be honest with me. I do take your advice seriously, you know. In the end.”
“Hmm.” Maya had treated Jon for several dance injuries. He pushed himself too hard. “Well…” Maya left unspoken words hanging, in a neutral way. It was, after all, Jon’s choice, and his body.
There was a knock on the dressing room door. A perky blonde popped her head inside the room. “It’s nearly the half, Jon. Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”
“’Course I will, lovie. I’m a trouper.” Jon smeared a generous portion of ointment over his knee.
“This is Maya. She’s seeing the show tonight, Beth, so make sure front of house look after her. Maya, this is Beth, our deputy stage manager.”
The blonde tossed a smile at Maya. She was pretty and well groomed, with long blond hair tied back in a ponytail, neatly manicured nails, and she was wearing black jeans and a tight black top. “I’ll take you round to the bar if you like,” she offered in a friendly way.
“Thanks.” Maya shook hands with Jon and left him to warm up.
In the corridor outside, Beth paused, her eyes fixed on the soft swagger of a boyish figure advancing toward them.
“Oh hi, handsome. Don’t tell me you’re still spoiling me,” Beth cooed.
Maya’s heart skipped a beat when she realized it was Tony walking toward them, brandishing a small bar of high-end chocolate. Tony stopped dead, staring at Maya, her mouth slightly open. Maya wanted to lean in, cup her fingers under Tony’s chin, and gently push her deep red lips together. Maya’s memories hadn’t done Tony justice, she realized. Tony sure was gorgeous in the flesh, with her short brown hair, neatly razor-cut at the sideburns and neck, her shiny, hazel eyes, strong eyebrows, and jaw. Her body was toned with wide shoulders and ripped arms. Like Beth, she was dressed all in black, though she wore guys’ black jeans, a black T-shirt, and black trainers.
“Hello!” Tony said, clearly surprised. She looked pleased, though. Maya beamed back. She dimly remembered Jade saying Tony worked in theater. What were the chances that Jon was in the same show?
“You know each other?” Beth looked from Tony to Maya, narrowing her eyes.
“Yes.” Tony grinned at Maya, making her want to forget she wasn’t supposed to be getting involved with anyone.
“I thought you were Jon’s friend,” Beth said crossly.
“I’m his herbal practitioner.” Maya looked quizzically at Beth. “It’s more of a professional relationship.”
“But you’re straight, right?” Beth pressed her lips together, tossing her hair back.
Maya flicked her own hair off her shoulder. “Well, I’m not sure how it’s your business exactly, but actually, no. I’m not straight.” Women did seem to act strangely around this psychic detective.
Tony’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Why don’t you stay and see the show?”
“She’s already seeing the show,” Beth said before Maya could speak.
“Well, come and see it from the lighting box,” Tony said with a soft, sweet smile.
“You have to notify stage management of any guests in the lighting box,” Beth snapped.
“Well, you’re stage management. And you’re standing right there!”
Maya cleared her throat. “Actually, I’ve got a ticket. But perhaps, if you have time after for a drink?”
Tony beamed. Maya was sure she was grinning back like a fool, and she didn’t even care.
“Bar’s shut after,” Beth said shortly.
“I’ll meet you in the foyer. There’s loads of nice bars round here,” Tony promised her, turning and walking away with a wink that left Maya decidedly moist.
 
*
 
Tony took Maya to Kettners, a champagne bar in Soho, just around the corner from the theater. Maya liked the elegant modernized Edwardian feel of the light brown wallpaper, mirrors set into white paneled walls, and glass-topped tables. She felt like she’d stepped into an Agatha Christie Poirot movie.
“We don’t have to drink champagne. They sell other drinks,” Tony said as she walked to an empty table. “It’s just a bit quieter than the other bars at this time of night.”
Maya squeezed in next to Tony on the suede couch, picked up the drinks menu from the table in front of them, and studied it. “It would be rude not to,” she said, lifting her eyes over the menu and fixing them on Tony’s.
“Not to what?” Tony’s right cheek slid up into a lopsided grin.
“Not to drink champagne.”
Tony’s grin broadened. “Have you been here before?”
“No. I wish I had. I really like it,” Maya said.
“Oscar Wilde used to hang out here, and Lily Langtry.”
“I can believe it. Who’s Lily Langtry?”
“She was an actress, and King Edward VII’s mistress.”
“Really?” Maya raised her eyebrows.
“Yes, really.” Tony leaned forward, lowering her voice. “There are nooks, you know, with curtains that pull across, and there’s a club upstairs called the Apartment.” Her eyes glanced toward the ceiling and then held Maya’s with a suggestive look.
Maya felt a shiver of excitement rush through her. Tony sure was hot. A waiter approached the table. Maya sat up, reluctantly pulling away from Tony. “I’ll have a glass of Laurent-Perrier rosé, please,” she said.
“Very good, and you?”
Tony shrugged. “I’ll have normal champagne, please. Not rosé.”
When the waiter nodded and left, Tony inched closer again. “I’m sorry about the DSM.”
“The what?”
“Beth, the deputy stage manager.”
“Oh. Well, I thought she was acting a bit strangely.”
“We’re just colleagues,” Tony said. “She flirts with me, but I don’t fancy her.”
“You don’t have to explain.”
“I know.” Tony looked shyly down. “I’m just keeping her sweet because I, well, there was a psychic incident when I was operating the show, and Beth thought I wasn’t concentrating. She’s very influential with the theater management. They think she’s the bee’s knees. Have you heard that expression?” Tony asked as an afterthought.
Maya nodded, smiling at the strange English idiom. “You had a premonition at work?” Maya sipped the crisp, bubbly rosé, feeling it tingle in her mouth. She ran her finger down the cool condensation on the champagne glass, leaving a trail. Tony’s eyes followed her finger’s progress, distracting Maya from their conversation.
“Um, something like that.”
“That must be awkward. I don’t really know anything about psychic things or the supernatural. Though my uncle’s very spiritual.”
Tony was watching her intently, like she really wanted to hear whatever Maya was going to say. Maya suddenly felt nervous. “To be honest, I’m more concerned with this world, all the pain and problems here.”
“What, all of them?” Tony’s eyes crinkled at the corners. Her teasing broke Maya’s tension. “I understand. I’ve been known to spend my holidays volunteering for Greenpeace, and as for human rights, well, everyone should be safe, fed, and have a shot at a decent life.” Tony picked up her untouched glass of champagne and took a swig.
Maya relaxed, absurdly happy that Tony had a social conscience. “I’m a member of Greenpeace,” she said. “What do you get most upset about?”
Tony coughed. “You don’t beat about the bush, do you?”
Maya smiled. “I don’t do small talk.” She took another sip of her raspberry-scented champagne.
“Hmm, well then, violence against women, hate crime generally: racist attacks, homophobic attacks. Any kind of hate crime makes me sick to my stomach.” Tony fidgeted, pulling at the sleeve of her black T-shirt, exposing her shoulder.
Maya couldn’t help but notice the curve of a firm bicep popping up as Tony bent her arm. Maya liked a buff dyke, the more boyish the better. “Do you work out?” she blurted out without thinking.
Tony tossed Maya a lopsided grin that melted Maya completely. “This from the woman who doesn’t do small talk.” She held Maya’s gaze like she knew exactly why Maya was asking. “A little. Mostly, I lift stuff for work. Unloading bits of set or carrying fixtures, you know, when I’m rigging.”
The words were going right over Maya’s head. She didn’t really care how Tony got the body. She was happy just admiring it in the tight black T-shirt and the black 501s, cutely baggy around the crotch. Maya glanced up from Tony’s crotch to find her smiling broadly, both eyebrows raised.
“I said, would you like another drink?”
Maya swallowed. “No, I’m fine.” More alcohol wasn’t a good idea.
“How about a pudding?”
“Pardon me?”
Tony laughed. “You can have a late-night pudding here. In the pudding bar.”
“That’s what the British do so well―puddings, scandals, and elegance.” Maya smiled.
“If you mean Lily Langtry, she became an American citizen actually,” Tony said.
“Yeah, but she was British to start with, right?” Maya teased back.
“Okay. Well, we’re not going to talk about Clinton, then,” Tony said.
“Best not.” Maya took a long, deep breath, enjoying the laughter in Tony’s eyes and the hot way her long fingers gripped the slender champagne glass. “I’m half-British anyway. My mom’s from Winchester.” As Tony raised her eyebrows, digesting that piece of information, Maya deftly changed the subject. She didn’t want to talk about either of her parents. “Hey, I was going to call you before I ran into you tonight. I think you were right, about the safe deposit box key. I found out they do have boxes at that bank. I won’t know for sure until I go to Provincetown in person.”
“Are you going back, to live?” Tony’s voice trailed off.
Maya shook her head. “Maybe one day, but not right now.”
“Fantastic! I mean, it must be fantastic to live somewhere like that. On the coast and so gay and everything.”
“I guess.” Maya smiled. Tony had that effortless English cool, until she opened her mouth. “It wasn’t that gay when I lived there. I left in the nineties.”
“How long have you been in London?”
“Five years.”
“Funny, we’ve never bumped into each other before. But I was away for a couple of years, touring with shows. I loved going to new places, but in the end it played havoc with relationships.”
“I can imagine.” Maya nodded. “Does working so many evenings affect your relationships?” Why was Maya asking about relationships? She wasn’t going to get into a relationship; that was the whole point. Casual sex was all Maya was up for. She wondered how Tony felt about that.
Tony was staring at the table. She glanced up, caught Maya’s eye, and smiled. “I’m not really looking for a relationship at the moment.”
It was on the tip of Maya’s tongue to ask: Casual sex, Tony, are you for it or against it? But there was something so wistful in Tony’s eyes that Maya just nodded. “Me neither. Well, nothing serious anyway.”
“I see. You just want to fool around. Girls just wanna have fun, huh?”
Maya looked into Tony’s eyes and thought about how easy it would be to fool around with those teasing lips and strong shoulders and firm buttocks. She had a sudden flash of touching Tony’s hand on the houseboat and the jolt that had gone through her. What was that anyway, some kind of psychic force? But what if it was some kind of intense energy between her and Tony? That would be very scary. Just the thought of getting close, trusting someone with her emotions, that was terrifying.
“Earth to Maya…” Tony’s brow was gently furrowed.
Maya swallowed. “Sorry. It’s getting late, I guess.” She shuffled around, picking up her bag.
Tony stood with her, quickly replacing a look of surprise with one of quiet calm. “Walk you to the tube?” she asked, putting on her jacket.
The Soho streets were busy with people spilling out from bars, restaurants, and clubs. Black taxicabs and red buses streamed along Charing Cross Road. There was a good-humored, excited queue outside G.A.Y. curving into Sutton Row. London was wide-awake, and here was Maya walking beside a gorgeous woman, on her way home―alone. Feeling a bit pathetic, she snuck a look a Tony’s profile: soft cheek, strong brow, serious expression.
Tony turned. “I enjoyed myself tonight.”
“Me too.” They were at Tottenham Court Road tube station. Maya was going to the Northern Line, Tony to the Central.
“Well, you’ve got my number…” Tony smiled, leaned forward to brush Maya’s cheek with her lips, and then walked quickly away.
 
*
 
Bolt upright, Tony scanned the room. Acid fear rose into her throat. There was something there. Something she didn’t want to meet.
A sharp tap tap made her turn toward her bedroom window. The blind rocked against the glass. It was freezing in the room. A horrible, slithery, hopeless cold.
Someone was outside the window. She could feel icy anger; hate so strong she could taste it. She stepped out of bed, trying to get some reassurance from the smooth warmth of the laminated wood under her bare feet. Grimly, she grasped the blind cord, and with one brisk movement, pulled the roller blind up.
For a second, the breath froze in her lungs. Outside her ninth-floor window was the boy from the Candy Store, hovering. Faintly glowing against the skyline, he looked horrible. His face loomed out from under a hooded fleece, mist seeped from between pale lips, his dark eyes were shadowed into sockets, and his ashen face was clenched tight with rage. His hair was closely shaved, urban youth style, exaggerating the gauntness of his face.
“What the hell do you want?” Tony shouted, sure he must feel her fear and not be fooled by her gruffness.
His fury burrowed into her. She felt weak, weary, helpless. It was like two strong hands pushing down on her shoulders. She couldn’t fight it. In a minute, she was on her knees.
“Let me in.” His voice was flat and reedy. His thin finger tapped against the glass.
“No bloody way,” Tony spat, determined this boy wasn’t going to get the better of her. She grabbed the windowsill, shocked by the chill of it. Slowly, she hauled herself up. “Go away. I don’t want to see you.”
A sandstorm of hate blew through the cold glass of the window. When she opened her eyes again, he’d gone.
 
*
 
Late-afternoon sunlight curled over Maya’s red sofa through the big bay window as she sat reading her dad’s book of notes from the sixties. After Vietnam, Doug had gone to stay with Uncle Pete in Mexico. The book was strange reading: a combination of drawings, ideas for paintings, and crazy ramblings. The first page was a charcoal sketch of her grandfather sitting on his favorite, weather-beaten porch chair, smoking. He looked angry. There was a balloon hanging above his set lips that read: Go see your brother. You done your duty. Now forget all about it, son.
The sketch reminded Maya of one summer evening, when Maya was about fifteen, sitting out on the back porch with her grandfather. Flushed with whisky, Gramps had told Maya about the first time her dad had gotten ill.
 
Gramps snapped the filter end off a cigarette, lit it with the brass Zippo he kept in his shirt pocket, coughed, inhaled, and blew out a stream of smoke. It hung blue and heavy above his head in the balmy night. “Vietnam was a bad war, Maya, not a brave war, like WWII,” he said, his eyes fixed on the overgrown maple tree. “I served my country, Maya. Saw awful things. But we were fighting for liberty. We did what we had to do and then we came home and forgot all about it.” Gramps flicked ash onto the roughened floor of the porch. It sat where it fell. “I don’t know what Doug saw, what he had to do in Vietnam. He tried to tell me, but I didn’t want to know.” He scratched the bristly gray stubble on his chin. “Don’t believe in inflicting my horrors on another man, and I didn’t want him doing that to me. Whatever happened out there half-turned his mind. Trouble was, he was always kinda delicate. Not fit for a fisherman’s life at all. He’s my eldest and he should have gone into fishing, ready to carry on the business after me.”
Maya had stared at her grandpa’s gnarled face, lashed from years of salty wind, and tried to imagine her father in oilskins, standing firm on the deck of the creaky old fishing boat. The picture didn’t fit.
“When I saw him in his uniform, I was proud, Maya. I secretly hoped the war would make a man of him, but instead it ruined him.” Gramps took another drag from his cigarette, coughing as the smoke hit his lungs. “After they sent him home, he went to stay with Pete in Mexico. Your grandma and me thought it was a good thing, but he messed around with drugs and some mumbo-jumbo voodoo shit. Your grandma, God bless her soul, never forgave Pete for not taking care of his brother. The day Doug got back from Mexico, I didn’t recognize him. He showed up out of the blue, thin as a rail, his hair long as a girl’s, seven kinds of crud in his beard, raving on about being buried in a pit up to his neck. I don’t know if that was in Vietnam or Mexico, but it was all he talked about for weeks.”
Grandpa crushed the cigarette out beneath his worn brown boot. “He woke up screaming day and night. We got the doctor to him, managed to keep him out of the sanatorium. When he stopped screaming and started shaving, I got him off to my sister’s in New York. That’s where he met your mother and those art punks. Wasn’t too happy about those cock-eyed paintings at the time. That was your grandma’s fault. She encouraged him in that kinda shit. I wasn’t too happy about a son of mine being an artist freak, but at least he wasn’t messing himself and crying like a baby.” Gramps had gone quiet then, staring into the growing twilight as if the past were replaying itself on the boughs of the maple tree.
 
Maya’s father suffered bouts of obsessive paranoia for the rest of his life. Before she left for good, Maya’s mother had been part wife, part nurse. While Maya’s dad wore his emotions on the outside of his skin, Maya’s mother kept hers under lock and key. Maya grew up to favor her mother, associating intimacy with vulnerability. Before studying herbal medicine, Maya had majored in psychology. She’d learned a lot about her own issues along the way. Her eyes drifted to the photo of her dad that sat on top of her chest of drawers. It was slightly askew. She straightened it, running a finger across the top of the frame to remove any dust. When her mother had deserted them, Maya had had to look after both herself and her father. Her grandma had died when Maya was very little, and Grandpa hadn’t come round much. Uncle Pete had been the only one who’d helped out when her father got ill. But that was years later, when Uncle Pete got back from Mexico. Looking after her father had made Maya a rescuer. She had an unhealthy attraction for women with mental health issues, and she was the last thing they needed. She had too much stuff of her own, especially now her dad’s death had triggered a big can of worms that clawed through her dreams.
Maya flicked through the rest of the pages of the Mexico book she’d brought back from Provincetown. She loved her father’s paintings. Even in the crazy Mexico book, her dad’s sketches were vibrant and powerful, his style obvious. The book was worth several thousand dollars at auction, according to Uncle Pete. Maya stared down at the drawing of an owl: wings stretching the width of two pages, beak open slightly, black eyes boring into the viewer, talons within striking distance. In her father’s neat script underneath: Night Eagle.
 
*
 
Tony sat across from her GP trying not to look too insane. Her father had warned her it was unwise to appear dangerous. Perched on a plastic chair in the tiny office, Tony saw that the government health service cuts were having an effect on the GP’s office wall: old bits of blue tack and peeling paint pulled focus from the poster telling her one in ten women have chlamydia. Tony sighed with relief when she saw that was women under the age of twenty-five.
“Is there any particular reason you feel anxious, hmm?” He often put a little, slightly high-pitched hum at the end of his sentences, like a Buddhist meditating absentmindedly. He favored square glasses with thin black rims. His pen doodled away on the pad in front of him while he looked steadily at Tony from under extraordinarily hairy eyebrows.
“Well, I haven’t been sleeping properly since my girlfriend left. She took my daughter with her. I miss them.” Tony’s voice sounded flat, and a bit too loud in the dreary battleship gray room.
“Daughter, hmm? Your daughter?” His eyebrows raised slightly, like two hairy caterpillars sighing.
“Our daughter.”
“You’re the non-biological parent?”
Why does that matter, Tony wanted to scream. She averted her eyes to the ceiling, where the paint was also starting to peel. She swallowed, scowled, and finally nodded. There was a salty knot of pain in her throat when she thought about Louise.
“Hmm.” He scribbled on his pad.
Deirdre materialized, leaning over the doctor’s shoulder in an orange and white flouncy flowery dress with shoulder pads and a pale yellow wide-brimmed floppy hat. She stared at his notepad, pulled a pair of huge eighties specs out of her handbag, and squinted at the doctor’s handwriting. Tony clenched her jaw. She’d been trying to talk to Deirdre for days. Now, when Tony couldn’t talk to her, she turned up.
“I keep thinking something’s going to happen to Louise, my…my little girl. I’m—”
“He’s written down: ‘Lesbian parent. Strange.’” Deirdre butted in, causing Tony to stop mid-sentence. “No, sorry, his writing’s terrible. ‘Estranged.’”
“—I’m not there to look after her,” Tony finished.
The doctor looked up, frowning slightly to catch Tony glaring at Deirdre over his shoulder. “Why should something happen, hmm? She’s with her mother, isn’t she?”
“Well, I’m her mother, so she’s not with one of her mothers,” Tony said, sounding madder than she meant to. She took a deep breath. “Yes, she’s with her b-biological—”
“He’s written down you have wild hair,” Deirdre butted in again.
“—mother.”
“Or it could be a wild stare.”
“Is there any reason Louise isn’t safe with her biological mother?” he asked quietly.
“No, I was wrong. It’s mild stammer.”
“No. Of course not. Amy’s a good mother. I’m just trying to explain why I’m anxious. I’m not sleeping properly, and I can’t concentrate at work.”
“I see, hmm.” He scribbled some more.
“Diazepam. You don’t want that. Tell him you don’t want that,” Deirdre said sharply.
“I’m going to prescribe some tablets that should relieve your anxiety. Come back and see me in a month.”
Tony left the crowded clinic and headed for the nearest chemist’s, Deirdre trotting along beside her in four-inch heels. “You don’t want to mess with those pills, kid. All they’ll do is shut down your psychic abilities. How’s that gonna help your little girl?”
Tony leaned against a brick wall. “I’m not really worried about Louise. I wanted to get this prescription. I’m being haunted.”
Deirdre sniffed. “What? You couldn’t just tell me? Sure know how to hurt a girl.”
“Not you. In fact, I’ve been calling you for days.”
“Sorry, I’ve been at a wedding. Dead people weddings go on forever.”
“That explains the flowery dress and the hat. Anyway, can you stop this boy ghost haunting me? And can ghosts be evil? Because there’s something really horrible about this boy.”
Deirdre studied her nails for a minute, looking sad. “Umm, yeah. Ghosts can be evil.” She looked up from under the floppy brim. Tony realized she was wearing false eyelashes, as one was peeling away like a pirouetting spider. “Tony, I can’t stop him coming to see you. There’s something he needs from you.”
“In that case, I need the diazepam.”
 
*
 
Ants seemed to cross Pete Silva’s path wherever he went. He had been patient, very patient. He didn’t think it was sensible to wait any longer. It had been six weeks since Doug died. The grief would still be weakening his niece, but it would be foolish to wait for her to recover. He really should be seeing the signs for Antelope. The time was definitely now.
A shaman relied on omens and signs to guide him, especially if his main teacher was dead and only dropped into Pete’s dreams occasionally. But a dark shaman also needed to rely on his instincts. Pete had been meditating and chanting spells. The dark ways were coming back to him, and his power was growing. He was planning to test it. Maya was determined to stay in the UK, and so the accident would have to happen there. Pete had been visualizing something unfortunate: a structure collapsing, Maya stepping carelessly in front of a car, falling masonry.
He was careful not to specify an exact event. He knew that magic works best when the parameters are vague. All that mattered was that Maya was in the wrong place at the right time. Pete had been working steadily, performing the sacred rituals, and chanting in the way Jose had shown him three decades previously. Pete wished he could go to Jose’s camp in Mexico and talk with his old master once more. Jose would have been powerful enough to bend the forces of nature, no matter how far the distance. But seeing as the dark shaman had dropped his robes, Pete had to wait for guidance in dreams or through omens. Exactly a week after he had died, Jose had appeared in a dream, warning Pete that his brother, Doug, was keeping something from him. That had been the start of it.
Pete knew his empathy with Maya was a weakness. Years ago, he had needed to protect her. He’d been angry at his crazy brother for having a kid when he was so flaky. And angry at Doug for marrying such a cold bitch as Maya’s mother turned out to be. But that was when Pete was forcing himself to be a good man, instead of being the dark shaman he was destined to be. He was on a different path now. All the same, this would be harder than last time. He’d always been fond of Maya.
Pete sat cross-legged on the cold floor, in the portent time—the hour before dawn, ignoring the pain in his cramped limbs. He in fact welcomed the discomfort. He plowed it into his meditation. He harnessed the energy to send destruction thousands of miles across time and space, reminding himself it was all for the greater good. He bundled it into a psychic whirlwind, binding it tightly to be unleashed on one head only: the head of his brother’s child.
 
*
 
A loud knocking abruptly ricocheted through the houseboat. Tony sat up in Jade’s double bed, dismayed to see the boy’s taut face staring coldly at her through the porthole window across from the bed. Jade had told her to come over and stay on the boat. She was positive a change of scene and the diazepam would do the trick. It looked like Jade was wrong.
“Do something.” Jade sat bolt upright beside Tony, staring transfixed at the window.
“Can you see him?” Tony asked.
“No. I can hear banging. That’s all I can hear, the banging, the banging!” Jade grabbed Tony’s wrist in a vise-like grip.
“It’s that youth. He’s staring through the window. The diazepam isn’t working.”
“Wha’ ’bout the drag queen? Yuh ask the drag queen? Make de drag queen deal wid de yout’.” Jade broke into hysterical Trinny-speak. She was as beige as a beige sheet.
“Deirdre’s not talking to me. She’s at a dead person’s wedding.”
Jade tore her eyes from the porthole window to frown at Tony. “For God’s sake. If I didn’t know you so well, I’d think you was making all of this up. He got to talk to you. He’s your familiar.”
“Spirit guide.”
“Whatever.”
“Wait a minute. You said you can hear the banging. You sure you can’t see him?”
Jade squinted at the window. “All I see is the window. God, it needs a wash.”
Banging ripped through the room. They jumped simultaneously.
“Why does he hate you so?” Jade whispered, making herself as small as possible so she could hide behind Tony’s body.
The next round of banging was so forceful the glass shook. The boy’s cold eyes froze the breath in Tony’s throat. His nails scratched an agonizing line down the window. Jade whimpered.
“I have to listen to him,” Tony realized, thinking aloud.
“So do I, apparently,” Jade grunted.
“This isn’t fair on you. I can go home. He’ll probably follow me.”
“No. If you’re going to talk to that―thing, it’s better I’m here,” Jade said, looking like it was the last place in the world she wanted to be.
The whole boat jolted as the boy knocked furiously again. Tony jumped out of bed.
“Let me in.” Reedy and insistent, the boy’s voice was disturbingly quiet.
The diazepam was controlling the terror bubbling in Tony’s chest. She forced herself to face him. “Look,” she said, trying not to stare into his cold eyes. “Why can’t you just come in? You don’t need my permission.”
“I want you to invite me in.” The boy was toying with her.
“Why? You’re a ghost, not a vampire, aren’t you?” Tony said.
“Course I am.” The boy materialized through the fiberglass wall and stood disturbingly close to her. It was like she was standing in front of an open fridge. “There’s no such thing as vampires, dumb arse.”
“Watch your mouth,” Jade said protectively.
“Huh! Two psychics.” The boy said psychics with a sneer. He walked over to the bed and studied Jade. She shivered once, briskly.
“Not really two. Jade can’t see you, just hear you. You can’t see him, can you?” Tony asked Jade.
She stared at the window again. “I don’t think so. Maybe there’s something there that looks a bit like a face. I think I can make out two eyes and a nose. It’s like looking at an ink blot.”
“You calling me an ink blot?” The boy sneered.
Jade jumped. “For God’s sake, it sounds like he’s right next to me.”
“I am.” The boy hissed into Jade’s ear.
“That’s enough! What do you want?” Tony said firmly. Her fear was all gone, now he was messing with her best friend.
“He killed me.”
“Who?”
“Are there two of them?” Jade squeaked, looking around fearfully.
“No,” Tony reassured her. “Who killed you?”
“Peter Jones. The school bully. He made my life hell.”
Tony waited. Jade squidged back onto the bed and leaned her head against the polished dark wood headboard, staring in the direction of the boy’s voice.
“Every day was a bare nightmare. I tried to clip school, but they caught me and fined my mum. She couldn’t pay the fine, so I had to go back. I couldn’t shame her. I tried hiding at school. But he was everywhere. There was no place he wouldn’t go. And then he started looking for me out of school. He came round my yard twenty-four seven, telling my mum he was my cuz.”
The boy leaned back against the houseboat wall, his eyes slightly closed. He sounded like a little boy now, a sad, scared little boy. For the first time since Tony had met him, she felt sorry for him. His face was pinched and tired with huge sockets under his eyes. Now she saw he was so angry because he was worn down with fear. The fear was coiled in him, pulsing through his taut, sinewy muscles. He was small for his age, a slight boy, the kind of boy who would fade into the background and try hard not to attract attention.
“Peter Jones wanted to be black. None of the Jamaicans would have anything to do with him, so he picked on me. He’s a white boy from Hackney wanting to be a gangsta. He jacked a car and made me drive it. He was charged from a bottle of Thunderbird he made me steal from my uncle’s corner shop. He tried to make me drink the wine, but I just spat it out. We were going down Kingsland. He jammed his foot on the accelerator. He wanted us to crash for sure. He yanked the steering wheel, forced us in front of another car. I hit him, though, hard as I could, and I spun the wheel away, but we flipped. We was upside down, screeching across the road. The top of the car was so hot it was burning. There was sparks coming up, smoke, and this smell of singeing. We hit the wall head-on. All these bricks collapsed; they crumpled away like kiddie’s bricks, mostly on my side. For a few minutes, everything was completely silent. Then there was some footsteps running toward the car. Peter started moaning. And I was standing on the pavement watching people pulling open the car doors, looking at the wreck, thinking: No one’s getting out of there alive.”
Jade got up, opened her little bedside cupboard, and pulled out two glasses and a bottle of overproof rum. Tony took a glass gratefully, clinked with Jade, and knocked it back, shuddering. The boy looked less angry, more tired. He stared grimly at them.
“Peter did get out alive, though. The ambulance came. They cut him out and took him to Homerton Hospital. I didn’t know why they didn’t come and talk to me. I didn’t want them to. I knew we was in trouble, but even though I wanted to, I couldn’t leave. I knew I should have got away while I could, but something kept me there, watching. Then I saw them bring my body out. Put me in a black bag like a thick bin liner, zipped it up over my head.”
Outside, the wind picked up a little, sighing around the houseboat, rocking it gently.
After a couple of seconds’ silence, Tony asked, “What do you want from me?”
The boy stood up. “Everyone thinks it’s my fault. Peter Jones is still in hospital. His legs is brock up. He told everyone it was me, and my mum’s carrying the shame of it. I don’t want that for her. I want my name cleared. I want Peter Jones to tell the truth.”
Gratefully, Tony took another shot of rum. It ran a trail of fire down her throat, easing the chill in the air. “I don’t know if I can make that happen, but I’ll give it a go,” Tony promised the boy. He fixed his cold eyes on hers. His thin, chapped lips curled ever so faintly toward a smile.
 
*
 
Maya’s breath streamed past her as she ran. At this early hour, frost still spiked the edges of the freshly cut grass in Clissold Park, Hackney. Maya drank the chill air into her lungs and let herself fall into the steady rhythm of one-two, one-two, one-two, one-two, her body melding into the easy physicality of running. As her trainers glanced off the path, a vision of Tony’s flexed arm flashed into Maya’s mind, and Maya was off, fixating on the hot detective again. Tony had a great body, really taut muscles… She’s fit but not stupidly thin. She looks strong, like she could handle herself if she had to. Maya liked her. Tony was just a little bit shy, and that made Maya want to work harder to get her to open up. She makes me laugh, and that’s sexy. Maya weaved past a mother wheeling out her baby for an early morning stroll. She’s confident but not pushy. She walks like she fits in the world. Even though she probably gets hassled, she walks like “So what? I am who I am.”
Maya knew it wasn’t just Tony’s body she was into. Tony’s Facebook feed had been featuring prominently on Maya’s page for the past couple of weeks. Hardly a day went by without Tony posting about important issues.
Maya slowed the pace a bit as she reached the pond. Tony cares if we destroy the planet, or if people are being shot in demonstrations. Maya was really into her, and it scared her. She was happy being self-sufficient. She didn’t like to rely on anyone. She knew she had trust issues. She’d worked that out during her psychology major, but it was one thing knowing something, another dealing with it. I’m coping with as much as I can right now. Maya stopped between the two ponds to catch her breath and work out a stitch, thinking about how she’d Skyped her dad every week, keeping regular contact but keeping him at a distance so she didn’t fall back into taking care of him again. Maya hardly ever saw her mother. She’d tried meeting up when she first came to England, and it was uncomfortable to say the least. Maya had a lot of anger toward her for leaving Maya with her father when he was ill and not able to look after Maya properly.
Maya picked up the pace again. So with my issues it’s probably best I don’t get too involved! Anyway, I just can’t do it, can’t get deep with anyone. And someone as lovely as Tony, well, I doubt she would want a no-ties thing. Which was a shame because Maya couldn’t stop thinking about her.
 
*
 
Visiting hours at the Homerton Hospital were quite generous. Mildrew Ward was as ochre as the previous three wards Tony had passed on her way through. The ward smelled strongly of disinfectant, unidentifiable food, and the weird scent that surgical tape smells of. The decor looked as sad and tired as the patients propped up in their strangely oversized metallic beds.
Tony nodded pleasantly to a middle-aged woman, trying not to notice the yellow-brown stains on her pillow and nightdress. She was mumbling to herself with her eyes half-closed, clearly too ill to care what she or the ward looked like. Peter Jones lay in the bed next to her, his leg raised in a traction unit, fingering a DS Lite with a bored expression.
“Peter Jones?” Tony asked, even though the name on his files said Peter Jones, and the boy pacing beside her had pointed Jones out from the ward door.
“Who are you?” Jones asked.
“A friend of Raj,” Tony said. Raj Kumar was the sad, dead teenager glaring at Peter Jones with hate in his eyes.
“I don’t wanna see no friend of that tosser. He tried to kill me,” Jones growled. “I was lucky to come out of that crash alive. Don’t know if I’ll be able to walk properly thanks to that nutter.”
Tony pulled a hard chair closer to Jones’s bed.
“What you sitting down for? I told you I don’t wanna talk to you.”
“Raj wants me to talk to you.”
Jones stared at her. “What do you mean? He’s dead.”
Tony leaned in. “I’m a psychic. Raj’s here now.”
“You’re a bloody psycho!” Jones spluttered. “I told you, leave me alone.” His hand hovered on the call button.
“I know who really caused the crash.”
Jones’s hand dropped back onto the bed. “You can’t prove nothing.” The color drained from his face.
“Maybe not. I could turn up as a witness, though. I know you were drunk on Thunderbird wine. Your blood alcohol count will be on record. How would I know that, a complete stranger with no connection to you, unless I was a witness to the crash? That’s what the police will think anyway. And then I’ll go on to say how I saw you pull the wheel out of Raj’s hand, just before the car went out of control.”
Jones swallowed. “So what? So what if they believe you? What they gonna do? They can’t do nothing if I don’t admit nothing.” His face hardened.
“At least they have the decency to call this Mildew Ward. I’ve never seen so many unsightly stains.” Deidre materialized, wrinkling her nose at the poor woman now snoring next to Jones. “They could at least have changed her nightie. And put her in a different color. That pink makes her skin look grayer than a mushroom.”
Tony rolled her eyes. Sometimes Deidre really didn’t help.
Raj leaned over the comic book lying on Jones’s bedside cabinet and began to blow. The pages started to turn slowly, one by one. Jones’s head snapped to the comic, his eyes wide and his chest rising and falling rapidly.
“Ask him if strange things have been happening recently,” Deirdre said.
Tony repeated the question to Jones. “So what if they have?” He shrugged, trying to cover his fear.
Raj blew a chocolate wrapper along the counter.
“Raj wants you to tell the truth. Your lies are upsetting his mother,” Tony said simply.
Jones was breathing rapidly now, sweat breaking out on his forehead. “What’s he want me to do?” he whispered between clenched teeth.
“Tell your parents the truth. As soon as everyone knows the accident wasn’t his fault, he’ll leave you alone.”
Tony left Jones to think it over. Raj stayed with him, sitting moodily on the hard visitor’s chair, tugging the corner of Jones’s sheet every now and then just to make him jump.
Outside the main entrance, Deidre stopped in front of Tony. “You can’t take diazepam. You have public responsibilities now,” she said sharply, straightening her pencil skirt and tugging at her black seamed tights so the lines at the back of her legs ran vaguely in a line. Tony walked off to the side, away from the bustle of patients, visitors, and medics.
“Are ghosts ‘the public’? They’re not very public, are they? I think it would be more accurate to refer to ghosts as ‘the private,’” she wondered aloud. “Anyway, what am I supposed to do if it all gets to be too much? I have a life you know, and work, and friends.”
“You have work and maybe one friend, but you hardly have a life. Possibly you have a half-life, but that’s stretching it. And what you do is use me to channel the others. That’s my job.”
“You weren’t there,” Tony pointed out crossly.
“For five minutes!”
“Try five days!”
“I’m a ghost. It’s all the same,” Deirdre said unhelpfully.
Tony’s gut churned. Something was going to fall. Somebody she cared about was going to get hurt…crushed beneath bricks and wood and metal bars. She could hear the groaning of bars clamped together straining, about to snap. She tore her head round to see Maya about fifty meters away standing under a building covered with scaffolding. As she watched, the top struts shifted. Fear knifing through her body, she took off toward her.
 
*
 
Maya’s herbal session at the Homerton Hospital had gone well. A doctor acquaintance in the outpatients department had agreed to trial a couple of herbal clinics. Maya’s doctor friend volunteered that she thought most alternative medicine was quackery. But she had to admit she couldn’t explain the unexpected positive results from follow-up clients showing unusual improvement.
Maya strolled through the entrance to outpatients toward the car park, stopping short at the sight of Tony. She was standing near the doors to the main hospital, talking to somebody Maya guessed must be out of her view around the corner. Pulse racing, Maya decided she was going to go over and ask Tony out to dinner. Maybe it wasn’t sensible to see someone who made her heart beat as hard as a hammer, but Maya was done with being sensible. Life is short, she reminded herself.
Maya ground to a halt in front of a building having some construction work done on it. She could see round the corner now, and although Tony was speaking out loud, there was nobody with her. Tony’s hair was so short Maya could be sure she wasn’t wearing a headset. Tony was talking to herself. Maya’s heart sank, realizing why she was so attracted to Tony. Dammit! Once again, Maya was on the brink of falling for someone with serious issues, probably mental health issues. She watched Tony talking to herself in public for a few minutes, willing the image to imprint on her brain and replace the fantasy of Tony dropping her clothes to the floor and sliding into bed with her.
Out of nowhere, a gust of wind blew in so furiously Maya heard the scaffolding above her head shift and creak. The wind was weird. It was like a mini cyclone centered around her. Tony was suddenly running hell for leather in her direction. Maya tried to move as dust and debris showered down, but she was rooted to the spot. Invisible hands had hold of her ankles, and though she felt the heavy steel scaffold begin to sway, she couldn’t move.
Tony bounded across the path straight for her, her face full of concern. Maya was pulled into her arms and thrown to the ground. Tony’s body pressed hard into hers as the scaffold collapsed with a roar all around them.
 
*
 
“I did what I could.” Deidre was perched on the edge of the gurney, filing her nails. “We’re really not supposed to interfere, but I did guide you to the safest spot. Not too much harm done, I think.” She squinted at Tony where she lay back against the enormous pillows. Hospital pillows seem to be bigger than anywhere else, making her revert to childhood. “You look quite rugged and handsome, in a dusty way. Your girlfriend likes it anyway. There’s maybe even a little bit of love mixed with the lust in her eyes.”
Tony’s body hurt everywhere. She was bruised and scratched and dazed. Shock endorphins and painkillers were just starting to kick in, leaving her floating in a nauseous haze. Maya had already been checked out, patched up, and discharged. She’d come straight to Tony’s bedside and was now trying to negotiate with the emergency doctor.
“Nothing broken as far as we can tell.” The A and E doc turned from examining an x-ray chart. “But we’ll need to keep you in. There could be internal bleeding, and it’s not clear if anything hit your head.”
“I really don’t want to stay in,” Tony said, trying to sit up a bit. She knew it was ridiculous, but ever since her mum had died, she never liked to be in a hospital for long.
Maya smiled sweetly at the female doctor, who responded by subtly looking Maya up and down. “Doctor, Tony’s fairly lucid and she hasn’t been sick. Surely you can discharge her?”
The doctor swallowed. “To be frank,” she lowered her voice slightly, “I’ve been told to be cautious. The incident happened on hospital grounds. We’ll be having a word with the scaffolding company, I can assure you.”
“I see.” Maya leaned in a little closer. “What if Tony came back to my clinic? I’m a medical herbalist. I could keep an eye on her and bring her back in if there’s any change.”
“Well, I can’t actually recommend that. Herbalist, you said. That’s not really the same as a nurse’s training is it?”
Maya smiled magnificently. “The training’s five years. Of course it’s not the same as a nurse’s. It does cover anatomy, pathology, etiology, clinical diagnosis…”
“Oh, I see.” The doctor glanced from Maya to Tony, fiddling with her stethoscope absentmindedly. “Five years, eh? The wounds will need proper dressing. Did the training cover that?” the doctor said wryly.
“Partly. However, the three years I worked in the ER in the Dominican Republic should stand me in good stead.” Maya’s eyes really twinkled when she smiled so broadly.
The doctor smiled back. “Well, why didn’t you say? Tony, you’ll have to sign a form saying you’ve discharged yourself. Administration will have my guts for garters otherwise.”
Maya’s clinic turned out to be her house. By the time Tony realized that Maya intended taking care of her in her guest bedroom, she was too strung out on painkillers to argue. Maya undressed her tenderly without a trace of impropriety. She took off Tony’s ripped shirt, but left her boxers on. She laid Tony down on her guest bed and fetched a basin and a cloth. As steam climbed toward the ceiling in the softly lit room, she poured a few drops of essential oil into the water. A tangy, chewy, antiseptic but pleasant smell floated under Tony’s nostrils. The soft cloth soothed her chafed skin.
Tony shut her eyes, leaned back into the soft white pillow, and let Maya lift her limbs, turn her over, and run the cloth over her body.
“I know they’ve cleaned out the wounds already.” Maya’s voice was low and comforting. “But I’d like to put some herbal antiseptic on them. It may sting a bit. Do you think you can take it?”
“Ah ha.” Tony thought it was sweet Maya wanted to warn her. She really was lovely, Tony decided, smiling sideways into her liquid chocolate eyes. The general pain had subsided into a tolerable ache. Painkillers were swimming pleasantly through her system. She thought a little herbal antiseptic couldn’t hurt her…
She was wrong. Tony muffled a scream as a trail of fire ants rampaged across her back.
“Oh dear. Maybe you need more painkillers,” Maya said.
“It’s okay. Have you put it all on?” Tony asked through clenched teeth.
“Um, no.”
“Well, just do it,” she said.
“Are you sure? There’s no shame in having a low pain threshold.”
There was no way Tony could wimp out now. “Do it!” she urged her, bracing herself.
Tony’s back and shoulders lit up as Maya applied what felt like acid on the scratches and wounds.
“That was very brave.” Tony felt a gentle fairy kiss on the tip of her right shoulder. Soft hands pulled the cool sheet over her back. She was aware of the rustle of her dressings as she turned over and sank back into the pillows.
“Thank you.” Maya bent close and her lips brushed Tony’s for a second. “How can I ever thank you?” Maya’s sweet breath breezed over Tony as her eyes fluttered closed and sleep claimed her.
 
*
 
Maya’s step was light as she walked along the landing toward her guest room. It really was a glorious day. A blackbird was singing the sweetest song in the cherry tree outside the bathroom window, while sunlight streamed through the frosted glass, falling onto the pale wood bathroom floor in square replicas of the window divides. A flutter of excitement reminded Maya that Tony was sleeping in the room a few short steps ahead of her. Maya knew it was important to check in on Tony at regular intervals to make sure there were no complications from the concussion. She’d set an alarm for every two hours, slipping into the bedroom to check Tony’s pulse as subtly as she could, trying not to wake her. Maya was having a bit of a struggle remaining entirely professional with Tony in her guest bed.
Usually, Maya was clear when it came to clients. No matter how attractive they might be in other circumstances, she drew a firm line as a healer. With Tony, though, she was developing a problem separating her feelings, and there had been a couple of moments when she’d felt like a nursey-stalker peering down at Tony’s softly fluttering eyelids.
Maya was glad she’d redecorated the room three weeks ago. Though she was sure Tony hadn’t even noticed the colors, Maya was happy with the cream and pale blue scheme. She had to smile at Tony lying in bed in front of her one coral wall. Maya didn’t know how Tony felt about the color, but it really suited her dark hair and tanned skin.
Tony turned in the bed, pushing one arm out from under the crumpled white sheet. Her eyes opened, holding Maya for a second in the intensity of her eyes. Tony grinned, stretched, winced, and gingerly pulled back the covers. With one foot on the floor, Tony stopped, staring at the pale pink pajama trousers on her legs. Her gaze traveled up her own body, sending a frown across her handsome brow.
“What on earth am I wearing?” she asked.
Maya laughed, biting her bottom lip. “The biggest pair of pajamas I own. You insisted on wearing something.”
“I insisted on wearing something pink?”
“I don’t think you were up to noticing the color. Anyway, you look very pretty.”
Tony scowled. “Hmm!” She grunted, swinging her other leg down and unfolding painfully to a standing position.
Maya was relieved to see Tony was able to walk, stiffly, to the bathroom and back, unaided.
“Any headache? Nausea?”
Tony shook her head, lying back down gratefully on the double bed.
Maya pulled her Louis Ghost Chair up to the bed and sat beside Tony. “The whole scaffolding came down. How did you know?” she asked.
“I had a premonition,” Tony said huskily, her head sinking into the pillows, her eyes half-lidded. The shadows under her eyes were as purple as summer twilight.
“I think you saved my life.” Maya stretched her hand out to gently touch Tony, moved beyond words at Tony’s bravery, her unselfish courage. Tony’s fingers curled under Maya’s, and she smiled up at her, her gaze soft and vulnerable. As their hands met, energy sparked between them. Maya gasped. For the second time, an electrical force shot through Maya. She pulled her hand away, startled, but Tony leaned forward, her eyes searching Maya’s.
Tony ran her fingers lightly along Maya’s bare arm till Maya was shivering, and then Tony pulled her toward her and kissed her. Healing role forgotten, Maya opened to Tony’s strong tongue and soft, soft mouth. Tony gasped, quickening Maya to fever pitch. Lips melted into tongue and fingers. Tony’s fingers stroked the vulnerable skin at the nape of Maya’s neck and under her T-shirt, finding all the places Maya had dreamt, imagined Tony finding―the delicate, shudderingly sensitive skin on the side of her hips, the tender part of her ear that if licked and breathed on made Maya writhe and open all she had toward Tony’s searching fingers. Maya moaned as Tony slid down the zip of Maya’s jeans, slipping her hand down the delicious length between Maya’s legs and then up and inside her, loving her, Tony so obviously loving being inside her. Tony took her body, her fingers took all that Maya was and made her hers. Tony was moaning, “God, you’re so wet, Maya. I never dreamt you’d be so…”
But Maya was beyond hearing words. She just wanted to believe Tony meant whatever she said for that moment, so Maya could let go and give herself, entirely and completely, not thinking of anything but that one sweet moment. Drinking eternity down inside her, she held on to the strong arms around her and let herself fall.
Half hearing her own extremely loud and breathy screams, Maya opened her eyes to the most loving smile. And she knew instantly, she was a fool.



Chapter Five
 
At Camden Lock Market, Tony leaned on the brick wall looking over Regent’s Canal, watching the dull green canal water ripple gently in the sunshine. Tourists walked along the mossy towpath past an intensely green weeping willow knitted with fantastically twisted branches. Roots tunes drifted over from the nearby ragga-reggae stall and a sharp citrus scent from the fresh orange juice stall next to that. Overseas tourists rubbed shoulders with pink-haired skater girls as they strolled into the sober-colored organic clothing shop or paused at the eye-poppingly bright jewelry stall. Maya was a few stalls away, looking at hats. She slipped on a little red baker boy cap and stared critically at herself in a mirror propped up on the edge of the stall.
Tony was as laid back and happy as Camden Market. She’d stayed over at Maya’s for the previous three nights, getting another lighting tech to cover for her on the show. The cuts and bruises were fading, and it seemed there was no serious damage done. Maya put down the red hat, picked up a baby blue one, and slipped it on so it sat diagonally on her head. It really suited her. Tony felt a rush of wanting her and quickly stifled it down. She hadn’t let herself think about the sex. It had been just the one time, and Maya had made it clear it wasn’t going to happen again, at least not until Tony was fully recovered. She wondered when that would be. She was well enough to go out, so she probably was, wasn’t she? What would Maya think if she asked? Would she think Tony was just trying to get her back into bed?
Tony watched Maya wrap a bright blue chiffon scarf around her neck and wondered if she did want to get Maya back into bed. Maya was gorgeous, but was Tony ready for a new relationship? Maya was studying herself intently in the small wooden mirror, twirling the scarf this way and that. Tony sighed. There was a lot of push / pull with Maya. She’d backed off after the sex. In fact, she got up, kissed Tony primly on the cheek, and left for her own room, muttering something about Tony needing to be comfortable. Tony had felt distinctly uncomfortable, lying in Maya’s guest room wondering if she’d been really crap.
The next morning, Maya came in with a breakfast tray, smiling like an angel, blushing and touching Tony far more than was necessary, even for a nurse. Maya had decided Tony needed to stay put for a couple of days, and, confused and hurting all over from the accident, Tony had agreed.
Maya waved and then pointed toward a clothing shop. Tony smiled as she leaned back against the warm brick of the wall, catching the smell of burgers cooking in the food stall section. Maybe she could persuade Maya to get something to eat. Maya could get a tofu burger if she wanted. Tony decided she’d have a Mexican chili dog.
At Maya’s flat, they’d gone through a fair few of Maya’s collection of old movies: Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, An Affair to Remember, Casablanca. A bit too much romance and not quite enough action for Tony. Still, she had to admire Maya’s style, and she found herself liking the things Maya liked in her retro films—strong women up to no good, the play of light and shadow, the crisp suits, and the natural-sized, real-woman curves.
Maya beckoned from the shop doorway. Tony walked happily toward her, whispering a quick “down, boy” to her loins, the suggestion to stroll over to the food section hot on her lips.
“What do you think of this?” Maya picked up a tiny red tartan skirt so small it was barely a waistband. “Do you think it would suit me?” Maya held it in front of her.
Tony stopped bouncing her head up and down when she realized she must look like a nodding dog in the back of a car.
“Cooee! I thought it was you.” Someone tugged Tony hard on the arm. June Turner was smiling broadly at her. “I waved at you when you were leaning over the canal. I thought you might be about to jump in and didn’t like to disturb you, but when I saw you come in this shop I knew it would be okay to say hello.”
“Why did you think she was about to jump in?” Maya asked with some concern, still holding the tiny tartan skirt absentmindedly in front of her.
“Well, she is, you know, psy-whatsit…” Mrs. Turner tailed off. “Is that a child’s kilt? My niece’s birthday’s coming up.”
“Um, Maya this is Mrs. Turner. How was your holiday?”
“Oh, fantastic. We had a wonderful time. Of course, we came back to a right mess didn’t we, thanks to you. But we’ve got it all repaired now, and it looks as good as it did before you turned up on our doorstop slobbering and talking gibberish.”
“I’m pleased to hear it. Well, nice of you to say hello.” Tony tried to steer Maya out of the shop.
“It turned out well in the end, didn’t it?” Mrs. Turner turned to Maya. “I nearly didn’t let her in, you know. What with her face out to here and covered in blood.”
Maya raised her eyebrows. Tony let out a sigh.
Mrs. Turner laughed. “When you started waving that hammer at my husband, I don’t mind telling you, I thought we were goners. Well, you hear about it on the news, don’t you. But I soon changed my tune when she pulled that necklace out of my chimney! I won’t hear a word said against the psychotic now.”
Tony groaned.
“Women sure do act strangely around you,” Maya said when they’d got rid of June Turner and were in the burger stall queue. Tony ordered a tofu burger and a Mexican chili dog, and tried to explain the Turners as being a premonition. She wasn’t ready to confide in Maya that she saw ghosts.
“So you see, when she said psychotic, she really meant psychic.” Tony took a bite of hot dog and waited for Maya’s reaction.
Maya smiled sweetly, shaking her head. “Life isn’t dull around a psychic detective, is it?” she said, a dribble of organic ketchup running cutely down the side of her luscious lips.
 
*
 
Tony got to work early, wanting to make sure everything had gone all right when she’d been off sick. She found Beth in the green room, making an instant chocolate drink. The green room was where cast and crew could make food and chill out before or between shows. It had seen better days and was filled with reject furniture from previous shows. A couple of the less conscientious cast (most were warming up their voices and bodies) and some of the noise and fly boys were sitting around in faded, stained armchairs watching a loud quiz show on the TV.
“Nice of you to drop in,” Beth said sniffily, tearing the top off a sachet before spilling chocolate granules over the drinks area.
“I was in an accident,” Tony said quietly. “A bunch of scaffolding collapsed on top of me. Didn’t the company stage manager tell you?”
“Oh my God, no!” Beth plonked her steaming mug on the counter, splashing liquid over the spilled granules and creating a pool of chocolate toffee goo. “Where are you hurt?” She pulled up Tony’s T-shirt and started running her sticky hands over Tony’s stomach and back. The two fly men looked over in amusement. One of them very unsubtly got his mobile phone out and started lining up a photo. “Oh my God, look at that bruise! Does it hurt?” she asked, prodding a spreading yellow and purple bruise that covered most of Tony’s rib cage.
“Yes!” Tony flinched away, managing to pull her T-shirt down.
“Come backstage. I’ve got some cream for that,” Beth said, licking her lips. She might have been turned on, but then again she could have just been retrieving some instant chocolate drink granules.
“The herbal chick’s been rubbing cream into her for days. Haven’t you heard?” Tom, the sound operator, looked up from the Sunday Sport. As it was a Wednesday, he clearly wasn’t reading it for the news.
“That CSM’s got a big mouth!” Tony said grumpily, annoyed that Jessica, the CSM, had been spreading her business all round the company.
“How do you know Jessica’s got a big tongue?” Beth said sharply.
“I don’t. Has she?” Tony asked, intrigued.
“Why do you sleep with every other woman but not me?” Beth took a long slug of chocolate drink, giving herself an instant chocolate mustache.
“Yes, Tony, why do you sleep with all the other women and not Beth?” Tom drawled slyly.
“I don’t! I haven’t slept with Jessica,” Tony insisted.
“So you did sleep with the herbal chick, then? What’s she like? Does she have any herbal aphro-whatsits?” Jason, the head flyman, asked.
“Dizziacs,” Tom added helpfully.
“None of your damn business,” Tony growled, pouring hot water on a teabag, squishing it around a bit in the mug, and squeezing it out.
“How can you do that without using a teaspoon? You must have asbestos hands,” Beth said. She was still cross with Tony, but perhaps impressed Tony could handle a hot teabag.
“You’ve got a little…” Tony tried to hint to Beth she had chocolate foam all over her upper lip.
“I’ve got a little what?” she snapped. “Have you been comparing my tongue to Jessica’s?”
“No!” Tony said, horrified. “How would I know how big your tongue was?”
“How indeed?” Beth sniffed.
“How come you know how big Jessica’s tongue is anyway, Beth? What have you stage managers been up to in your dark corners?” Tom said, laughing.
“I don’t have to put up with this. I have a boyfriend,” Beth said, glaring at the giggling crew. She saved the dirtiest look of all for Tony before she stormed off.
Deirdre was waiting for Tony in the lighting box.
“Honey, I know you don’t like me to bother you at work,” she said, pushing a needle through a square of cloth fastened over some kind of circular frame.
“What’s that?” Tony couldn’t help asking.
“It’s a new look. Seeing how I’m popping up in England all the time, I thought I’d do Jane Austen.”
Tony squinted at her in the half-light of the box. She was wearing a tight eighties magenta satin blouse with gigantic shoulder pads over a hot cherry rara skirt and bubblegum pink boots, and was topped with a long red wig and more makeup than Coco the Clown. “I’m not really getting Regency gentlewoman,” Tony told her honestly.
“Oh, well. This cow’s butt’s a yawn anyhow.” She threw the embroidery over her left shoulder. It flipped into the air and disappeared.
Tony hoped Deirdre had been embroidering a pastoral scene involving cattle, but was, quite frankly, reluctant to ask. “Where are you from, anyway?”
“Well, it’s a kind of parallel universe. Like somewhere that serves the best cocktails and you never get wrinkles.”
“No, when you were alive.”
“New York, honey.”
“I thought so from your accent. But then you said you were called Deirdre.”
“Oh that. I just love your Coronation Street. I caught the show on a trip once to England and got hooked. Then I had my British bathroom liaisons send me tapes of it. I loved that magnificent woman—the one who went to prison for her lover.”
“You mean Deirdre Barlow?”
“Sure I do. Such a brave woman. And even braver fashion choices. I used to weep at her glasses.”
The call button on Tony’s com unit flashed yellow. She put the headset on. “Tony on cans,” she said into the mic.
“You’re late on cans. Are you sure you’re fit for work?” Beth said snippily. “Perhaps you’d better go back to your herbal slut.”
“She’s not a herbal slut,” Tony said crossly.
“Well, what is she, a homeopath?”
Tony took a deep breath. It was going to be a long night. “She is herbal. She’s not a slut,” she said as calmly as she could. Tony suffered Beth’s terse instructions without comment. The audience were taking their seats, and soon they’d be in show state. There was a limit to what Beth could say while the show was running. She was too professional to risk messing up everyone’s cues.
“Ella está loca,” Deirdre muttered. “I’m glad you’ve hit it off with the herbalist. I was worried you’d dip your wick in that crazy candle.”
“By crazy candle, do you mean Beth?”
“Mmm-hmm. Anyway, I’ve got someone who wants to meet you, but she’s shy.”
“A shy ghost? Are you serious?”
“Yes. She doesn’t know she’s passed over. We’re working up to telling her, but don’t you go blurting it out. Will you talk to her at halftime?”
“Do you mean the interval?”
“Sure, whatever.” Deirdre disappeared as Sally Bowles rose from the pit sitting backward on a chair in a cloud of dry ice and a gorgeous dark steel blue uplight.
In the interval, a young androgynous white woman materialized in the other chair. Her blond hair was cut short and had a kind of elfin quality to it. She was tall with lightly tanned skin and a gangly, self-conscious way of moving. She wore a short-sleeved blue checked surfing shirt, long gray shorts, and trainers. She blinked at the empty stage through the big glass window for a while before turning to Tony. She studied Tony top to toe for about five minutes. Tony didn’t know whether to say hello or not. She’d never spoken first to a ghost before. She decided to carry on doing the Sudoku puzzle in the Independent.
“How long have you been out?”
The young woman was blinking at Tony a little nervously.
“Do you mean as a lesbian?”
She nodded eagerly.
“About fifteen years.”
“Oh, that’s heavy! I just came out.”
“Did you?” Tony looked at her a bit closer. She was maybe about eighteen, or would have been, when she died. It was sad meeting dead young people.
“Did you know I was a lesbian? Could you tell?” She wrapped her long legs around the base of the chair.
“Well, I didn’t like to presume…”
Her face fell.
“But I thought you probably were.”
She beamed at Tony. “Have we met before?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, do you know how I got here?”
Tony swallowed. “What? To the lighting box?”
“Oh, is this a lighting box?”
Tony nodded. The young woman took in the small black room with its big glass wall at the front, low ceiling, and the long wooden counter housing the lighting board, monitor, Anglepoise lamps, and communications packs.
“What is a lighting box?”
“It’s a room in the theater where people operate the lights for a show. You’re in a theater,” Tony explained.
The young woman frowned, looking very confused. “I’ve got a terrible memory problem. I think I need to go see my doctor. I’m Rachel, by the way.”
“Tony.”
“You’re nice. You’re not ignoring me. So many people have ignored me lately. It’s doing my head in. Apart from that weird drag queen. Do you know him?”
“Deirdre?”
“Yeah, what’s with that?”
Deirdre took that moment to appear by the doorway out of Rachel’s eye line.
“He’s always following me about, with his bizarre clothes. Someone should have a word, man. Shoulder pads, I ask you!”
Deirdre pursed her lips and cut an eye at Rachel.
“Why’s he want to hang out with a lesbian anyway? Plus he’s old enough to be my, well, my older brother, and those garbs. No one’s gonna hit on me while he’s hanging around looking like Madonna on a bad day.”
Deirdre tossed her wig and narrowed her eyes.
“I think she looks very lovely,” Tony said tactfully.
“Have you got a girlfriend?” Rachel asked, looking at Tony sideways.
Maya and Tony still hadn’t discussed the nature of their relationship. They were kind of seeing each other. Tony got the impression Maya was nervous of committing herself, and Tony hadn’t wanted to risk spoiling the fun by pushing her. Tony realized Rachel was still looking at her. “Er, I think so.”
“Yeah, it’s like that, isn’t it? On the scene,” Rachel said. “I’m the same. Got all kinds of things going on. I’m running with all the bitches.”
Tony stared at her for a second. “Do they like being called that, the women you know?”
“Not really,” Rachel admitted.
The call button started flashing. “Stand by for act two,” Beth said.
“I’ve got to get back to work now. Nice to meet you. Perhaps we can talk another time,” Tony told Rachel.
She shrugged and melted away. Deirdre sighed and whispered a quick “thanks” before leaving Tony all alone in the dim room to wonder if she was really the best person to help a baby dyke who had no idea she was dead.
 
*
 
As Maya chopped garlic into tiny pieces, she devoured the amazing view from Tony’s kitchen window. Tony’s flat was on the ninth floor of a tower block in East London. Night was falling over crisscross streets of terraced Victorian houses and roads packed bumper to bumper with rush-hour traffic, their taillights like blinking red LEDs. The Canary Wharf buildings hovered in the dusky purple sky, twinkling as workers began switching the office lights on. The roof of Canary Wharf itself flashed like a huge urban lighthouse, warning and navigating not ships but planes. Away from the river, toward the city and West End, the distinctive blue-green conical shape of the Gerkin stood out from the myriad of buildings around it.
Maya tipped her finely diced onion and garlic into hot olive oil, breathing in the delicious aromas as the vegetables fizzed and began to soften. Maya was cooking her specialty: pumpkin ravioli with an arrabbiata sauce for Tony. She preferred to cook in her own kitchen, but, well, Saturday night had turned into Sunday morning, and the following evening here Maya was, reluctant to leave.
Maya had never thought she’d take a risk like this, but she hadn’t been able to get Tony out of her head, and in the end she’d stopped thinking and just let herself have her. Maya smiled at the subconscious reference, lightly biting her bottom lip. Now she’d fallen hard and was struggling a bit. She knew she wasn’t listening to her better judgment, but she didn’t want to be sensible. The sex was too good. In fact, it was the best Maya had ever had. She stirred the garlic and onions before tipping chopped tomatoes and chili into the pan. Maya realized she really liked Tony, which made the sex very hot but also damn meaningful! Tony was like a drug. I’m not sure she’s good for me, but I keep coming back for more.
But Maya did see her talking to herself. At least she was pretty sure she did. It all seemed a bit hazy now because that was just before the scaffolding fell on her. She winced at the memory. Then she paused mid-stir, reflecting. She was pretty sure Tony had been talking to herself, but, well, so what? Loads of people do. Doesn’t mean they’re crazy. She’d asked Tony, and Tony had said she had no history of mental illness. That was one of the first things Maya checked.
She tasted the scarlet sauce and then shook some dried oregano into it, stopping for a moment to realign the row of spice jars so their labels were all facing outward. And Tony was so sweet. She wasn’t like the other “tortured artists” Maya had been with before. She stared out the steamy window, only vaguely focusing on the London night scene below. God, she’s unbelievably hot. Her body is just amazing, her skin is soft and smells so good, and she has muscles everywhere, I just want to keep touching her. And she melts under my fingers. I want to look after her, which scares me, of course. And we talk about everything for hours. She told me her mum died when Tony was eighteen, and she seems well adjusted about that. She’s close to her dad, and it looks like a healthy relationship, and she’s got a great friend in Jade. She’s psychic, which I’m prepared to be open-minded about. Maybe she has some kind of sixth sense or something, or maybe she’s just really good at reading people. Jade says Tony has premonitions.
“Ah! That smells fantastic.” Tony appeared through her narrow kitchen doorway, her eyes sparkling. She picked up the bottle of wine Maya had left on the black countertop. “Want me to open this?” she asked, unconsciously scratching a tiny itch on her right bicep. Maya’s eyes flicked to Tony’s shoulders, chest, and breasts squeezed into her tight T-shirt.
“Chianti classico,” Tony read the wine label. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed you ogling me.” She reached past Maya to unhook the corkscrew from the holder on the wall. Her breath brushed the back of Maya’s neck as she passed her in the tiny galley kitchen, causing Maya to splurt pasta sauce over the white hob.
“Don’t know what you mean.” Maya quickly mopped up the red splash. She contemplated getting out the hob scouring cream. Tony slotted her bartender’s corkscrew onto the side of the Chianti bottle and pulled the cork out in one smooth movement.
“So you like Italian wine, huh?” Tony sniffed at the bottle, raising her eyebrows as if she was surprised to like the smell.
“And Italian women,” Maya said, deciding to be wild and leave the hob unprotected. She gave the sauce another stir.
“Well, if that’s what you like, you’re barking up the wrong tree here.” Tony poured the intense claret-red wine into two wineglasses. “Not a drop of Italian blood in me.” She handed a glass to Maya.
“Those eyes come from somewhere hot,” Maya said, clinking her glass with Tony’s and taking a sip. “Mmm,” she cooed, lost in the smoothness of both the Chianti and Tony’s eyes.
Tony held her wineglass up to the light. “Gorgeous color, close to a Lee 027.”
Maya watched Tony taste the wine. “Is that lighting mumbo jumbo?”
“Lee 027 is a lighting gel number. It’s a beautiful deep red. See how the light filters through the glass…”
Maya stopped listening and turned back to her sauce.
“Hey, this is good. I like it,” Tony said, smacking her lips.
“What? Better than beer?”
Tony smiled. “You saying I’m uncouth?” She perched herself on the end of the tiny breakfast bar.
“No, I’m just saying you usually drink beer.” Maya turned to catch Tony’s eyes on her butt.
“Great views in the kitchen, don’t you think?” Tony’s smile broadened into a cheeky grin that made Maya want to turn off the stove and drag Tony to the bedroom.
“I love Italian food, true. I usually drink beer with it.” Tony snuck a cherry tomato from the salad bowl. “My dad’s really into it, so we ate in Italian restaurants a lot, especially after my mum died.”
Maya glanced at Tony. She was nonchalantly chewing the tomato and swigging her Chianti like it was beer. Maya knew Tony’s mum had died a long time ago, but she didn’t think she would ever talk about her dad’s death so matter-of-factly. Tony was studying the neat rows of faintly golden ravioli on the stark white plate. “Where did you learn to do that?” she asked.
“My ex’s mother taught me to make fresh pasta. I found your pasta machine gathering dust at the back of your cupboard there.”
“My what?” Tony’s brow wrinkled.
“Pasta machine. It’s over there, by the sink. It was stuffed into that cupboard behind you.”
“Oh, is that a pasta machine? Jade gave me that, but I didn’t know what to do with it. So your ex, was she Italian then?”
“Italian-American. Several of my exes are. When I lived in New York, I hung out with the Italian-American lesbian crowd. I felt some kind of Mediterranean connection. My family are Portuguese way back.”
“Have you been to Portugal?” Tony picked at a bowl of freshly grated parmesan. Maya playfully flicked a cloth at her fingers. “Save some appetite for later! Sure. It was kind of familiar but really different all at the same time.”
“Interesting. And I have plenty of appetite, by the way. Hey, want some music?”
Maya nodded, watching wistfully as Tony’s sexy butt disappeared through the doorway.
Minutes later, the opening bars of David Bowie’s “Jean Genie” drifted in from the living room. Maya stirred the sauce mechanically as the familiar song washed over her, dropping her instantly into a past stark with loss and bringing its own pain with it. She turned the gas ring out under the sauce and wandered into the living room. Tony was staring at the cover of an old vinyl LP that was as much a part of Maya’s childhood as the fishing boats dropping off their catch at Provincetown Harbor. Tony was staring at David Bowie as Aladdin Sane, his bright orange hair standing out against a white background. Bowie’s eyes were shut; he was thin and androgynous, wearing pink eye shadow, pink lipstick, and a bright tangerine and blue zigzag over the right side of his face.
“You like David Bowie, then?” Maya asked, her voice tight in her throat.
Tony flashed her a brilliant smile. “I love David Bowie.”
“Aren’t you a bit young to like Bowie?” Maya stood next to Tony, looking at the LP cover suspiciously. She took the wineglass out of Tony’s hand and swigged the wine, trying to ease both the dryness in her throat and her rising anxiety.
“I got into him in my early twenties. My mate’s mum liked him, and I first heard his tunes round her house. He really spoke to me. He was a boy who looked like a girl, and I was a girl who looked like a boy. They were selling old vinyl really cheap then because everyone wanted CDs and people didn’t even have record decks. I bought myself a really good Technics deck and scoured all the secondhand vinyl stores for mint condition Bowie LPs. Wanna hear my favorite tune of all time?”
“Sure.” Maya leaned forward and brushed Tony’s cheek, her anxiety distracted by the depth of excitement and passion in Tony’s voice. She wanted not to be troubled that Tony was into her father’s favorite singer. She didn’t want to find any similarities between Tony and her father. Maya picked up the discarded LP cover, feeling weird. Of all the Bowie LPs, this was the one that disturbed her most.
The opening guitar riff ripped a hole straight through to Maya’s childhood. She was instantly in the Provincetown town house staring helplessly up at her father as he played the song over and over again. “Panic in Detroit.” He half sang, half screamed the words at the top of his lungs, his eyes wide and terrified. Unshaven, with matted, unbrushed hair half obscuring his face, he turned up the record player till her mother’s china figurines rattled on the sideboard.
“Well, what do you think?” Tony’s gentle, happy voice jolted her back to the present.
Tears flooded through Maya, choking her words away. She stared at Bowie on the LP cover, knowing his closed eyes were not the peaceful expression everyone thought, but just a way of keeping in all that terror and rage, and feeling. Between his partly open lips Maya saw how tightly he was gritting his teeth.
“Maya, what is it? Maya?” Tony took the wineglass and LP cover out of Maya’s hands. Worry was etched across her brow.
“My father,” Maya spat out. The tears burst through then, great wrenching, heaving sobs, salty with long-buried childhood pain and the fresh, slicing wounds of grief. With Tony’s arms around her, Maya pressed her lips into Tony’s warm neck. “My father…this was his favorite tune.”
“Oh God.” Tony tried to move away, to stop the record playing.
“Leave it.” Maya hung on to her. She cried in Tony’s arms, burying her face in Tony’s shoulder. She cried because she’d never see her father again, her crazy, sad, brilliant father, and losing him was the hardest thing she’d ever had to bear. It was as sharp as a knife and so tiring, and so final. And she cried because she wanted to cover the fear that Tony was her father all over again.
 
*
 
Tony speared a thick chunk of cucumber onto the edge of her fork, dipped it into a pool of heavy dressing that had collected in the center of her plate, and bit down on it. Her father cleared his throat and pushed his half-eaten pizza aside. “Any news from Amy?” he asked.
Tony’s stomach clenched. “No.”
They had met for dinner at Giuseppe’s, the small family Italian restaurant round the corner from Tony’s father’s house in North London. They had been going there for years. The restaurant owners welcomed them like old friends. They’d known Tony’s mother, Alice. The décor had hardly changed in a decade: scrubbed wooden tables covered with checkered red and white tablecloths and fringed with wicker chairs. Bottles of amaretto, grappa, and Galliano filled glass shelves behind the bar. Lights topped with red glass shades illuminated old black-and-white photos hung on pale walls.
Tony’s dad tore his eyes from a picture of an old lady in a heavy black dress, her hair covered, holding a small baby in her arms in front of a grocer’s shop. “So no photos of Louise to show me? Is she at nursery now?” He gulped his Peroni beer.
“I got an e-mail about three weeks ago. Amy was really bored working in the Theater In Education company, and her mum had been looking after Louise, but she was getting fed up with it and asked Amy to make other arrangements. Amy wasn’t sure she could afford childcare and work. It’s ridiculous, but on theater wages she’d be better off on benefits.”
“Can’t see Amy liking that,” Tony’s dad said.
“Exactly. She’d hate it. Plus, I don’t think she wants to be on her own with Louise all day.”
“Why doesn’t she move back down here so you could help out?” Her dad leaned forward eagerly. “I could babysit as well some evenings and on weekends.”
Tony smiled weakly. “She couldn’t afford the rent, not at London prices.”
Her dad pushed his plate aside. “That’s too bad.” He sighed. “You could always go up there, though. They got theaters in Manchester, haven’t they?”
Tony scowled. “What and leave all my friends, and you? Anyway, there’s far more work in London.”
“You’d see your little girl, though,” her dad said gently.
Tony looked at the tablecloth, and started picking at flecks of oily, red candle wax. She missed Louise so badly it burned.
“Seeing any ghosts?”
Unable to believe her ears, Tony stared at her dad. He looked panicked, as if he hadn’t meant to say that out loud. “Are you?” she asked eventually.
“No. You know I don’t.” Her dad scratched his chin, raking his fingernails over faint stubble.
“Is that the diazepam?”
“I’ve been on Seroquel for ages now. It’s pretty good. Seems to do the trick.”
“Don’t you want to get off pills?” Tony curled a huge forkful of spaghetti off her plate and tried to fit it into her mouth.
“It was horrible before. I couldn’t control the hallucinations. They came at work, when I was out with friends, out with your mother…”
“Tell me about it,” Tony said through a mouthful of food.
“Thing is, Tony,” her dad dropped his voice, “I really believed I was seeing ghosts.”
“Well, yeah! I really believe you were seeing ghosts.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, now I’ve seen them, and I’m sure they’re real, Dad. I’ve talked to them and I’ve helped them, and apart from that boy scaring me for a while, it’s been a good thing. They do come at inconvenient times, though.”
Tony’s dad picked a bread stick, frowning. “Tony, are you taking the pills the doctor prescribed for you?”
“No. I hated them. I felt all detached from everything. They didn’t even work.”
“You probably need to take a higher dose. If you get the medication right, it’ll all disappear, trust me.”
Tony sighed. “It’s fine, Dad. Honestly. I don’t want them to disappear.”
“Well, look, Antonia, I don’t want that kind of life for you.” Tony’s dad bit his lip. “People are going to think you’re crazy. Blimey, even I think maybe you’re crazy…” He trailed off as the restaurant owner approached their table with the dessert menu. “Profiteroles for me. What about you, Antonia?”
Tony shook her head. “Nothing, thanks.” She swallowed her disappointment. It looked like her dad would be no help at all. As far as ghosts were concerned, the only guide she had was Deirdre.
 
*
 
Too slow to really move, fast enough to grind, Tony pressed into Maya’s sweet body, drinking in her perfumed skin. Maya had one hand across the back of Tony’s neck running her fingers over her fresh haircut. “Mmm, I think you should get clippered more often,” she breathed into Tony’s ear, staying just long enough to quickly dart her tongue in and out. Tony’s body jerked a response, making Maya giggle in a self-satisfied way.
They had fallen into seeing each other on a regular basis. Though Maya seemed to like to talk about most things in great detail, she didn’t want to talk about their relationship much. Tony had mentioned her ex and that things had never really properly ended, and Maya had very quickly said she wasn’t looking for anything heavy.
Now Jade’s Clapton mate was throwing another house party, and there they were, together, just having fun. Jade’s mate’s DJs played the best old school lovers rock. Janet Kay was singing how she didn’t want to play no silly games, but Tony knew she would play whatever way Maya asked her to if she kept pushing her leg between Tony’s the way she was. The floor bounced to the bass and the melody melted her like a Popsicle in the sun. Maya was in Tony’s arms, her lips nuzzling into Tony’s neck. Tony didn’t dare think what it all meant. She just breathed Maya in, knowing this was one of those moments to file away and replay some way down the line.
Tony shut her eyes, feeling she could dance to the tune forever. Maya bounced rhythmically on Tony’s thighs, her body mapping Tony’s. Tony wasn’t sure if they were having sex or dancing, and she didn’t especially mind. As the tune faded out, Maya looked up at her and mouthed, “Drink?”
Unable to resist Maya’s bottom’s silent call to her to follow, Tony stayed two steps behind her all the way to the kitchen.
“Maya! Maya! Come talk to my mate about uncontrollable flatulence.” Jade flapped frantically at Maya from the food table. The woman standing next to her blushed from the tips of her hair to the base of her neck. Maya slinked over, leaving Tony to peruse the wine bottles. She scanned the cheap bottles wondering where her high-end, beautifully chilled Sancerre had gone.
“Have you seen my friends?”
Tony turned toward a familiar voice near the big bowl of rum punch. Rachel, the dead baby dyke, was trying to lean casually against the table. As her body had no substance, she was melting in and out of the rum punch, making it look like she had an elaborate Mardi Gras costume on, complete with citrus slices and knobs of pineapple.
The kitchen was packed. Tony couldn’t exactly answer her.
“Tony, isn’t it? We met in your light box, remember?” Rachel sounded distressed.
Tony tipped her head toward the back door, leading to the garden. Rachel frowned, clearly not understanding. Tony tipped her head again. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Maya staring at her. Experimentally, she tried moving her head this way and that, like she was trying a new dance move. Maya gave her a strange look and turned away.
Tony pushed through the door into the late-spring night. There was a pulsing, glad to be alive smell from cool air meeting fresh, new plants. It was too cold for the house party guests to hang outside, fortunately. In the dim light from the kitchen, Tony could make out a bench a little ways off, surrounded by several stone statues. A couple of tall trees, their sweeping branches plump with young leaves, bordered the end of the garden beyond a lush green lawn. Tony stood by the bench under a trailing vine and remembered Maya talking to someone out here when Tony didn’t even know her. A warm and tender feeling flushed through her.
“So why did you want me to meet you out here in the dark, all alone?” The dead baby dyke dripped flirtation.
For a second, Tony panicked. She didn’t know the protocol about fooling around with a ghost. The way they moved in and out of things, they could be doing it to a person and they wouldn’t even know. Fortunately, Deirdre materialized like a good penny.
“Well, hey, Rachel, what’s up?” Deirdre glided down a weathered high brick wall in spandex pants so tight they made Tony’s jaw drop.
“Oh good God, what have you got on now?” Rachel whimpered.
“Gold lamé is very now!” Deirdre protested.
“Now? Really?” Tony cut in.
“Oh, yes, sorry. I forgot. Well, it’s kinda now for me.” Deirdre settled on the weathered, slated wood garden bench.
“I don’t understand why my friends are ignoring me.” Rachel flopped down miserably next to Deirdre. “They’re in that party, there, dancing. They act like they don’t see me, and I don’t know what I’ve done to upset them. I can’t remember things anymore, so maybe I did do something. I don’t remember taking any drugs.”
“You took drugs?” Tony thought perhaps this was how Rachel had died.
“No, that’s just what I’m saying. I don’t remember taking any drugs, but I must have because I feel really weird. Like I can’t really feel my body.”
Deirdre pulled a face. “Oh dear.”
“I haven’t taken anything for weeks. Not since I took that coke.”
“What coke?” Tony asked.
“My flatmate’s coke. I just took a line, but maybe it was really powerful because that’s the last thing I remember properly.”
“That’s it. Stay with that memory. What happened after you took the line?” Deirdre said softly.
Rachel folded her arms and tipped her head on one side, thinking.
“My friends were teasing me because I don’t really do drugs. Well, to tell you the truth,” she dropped her voice, “I never took anything before. I walked into the kitchen and there were thin white powdery lines laid out on the ceramic thing we put hot pans on. I wasn’t going to, but everyone else took one, and when Mikey passed me her rolled-up fiver she had such a know-it-all, done-it-all sneer, I felt a baby so I did it. It was weird, quite nice after all this bitter stuff went down the back of my throat. I got a warm feeling all over. All of us kept rushing to the loo, and Mikey said the stuff was good ’cause it was cut with baby laxative.”
The kitchen door opened, spilling beats gently out into the quiet yard. Jade loped down the garden path, a long tumbler of mango juice in her hand, smiling broadly. “Are you talking to the you-know-whats?” she asked when she reached Tony at the worn bench.
“Yeah,” Tony told her. She was just thinking it was getting a bit crowded in the small backyard, but she quickly realized there’s no such thing as crowded with ghosts when Jade sat on Deirdre. “You’re sitting on Deirdre.” Tony grimaced. Jade jumped up, full of apologies, and showered Tony with juice.
“It’s cool, sugar,” Deirdre drawled, sounding more West than East Coast. “Didn’t feel a thing. Just think of me as a ball of wind.”
“I think of you as a ball of wind,” Rachel muttered. “Know what, though? I’m seeing the strangest things. It looked like you just faded right away and Tony’s hench mate sat right where you used to be. I think maybe I took a tab and can’t remember.”
“Am I the hench mate? Am I the hench mate?” Jade repeated excitedly.
“Apparently. This is Rachel. She’s just come out and thinks any lesbian’s hench, I mean gorgeous,” Tony explained.
“That’s cold. I do like a lot of bitches, but your mate is buff. You are really beautiful,” Rachel said, blushing furiously red.
“I’m not down with being a bitch, but all the same, I haven’t got this excited over a disembodied voice since I had to quit Les-sex90901 on account of being about to be cut off by the phone company,” Jade said in Rachel’s direction.
“What does she mean ‘disembodied voice’?” Rachel whispered into Tony’s ear. Tony looked to Deirdre for help. She had floated off to the big stone mushroom in the middle of what Tony realized was an Astroturf lawn and had managed to perch herself on it, looking like a huge eighties drag-gnome.
“I’m beginning to wonder if we’ve all had a tab,” Tony shared.
“What is that? What is a tab?” Deirdre asked, frowning.
“British slang for LSD.”
“Oh, I know British slang. Backslang, right?” Deirdre said happily.
“Er, no!” Jade responded to the direction of Deirdre’s voice.
“I uvla ackslangba!” Deirdre cooed. “That means I love backslang, in backslang. Backslang’s very underrated. You British are brilliant at making up secret languages no one understands. I speak Polari as well. I can’t tell you the number of times Polari saved me from being carried off by the pretty police.”
“What is Divine going on about?” Rachel groaned.
Deirdre glanced up the garden and muttered, “Varda the bona gent.”
Tony followed her gaze. Walking toward them from the garden was a handsome, olive-skinned, Latino-looking guy. Wiry and slightly built, he moved confidently and with grace. His graying hair was longer than average. It fell just over the collar of his paint-splattered blue shirt. His jeans were so worn they were bleached white at the thighs, knees, and hems. Tony tried to think where she’d seen him before.
“Hey, girls. What’s up?” he asked in a US East Coast accent.
“We just chillin’, sugar. Take the weight off.” Deirdre purred, shifting over on the stone mushroom and patting its cold, gray, knobbly surface.
The East Coast gent smiled at Deirdre, nodded at Rachel and Jade, but came to stand in front of Tony.
“So you’re the psychic dick,” he drawled nasally.
“I prefer detective, really,” Tony said, sounding prissier than she meant to.
“Who’s that? He sounds cool,” Jade said.
“He is cool,” Tony muttered.
“Are you blind?” Rachel asked Jade.
“Well, that’s an interesting question.” Tony looked at Jade, who shrugged.
“I need your help, Dick.” The old guy scratched the white stubble on his chin, gazing thoughtfully down at Tony. She didn’t think she was going to like this new job if everyone kept calling her a dick. “A girl’s in danger. You’re the only person that side I can talk to. Well, that ain’t strictly true. I could talk to my brother, but he’s evil.”
“Bummer!” Deirdre said.
“He’s the one trying to hurt her, in fact. And he’s got the power to do it too.”
“Hey!” Rachel jumped off the bench. “You see that?” Rachel was staring at a couple necking in front of the kitchen window. The light spilling out onto them revealed them as the friends Rachel had pointed out earlier. “That’s why they were ignoring me. They’re hot for each other.” She bounded off toward the kissing couple.
“That’s why I can’t protect my girl. There’s not a lot I can do from beyond the grave,” the old guy said sadly.
“So what do you want from me?” Tony asked him.
“I need you to look out for her.”
“That sounds like a full-time job. I’ve already got a job, you know. Also, I’m in the middle of a case.”
Rachel darted in front of Tony. “They’re acting like I’m not there. Come talk to them.”
Tony glanced back to find the old man had melted away. There was something that worried her about him. He was a nice guy. But him turning up disturbed her. He was like a bad omen. Tony felt a premonition twist in her gut. Sighing, she followed Rachel back toward the house.
Rachel’s friends were really going for it. Tony felt a bit pervy standing there, not getting their attention. She coughed loudly. At last, the blonde surfaced for air. “Huh?”
“You’re Rachel’s friends, right?”
The redhead blinked open her eyes, and looked Tony up and down. “So?” she said roughly.
“She did some casual work for me at the theater where I work, and I just heard. So what happened?”
The blonde stepped in front of her friend protectively. “We don’t know you. You could be anyone.” She turned back to her friend. “You don’t have to say nothing, Mikey.”
“Oh, you’re Mikey. Rachel talked about you,” Tony chipped in.
“Well, she didn’t talk about you. Who are you anyway?” Mikey said suspiciously.
“Tony.”
“Jade’s mate Tony?” the blonde asked.
Tony nodded, tipping her head toward Jade, who was still sitting on the bench farther up the garden, talking to Deirdre.
“What’s she sitting up there alone for, talking to herself?” Mikey asked.
“Bit too much rum punch,” Tony said, hoping to hell they didn’t really know Jade and that she didn’t drink.
“Shame.” The blonde kissed her teeth.
“I just don’t understand it. Rachel’s so young,” Tony said.
The two baby dykes glanced nervously at each other. Mikey turned haunted eyes back to Tony. “It was just a fluke thing. She had a heart condition.”
“No, I don’t,” Rachel cut in.
“No one knew. She didn’t know,” Mikey continued, then she dropped her voice and leaned closer to Tony. “She took some charley, yeah, just one line. We was all going out to a party. At the last minute, Rachel didn’t want to come. She went to bed. We went to the party.” Mikey took a sharp breath.
“But what we didn’t know was Rachel was having a heart attack. The paramedic said it would have happened in her sleep. She went to bed and she just never woke up.
“We didn’t know till the next day,” Mikey’s voice caught on the words. “It was her turn to make dinner, so I went into her room. I found her.” Mikey gulped. “If I’d checked earlier…maybe if we hadn’t gone to the party…”
They were both crying. Mikey pulled the blonde onto her shoulder. They were clearly racked with guilt, and it sounded like there was nothing they could have done.
“I’m dead!” Rachel screeched, stepping in front of Tony.
Tony nodded as gently as she could. “Thanks for telling me,” she said to Mikey and the blonde.
“Thanks for telling me,” Rachel said furiously before vanishing.
Back inside the kitchen, Maya was surrounded by a troupe of women with various ailments, all trying to score free consultations.
“I’ve got a terrible boil on my bum. Want to take a look?” one of them said with a strange, hopeful look in her eye.
Maya’s face was so neutral it could have been made of plastic. “I think perhaps you should get your GP to examine the boil. However, I’m sure an herbal ointment would be beneficial,” she said soothingly.
“Excuse me, I don’t want to butt in.” Tony gently threaded her way through the small crowd. “I believe I’ve already booked this appointment.” She stretched out her hand to Maya. Maya slipped her hand in Tony’s and walked her to the dance floor.
“How do you cope?” Tony mouthed into her ear as Maya smooched against her.
“I usually don’t tell people what I do. Jade’s friend let the cat out of the bag.” Maya’s breath against Tony’s cheek and ear was turning her legs to mush. Any more of that and she’d have to get horizontal.
“Mmmm.” She rubbed her hands along Maya’s shoulders and down her back. Hearing how Rachel had died made Tony deeply sad. It felt so good to be alive and in love—
Staring into Maya’s delicious eyes, Tony realized that in love was exactly what she was.



Chapter Six
 
Pete’s eyes flickered over his monitor screen and he heaved a long sigh. These idiots chatting so ignorantly in Shaman 101 weren’t masters of the black arts. He yawned and asked for Jose’s presence to guide him through the dull, charlatan ramblings that threatened to numb his senses while he waited for Black Beetle to enter the chat room.
Weeks had passed since the scaffolding accident that had left Maya entirely unscathed. Pete suspected some positive force had protected her. The problem with good magic was that it was unpredictable. So many thousands of miles away, Pete’s power wasn’t great enough to overcome any protection Doug may have left for her. Pete had been chanting spells to bring Maya home, but something was keeping her on that tiny island.
Pete had prayed to Jose for assistance. He knew the right person, idea, or object would find its way to him. The same night Pete had dreamt that the Internet was a tool he should explore. The next night, he’d dreamt that he was a master shaman with disciples just like Jose used to have. Then he understood what Jose was trying to tell him. Trawling UK websites, he had found someone promising. Black Beetle had no real shaman powers, but she was malleable, and she lived in the same town as Maya.
Pete had been working on her for weeks. He’d spent hours typing flattering, sympathetic words into keyboards in a selection of anonymous Internet cafés. The girl had told him her real name was Sheila. She was bitter, lonely, and more than a little twisted after seeing her boyfriend beaten to death in front of her. Pete vaguely remembered reading about a pack attack on a Goth in some godforsaken British seaside town. The violence had opened the door for Pete to bend her to his purposes.
Pete snapped to attention as Black Beetle entered the chat room. He instant messaged her, reassuring her he’d been waiting just for this moment. He typed the kind of lines a person would if they were speaking to someone trusted and loved, slipping spells in between the cloying endearments and weaving the beetle’s loneliness into a net.
I want to be a disciple, but how can I be sure you’re the right master?
Sheila’s last line glared out at Pete. He tensed, grunting in irritation. Perhaps all the weeks of work had been for nothing. The Internet was a ridiculous medium. What had he been thinking, wasting his time with it? His finger was paused over the mouse, ready to shut down the site, when his mind flashed back to the ant with its dead fly. The ant had carried that burden all the way back to the nest. Pete took a moment to think.
It is natural for initiates to be unsure when they are not ready…
Pete’s script flashed up in front of him as he deliberately waited. He was risking the girl walking out on him as the seconds ticked by, but if she did, she’d be no use to him anyway.
There are many paths along the way to the true dark path, and you are right to be careful in your choices. I cannot reassure you. And I won’t try to. When you are truly ready, you will not ask that question.
Pete tapped his fingers softly on the tabletop. His breath was even. He let a few more seconds go by.
We will end this session and I will not contact you again.
Just as Pete hovered above the X that would close down their instant message box, Black Beetle typed a hurried response: No, please. I am ready.
Pete shut down the box anyway. He smiled to himself as he left the Internet café. If the girl wasn’t ready, Pete wouldn’t be wasting any more time on her, but he had a good feeling. Sheila had sniffed the bait. She just needed time to stew.
 
*
 
Tony tipped her head out of the cabin door and gulped a breath of sweet early summer. She left Maya sleeping like a baby in Jade’s cabin, stepped out onto the deck, and stretched, turning her face into the warm sunlight blushing across Poplar Marina. It was a gorgeous morning. Maya and Tony were having a “weekend break” on Jade’s boat. They’d bounced their way through most of the night, and Tony could truly say she’d never had more fun in Jade’s little double bed.
Tony walked across the deck to sit by the water, resting a tin mug of tea on the gray-white boardwalk. Sunlight sparkled across tiny ripples on the practically still surface of Poplar Dock. The water reflected the early-morning light gently. She could stare straight into the green depths. A stirring of her old dream slithered through her belly: the one of sinking down into freezing, furious water.
A light breeze stirred mooring lines and chain links into a tinkling percussion. Tony was thinking about Maya. How she was really starting to fall for her. She was about ready to call her ex, Amy, and sort out their unfinished business. Tony needed to make some proper, regular arrangements to see her little girl, Louise. Tony sighed. Why were lesbian relationships so messy?
The air in front of the cabin wavered like a fine mist was drifting past it, and then the old American guy was walking softly toward Tony. He stood for a moment, scanning the water, and lifted his face to the towering buildings. Then he coughed. “Nice spot this. You’d never know you was in the middle of London Town. This your boat?”
“No, it’s Jade’s. You met her the other night, the other alive person.”
“The blind girl?”
“Well, she’s psychically blind. She can hear ghosts, but not see them.”
“Hmm.” The old guy ran his ghostly hand over Jade’s deck. “Gonna need to see to this soon. Strip it back, varnish it. Won’t get through another winter. Trust me. I had a boat. Not that I looked after it like my pa did. And a house, and a beach shack right out in the dunes.” He gave a long sigh. “Nothing out there. Just sand, sea, and sky. Horizons that roll on till they hit the edge of the world. That’s the place to go and paint.” He looked up from the smooth decking. He studied Tony’s clothes and face, and then watched her lift her mug of tea and sip the steaming brew. “Psychic dick, huh? Don’t look cut out for detective work.”
Tony was seriously beginning to wonder if she would ever meet any ghosts that weren’t rude. Were these people rude before they died? Or did being dead mean you could say what you liked, like drunk people?
“Sure, you got the odd muscle under that T-shirt. Probably work out in the gym. Probably never done a real hard day’s work in your life. What makes you think you’re up to the job?”
Tony shifted about on the deck, unconsciously flexing her muscles. Maybe she should hit the gym more often. “What’s hard work got to do with it? Anyway, I do physical work. I rig and focus lights, and I lift a lot of heavy stuff actually,” she said snippily, realizing a couple of seconds too late she’d have sounded a lot cooler if she weren’t so defensive.
“Theater guy, huh? I did some set design, back in the seventies, in New York. No women doing the lights then. You are a woman, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re seeing my daughter.”
Tony sat up sharply. “I’m what?”
“You’re seeing my daughter, Maya.”
Tony went cold. “You’re Maya’s dad?” It was the first time she’d met a ghost she knew, or sort of knew. It was a different and disturbing feeling.
The sun had gone from pink and was moving into pale gold as it climbed into mid-morning. Tony could hear Maya moving about in the cabin. “When you said your daughter’s in danger?”
Mr. Silva turned his handsome, weather-beaten face toward Tony. She could see where Maya got her looks from. “You need to watch out for her. I’ve been protecting her, but it’s getting harder.”
“There’s that nutter I was telling you about.”
Behind Tony came the reedy annoying voice of the barge girl. She swiveled round. The barge-owner bloke looked embarrassed. “C’mon,” he grunted, nodding at Tony and then trying to walk on into his boat. The girlfriend, however, stood with her arms folded, glaring. Tony glared back, wondering how someone who wore her hair in bunches when she was clearly over the age of twelve could be so vitriolic.
“I told the marina authorities about you,” she said, screwing up her eyes till she looked like a demonic spaniel. Out of her eye line, the barge owner shook his head.
“There should be laws against it.”
“Against what?” Tony reluctantly asked.
“Hating straight women.”
“I don’t hate straight women.”
“Of course you do. That’s why you pushed me in the dock. And I’m sure you were going to push that other straight woman in.”
“I didn’t push you in. In fact, I pulled you out! Anyway, what other straight woman?” Tony stood up. Then she remembered the last time she’d seen her was when she was walking Maya to the gate. “Maya’s not straight. She’s my girlfriend.”
“Well, she’s got long hair.”
Behind her, the barge owner rolled his eyes. Mr. Silva shrugged at Tony sympathetically and disappeared.
“Anyway, you obviously need to increase your dose. Talking to yourself in broad daylight. Nutter!”
“I talk to myself,” the barge owner mumbled. Tony smiled at him.
“Well, you would, you’re a man,” his girlfriend snapped. She turned back to Tony. “And you’re practically a man.”
“Well, no part that I’ve uncovered. And I have been looking very carefully,” Maya purred from the cabin door. Her voice was warm and she was draped very sexily against the door frame, but the warning look in her eyes made the barge girl take a step backward.
“I was just saying, she should increase her dose. T-talking to herself,” she stammered nervously.
Maya smiled. It wasn’t the sort of smile Tony wanted directed at her. Barge Girl gave a funny little wave and beat a hasty retreat. The barge owner shuffled over to Tony. “She wrote a letter to the authorities, gave it to me to post. I tore it up. Don’t know why she hates you so much.” He shrugged.
As his door closed, Maya smoothed down her flimsy top. “Came to find you,” she said silkily. “I’ve got something in the cabin that needs your attention, Captain.” She pouted, pulling the top down till she flashed her nipples.
“Well, they do look like they require my urgent attention, shipmate,” Tony said, trying not to pant as she chased her through the narrow living space into the bedroom.
 
*
 
Pete Silva lurked for the tenth night in Shaman 101, watching to see what Black Beetle would do. Her name was clearly listed in the Users box, but she hadn’t joined in any conversation. Pete signed out of his Guest identity and signed back in as Shaman#. He didn’t bother addressing the room, he went straight to Black Beetle privately.
A dog stepped out in front of my truck today.
Pete ran a finger along his clean-shaven cheek, waiting a few seconds.
Are you a loyal friend, Black Beetle?
Sheila’s reply was instant. Yes, yes I am, Master.
He replied to her. Good. Then I think you’re ready for the next lesson. I have chosen someone for your initiation into the dark arts. The first thing you need to do is acquire something personal from her: nail cuttings or hair. This is her address, follow her, get what you need, and contact me again.
Pete typed in Maya’s address, closed the instant message box, left the site, and pressed his back into the hard plastic chair. He felt a surge of excitement now that things were back on course. He ignored the tension in his stomach. That was his old self—the good little boy he used to be. He thought of his childhood for a minute, knowing the memory would strengthen his resolve. He’d been the perfect child—so quiet, so obedient, trying to get his mother to notice him, and wanting to please his father. Pete laughed. What a waste of time. Jose had taught him people were only morally good because they were scared of breaking human laws. Well, Pete was breaking all kinds of human laws now—moral laws, and the laws of physics. The little boy he’d been would have been terrified of doing so much wrong, but he had to. His bloodline was polluted. Pete had already cleaned up some of the mess his father had made by procreating. It didn’t matter how much that little boy inside him wished it. There was no way he could stop now.
 
*
 
Maya squirted glass cleaner on the rectangular mirrored cabinet over Tony’s square white ceramic washbasin, rubbing hard at little white dots of toothpaste. Maya remembered with a grimace Tony, last night, bending to peer at some mark on her face while allowing her electric toothbrush to run on. Tony was far more relaxed than Maya about things like marks on the mirror, lines of dust on shelves and window ledges, huge piles of clothes in the bedroom…
Maya ran her eyes around the small room. A power shower had been installed over the white bath and a neat unframed, folding shower screen fixed to the wall. On the white tiled wall adjoining the basin was a matching wall-hung WC. Cleaning the space wouldn’t take long at all. Maya had to smile at herself. Cleaning her girlfriend’s bathroom! Maya paused mid-rub. Tony was her lover, but was she her girlfriend?
They had fallen into a pattern of going out to dinner, to clubs, to the theater, and ending up at Maya’s or Tony’s place together, tumbling into one of their double beds. Tony had wanted to talk about what they were to each other, but Maya kept putting her off. Maya had almost run for the hills after the “Panic in Detroit” incident. It had very nearly been Panic in London. Maya had told Tony about her dad’s manic episodes and her fears of becoming like that or falling for someone like that, and Tony had been wonderful, listening like an angel. She seemed to understand.
But Maya couldn’t help herself. She was very wary of getting close to anyone, especially someone she could really fall for, and she grimaced, remembering how she’d cried in Tony’s arms. Feeling torn between the comfort she’d found there and her terror of showing any weakness, Maya tried to make herself believe the counseling maxim that crying was healthy. In the days after “Panic in Detroit,” Maya had reasoned with herself: just because Tony liked her father’s favorite song didn’t mean she had the same manic obsessive issues he had.
Maya knew the song was a trigger for her, and she should own that. In fact, Tony could well be wondering if Maya had some issues herself after the way she’d freaked out. Maya hadn’t mentioned the incident again. She’d locked down her feelings and avoided talking about anything emotional. She sighed. Trouble was, she just couldn’t leave Tony alone. The lust kept Maya coming back for more, and though she really didn’t want to think about it, deep down she knew she was becoming attached. As hard as she fought it, it was the emotions building up that made the sex so damn good.
She knew she couldn’t go on like this. Tony was pushing buttons all over the place, and Maya was getting antsy. She’d managed so far by acting in the moment and not spending too much time with her. Staying over at Tony’s was okay if she could wake up, kiss Tony good-bye, and get on with her day. That morning, Maya had trotted to Tony’s kitchen and peered happily out the large windows at a wide and cloudless brilliantly blue sky. While waiting for the kettle to boil, she’d decided it was the perfect day to drive out to the countryside and gather mallow flowers. Tony had crept up behind her, all soft and insistent, and one slightly cold but exciting episode on the kitchen floor later, Maya found herself agreeing to “just hang” at Tony’s. Almost as soon as her naked back broke contact with the slightly ribbed smoothness of Tony’s slate floor tiles, Maya felt a restlessness stretch and yawn in the pit of her belly. It was her warning bell, and the more time she spent with Tony, the harder it was getting to ignore.
Three hours later, Maya had practically finished cleaning Tony’s flat. The bathroom, being the last room to be cleaned, was particularly sparkling. Every tile had been wiped down, dried off, and polished. Tony, on a brief visit to pee, had blinked, narrowed her eyes and said, “Wow. That really is clean. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this bathroom so clean. I never knew white tiles were so bright. Do you think they’re too bright?”
The mirror was now as pristine as the tiles. Maya scoured the surface of it for any tiny speck she’d missed.
“Come on, Maya. You’ve been cleaning forever. I don’t even want you to clean. Why don’t you come here and watch women running about in little white tennis dresses?” Tony had a slight edge to her voice. Maya absentmindedly pulled open the cabinet door, perking up as she saw the disarray within.
“When’s the last time you cleaned out your bathroom cabinet?” she called.
“Oh, for goodness sake,” Tony said. “Leave my cupboard alone.”
“But you’ve probably got out-of-date stuff.” Maya couldn’t for the life of her understand, when Tony had such a small apartment, why she didn’t just assign some time every week to giving things a really good clean. She contemplated drawing up a cleaning schedule for Tony as she pulled out packets, bottles, and jars from the cabinet, scrutinizing the dates and pursing her lips at the range of allopathic drugs. “Sleeping pills are very habit forming. If you want help sleeping, you should come and have a consultation,” she called, getting no answer, just the hollow sound of tennis balls being served. Maya placed the contents of Tony’s top shelf on the window ledge and scrubbed hard at a rainbow of stains with baking soda and a green scouring cloth.
“Allopathic cough syrups will just suppress your cough reflex, you know,” Maya warned as she took a sticky, congealed bottle off the middle shelf. Tucked behind it was a small brown plastic pill bottle. Maya lifted it out and turned the label toward her. Underneath Tony’s name was the word diazepam and the dosage. A high dosage, Maya noted. The little pill bottle reminded Maya immediately of her father’s meds lined up in his bathroom. He’d started off on diazepam, before the anti-psychotic drugs were prescribed. The restless feeling gnawed away at Maya’s stomach, warning her something wasn’t right here. Maya flashed to Tony talking to herself, just before the scaffolding collapsed, and that weird woman at the marina saying Tony should increase her dose. Then she thought of Tony’s soft eyes only that morning, looking down at her, wide with trust. Feeling conflicted, Maya went to put the pill bottle back, but she knew, now she’d seen it, it would just play on her mind.
“Tony,” Maya walked through to the sitting room with the pill bottle in her hand. “I don’t mean to pry, but I found this in your cabinet, and couldn’t help noticing the date. This is a recent prescription.”
Tony looked up from the tennis, frowning as she recognized the bottle in Maya’s hand. She didn’t say anything.
“It’s your business, I guess, but remember how I specifically asked you if you had any, um, mental health issues, because of my father.” Maya tried to tread gently, tried to keep the anxiety out of her voice.
“What about your father?” Tony asked, looking worried.
“I told you about his, his mental illness…about the things I’m scared of. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but why didn’t you say you’ve been prescribed tranquillizers? High-dose tranqs?”
Tony shifted on the couch. She folded her arms across her chest and sighed into one hand. “I needed the diazepam. When the premonitions got really strong earlier this year. I tried to stop it.”
“What?” Maya sat next to Tony.
“It was my father’s idea. He’s psychic too, but he manages his premonitions by taking pills from the doctor.”
Maya was confused. “Why would you want to stop the premonitions? Do you have them all the time or something?”
Tony shook her head. She opened her mouth to say something, shut it again, and breathed out through her nose. Her eyes searched Maya’s.
Maya took Tony’s hand. “What is it? You can tell me.”
Tony’s chest rose as she took a deep breath. “Me and my dad are psychic like mediums. We can talk to ghosts. Or actually, ghosts come and talk to us. Well, they do me. I don’t know about my dad because he’s been taking the pills so long and he won’t talk about it anyway.” Tony spoke fast, running her words into each other. “It started earlier this year. I don’t know why. It definitely looks like it runs in my family, and I have a spirit guide who’s a drag queen.”
For a moment, Maya stared. Then she started laughing. She didn’t mean to. Tony’s face was so worried and serious, but she couldn’t help it. It all sounded so ludicrous.
Tony stopped talking. She bit her lip, breathing rapidly.
“You’re not serious. Drag queen?” Laughter bubbled up from Maya’s chest and burst out through her lips.
Tony got up, hunted around for the remote, and turned off the TV. She frowned at Maya, still doubled up on the couch. “I’m glad you think it’s funny,” she said.
“You’re not joking?” Maya’s grip tightened on Tony’s tranqs.
“I really can see and talk to ghosts. You remember that Mrs. Turner in Camden? Her mother-in-law came to see me. That’s how I knew the necklace was up the chimney.”
“You said you got a premonition when you were at the dentist.”
“The mother-in-law and Deirdre came to see me when I was at the dentist.”
“Who’s Deirdre?”
“My spirit guide.”
“Your spirit guide is a drag queen called Deirdre?” Maya bit her cheek to stop herself bursting out laughing again. Tony’s craziness was at least amusing.
Tony sat down. She looked carefully at Maya. “Your dad came to see me,” she said quietly.
Maya stopped smiling. “What?” Pain shot through her body from the pit of her belly.
“I didn’t know he was your dad at first. He was just this old American bloke. He does talk like you though, same kind of accent. He told me about a little house he had, in some sand dunes, where he’d go and paint. I could see he was an artist. He had paint all over his bleached jeans and blue shirt.”
Maya stared at Tony. This wasn’t funny anymore. She felt sick; a foul, bitter taste crept through her throat up into her mouth. The pain in her stomach was making it hard to breathe.
“He thinks you’re in some kind of danger. He asked me to keep an eye on you.”
Maya stood, moving away from Tony. “That’s enough. What’s wrong with you? My God, that’s cruel. How could you do that?” She was furious, but she felt tears welling up. She gulped them back.
“Maya…” Tony got up and started walking toward her.
“Don’t come anywhere near me. I hope to God you’re crazy, because if you’re not crazy, you’re one hell of a con artist. Heard I came into some money, did you? What, you building up to telling me you can talk to him for me? How did you find out about my father being a painter? Did you Google him?” Maya glared at Tony, betrayal and disappointment flooding through her. This was a nightmare. “You saw a photo of him, didn’t you? That photo of him sitting painting by his beach shack. That’s all over the ’net.” Maya was shaking. She knew she was being unreasonable, but she couldn’t stop herself.
The buzzer went. For a couple of seconds, they stared at each other. Then Tony went to the door. A little girl, about three years old, pushed inside as soon as the door opened a crack. “Tony! Tony! Tony!” she squealed, holding her arms up. Tony’s face lit up. She bent and scooped the little girl into her arms, holding her, her eyes closed, still smiling. “Louise, what are you doing here?” she asked, planting a fairy kiss on the child’s head.
“Sorry I didn’t call first. I knew you’d want to see Louise.” An attractive, stylish blonde in her mid-thirties, petite with very high status, stepped casually through the doorway. She put a tan leather overnighter case on the floor, nodded at Tony, turned to Maya, and looked her up and down before smiling brilliantly. “I’m Amy. Tony’s daughter’s mother,” she introduced herself. Maya blinked, stunned at the change of events.
“Oh, this is Maya.” Tony put Louise down. “Louise, say hello to Maya. She’s really nice.”
The child smiled up at Maya.
Amy looked at Maya hesitantly. “Tony, if you’re busy…”
“No, no.” Tony glanced at Maya. “It’s okay. We’re not busy. I really glad you came, with Louise.”
“Hi, Louise, hi, Amy. I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me. I was just on my way out,” Maya cut in.
Tony looked like she wanted to say something.
“I didn’t know you were seeing anybody, Tony,” Amy said, sounding confused. “Perhaps we shouldn’t have come—”
“Oh, we’re not seeing each other,” Maya said, pressing the bottle of diazepam into Tony’s hands.
A few steps away from Tony’s front door, Maya stood for a moment feeling dizzy. Then her head cleared and she walked to the lift, her mind in turmoil. By the time she reached the ground floor, she was eager to get as far away from Tony’s building as she could. For once, she was pleased it was a good walk to the subway. She broke into a run, letting the wind stream away the tears in her eyes and the bitter taste of betrayal from her mouth.



Chapter Seven
 
The upbeat yet squeaky theme tune to Go, Diego, Go shattered Tony’s sweet sleep. The couch shook to Louise’s excited jiggling. “Wha wha wha wha wha,” she sang happily. Tony winced away from the bright colors and jerky movements of the animation. Louise jumped onto her chest, showering her with milk and cereal.
“Louise!” she groaned.
“I love you, Tony.” She beamed, slobbering a big cornflake kiss on Tony’s nose. Tony beamed back. Amy came through from the kitchen, smiling gingerly, and rubbing her tousled locks.
“Here you go, babe.” Amy perched on the arm of the sofa, handing Tony a mug of tea. “I thought Louise should see her granddad.”
Tony blinked up at Amy. “That’s nice. My dad’ll like that.” Amy was really making an effort if she was calling Tony’s dad “Granddad” again. Amy moved away to pull open the floor-to-ceiling drapes. Sunlight flooded the room. Tony was delighted Louise was staying for a week. She was less happy about Amy being around. They’d said some nasty stuff when they’d split up, and Tony was still angry about Amy’s affairs, but… Tony glanced over at Amy as she expertly zipped up Louise’s little hoodie while keeping her hair out of reach of Louise’s straining fingers. Tony realized they needed to get on for Louise’s sake. Hopefully, they’d be able to mend some fences while Amy was staying at Tony’s.
Tony thought of Maya and pushed back the sinking feeling in her stomach. Part of her wished she’d told Maya how deeply she’d been falling for her. Now there was no point, she realized. She knew she should have found a way to mention about the diazepam when Maya asked her if she’d ever had any health issues. Anyway, now she’d blown it with Maya.
Dressed and hair brushed, Louise scampered over. “Are you my daddy?” She leaned heavily against Tony, her little face very serious.
“No, Lou. We don’t see your daddy anymore. He’s traveling.” Amy came to sit on the arm of the sofa. She had been inseminated by a donor, who’d visited regularly for almost the first year before disappearing round the world to find himself. Tony doubted he ever would, seeing as he hadn’t managed to find an Internet café to e-mail his daughter.
“But I remember you. You are like my daddy.” Louise tipped her head to one side.
“Tony’s a girl. She’s your other mother.” Amy took the half-empty bowl from Louise’s hands, wiping Louise’s mouth with a wet wipe she produced out of nowhere.
“No, you’re a girl. You’re the mummy,” Louise insisted, pulling away from Amy.
“Hadn’t you better jump in the shower? You’re going to be late,” Amy said. Tony had forgotten how organized she was. They’d met when Amy worked as a stage manager. Maya, on the other hand, had a much more relaxed attitude to time. It was just cleaning she had a fetish about. God help me, I need to stop thinking about Maya! Tony pushed the duvet aside and unfolded her cramped back.
Louise jumped up, throwing her arms around her. “You’re a mummy who’s like a daddy,” she whispered. “I love you, Mummy-Daddy.”
“I love you too, baby,” Tony whispered back.
At the theater, Tony made herself a mug of tea and sat in the stage wings cutting lighting gel for a pleasant hour, enjoying the solitude. She had plenty of time before the matinee to change the gels in the conventional fixtures. The moving lights didn’t need much maintenance at all; very occasionally, they blew a lamp. They changed the gels in the conventional theater lanterns every week so they didn’t burn through.
Beth sauntered onstage from the stage management office as Tony was pulling out the scaffold tower on casters called a tallescope. It was used to reach the lighting fixtures for focusing or recoloring. Tony dragged it carefully over the dance floor, having moved all the stage furniture out of the way.
“Well, hello, handsome,” Beth cooed.
Tony smiled warily.
“I’ll push you around,” Beth offered, meaning she’d push the scaffold tallescope with Tony on it, saving her climbing up and down each time to move the tower.
“Cheers.” Tony climbed up the internal ladder and pushed open the trap door on the platform.
“So how are you coping?” Beth asked.
“Coping?” Tony mumbled, pulling out the old gel, 106, primary red, from a bank of parcans above her.
“Yeah, I hope you’re not feeling lonely these days.”
“Lonely?” Tony grabbed replacement gels from the bag slung over the side of the tallescope and started slipping them into the black metal gel frames.
“Yes, without Meena.”
“Do you mean Maya?”
“Yeah, the herbal slu―the herbalist.”
Tony perched on the side of the tallescope for a second, glancing down at Beth. “How do you know I split up with Maya?”
“I overheard you on your mobile.”
“Hmm. Well, I’m not lonely, thank you for asking.” Tony reached up to the last parcan. “Can you move me to the source fours?”
“The profiles with the hot pink in them?”
“Yep.” Tony ducked her head, crouching on the platform as Beth moved the tower so she didn’t crack her head on the lights and fixtures dangling above her on the aluminum lighting bars fixed in a crisscross over the entire stage area.
Beth didn’t say a word while Tony replaced all the 339 Broadway pink and all the 07 sun-colored straw. She was halfway through the 181 Congo blue when Beth piped up again.
“So if you want to go for a drink after the show tonight, I’ll keep you company.”
Tony peered through the bars on the side of the tower. “I have to go straight home. Louise and Amy are back for—”
Beth’s face fell. “Your wife’s back?”
“Actually, Amy and I never got married. We just had a kid together.”
“Well, she’s your common wife.”
“I think the term is common-law wife, but they’re—”
“Whatever. Anyway, I’ve got to get on. You’ll have to push yourself around. Or maybe call Amy. She was good at pushing you around, if I remember.” Beth flounced off. A minute later, the door to the stage management office slammed loudly.
Tony briefly considered telling Beth that Amy and Louise were only down for a week. But that last crack about Amy pushing her around ticked Tony off. Back in the lighting box, she powered up all the equipment, sat in front of the lighting board, and was cheerfully attempting the killer Sudoku puzzle when Doug Silva wafted in, looking worried. He paced about the box for a while, shaking his head. He was obviously doing it for effect or he would pace about invisibly. Tony decided not to encourage this kind of ghostly bad behavior.
“This ain’t good. Ain’t good at all,” he drawled eventually. “You gotta get back together with Maya.”
“I think you should be talking to your daughter,” Tony said peevishly.
“You know I can’t. If I could, I would,” Doug Silva snapped. “What are you thinking of? What kind of detective are you? Can’t even protect the dame you love.”
Doug saying “dame” distracted Tony for a second. It was so Casablanca, then she thought to ask, “What makes you think I love her?”
“Don’t you?”
After thinking about it for two seconds, Tony suspected that she did, but that wasn’t the point. “Maya wants nothing to do with me.”
“There’s something bad coming her way. If you care for my daughter at all, you gotta be ready.”
“What do you mean be ready? How can I be ready if I don’t know what I’m being ready for? Do I need a survival kit? Should I sleep with my boots on? What?”
“I’ll come when it’s time. Meanwhile, get some help.” Doug Silva got all wispy.
“What kind of help?” Tony squeaked. “Lots of people? Tough people? Clever people?”
But Tony was squeaking to no one. “Arrrrrrrr!” she said to the empty room. “Ghosts are very annoying people. And no practical help at all.”
 
*
 
Gina the hairdresser picked up a handful of Maya’s hair and bounced it in her hand. “So what do you want to do this time?” she asked Maya through the mirror. Maya studied Gina’s own magenta curls.
“I was thinking of something different. I need a change.”
“Well, you know me, babe. Different’s what I do!”
“Well, maybe not that different!” Maya said, smiling. “I was thinking maybe a fringe or changing my style. What if I got my hair straightened?”
“Straight hair would suit you. I can do Japanese technique or Brazilian.” Gina picked up a brochure and tossed it gracefully onto Maya’s lap. “Have a quick look through those. Tea? Coffee?”
“Coffee please, white, no sugar.” Maya flicked through some photos of very beautiful models with extremely straight hair and tried to imagine the styles on her own shoulder-length hair. She liked the look of the semi-permanent Brazilian technique.
Fifteen minutes later, she was covered in hair straightener, trying not to wrinkle her nose at the smell. She sat back in the hydraulic chair while her hairdresser patiently straightened sections of her hair until the treatment was set. The receptionist at the desk by the door took a stream of calls, writing names into a big silver appointment book. Mousse, gel, shampoos, and conditioners lined the glass shelves on stands near the desk, while pictures of glamorous women with dyed hair smiling softly into the middle distance graced the cream walls. The sounds of hairdryers, R&B on the radio, and several conversations from other customers having treatments filtered around her in a happy drone.
“I just thought it was rubbish…not scary at all…” The salon owner, a trim, stylish woman whose hair always looked immaculate, was chatting to a customer she’d known for years about horror films.
“Come on, Ellie, even you must have felt sick when he got the chain saw out?” the customer said.
Ellie shook her head, teasing the ends of the customer’s hair through her slim, perfectly manicured fingers to check the length. “Seen a lot worse than that,” she said happily. “That reminds me, I need to get minced beef on the way home…”
Hair washed and ready for her cut, Maya sat back in her chair. Since she was tiny, she’d loved sitting in the hairdressers’ with the salon lady pumping up the chair and everything laid out neatly on the counter in front of her. Hairdressers were like surgeons in that respect, Maya thought, eyeing the trim line of combs, clippers, and hair scissors on the pristine melamine counter below the large square mirror. Her stylist chose a slim pair of silver scissors with large finger holes and a finger rest. The rhythmic combing and metallic snip snip soothed Maya till her eyes were practically closing. A quick spray of water brought her back to the busy salon. She opened her eyes as a customer pushed open the glass door and began speaking to the receptionist. Maya’s phone vibrated rudely against the counter.
“Wanna get that?” Gina paused mid-snip, teasing a stray magenta curl back behind her own ear with a flick of the comb.
Maya stretched an arm from under the big black shiny gown and grabbed her phone. Gina lifted a hair dryer from its hook. Maya’s stomach dipped when she saw the text was from Tony. Maya hadn’t spoken to her since she’d walked out of Tony’s flat. She hadn’t returned any of Tony’s messages either.
I respect u dont wanna c me. I wanted 2 xplain but will leave u alone now.
Maya stared at the message a couple of minutes before hitting Delete. The hair dryer’s warm breath did little to ease the lonely feeling inside. Maya’s new haircut suddenly seemed like a waste of time. Goddammit!
Just forget about Tony. You know it’s for the best.
“There you go, babe. What do you think? Like it?” Gina held an oval mirror to the back of Maya’s head so she could check her new cut. Her hair hung in sleek lines, falling gently across her shoulders. Maya swung in the chair to see how the straight style bounced and moved. She looked pretty hot, she decided, feeling brighter.
Waiting for her credit card to be processed, Maya studied the list of prices and wondered about getting some color next time. She was just about to ask Gina about colors when Ellie barked sharply from the sinks, “Hey, what are you doing?”
Maya followed her gaze. A woman was bending down by the chair Maya had just vacated. Her back was to Maya. She straightened quickly, shoving something in her pocket.
“What are you up to? What have you got there? Excuse me.” Ellie left her client dripping in the sink and ran after the woman.
“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want a haircut,” the woman said, dodging round Gina and scuttling out the door before anyone could stop her.
“Nasty!” Ellie tutted. “I think she took some hair,” she said, screwing up her face in disgust.
“What would she want that for?” Maya asked.
Gina shrugged. “We see it all in here,” she said by way of an explanation.
“Well, don’t you take any appointments from her. I don’t want that skanky cow in here. Gives me the creeps,” Ellie warned her, staring out the salon door to the darkening deserted street.
 
*
 
Tony tried contacting Maya to say she was sorry, but Maya ignored her calls, texts, e-mails, and Facebook messages. Maya’s Facebook status still showed “single,” just as it had for the whole period they’d been seeing each other, which Tony guessed told her everything she needed to know. Tony ignored the fact that she hadn’t changed her own status in that time either.
Three days into the week of Amy and Louise staying, Tony got in after the show and couldn’t help tiptoeing into Louise’s room. She’d made a nice space for her in the tiny box room that was the perfect size for a toddler’s travel cot and the few clothes and toys Amy had brought down with them. Even though Louise was fast asleep, Tony wanted to whisper good night. She gazed down at her, marveling at her fresh skin, her perfect everything in miniature. When Louise was a baby, Tony had been constantly amazed at her tiny hands and feet, perfect little fingernails, and great big blue eyes. They were shut now; her little blond eyelashes fluttered in a dream as she happily puffed out soft, peaceful breaths. Her pale blue blanket was ruckled where she’d kicked around. Tony leaned over the cot and gently pulled the thin, feather-soft blanket back over Louise’s arms. She really wanted to wake Louise up, but she knew Amy would go crazy if she did that. Reluctantly, she crept out of the room, leaving her daughter to sleep in peace.
“I hated you doing that when Lou was a baby,” Amy said as Tony quietly shut the bedroom door.
Tony grinned sheepishly. “I know.” She walked across to Amy, sitting on the couch. She saw Amy had tidied Lou’s stuff into the corner, switched on the soft lamps, and had a bottle of wine chilling in a cooler on the coffee table.
“I swear she felt you there, in her sleep. Half an hour later, you’d be zonked out and she’d be wide-awake screaming like a siren. You can sleep through anything,” Amy said accusingly.
“Whereas you wake up if a gnat farts.”
“Don’t be disgusting.” Amy pulled back the glass of wine she’d been holding out.
Tony sat down companionably next to Amy and leaned over her to get the wine. Amy smiled the big blue-eyed smile that used to make Tony’s stomach flip over. Tony felt a pang of sadness. She wished they could be together as a family, at the same time knowing she could never be back with Amy. “We had some good times,” Tony mumbled, wanting to acknowledge their shared past.
Amy gave a little sigh and rested her hand on Tony’s leg. “We could again,” she said quietly.
“Could we?” Tony searched her eyes for a second, hoping she’d see everything she needed there, just like she used to.
“Sure we can. I’m glad we came back, Tony. Lou was missing you.” Amy took a sip of her wine. “And I guess I was too.”
And there they were: the feelings inside Tony that had moved on. Now she loved Amy like a friend, and she couldn’t pretend to still be in love with her, not even for Louise’s sake. “I missed Lou a lot.”
Amy bent her head toward Tony. “You know I never stopped fancying you, T.” Amy’s lips moved closer.
Tony pulled away. “Amy,” she said as softly as she could, “I don’t feel that way anymore.”
Amy sat back. She looked embarrassed. “Oh. So, it’s that woman, is it, the one who ran out of here the other day?”
“Maya. I like her, yes. I think it’s highly unlikely we’ll get back together, actually, but it’s clear to me that I’m over us. I want to be friends, and I need to see Louise.” Tony stopped speaking, suddenly terrified Amy would take Louise away.
Amy took a breath, pursed her lips in thought, and then reached for the bottle of wine. “Yeah, of course, Tony.” She lifted the bottle above Tony’s glass. “We’ll work something out about Louise.”
 
*
 
Maya sat in her practice room at the back of her flat, opposite Sheila, a new client who had been referred to her by the mental health organization MIND. Sheila was awkward and shy. She either kept her head down or darted her eyes nervously all about the room. She had jeans on and was pulling at a faded gray T-shirt. Her clothes looked as tired and listless as her dyed jet-black hair. Her face was deathly pale, and her eyes red rimmed above deep pockets of dark shadow.
“So is there anything in your life causing you stress…any difficulties that might cause you to lie awake at nights?” Maya spoke quietly, feeling the sadness and depression that bowed Sheila’s thin shoulders.
“I haven’t slept since…since…”
Maya waited. She didn’t try to fill the space. It was up to Sheila how much or little she wanted to reveal.
“My boyfriend was killed,” Sheila whispered. Her eyes darted down, away, and then back to Maya’s. “He died in front of me. He was a Goth.”
Maya started. She remembered the case. Just a few months ago, she’d read about a young Goth being kicked to death by a gang of youths in Shoreham. Maya kept her face neutral. Sheila needed her to be a sounding board. Maya knew it was appropriate for her to show sympathy as a healer but not to inflict her own emotions on the client. Maya took a breath and nodded, leaving space for Sheila to go on.
Sheila bit her nails and looked down. Then she looked at the garden window for a long while. Eventually, she said, “I just need something to help me sleep.”
Maya took Sheila’s pulse and blood pressure, wrote the results on her case notes, and then she went to her shelves and lifted off bottles of tincture.
As Maya poured Valeriana into a tall, glass measure and then into the brown medicine bottle to complete Sheila’s prescription, she heard the girl get up. Sheila was standing in front of the window, studying it like she’d never seen one before. Maya wondered if there was something she was building up to say.
“Is there anything else you need from me today?” Maya asked gently.
Sheila bit her lip but didn’t say anything. She couldn’t even meet Maya’s eyes. She reached out, took the bottle, and then followed Maya to the front door.
“Are you sure you don’t want to make another appointment?” Maya asked.
Sheila shook her head decisively. “I’ll call you,” she said, walking out into cold drizzle without so much as a shiver. Maya sighed, wishing she could do more.
 
*
 
Maya watched her date head to the restaurant bathroom and felt a rush of excitement. She had practically given up on Internet dating sites, chat rooms, text flirting, and speed dating. This one view of Jasmin from behind made all the tedious nights before fade into insignificance. Jasmin’s baggy black jeans were just the right size of baggy, slipping flatteringly up and down on her hips, while her white tailored shirt hugged the length of her torso.
Maya ran a hand over the smooth, white high sheen table, sweeping a few crumbs to the floor. Jasmin’s choice of restaurant, on the top floor of the Canada Place Tower at Canary Wharf, Docklands, was as smart as Jas herself, with minimalist, modern styling. From the moment she’d stepped out of the elevator and waited on a brown leather banquette overlooking Canada Place four floors below, Maya had felt the stirrings of interest.
Twilight the color of violets draped the sky beyond the restaurant’s huge glass frontage: sheet glass from wall to ceiling and curving up to become the ceiling itself. Other Canary Wharf buildings inched skyward alongside the Canada Place Tower. Canary Wharf was the only place in London that reminded Maya of Manhattan. She felt a sudden sweet pang of homesickness. Immediately, that was laced with a deeper sadness, remembering her dad would never again take a trip to New York City.
“Do you like the view as much as I do?” Jas’s voice behind her made Maya jump. Maya turned to catch Jas looking her up and down. However, she immediately waved a hand at the tower opposite. “It’s described as being like Manhattan. I thought maybe you’d like that,” she said, sliding into her chair. Maya rewarded her with a smile. Jasmin’s white shirt went in and out in all the right places, drawing Maya’s eye to Jas’s breasts. The tie did that too of course, a slim plain black tie, exactly the same shade as her jeans. Jas lifted her glass, smiling at Maya over the top of it as she took a sip of Coke.
She wasn’t wearing nail polish, but Maya was pretty sure her hands were manicured. They were very neat, very clean. Not like Tony’s work-worn hands. The times Maya had had to insist Tony scrubbed her nails after a theater get-in. Tony wouldn’t be wearing a shirt and tie either, or at least she never had with Maya. But then they’d never gone to a smart restaurant like this.
What am I doing, thinking about Tony? Maya reprimanded herself. She concentrated instead on Jasmin’s almost picture-perfect good looks. She had perfectly straight, black hair, cut to the base of her neck with a long fringe she allowed to fall forward. Her wide, slightly almond-shaped milk chocolate brown eyes were framed by a sweeping brow and fine, high cheekbones. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, but her dark red lips looked glossy, her cinnamon skin looked flawless. She was shorter and slighter than Maya with a wiry frame that suited the baggy jeans and tailored shirt.
“Will you have a dessert? The dark chocolate mousse is very good.” Jas’s voice was low and soft. Maya almost had to lean in to hear her. She nodded. Jas lifted a hand very casually, immediately attracting the waiter’s attention. “A chocolate mousse and an espresso. Will you have a coffee, or a dessert wine perhaps?”
Maya was tempted to try the Muscat, but Jas wasn’t drinking, and Maya didn’t want to look like an alcoholic. “I’ll have a cappuccino, please.”
“So, Silva. That sounds Portuguese?” Jas said when the waiter had left them.
“It is,” Maya said, surprised that someone in England recognized her Portuguese surname. “My dad’s family came from Portugal originally. I come from a long line of Portuguese fishermen.”
“Interesting. Do you fish?”
“Not so much,” Maya admitted, laughing. “My granddad was the last real fisherman. He took me out when I was little, but I never liked it. My uncle runs the boat now, but for tourist trips, not fishing.”
“There’s some Portuguese in my mum’s family, a long way back,” Jas said.
Maya raised her eyebrows. “Really? Is your mum European, then?”
“No.” Jas laughed. “She’s from Goa. The Portuguese colonized that part of south India, so there are a lot of Portuguese names. A very small proportion are from intermarriage. I’ve got a Portuguese great-great-great-great grandfather or something like that. Most had to take Portuguese names when they converted to Christianity.”
“Are Goans Christian?” Maya asked.
“Most are Hindu, actually. Some are Muslim and some are Christian. It was very hard for Hindus and Muslims under early Portuguese rule. Most got out of Goa, or were forced out. Many that stayed converted. My mum’s family are Hindu and Christian.”
The waiter placed a rectangular white plate in front of Maya, a perfect circle of chocolate mousse sat on top of a white chocolate lattice, with two plump crimson raspberries nestling into the mocha sponge base. A satisfying burst of high cocoa solids hit Maya’s nostrils, followed by the sharp tang of strong coffee as Jas took a sip of her espresso. She glanced at Maya from under long, jet-black eyelashes. “You said in your e-mail you want to keep things casual.”
Maya let the rich chocolate dissolve in her mouth before answering. “Absolutely. I’m not looking for anything serious.” She slipped her spoon through the chocolate layers. “Now I’ve discovered this particular chocolate mousse, I may never have to look for a relationship again.”
Jas tipped her head back and laughed, the laughter purring in her throat. “I’d be very happy if I never had to go to a speed dating session again.”
“Hell, yeah.” Maya smiled. “Five awkward minutes, multiplied by ten.”
“That all seems rather pointless if you’re just looking for sex,” Jas said quietly. Maya swallowed her last bite of mousse more sharply than she meant to. Jas sure was direct. Maya found that refreshing. And the way Jas was looking at her from under her floppy fringe, that was almost as delicious as the mousse had been.
“Why don’t you let me give you a lift home?” Jas said.
On the ride back, Maya sank back into the comfort of Jas’s silver BMW convertible. She had to admit she was already seduced by the gray interior. She couldn’t help subtly running her fingers over the armrest and pressing her bare legs into the leather seat. Jas drove fast, not seeming to care about her suspension as she sailed over speed bumps. “Are you in a hurry, or do you always drive like this?” Maya asked as her head hit the soft roof for the third time.
Jas smiled, glancing quickly at Maya. “So do you have a roommate?”
“Take this left. No, I live alone.”
Jas slipped down a gear, her hand brushing Maya’s legs. The touch was practically imperceptible, but Maya’s nerves reacted like they’d been shot with adrenaline. She felt like she was melting into the seat.
“Do you live in a house or a flat?”
“A flat. Turn right at the gas station.”
“One of those conversions with paper-thin walls?” Jas changed gear again, this time stroking Maya’s leg from knee to thigh.
“Huh? Yeah, I guess the walls are thin, but it’s okay. My neighbors are on vacation. Just pull up anywhere you can. That’s my house over there.” Maya fished in her purse for her door keys. Her mouth was dry as a sand dune. As soon as they got inside, she’d grab some water. Jas switched the engine off and unbuckled her seat belt, but just sat smiling at Maya in the burnt orange streetlight. Maya put a hand on her door handle.
“Where are you going in such a hurry?” Jas was suddenly leaning over her, warm and smelling of citrus. Her lips nuzzled Maya’s. Taken by surprise, Maya’s lips opened before Maya had a chance to think about it. She kissed Jas back, sinking into the amply padded seat. Jas kissed very sweetly. She wasn’t a strong kisser like Tony, but she was smooth, gentle, and firm. Maya’s bare skin started to stick against the seat. Maya felt Jas’s soft, floppy hair against her mouth as Jas started moving slowly down, her lips edging over the top of Maya’s dress. A familiar whistle rang out nearby. Maya glanced up to see the guy from three doors down walking his dog, right in their direction.
“Let’s go inside.” Maya panted.
“Hmm.” Jas was leaning over her, her cool fingers pushing Maya’s dress up her thigh.
Maya stopped her. “No, really,” she said, trying to control her racing heart. “Let’s carry this on inside.”
Jas lifted her head slowly. Maya pulled Jas to her and leaned into her shoulder as her neighbor passed the car. “You’re making me really hot. I want to stretch out,” she breathed into Jas’s ear. Jas took a long, slow gulp of air and then peeled herself off Maya.
“Maybe we should wait this time,” she said, shifting over to the driver’s seat.
“W-wait?” Maya tried to make out Jas’s expression in the darkness of the car’s interior.
“Yes. I’d like to see you again. I think it’ll be more fun to…wait,” Jas said, breathing heavily.
“Really?” Maya experimentally rested her hand on Jas’s knee.
“Yes. Really. It’ll be fun, you’ll see.” Jas leaned over, kissed Maya quickly on the lips, and then turned the ignition. “How about Sunday? You free?”
Maya felt the engine throb beneath her seat as she swung her legs out onto the pavement. “I don’t know. I’ll have to check,” she called as Jas pulled away. She stared at the silver sports car’s shiny rear as it slinked off up the street, wondering what part of casual sex she’d misunderstood.



Chapter Eight
 
The sky above Poplar Marina looked uncertain. Tony locked the gate behind her with Jade’s spare key and squinted up at the gray clouds sailing fast over the Canary Wharf towers. When she’d picked up the plump bag of croissants in her hand, the morning had been bright and promising. Tony had been looking forward to a lovely breakfast with Jade on the deck of her boat.
The theme to The A-Team ripped through her pocket. Tony pulled her phone out and checked the name flashing up on the front.
“Hey, Tom,” she greeted the sound guy from the theater, wondering what he wanted.
“G’day, Tony. You know I run that events company for parties and things?”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“We got a party coming up this weekend. We need a sparks. How about it, Saturday night after the show?”
“Saturday night’s okay. Where is it?”
“Ripper. Beth said you’d be up for it. It’s near Hampstead Heath.”
“Beth?”
“Sure, Beth’s stage-managing for us. It’s good earner, Tony. Two fifty do ya?”
“Yeah, that sounds good.”
“Okay, dude. Fill you in with the rest of the details at the theater.”
Walking along the towpath, Tony saw Jade had laid out a tray with plates, mugs, and some extraordinarily bright paper napkins. Jade was muttering to herself, her back to Tony, facing the water. That meant she had a visitor. Tony hoped it wasn’t Rachel. While she refused to talk to Tony, the dead baby dyke had taken to hanging around Jade. Deirdre had said that Rachel should have passed over. She was refusing to go because of her crush on Jade.
Hearing Tony’s step on the deck, Jade turned and smiled. “Hey, hot stuff. I was just telling Rachel about the time you saved the woman next door from drowning.” Jade glanced down to the paper bag in Tony’s hand. “Did you get the chocolate ones?”
Tony nodded, distracted by Rachel materializing out of Jade’s chimney. “That was a bit brave, I suppose,” she said grudgingly, her body wisping together into a semblance of herself. “But, Jade, I thought we was gonna be just us two this morning.”
“I haven’t seen Tony for ages. We can all hang out, can’t we?” Jade smiled, ripping open a plain croissant and heaping apricot jam into it.
“Didn’t you want the pain au chocolat?” Tony asked, taking a gulp of the hot, strong tea Jade had poured into her “Dip me in honey and throw me to the lesbians” mug. Jade just grinned through a coating of croissant crumbs.
Rachel floated over. “But we can’t, you know, if we’re not alone.”
“Can’t what?” Tony asked sharply.
“Talk.” Rachel glared. “You know. Com-un-i-cate. Like two proper women. Oh, my days, you know nothing about women.”
This friendship, or whatever it was, was testing Tony’s liberalism. She didn’t want her best friend to have a relationship with a ghost. She didn’t understand if they could have a physical relationship or not. To be honest, she didn’t really like Jade talking to ghosts at all. She felt protective, in case something scared Jade or something went wrong. Knowing how ridiculous her thoughts were, Tony hadn’t said anything.
“Rain’s blowing in. You got the boat tied down?”
Tony was pulled out of her thoughts by Maya’s dad dropping in.
“The boat’s always tied down, Doug. Doesn’t go anywhere,” Jade said in his direction.
“Should still check the tie lines. What sort of operation you girls running here?” Doug’s face creased into a frown as he stared back along the towpath. “Darn it! Thought I’d shaken her off.”
Deirdre was running along the boardwalk, her heels clattering with a ghostly echo. She was panting heavily, her big hair bouncing up and down at an alarming rate. She had a ghostly flush that was not altogether unflattering.
“Can’t you just materialize?” Tony said evenly while Deirdre puffed next to her, half bent over.
“More fun this way. Are you all right?” she asked between gasps.
Tony nodded. “Yeah. Why?”
Deirdre glared at Doug. “I told him not to haunt you.”
Doug turned his back, cleared his throat, and spat into the dock. It was only ghostly saliva, but it was still disgusting. “You gonna protect my girl, Edna Turnblad?”
Deirdre marched over to him. “Edna Turnblad? The queen from Hairspray?” She looked down at herself. “Sure, maybe I put on a pound or two since I died. I had to. I was skin and bone when I passed over.”
Doug turned round. “No offense, lady. I’m worried for Maya.” He turned to Tony. “You should be worried for Maya.”
Tony frowned. Surely Doug knew how pigheaded his daughter was.
Maya clearly didn’t want anything to do with her, much as it hurt Tony to admit it. She felt a knot of fear in her stomach. What was Doug so anxious about?
“And you! You know you shouldn’t be here either.” Deirdre tutted at Rachel.
Rachel sidled up to Tony. “Why don’t you all go so I can work my moves?” she hissed.
“Why should I be worried?” Tony asked Doug.
“Something bad’s coming. And it is bad. Believe me. My brother’s behind it. He’s an evil man.” Doug lifted his head, his watery blue eyes staring off into the graying horizon. “He’s a dark shaman.”
“A what?” Tony clenched her teeth.
“That doesn’t sound very nice,” Jade said through a mouthful of pain au chocolat.
“Hunker down, girls, and I’ll tell you something about dark men.” Doug breezed his hands at them. “You heard about Vietnam? The draft? My notice came the day after my eighteenth birthday. In fact, two letters popped on the mat that morning, one for me and one for my brother, Pete. My pa was proud. My ma said she hoped we wouldn’t both be killed. She was detached like that. Overnight, Pete vanished. We found out later he’d gone to Mexico. I didn’t blame him, but I was surprised. Neither of us agreed with the war, but he’d always been good as gold. It really wasn’t a Pete kind of thing to do. Pa was furious.” Doug scratched the stubble on his chin, lost in the memory for a moment. “Boy, that stopped me chasing after him. I might have, you know. I didn’t want to go and fight in a far-off country, in a war that was nothing to do with me or anyone I knew. Sure, I hated communism back then.” Doug smiled at his eighteen-year-old self. “It was anti-American not to. I knew nothing about it all really, kids. But I didn’t hate communism enough to go to war! My pa was raging about Pete’s cowardice. So I manned up and went off to Vietnam.”
Doug took a deep breath, his eyes clouding over. “Don’t let anyone ever tell you war is right. It ain’t right for them that’s gotta fight it, and it’s hell on earth for civilians.” Doug paused a moment before picking up the story. “Some of the things I saw started to prey on my mind till I was shaking so bad I couldn’t shoot straight. I was scared to sleep on account of the nightmares.” His eyes misted over. “Powers that be shipped me out of there, saying I was a danger to the platoon. I blew into Provincetown bang in the middle of January. Can you imagine? Out of the steaming jungle to a frozen Cape Cod, knee-deep in snow. That wasn’t the only shock. Soon as I got back, the nightmares started, only they came night or day, asleep or awake. Ma and Pa didn’t know what to do with me. One morning, I stumbled out of bed to find a suitcase on the kitchen floor and a ticket to Mexico on the table. ‘You’d best go stay with Pete,’ my pa mumbled into his coffee cup.
“Pete got me into the shaman stuff. He was right up to his neck in it,” Doug continued. “There’s good shamans, of course, which is what I thought his teacher was. It was okay for a few months. I found some peace touching base with animals, plants, stones, trees. That crusty old shaman had me sitting cross-legged in the desert without water, and I did it gladly. I took peyote and felt more beauty than I thought was possible. I was healing, starting to know something close to happiness, until the night of my initiation.” Doug turned away, looking toward the water.
“What happened?” Deirdre asked.
When Doug turned back, Tony was chilled by the fear in his eyes.
“I dug a pit at sunset. Got in it and laid a blanket over the top. Night comes without any warning in the desert. It hits fast and hard. I wasn’t allowed a fire to warm myself and keep animals away. At first, I just lay there shivering, hearing things rustle and slither around me. Then, as my terror grew, I slipped into a trance. Something evil sucked me in, and I fell into madness. I don’t remember anything after that until several weeks later. I was back in New England, in a psychiatric hospital.”
Jade shivered. The sky was clouding over. A cold wind blew in, gusting around the boat.
“Pete’s teacher, Jose, was a sorcerer. He knew about evil, and after that night, so did I. There’s evil beyond greed, beyond madness. Evil you can’t explain away. It’s a scream inside your head. Imagine everything you know is pure turning to ice. That’ll give you an idea.” Doug’s eyes traveled over the group. His voice dropped to a murmur. “If you want to sleep sound in your bed, stay away from sorcerers and black magic.”
Deirdre coughed.
Doug looked at her. “What’s up, toots?”
“But you don’t want Tony to keep away from it, do you? If she listens to you, she’ll be walking straight into that snake pit of human sorrow.” Deirdre narrowed her eyes. “Forgive my descent into poetry.”
“Hmm. You got a point. But Super Dick here’s got you, and your powers are pretty hot, so I’m told.” He grinned at Deirdre, his eyes twinkling.
Deirdre tossed some hair off her shoulder. “Why, thank you.”
“And my girl, my Maya, she ain’t got no one except you, Columbo.”
“Why do I have to be Columbo?” Tony protested. “If I have to be compared with a TV detective, can’t I be, oh, I don’t know, the cool one from Miami Vice or Bruce Willis in Die Hard or something?”
“Bruce Willis!” Jade laughed so hard tea dripped out her nose.
“Still fancy her now?” Tony asked Rachel.
“She’s totally buff. Anyway, Bruce Willis wasn’t a detective in Die Hard, just a hero. Although in a vest and very, very dim light, you could probably pass.”
“Thank you.” Tony had forgotten how sweet Rachel could be.
“You know the evil I was talking about?” Doug interrupted. “My brother’s turned back to dark shamanism, and he wants to bring all of hell itself down on my girl’s head. That’s why you’ve got to take it on, kid. You got a little girl. Surely you understand.” Doug held Tony in his eyes. Wind tore the napkins off the tray and blew them across the deck as rain began to fall.
 
*
 
Tom’s event company was looking after a party in a marquee behind a big house in Hampstead. Tony had run several outdoor power lines from the house, needing to tap into two different circuits to get enough juice. It was someone’s fiftieth birthday party, and the theme was superheroes. Tom and the guys had decorated the large tent with Spider-Man netting, a mock-up of the Batmobile, and some of the penguins they used for Christmas events. Tony had spaced out uplighting LED pods along the ground so they threw color up the pale canvas walls. She programmed them to fade to a different color every fifteen minutes, staggering the color so it was graduated from pod to pod. The LED pods didn’t take too much power, but the searchlights the clients had insisted on did. Movers spanned patterned color onto Batmen and Robins, Spider-Men, Catwomen, and Superpeople on the dance floor in the center of the marquee. The smell of canvas and crushed grass reminded Tony of hot summer nights camping.
At the beginning of the evening, there had been hordes of anonymous guests in superhero suits. The warm night, alcohol, and dancing had taken their toll, and it now looked like a superhero massacre with masks, headpieces, and bits of suits hanging off or abandoned all over the marquee. Tony glanced at her watch. Midnight. They would be winding things up soon.
“Come on, baby, don’t you want to see what it’s like to do it with Spider-Man?”
A table away, Beth was trapped in the corner by a guest, his drunk face as red as the wrinkled Spider-Man suit he was almost wearing. Tony stood up.
Beth peeled his hands off her arms. “If you can walk upside down on the marquee ceiling, I’ll come home with you,” she said, pushing him firmly away. He staggered into a wooden chair that wobbled under the impact but held. Beth headed over to Tony. “They should have finished by now, surely. I’m not putting up with any more of this.”
“You shouldn’t have to,” Tony said. Beth had been hit on all night, and as the guests got drunker, they got less and less subtle.
Someone brushed Tony’s arm. She turned to a flushed Superwoman, her long blond hair matted with sweat. “Excuse me, you’re the lighting guy, right?”
Tony prayed there wasn’t a sudden lighting emergency. “Yeah, why?”
“Because my mate fancies you. That’s her over there. Catwoman.” She pointed unsteadily in the general direction of the DJ. Tony politely glanced over a sea of disheveled Catwomen.
“Um, thanks, but I’ve got a girlfriend.”
“Several!” Beth cut in. It wasn’t true. Tony didn’t even have one, but she didn’t want to tell the swaying Superwoman that. She peered into Tony’s face.
“Oh, you’re a girl!” She glanced back at her friend thoughtfully and then back at Tony. “I don’t think she’ll mind. It’s nearly the end of the party and she’s pretty desperate.”
The last tune ended and a delightful silence fell over the marquee. “Exciting as that offer is, I’m just going to have to refuse. I have to work now.” Tony made her escape and began dismantling the lighting equipment.
Tom came up with a wad of crisp twenties when Tony was rolling the lighting flight cases out to the van. “Got paid, dude. The birthday boy was pleased with us. Here’s your money.” He pressed the notes into Tony’s hand and then grabbed the handle opposite her and they rolled the case onto the hydraulic platform.
“So, gang, anyone want to come back for a few drinks at mine? I just live a few streets away. The client gave us a few bottles by way of a tip,” Tom said as Beth raised the platform for Jason inside the van to stack the cases securely away.
“I’m beat,” Jason said. “Anyway, I’ve got to get this van and stuff in the lockup. I’ll take my beer with me if that’s okay!”
“I’m in,” said Beth, riding up and down on the platform just for fun.
Amy and Lou had gone back up north. All Tony had to go home to was an empty flat. “Yeah, cheers, Tom. I’ll drink with you.”
“What about Amy? Won’t she miss you?” Beth asked slyly.
Jason stopped tying the rope around the moving light case. “Amy’s back?”
“No. She’s in Manchester with Louise.” Tony jumped into the van to give Jason a hand tying off the cases.
“Amy’s the herbalist, right? Who’s Louise?” Tom wrinkled his face happily.
Beth sat on the end of the truck, swinging her legs. “The herbal slut’s long gone, Tom,” Beth said with an air of someone who’s in the know. “Amy’s Tony’s wife. She rocked up a couple weeks back with Tony’s daughter, Louise.” Beth took a long gulp of Coke. “So won’t she miss you?”
“No. She’s gone back for good. She only came for a visit,” Tony told Beth. She raised her eyebrows.
“How come you’re not rushing back to your boyfriend then, Beth?” Jason asked, giving Tony a wink. She suspected he was helping her out.
“Dumped him two weeks ago,” Beth said matter-of-factly. “After I went to Lucky Licky.”
Tom looked up from counting the rest of the money. “What’s Lucky Licky?”
“A lesbian club,” Tony told him.
“No need to imagine what goes on at a lesbian club called Lucky Licky. So did you get lucky? Or is it licky in lesbian parlance?” Tom grinned.
Tony sighed. “Actually, all that most people do in lesbian clubs is dance and drink. With the occasional fumble in the dark,” she added as an afterthought.
“That’s very true.” Beth drained the last of her Coke. “However, I did meet a girl and we spent a very pleasant night together. I may even call her back,” she said, looking down at her fingernails.
The boys gave Tony raised eyebrow looks as they stowed away the last of the equipment. Tony thought about Beth. She had been different the last two weeks. More professional, less flirty. Maybe she was coming out after all, not just playing with it. Tony started to feel ashamed for not taking Beth seriously. She could have been a friend to her. Maybe Beth had been reaching out to her, and all she had done was knock her back.
“Hey, Tony.” Beth jumped down from the truck.
Tony turned to her with her friendliest smile. “What, Beth?”
“Heard about the new lesbian trainer brand? It’s called Dikee.”
“Huh?”
“Yeah, it’s got a really long tongue, and it only takes one finger to get it off!” Beth fell about laughing. So did the boys. “I’m going to really enjoy being a lesbian,” Beth said as Tony’s smile froze into a grimace.
 
*
 
As Jas pulled up outside Maya’s flat, Maya didn’t know what to expect. This was the third time they’d dated and they’d never gone beyond second base. Jas blew hot and cold. Anywhere public, she was flirty and sexy. On the second date, she’d played a daring and quite intimate game of footsie under the table in the restaurant, and tonight at the party she’d got pretty steamy. If Maya’s friends hadn’t been all around them, Maya might have let her go further. Now the night was warm, it was a Saturday, and Maya was ready to go to the next base. She’d changed the sheets and chilled champagne. If she could just get Jas inside…
“So do you fancy a coffee?” Maya thought that, seeing as they were practically dating in the old-fashioned way, Jas might appreciate the seventies line.
Jas smiled at her. Maya felt a splurge of hope she’d finally get to make out. Listen to herself, she thought, she was even starting to talk like a teenager.
“Is your neighbor back from holiday?” Jas asked.
Maya wrinkled her forehead. Jas sure was hard to work out. “Yes.” Maya glanced to the apartments easily visible with the roof down on Jas’s sports convertible. She noted the darkened windows. “But it looks like she’s out.”
Jas’s face fell.
“Why?” Maya asked.
Jas didn’t reply, just turned her gorgeous face up to scan the purple sky. “It is a beautiful night.” She turned to Maya, her eyes sparkling promise. “Did you say you had a garden?”
“Yes.”
“Hmm. I think I do fancy a coffee.”
 
*
 
Beth drained the last of her sparkling wine and looked mournfully at the empty bottle. “Got any more wine?” she asked Tom hopefully, leaning over the arm of his ripped blue sofa so she could look up into his eyes.
“’Fraid not, darling.” He chuckled. “Might have some sambuca knocking about somewhere.”
Beth shuddered. “No, thanks.” She leaned across Tony’s legs to reach the beer bucket Tom had put on his worn table. “You boys don’t mind if I join you?”
Beth called Tony by male and female pronouns interchangeably. Tony had long ago given up correcting her.
“Go for it, babe.” Tom tossed the novelty bottle opener over. Beth popped the top of her beer and the bottle opener made a farting noise. Tom and Tony laughed for the seventh time. Beth rolled her eyes to the ceiling.
Tony and Beth had been the only ones who’d gone back to Tom’s. Tony had only meant to stay half an hour.
Well, I’d better get a cab, I guess,” Tony said glancing at her watch, and then thinking, What a strange thing to do. “Why do we carry little clocks on our wrist?” Tony asked Tom and Beth.
“Er, to tell the time!” Beth said.
“Yes, but why do we do that?” Tony asked her.
Beth stared at her for a moment. “That’s just ridiculous. Of course we need to know the time. But you talking like that’s reminded me. Hey, Tom, why don’t we all share that chocolate brownie?”
Tom grinned at her from the pink inflatable armchair he was sitting in. It was a bit too small for him really. His knees were at the same level as his head. From where Tony was sitting, it looked a little like the armchair was trying to eat him. It was very much like a big pink mouth with him perching between two massive pink lips. He took a swig of beer. “Oh yeah, the chocolate brownie. I’d forgotten about that. Is there enough for us all to have some?”
“Oh yeah, it’s really strong.” Beth giggled, skipping into the kitchen. Tony was about to ask for a cab number, and then she was suddenly not sure she wanted to be in a small area like a car with a stranger, which, when she thought about it, was really just a metal box on wheels. Beth was rustling about in Tom’s kitchen, except it wasn’t really a kitchen. It was what Tony’s mother would have called a kitchenette. She tried to think of other small things that had ette on the end of them, but she couldn’t.
“Where is it? It’s not where I left it?” Beth stood in the doorway frowning.
Tom shifted on his plastic armchair. He was wearing shorts, and his bare, sweaty, hairy legs stuck on the plastic with a farty noise. He opened another bottle of beer, shifting on the sofa again. Suddenly, the whole room was farting, but not the humans, just the objects. Tom had very wild, frizzy hair, and two eyebrows that looked like one bushy mustache. “Tony, did you see the chocolate brownie wrapped in some silver foil? It was near the bread and cheese I put out for us earlier.”
“Oh, is there some bread and cheese?” Tony asked, excited. All the physical work earlier had made her ravenous. She realized Tom and Beth were staring at her, so she thought hard until she remembered the question Tom had just asked. “Um, we got in, you put some stuff out. You said help yourself. I was in the kitchen, but I didn’t want anything savory. There was a piece of chocolate cake.” She remembered it now. It was very tasty. All kinda gooey and chocolatey. She wished she could eat it again. “You’d gone to the loo, and Beth was dancing. Why do we do that?” she said suddenly. “Why do people dance? What’s the point of it? What does it all mean?”
“Oh Lord. She’s had the whole thing, hasn’t she?” Beth said to Tom.
He laughed. “You’ve put away a big chunk of spliff, mate.”
“Spliff? Hash? Marijuana?” Tony said. At least she tried to say marijuana, but she may have said mari-ja-wana. “Oh no. I don’t think so. I don’t do spliff.”
“Well, that’s very annoying!” Beth plonked herself down next to Tony on the sofa. “I might as well have that sambuca.”
Tom reached behind the plastic sofa and pulled out a little bottle of clear spirit. He passed it to Beth and then started to roll a cigarette. “How you feeling, dude?” he asked kindly.
“I get very sexy on spliff,” Beth said as she poured the alcohol into her wineglass. The sweet smell of licorice wafted over. “Do you feel sexy?” Beth pressed close to Tony. Her licorice breath tickled Tony’s senses.
“Do you remember Bernie Bassett?” Tony asked her.
Beth’s eyes widened in exasperation, the way only femme girls seem to be able to with any degree of accuracy.
“I think he was a licorice allsort. What do you think?”
Beth moved away in a huff, bumping into Doug Silva.
“Have you ever thought about ghosts?” Tony changed tack, directing the question at Tom. He took a puff of his cigarette and disappeared behind a gust of smoke.
“Ghosts, now that’s interesting. I have actually. I think I saw one once.”
“Are you drunk, Tony?” Doug said sharply.
“Where did you see it? Was it on your sofa?” Tony asked Tom, suddenly hopeful.
He shook his head. “No, it was in Sydney.”
“Oh.” Tony giggled, not sure herself why that was funny. And then she wanted to cry because if only he could see the ghost, then she wouldn’t have to.
“You’d better sober up, kid. Drink some coffee. Maya needs you. Now. Come with me and bring those two with you.” Doug got right up in Tony’s face in a very annoying way. His breath smelled vaguely like charcoal.
“I need to go and do something. I need some coffee,” Tony said in a loud voice, although it was actually quite quiet in the room.
“Which, mate? You have to go, or you have to have coffee?”
“Both. But coffee first. And I need you two to help me. You have to come with me and help me,” Tony pleaded.
“Ha!” Beth folded her arms across her chest.
Tony heard water pouring from the kitchenette, and then Tom poked his head out. “Don’t know, dude. It’s kinda late. Can’t you do this thing tomorrow?”
Tony stood up. She stood still for a minute, looking around the room to make sure she wasn’t dizzy. Then she walked over to Tom and took the mug of coffee from him. “No, it won’t wait. I get these premonitions. They’re always right. Someone I know is in danger, and you two have got to help me.” She looked from one to the other. Beth’s expression changed from annoyance to interest.
“Do you mean like that time you pushed Fräulein Schneider out of the way of a falling sandbag?”
“Yes.”
Beth sat up on the sofa. “I knew there was something strange about that!”
Tony wanted to say, “The fact that I was in the wings and not in the lighting box during the show should have given you a clue.” But she didn’t want to spoil the moment.
“Well, then, dude, lead on,” Tom said forcefully, picking his house keys up from the coffee table.
 
*
 
Doug floated ahead. They were a few streets away from Maya’s flat. Tony had to run to keep up with him. Tom was happily jogging beside her, but Beth was alternately stopping to catch her breath and complaining loudly. She was in a bent-over, panting stage.
Tony stopped, not wanting to lose her. Doug had made it clear the more humans the better. But he was getting so far ahead Tony was scared of losing him. Then she remembered he would just come back again, and anyway, she knew where Maya’s flat was. She relaxed a bit.
“This is ridiculous!” Beth screeched. Tony was glad she hadn’t got all her breath back. “Talk about a wild goose chase. Why didn’t we get a cab?”
“We’re nearly there,” Tony said. Tom grinned happily. He was a really nice, laid-back guy, Tony thought. They should probably hang out more.
Doug loomed over her suddenly. “Get your butt to my daughter’s house before it’s too late. There’s a crazy woman with a knife and she’s working out how to stick it into Maya,” he barked.
Beth moaned. “There better really be an emergency, Tony, I’m warning you.” She wagged a shaky finger at her.
Tony glanced at Doug’s terrified face. “There is,” she said, breaking into a run.
 
*
 
On Maya’s couch, Jas pressed her lips against Maya’s, kissing her sweetly. Maya dove headfirst into the kiss, letting her coiled desire flare. Jas pulled back, leaving Maya feeling like she’d been dropped. Jas took a sip of the glass of Coke Maya had poured for her. “Where are the keys to your kitchen door?” she asked. Maya’s heart leapt at the unspoken dare in her eyes.
“Top drawer.” She followed Jas into the darkened kitchen.
Jas rattled the key in the lock and flung open the door. “Oh, this is lovely!” She stepped out onto the terra-cotta herringbone paving and paused for a moment to look around the Mediterranean-style garden. Maya watched her take in the swaths of herbs planted into shingle pockets interspersed with the paving, and the glazed pots of geraniums flanking it. A heady burst of honeysuckle and Jas’s namesake jasmine drifted on the warm breeze from the ochre wall they climbed together. “I’d like to see this in daylight.” Jas turned to Maya. Then she tipped her head ever so slightly and her feet crunched on shingle as she walked down to the screened deck. Maya followed her, her stomach fluttering and her senses alive with the fierce smell of thyme crushed underfoot.
“I love the great outdoors. How about you?” Jas murmured into Maya’s hair, her fingers already unbuttoning Maya’s top and exquisitely teasing the bare skin beneath. Maya looked up into the great purple sky, devoid of cloud and moon. The only light on them was distant streetlight, filtered through the lattice screen. Jas’s skin was copper in the light. Maya felt the faintest prickling sensation along the back of her neck, as if something wasn’t quite right. She took another breath of thyme-scented night air, irritated with herself and her inability to let go. Determined to live in the moment for once, Maya closed her eyes and let Jas push her against the smooth trellis.
 
*
 
Not having a clue where Doug had disappeared to, Tony bounded up the steps to Maya’s house and rang the bell. “Not here. Round the back,” Doug yelled, suddenly beside her. Tony decided the normally pleasantly nasal East Coast accent was caustic when shouted into a person’s ear.
“Why?” Tony snapped.
“Because she’s in the garden and so’s the killer.”
“Who are you talking to?” Tom asked, looking at her quizzically from the gate.
Tony ignored his question, muttering, “We have to go round the back,” as she pushed past him.
“Why?” Beth said crossly, peering into the dark alley Tony was leading her into. “I think you’re full of it, Carson.”
“Shh!” Doug shouted ahead.
“Shh!” Tony repeated before falling over with an almighty crash.
Beth’s laughter sailed over her as she lay on something hard and metallic but yet plastic. It smelled bad. “How can you fall over a fridge-freezer? It’s bloody enormous!” she said.
“Shh!” Doug shouted urgently.
Tony scrambled to her feet and threw another “Shh!” at Beth. She looked up from gingerly picking her way over the contents of a torn-open bin bag to stick her fingers up at Tony.
They crept through the alley till they hit Maya’s garden wall. Doug licked his lips anxiously. “She’s with her friend on the deck. The crazy’s about to do them both. Go!”
 
*
 
Maya shivered deliciously, arching into Jas’s tender mouth. She took the heavy perfume of honeysuckle and the sweet delicate scent of jasmine into her body, already knowing this was one of those interludes she’d replay. It was such a joy to let go. It felt right, almost in tune with nature. “You were so right to wait,” she murmured into Jas’s soft hair. Jas’s smile reverberated against her skin. Maya felt a sign escape her, and then a moan. Jas started moving faster, speeding Maya toward release.
There was a thud. Like a fox or something. Perhaps several thuds, it was hard for Maya to tell, distracted as she was by Jas’s sweet movements.
“Ahhh!” a familiar voice cried out.
Maya turned, not wanting to pull away from Jas. Then she felt a hand on her shoulder. She opened her eyes to Tony’s terrified face. Maya stared back. “What the hell are you doing here?” she said after a moment.
“Come over here. And you.” Tony sternly pulled Maya and Jas off the deck and along the garden. Maya pulled away, distracted by a flail of bodies near the trellis. It looked like the bitchy stage manager from Tony’s show and some guy Maya vaguely recognized were struggling to hold somebody down.
“Who are you?” Jas asked Tony, before her head turned to the struggle. “All?”
Maya watched Tony’s eyes travel down her body before remembering her top was undone. She registered the look in Tony’s eyes and felt her nipples react. She turned away, buttoning up quickly. “What are you doing here?” she said as calmly as she could.
“She’s trying to kill you.” Tony gesticulated at a Goth-looking girl, now lying calmly on the ground.
Maya took a good look at her. Even in the dim light, Maya could see she was the shockingly thin, pale client that she had treated only a week ago.
“Sheila?” Maya went over to her.
The girl blinked, looking around her as if she was surprised to find herself there. “I just wanted to see you,” she murmured.
Maya glanced back at Tony. For an instant, her heart leapt at seeing her again. Then she noticed Tony’s flushed and sweaty face. She saw how wild her hair was and her bloodshot eyes.
“Hey, Tony,” called out the guy who Maya now realized was Tom, one of the theater crew. “Should we take her to the police station? There’s one just round the corner.”
“I’m glad you know the area.” Tony walked over to Beth and Tom, who had Sheila standing between them. She looked limp. Like all the life had been knocked out of her.
“Wait a minute. I know this woman. What are you doing?” Maya asked, protective about her client.
“She was going to stab you, both of you,” Tony said, slurring her words a bit through what looked to be a swollen lip. Maya was totally confused. All the same, she was worried about the state Tony was in.
Jas looked Sheila up and down. “What with? Her broken fingernails?”
Tony went straight to the enormous honeysuckle bush behind the trellis. “She had a knife. She threw it over here somewhere,” she said, disappearing under the sweeping branches. Maya winced as she heard the sound of delicate branches snapping. After letting Tony crash about for a few moments, Maya went after her.
“What the hell’s going on?” she said, beginning to get annoyed. Tony had a damn cheek bringing all these folks into her yard in the middle of the night. And why did they attack Sheila?
“It’s in there somewhere,” Tony said, reappearing from under a tangle of honeysuckle. “You can look for it in the morning.” To add to her wild appearance, Tony now had leaves and bits of twigs stuck in her hair.
“We’d better get moving.” Tom started to walk Sheila toward Maya’s apartment, Beth gripping her other arm.
“Wait! How do you know she was doing anything wrong?” Maya hurried over.
“I just wanted to talk to you,” Sheila said pitifully. “Stuff was coming up for me…I…”
Maya took another step toward them as if to force them to release the poor girl.
“Look, do you know this woman?” Beth cut in sharply. She looked as fed up with the situation as Maya was.
“Yes. She’s an herbal client of mine.”
“Well, what’s she doing climbing over four gardens to break into your flat in the middle of the night?”
Maya looked at Sheila anxiously. It was true; she hadn’t heard her getting into her garden. How long had she been there?
“What are any of you doing here?” Jas asked, leaning against the trellis and looking distinctly bored.
Beth seemed to notice Jas for the first time. She tossed Jas a charming smile. “Tony told us she was here. Otherwise, trust me, I wouldn’t have climbed over those fences. If I wanted that kind of workout, I’d go to the gym,” she pouted.
Jas smiled back.
Maya stared at Tony. “How did you know Sheila was here? Were you spying on me?”
Tony looked down. “No. You-know-who told me.”
Maya felt rage ignite inside her. She quickly pushed it down. After all, it wasn’t Tony’s fault she was delusional and thought she was talking to Maya’s father’s ghost. “Are you taking your medication?” she asked as gently as she could.
“No, I took a big spliff cake, but it wasn’t my fault.” Tony rubbed her eyes, looking tired. “I don’t really like spliff,” she said to Jas. “Look, I saw the knife. Really, I did.”
Tom straightened up. “Good enough for me,” he said. He and Beth marched Sheila all the way through Maya’s flat, with Tony, Maya, and Jas following behind. Tony hung back once they got to the front door watching the strange group walk off along the deserted street. Maya decided to let the police sort it out. After all, it was a bit worrying that Sheila had appeared in her garden like that.
Tony took a step off the porch starting to walk back inside the flat. “Can I see you in private?” she asked softly. She looked hesitatingly at Jas before resting her eyes on Maya.
“This is your ex, right?” Jas said, giving Tony a quick once-over. Her expression suggested she wasn’t impressed. Maya nodded. “Well, maybe I should go.” Jas tried to walk past Tony. Maya caught her arm.
“No. You don’t need to go. In fact, I want you to stay.” She turned back to Tony. She knew she had to discourage Tony’s delusions. Part of her yearned to sit up all night with Tony, talking it out, but she had to be firm. “Look, Tony, I’m sorry I didn’t answer any of your messages. Perhaps I’ve driven you to this. But I think it’s better we don’t have any contact. I’ve moved on,” she said.
Tony’s face crinkled. She rubbed her eyes wearily and way too hard. Maya wanted to tell her, You shouldn’t rub the delicate area of your eyes like that, but stopped herself. “Okay. Well, it’s a shame you don’t want any contact, but that’s not why I’m here. It’s your dad―”
“No!” Maya instinctively put her hand up, needing to stop the words coming out from Tony’s mouth. “Look, I know it’s real for you, but I don’t want to hear it, Tony. I need to grieve for my dad and move on. You need to leave.” Maya reached for the door, forcing Tony back out onto the front steps.
“Maya,” Tony began to say, “you’re in da―”
Without waiting to hear another word, Maya pressed the door closed and leaned against it for a moment, fighting her need to throw open the door, pull Tony back into the apartment, and wrap her arms around her. The fear and the sadness in Tony’s eyes cut her like a knife. But she knew, after a hundred similar episodes with her father, Tony needed professional help.



Chapter Nine
 
It turned out it was a good thing Tony didn’t go to the police station that night. Beth and Tom got severely reprimanded for carrying out a citizen’s arrest, and were warned they could have been done for assault. The woman was released, and she promptly took out a restraining order against Tom and Beth.
At work, Doug Silva popped up in the lighting box as Tony was cutting a fresh batch of color.
“You gotta persuade her. She needs to watch her back,” he growled, sounding like he’d been drinking a barrel of whisky.
“Assuming you’re talking about Maya, I’ve tried calling her, e-mailing her, texting her, messaging her on Facebook, and quite frankly, I’m out of options. She thinks I’m stark raving bonkers. And from what she told me when we were going out together, I think I’ve got you to thank for that,” Tony said more crossly than she meant to. Doug’s eyes dropped to the floor.
“You can see how it looks. She finds your diazepam; you tell her you’re talking to ghosts. Next time she sees you, you’re high on dope.” Doug fixed his eyes on her again. “Why would she believe you? She hardly knows you. Most people would find it far-fetched. Not seeing ghosts, maybe. Lots of people like the idea of seeing a vague, ghostly figure they can reason away in the morning. But few would buy the idea you’re having proper conversations and helping them out…” Doug trailed off. Tony busied herself clearing up the rolls of lighting gel, and popping elastic bands on them.
“None of that matters, though,” Doug said with a start.
“It does to me,” Tony grumbled.
“That poor woman is a puppet for my brother. She thinks he’s some kind of god. She’s not giving up any day soon.”
That got Tony’s attention. “You mean she’s going to try again…to hurt Maya?”
“To kill her. She wants Maya dead.”
“But why?”
“I’m not entirely sure. All I know is it’s to do with Pete. He used to love her, so I don’t really get why he wants to hurt her now. You don’t understand what it’s like here, on the other side. Everything’s vague. I feel like I’m in a dream most of the time. Information is very patchy.”
“I know how you feel,” Tony said wryly. “Look, can’t you give me some information about Maya, something only you would know? Maybe I can persuade her I’m telling the truth.”
Doug stood thinking for a moment. “Well, no one knows I used to get freaked out by ‘Panic in Detroit.’ Only Maya knows.”
Tony sighed. “She told me about that.”
“Oh. That’s all I got, sorry. I was a pretty poor father. When I was well I shut myself in my studio painting most of the time, and when I was ill—”
Beth buzzed on the internal phone.
“Ungrateful herbal slut in the building,” she announced.
“Maya?”
“I believe that’s her name,” Beth said. “She’s just coming out of Jon’s dressing room. If you run down, you can accidentally bump into her and ask her what the hell her problem is. I’ll keep her talking.”
Doug floated behind Tony as she was belting down the stairs. “You have to convince her.”
Tony forced herself not to run along the backstage corridor. Beth was loudly interrogating Maya about whether Jon was able to perform.
“But can you guarantee that leg injury will hold?”
“No, I certainly can’t. In fact, I’ve advised he doesn’t go on tonight.”
Beth’s face fell. “It’s the same injury as last time. That doesn’t say much for homeopathy, does it?”
From twenty paces away, Tony could see Maya’s shoulders square back.
“I can’t speak for homeopathy, seeing as I’m a medical herbalist. I have advised Jon several times to rest the injury.” Maya’s voice was assured, if cold.
“Hi, Maya,” Tony said, reaching them.
Maya turned, swallowed, and finally smiled cautiously. “Tony. I wondered if I’d bump into you.”
“Well, go on then, spit it out,” Beth interrupted.
“What?” Maya asked.
“The bit where you thank Tony and me for saving your life.”
“Huh?” Maya looked confused.
“That crazy woman was about to stab you. If Tony hadn’t had one of her premonitions, you’d be cold, lady. And you can’t even say thank you!”
Maya looked uncomfortable. “Well, the police did have a bit of a look in the garden, but they couldn’t find any knife. I didn’t see anything myself. All I saw was Tony suddenly behaving very strangely.”
“That wasn’t her fault. She accidentally ate a week’s supply of hash,” Beth said, folding her arms.
“I mistook it for chocolate cake,” Tony mumbled.
“I think you’re very rude and very arrogant. And extremely ungrateful! You really don’t seem to show any appreciation for your fellow lesbians,” Beth said, tossing her head. Tony caught a flash of tiny rainbow flag earrings as her blond hair flew over her shoulder.
“I’m not sure there’s such a thing as fellow lesbians, unless they’re trans, maybe…” Tony said, trailing off when Beth glared at her.
“Well,” Maya bristled, tossing her own hair off her shoulder. The crack about not appreciating other lesbians had clearly got up her nose. It was a long-haired lesbian standoff. That’s if Beth was a lesbian. Otherwise, it was a long-haired les-bi girl standoff. Tony didn’t mention it.
“I’d rather speak to you in private,” she said to Tony.
“You can say whatever you have to say in front of me. I’m a lesbian and Tony’s friend,” Beth said crisply.
“Are you?” Maya said, looking doubtful.
Tony turned to Beth. “Can you just give us a moment?”
Beth cut her eyes at Maya before flouncing off to the stage manager’s office.
“Anyway, Tony, the police came to see me. There wasn’t much I could say. I didn’t see anything and neither did Jasmin.”
“But you know she was trying to kill you, right?”
Maya shrugged, so Tony rushed on urgently, distracted by Doug materializing in a wispy way over Maya’s shoulder. “They released that woman without charge. That means she’s back out there, Maya. You should be careful. In fact, you should take out a restraining order against her.”
“Hmm, here’s the thing, Tony. It’s nice you want to see me, but I really think it’s best we have a complete break.” Maya gave her a tentative half smile.
“Huh?” Tony screwed her face up, wishing she’d just listen to her. “Well, that’s a shame, but—”
Maya interrupted. “I’m trying to get on with my life, and, well, it’s quite casual with Jas actually, but I don’t want any complications.” She self-consciously swept a few strands of hair off her forehead. “I like you, Tony, I really do. And I know it isn’t easy coping with mental health issues.”
“Maya, you need to list―what? Mental what?”
“I should have had more contact when we split up. I realize now it wasn’t very fair of me to just cut you off like that. I wish you’d told me, Tony. It wouldn’t have been such a shock.”
“You wish I’d told you what?” Tony felt herself starting to get annoyed. Maya just stood there looking at her awkwardly so she helped her out. “About me talking to your dad?” she said, her eyes flicking to his ghostly form. Too late, Tony saw him violently shake his head.
Maya stepped back. She looked away and seemed to be studying the notice that warned people to be quiet backstage during performances.
“That’s the thing, Tony. I can’t cope with your…alternative reality. I don’t suppose you’ll understand this, but the grief is too raw for me to hear you casually talk about seeing my father’s ghost. Let me be clear, Tony, I don’t want you to follow me about or come and see me.”
“Follow you about?” Tony repeated.
“It’s, well, creeping me out, thinking you might be watching me.”
For a second, Tony was completely confused. “Watching you? Why do you think I’m―” Then it dawned on her. “Oh my God, do you think I’m stalking you?”
“Well, I wouldn’t have used that word, but, well, how else would you have been in my garden the other night?”
Tony stared at Maya, horrified and furious.
“I’m sorry, but I think it’s best we just leave it there.” Maya quickly patted her hand, drawing her own hand as swiftly back as she’d spontaneously pressed it forward. “I hope you’ll leave me alone now,” she said, walking away.
 
 
*
 
Pete Silva was irritated he’d had to come all the way to Boston. He’d walked through the wide streets of the Downtown Crossing area, dwarfed by skyscrapers, colonial churches, and fine hotels until a small anonymous Internet café on the corner of Oliver and Franklin caught his eye.
At a booth, he went quickly to the Magik site chat room. Black Beetle was there in the members list. Pete instant messaged Sheila, getting instant quick reply.
 
Beetle101: I failed you. I’m sorry.

 
Shaman#: Meditate on that failure and how you can improve. The best thing is to act swiftly. Go away from this meeting and plan your next move.

 
Beetle101: But the forces against us, they know where I live. I got a warning. If I complete the task, they’ll know it’s me.

 
 
Pete rubbed the back of his neck, feeling hard knots of tension between his shoulder blades.
 
Shaman#: We spoke of this. Remember your first test. Every student of Shamanism has doubts. You must sweep them aside.

 
Beetle101: I see. I will. Let me meditate on my doubts for a few weeks. That will give them time to forget about me.

 
 
Anxiety clawed through the Pete’s belly. He didn’t have weeks. Jose kept coming to him in the dream time, reminding him that he must hurry. It was all very well for this stupid bitch to have doubts, she didn’t have a polluted bloodline to clear up. He tapped his fingers on the keyboard in front of him. He needed something new.
 
Shaman#: Give me a number I can speak to you on.

 
Beetle101: A number?

 
Shaman#: Yes. You have earned the right to a private lesson. I will guide you past this barrier to your progress. Be somewhere quiet and cleansed at 1 p.m. GMT tomorrow, somewhere you won’t be disturbed.

 
 
Pete carefully jotted down the phone number and shut down the Web page. Then he started some new searches. He didn’t want to take the risk of speaking to Sheila, but, if it was necessary, at least he could make sure the phone call couldn’t be traced back to him.
 
*
 
Maya grimaced as soapy water soaked through her jeans. With no clients booked, she had decided it was the perfect moment to clean out her herbal storage cupboard. Tinctures were spread out all over the kitchen surfaces, along with brown glass bottles, jars of different sizes, and opaque white plastic bottles for sending medicine through the mail.
Maya was on her knees scrubbing at some particularly stubborn stains. Lemon balm was a useful and effective nervine, but it sure left a sticky dark ring on the varnished wood shelf inside Maya’s cupboard.
Sunshine poured through the open kitchen window. A breeze, sweet with honeysuckle, drifted under Maya’s nose. She lifted her head toward the garden, unconsciously taking a deep breath as she did so. The garden looked beautiful. Maya opened the kitchen door and stepped out into dappled sunshine. The bottle green leaves of her overgrown bay tree filtered the sunlight falling onto the herringbone paving. Bees dipped in and out of the purple flowering thyme and the bright yellow flowers of Maya’s tomato plants, neatly staked against the house wall in the sunniest spot. Tiny green tomatoes were already forming on the lower shoots. Pots of fierce red geranium were in full bloom. Lemon balm―the same lemon balm that stained Maya’s cupboard in tincture form―spread its soft furry green leaves lazily across the central shingle. The old apple tree was heavy with fruit. The raspberry canes and the blackberry bush trained against the ochre wall were both in flower, and starting to produce green bobbly berries. The garden was bursting with life and full of promise. Maya sighed deeply, realizing how lucky she was. Working from home, she got to enjoy all this.
She wandered to the lemon balm, picked a stem, and popped the serrated lime green leaves into her mouth, letting the gentle citrus flavor wash over her taste buds. Discovering lemon balm years ago had switched Maya on to herbal medicine. Maya particularly loved the nervines—the group of plants that restored balance to the nervous system. Finding out there was any kind of alternative to drugs had been a seminal moment for Maya. In the end, she hadn’t known how much of her father’s behavior was down to his illness and how much to the side effects of the drugs. Her father’s mental health issues had made Maya want to become a healer. She’d wanted to make a difference, to make things better for people whose lives were torn apart by illness, especially mental illness.
 
Cammie’s party at the weekend was going to be the best party seven-year-old Maya had ever been to. Maya and Cammie had been talking about it all the way home from school. Cammie’s mother owned the drugstore on Main Street. There would be burgers, Cokes, and ice creams in glass dishes so tall you needed a special long spoon to reach the bottom. Cammie’s aunt knew a man who made puppies out of balloons, and everyone would get to take a balloon dog home with them. Maya had popped in to see Cammie’s new blue party dress and then run all the way home to check her own red polka-dot dress was clean. Bursting with the news, she rushed through the screen door, shouting for her mum.
The kitchen was quiet. Maya stood frowning, knowing something was wrong. There was nothing bubbling on the stove, no loaf of bread on the kitchen table waiting to be cut into thick slices and spread with jam or honey. Maya wrinkled her forehead and ran on into the sitting room. The TV was blaring and an empty coffee cup sat by her father’s chair. Maya tore up the stairs and ran into her parents’ bedroom. The drawer next to her mother’s side of the bed was open and her wardrobe door ajar. Maya stood on tiptoe to stare into the drawer. It was empty except for one forgotten butterfly hair clip. The sparkly purple butterfly lay forlorn on its side, nestled up against the corner of the dark wooden interior.
The warbly, mournful voice of Lou Reed suddenly rang through the house, making Maya jump. She ran downstairs to find her father rocking to and fro in front of the record player, staring into the cover of Transformer. Maya turned away from the ice white skull-like man with dark, hollowed-out eyes that reminded Maya of scary Halloween masks.
“Daddy, Daddy, where’s Mommy?” Maya called, almost beside herself with the news of the birthday party.
Maya’s father stared into the mostly black-and-white cover with big, watery eyes. Maya tugged on his sleeve. “Daddy, where’s Mommy? I want to ask her if I can go to—”
“She’s gone.” Maya’s father abruptly sat down, making the record player bump. Lou Reed jumped to the beginning of the song.
“When’s she coming back? What about tea? Has she gone to Grandma’s house?” Maya knew Grandma couldn’t come and visit anymore because she lived in England and it was too far. Her other grandma had gone to heaven, and so it was even more sad her British grandma couldn’t come visit.
Maya’s father started to cry. “What’ll I do, honey? What’ll I do?” he said in a small, scared voice. Maya didn’t know what her father could do, but she didn’t want to tell him that. She was hungry. Her mom would be cross if she went near the stove, but she could cut some bread. She’d done it before.
“They’ll take you away, honey. Put you in a children’s home.”
Maya started to breathe really fast, in and out, in and out, till tiny dots swam in front of her eyes. She didn’t want to go to a children’s home.
Maya’s dad jumped up. He took the record so roughly off the record player he scratched the needle sharply against it with a horrible screech. He began pulling out albums from their neat stacks, not caring that he was dropping the shiny licorice black discs out of their covers onto the floor and even standing on some of them. Maya knew her mother would shout at her dad if she saw him doing that. He found Aladdin Sane and put it on, turning up the big white volume knob all the way round.
“Come on, baby, let’s dance.” Maya’s dad grabbed her arms, moving them up and down. Maya copied her father as best she could. He was dancing like somebody drunk. Like her parents’ friends when they had parties. The curtains were drawn in the sitting room. The TV was still on, throwing a weird flickering light onto them. Maya’s father loomed above Maya, singing along to the song. He swayed and stumbled a little as his dance moves got wilder. Maya watched him carefully, worried he’d fall. He threw his head back and laughed. “Bowie knows, Maya. He knows,” Maya’s dad shouted above the music, grinning down at her.
Maya did her best dancing. Her dad needed her to be brave. He was scared and trying to pretend he wasn’t. The music was going round and round: guitars that sounded like scared horses crying. Maya would get them some bread and jam soon. She could make him a cup of coffee as well because she could boil the percolator and that wasn’t going near the stove because it was electric. Maya was terrified. Her stomach was knotted into a tight ball, but she just went on dancing.
 
Maya came back to the present. Looking after her dad, on and off, since she was seven had taken its toll. Her mum had come back after two weeks that first time. But in the years that followed, every time it got to be too much, her mum had taken off again. Maya became an expert at making everyone believe everything was all right at home. When Maya was twelve, her mom had left for good. She shook her head to clear it of the past. Her eye trailed over to the trellis on the deck at the bottom of the garden. She swallowed, remembering the night Tony had suddenly appeared.
The shingle was hot against Maya’s bare feet as she cautiously walked to the deck. Thinking about Tony was upsetting, and Maya thought about her far more than she’d like. When she saw her at the theater, it threw Maya for six. She’d been shocked at how much she still liked Tony. She knew she wasn’t massively into Jasmin, not compared to how strongly she’d felt for Tony, but all the same, she had thought she’d made some progress. She’d been struggling with her feelings so much she’d been an out-and-out bitch, saying she was creeped out with Tony stalking her. Maya felt bad about that. She knew it would have upset Tony. She was fairly sure Tony must be following her, but she didn’t think for a moment that Tony would be violent or dangerous in any way.
Maya was ashamed to feel a weird satisfaction that Tony was still into her, but it was wrong. She’d had to say something to push her away. Maya’s feelings for Tony were persistent and stubborn. Despite her better judgment, they kept resurfacing. Tony was like an itch that just wouldn’t be scratched.
Maya had found out MIND had not referred Sheila, plus the contact details Sheila had given were false. Maya had reported this to the police, but they’d just shrugged and said, without any evidence, there wasn’t anything they could do. Maya knew better than to jump to conclusions. If you believed the media, you’d think anyone with a touch of depression was about to murder you in your bed. Uncle Pete had agreed, when she’d told him all about it. Maya had loved that. He understood because he’d known his own brother tackle manic paranoia, and Pete knew that hadn’t made Doug dangerous to anyone else.
Maya felt the blood rush to her face as she thought about making out on the deck when Tony and her friends jumped over the wall. Jas hadn’t minded, once she’d got over the shock. In fact, she’d tried to get Maya back out there several times since. Maya paced up and down around the deck and trellis trying to make sense of that evening’s events.
If Tony was to be believed, why would Sheila be trying to hurt Maya? Maya tucked a strand of unruly clematis into the wire nailed against the trellis. Unless she had somehow fixated on Maya—that happened to therapists sometimes—but Maya had only treated her once. Also, it was only Tony who said Sheila was about to attack Maya, and was Tony the best person to judge? Especially if she wasn’t taking her medication, and, by her own admission, was messing about with cannabis? Maya sighed. Cannabis wasn’t helpful for people who were already out of touch with reality.
Maya worked at tidying up the clematis. She fetched a roll of green twine from her little shed, enjoying the tangy bitumen smell of the warm shed interior. The clematis had been neglected for a while. An image kept flashing in front of Maya’s mind as she thought back to that night. Sheila had looked so tiny, so vulnerable almost, pinned between the crewman and that bitchy stage manager. Maya remembered Sheila’s shoulders had been slumped, like she had no strength. She’d almost looked like a robot that was switched off, with her head down, her long, listless hair hanging in a tired mess over her black sweatshirt. She’d been dressed entirely in black, right down to the trainers. She hadn’t been dressed like that when she’d come for a consultation, but Maya had seen someone like that not long ago…
Maya racked her brains trying to think where. Suddenly, she recalled a thin woman, her ashen skin contrasting sharply against her black clothing, bending down at the hairdresser’s to steal a handful of Maya’s hair from the polished floor. She’d only seen her from the side, but Maya swallowed, feeling sick. Could it have been Sheila? God, was Maya imagining things now? She squatted down to the lower branches of the clematis, concentrating for a few moments on the simple, normal task of pruning as she puzzled over the situation. Was that Sheila in the hairdresser’s? Maybe Maya was letting her imagination run away with her.
Maya went to the honeysuckle bush. Worried she was being unfair to Sheila, Maya pulled branches aside, peering into the undergrowth. The thick, sweet scent of the yellow and white flowers fell over Maya like a perfumed blanket as she worked steadily for a good ten minutes, searching as methodically as she could. There was nothing there. Wiping a bead of sweat from her forehead, Maya wasn’t sure if she felt relieved about Sheila or disappointed about Tony’s delusions. She leapt back as a bee suddenly popped out of a particularly succulent flower head. Maya laughed, wishing the bee well, and then her eye caught a glint of silver. As she reached behind the bush, her fingers closed around something small, heavy, and hard.
Maya pulled it out and found herself staring with growing horror at a double-edge knife, about six inches long. The handle was black, but the hilt and blades were highly polished silver, etched with tiny markings that looked like moons and stars. Maya touched one of the blades and flinched as blood began to run swiftly along the length of her finger.
 
*
 
Pete Silva keyed the British woman’s number into the throwaway cell phone he’d bought that morning. It was hooked up to a voice-changer, just in case the woman had half a brain cell and was going to record their conversation. He heard an international ringing tone.
“Hello?” a faint, female voice answered.
“Is that Black Beetle?” Pete felt it was safer to start with her Internet name.
“Yes.” The voice was quieter than before.
Pete took a long breath. He needed the woman calm and relaxed. “Can I call you Sheila?” He softened his tone.
There was a pause. “Oh yes. Please.”
“Sheila, are you comfortable? Somewhere you can’t be disturbed? And are you wearing a headset?”
“Yes.” The voice had a hint more confidence in it.
“Lie back, Sheila. Air and sky and earth and sea. Naught will bar your way to me. Don’t let anything constrict you.” Pete began to slip spells and hypnotic phrases in between ordinary words.
“Stay with me, Sheila. Stay with my voice. All you are aware of is my voice. Your body is becoming heavy. You try to open your eyes but they won’t open. Try now to open your eyes. They remain shut against you. Murmur now if your eyes won’t open.”
There was a quiet moan, like someone might make in sleep. “Good. That’s good, Sheila. Air and sky and earth and sea. Sheila, your mind is opening to me. Through my voice you are connected to me and you desire to do as I tell you. You’re happy to please me. When you read the words Flamma purgatus, you will hear my voice speaking to you. It will be as if I’m next to you, Sheila, guiding you. You will want to obey me.
“Flamma purgatus. All your doubts are swept away. You no longer fear the police force. Their power is earthly and cannot touch your powers. Nothing will get in the way of your task. Flamma purgatus. Sheila, your greatest desire is to help me by removing the girl, the obstacle we spoke about. Feel the resolve build in you now, Sheila. Feel it flow, burning you with the intensity of your dark powers.” Pete let a few moments tick by in silence, breathing rhythmically.
“You are all-powerful, Sheila, quiet and careful. You want only to follow the girl. She stands between you and me, Sheila, draining our power away. Nothing is more important than dealing with the girl. Soon you will come out of your deep sleep. When you do you will be filled with a burning desire to complete your task. Sub imperium meus. When you hear me repeat these words, you will wake, but you will remain under my command. Sub imperium meus.”
Pete waited. After a few seconds, he heard a croaky voice. “Shaman?” Quickly, he pressed the end call symbol and took the SIM card out of the phone.
He walked to a Dumpster and tossed the phone in. He let out a breath. He had to wait again, wait for someone inferior and unpredictable to finish the job he’d started. Waiting reminded him of the wasted years after he’d run away from Jose and Mexico, terrified by what happened to the French boy. He’d run home to Provincetown determined to be a good shaman. He’d shut everything down and stood in the shadows, keeping Maya safe when Doug was ill and her mother was absent. At least in all the years of cloying, disabling goodness he’d built up a store of patience he could now use. He tucked his frustration inside himself. There was still planning to be done.



Chapter Ten
 
A breeze flapped at the edges of the paperback novel Maya was happily lost in. A sudden squawk from a disgruntled bird pulled Maya from Leslie Feinberg’s sixties New York back to Regent’s Park, London on a rare day of high summer. The sun yawned down from a perfectly cloudless sky. Sunbathers dotted the lush grass around her, lying on bright beach towels or draped across green-and-white-striped deck chairs. The boating lake wound a curving path around her spot. Beyond the massive English oak trees, playing fields rolled away into the distance. Maya could almost forget she was in the middle of a bustling metropolis.
The sensation of sun and wind on Maya’s bare skin was as deeply relaxing as a massage. She stretched, curling toward Jas while the rays poured heat into her bikini-clad body.
“It’s hot today. Perhaps you should reapply,” Jas drawled, one hand shielding her eyes, the other extending a glistening bottle of sun oil.
“Okay.” Maya smiled, reaching for the oil.
“Lie on your front. I’ll do your back,” Jas said with a glint in her eye. Maya was getting used to Jas’s glints. She glanced around, glad she’d insisted on walking until they found a few square feet of privacy.
Maya rolled onto her front and rested her head on her folded forearms. Jas squirted oil, warmed from sitting in the sun, onto Maya’s shoulders and worked it down her back, her fingers firmly kneading Maya’s flesh. The sun on her skin, the massage, and the soft scent of coconut had Maya floating on the edge of sleep. A vaguely cool breeze relieved the true heat of the sun as the day coasted into afternoon. Jas’s fingers working down Maya’s body, stroking at the edges of her bikini, were a suggestive reminder of what Maya would like to be doing, if they were alone.
As Jas rubbed oil into the backs of Maya’s legs, Maya couldn’t help replaying some steamy moments with Jas in her mind. Jas brushed Maya intimately. Not in her memory, but there, then, and very publicly. Maya pulled away, throwing Jas a stern look.
“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Jas asked through a lazy smile.
Maya didn’t bother to reply. She knew her sense of adventure would never match Jas’s. “Give me the bottle. I’ll put the rest on myself,” she said instead.
“Spoilsport,” Jas muttered, handing over the sun oil before lying back down, pulling her baseball cap over her eyes, and plugging herself back into Beth Ditto.
Maya squirted oil onto the front of her body and looked down at Jas, trying to examine her own feelings. Jas was attractive for sure: great body, though not as buff as Tony’s. Maya was aware she was comparing Jas to Tony again, but didn’t seem able to stop herself. She woke in the still of the night, thinking about her—Tony’s upper body muscles, toned from all that lifting and carrying of lights, and her biceps pumped and hard when Tony pushed up next to her in bed.
Maya sharply pulled her mind back to Jas. She was lovely in her own way, Maya decided, though she certainly had an unusual sexual appetite. And she was quite elusive. Maya still had no idea what work she did. But then Maya realized she wasn’t really bothering to get to know Jas. Maya continued rubbing sun oil into her legs, asking herself if she needed to get to know Jas any better. Jas was fine for a casual relationship, wasn’t she? And wasn’t that all that Maya wanted?
 
*
 
Tony walked briskly across the park, squinting at the map on the back of Tina and Gina’s wedding invitation. The reception was, according to the invitation, in Regent’s Park, by the bandstand in front of Regent’s College.
On leaving the surprisingly moving civil partnership ceremony at the Registry Office on Marylebone, Tony had felt very confident she knew the way. So much so that she was trailed by two nice gay accountants who were starting to look hot and bothered as they pulled at the collars of their Armani and Hugo Boss shirts.
The pale green domed roof thing poking out above the trees ahead was possibly the bandstand. The problem was, it was completely the other side of the boating lake. Finally, Tony made out what looked like a bridge just beyond a crowd of sunbathers. She turned and beckoned encouragingly, and then pressed on.
 
*
 
Maya’s attention was drawn to a boyish swagger at three o’clock. She took in the suit and wondered why anyone would wear a suit for a stroll in the park on such a hot day. He or she (it was hard to tell from side at that distance) looked all around, and then started walking along the path, heading toward Maya and the now gently snoring Jas.
Intrigued now whether the smartly dressed individual was a man or a woman, Maya kept a casual eye as he or she walked through the sunbathers. As the person took off her sunglasses just a few feet from the couple nearest Maya, Maya gasped, recognizing the lesbian now walking straight toward her.
“Tony!” Maya spluttered, jumping to her feet. “What are you doing here?”
Tony stopped dead in her tracks, first looking startled, then as her eyes traveled down, Maya was suddenly acutely reminded she was in a bikini, while Tony was in a very smart gray suit that fit her so well it might have been made for her. She’d softened the masculine jacket and pants with a soft pink shirt that clung to her toned body. Her hair was freshly cut so it just touched the collar of her shirt.
“Hello,” Tony said looking hot and flustered.
Maya deliberated about how much to tell Tony. Jas was lying right there, which made it awkward, but Maya did want to apologize for being so harsh, and she wanted to let her know she had found a knife in her garden.
Tony loosened a pale pink tie. “Well, nice to see you, but I’m in a bit of a hurry.” She glanced down at Jas, sleeping with her mouth open. A small amount of drool was running down her chin. “Say hi to your girlfriend.”
Maya put her hand on Tony’s arm. Tony looked down at it. “Tony, I, well—”
“Tony!” Two men, also in suits, rounded the corner. Maya snatched her hand back. “This isn’t the time to cruise. Sorry, luv,” one of them said, glancing at her for a brief second. “Have you any kind of clue, Nancy Drew? Oh, look, Clive, I rhymed!” Pleased with himself, he pouted at his boyfriend. Clive dipped his eyelashes.
“I think the bandstand’s over there, Marcus, the other side of that bridge.” Tony pointed to a spot across the lake.
“Thank God for that. I thought we were going to be walking round this park all day. Can we snap it up? Sorry if you were building up to a threesome, though good luck with the comatose one.” Marcus nodded toward Jas, who was now snoring loudly. “If I don’t get champagne in the next five minutes I’m going to get snippy.”
“Oh, you don’t want Marcus getting snippy,” Clive said perfectly seriously.
Maya desperately wanted to say sorry to Tony, but Tony was acting so cold.
“There you go, there’s the balloon release.” Tony waved toward the spot she’d pointed at.
Maya turned in time to catch a cloud of pearlescent white, pink, and blue balloons sailing up into the deeper blue sky.
“We’d better get on,” Tony said, nodding to Maya before setting off toward the bridge.
Maya pulled on her T-shirt. The sun was still beating down, but the lack of warmth in Tony’s eyes left Maya feeling like the sky was full of clouds.
 
*
 
The muted moss green bandstand rose like a slightly shabby giant wedding cake ornament in front of the gently rippling lake. The grass beside the bandstand was decorated with G & T’s Wedding Party. The guests were draped across tartan picnic rugs and striped deck chairs in suits and frocks. The best women (Gina and Tina both had a best woman) had haul-assed folding tables and laden them with cucumber sandwiches, strawberries, cake, and champagne.
A lesbian couple Tony didn’t know took turns feeding their toddler strawberries and bits of sandwich. Tony smiled at the little boy, happily grabbing a sandwich triangle in each podgy fist. She felt lonelier than ever, missing her own little girl. Bumping into Maya and her girlfriend hadn’t helped. God, her life was a mess!
“Happy families, eh? Guess that’s what we can look forward to with Gina and Tina. All you dykes are getting married and popping out the rug rats.” Marcus, one of the formerly nice gay accountants, swayed over to Tony’s corner of picnic rug. “Cute,” he slurred, peering over at the little boy while sloshing champagne onto the grass. “But messy, huh? Wouldn’t want one of those climbing all over my Panton chairs. How old are they before they stop leaving finger marks on your glass and chrome?”
Tony was about to answer when she saw Doug Silva waving frantically at her behind one of the mothers of the brides.
 
*
 
Maya propped herself up in the hotel bed, already regretting she’d agreed to wait while Jas popped to the off license next door for a bottle of champagne. This casual sex thing with Jas was only going to work if Maya didn’t analyze it too hard. Tired of feeling prudish when she refused Jas’s more out-there suggestions, and feeling more than a little guilty about the rush of wanting Tony had provoked, Maya hadn’t had the heart to disappoint Jasmin when she’d wanted to go straight from the park to a “little hotel she knew.” So what if it was a seedy hotel? So what if Maya’s flat was only a few subway stops away? Something about the Baker Street Travel Inn worked for Jas, and it was working for someone else too, by the loud sex sounds coming through the paper-thin walls from the room next door. Maya was a bit concerned that Jas was turned on by a room with a skuzzy faded blue and orange flowered carpet, curtains to match, and plastic wood effect furniture. She reached for the TV remote and turned up the volume until the rhythmic uh uh uhs were drowned out.
She’d felt sexy when she’d stripped down to her underwear and climbed into the double bed. Now that she’d had time to notice the cigarette burns on the bedside table and the layer of dust on the headboard, Maya was ready to put her clothes back on and head out of there. A click at the door provoked a sigh. At last, here was Jas back with the champagne.
 
*
 
“Stop your fussing and go help my girl. You ain’t got time to argue with me.” Doug’s chin was set in a resolute line.
Tony didn’t want to argue with him. There were far too many people about to even exchange two words with him. She walked away to the relative quiet of a holly bush.
“Why don’t I text her? She’s with Jas.”
“Too late. Jas went out for champagne and the girl jumped her. Jas is tied up in the janitor’s cupboard, trussed up in her own handcuffs. You gotta go. Now.”
“I’ll phone the police, then.” Tony pulled her mobile out of the back pocket of her trousers, her fingers poised over the nine.
“And tell them what? You’re five minutes away. By the time you’ve convinced them to send someone you could be there yourself.”
Doug was clearly worried. He’d been right last time. Tony was still stung by Maya thinking she was stalking her, but what did that matter if Maya was in danger again?
“But that woman is scary. She had a knife last time. A very creepy-looking knife.”
“Lord help me. You man or mouse? Come on.”
“Neither, actually,” Tony muttered, taking off after Doug’s rapidly retreating paint-splattered back.
 
*
 
Maya stretched into what she hoped was a provocative position. She pouted toward the door through half-closed lids, already tasting the glass of cold champagne she so deserved for agreeing to this seedy scene. The door swung open and closed with a soft thud. Maya started to find a stranger in her room and walking toward the bed. Maya sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest. The breath caught in her throat as she recognized Sheila.
“I’ve brought champagne,” Sheila said in her quiet croaky voice, waving a bottle of Jas’s favorite marque.
“What are you doing here?” Maya asked sharply. She scrambled out of bed looking for the T-shirt she’d so carelessly thrown off earlier. She was so intent on finding it, she didn’t notice the champagne bottle swinging hard and fast until it was rushing straight toward her forehead.
 
*
 
Anton’s face swam before Pete Silva’s eyes as he sat bolt upright in bed, struggling for breath. Terror ran through the core of him. Anton’s last moments were Pete’s recurring nightmare. Anton was the reason Pete had abandoned Jose and his teachings in 1980 and fled back to Provincetown. Why the hell was he thinking about that dead French faggot now?
Pete shuddered, remembering that Jose had never liked Anton, and then he’d found out Anton was queer. When Jose had told Pete that Anton had to go, Pete had thought he meant out of the camp. He’d agreed to meet Jose in the cold hour before dawn expecting to go through one last ritual with Anton before he left. Jose had started the ritual, given Anton a hypnotic—
Pete’s thoughts pulled away from Anton, remembering how he’d taught Sheila the benefits of hypnotics, GHB in particular. Pete snapped his head to his beside clock. Damn! That was why Jose had sent that nightmare! Pete had slept through his alarm. He grabbed his phone. There was a text from her, sent ten minutes previously. Master I am outside her room now. Damn and double damn! He should be praying now.
He texted back Flamma purgatus, and then jumped out of bed and hurriedly lit candles.
Four winds blow. East to West, to South to North. Rise, storm, against flesh of my flesh. Stars stare darkly down, all kindness stand aside. Gather force and rail. Where hate meets light, let hate ignite…
Pete felt the dark power pulse and grow. Thousands of miles in the real world were crossed in a shaman’s heartbeat. He prayed in flickering candlelight, using his rage and disappointment at his niece to ignite the energy.
Ēvocatio Spiritualis de Septendecim Valcyri is Mortifer is. Flamma purgatus. Rain down. Rain my fire of destruction down.
 
*
 
Maya’s eyes flickered open as Sheila was pouring champagne into two waiting glasses on the bedside table. She tested her bonds, straining her neck to look at where her hands were tied to, and then watched Sheila crumbling white pills into the champagne.
“Sheila, why are you doing this?” she asked huskily. A tiny trail of blood dripped from her forehead down the side of her face. Maya wanted to wipe it away.
Sheila broke the top off a vial of liquid and pressed the cold champagne bottle against Maya’s forehead. Maya gasped as the bottle pressed against her wound. As her mouth opened, Sheila poured the vial into it. She tried to spit it out, but Sheila pinched her nose until, forced to breathe, Maya swallowed.
“What the hell was that? What are you doing?” Maya asked when she got her breath back.
Sheila ignored her. She took a sip of her own champagne.
“Sheila, let me help you. Get these things off me.” Maya’s voice sounded slurred. She was restless, fighting against whatever drug Sheila had poured into her, and pulling down hard at her restraints. Sheila tightened the scarf and turned the TV up.
A few minutes later, she forced Maya’s mouth open again and poured in the wine-and-pill cocktail, running her other hand over Maya’s Adam’s apple until she swallowed. Maya bit back tears. She felt so helpless, but she’d be damned if she’d give this woman the satisfaction of making her cry. If she could just keep from passing out, she might find a way out of this.
Sheila shrugged a slim black cloth bag off her shoulder. Taking occasional sips from her own wine, she laid out the contents on the scratched surface of the bedside table: a knife, pretty much identical to the one Maya had found in her garden, three black candles, clary sage essential oil, and a box of matches. Maya’s blood ran cold. She had to stay awake. She pulled harder at the scarf around her wrists, feeling it dig into her flesh. Maya opened her mouth and shouted as loud as she could, “Help me! Help me!”
“God dammit!” Sheila turned from sprinkling a circle of clary sage around the bed. She reached into her pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and stuffed it into Maya’s mouth, making her gag. Maya tried to be calm, forcing herself to breathe evenly through her nose.
Sheila poured the last of the oil over herself and Maya, and then lit a candle either side of the bed. Sheila ran her fingers over the knife’s smooth surface. Maya held her breath. Her eyes were riveted to the six-inch blade as Sheila slowly lifted it above Maya’s head.
Then Sheila mumbled something, kissed the knife, and set it down beside the bed. She drained her wine, lit the third candle, and leant back with it against the pillow. Maya couldn’t figure out what was going on. Sheila was lying beside her watching Countdown on the TV. Maya felt her eyes start to droop. It was getting hard to fight the drug.
She was dimly aware of the candle resting against Sheila’s thigh. The flame danced in a breeze she couldn’t feel. Sheila turned, tucking herself into Maya. Her eyes were closing. The candle fell slowly across the duvet.
Maya felt a surge of heat as the bed began to burn.
 
*
 
The receptionist shook her head when she opened the cleaning cupboard and nearly tripped over Jasmin groaning and rolling about on the floor.
“See? I told you,” Tony said.
“This is a first, even for this place,” the receptionist said. “How did you know she was here?”
“She, er, texted me,” Tony said, quickly dropping down to untie Jasmin’s hands.
“For Christ’s sake, forget about her. Go and help Maya,” Doug Silva screamed, making Tony jump.
“Where’s your room key?” she asked Jasmin.
Jasmin searched painfully slowly through her pockets. “Oh God, she must have taken it.”
“I’ve got a pass key,” the receptionist said.
Tony followed Doug along the corridor at a run, the receptionist pattering along behind her. She stopped in front of room 204, waiting impatiently. Jas was farther behind, walking unsteadily. The receptionist knocked and waited.
“Can you just open the door? She’s in serious danger!” Tony said as calmly as she could, just stopping herself wrenching the key card out of her hand. The receptionist nervously inserted the card. The lock LED went from red to green and there was a little click. Tony turned the handle.
“Oh God, Tony, the bed’s on fire.” Doug reappeared through the door inches from her face. She looked down. There were wisps of smoke starting to curl under the door.
“Where’s the bathroom?” Tony asked the receptionist.
“Just on the left as you go in. Why?”
“Call the fire brigade, the police, and an ambulance,” Tony said, tossing her phone at the receptionist. “Do it!”
Tony opened the door.
Smoke rushed toward her, but the door stuck, opening just a few inches.
“It’s the door chain. She’s got the door chain on,” the receptionist said.
“You’ll have to break the door down,” Jas said.
Tony grabbed the scarf Jas was clutching in her hand, tying it over her mouth and nose, and took a run at the door. Her shoulder hit it with a crunch. The door shook but didn’t give. Tony backed up and shouldered the door again.
The door swung open, revealing a raging bed, with orange flames glowing intensely through clouds of black smoke. Tony ran straight into the bathroom, soaking her face and the scarf.
By the time she reached the bed, her eyes were streaming so hard she could barely see. She shouted, “Maya! Maya!” Her voice sounded dull and strange above the ghostly crackling of the fire. With smoke choking the words from her throat, she fumbled about till she felt Maya slumped on the bed, and then she got her arms around her and pulled. The bottom part of Maya’s body came to her. When Maya’s arms didn’t move, Tony dropped her and felt up until her fingers met steel handcuffs and a cloth tying her to the bed. Starting to cough, she fumbled with the knots. Her fingers felt enormous and the knots tiny. The smoke was burning her lungs.
She was desperately trying to pull Maya free when Doug whispered in her ear, “Feel to your left, on the table. Feel along the top for a knife.”
With relief, Tony’s fingertips touched the knife. It cut through the cloth like butter. Tony folded Maya over her shoulder and stumbled toward the door. It was like walking through mud. The room was pitch-black away from the flames, and the air was cloudy with smoke. Tony crashed into the shut door and somehow wrenched it open with Maya feeling like ten sacks of potatoes on her injured shoulder.
The receptionist had Jas pressed against the wall. She was shouting, “I’m supposed to be evacuating people. That includes you!”
When Jas saw Tony, she ran forward to take Maya in her arms. Tony bent over, gasping for breath. Her eyes were swimming. The face of a young Goth floated into view. He had really sad eyes and a dazzling smile. Tony remembered seeing his face on the news. He’d been murdered some time ago.
“You have to go back for her. She’s dying,” he said.
Tony knew immediately he was talking about the crazy woman. She was still in the room.
“No! No!” The receptionist stopped knocking on doors and ran back along the corridor when she saw Tony heading back. “You mustn’t—”
Whatever the receptionist didn’t want Tony to do was lost behind the fire door as it closed behind her.
The curtains had gone up. Yellow flames were licking the carpet around the bed. In the eerie movement of the fire, Tony could just make out a crumpled figure prostrate on the bed. Her clothes were alight.
Tony soaked the towels, throwing the smallest over her head. There was no air in the room, only smoke. Each breath was like inhaling burning sand. Tony rolled her in towels and dragged her from the bed. With no strength to carry anyone, she grabbed her arms and pulled her along the floor, feeling so dizzy that she was beginning to fall herself. Bending, almost on her knees, she backed into the door, reached behind, and inched it open. Spurred on by knowing it wouldn’t be right if she died there, she thought of Louise and her dad and Jade. For them she found strength she didn’t know she had, and she got them both out into the empty corridor.
“Ahh…agh…”
Tony didn’t know how long she lay on the floor, breathing lightly through ragged lungs. She opened her eyes and found herself face-to-face with Maya’s attacker.
“That was my suicide. I want to die,” she said, her eyes flat. Her hair, her face, a lot of her body looked burnt.
“Why are you trying to kill Maya?” Tony croaked out.
She looked like she was trying to make sense of Tony’s words. Finally, she murmured, “The shaman, my master, it’s his will.”
“Who’s the shaman?” Tony asked urgently.
“Your friend…don’t get attached. She’s not long of this world,” the woman said, her eyes closing.
Footsteps came from Tony’s right. “Don’t talk.” Someone pushed a nozzle over her nose and mouth. She felt herself being lifted onto a stretcher, and then the room faded to black.



Chapter Eleven
 
Someone was holding Tony’s hand. She turned over, trying to find a comfortable position. The bed was the worst bed she’d ever slept in. The grip on her hand was constant and reassuring. She opened her eyes and they hurt. She screwed them up away from the light, except there wasn’t really any light in the small, dark room. Jade was sitting on a chair next to the bed.
“Don’t you ever do that again,” she said, her normally sweet, open face creased into a frown.
“Hmmm?” Tony appeared to have swallowed sandpaper.
“Don’t try to talk. Your mouth and throat are smoke-damaged, and your lungs are irritated.”
Tony remembered then, the fire…
“Maya?”
“She’s fine. Or will be. I told you, don’t talk.” Although Jade spoke sharply, the tears rolling down her cheeks softened the effect. “What were you thinking of? The fire brigade said you could have died of smoke inhalation. Even though the fire was just around the bed, it was a hot one. You should have waited.”
Jade held on to Tony’s hand like she was falling over a cliff. She tried squeezing back but didn’t seem to have any muscles left in her arm.
“But if I’d waited…” Tony said. Jade was right. Her throat felt burnt and sore; speaking was knife painful.
Jade sighed. “This is the third time this year. You jump into freezing water, you have a scaffolding fall on you, and now you run into a burning building.”
Tony wanted to tell her that it wasn’t a burning building, more like a burning portion of a small room, but didn’t want to repeat the searing pain in her throat.
“You’re not Superdyke.”
Tony badly wanted to make an underpants outside her trousers joke. The not speaking thing was going to annoy her.
“You shouldn’t have even gone in after Maya, but at least I can understand that.” Jade was now resting Tony’s hand on her knee and stroking it. Tony realized her hand was covered in bandages so that it looked like a paw. “How could you risk your life to save that psychopath?”
“Actually, I got nuff respect fa that.” Rachel appeared, hovered over the end of Tony’s bed, and then sat on it. “Her boo’s passed on, passed over, passed by. Was he who ask Tony save his shorty.”
Tony stared at Rachel, confused.
“Me’s sayin’ was brave of you to help me bredren’s shorty—his partner.”
“Your bredren?” Tony gasped out.
“Don’t talk. Rachel’s decided all dead people are her family, like she’s in an enormous street gang of spirits.”
“Me a gangsta from afar, from very far, actually, from like the other side.” Rachel floated up, strutting like a rapper. It seemed Rachel’s street talk had progressed since Tony had seen her last. She suspected that was to do with her friendship or whatever it was with Jade. Ironic, as Jade spoke like a theatrical most of the time.
“I ain’t care if she was helping my bredren. Well, actually, Tony, dat is de one exception. Should you come across any of my family in a life-saving situation, please do your thing, but apart from that, I need to know you ain’t going to be so damn stupid!”
Tony knew Jade was cross when her Trinny accent came through. She sank back against the pillows, tired and defeated. She didn’t feel like turning over, let alone trying to help anyone.
“At least we got you into a side room, on account of your burns, so no one’s going to disturb you. I’ll be back tomorrow, but I’ve got to get to the theater, sweetie,” Jade said soft and low, brushing Tony’s cheek with the featherest of kisses. “Oh, look at the state of you, poor baby.”
Tony wanted to ask for a mirror, but exhaustion claimed her for a lover and she was out.
 
*
 
Gentle light filtered in through the partially open blinds. Tony was feeling better enough to appreciate the room had been recently painted a very pale gray that was almost blue-white in daylight. She was lying in a big single bed, the usual metallic hospital type. She’d found the button that raised and lowered the backrest and had amused herself for a good fifteen minutes. Next to the bed was a gray locker that had a label with her name on it, presumably in case she forgot who she was or that her personal possessions were in there. She was starting to want some personal possessions, like a pair of pajamas or boxers and a T-shirt for a start. The only point Tony could think of wearing a gown that did up at the back, was to give people one hell of a laugh when you walked away from them.
In front of the locker was a very comfortable-looking armchair with a padded seat. The room smelled of disinfectant and a faint singeing odor that she feared was her. There was a hard plastic chair next to her drip stand. She wondered what was in the clear bottle feeding the thin tube running underneath a plaster on her wrist. On her other wrist, someone had thoughtfully wound a plastic band with her name on it. So they could identify her in the morgue, she guessed.
With that cheerful thought, Tony started quizzing over the Jade-Rachel situation. How did that work with Jade’s lifelong quest for true love? And why was it bothering her so much? Rachel was considerably younger than Jade, and Tony suspected Jade wasn’t so much in love with her as massively flattered by the attention. Both these factors paled into insignificance next to the fact that Rachel was dead. Was Jade reduced to looking for true love beyond the grave?
Tony was just making a mental note not to use that particular phrase in conversation with Jade when there was a knock at the door.
“Come in,” she said, sounding like Janis Joplin in the morning on a bad day. A vision of bandaged loveliness ambled painfully slowly through the door wheeling her drip stand beside her. Maya smiled cautiously. “Hi,” she croaked. “Up for a visit?”
When Tony nodded, Maya made her slow way to the comfy chair. Both of Maya’s arms, her neck, her cheeks, and parts of her legs were covered in dressings.
“Should you be out of bed?” Tony asked, forcing the twenty frogs in her throat to shift about.
“I can’t stand it. I’d leave this minute if I could.”
“You wouldn’t get far trailing that behind you.” Tony nodded at Maya’s drip stand as she folded herself into the chair. She moved like her body was made of lead.
“If I could swallow salt and glucose myself, I wouldn’t carry it around on this trolley.”
“It looks like a big robot dog or a small robot giraffe,” Tony said. Maya broke into a thin smile.
“We need to talk,” she sighed.
“Yeah, but do we need to talk like two rock stars after a heavy night?” Tony joked, trying to release some of the tension Maya’s words immediately provoked in her. This time Maya chuckled silently.
“Tony, I wanted to tell you, a few weeks ago, I found a knife in my garden, but the police wouldn’t do anything.” Her dark eyes were open and vulnerable. She coughed, then winced at the pain. “And I’m sorry I was such a bitch at the theater.” She bit her lip.
Tony didn’t know what to say. She wanted to say, “It’s all right,” but it wasn’t really.
“Saving my life’s getting to be a habit,” Maya said huskily and then looked at Tony with such warmth her heart melted.
“Right place, right time,” Tony said softly.
“But you weren’t really, were you?”
“Well, I was kinda. If I’d been in France that day, I’d never have made it in time.”
“Did you follow me?” Maya searched Tony’s eyes.
“No.” Tony looked at her face while Maya studied her. Big clumps of her hair had been cut away, leaving her with a strange hairstyle. Mottled, angry red skin edged the dressings on Maya’s neck and cheek. “If I’d followed you, Maya, I’d never have let that woman get into your room.”
The statement hung between them. After a while, Maya put one dressing-covered hand on top of the bed, and Tony clumsily patted it with her dressing-covered hand, making them both laugh and wince. Then they sat, vaguely listening to the TV. It was easy and comfortable. That had struck Tony when they went out together, how she could just be herself with Maya. Well, except for telling her about the ghosts.
The arrival of a nurse to check Tony’s dressings woke her. She saw Maya had nodded off in the chair. She got slowly to her feet. “I’d like to come back,” she said.
“Anytime.” Tony smiled up at her.
 
*
 
Maya had really wanted to get away. She’d wanted to go to Provincetown, but she hadn’t been back since the funeral, and she didn’t know what ghosts from her past were waiting for her there. Too scared to take a plane to the States, she’d taken one to Scotland. Maya had never been to Scotland.
She’d thought briefly about going to see her mum, but Maya was deeply hurt her mother hadn’t come to see her in hospital. Tony’s dad had come to see her nearly every day.
After coming out of hospital, Maya had got disturbingly addicted to nostalgia. She found herself staying up all night playing Bowie and leafing through old seventies photo albums, the pictures fuzzy and saturated. Her near-death experience had made her desperately miss her dad. She wanted to see him so badly it physically hurt. Diving into memories both provoked and soothed the pain. Tony had been a comfort while they were in hospital together. Tony had been put in a private room. The nurses told Maya it was because she’d been so brave. It had been so peaceful in Tony’s room, removed from the grunts, smells, and moans on the mixed group ward.
After the hospital, Maya had had to reconsider the whole Tony thing. She believed that Tony had some kind of psychic powers, though Maya had difficulty with the ghosts thing. If she let herself believe it was possible, even for a moment, Maya was overwhelmed with the cruel, bitter disappointment that her father was able to talk to Tony, but not to her. Maya’s head was really messed up. She knew she needed some time to make sense of it all.
A pigeon strutted forward uncertainly, looking at Maya sideways, its concentration all on the crumbs at her feet. Maya broke up the rest of her cheese sandwich and tossed it toward the bird. Maya was working hard on not feeling vulnerable. She was a strong, independent person, and she’d never felt more alone. She shivered, tensing up against a memory of Sheila pouring hypnotics down her throat. In hospital, as hurt as she was, Maya had felt safe with Tony. She sighed, sweeping crumbs off her lap, annoyed with herself. You’d better shape up, Maya Silva. She was sure she’d really blown it with Tony. Even though Tony had explained her ex and little girl had gone back to Manchester months ago, Tony had been hesitant. And there was Jas, of course. Technically, Maya was still dating her.
Edinburgh was a world apart from the unrelenting pace of London. The air was crisp, yet damp, and the Old Town streets and buildings were as rugged and solid as they were refined. Maya had ambled away from her hotel’s district and been walking for hours. The streets here were narrower, poorer. Maya’s lungs complained, and her limbs ached from walking up steep cobbled streets. She needed to rest, to watch something mindless on the hotel room cable and order something tasteless from room service. The only problem was, she was lost. Drops of rain started to fall. People scurried past, not looking like they wanted to stop, and Maya was suddenly not confident to ask for directions. She spotted a shop across the street, with a soothing pinkish light in the window. She went toward it.
The sign above the door said: “Janet MacDougal, Fortune Teller.” Maya was turning to look for a more conventional shop when the wind picked up, blowing papery leaves along the gray cobbles of the darkening alley. Leaf drop in August was surely strange even for Scotland, Maya thought, pushing open the stiff glass door.
A tinkling bell announced Maya’s arrival. She let the heavy door close behind her and walked cautiously toward a wooden table with a chair either side of it. In the center of the table was a glass ball sitting on a black stand, on a purple velvet cloth. A curtain shifted at the back of the shop and a small, round woman appeared through it. Her short ash blond hair was wiry and a little wild, but she was smiling.
“A reading, is it?” The woman walked to a trio of squat pale lilac candles on a tiny shelf jutting from the bare wall. She struck a match, filling the tiny room with a pungent sulfur smell that made Maya wrinkle her nose. When the candles were lit, the shadows fell back, making the room feel larger.
“Sit down, hen.” The woman swung a hand toward the table.
“Oh no.” Maya shook her head. “Pardon me. I just need directions to the Holiday Inn. I’m afraid I’m lost.”
“Lost, are you?” The woman drew out the chair nearest her and settled comfortably into it. She peered up at Maya through round, brown, horn-rimmed glasses that made her eyes glow like aquamarines winking up from the bottom of a loch. “You’ll find the Holiday Inn fifty yards to the right, dear. But it’s how you’re lost that intrigues me. Are you sure you didn’t come in for a reading?”
“Yes, I’m sure.” Maya went to get up, only then realizing she’d sat down opposite the fortune-teller. The woman was politely glancing at Maya’s open palm.
“Well?”
Maya looked at the flickering candles and felt overcome with the crazy urge to hear the woman’s predictions.
The fortune-teller took Maya’s hands and pressed them either side of the crystal ball. She took a series of deep breaths, staring vacantly into the dull, milky glass. Her breathing became slow, rhythmic, and melodic. Maya felt her eyes closing as the fortune-teller hummed quietly in the warm, dark room.
“I’ve got an elderly gentleman here. Och, he’s a fine-looking man.”
Maya’s head jerked upright. The woman was staring over Maya’s left shoulder, her eyes as sharp as razor clams.
“He’s wearing a blue shirt. Do you know a decorator that’s passed over?”
Maya’s eyebrows knotted together. “A decorator?”
“Aye, dear. He’s covered in paint from top to toe.”
“Oh! Do you mean a painter?” Maya felt strange. She also felt hope bubble in her heart, making the words tumble strangely in her mouth. “My dad was an artist, but—”
“That makes sense, dear,” the woman cut her off. “Those small hands would never manage a wallpaper brush. He’s worried about you.”
Maya swallowed. Her logical mind was telling her not to engage with this bizarre situation, but she felt a wave of tiredness. Dammit! Maybe the universe was trying to tell her something. “Why?” she asked.
“Och, no, that’s awfully sad.” The woman spoke over Maya’s shoulder.
“What?” Maya followed her gaze, knowing there would be no one there. There wasn’t.
“He says you need tae be careful who you trust, hen. Do you know someone terribly thin?”
“Er, well, not re—”
“Someone you’ve, excuse me, dear, someone you’ve had relations with?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Under the blanket, over the brush, pumping the bicycle, combing the baird, dear?”
“Excuse me?”
“And that night you were not divided!”
Maya recognized the phrase from the lesbian period novel The Well of Loneliness. “Do you mean someone I’ve slept with?”
“Indeed I do. Have you had relations with somebody so thin your father would call them bony?”
Maya sat up. “No, but I’ve slept with someone my father would call Tony.”
The woman stared behind Maya again. “Och, that must be it, hen. Your daddy’s nodding. He says you can trust Tony. Isn’t that nice? Someone you can trust is more handy than a bathtub at bath time.”
“You sure do have some quaint sayings,” Maya murmured, feeling very weird. The old distrustful voice was loud in her ears. This woman was some kind of medium, then. Could she possibly know Tony? Could this in any way be an elaborate con trick? She pulled her hands away.
“Just a moment, hen. Your daddy’s telling me something more. You’re going on a journey. You’re going over the sea to Skye…No, I’ve got that the wrong way round. You’re going over the sky to see…to the sea of your home. And when you go, you must take your friend. Oh, I know you’re lovers, lassie, but your daddy calls her your friend.” The fortune teller tossed Maya a crinkly-eyed smile.
“Right. Thank you.”
The woman’s smile faded. “Something will happen, hen, to make you go home, and when you go—och, I don’t like to tell people bad things.” She frowned at the space behind Maya’s shoulder. “There’s no mistake? Well, all right then. There’s something bad there, my darling. Take your Tony. That’ll be thirty pounds.”
“Thirty pounds?”
“Aye. I’m away to lie down after this. It’ll take three cups of tea and half a packet of custard creams before I’ll be fit for work again.”
More confused than ever, Maya opened her pocket book and pulled out three Scottish notes. She stepped out into a beautiful summer afternoon. On the right, in plain view and bathed in the beginnings of a glorious fiery sunset, was the huge green sign of the Holiday Inn.



Chapter Twelve
 
When Tony saw Jade on the deck of her boat, dozing in the last rays of the day, she was glad she had keys and hadn’t had to disturb her to open the gate. Without waking her, Tony slipped into an empty chair and took in the stunning panorama of the Canary Wharf skyscrapers as the sun dropped slowly out of the London skyline. Sweet lovers’ tunes drifted gently from inside the boat, while a breeze stirred the air and ruffled the water. Through half-closed lids, Tony watched clouds scrolling fast across the darkening sky. She was drifting off into a pleasant dream herself when the wind picked up and she felt spots of rain.
Jade stirred too, and stretched. She’d just muttered, “Hello, Super Dick,” when the rain came down like someone had turned on a shower. They both jumped up, grabbed anything that would get storm damaged, and dashed inside the boat, soaked.
“Where did that come from?” Tony shook her wet head.
Jade shrugged and threw her a towel. “Need a change of clothes?”
Tony looked at her sopping jeans and shirt. “How would that work? With you being so much smaller than me?”
“I’ve got a big T-shirt my brother left here. Slip your jeans off, and I’ll get the stove burning,” Jade said, flirting suggestively. It was fun-flirting, long past taking it anywhere serious.
Jade reappeared with an extra extra large T-shirt. “This should fit you,” she said. Tony stripped off in Jade’s narrow sitting area, thinking how excited she would have been five years ago when they’d just met and all she could think about was Jade’s high kicks in Chicago and what that would translate to in bed. The T-shirt came down to her knees.
“I was just thinking about your high kicks,” Tony said to Jade’s bottom as she bent over the woodstove, stirring it with a poker. She turned the knob that released the ashes into the cage underneath and swept it out with her little black fire brush and dustpan.
“Huh!” she said with distinct disenchantment in her voice.
“What’s up?” Tony passed several big, warm-looking logs to Jade.
“Oklahoma’s coming off in three weeks.” Jade paused mid-log build. Worry lines creased her lovely brow. “They told us yesterday.”
“Oh no. That’s terrible. So that’s why you said you needed cheering up in your text.” Tony had thought it was because Jade was trying to find true love in the spirit world. She gave Jade a hug. “Don’t worry. You’ll get another job; you’re so good.” Tony strolled up the steps to the galley kitchen where the kettle was boiling away and made two mugs of tea.
“Nobody’s leaving Cabaret, then?” Jade asked hopefully.
Tony shook her head. “Not that I know about. Tell you what, though; you’d make a wicked Emcee.”
“Hmm. I’ve been talking to my agent. Seems I’ve got the delights of panto in some obscure place like Little Wittering on the Marsh to look forward to.”
“I love working on panto. Why don’t we work on a London panto together?” Tony put a mug of tea into Jade’s hand and sat opposite the stove.
“Well, sure. But I’ll be lucky if I even get seen. Everyone expects you to have been on TV, preferably in a reality show.”
“I don’t understand it. You’re proper trained—I mean you can really sing, dance, and act. That’s the point, isn’t it?” The fire was blazing nicely and throwing off a good heat. Tony leaned back on Jade’s sofa, stretching lazily. “Don’t they know your Roxie Hart was a triumph?”
“If you haven’t been on Big Brother, they don’t want to know.”
“Madness. It’ll all come round again. Personally, I love talent.”
“Does Maya know you’re lounging with my boo in your Calvins?” Rachel fizzed up suddenly on the other end of the sofa. She glared at Tony, her arms folded across her wiry chest. Tony glanced down at the long T-shirt to check you couldn’t actually see her Calvin Klein underpants label. You couldn’t.
“I don’t think Maya would care. Are you her boo? I mean, her girlfriend?” Tony asked Jade.
“We’re not really getting into definitions.” Jade yawned, curled up on her white rug in front of the stove. She looked especially sexy and gorgeous and a little like Eartha Kitt.
“But I thought if you weren’t prepared to define your relationship, you were on a road to nowhere,” Tony said, quoting one of Jade’s true-love observations back at her.
Jade narrowed her eyes at Tony before turning to Rachel. “It’s not like that between Tony and me. Tony’s funny and handsome, but she isn’t the One.”
Tony smiled at her. “I’m the one best friend, though.”
“No, but I am the one best friend,” Rachel snapped. She really was in a bad mood.
“Actually, I do think Maya would care.” Jade deftly changed the conversation before Tony could ask exactly what the nature of the relationship between her and Rachel was.
“She’s with Jas, remember?”
“Nuff respec’.” Rachel appeared to be looking longingly at Tony’s tea.
Jade raised an eyebrow but didn’t react to Rachel’s comment. “I don’t think anyone is happy about that, except Maya of course.”
Tony dropped her head. She didn’t want to talk about Maya.
“What happened to that woman that attacked Maya?” Jade asked.
“I heard she’s on remand in Holloway prison.” Tony tested her jeans. They were still damp. She looked up from feeling inside her back pockets to find Jade smiling at her thoughtfully. Deirdre materialized suddenly.
“Not interrupting some kind of sordid Sapphic scene, I hope?” she said. Waving upward she added, “It’s okay, you can come through. They’re relatively decent.”
An old white guy appeared, shuffling from foot to foot. He was very lined, completely bald, and missing most of his teeth, Tony realized when he nervously peeled back his lips into a shy smile.
“You gotta help me, fella,” he croaked, shoving both hands into the sagging pockets of a mushroom-colored cardigan.
“Tony’s a woman,” Deirdre said.
“Huh?” The old man peered doubtfully at her. “Oh, yeah, I can see now he’s wearing a dress.”
“It’s a T-shirt,” Tony told him.
“I suppose that’s part of my penance, bringing me to another he-she. I knew you’d know what to do when I first clapped eyes on you.” The man turned to Deirdre, having a conversation like they weren’t there. “You got your own funny little world where you all know each other, I suppose. Like Masons.”
“What are you babbling on about now, old-timer?” Deirdre sounded like she was at the end of her tether.
“There was a lot of them about when I was a boy. They had a lodge near where I lived and were up to all sorts in their rolled up trousers.”
Deirdre glared at him. Tony noted Rachel had popped off. Tony decided she didn’t want to talk to a stranger in a T-shirt that looked like a dress, so started climbing into her wet jeans.
“Hi.” Jade waved in the general direction of the old man’s voice.
“Aha! You’ve got a live one there,” he said.
“They’re both live,” Deirdre said.
“Are you sure?” The old man peered into Tony’s face.
“Yes,” Tony snapped. “Though I have been feeling a bit peaky lately. I’ve been in a fire,” she said weakly.
“Which one’s the private dick?”
Deirdre pointed a scarlet nail at Tony.
“Are you sure?” the old man repeated.
Deirdre tsked. “If you’re going to keep doubting me, you can ask for someone else’s guidance services.”
“There isn’t anyone else,” the old man said mournfully.
“Well, then…” Deirdre said.
The old guy sighed like the world was coming to an end and shuffled over to the woodstove. He stretched his hands hopefully toward it. “Can’t feel a thing,” he said sadly. He heaved another colossal sigh. “I’ve lorst my son.”
“When you say you’ve lost him?” Jade said.
“I mean lorst. He took orff years ago.”
“I’m a big fan of British accents, but this one’s thicker than two stupid thieves. You’ll have to translate.” Deirdre screwed her forehead up in concentration.
“His son took off—left home. Where did he go?” Tony asked.
“If I knew that I wouldn’t have lorst him now, would I, fella? We had an almighty row and he ran orff.”
“So what do you want from me?”
“You gotta find ’im. ’Ee don’t know I’m brown bread, and ’ee don’t know about the flat.”
“Flat?”
“It’s mine. Bought it orff the council. Trouble-and-strife’s gone too.”
“Your wife’s brown bread, I mean dead, too?”
“Nah. Ran orff an’ all, but I don’t care about her. Good riddance! I want my son to have his inheritance. Ain’t much, but it’s his, an’ if he don’t claim it, money’ll go to the government. Bunch of tea leaves.”
“Is he still speaking English?” Deirdre asked, her face a picture of frown lines.
“Okay, I’ll translate and make some notes,” Jade said, uncurling her supple body like a cat. She walked to a little shelf, picked up a slim notepad and pen and then came over to the sofa, reclining gracefully next to Tony’s ungainly sprawl. Tony considered straightening up, but her wet jeans were uncomfortable, and she was obliged to flop against the sofa with her legs as apart as she dared, not wanting to appear gauche. “So your son has left and doesn’t know you’re dead. You want him to know you bought your council flat, as you don’t want the government, who you think are tea leaves—thieves—to get the flat if no one claims your estate,” Jade said.
“It ain’t the whole estate, darlin’, just one flat,” the old guy said sourly.
Jade sighed, chewing the end of her pen. “When did he leave?”
“Nineteen eighty-seven.”
They both stared at the mournful old man. “That’s over twenty years ago,” Tony said.
“I can count.” He glared at her. “He was fifteen. An’ I never clapped eyes on him again.”
“You never saw him again, and you never tried to find him?” Tony asked.
“Never,” he said bitterly.
“What’s his name?” Jade asked, pen poised. Tony had to admit she was better at investigating than she was.
“Mathew Henderson.”
“Have you got a photo of him?” Jade asked.
“Now where would I keep a photo, darlin’?”
“Oh yes, of course.” Jade wrinkled her nose.
“If you had a photo of someone in your pocket when you died, would you still have a ghostly version of it?” Tony wondered aloud.
“Is he the stupid one? Like you get a clever cop and a stupid cop?” the old man asked.
“It’s not stupid. You’ve got a ghostly version of your clothes, and your bodies,” Tony pointed out.
Deirdre made a sound like clearing her throat and sighing at the same time so she sounded like a cat with a cold playing the guitar. “A) Not unless you were buried or cremated with the photo, and B) It’s good cop, bad cop, and C) Can we finish up before the third millennium, please!”
“We need a photo and date of birth. A birth certificate would be good. Isn’t there anything else you can tell us? Like what job does he do?” Jade got back to the point.
“Oh, he wanted to join the nancy boys, didn’t he. That was what the Bull and Cow was about.”
“You had a row about your son joining the Nancy Boys. Who are they, a band?”
“The nancy boys wot sing and dance up West.”
“Do you mean musical theater performers? Like on the stage?”
The old man nodded grimly.
“I see. That’s why you brought him to us,” Jade said in the direction of Deirdre.
“Well, it wasn’t for the speed of your detection. So go to the old-timer’s house. Search for documents. Find the son. Tell him about his inheritance. Then I can get back to writing my novel.”
“You’re writing a novel?” Tony gawped at Deirdre. “Who’s going to read it?”
“The living are so arrogant. You think there’s no one else on the planet.”
“But are you technically on the planet? I mean, where is Heaven, exactly, or the Ether or whatever you’re calling it?”
Jade interrupted Tony with a cough. “How do we get into your flat?” she asked the old man.
“There’s a key under the mat.”
“That’s a very foolish thing to do,” Tony told him.
“Nothin’ to rob, mate. Anyway, in case you ain’t noticed, I’m brown bread.”
 
*
 
Tony and Jade walked easily through the “security door” swinging open at the entrance to the old man’s estate. The lock had been previously crowbarred and was now broken.
They passed through into a crumbling, graffiti-daubed stairwell smelling of urine and rubbish. The pale green paint was peeling; tiles were chipped and cracked. The whole estate had an air of neglect. Hundreds of the poorest people were living in defaced, insecure, run-down public housing, and it made Tony’s blood boil.
They started climbing the stairs, heading for the second floor. Jade looked around in that shifty way she got when she was watching her back. A group of boys were hanging about at the top of the stairs, smoking and doing an extraordinary amount of spitting. They shut up and stared when Tony’s and Jade’s heads popped into view through the peeling railings.
Tony was nervous. This wasn’t their manor, and they didn’t know the estate. She could tell Jade was nervous too by the way she squared her shoulders back and looked each boy in the eye. Tony was silently begging her not to do that. She was avoiding making any eye contact at all because she knew that would get her a punch in the face. Jade walked slowly too, forcing Tony to do the same. It was excruciating.
Tony felt the youths stir around them. No one said a word, but there was some kind of settling the hierarchy going on, carried out entirely with glances and body language. One boy ground his cigarette out, taking a step toward Tony. She glanced at him quickly, checking him out. He glared at her as she passed.
Expecting footsteps behind them, they turned the corner, stepping out onto a long, dim, and dismal walkway. Tony turned round. No one had followed. Mouth dry, heart thumping, she quickened her step to catch Jade several doors ahead.
Jade had paused at the flaking gray door of number twenty-three. Every other doorway on the strip had big iron bars caging in the doors and windows. Number twenty-three stood lonely and unprotected, with the old man’s simple Yale key under the tattered brown mat.
They walked into a small, dark hall. Tony felt around until she found a light switch and pressed it. They were still standing in a small, dark hall. “They must have turned off the electric,” Tony said, her voice booming into pitch-black nothingness. Jade inched forward. Tony resisted grabbing on to her top, as she wanted to hide how scared she was. There was something creepy about being in a departed stranger’s flat. There was a long-dead air about the place. Not the smell, but the feeling of must. There was the smell of something else, though, wrinkling under her nose.
As Tony’s eyes adjusted to the dark, she realized they’d shuffled into a little kitchen.
“Here’s a candle,” Jade said, patting her hands along the counter. “Ergh!” she cried. Tony didn’t want to ask why. She heard matches rattling in a box and the welcome sound of one striking. Jade was suddenly up lit in flickering candlelight. She was staring at the counter with an expression of disgust. Tony followed her gaze to a moldy sandwich.
“He died here, didn’t he?” Tony realized suddenly.
“Why do you say that?” Jade asked.
“I think I feel it. Why didn’t they clear that away?” Tony nodded toward the curling sandwich ringed with furry green mold. “They cleared the body. Why not throw away a sandwich?”
There was something heavy in the air, as if it hung suspended with the old man’s last breath.
Jade turned the limescale-encrusted tap at the sink. There was a knocking sound, a wheee, and a tiny splurt of water dripped out over Jade’s waiting hands.
“They’ve turned the water off,” they both said in chorus.
Tony picked up the candle and made a careful path into the old man’s living room.
“I can see why he left a key under the mat now. He had nothing,” Tony said, throwing the pale gold light over the practically empty room. “He didn’t just have nothing to rob. He actually had nothing.”
A plain rickety-looking wooden chair sat in one corner next to curtainless windows. An old, stained melamine cupboard was pushed against the opposite wall. The faded wallpaper behind it was damp and peeling. A sad line of roses sagged backward over the top of the cupboard. There was an ashtray full of old cigarette butts next to the chair, and another candle stuck on a saucer. Tony lit the candle from her candle, handing it to Jade. Apart from a tiny threadbare rug placed right in the center, the only other things in the sparse room were a pile of official-looking letters neatly stacked in the corner and empty bottle after bottle of cheap cider.
“What is that smell?” Jade said, wrinkling her nose delicately. “Surely it’s not…urine?” She paused before saying the word urine and dropped her voice. Maybe she was worried the old man was lurking in the dark.
“It does smell like urine, but I think it’s probably fusty cider,” Tony said, pointing to an overturned and mostly empty two-liter plastic bottle leaking decomposing cider into the sad rug.
Jade shivered. The room made Tony want to cry. And also to get out of there as soon as possible.
Tony checked out the stack of official papers. They were all bills. “The council didn’t turn the electricity and the water off,” she said sadly. “The old man hadn’t paid anything for years.”
“What? He was living like this?” Jade looked around the room, shaking her head.
Tony went to the cupboard, pushing away the strand of peeling wallpaper.
Inside was a pack of playing cards and a square tin that had once held an assortment of sweet biscuits. She pulled out the biscuit tin, blew a layer of dust off the top of it, and opened the lid to reveal more papers and photos. Tony and Jade glanced at each other. “We must look like the cover of an old children’s mystery book, kneeling over an old biscuit tin with our dimly glowing candles,” Tony said, trying to lighten the mood. Jade attempted a smile, but it came out more as a grimace. The first document was a deed to the dilapidated flat.
“Can you believe it? He bought this place,” Tony said to Jade. She shook her head, returning to the biscuit tin. Underneath where the deed had been was a photo of the old man as a young man at a registry office getting married, and a photo of his wife with a baby. There was one of the same woman, older with a young child, and then a passport photo size–picture of an older child who looked about eleven, pulling a face. The child was androgynous and vaguely familiar. There was a carefully folded marriage certificate and a birth certificate belonging to Paul Henderson. From the date of birth, Tony realized that must be the old man, and that was it. There were no other birth certificates.
A sudden gust of wind rattled the living room door making them both jump. They stared at the door. As soon as they turned away, it rattled again.
“Have you still got the key?” Tony whispered.
Jade nodded.
“Someone could easily get in though, couldn’t they?” Tony said forcing herself to get up and walk toward the door.
“Wait. Here,” Jade whispered, passing Tony an empty cider bottle. As it was plastic, Tony wasn’t sure how useful it would be in combating an assailant. Tony put her hand on the door handle and wrenched it open fast.
Tony couldn’t see anything in the hall, but that didn’t reassure her. Someone could easily be lurking in the shadows.
“Pinch me. I think I’m having a nightmare,” Deirdre said behind her.
Tony jumped higher than when she was fifteen and thought she might actually have a future in the high jump and other Olympic sports. She turned sharply, glaring at Deirdre.
“Don’t do that,” she said in a ridiculous stage whisper. “I think we’ve got an intruder in the corridor.”
“No, that was me,” Deirdre said.
“Why was that you?” Jade said angrily. Tony saw from the rigidity of her body that she’d been really scared too.
“I’m a bit tired today. I tried to come through the door but didn’t have the strength. Happens sometimes, when some old homophobe’s energy hangs around his place of death,” Deirdre explained. “Anyhoo, I see you’ve been driven to drink.” She nodded toward the empty cider bottle in Tony’s hand. “But I ask you, do you have to drink that? Not that I blame you. If the style police came here today, cheap cider would be the least of our problems. The gang outside are at least thrilling, in a rough sort of way, but this place…I can’t see any features worth redeeming.”
“I don’t think he cared what it looked like. He was drinking himself to death.”
“He did drink himself to death. Unfortunately, nobody knew he’d died for two weeks.”
They all looked at the chair. Tony imagined the old man sitting in it, slumped and decomposing, alone in the Spartan room.
“How can you find that gang thrilling?” Jade asked.
“Oh, come on. I bet you juice your goose for a hot bad girl. You know the kind. Brought up on the wrong side of the tracks, mad, bad, and hot as hell.” Deirdre leaned against the peeling wall in a femme fatale pose. “Sure, they try to be good. Maybe they really want to be good deep inside, but when you wander into their neighborhood seedy little backstreet bar, they can’t help it; the badness just kicks in. He comes up to you, throws you up against the wall, and he—I mean she—”
Deirdre stopped mid-sentence, rearranged her cerise satin blouse, panted faintly, and pushed a bouffant of hair off her face. “Anyway, that brings me nicely to why I’m here. I need to talk to you two bad girls about your misdemeanors.”
“Am I a bad girl who tries to be good?” Tony asked, hoping she sounded roguish.
“I don’t want to answer that in case I mess with what little self-confidence you have,” Deirdre said. “You…” She pointed a sequined nail at Jade. “You’re playing with fire, well, ether. Possibly brimstone, but anyway, what are you thinking of, encouraging this ghostly infatuation? You’re clearly desperately lonely, but it is quite frankly strange,” she said rudely. “Rachel needs to move away from the living. She’s clinging to you like cheap cologne.”
Jade didn’t say a word, but Tony could see Deirdre’s blunt words had hit home. Jade looked devastated. Tony suddenly got how lonely Jade must have been. Tony hadn’t noticed. What kind of friend did that make her?
“And you, Miss Marbles.”
“Marples, if you mean the Agatha Christie detective character,” Tony corrected Deirdre.
“Same difference. Especially in your case.” Deirdre shrugged off the interruption. “You want to be careful with the New England painter. He’s got heavy mojo and you shouldn’t just go off with him. What were you thinking of running into danger without my guidance?”
“Oh, not you as well!” Tony was getting tired of everyone telling her off for being brave. This wasn’t how she’d imagined being a hero would be. And her hands were still a bit sore, she remembered, flexing them and feeling weirdly self-satisfied at the murmur of pain that shot through her fingers. “You weren’t around. In fact, you’re often not there when I need you,” she said snippily. “Aren’t you supposed to know when I’m in danger?”
“It doesn’t work like that. I almost didn’t know in time. Someone gave me a nudge. And you’re not a cat; you don’t have nine lives. I can’t keep tweaking things,” she said mysteriously. “So next time you’re in a life-threatening situation, CALL ME.”
Tony and Jade looked at each other like children called before the headmistress.
“But apart from that, good job, you two. Bring that deed and let’s get out of here.” Deirdre walked straight through the living room door, leaving Tony and Jade to follow with their fast-diminishing candles.
 
*
 
Tony enjoyed the pottering around bit between showcall and the half—the half hour, which was really thirty-five minutes, before the show went up. She was called an hour and fifteen minutes before showtime, which gave her forty minutes to get a cup of tea, read the paper, and generally have some Me time. There was little to do on a long-running show, and she could do all the show prep during the half.
Today, Tony was early. Jade had texted, wanting to meet her at the theater. She’d said it was to do with the latest case. At six p.m., Beth buzzed the lighting box extension.
“Your sexy friend is here. Why didn’t you tell me she’s looking for work? I think there are still some uncast parts in the Robin Hood I’m working on this Christmas in Bridlington. She’d make a great merry man with those curvaceous hips and long legs.” Beth’s voice dripped honey. “Send her up, shall I?”
“Yes,” Tony grunted.
Jade walked into the lighting box grinning broadly. “She’s nice, your stage manager, isn’t she?”
“The DSM? Yes, she’s all right,” Tony said with deliberate casualness.
“She gay?” Jade played with a stress ball Tony had next to the lighting board in case she wanted to tone up her hand muscles during the show.
“She is now, apparently,” Tony told Jade, noting something had changed. It seemed she wasn’t so much looking for true love as any love. “Jade, how you doing? You all right?”
There was a silence Tony wanted to fill, but she forced herself not to. Jade squeezed the stress ball very hard a couple of times, then said, “I’ve been thinking about Rachel. I mean, it’s a bit weird really, isn’t it?”
Tony shrugged. The truth was she did think it was weird but didn’t want to judge Jade. After all, she wasn’t doing any harm.
Jade sighed. “It’s not like it’s going anywhere.”
“Well, whatever you decide to do, I’m here for you.” Tony swiveled over in her wheelie chair and gave Jade a hug. She hugged her back tight.
“I’m just a bit low being out of work,” she mumbled into Tony’s neck. Then she pushed her away, blew into a hanky, and flopped into the other swivel chair. “But it’s not all bleak. There’s always the prospect of Bridlington.”
“I’m not sure Bridlington’s ready for you and Beth. Anyway, I heard that remark about long legs.”
“Yeah? Well, I do have long legs.”
“You have good legs,” Tony said, remembering them fondly, encased in fishnet tights in Chicago. “If they’re long, then your top half must be tiny.”
“I’m feeling much better now. Thanks for cheering me up!” Jade said sarcastically. “Anyway, listen, I’ve cracked the case.”
Tony anxiously looked around the lighting box, worried Jade had damaged a piece of equipment. “What case?” She got up and searched where Jade had been messing about with her chair.
“Our case. The Case of the Missing Son. I’ve found him and he was right under your nose. You can stop bending over now. I know you’re trying to cheer me up, but the sight of your arse only worked briefly, a long time ago.”
Tony straightened up. “You’ve found Mathew Henderson?”
Jade nodded, a sweet, self-satisfied smile playing across her quite perfect dark ruby lips.
“Wow!” Tony was impressed. Jade was a proper detective. “How did you find him?”
Jade pumped herself up in the hydraulic chair so that she was really tall. “I went back and talked to the neighbors. The old dear three doors down had kept in touch with the mother.”
“You went back to that place on your own?” Tony said, swallowing at the thought of it.
“Well, you were working.”
“You went back to that place on your own at night!”
“For goodness sake, Tony, I’m fine. The mother’s passed on, unfortunately, but the lovely lady from number twenty-six had some useful info.”
“What info? Where is he?”
“Warming up.” Jade tossed her head toward the stage where several members of the cast were stretching, la-la-la-ing, and running tongue twisters to loosen up their vocal cords.
“What? He’s in the cast. Who is he?”
“Fraulein Schneider.”
Tony stared at Jade a moment, thinking. Then she peered through the glass at Sian, the actress who played Fraulein Schneider. “Sian’s a transwoman?”
Jade nodded. “That’s why the old bigot wouldn’t talk to his daughter. The mother tried to reunite them several times, but he always refused. The lady from number twenty-six told me Mathew changed her name to Sian, and then it was a simple Google exercise to find her.”
“So Sian doesn’t know her father’s dead?”
Jade shook her head.
“Cast and crew of Cabaret, this is your half-hour call. Your half-hour call, ladies and gentlemen.” Beth’s voice came through the Tannoy.
“What do you mean briefly?” Tony said, remembering Jade’s earlier crack about her bottom.
“Oh, I fancied you when we first knew each other,” Jade said glibly, her head disappearing through the door. “Faded pretty quick when I got to know you.”
 
*
 
After the curtain call, Tony collected Jade from the auditorium and took her backstage.
“Do you want to break the news?” Tony asked as they trooped along the corridor in blue light. No one had switched over to working light yet.
“Hell no! She’ll take it better from you. She knows you.”
“Well, she only knows me as the face peering dimly out at her from the lighting box.” Tony paused in front of dressing room six, and then knocked. “What am I going to say?” Tony said in a rush.
“Come in,” Sian called from inside.
“You’ll think of something,” Jade said under her breath as they stepped into the tiny room. Sian looked over from cleaning makeup from her face with some kind of cream and a large cotton wool pad.
“Well done. Great performance as usual,” Tony told her.
“Vy thank you, mein darlink,” Sian said in the fluttery German accent she used for the show.
“This is my friend Jade; she’s in the Business. She was in Oklahoma.”
“Loved the show,” Jade said smoothly, stepping forward to shake Sian’s hand.
“Glad you enjoyed it. Sorry to hear about Oklahoma. That was a good production. Saw you in it when it opened. I’d kill for your voice.”
“Thank you,” Jade said shyly.
Tony launched in with the purpose for their visit. “Sian, I’ve got some bad news.”
“Oh God, wardrobe’s not making me wear that long leather coat again, are they? Do they want me to look like a storm trooper?”
“No, it’s not the show. Um, it’s about your father.”
Sian narrowed her eyes and her smile melted into a close-lipped swallow. She turned back to her mirror and resumed taking her makeup off. “There’s nothing I want to hear about him,” she said finally.
“Sian, I’m really sorry. Your father’s died.”
Sian hardly blinked. Her hand paused in midair, the makeup-stained pad still clasped between her fingers. She stared into the mirror like she was watching a film. After a long time, she turned. “He’s dead?”
“Yes.” Tony paused. “Can I get you anything? Strong tea? Whisky?”
Sian took a deep breath, blowing the air soundlessly out again. “Well, that’s that then,” she finally said. Turning back to the mirror, she rubbed the cotton pad over her left eye. “How do you know? Did someone phone the theater?”
“Oh, that would have been likely. I mean, someone could have, couldn’t they? But no. You see Jade and me, we have a detective agency.” Out of the corner of her eye, Tony clocked Jade giving her a sideways glance. “It’s the Supernat—the, er, Super Detective Agency. One of your neighbors came to us, wanting us to find you and let you know. It was just luck that you were, well, here.”
“My father wouldn’t give a stuff about me knowing. He was a homophobe and a bigot.”
The air thickened behind Sian and then the old man appeared, still looking lost and rather pathetic. He stared wistfully at Sian. “We never should have lorst touch,” he moaned, making Jade jump.
Sian gave her a strange look.
“I should have come to see yer. You was my own flesh an’ blood. I was too proud, son.”
“He regretted not seeing you,” Tony told Sian. She turned her steely look to her. “He told your neighbor before he died.”
“I doubt that. Which neighbor?”
Jade and Tony glanced at each other. “The one that moved away,” Tony said quickly, wanting no chance of them bumping into each other.
“Mrs. Fitzgerald from number twenty-eight?”
“That’s right, Mrs. Fitzgerald.”
“She got on really well with my mum.”
“And she also kept in touch with your dad.”
“No, she didn’t. Hated the silly cow,” the old man said. Tony ignored him.
“He wanted you to have the flat.”
“What? That roach-infested dump on the Bigot Estate? You must be joking! What would I want with that?” Sian looked at Tony in disbelief.
“Well, whatever you do with it, it’s yours now,” Jade said, laying the deed on the edge of Sian’s dressing table.
She barely glanced at it. “He left it to me? Can’t believe it.” Sian screwed up the cotton pad and threw it into the bin by her feet. “He didn’t even want to buy it. It was me and mum who persuaded him to.”
“He was sorry he didn’t make it up with you. Said you were his own flesh and blood, and he was too proud.”
“He does care. Look at his face. I can go now. Tell him I love…tell him he’s done good by me.” The old man threw a last look at Sian and faded away.
“He said you did good by him.”
Sian’s face crumbled. “You shouldn’t say those things if they’re not true,” she said, her voice breaking.
“We’re not,” Jade said quietly. “Mrs. Fitzgerald told us.”
“Well, she’s making it up, then. Probably wanted to make me feel better.” Sian pulled a tissue from the box sitting on top of the dressing table.
“No, she didn’t. There was a note. We saw a note your father left for you,” Jade said.
Tony gawped at her.
“A note for me…do you have it?” Sian asked softly.
“No. Mrs. Fitzgerald’s dog ate it,” Jade said quickly.
Tony tried to catch her eye, to signal: leave the lying to me.
“I mean, she wrapped a biscuit in it you see, and the dog wolfed it down. Well, they do, don’t they?” Jade said, speed talking. Tony closed her eyes.
“You don’t mean Snowy?”
“I guess I do,” Jade replied.
“Snowy must be about thirty years old.”
“Well, it might not be the same dog exactly.”
“Snowy ate my dad’s note?”
Jade nodded.
“What are the odds?” Sian took another tissue and blew her nose.
After a minute, she turned to Tony. “You’re a dark horse. Detective agency, huh? Do your premonitions help with the detective work?”
“Yes,” Tony said.
“Like the time you knew the sandbag was going to fall on my head?”
“Yes,” Tony said again, reluctant to say anything more than she had to after Jade’s performance.
“Well, thank you. Thanks for taking the trouble to tell me so kindly.”
“Your dad’s will’s in a shoe box in the front room. The key’s under the mat, apparently.”
Sian smiled weakly at that. They left her methodically brushing her hair, strand by strand.
In the corridor, Tony hissed, “Next time you want to help me out with a lie, don’t. You’re crap at it. Leave the lying to me.”
“Okay,” Jade agreed. “So we’re a detective agency.”
“Sure. I think we make a great team. We can be the Supernatural Detective Agency—SDA.”
Jade mused on that as they walked. After a while, she asked, “Why not be the Supernatural Observance and Detective Unit? Then we can call ourselves SODU.”
“Sod U? Seriously, Jade? We would want to do that why?”
“SDA it is,” Jade said, slipping her arm through Tony’s and walking close in a way that made everything seem right with the world.



Chapter Thirteen
 
Maya knew there was something up with Jas. She had been attentive and loving, the sex had been fantastic, and Jas hadn’t wanted to make out in the car or the garden or with her parents in the next room. In fact, Maya was starting to relax. When she thought about it, Maya was very fond of her. But Jas had been acting strangely for the last few weeks, glossing over what she’d been doing and generally behaving like she had something to hide. Maya had started to worry that Jas was seeing someone else. So when she’d rung and suggested meeting for dinner in the Docklands Restaurant, the one they went to on their first date, Maya had been reassured by the romantic gesture. But now, looking at Jas’s shifty expression across the uber-minimalist white table, Maya was getting that bad feeling again.
She politely listened to Jas’s nervous small talk and prepared herself for the breakup speech. Maya knew she would be sad, but when she thought about it, they weren’t really going anywhere. Jas was great for a casual no-ties relationship, which was what Maya had thought they both wanted. Maybe Jas had met someone she had stronger feelings for. Maya was a little pissed Jas was going to be the one to break up. Although, if she had to listen to another minute of Jas describing how to reboot a hard drive when the operating system had something called an activation error, Maya might just break up first.
“Oh, listen to me prattling on. And you haven’t said a word. God, where is that waiter with your dessert? You must have ordered half an hour ago!” Jas looked sharply around the spacious restaurant. She half stood and waved furiously at the maître d’. Maya’s heart sank at how quickly Jas wanted the meal to end. It was only a few months since they had been there on their first date. Jas had been eager for her to finish her desert then-—for an entirely different reason.
“At last.” Jas seemed to relax slightly as the waiter arrived with Maya’s apple tart. She was actually sweating, Maya realized, and wringing her napkin between her hands. Jas took the crumpled linen, wiped her mouth, and then mopped her brow. Maya wondered why Jas didn’t get on with it. She wondered what reasons Jas would give. Maybe Jas had been getting bored with the conventional, private sex they’d been having. After all, they weren’t exactly sexually compatible. Jas seemed to need things Maya didn’t—like other people listening, or the chance of being discovered mid flagrante. Perhaps she’d found someone who liked the same kind of things she did.
“So…” Jas said nervously.
Maya’s hand hovered over her desert. It was an unusual lattice pastry parcel. Jas seemed especially agitated about the dessert. Maya put her spoon down. Now the moment had come, Maya allowed herself to feel the regret. Jas was stunningly good-looking, and she could be thoughtful: making Indian Chai tea in the morning to her family’s recipe…
“We’ve been together a while. And I know you weren’t looking for anything serious…”
Oh great!
She’s going to try to turn this around on me.
“And I have to say, I was definitely looking for something casual.” Jas’s voice had a little catch in it. Maya softened toward her. It was sweet the way her voice quavered when she was emotional.
“But lately, I’ve been wanting something different. Maya…” Jas took Maya’s hand in hers. “I think we should do civil partnership.”
“What?” Maya felt her jaw drop. She stared at Jas, dumbfounded.
“I’ve got it all worked out. I think we should get married really quickly. I mean, why wait around when you know what you want? How long do you think we’ll need to organize everything? Two months?”
“What?”
“We could keep it simple, keep it small, just four hundred people.”
“What?”
“Oh, I know, you probably don’t think that’s small, but trust me, that’s tiny to my family. I say keep it simple so we can organize it in time, but of course you can go as elaborate as you like. After all, it’s your big day. Wear what you want, but I think you’d look gorgeous in a wedding dress—or a sari.”
“What?”
“And for our honeymoon, I was thinking Maui.”
“What? Have you been to Maui?”
“No, I just like the name.” Jas beamed. “Eat your dessert.”
Blinking, Maya absentmindedly cut through the pastry lid. Inside was a small, square, black velvet ring box. Jas lifted it out with her long, slender fingers. Holding the little box in one hand, she pulled back the lid with the other. A sparkling diamond ring nestled sweetly in the dark interior. Maya blinked back the tears—the tears that she would have to refuse such a handsome stone. She yearned to just slip it on and watch the gem dance in the light from the single white candle placed in the center of their table. Jas had been planning this, like she’d planned their first date. Maya remembered then how Jas had ordered for her, without letting Maya speak for herself and how she’d wanted to make out in front of Maya’s neighbor walking his dog.
“But we’re not compatible,” Maya blurted out. “You like people watching us when we, you know,” Maya dropped her voice, “have sex.”
“Well, not exactly people watching us. I just like doing things that give it a little edge. But that’s the point. I’ve realized I don’t need that with you. That’s why I proposed. You’re the first woman I’ve done it with without nearly getting caught or needing someone in the next room, or under the bed.”
“There was someone under the bed?” Maya pulled her hand away.
“That wasn’t you. That was with someone else.”
Maya realized that’s what she would have to look forward to with Jas—years of never knowing if there was someone under the bed. There was a word for it. “Dogger,” she said aloud.
“I beg your pardon?”
“I can’t marry a dogger. I’m sorry.”
“I’m not a dogger. I was only involved in that scene very briefly.”
Maya closed the ring box lid on the distracting diamond. “Jas, I’ve only known you a few months. I can’t agree to marry you.”
Jas’s face fell. Maya felt worse than when she thought Jas was going to break up with her. She stared into Jas’s hurt eyes and knew she had to be entirely honest with her. “Jas, I don’t think I’ll change my mind. I just don’t have strong feelings for you. I’m sorry,” she said as gently as she could.
The maître d’ came happily toward them carrying a bottle of champagne and a shiny silver ice bucket on a stand. Jas caught his eye and shook her head. He gave Maya the briefest of glances before discreetly turning back in the direction of the bar.
Maya wanted to comfort Jas, but her common sense told her she was the last person who could do that. She fished in her pocket book for some twenty-pound notes. She put them under the crystal vase with the single velvety red rose in it. She stood. “Let’s talk, you know, when…”
Jas looked up from studying her fingernails. “When I don’t feel such an arse? Oh, give it a year or so,” she said tersely, looking at Maya with sad, angry eyes.
Maya bent and gently kissed her. “I’m sorry,” she repeated into Jas’s cheek.
 
*
 
Tony’s mobile chirped as she was walking from the tube to the theater. The caller ID announced Jade.
“Hey, Tony. Listen, I was in Licky Lucky with Beth last night—”
“Oh, you didn’t!” Tony groaned. Beth was going to be unbearable.
“Well, yes, I did actually, but that’s not what I wanted to tell you. I saw that friend of Maya’s, the one who has all the house parties.”
“Okay.”
“She said Maya’s broken up with her Indian girlfriend.”
“So?” Tony felt a surge of excitement, but she just as swiftly suppressed it. Maya was complicated. She blew hot and cold more than the average British summer day.
“So why don’t you call her? Invite her to that champagne bar you take women to when you want to impress them.”
“I don’t take women there. I’ve hardly taken any women there,” Tony protested.
“I’m surprised they haven’t got a booth with your name on it. Anyway, stop letting life pass you by. Meeting all these ghosts should put a rocket up your backside.”
Tony paused at the stage door. “If this is what you’re like when you sleep with a DSM, I’m not sure it brings out your best qualities.”
“It’s because I love you so,” Jade said sweetly, hanging up.
As Tony tried to creep past the stage management office, Beth jumped up from her desk.
“Hello, Tony, have you got a minute?” Beth asked.
“No, not really,” Tony said quickly. “I’ve got to, um, do a lighting thing.” She tried to walk past but Beth stepped in front of her.
“What lighting thing?”
“I’ve got to…um, aspirate the design software,” Tony said with a relatively straight face.
“Is that even a real thing?” Beth asked suspiciously.
Tony nodded, trying to sound normal. She was relying on the fact that Beth knew absolutely nothing about lighting. Or about computer programming, she hoped.
“Has Jade said anything to you?” Beth bit her lip. She didn’t look full of the joys of spring.
“She said you…got together the other night,” Tony told her.
“Did she say she was going to call me ever?”
“Um, she didn’t mention it.”
Beth frowned. “Hmm!” She turned and began walking back into her office. “Oh, by the way,” she threw over her left shoulder. “Sian wants to see you.”
“Okay.”
“That’s if you can tear yourself away from your aspirating!” Beth said sharply, slamming the door. Tony walked away, thinking Beth was probably annoyed with her by proxy.
In dressing room six, Sian was putting on lipstick and looking pleased with herself.
“Hi, Tony. I’ve sold my dad’s flat.”
“Oh, right. Congratulations.” Sian hadn’t mentioned she was going to sell it, but it seemed to have made her happy.
“I got a buyer straight away. Who’d have known ‘Homophobe Villas’ would be so popular?”
Sian called her father’s estate Homophobe Villas and the Bigot Estate alternately. It was actually called the Primrose Estate, though Tony doubted there had been any primroses planted there for a very long time.
“Well, I’m pleased for you. You sorted out all your father’s things, then?”
“There was nothing to sort out. Just got a cleaning firm in. You should have seen the state of that flat.” Sian turned to the mirror, and started to outline her eyes with a brown eye pencil. “Both my parents are gone now, and, well, I’m glad to see the back of that place. I hated it. So much prejudice, Tony. But anyway, I wanted to thank you and your friend.”
“That’s okay, Sian. I’m glad we could help.”
“This is a little thank you from me.” Sian picked up an envelope from the dressing table. “For you and your friend to share. Not much, just something from the proceeds of the flat. If you hadn’t found me, I’d never have known.”
“Oh no, I don’t think I should—”
“Oh yes, you should!” Sian pushed the envelope toward her.
Tony took a step back, not feeling quite right about taking Sian’s money.
“Please, Tony, I want you to have it.” Sian looked up at her with her big blue eyes.
Tony took the envelope and slipped it into her back pocket. “Well, thanks, Sian.” She patted her hand. “It must have been a horrible shock, and I’m sorry I had to be the bearer of bad news.”
“I don’t know if you’ll get this, Tony, but it meant something to me that he wanted me to know.”
Tony left Sian humming scales to herself.
 
*
 
Watching the audience in the upper circle queue for ice cream during the interval, Tony wondered two things: Why do the British queue so patiently? And why do theaters serve ice cream? It’s not as if they’re especially hot. As she was pondering these questions, Rachel wafted into the lighting box, looking very down in the dumps.
“I heard about Maya,” she said by way of greeting.
“How did you hear about Maya?” Tony asked.
“Well, I overheard about Maya. They all think you should go for it, but I totally get what you’re going through, dude. Girlfriends are overrated. I’ve decided I don’t like lesbians very much.”
“You, about a thousand bigots, and any woman that’s had her heart broken,” Tony said, flicking through the pages of her script absentmindedly. She hardly needed to follow along to the show now. She’d seen Cabaret about a gazillion times. She could understudy any of the actors, and could possibly carry off suspenders, high heels, and a bowler hat if she had long enough to practice doing high kicks in them, she mused.
“I’m brokenhearted. Jade split up with me, and it was for the most ridiculous reason.” Rachel morosely floated over to the other swivel chair and draped herself over it. “Can you believe it?” She looked Tony in the eye, “She said it was because I’m dead. Dead! What am I supposed to do about that?”
Tony arranged her face sympathetically.
“It’s not like I can get reincarnated any time soon.” Rachel stopped talking and put her head to one side. “Or can I? How do I go about getting reincarnated?”
“I don’t know,” Tony said, glancing up at the big clock on the wall above the window. The interval had another seven minutes to run. Beth would be giving her the beginners call any minute. “You should ask Deirdre about that.”
“Oh God. I spend half my life running away from him. He wants me to go to Heaven, and I don’t mean the gay club in Ibiza.”
“Oh, is there one in Ibiza? I only know the Heaven in Villiers Street, off the Strand.”
“Anyway,” Rachel said crossly. “As I was saying, I’ve been dumped.” She looked sadly through the window at the audience returning to their seats. “Chucked, ditched, given the old heave-ho—”
“Ladies and gentlemen of the cast and crew of Cabaret, this is your act two, scene one beginners call.” Beth’s voice came through Tony’s cans. The announcement was going to all the backstage areas and through all the crew’s headsets. “Act two beginners on stage please.”
Tony flipped her script back to act two, scene one as Rachel heaved an enormous sigh.
“I’ve split up, broken up, been given the boot…” she mumbled, loud enough to distract Tony from unwrapping several mints to eat in the second half.
“Have you also swallowed a dictionary of metaphors?” she asked.
“I’m brokenhearted, grief-stricken, beside myself—”
“Yes, yes,” Tony interrupted. “Look, you’ll get over it. You have to admit, it wasn’t really going anywhere.”
“Well, what about you? Are you going somewhere with Maya?”
Tony stared out at the darkened stage. She’d seen the black chairs of the Kit Kat Club dimly lit in blue sidelight a hundred times. Ever since she’d heard Maya had split up with Jas, excitement had bubbled in her chest. She still thought Maya was gorgeous and lovely in so many ways. But, and it was a big but, Maya had the ability to shut down completely. Like when she found the pills in Tony’s bathroom.
“You need to cross over, honey. Be around people who understand you.” Deirdre appeared in a purple and yellow swirly catsuit with huge shoulder pads, managing to display the worst of both the seventies and the eighties simultaneously. Rachel grimaced.
“Standby LX cues one sixty through one sixty-five,” Beth said through the headphones.
“Go away,” Rachel said to Deirdre. “When are you going to get I don’t like you? You’re dry. And if your Dead People Place is full of boring old farts like you, I never want to go there.”
“It’s okay,” Deirdre said more softly than Tony had ever heard her speak. “If you don’t like it, you can always come back.”
“I can?” Rachel sat up in the swivel chair. “They don’t tell you that in Deceased Orientation Class 101.”
“Is that a real class?” Tony asked, strangely comforted by the idea of going back to school after she died. She pictured celestial beings with clipboards and information packs, and nice dead people sitting at desks being quietly inducted into the afterlife.
Deirdre and Rachel laughed. “The living are so gullible,” Deidre said to Rachel. “They’ll believe anything you tell them about death. What do they know?”
“Go!” Tony said sternly as Beth crisply intoned commands into her ear.
 
*
 
“Maya, it was one of the worst storms to hit the Cod in twenty years.” Pete was careful to keep the pride bubbling away inside him firmly out of his voice. “A Nor’easter. It was on us before we knew what hit us.”
“Oh, Uncle Pete, that’s terrible. Is everyone all right? Is there much damage?”
“A tourist got washed out to sea in a kayak. Maybe a local wouldn’t have gotten caught out, but that storm broke out so fast and hard it would have been easy to get dragged out in those currents by Race Point. They found the body this morning, all the way over in Plymouth.”
“That’s awful.”
“Well, we’ve got our own problems, honey. The boat’s a mess and a tree came through the roof of your house. My savings are gonna be wiped out with the boat. I won’t be able to pay for the roof…” Pete let his voice tail off. He dragged a foot across the smooth boards of the back porch. He felt punch drunk on his own power. Jose had been right; the dark ways were definitely stronger. His eyes drifted over the storm damage in the yard. The rose bushes were completely ripped from the earth. They lay uprooted, next to a broken trellis and branches crumpled like twigs. The great beech tree stood weary and defeated, one of its limbs snapped and pushing furious fingers through Doug’s roof, shattering the shingles and joists.
“I haven’t really got any savings, Uncle Pete.”
Pete had figured as much. “I spoke to Tom at the Seaman’s Bank. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to bother you with this, but he won’t give me a loan. The only loan he’ll give is against the house. All the banks are wary of giving loans right now.”
Maya sighed on the other end of the phone.
Pete traced a zigzag lightning shape in the dust and debris on the porch steps. At last it felt like everything was coming right.
“Well, that’s what we’ll have to do I guess. Get a loan against the house. Do you need me to sign something?”
“I’m afraid you have to come back, honey, and go to the bank yourself.”
“What? Surely they can e-mail me something, or FedEx it.”
“Sorry, Maya. This is Cape Cod. You know how people do things here. They can send you the documents, of course, but Tom wants to see you himself, something about understanding the implications of the loan…”
“Well, then I’ll have to come back.” Maya’s voice was resigned. She had always been a practical person.
“Don’t mean to put pressure on you, Maya. I’ll get some tarps and weatherproof the house as best I can, but obviously, this is a job that won’t wait.”
“Okay, Uncle Pete, I’ll come as soon as I can.” Maya rang off.
Pete sat amongst the debris on the porch, enjoying the sensation of his power fizzing all around him like electricity. He supposed it was a kind of electricity: one that could precipitate lightning. He knew he’d be wiped out again soon. It was a good idea to sit for a while.
Pete’s eyes rested on a mess of splintered wood tossed by the wind into the corner of the porch. It was his father’s old rocker. Pete swallowed. He’d loved his dad. Even after that god-awful night. He couldn’t say the same about his mother, but then she’d been a cold bitch. She’d ignored both him and Doug all the way through their childhoods right up until Doug came back from Mexico insane, and then she cared for him like a normal woman would care for a baby. Pete had always wanted her attention. But he never got it, so instead he threw all his love at his father. He’d quietly hated his mother and he hadn’t liked his selfish, attention-seeking brother, but Pete did what he was told, and everyone was always saying what a good boy he was.
He’d stuck close to his dad, trying to be as like him as possible. As soon as the draft notice came, he’d gone to find him to ask his advice on soldiering. Pete found his father on the fishing boat, heaving and panting by the nets. When Pete walked up silently, questions on his lips, he saw his dad was with a hooker. The tramp was on her knees, giving him a blow job. As Pete stood there in shock, his father pulled on the whore’s head, and Pete saw the hair was a wig and the hooker was a man. Pete’s world changed in an instant. He’d backed away without saying a word, gone home, packed some stuff, and taken off.
By the time he was halfway to Providence, he was convinced his dad didn’t know. Pete had worked out it was the queer’s fault. He’d polluted his dad and made him be unfaithful to Pete’s mother.
Pete shifted and stretched, pushing the memories to the back of his mind. His body was aching now. He got up from the porch and turned inside. He had no choice really. What had started with his father must end with Maya. Jose would be proved right in the end.
 
*
 
Jade was waiting at Stratford, the tube station nearest Tony’s dad’s house. “Woo-hoo!” she said as soon as she saw Tony, sounding like a Trinidadian Homer Simpson. Tony had told her on the phone that Sian had given them each a grand by way of a thank you. Tony had had quite a shock when she’d opened the envelope and realized she’d just carried £2,000 in her jacket pocket home on the tube.
“Okay.” Jade threaded her way past people trying to give her a free paper. “I know exactly where we’re going on holiday.”
“Oh great! Where?” Jade always had the best ideas. Tony waved her oyster card at a ticket tout asking for spent day passes.
“Provincetown.”
Tony stopped, narrowly avoiding a guy selling The Big Issue. Seeing as she’d nearly knocked him over, she dug into her pocket for two quid even though she already had five copies of that particular Big Issue. “Provincetown? Isn’t that where Maya’s from?”
“Yes,” Jade said happily. “Come on, we’re going to miss the film.”
“We’re watching a DVD,” Tony said, walking quickly to catch her up. “It starts when we press play.”
“Is it your dad’s pizza or takeout?” Jade waved at the pizzeria next to the bold red front of the Theater Royal Stratford East.
“My dad’s pizza.” They crossed the busy one-way system and turned away from the hustle and bustle of the cinema complex, theaters, and pizzeria down a residential side street.
“Why do you want to go to Provincetown?”
“It’s really gay!” Jade sounded like she’d come out five minutes previously.
“So’s San Francisco. So’s Lesbos. And Lesbos has got Italian femmes playing volleyball in bikinis.”
“I’m sure P-town’s got femmes doing all kinds of things,” Jade said as they stopped outside Tony’s dad’s Victorian terraced house. Tony scrabbled about in her bag for the house keys.
“And anyway, we’ve got a job to do so we have to go there.”
“What? What job? We’re supposed to be on holiday.”
“Well, we will be.” Jade broke into one of her winning smiles. It was like the sun had just come out. “In fact, that’s our cover, so we’ll have to do all kind of touristy things like go to bars and lie on the beach, and whale watch.”
“You’ve lined us up a detective job?”
“See? That’s why you’re going to make a great detective. You suss things out real quick.” Jade beamed at Tony.
Tony tried to narrow her eyes at Jade, but she did look especially gorgeous when she smiled and it softened Tony’s heart every time. “What job? Who are we working for?”
Jade licked her lips. Something she only did when she was nervous. “Maya,” she said. “Sian’s a client of hers, you know?”
Tony shook her head. She didn’t know Sian knew Maya as well as Jon. It looked like Maya was treating half the cast. It was true there were about three degrees of lesbian separation, much less than the standard six.
“Well, anyway, Sian told her about our detective agency, and Maya called me. She asked us to take on the case.”
“What case?”
“Maya’s got to go back to Provincetown. There’s some storm damage to her house there, and she wants to find out what’s in that safe deposit box. Do you remember the key she showed you?”
Tony nodded.
“It’s from a bank in P-town. She’s got a nagging feeling something isn’t right about her father’s death, and she wants our help.”
“Well, that’s all very interesting. But it’s a long way to go for a hunch,” Tony said, feeling weird that she was hearing the information from Jade. She felt sad Maya couldn’t tell her stuff directly. It wasn’t like they weren’t talking to each other.
“Yeah, well, she thinks there’s a supernatural connection. She was told by a Scottish medium to take you with her when she went home.”
“You couldn’t make this stuff up,” Tony said, slipping her hand in her jacket pocket and pulling out the keys to her dad’s house. She put the key in the lock and pushed the door open. She could hear her dad talking to someone in the kitchen. As she walked farther into the hall, she recognized Doug Silva’s voice. Tony turned back to Jade and put a finger over her lips. Jade raised her eyebrows and came into the hall quietly, shutting the front door without a sound.
“What would you do if it was your daughter? What if it was Tony in danger and needing some folks’ help?” Doug said. Tony could hear the thud of a knife against the old wooden chopping board her dad wouldn’t throw away.
“That’s the point, mate. It is my daughter in danger. She’s already been in a fire, thanks to helping you out.” Tony’s dad sounded very firm and in charge. “You’re telling me it’s not safe in Providence, and that’s why you need my girl’s help.”
“Provincetown. Yep, but the danger is for Maya. You can’t let her go there alone. Not knowing she’s walking into trouble.”
Tony caught Jade’s eye. It was big and round. Tony leaned in close and whispered into her ear, “Can you hear that?”
“Doug Silva saying there’s trouble ahead. Yes, I can!” she whispered back urgently.
Jade’s phone suddenly sang out. Jade dove into her handbag to try to stop it. The voices in the kitchen stopped abruptly. Tony stepped quickly back to the front door, opened it, and slammed it shut again loudly.
“Hi, Dad,” she said as Tony’s dad popped his head round the kitchen door. “Sorry, we meant to get here earlier, but Jade was late.”
Jade waved a hand at Tony’s dad, deep in conversation with someone on her phone.
Tony followed her dad back into the kitchen and pulled up a chair at the wooden table. “Need a hand?” She nodded over toward the neat rows of chopped onion, ham, mozzarella, and mushroom.
She couldn’t help quickly scanning the room as if to catch Doug Silva hiding behind the big fridge freezer.
“No. Thanks for asking.” Tony’s dad flipped some pizza dough in the air. Tony laughed. He’d done that ever since Giovanni taught him to make pizza when Tony was six. Dad making pizza just wasn’t Dad making pizza unless he threw the bases in the air before he stuck all the contents on top. Fortunately, it had been years since he dropped them on the floor or got them stuck on the kitchen ceiling. Jade finished her call and put her phone away.
“Sorry about that, John. Hi.” She planted a kiss on Tony’s dad’s cheek. “That looks great. It’s been ages since I had one of your delicious pizzas.”
“Be about ten minutes, girls, all right?” Tony’s dad started putting the chopped stuff on the pizzas. He was just throwing it all over as usual so Tony got up. She spread one of the pizza bases with Dad’s tomato sauce, then carefully put mushroom in one quarter, ham in a second, onion in a third, and mozzarella in the last quarter. She’d eaten her pizza with four different quarters like that ever since her mum died. For a while, she’d had a thing about eating everything by itself. It’d started the day of her wake and lasted about three years. Her dad had tried to make her keep eating her pizza like she’d always had it, so she’d compromised and made it up as four separate quarters. Now she ate all kinds of combinations of things, but kept the pizza thing for nostalgic reasons.
“How d’you want your pizza, Jade? À la Tony or à la John?” Tony asked.
“I’ll have a normal pizza, thank you,” Jade said.
Tony nodded at her dad, smiling. It was a bit of a contest whether people wanted their pizza her way or his. He’d won this time.
After dinner and two films, Jade caught a cab home, and Tony helped her dad put the kitchen straight. Putting cheese back in the fridge, her eye was drawn to a postcard of a blood orange sunset over a seascape in Antigua. “We’ve picked where we’re going on holiday,” she said.
“Mmm-hmm.” He was carefully rinsing soap off a plate.
“Provincetown,” Tony said casually.
Dad looked at her sharply, the plate hung in midair. “That’s in the States, right? So why did you pick there?” His voice sounded a little strained.
“We’re taking a trip with Maya. She has to go back anyway and-—”
“Oh, Tony, do you think that’s a good idea?” Tony’s dad interrupted her. “So soon?”
Tony wiped crumbs of cheese and specks of tomato sauce from the kitchen table. “I’m not getting back with Maya, Dad. We’re just going on a trip, and Jade’s coming too.”
“I’m glad Jade’s going. She’s sensible.” Tony’s dad heaved a sigh of resignation and continued washing up. For a while, they cleared the kitchen in companionable silence, but three plates later, her dad turned round again. “I don’t think you should go.” He blinked at Tony, fear flashing across his eyes.
“Why, Dad?” Tony thought she knew, but she wanted her dad to tell her—to tell her he’d been talking to Doug Silva. To tell her he still spoke to ghosts.
Tony’s dad swallowed. “I’ve just got this feeling it’s going to be dangerous.”
“That’s because you associate Maya with the fire.” Tony was trying to push him into telling her.
“Maybe. Trust me on this, Antonia. Don’t go.”
Tony walked across the kitchen and gave him a hug. He was rigid in her arms. “Dad, I heard you talking to Doug Silva when we came in.”
“Agh!” Tony’s dad pulled sharply away and started rinsing plates at a furious rate. Tony waited till there was nothing left to wash.
“You still see ghosts, don’t you?”
Her dad turned, angry now. “For God’s sake, Antonia. Drop it.”
Tony studied him, seeing things more clearly than ever before. “I’m different from you, Dad. I’m not telling the whole world I’m psychic, but I’m not going to deny it either. I tried blocking it out, and I don’t want to live in that muted, cotton wool world. I don’t want to put those drugs in my body for the rest of my life—like you have. And they’re clearly not working for you anyway!”
Tony’s dad pulled out one of the chairs from the kitchen table and sat heavily in it with a sigh, wiping his hands on a tea towel. He looked up at her, his forehead lined with fatigue and worry.
“I really thought keeping it from you was for the best, Tony.” Sadness clouded his eyes. “It’s what your mother would have wanted.”
Tony sat opposite him, running her hand along the worn wood of the table, feeling its smoothness warm her. “I’d rather do this with your support.”
“You’ve always got that, Antonia.” He reached across and patted her hand.



Chapter Fourteen
 
Going through security at Heathrow airport, Maya wrinkled her nose at Tony’s denim jacket. “I hope you’ve packed something warmer than that.” She frowned.
“But it’s going to be hot, isn’t it?” Tony said, watching the people in front to see if they were taking their shoes off. Some queues were and some weren’t. It was confusing.
“It’s New England,” Maya said, shifting her plastic bag full of small bottles of cosmetic liquids and pastes. It looked like they were all branded bottles, which meant someone was making money out of the 100ml only rule.
“But it’s summer.”
“It’s summer in New England. The England in New England is a bit of a clue to the climate.” Maya put her handbag on the conveyer belt thing, slipped out of her bright blue North Face waterproof jacket, and folded it neatly inside a square, gray plastic box. Tony was pleased to see no one in her queue was taking their shoes off. The metal detector went off as Jade went through it. A burly female customs officer waved Jade over to her. Maya walked though without a peep.
“Never mind. There’s loads of good stores through there. Maybe you can buy a better coat,” Maya said as they waited for their bags to come out of the x-ray machine. There was a hunger in her voice as she glanced in the direction of the departure lounge shops. Jade smiled at the customs officer. Tony would never have smiled at anyone while they were patting her down. That would be far too forward, she decided.
“See you at the gate.” Maya had the look of a hound picking up the scent of a rabbit. Her blue jacket was a blur as she headed toward the Ted Baker store.
“Is this your bag, sir?” One of the guys at the x-ray machine was pointing at Tony’s cabin-sized carry-on. She nodded. “Can you explain this?” He pulled out a harness. Not a harness she’d packed and one she didn’t recognize. Never before had the words, “Could someone have interfered with your bags?” resonated so vividly in her head. “What about these? Are these your items, sir?” The customs officer waved a pair of bright pink, furry handcuffs under her nose. Sweat broke out on her forehead as she racked her brains to think when some malicious person could have planted particularly embarrassing sex toys in her carry-on. She tried to come up with a reasonable explanation for the customs officer, aware that her mouth was opening and closing like a goldfish in a bowl.
“Of course they’re not Tony’s! Can you imagine Tony wearing those!” Jade called out suddenly. She sauntered over, casting a flirty look back at the female officer. Jade took the cuffs out of the custom officer’s hand and slipped them over Tony’s wrists to demonstrate her point. Everyone laughed loudly, including various people waiting in the three other queues, some with their shoes off. “That’s my bag, silly!” Jade said pleasantly to the x-ray guy.
“Well, I’m going to have to take these off you,” he said to Jade with more than a little innuendo, pulling the cuffs off Tony’s wrists without so much as a glance in her direction. “Pack them in your hold luggage next time, madam.”
Jade took the re-zipped case from the officer’s outstretched hand and wiggled toward the departure lounge.
“Is this your bag, sir?” Startled, Tony followed the officer’s gaze to an identical carry-on case. She was absolutely certain she hadn’t packed anything incriminating, so she warily nodded. “Well, can you pick it up and get moving? You’re holding up the queue,” he said sharply.
Jade found Tony again at Dunkin’ Nonuts, the gluten-, dairy-, and peanut-free muffin shop. Jade was too busy checking women out to concentrate on Tony’s theory that in the western world, the less you eat, the more it costs.
“If I had a normal muffin,” Tony said as the waitress plonked a white plate with a cake on it in front of her, “which isn’t really a muffin; it’s a cupcake without any icing on. Or is it what used to be called a fairy cake?”
Jade dipped her eyes at the waitress. “Better get used to calling them muffins. That’s what they call them in the States.” The waitress tucked a few strands of her hair behind her Dunkin’ Nonuts headband and tossed Jade a sultry smile.
“Well, if this was a normal muffin with full fat, full nuts, and full wheat, it would be half the price,” Tony said, chomping on something that managed to taste hard and peculiarly light at the same time. “So I’m paying top dollar to eat air. Well, actually, it’s a little less tasty than air.”
The waitress paused from making eyes at Jade long enough to glare at her. Jade watched Tony bite into the tasteless cake. “I’ve given up on true love,” she said, picking something out of her fingernails.
“Yes. I’ve noticed,” Tony told her, wishing she’d bought some low-soy decaffeinated nature identical mochaccino to wash down the cake. The waitress reappeared with a cloth and began wiping down their nature identical plastic wood table with a wet J-cloth. She smiled cheekily at Jade while sweeping crumbs into Tony’s lap.
“I’m searching for casual sex now,” Jade announced.
The waitress visibly swallowed. Confronted with Jade’s boldness, she rubbed hard at a coffee stain.
“Yes, well. I’d be obliged if you didn’t sleep with any more women I know. Or at least that I work with.”
Jade straightened up in her mock swivel chair. It was mock in that it looked like it would swivel, but it definitely didn’t. Tony had discovered that when she’d first sat down and tried casually turning toward Maya as she raced between the duty-free perfume section and Karen Millen. Fortunately, Maya hadn’t noticed as Tony jerked her back, swept the menu card on the floor, and slammed both knees into the table.
“Oh, yes, Beth,” Jade said. “She’s pretty hot in bed actually.”
The waitress’s hand slipped as she mopped the table next to theirs. She crept closer.
“Is she? I don’t want to know that. I don’t think you should talk about women like that.”
“Why?” Jade asked.
“Well, about women I know. Makes me feel weird.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t think Beth would like it,” Tony told Jade, trying to swallow the last of her everything-free muffin.
“Oh, she would so like it!” Jade chortled. “Especially to you. She’d love you to think she was hot in bed.”
Tony caught the waitress looking at her like she’d seen her for the first time. She quickly looked away. Jade made a funny gesture at Tony, rubbing her lips with her fingers. Tony rubbed her own lips, dispersing a handful of muffin crumbs. “Well, I’m not in the market.”
“That’s funny because I’m so in the market,” Jade said, flashing one of her brilliant smiles at the waitress, who nearly fell over herself rushing back up to the table.
“Can I get you girls anything else?” she gushed.
When they shook their heads, the waitress walked sadly away.
“What about Maya?” Jade searched Tony’s eyes for a second, but only for a second, as Tony quickly dropped hers. She didn’t want to talk about any feelings for Maya. Even alluding to Maya made her heart beat really fast and her loins flip over. It also made her feel confused and scared. Tony was unable to suppress the quiet hum of excitement inside her that had begun the minute she knew she was going away with Maya. It was a feeling completely against her better judgment. She studied the mock wood tabletop, noting the profusion of scratches. “You should totally sleep with Maya, if she wants to, that is,” Jade said, rising from the table. “They’re calling our gate. Come on. God, it’s exciting, isn’t it?” She squeezed Tony’s hand quickly before darting off across the huge, crowded departure lounge.
Tony had plenty of time to think about Jade’s suggestion on the nine-hour flight as she was seated right beside Maya and her totally fit, gloriously gorgeous body. She had time to think about the way Maya’s face lit up when she was laughing along to a rom-com on her individual TV screen, about how her eyelashes fluttered against her flawless cheeks when she was sleeping, and about the warmth of her fingers, drumming the beat on Tony’s arm as she listened to tunes on her iPod.
But she’d made it clear—she was no longer interested. The trip was strictly professional, and Tony’s psychic skills were all she wanted. So Tony just hugged her excitement to herself and quietly hoped.
 
*
 
The ferry was forty minutes out of Boston Harbor, crossing Massachusetts Bay toward Provincetown. The granite skyscrapers, so dominant on the skyline at Long Wharf, had shrunk to small fingers just visible in the dense cloud. The dove gray sky melted into an expanse of misty water. Tony saw how essential lighthouses were on this jut of land rising out of the Atlantic. If it weren’t for the flickering light cutting through the foggy horizon, they could have been sailing off the end of the world.
Tony pulled her denim jacket closer, trying to stave off the Atlantic front just a little bit longer. She preferred to sail on deck, not under it, believing that was the only way to maximize the wind and salt, and the exhilaration of all that space.
She came out of the light drizzle down the surprisingly steep stairs to find a party going on below deck. The atmosphere was a bit like the underground on Pride—full of expectant and excited gays interspersed with the occasional tourist. Jade was talking to a group of people over at the refreshments booth, while Maya was reading, snugly ensconced in a red comfy chair by the windows. Whatever Jade was up to looked far too energetic, so Tony sauntered over to Maya, trying to avoid staring too long at the blue and white patterned carpet. There was a bit of swell below deck, and the white diamonds on the carpet were swaying under the fluorescent lights too vividly for her liking. Maya looked up as Tony’s shadow fell over her book.
“Mind if I join you?” Tony asked politely.
Maya closed the book, placed it on the plastic table in front of her, and rested her fingers across the picture of a tall-looking butch in a sheriff’s uniform. “Oh!” Tony said, half standing before she’d quite sat down, startling Maya so that her eyebrows rose fetchingly into her graceful forehead like two sultry spiders. “Should we be pretending not to know each other already?”
Maya glanced around. The large deck was three-quarters empty, and most of the passengers were either over by the refreshments counter or looking that way thanks to Jade attracting attention. She was flirting with the server while demonstrating some kind of line dance.
“I think we can risk it,” Maya said, moving confidentially closer. Her lips dripped a secret smile that made Tony’s heart beat so hard she was sure Maya would hear it. Or see it, pounding away under her fleece, cartoon style. “We can pretend we’ve just met if you like.”
Tony swallowed, lost in her eyes for a second. She wanted her badly and with an intensity that scared her. She wished for a minute they had just met, and that Maya hadn’t written her off. “How are we going to communicate, you know, in Provincetown?”
“Well, I can call you. And we can meet at my dad’s shack, or your rental accommodation. But, hey, it’s a small place. It won’t seem odd if we’re seen talking occasionally. The locals are very friendly to tourists.” Maya brushed Tony’s arm with her fingers. Tony wanted to make a joke about being friendly with Maya. Being so close to her, it was all she could do to keep her hands off her. Fortunately, Jade pulled focus by singing out loudly. Maya and Tony watched Jade with their mouths open.
“What is she doing?” Maya asked.
“She appears to be demonstrating a lesser-known British line dance from the nineteen forties, a kind of wartime Macarena. How does she even know the Lambeth Walk?” Tony wondered aloud as the refreshments server came out of her booth to partner Jade. They strutted round in a small circle tailed by a gay bear couple imitating their movements in a hairy way.
“Do you find Jade sexy?” Tony asked Maya.
“Well, she’s got something going on right now, that’s for sure,” Maya said as Jade raised both hands above her head and shouted, “Oy!” in a cockney accent. “Even doing that! I don’t really go for girly girls,” Maya added as an afterthought, absentmindedly stroking the butch on the cover of her book with her fingertips. From Tony’s perspective, the image of the butch looked like a tiny action-man doll, or should that be action-butch, to Maya’s giant fingers. Bundled under the fleece, and half bent up in the big red chair, Tony puffed her shoulders out as best she could. Maya’s eyes drifted unconsciously over them, making Tony swallow a second time.
“I hope you like P-town,” Maya said softly, turning her eyes to Tony’s so she was suddenly a deer in headlights, caught in Maya’s full attention. “I hope you love it like I do. It’s a special place.”
Tony was momentarily distracted by three tourists from Kansas and an Australian backpacker doing the Lambeth Walk. When she turned back to Maya, she was deep in her book.
 
*
 
Maya was itchy, restless. Part of her was happy, far too happy she was here with Tony. The rest of her felt weird being back in her childhood home. The house was as breezy and comforting as it always was, despite the storm damage. In the quieter end of P-town, away from the shops, bars, and galleries, her parents’ house was full of familiar things. The large sash windows in the living room faced the street. With the shutters thrown open and windows pushed up, light flooded the room and a sultry breeze ruffled the newspaper Uncle Pete had thrown across her father’s Meyer coffee table. Maya’s mother’s stuff was pretty much as she’d left it when she walked out, give or take a layer of dust. Maya made a note to talk to her uncle about getting cleaners in more regularly. As Maya’s eyes trailed over her mother’s pink Mathmos lava lamp, she remembered how she’d longed to touch the floating pink bubbles as a child, and how she’d marveled at the constantly changing shapes as the oil heated, broke away, and swirled.
She saw her little hand reaching out and her mother gently pulling her hand away, her calm voice warning her that the shiny silver base was hot. Maya saw her dad dancing to a Bowie tune, crinkling up the woven Native American rug in front of the windows. The eighties Technics turntable they played their records on was sitting on the sideboard, hooked up to white seventies ellipsoid speakers, that still looked futuristic to Maya even though they were now in the century she’d imagined when she’d first looked at them.
The past called to Maya from the black and chrome tubular armchair, the amber Bakelite bookends, and everywhere from her father’s bold, almost comic book–style paintings. Her dad used bright, saturated colors and contrasting heavy patches of dark. His people were slightly grotesque, their features exaggerated and uneven. He powerfully captured expressions. In a diner, a waitress stared out of the canvas, her lips pursed together and bored, her tired eyes making her look older than her years. The later paintings were often simple subjects: a freshly cooked lobster on a stark white plate, a knocked-over plant pot with yellow daffodils tumbling out over crumbly dark earth, and a bleached kayak, half-buried in sand. The images both comforted and saddened Maya. She missed her dad and she missed the mother who barely called her. Maya felt adrift, floating between two countries and feeling no bond of family connection in either.
Uncle Pete strolled into the room in his calm, quiet way, carrying two mugs of coffee.
“There ya go, Maya. Cream, no sugar, just the way you like it.” He pressed a mug into Maya’s hand. “So how do you feel being back?” He settled his medium frame next to her onto the boxy leather sofa.
Maya exhaled, trying to blow the past away. “It’s a bit strange. There are reminders everywhere.”
Pete nodded, looking around the sunny room himself. “Of course, you haven’t been back since Doug’s funeral. That’s gotta be hard on you.”
Maya felt bad. Uncle Pete was family, and she’d left him to deal with everything, alone. “I’m sorry I haven’t been back more.” Maya saw that Pete’s face was more lined than she remembered, though he looked the picture of health—tanned and lean, his body as toned as ever, and judging by the meditation position she’d seen him in that morning, it was as supple.
“Oh, that’s okay. I know you got your life over there, and airfares ain’t cheap,” Pete said kindly. Maya wondered if it was Pete’s spirituality that made him so understanding. “Let’s do some stuff together while you’re here,” he said. “Real Cape Cod stuff. You know, we should take the boat out, go night fishing for old time’s sake.”
Maya hated night fishing, but she didn’t want to disappoint her uncle. She’d always been fond of him, and they’d been close, up until recent years. She remembered how he’d always been ready with a gentle word when her father had been ill and her mother had been unavailable. He had looked out for her. Maya wasn’t sure why she didn’t feel close to him now. Was it her fault? Had she buried everything to do with her family as soon as she moved away? She looked over at him, feeling guilty.
“Maybe you should get yourself out of the house. Look at this lovely day.” Pete swung a weatherworn hand toward the glorious sky visible through the windows. He coughed. “Perhaps you could go see Tom at the bank and arrange that loan. It’s sunny today, but you haven’t forgotten this is Cape Cod, have you?”
“If you don’t like the weather…” Maya said, feeling a surge of warmth at their familiarity.
“…wait a minute,” Pete finished the local expression. “It could be blowing in a storm tomorrow! And we really should get that roof properly fixed.”



Chapter Fifteen
 
Maya’s uncle Pete was a lean and stocky version of Maya. He was taller and more muscular with a solid frame, but he had Maya’s eyes and his jaw set in the same tough way hers did. He had a pronounced Portuguese look with dark olive skin and jet-black hair. His skin was weatherworn, with that wind-chapped look sailors carry in the lines and folds of their face and hands. He opened the door to Tony and Jade, looking relaxed in a loose shirt and a pair of jeans. He smiled warmly and shook their hands before walking them through to a charming, airy room that was filled with furniture and stuff from the seventies and eighties. Tony noticed a lot of paintings and artwork in the room and thought of Doug. Pete was welcoming and pleasant, but from the moment she clapped eyes on him, something pricked away at the edges of her mind, like a scent she couldn’t quite catch, a scent of something she didn’t like.
Tony and Jade were posing as journalist and photographer doing a piece on Doug Silva. Jade had convinced Maya that they would learn far more about her father and his death by talking to Pete directly, and, after some persuasion, she had agreed to ask her uncle. Fortunately, he had said yes.
“So what can I tell ya?” Pete sat on a retro black leather sofa that looked like it should be in the showroom of designer furniture stores like Heals or Habitat. Tony took a seat next to him, getting out a pad and a pen.
“Mind if I take some shots while you do the interview with Tony?” Jade asked, lining up her digital SLR camera at an amazing screen print hanging over a huge woodburning fireplace.
“Well, sure, but not the artwork, honey. We can’t risk any unauthorized prints getting out there. You know how valuable this stuff is, right?”
Jade quickly moved the camera. Tony flicked to an empty page in her notebook.
“So Doug Silva was part of the East Village Collective in the seventies, and a lot of his work was influenced by the political screen print movement of that time,” Tony said, quoting the websites she’d been poring over for thirty-six hours since Maya had confirmed the interview date and time.
“Uh-huh, I wasn’t really a part of that.” Pete’s eyes flicked to Jade, who was snapping away at the sideboard, coffee table, and richly colored woven rug under the windows, like they were putting together an article for Hello magazine.
“Yeah, but he lived in Provincetown before he went to New York, and he came back here, didn’t he, in the late seventies before he returned again to New York in the early nineties? What can you tell me about his life here?”
Pete rubbed his chin. “This is the family home, where Doug and me grew up. My pa was a fisherman. He left me his fishing boat when he died, and he left Doug the house. ’Course the money’s not in fishing now; it’s in tourists. So the boat’s used for sightseeing trips now. Hey, you girls taken a trip yet? You should come out with us. Think you can handle the swell past the harbor?” His eyes held Tony’s for the briefest of seconds before they softened and he smiled. A tangled memory nagged at the edges of her mind: a slick of dull, green seaweed floating across her eyeline, just out of reach. “But tell me…” He leaned forward, smiling gently. He looked so sweet and open, Tony didn’t understand the unease building in her gut. “Is that really what you want to talk about? You see, most folks who come to talk about Doug, they don’t want to hear about Ma and Pa and how we grew up in a nice shackle board house in Cape Cod. They either want to talk about the drugs and infidelity of that artist group in New York, or they want to hear about Doug’s madness and how he killed himself in that beach shack on the dunes.” Pete’s eyes bored into hers. She felt Jade staring, but she couldn’t take her eyes away from his. They seemed to peer into her soul. She felt something clawing through her mind, alien energy pulsing like a parasite inside her.
“How did he kill himself?” she whispered.
“He walked out into the storm.” Pete’s eyes glowed. “He should have known better than to take on a Nor’easter. He was painting, out in that old shack of his on the dunes. Have you been out there yet?”
Tony shook her head, riveted to the words coming out of Pete’s mouth.
“It’s amazing out there. Some say it’s the silence, but I don’t think Mother Nature is ever really silent. She’s always talking to you, if you’ll listen. In the dunes, all traces of human sound are stripped away, leaving wind and waves and whatever’s in your head. With Doug, that was the problem, his head. I knew the storm was coming. I could see it in the clouds, smell it in the rain, and feel the static in the air. That’s how a sailor stays alive, staying one step ahead of storms, and that’s how we were taught, by my pa. But Doug often lost track of time, stayed in that beaten-up old shack for days, forgetting to eat. I was always having to haul his ass home.”
Jade edged up to an armchair next to the sofa and sank into it without a sound. Pete glanced in her direction for a second before fixing his eyes on Tony again.
“The wind was up by the time I was slipping and sliding down the big sand dune at the back of Doug’s shack. It was a tempest, pouring off the sea, sucking up sand as it came and blasting that sand in my face. I kept going toward the shack even though my eyes were burning and I couldn’t see worth a damn. At the bottom of the dune, the rain came down, sudden and heavy. I was drenched in a minute. His door was swinging wildly, the wind just about ripping it clean off. I guessed he’d been painting outside the shack because his easel was there, upturned in the sand. I pushed my way inside, but the shack was empty.”
Pete took a long, shuddering breath. His cheeks flickered with tension. Tony felt a surge of sympathy as Maya’s uncle clearly struggled to control his pain. “The storm was full-on. I forced myself back out into it, shouting his name, but the storm was cruel. It just tore my voice away and threw it right back at me. I clawed my way through the sand and wind and sheets of water. I was icy cold, soaked to the skin, but I kept going, even though I was getting lost. I know that place like the back of my hand, but the storm messed everything up, and I didn’t know where I was. Visibility was near zero, and all I could hear was screeching wind and furious waves. Once, near the ocean, I thought I’d found him. A flash of lightning lit up everything for a second, and I thought I saw him: arms outstretched, head back, howling, but when I struggled down there…nothing.”
Tony was held in the eerie glow of Pete’s eyes. His attention snapped to her, sending a shudder through her.
“I never did find him,” he said softly. “I got myself back to the shack and waited out the storm. By then it was dark, so I went home hoping Doug’d be there. He wasn’t. Next morning, the sheriff brought the news.”
Tony swallowed. “So why did you think it was suicide?”
“He left a note.” Pete sat up straight, tension rigid in his jaw. “It said it was his time. It was in the shack. I didn’t see it because I wasn’t looking for notes. Wish I had.”
“How about a shot of you, for the magazine?” Jade said quickly. Pete straightened his T-shirt and smiled into the camera while Jade took several shots. Then they thanked Pete and left.
“If you think of anything else, come back and see me,” he said at the door. “No need to make an appointment. Better still, come out on the boat. You can find me at the harbor.”
As the door swung shut, Tony let out a tight, uneasy breath.
“Let’s get out of here,” Jade said shakily, walking quickly ahead and away along the pretty street. Tony followed, drinking in the calm sunlight and the solid, slender trees, and trying to shake off the cold feeling of dread, snaking through her gut.
 
*
 
Maya relaxed into the soft blue chair opposite her father’s friend, Tom Kenrick, the bank manager of Seamen’s Bank, Provincetown branch. Tom opened a paper folder lying on the low table between them, sifting through several documents relating to Maya’s house in the West End. He had spent the previous thirty minutes going through the bank loan details and payment schedule, explaining the house would be put up as surety and making sure Maya knew the risks of taking out a loan on Doug’s house.
“Now, you know it could be repossessed, if you fall behind…” Tom’s kind blue eyes looked out at her under his bushy, white eyebrows. Maya nodded, thinking Tom must be near retirement age. She couldn’t imagine anyone else heading the old bank. Maya described her self-employed status as medical herbalist, giving Tom several months’ bank statements from her UK current account.
While Tom looked over the paperwork, Maya’s eye fell on the old Provincetown map in a frame, hanging over Tom’s desk. Tom’s family, like Maya’s, had once been fishermen, subject to New England’s tides and seasons.
“Sorry to drag you in, Maya.” Finally, Tom looked up and smiled. “We’re going to give you the loan, but it’s a considerable amount. I felt I owed it to your father to talk to you face-to-face and make sure you could pay if off. This all looks satisfactory. So if you could sign here, please.” Tom pushed a document toward Maya, pulling out a silver ballpoint pen from the inside pocket of his gray jacket. When the loan agreement was signed, Tom shook Maya’s hand in that comforting, old-fashioned way of his to seal the deal.
“I’d like to look at my father’s safe deposit box while I’m here,” Maya said, standing up.
“Sure. I thought you might. Follow me.”
Tom led Maya along the corridor to another room. He unlocked a heavy steel door to a smaller storage area, quickly returning with a black steel box and a large artist’s case. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, retiring discreetly.
Maya opened the steel box first using the key that had been mailed to her in England. Inside were some pieces of jewelry Maya recognized as her mother’s ruby necklace with matching ruby tennis bracelet and earrings, and her diamond solitaire engagement ring. Maya wondered why her mother didn’t still have them. Also inside were a couple of Doug’s small screen prints and a letter. Maya opened it, recognizing her father’s spidery scrawl.
 
Dear Maya,
I guess you knew this day would come, and I’m sorry, but that’s life, so don’t be too sad. Here is some stuff your mother left behind, the prints I made for you in my East Village studio. They may be worth something. That show’s collection is getting popular, I believe, or so folks tell me. And something special—a present from a good friend that I know will fetch a small fortune at auction, if you choose to sell it. It’s a one-off. He destroyed the screen, I believe. Much love, my dear one. Be safe, be well, and above all, be happy.

Dad xx

 
With tears falling across her cheeks, Maya stroked the letter, trying to feel something of her father on the page. It was so intimate. Maya imagined him at home or maybe at the shack, penning the words. Yet it was just ink on a page. Her father was gone.
After a long time, her attention turned to the artist’s case. Intrigued, she slid open the clasp, lifted the top flap, and carefully pulled out a large screen print. It was a portrait of her father. Maya recognized the pose from a photograph of her father standing outside the beach shack in the early eighties. The artist had created a cropped version, zooming in on her father’s head and shoulders against a brilliant sky-blue background. His skin and T-shirt were block shades of orange and brown, his hair flat black. Maya was fascinated by the way the artist had drawn fan-shaped lines around his head and across his face, like the fronds of a palm leaf or Aladdin Sane’s makeup. Maya turned the print over. There in the bottom right corner was a signature: Andy Warhol.
Unable to believe she was looking at an Andy Warhol one-off, Maya almost missed a second envelope addressed to her, again in her father’s writing. Her mind on who she could get to verify and value the print, Maya tore open the letter.
 
Maya,
For God’s sake, don’t tell your uncle you’re gay. I didn’t realize till today what a bigot he is. He’s hidden it well. I should warn you, but you probably wouldn’t believe me, and while I’m alive I can be there for you and you’ll still have family. If, by some chance, when I die you haven’t told him, don’t. He’ll be all the family you have left, and you’ll get along just fine if he doesn’t know. You think I’ve always been against him, but you must believe me on this. I heard him talking to his friend, that homophobic sheriff, and Pete was vicious. I’m just worried for you, Maya. If I tell you in this letter, you can’t argue with me. Everyone thinks Pete is good as gold, but I know things about him. I saw a different side of him in Mexico, as I’ve told you many times. I pray you never see that. I think he’ll still love you when I’ve gone if you keep quiet. I’ll take this letter to the bank so he won’t find it. He’s been sneaking about lately.

Love you
Dad
 
Maya took a deep breath, and then let out a sigh. She almost wished she hadn’t opened the second letter. But at least it confirmed what state her father’s mind had been in in the last weeks before his death. She blamed herself for not picking up on it. She should have come home to see him. It occurred to her that she hadn’t come out to Uncle Pete. Maya thought that her father would have told him, but for some reason she’d never checked. Well, she sighed again, that’s Dad’s death explained. I’ll show the letter to Tony and Jade, and they can just enjoy their vacation. Maybe I’ll come out to Uncle Pete while I’m here. He’s always been there for me. I can’t see him deserting me now.
 
*
 
Sand fell softly over Pete’s bare feet in a trickle from his lightly clenched fist. The sun slipped gently into the rolling waves across the bay to Long Point, where a burning sky met sea that bled over crimson shore. Meditating on his homemade hourglass, Pete contemplated his next move. He was determined to seize the moment. He watched a line of ants hauling a sand fly to their nest and felt anger ignite in his belly. Jose was getting on his damn nerves. The dead shaman kept sending the wrong omens. Why would he draw Pete’s attention to ants, which signified patience, when it was obvious he needed to get rid of the stupid lesbians posing as journalists and do what had to be done for Maya’s own good?
He picked up a feather and brushed the sand away from his foot, watching the iridescent blue-black shine against his tanned skin. It was a crow’s feather. As if called by Pete’s attention, somewhere in the brush a crow sang its caw caw…law law into the fading light. Immediately, he was annoyed again. He’d hiked all the way out to the parabolic dunes near the site of the Smalls’ old farmhouse to keep out of the way of his niece, and now ants and crows were crossing his path. Sourly, he went to shower the stubborn ants with sand, and then, fingers poised, he laughed. He realized that Jose was trying to tell him that he was beyond both human and natural law now. He knew he was the shape-shifter and bender of laws, not Crow.
Once the deed was done, he would probably move away. There were too many deviants in Provincetown. He’d moved away before: the night he’d seen his father be unfaithful to his mother. In Mexico, he’d trained with Jose to heal his ghosts and his pain. Jose taught him how to hide in plain sight, being good while secretly planning and building his power. They’d bonded together with their mutual hate of deviance. They’d agreed deviance was against all laws, human and spiritual. Pete had been Jose’s strongest initiate. After Doug had freaked out and left, Jose had warned him that his father’s bloodline might be corrupted. Pete hadn’t wanted to believe it. And then the thing with Anton had happened. Jose had given Anton peyote and stuck him with extracted snake’s fangs, the poison sac still intact. Pete’s courage had failed him. He’d run away again. This time back to Provincetown, where he’d buried all his dark power and willed himself to be good. Maya had kept him on that path. Doug had gone and married a woman as cold as his own mother, and Pete couldn’t bear to see Maya desperate for her attention. He’d stood by, quietly watching, standing protector for her.
Pete’s focus returned to his present surroundings: the barren, abandoned farmland, with soil returning to sand, and plum and apple trees turned wild till they blended with the returning woods. Maybe the farm was a metaphor. It was being reclaimed by nature, and Pete would use the forces of nature to succeed where man had failed.
He knew he mustn’t be sentimental about Maya now. His bloodline was corrupted, just as Jose had warned. The blood was riddled with insanity and homosexuality, queer whatever way you looked at it. He’d got himself sterilized to make sure he couldn’t pass that on. After he’d found out about Maya, once the horror had subsided, he’d been relieved for a few days. At least she wouldn’t procreate. But then he’d started noticing the lesbians with kids. They were everywhere. And he knew Maya being queer wasn’t enough to protect the world from his father’s corruption.
Dark shamans know the damage they were doing to their souls. Pete was well aware he would have to atone: for Anton, for Doug, and for Maya. But it was worth it. He’d felt the sorcery surge in his blood when Anton’s life force passed out of his body, and it had scared him. He’d felt it again when Doug died, and his own power had increased tenfold. He was a storm-shaper now.
First, Pete had to deal with the British girls. The mannish one had been easy to read. Pete had recognized her from the photo Sheila had e-mailed many months ago. She was his niece’s deviant partner. Their clumsy attempts to get information from him had been laughable, but he couldn’t risk them finding anything that could foul things up for him later. Pete was sure the sheriff’s department suspected nothing after Doug’s death, and that was how he wanted it to stay.
His eye was pulled to a streak of white half-buried in the sand. His fingers released a feather from its sandy tomb. He stared at it, feeling his blood cool. Beware seemed to call on the wind’s breath running across the back of his neck as he recognized the deceiver feather. His eye flicked to the darkening woods, half-expecting to see the owl circling. He tossed the feather away. He didn’t have time to meditate on Jose’s obtuse omens. He had to put his mind to disposing of the Brits.
 
*
 
At breakfast, Tony and Jade discussed the case. Tony was frustrated, and a little concerned, that they hadn’t seen a single ghost since arriving in Provincetown.
“Well, we’re going to have to do some actual detective work,” Jade said before biting down on organic pumpkin seed bread spread thickly with blueberry jam.
Tony frowned. She realized she didn’t know the first thing about detective work.
“Maya’s at the bank today, isn’t she?”
Tony nodded.
“And her uncle’s out with the boat, right?”
“So?”
Jade finished her bread and jam, a mischievous expression on her face. “Let’s go search the house. Or at least his bedroom.”
Tony spat out a mouthful of tea. “What? Break in? Do you think that’s wise?”
Jade wiped her hands on a paper napkin, stood, and pushed her bar stool back under the breakfast bar. “Yes. We can’t sit about.”
“But what if we get caught? What if Maya finds out?”
Jade frowned. “Doug thinks Pete’s trying to kill Maya. If he is going to kill her, he’ll do it now, won’t he, while she’s here. We need to get evidence. What are you, man or mouse?”
Jade was right. Tony got up and pushed her own bar stool under the bar. “Why does everyone keep asking me that?” she wondered aloud, following Jade out the door.
 
*
 
Tony guessed the Spartan third bedroom was Pete Silva’s. It was so different from the other rooms. A low single bed, with a woven blanket neatly folded on it, sat under a window that looked onto the back garden. Three Native American dream catchers, hanging over the bed, fluttered in a breeze from the slightly open window. Lying beside the bed was a small pouch made of animal hide, tied by a leather thong.
On a small wooden desk in the corner was a PC. Tony went straight to it and moved the mouse. The screen sprang to life. Tony glanced at her phone before laying it face up next to the keyboard. Jade was standing lookout at the front, ready to text Tony if anyone came back. Tony had walked around the house, and let herself in through the unlocked back door.
Tony went online and then pulled up the browsing history. It was blank. She reached into her pocket for the memory stick Jade had given her, and plugged it into the PC. She found and activated the spyware file on it. It was one of the clever gizmos Jade had researched and brought with her from the UK.
In ninety seconds, Pete’s previous week’s Web action lit up the screen. Tony’s stomach clenched as she read his Google search entries: how to dispose of a body at sea, fatal accidents in the home, and how serial killers get away with it.
Tony glanced at her phone while the spy file collected data. There was no word from Jade. She had a quick look through Pete’s folders, but there was nothing unusual. The file was still loading information, so she opened a drawer set into the table. Inside were a couple of ink cartridges and a small brown medicine bottle. The label read Chloroform. Tony didn’t know whether to take it or not. If it was gone, Pete might guess someone had been in his room, but if she left it, he might use it on Maya. She couldn’t risk that. Tony put it in her pocket.
The spyware program had done its job, so Tony pulled out the memory stick. As she clicked on Sleep, a cedar box by the side of the monitor caught her eye. It was the color of faded copper with a painted curling black feather on the lid, lying diagonally next to a brass ring handle. The box was held shut by a brass clasp. Tony pulled the box onto her lap, flicked the clasp, and opened the lid.
Inside was a gleaming black scorpion.
Tony froze. For a couple of seconds she stared at the scorpion, praying it was dead or a replica. Then the scorpion moved slowly toward the edge of the box, toward Tony’s right hand. She swallowed, holding completely still. Cautiously, she tried inching her hand farther under the box, but as her weight shifted, the scorpion’s tail rose in an arc so it hovered within striking distance.
Tony’s phone started ringing. Good God! She’d thought she’d switched it to silent. After a few rings, it stopped, and then beeped as a text came through. A quick glance told her Jade had texted: GET OUT. Tony’s heart was in her throat. Almost imperceptibly slowly, she lifted the box up and away from her main torso. There were footsteps approaching along the corridor. Tony had the box a few inches from the table when the bedroom door opened. She didn’t dare turn. Tony sat, breathing deeply, not taking her eyes off the scorpion.
“Just stay still.” Maya’s voice came from the doorway.
Tony caught half a breath, relieved it wasn’t Pete. In a couple of seconds, Maya’s hand was under the lid. Holding the ring, she gently shut the box and took it from Tony. When the cedar box was back next to the monitor, Maya turned, her face stony. “I knew something was going on. I saw Jade outside. She tried to hide from me. She’s a good liar, though. I almost believed she’d wandered off and got separated from the wild artists of the west end walking tour. What the hell are you doing?”
Tony inwardly groaned. Why couldn’t Jade keep things simple? “I was looking for evidence.”
“To do with my dad’s death? Why are you looking here? This is Uncle Pete’s room.”
“Yes, I know.” Tony swallowed. There was no easy way to say it. “Maya, look, I don’t know why yet, but I’m sorry. Your uncle’s a bad man. He killed your dad.”
“What?” Maya blanched. She clenched one hand with the other. “Why? Why would he do that?”
“I don’t know,” Tony admitted quietly. “Doug wasn’t sure.” Too late, she remembered she wasn’t supposed to mention Maya’s father’s ghost.
Like someone flicking a switch, Maya’s face set. “Stop it, Tony. I don’t believe you about my dad!” she said, sounding like a little girl.
“The point is, your uncle’s dangerous. He keeps live scorpions around, for God’s sake!”
“Ronald isn’t dangerous, not really. I don’t know why he was in that box, though. I’ll put him back in his tank.” Maya picked up the cedar box again. “And you, you can just get out.” She glared at Tony before marching over to a glass case by the window and slipping the scorpion inside it.
“Maya, listen.” Tony got up. “Again, I don’t know why, but believe me, you’re in danger. For some reason, your uncle is trying to kill you. The scaffolding accident, and that woman, she was something to do with him.”
“What? Where’s your evidence?” Maya said crisply. She was clearly angry.
“Well, I haven’t actually got any hard evidence yet. We can look together.”
“Oh my God, do you know how much like my dad you sound? For Christ’s sake, Tony, he’s the only real family I’ve got.” For a second, Maya looked like she was going to cry, but then she clenched her teeth, and her eyes flashed fire. “Get the hell out of our house.”
Tony took a step toward her. “Look, if you let me put this memory stick in that computer, I can show you.”
“Get out!” Maya snarled.
“Okay.” Tony took two steps to the door. “But you’ve got to be careful, especially around the house. You could have a fatal accident.” She tried to remember what the top fatal accidents were, and what else Pete had been looking up.
“You and Jade stay away from me and my family.” Maya pulled out her phone. “If you don’t get out right now I’m calling the cops. I mean it, Tony.”
Tony threw one last pleading look at Maya before she turned and left. She wasn’t going to drop it, but she would leave. There would be nothing she could do for Maya from a police station.
 
*
 
The next morning, Tony and Jade decided to interview some friends of Doug’s to try to establish his state of mind in the days before his death. Jade was convinced Maya would come round in a day or two, and in the meantime, she’d suggested they gather as much evidence as they could. Tony was worried. She still hadn’t seen any ghosts, and she badly wanted to talk to both Deirdre and Doug. She hadn’t slept well, thinking of all the ways Pete could arrange an “accident” for Maya. She hated the idea of Maya being mad at her, even though she was annoyed at Maya herself. Maya was so damn stubborn! How many times did Tony have to prove she had Maya’s best interests at heart? Tony knew it didn’t matter if it was a hundred thousand times. There was no way she would leave Maya in any kind of danger.
Jade tripped along beside Tony as they walked from the condo to Commercial Street. Even though they’d just had breakfast, Tony was contemplating saltwater taffy when a burly bloke in three-quarter-length shorts and a ripped T-shirt, wearing about three days of stubble, jumped out of nowhere and shoved a flyer into her hand. “Dune tour,” he said with a whisky-barrel voice.
“Okay, cheers,” Tony said brightly, taking the flyer and keeping walking. She wondered if she should get blueberry flavor or chocolate malt. What could beat the fruity fresh tang of blueberries? Then again, how retro drugstore was chocolate malt? Chocolaty and yet malty—
“Special offer.” The guy plonked himself in front of Jade, waving a flyer in her face. She blinked at the picture of a jeep in front of a very large sand dune. “You don’t wanna miss this, folks.”
“Thanks. Maybe tomorrow,” Jade muttered, stepping out of the way of a group of gay surfboarder types, her eyes agog at their high cutoffs and tight bum cheeks.
“Two for one, today only,” the dune tour bloke pleaded.
“I love two for one!” One of the boarders snatched a flyer out of the tour bloke’s hand. “Dune tour, I love dunes!” he cooed, pulling his friends en masse toward the tour guy and effectively trapping Jade. Tony walked back to her.
“Let’s do it. Let’s do the dunes. Okay, Grizzly Adams, we’ll take four spaces,” said a surfer guy in shockingly tight, faded denim cutoffs, thrusting dollar bills at the tour bloke.
He took the money, still frowning at Jade. “You folks head for the SUV across the street. I’ll be with you in a minute.”
Finally, the sidewalk cleared and Jade took a step toward Tony.
“Look, I only got two places left. I shouldn’t do this, but why don’t you guys take the spots, no charge?” Dune tour bloke seemed almost desperate. Tony felt sorry for him. Times were hard everywhere.
“No charge?” Jade repeated in disbelief.
The tour bloke lowered his voice. “We’re a new company, ma’am, just starting out. All you gotta do is tell folks about us. It’s worth it, I promise. It’s beautiful out there. You won’t see nothing like it anywhere.”
Jade turned to me. “What do you think, Tony? We were meaning to go on a dune tour.”
Tony frowned. Naturally suspicious of anything that seemed too good to be true, she was wondering what the catch was. Jade leaned forward to whisper in her ear, “Doug’s shack is out there, isn’t it? Maybe we can slip off and find it. Doug might even be there.”
Jade had a point. Doug’s ghost might be stronger in the place he died.
“Anyway,” Jade whispered, “it might be better if we’re not seen near Maya’s house today.”
Tony pushed her reservations aside and shrugged. She hadn’t seen the point of talking to Doug’s friends anyway. “Okay then, lead on.”
The tour guide led them across the street to two black open-topped SUVs. “Hop in, girls,” he said, getting into the driving seat of the nearest one and clamping a cowboy hat on his head. Two of the surfer queens were already sitting behind, so Tony squeezed in next to them, leaving Jade to sit up front. The other surfer queens were in front of them in another SUV.
It was a pleasant ride out to the dunes, along Route 6, following the signs to Wellfleet. Tony felt appropriately dressed in her khaki shorts and soft blue T-shirt, freshly purchased from a beach clothes store near the town hall. The sun beat down from a perfect hazy blue sky, and the breeze ruffling her hair through the open top was welcome.
The minute the SUV turned onto a track and entered the National Seashore Park, the sand from a thousand sand dunes blew into her eyes and got immediately trapped under her contact lenses. While the tour guy cheerfully pointed out beaches to the left and the Pilgrim Monument to the right, Tony ground her teeth in agony, not able to see a thing.
“Get out now, you short-sighted fool!” Deirdre hissed in her ear, making Tony jump in her seat. She groped in Jade’s direction till she found the back of her head.
“Did you hear that?” she screeched into the comforting bristly smoothness of Jade’s shaved head. Tony felt her nod as the SUV bounced along hills and bumps.
The tour bloke was saying in his whisky barrel voice that when the Pilgrims came, the area was hardwood forest. “By the eighteen hundreds, it had all been cut down, leading to man-made erosion that created the dune park you see today. In the nineteen twenties, an artist colony built a group of shacks. There were ninety in their day, but with the storms we get here, many of those have now been blown or washed away, leaving around twenty. We’ll be driving past some of those shacks later.”
Tony felt the SUV slowing down. “Apart from some folks camping out in their shacks, you might also see coyotes, small white-tailed deer, fox, possums, raccoons, and snakes. Uh-oh…” The jeep cranked slowly to the top of a dune and shuddered to a stop as Tony wiped a small bucket of sand out of her eyes. She blinked, taking in the desert landscape. Now the excruciating pain had gone, it was really quite pretty.
“Hey, folks, we gotta problem.” The tour guy was leaning one arm over the back of the driving seat, a frown across his face. “Seems the old jalopy’s playing up. Why don’t you take a look around while I see what I can do? Stay to the trails and don’t walk on the dune grass, folks. It’s protected.”
Tony clambered out of the jeep and sucked a long breath in, knocked out by the beauty of the place: sand and scrub in all directions under a misty sky that just wouldn’t quit. She felt Jade’s hand slip into hers. “Oh my God!” she said huskily, sending a tingle up Tony’s spine. It was unlikely they would ever be lovers, and Tony was definitely hooked into Maya anyway, but she still got how sexy Jade was. She pulled on Tony’s hand, tugging her, slipping and sliding up to the top of a massive dune.
At the top, Tony stopped, drinking in the awesome silence. The only sound was the wind, stirring the plug-tuft grasses and low pine. Sand and scrub bounced up into hills and dipped down into valleys in all directions, creating a rippling sea of honey and green under the misty pale blue sky. They were high enough to see a long, wide beach ahead where pale gold sand stretched for miles, sloping almost imperceptibly to rolling waves. For several long minutes, they just stood and stared. Then Tony remembered Deirdre.
“I heard Deirdre, in the jeep, but I didn’t see her.”
Jade tore her eyes from the landscape. “I heard her too.”
“But then I couldn’t see much at the time. I had sand in my eyes. By the time we stopped, she’d gone. What do you think it means?”
Jade shrugged. “Was she trying to tell us to get away from this place, or get out of the jeep or what?”
Tony frowned. “I don’t know.” She looked around trying to see the two jeeps, but they were behind a smaller dune to their left. “Perhaps we’d better go back.”
As they got nearer to the stopping place, she saw one of the jeeps had gone, and so had all the surfer queens. The burly guide was still there with a tall, relatively clean-shaven, but creepy tour guide from the other jeep.
“Where were you two?” Burly Tour Guy called as Tony came into view. “I tried to find you. We’re stuck. The others have gone on ahead. We’re going to have to wait for a tow now.”
Tony felt uneasy. It suddenly felt very lonely: Jade and her out in the wilderness with two strangers.
“Something smells fishy to me,” Deirdre whispered in her ear. Tony looked around but couldn’t see her. “They’re stinky. Take off.”
“Well, we may as well look around some more.” Tony nudged Jade and started backing away.
The tour guy took a step toward Tony, his mustache bristling. “Why not sit inside the vehicle? I don’t want to have to come find you again. It’ll be safer that way,” he said, taking another step in their direction. “Can get awful dangerous out here.”
“Sure can.” His creepy, tall friend nodded.
“We won’t go far,” Tony lied, grabbing Jade’s hand. Then she turned and walked away as briskly as she could in the shifting sand. As they walked past the little dune, Tony looked back. They had their heads together, glancing up in their direction. Then one walked over to the SUV. Tony picked up the pace, not liking the situation at all and wondering where the hell Deirdre was when they needed her.
On cue, Deirdre appeared beside her looking misty. “Concentrate, for God’s sake, it’s really hard getting through,” she snapped.
Jade was looking over her shoulder, Tony pulled them straight ahead as hard as she could, aiming for a foresty-looking place in the distance. Tony was feeling very exposed in the dune park. As she stumbled and slid through the soft sand, she harnessed all the psychic power she could muster, though she wasn’t quite sure what she was doing. She concentrated on drawing Deirdre to her, like she was mentally summoning her. Suddenly, Tony saw her, right in front of her, in a crazy eighties vivid pink gingham bikini. Tony stopped short, her eyes boggling.
“Finally!” Deirdre said, pouting furiously. “It’s impossible getting through here. Anyway, what are you stopping for? Move your sweet tusha-mungos. Those bad boys are coming at you with tire irons and baseball bats.”
Before Tony had time to look, Jade screamed, “They’re coming, they’re coming!” She dropped Tony’s hand and took off toward the forest ahead. Tony ran after her.
Within minutes, Tony’s heart was pounding clear up into her throat. Running through the shifting sand was a nightmare. The sun was beating down mercilessly and she seriously regretted leaving her baseball cap in the jeep. Her mouth was bone-dry, yet the rest of her was drenched in sweat. She didn’t dare look back, and didn’t need to because Deirdre was shouting out a terrifying running commentary.
“Get a move on. They’ve got past the little dune and they look really mad!” she said when they were at least 200 meters from the trees.
“Faster! Faster! I can see the yellow of their teeth. Well, I’m guessing their teeth are yellow. I can’t see their teeth yet, just their disgusting beer bellies wobbling as they run. They haven’t caught up yet, but that’s only because they’re so unfit. If they were in better shape they’d have cut you up and thrown you to the coyotes by now.”
“Coyotes!” Jade shrieked, kicking up harder in front and throwing sand back in Tony’s face.
Through streaming eyes and burning lungs, Tony saw some low pine trees coming into view. She pushed her protesting limbs harder, picking up speed a little.
“Quick! Get into that thicket. It’s very appropriate for you two,” Deirdre cried as they pounded into the scrubbly wood. Tony saw Deirdre pointing to a tight cluster of sagebrush, so she pulled Jade into it, diving into the very center. That was when she discovered that shorts and a T-shirt are no protection from vicious, prickly shrubs. She lay on the rough, spiny, yet sandy ground, panting and wincing.
“Why did you pull us into a thorn bush?” Jade said angrily, and then froze as they heard two sets of thudding footsteps.
“Where did those dyke bitches go?” Tony recognized the tour guide’s whisky barrel voice. It had a very nasty edge to it.
“They ain’t gonna get far. There’s nowhere to go.” She could hear the other guy gasping for air. Through a crack in the bushes, she could see a long, hairy arm, bent over, and a baseball bat dangling.
“Oh no, I’m losing you,” Deirdre said, sounding like someone on a mobile phone that was breaking up. “Get to the shacks and grab something of Doug’s. That’ll help.” Then she faded away.
Jade gripped Tony’s arm. They were both trying to breathe really quietly. Footsteps walked past their cluster of bushes and stopped.
“Can’t see them. Let’s check over there,” Whisky Barrel growled. Two sets of footsteps went quickly away.
“Did you see where the beach shacks are?” Tony whispered.
Jade’s grip loosened on Tony’s arm slightly as she thought. Beads of sweat had broken out across Jade’s forehead. She was bleeding from several scratches. Tony felt moisture trickling down her own neck and hoped it was sweat.
“I saw a couple in the distance as we drove along the track, about the time Deirdre told us to get out of the jeep. When we stopped, they would have been behind us, to the right.”
“Away from the big sand dune we climbed?”
“Yeah. So from here they would be left by those pine trees where we came in.” Jade’s voice sounded croaky, Tony guessed from dehydration and sand. “But look, why don’t we stay put? They didn’t find us just now. Perhaps if we lie here quietly till dark, we’ll be okay. That is if you stop making that rustling noise,” Jade said crisply.
“I’m not making a rustling noise,” Tony said. They both froze, listening. Then Tony saw it: a striped, sand-yellow and brown snake sliding under the brush toward her foot. “Aghhh,” she said in a strangled voice. The snake’s flat head snapped in her direction, then it hissed sharply, chilling her blood. She wanted to move her foot but was terrified the snake would strike. Jade’s fingernails dug into her arm. The snake’s dark eyes looked straight at Tony. A brown tongue flicked out between sand-colored lips, tasting the air. Gingerly, very slowly, Tony inched away from it. Outside the bushes, they heard a crack of foot on twig. In an instant, the snake’s head flattened further and the snake rose like a cobra. In a frozen moment, they all felt the vibration of another footstep, closer. The snake’s head turned in the direction of the vibration, and then inexplicably it rolled over, its dark tongue lolling out of the side of its mouth. Tony and Jade shot a quick, puzzled glance at each other and then they were both scrambling out of the bushes.
Tony shot out of the spiky thicket and tore off, glancing back to see where the tour guys were. What she saw froze her blood all over again. There was just the tall tour guide, but he was advancing on Jade, whose shirt was snagged on a branch. She struggled furiously to free herself. Tony turned back as the tall tour guy swung his baseball bat at Jade’s head. Jade pulled free and managed to block the blow with her right hand. As the bat came down, Tony heard a crunch and Jade screamed in pain.
As he lifted the bat again, Tony ran hell for leather, straight at him. The impact sent them both down. Beneath Tony, his head hit the ground with a crack and his eyes closed. Snatching a breath, she rolled off him, taking the bat from his limp fingers.
Jade was ashen. “Can you run?” Tony asked, scanning for the other guy. She nodded, biting her lip.
They broke out of the small pine wood into the heavy heat of late afternoon. As they ran, Tony was looking everywhere for the tour guy and trying to keep them in the right direction for the shacks. Jade was making little rhythmic grunts of pain. Completely exposed, they slipped and slid in the loose sand around the side of a dune, not knowing who they’d run into at any moment. Sweat poured off Tony. Her breath caught in her throat. Her leg muscles burned, and the bat was getting heavier and heavier in her hand, but she gritted her teeth knowing it must be harder for Jade.
At last, Tony saw low roofs in the distance. Unable to speak, she jabbed in their direction. Jade nodded grimly.
Deirdre’s faint voice came out of nowhere, “Head for the little, flaky blue one.”
Tony looked hard, searching for anything blue. Then she saw it: a clapboard shack, set off by itself a bit, the door looking out to sea. It was flaky all right, and the palest, prettiest, duck egg blue. Tony forced her protesting legs to pick up speed for the final thirty meters, still looking everywhere for the tour blokes.
The little shack’s weather-beaten door loomed into view.
“Not inside. Underneath. Go to the left, lift the board in the corner. Get under and stay there till dark.” Deirdre’s voice was clipped and muffled.
Tony went round the side of the shack and prodded the baseboard with the bat. Sure enough, a portion pushed away. “Do you want me to go in first, or should I help you?” Tony asked Jade.
“You. First,” Jade forced the words out.
Gritting her teeth against what might already be hiding there, Tony slipped through the hole and into the dark, sandy underbelly of the shack. There was no room to sit up, so she had to crawl, even then flattening her back as low as possible. Light streamed through cracks in the boarding, creating a misty, golden half-light. Quickly, she pulled the loose board inward, wedging it behind her shoulders so Jade could lean on her as she clambered in, one-handed.
Tony let the board fall back into place and then, as quietly and carefully as she could, she gingerly prodded the low cavity with the bat, inching through sand, cobwebs, and God knows what else. She was paranoid about snakes or other creatures forcing them back out.
Satisfied nothing was lurking there, she flopped carefully next to Jade. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she saw Jade’s wrist was swollen. Jade’s skin was ashen and covered with scratches. Blood, sand, and grit had stuck to some of the gashes. Tony’s heart sank. She was worried Jade needed medical attention, and they had to stay under the shack for several hours at least. With a quick glance at her watch, Tony made out it was quarter past four.
“How you doing?” Tony asked in a low, husky voice.
Jade took a deep breath. “Okay,” she croaked. “I think I’ve hurt my arm.”
They both looked at the red, swollen wrist. “I hope you haven’t broken it,” Tony said gently. Jade’s eyes closed and she lay back, breathing shallowly. Tony wished she had some water. She wished she carried a handkerchief in her pocket like she always meant to because she thought it was old-fashioned and cool. She wished there was something she could do to make Jade more comfortable. Tony very lightly stroked her other arm, hoping gentle massage would help.
A short while later, Tony heard someone go up the steps to the shack and push open the door, and then she could hear two sets of footsteps walking across the floor above their heads. Jade tensed beside her. Tony crawled so her body was pushed up against the loose board, making sure it was flush as far as anyone outside was concerned.
Minutes later, Tony heard the door open again and the whisky barrel voice. “Look in all the shacks.” Noises of other doors being opened followed, and footsteps walking across wooden floorboards farther away. They lay listening as the sounds of shacks being searched got fainter and fainter. Though Tony still had half an ear on guard duty, the dim, lazy heat was getting to her. She yawned, her eyelids heavy, aware Jade was lightly dozing, her cheek resting on Tony’s shoulder.
When Tony opened her eyes again, it was dark. She had a quick panic, remembering the snake and not wanting to think of things climbing over them while they slept. She shifted her cramped, sore limbs. Her mouth was bone dry and her throat gritty. Jade stirred beside her.
“How are you feeling?” Tony said, then shut up immediately. Someone was walking toward the shack, talking. As she could only hear one side of the conversation, she guessed he was talking on a mobile.
“No, we’re gonna give up.” Whisky barrel voice guy sounded tired and curt. “Yes. Everywhere. Three times…I don’t know how. But they must have slipped past us…Of course I have. I’m there now.” Tony heard the shack door opening and then closing. “It’s as empty and beaten up as always…Look, where they gonna go? Micky’s outside their condo now. They’ll show up sooner or later…Well, what the hell can they tell the sheriff? There’s no witnesses…No, I dropped them at the Boston Ferry, sailed hours ago. Day-trippers…” His voice started fading as he walked away. “If I was those dykes, I’d be outta here. That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?”
Tony waited another ten minutes, counting the seconds in her head because she couldn’t see her watch anymore. Then she pried back the loose board and peered out into purple dusk. The air was warm and expectant. She poked her head through and looked in both directions. There were no human sounds, only distant surf and the gentle buzz of crickets.
“I’m going outside to check it’s clear,” she told Jade.
Tony crept out and scouted around the shack, and then, seeing nothing, she circled the huts nearby. She saw no one in any direction, just shadowy beach shacks, looming dunes, and indigo waves, cresting lilac as they spun to shore.
Back at Doug’s shack, she was bending down to pull back the board when a paintbrush, near the step and just visible in the moonlight, caught her eye. She remembered Deirdre saying to get something of Doug’s, so she slipped it into her pocket.
Tony popped her head under the shack. “Let’s go.”
Jade struggled out and was wincing as she tested her limbs when Deirdre materialized strongly. Tony noticed she still had the gingham bikini on, but it was covered in a swirly, multicolored beach robe that managed to have shoulder pads in it. “Where are you going?” she asked abruptly.
“I need to get Jade to a doctor,” Tony said.
Deirdre shook her head. “You’ve got bigger problems than that. Get inside Doug’s sordid little hut, we need to make a plan.”
Tony frowned. She wanted to get Jade some medical attention. Deirdre clicked her fingers under Tony’s nose. “Don’t bother having ideas of your own! That never bodes well. Do as I say, you Sapphic sop, and we might just save the day.”
Inside, the heat of the day lay heavy on the dank air.
“Lantern and matches on the table,” Deirdre said.
Tony walked carefully across the dim cabin toward a rickety old table. She found matches by feeling around a brass hurricane lamp, then lifted the lid, smelling the familiar smell of kerosene. She struck a match and held it to the wick. The lamp sprang to life, throwing amber light into the room.
A small bed took up most of the rear wall. Jade walked stiffly over to it and sat down.
“Get some sea water. There’s some kind of rag over there, and there must be a pot somewhere in this hovel.” Deirdre pointed to a sink with no taps set on a wooden unit against the wall.
Tony headed over. It was a kitchen area with plates, cutlery, two mugs, and a couple of pans stacked on a wooden shelf. There was a towel sitting beside it. A rusting kerosene stove stood next to the sink, and a cupboard housed what looked to be damp and aging supplies of sugar, tea, flour, and a solitary packet of biscuits. “Why do I need—”
“Just get the water. You’re running out of time. Where is that flaky artist when you need him?” Deirdre grumbled.
Tony took a pan and the towel and headed off to the beach.
The purple sky was almost jet, except for a violet luminescence encircling the full moon. An aura of pale blue moonlight guided her path down to the waves rolling and crashing ahead. Crabs scuttled away from her footsteps in all directions on the wide, empty, damp sand. Thousands of stars pinpricked the sky’s dark canvas. She slipped off her trainers and walked into the sea. The salty water stung her scratches. As she bent to soak the towel, Doug appeared silently beside her. He looked troubled.
The squat silhouette of Doug’s shack, slightly raised on its small dune, looked welcoming now that warm, golden lamplight glowed through the small square window. The flaky duck egg paint of its shingles glowed magically in the moonlight. Doug walked confidently ahead of them and disappeared through the wall.
Jade was sitting up. She was clutching her wrist but looked a little better.
“Wet the rag and lay it over her wrist,” Deirdre instructed. “And get some water on her cuts.”
“Lucky that snake didn’t bite,” Jade mumbled as Tony began cleaning her scratches.
“It was an eastern hognose. Wouldn’t have harmed you,” Doug said.
“That’s easy for you to say.” Tony rinsed out the cloth. “It rose up like a cobra. In fact, I thought it might be a cobra. I’ve never actually seen one,” she said more quietly. “I’m not sure it was a real snake anyway. It behaved very strangely.”
“But I saw it,” Jade said.
“Well, why did it roll over like that? Its tongue was hanging out of its mouth and it smelled awful,” Tony continued.
“Was that the snake?” Jade asked.
“Yes. What did you think it was?” Tony frowned.
“Well, I thought you were scared and you’d—”
“Oh, for goodness sake,” Tony interrupted.
“That’s a clever trick of the hognose, the smell and everything. It’s to make you think it’s dead.” Doug laughed, and then his face turned anxious again. “Do you think she’ll be okay if you leave her here?”
“Why would I do that?”
Doug and Deirdre exchanged a look.
Doug sat down on the rickety table. Backlight from the oil lamp glowed through him. “Pete knows exactly who you are. He sent those sons of bitches to scare you off. Now that they’ve failed, he’s going to move his plan forward.”
Tony remembered Maya talking about Doug and his grip on reality. His eyes never left Tony, following her every movement. “Are you sure about this? Why would your brother want to hurt Maya?”
“Pete’s dangerous,” Doug said. “He’s messed about all his life in that shaman shit. Though he did a good job of pretending to be good. For years, he was quiet and dependable, just like when he was a boy. You’d think butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. But he was the same then. The times I got blamed for shit he’d done. Anyway, even I thought he was good when he got back from Mexico. He looked out for Maya. But one of the times I went a bit crazy I must have run into a good spirit, and she warned me about him. She was a voice in my head, a groovy female voice, like an angel. She whispered to watch my back and look out for my wife and child. I warned them, of course—to be careful, to never be alone with Pete, but Maya and her mother just put it down to my paranoia. I was right, though. I had no real idea how powerful he was till I passed over. I don’t really know why, but I know he’ll kill Maya. Just like he killed me.”
The breath froze in Tony’s throat. “He did? How?”
“The day I died, I was painting just out there on the beach. Pete was nearby meditating. He did that sometimes. Apparently, he saw the signs of a storm brewing. He tried to make me pack up and go home. I wasn’t afraid of a storm. He wouldn’t let up, so I told him he was as bad as Maya, always fussing. He got that pinched, pious look he used to have and said it was my fault Maya had left, that she was sick of looking after me. That was a twisted thing to say. Who was he to tell me about my own kid? Then it was out of my mouth. I told him Maya had gone because she was gay. You’d have thought I’d told him she was a porn star. He was shouting, ‘No she’s not, not Maya!’
“The storm blew in proper then, and it was awesome. I was distracted by the lightning firing over a foaming mass of gray cloud and sea when he grabbed me from behind. He was shouting ‘Liar! Liar! Liar!’ over and over as he dragged me into the sea and held me down. Held my head under the water till I drowned.”
Deirdre put her arm around him.
“I’m sorry,” Tony said.
Doug turned to her. Fear flashed in his eyes. “And here’s the thing, kid, you need to go to his boat right now and hide on it. He’s moved the fishing trip up. It’s tonight.”



Chapter Sixteen
 
Tony crouched in the damp, smelly boughs of the dinghy lifeboat strapped to one end of the lower deck. The tarp over her head barely kept out the bitter arctic wind. The swell of the boat had increased dramatically about five minutes previously, when Doug had announced they were clear of the harbor. Deirdre and Doug both wafted around her. Fortunately, they were keeping quiet so they could all hear if anyone came onto the lower deck.
Jade was, hopefully well hidden in the galley part of the covered deck. She’d insisted on coming with her. Tony had only agreed when it was obvious Jade’s plan was much better than hers. Jade was waiting for a signal from Tony that Pete Silva was about to strike. She had pointed out they needed hard evidence to get him put away. Jade was armed with her camcorder and the chloroform. Tony’s plan had been to protect Maya at any cost, and she was still prepared to revert to that. She pressed the baseball bat closer to her side, knowing, despite what had transpired between them, she would risk her life to save Maya’s. Tony had a text ready to go to Jade at the press of Send.
They had hiked to the main road from the dunes and called a cab to bring them to the harbor. That had been hours ago. It felt like a long time since she’d been able to stretch her cramped muscles or breathe air that wasn’t filtered through heavy plastic. Her body generally hurt like hell, and she had a hell of a dehydration thirst on, but Tony ignored all of it. Wind flapped around the boat, slapping against the tarp, and waves rose and fell rhythmically, just rising above the juddering purr of the boat’s diesel engines.
Suddenly, the engines cut out. There was a second of near quiet, and then the waves and wind rose simultaneously, making the boat pitch dramatically. From the other end of the boat came the sound of a chain rattling through a pulley.
“Droppin’ anchor. Time to text Jade,” Doug said.
Tony quickly pressed Send, checked the text had gone, and then shoved her phone deep into the pocket of her waterproof jacket. The wind was still rising and pulling at the tarp over her head.
“They’re coming,” Doug said grimly.
Adrenaline rushed through Tony’s bloodstream. She gripped the bat hard, ready to move at any second.
“Looks like a bit of a squall’s coming in, Uncle Pete.” Maya’s voice carried over the wind and waves, moving toward her. Tony heard the sound of equipment dumped on the deck; it sounded nearby. “I don’t know how good the fishing will be. What do you think?”
The tarp shifted and tightened in one corner. “I feel my luck’s in.” Pete’s voice boomed above the wind and waves, right next to the dingy. A jolt of fear shot through Tony. “In fact, we’ve already hooked a couple a big ’uns.”
The tarp lifted clear away, exposing her. She looked up into Pete’s grim face. “Get out,” he snarled. From the glint in his right hand, Tony saw he had a gun, pointing right at her. She dropped the bat, pushing it into the side of the boat, hoping to keep it out of sight.
The boat was lurching from side to side, making any movement difficult. Not that it seemed to bother Pete. Or Maya, for that matter. She was standing right at the stern of the boat with some fishing nets. “Go stand next to her,” Pete said.
As Tony stumbled across the rolling boat, Maya said, “For God’s sake, Tony!” Then she turned to her uncle. “It’s okay. I know her. You don’t need the gun. She’s not dangerous.”
Pete smiled strangely, still training the pistol on them. “You think I don’t have webcams on this boat? Your friend is lying tied up and flat out on the galley floor. I think maybe her wrist got broken in the struggle. Plucky bitch got me with my own chloroform! It’s a pity she didn’t know it only knocks you out for a few minutes. That’s why I was carrying a syringe full of sedative.”
Tony swallowed, feeling sick. She subtly tried to edge in front of Maya. Tony glanced at her. She was staring at Pete dumbfounded.
Pete peered into the turbulent purple sky. Spray-laden wind whipped Tony’s face, freezing her skin numb. “He’s helping you, isn’t he? That son of a bitch.”
“Yes, he is,” Tony said quietly.
“That’s the way to go. Needle him, kid,” Doug said, standing on Pete’s left side.
“Where is he?” A tremor of fear pulsed through Pete’s voice.
“Right beside you,” Tony said, nodding in Doug’s direction.
“It was for the best!” Pete shouted. “You didn’t know about Pa. I had to do it. He passed it on to us. Well, to you anyway.”
“You shouldn’t have killed him,” Tony said, raising her voice above the roar of the wind and waves. “He’s got more power now than he had on earth.”
“What?” Pete’s head snapped back to Tony.
Tony swallowed. She hadn’t really thought about it until she said it. Having stumbled upon an advantage, she pressed on. “Sure. Who do you think told me to come here? Who kept me safe on the dunes? Who told me you were going to kill Maya?” Tony said, enjoying the effect her words were having on Pete. He was clearly shaken; his eyes started to glow.
“You killed him? You killed my dad?” Maya asked, her voice choked and broken.
“I had to,” Pete said quietly. “You don’t understand. Maya, I don’t want to do this, but Jose was right, we’re all polluted. The whole damn lot of us.”
“Who the hell is Jose?” Maya was shaking.
“You’re queer. Your father was crazy. Your grandpa was probably both. I have to put you out of your misery, Maya. Jose explained it to me. You’re like a rabid dog.”
“If I ever meet this Jose I’ll give him a slap,” Tony muttered.
He took a step toward them. Thinking fast, Tony slipped in front of Maya.
“How are you going to explain bullets in us?” she asked. He stopped. A wave swelled, crashing over the edge of the boat, pooling water under the bench seats. Pete’s eyes were fixed on the rising sea. Quickly, Tony whispered in Maya’s ear, “Baseball bat in the dingy.”
“Get away from her!” Pete shouted.
“Like I said, how are you going to explain bullets? When they fish our bodies out of the water.”
To Tony’s surprise, he nodded. “You’re right,” he said, putting the safety catch on and stowing the pistol in his pocket. His hand reemerged with a claw hammer. “Blunt trauma, that’s what they’ll be looking for. Okay, Maya, you need to stand close to that railing.”
Tony followed Pete’s gaze to the railing behind Maya. It was blowing in the fierce wind, straining against loosened bolts.
“Come on, be a good girl. It’s really for the best. Look, it’s not easy for me either. It’s not very nice to do this to one person, let alone three.”
“Three?” Tony asked, eying the pocket where Pete had stashed the gun.
“You two and your sleeping friend.”
“How the hell will you explain three people falling overboard?” Tony inched a step closer.
“Oh, they’ll believe it.” Pete raised the hammer. “On a terrible, stormy night like this.”
“It’s a bit windy, but I’d hardly call it a storm,” Tony said, bracing herself against the pitch of the boat. If I could just grab that claw hammer…
Pete smiled in a pathetic way. “I’ve been wanting to show you this, Maya. You’ll be proud of me.”
Pete puffed his lips out and blew. As the sound of his breath died away, the wind suddenly whipped across the bow of the boat, throwing Tony back to Maya. Her hand gripped Tony’s arm as waves lifted sharply all around them, tossing the boat like it was made of plastic. Water poured over the sides, and flooded the deck. Thunder boomed above. The boat cracked and creaked like it was about to break apart.
“He’s a storm wizard,” Deirdre said, awestruck.
“Now you tell me,” Tony snapped, floundering on the slippery deck.
“Concentrate as hard as you can on Doug,” Deirdre said urgently.
“Huh?” Tony was concentrating as hard as she could on staying upright.
“We need to make Pete see him. Make Doug as solid as you can.”
Slipping and sliding, with a wall of spray slamming into her face, with Pete walking toward her, the hammer poised to smash down on her skull, Tony visualized Doug as solid as concrete. Solid and heavy and very, very real.
Three steps from Tony, Pete stopped and laughed, his head thrown up into the sky. Sheets of rain appeared out of nowhere—icy, freezing rain that soaked her to the skin. Pete looked at her, a triumphant smile peeling back his lips. For a horrible moment, she didn’t know if she could take him. He looked invincible. Doug was standing between them, his back to Tony. She sent everything she had into his ghostly body, trying to make it flesh.
Lightning flashed right above them. Pete screamed. Tony guessed he’d finally seen Doug, and she went for the hammer, throwing Pete off balance. As he struggled with his footing, Tony scrabbled about in his pocket for the gun, still holding on to the hammer with her other hand. An almighty wave poured over the side, smashing them into the wall of the covered deck. They went down and she lost her grip on both weapons. As the boat rolled like a fairground ride, she saw the gun slide across the deck and drop overboard.
Pete came at her as she scrambled to her feet. He still had hold of the hammer, and it was coming down. Tony blocked with her left hand, feeling a sickening pain clear up to her shoulder. She grappled with Pete, head-butting him. There was a satisfying crunch, and then a sudden sharp roll of the boat sent them both hurtling into the railings. They buckled. For a frozen moment, Tony and Pete stopped fighting and looked down, too late, as the railings gave way and they plunged through driving rain into raging sea.
Ice water slapped the air out of Tony. She went under, the weight of her clothes pulling her down. Flailing hard against the seething torrent, her injured arm protested as she clawed her way up. Immediately, she was flung from wave to mass of black wave as she tried to locate the boat. And then, right in front of her, from the middle of a huge rolling wall of water, Pete shot up like a whale coming up for air.
A strange yellow light glowed from his eyes. It held Tony to that swirling spot. She had a sense that everything had come to this. In two strokes, he loomed over her. Water rained down and there she was finally, her nightmare made flesh, Pete grinning as he forced her under.
Down through green depths, with a body like lead, Tony sank into nothingness. Seaweed snaked around her legs and arms, pinning her limbs to her body, and pulling her down. She sank with a sense of déjà vu, feeling the familiarity of all the times she’d lived this in her dreams…
It was less turbulent underwater, and quieter. An eerie gurgling and splashing vibrated around her ears. Even as a fire started in her lungs, she felt calm wash over her. She knew all she had to do was obey the ache in her chest, and take a breath. She stopped struggling, let her body sink, prepared herself to give in—and then suddenly her head was filled with a sweet voice, a voice so comforting, strong, and familiar her whole body flooded with love and tears. It’s not your time, Antonia. Push up.
A brilliant flash lit the surface above. Reach past your fears, Antonia. Push up… Fighting the weight of her clothes and her protesting lungs and limbs, Tony forced herself to swim. She clawed her way past seaweed and flailing water until she broke the surface. Coughing and spluttering, she gasped great gulps of air.
The rain had stopped. The waves were still rolling hard, but the force had gone out of them. The storm was over. Tony looked around for Pete, but somehow she wasn’t scared anymore. She saw the dim lights and the big hulk of the boat about fifty meters ahead. Doggedly, she began to swim, forcing her leaden arms and legs toward it. A bright flashlight cut across the water, danced over her head, away, and then landed back on her.
“Tony!” Maya’s voice called out over the chop and churn of the waves. “Here!”
Silhouetted by the boat lights behind her, she threw a yellow inflated lifejacket into the water. Tony hung on, using its buoyancy to swim to the boat.
Maya called out, “I’m throwing a rope over.”
Tony pulled on it, testing it would take her weight.
“If you can’t climb up, I’ll throw the dinghy over. But it would be better to get you onboard.” Maya’s voice was very clear, very precise. Treading water, Tony tied the end of the rope around her waist.
She felt a tug on the rope and was lifted out of the water. She flailed against the slippery hull. As soon as she could, Tony grabbed the railings with numb hands, and hauled herself up the last meter. Finally, she clambered onboard and lay panting on the wet deck.
“Oh God, Tony.” Maya knelt beside her. She kissed Tony lightly on the lips. “I thought I’d lost you,” she said softly, her face streaked with tears. She helped Tony sit up. “I’ve radioed for help. We really should get you into the warm, and into some dry clothes.”
“In a minute,” Tony murmured. She was shivering and numb with cold, but all she wanted to do was lie in Maya’s arms.



Chapter Seventeen
 
Maya was struggling to come to terms with her uncle’s betrayal. She woke sweating in the night, raw with terrifying flashbacks: the barrel of a gun, Tony and Uncle Pete crashing overboard, Tony disappearing under churning waves. And the bit that played over and over in her waking and dreaming thoughts: a sudden, brilliant fork of lightning striking Uncle Pete, his body arching and then whipped away by waves to leave only the stench of burning.
Pete Silva’s body was recovered two days after he was swept away, washed up onto the beach at Race Point. Maya knew Pete was dead, as she’d seen him lying pale, burnt, and bloated on a gurney at the clinic. But somewhere in the terrors of her mind, he was still alive.
Tony was an oasis of calm and gentleness. Being around her made Maya feel safe. The events had reignited Maya’s feelings for Tony, but in her mixed-up state, she was being cautious. What if her feelings were just born of fear? In any case, Maya doubted Tony would want her now, after the hurtful things Maya had said, and all the times she hadn’t believed her. One thing Maya clung to: Tony had been right, and Tony had risked her life for her. She knew Tony had been telling the truth about seeing ghosts. For a brief moment on the boat, Maya had seen her father, standing between Uncle Pete and Tony.
The day after the storm, Tony had put her arms around Maya and offered to be her friend. Maya had sunk into the embrace, relieved and warmed by Tony’s offer. Afterward, when she understood the extent of her feelings for Tony, she replayed that moment and wondered if friend was all Tony wanted to be.
Maya had a need to go over old ground. She asked Tony to come and spend some time at Doug’s shack.
The sun hung high over a hazy sky. Tony wanted to lie on the beach and “catch some rays.”
Maya admired Tony’s oiled body under her sunglasses for a while, under the pretense of reading. But she couldn’t shake the restlessness surfing through her veins. So she took a walk along the beach, letting the gentle ebb and flow of the waves set the pace of her steps. Black and white gulls hopped along the wet packed sand. Others called overhead, adding their voices to the crash of sea and rustle of wind through sea grasses. The salt smell cut a fresh, clean line through Maya’s pain.
She turned away from the sea and walked into the dunes. The thin, hard, green cord-like grass whipped her bare legs and sandaled toes. Maya stopped at a patch of Arctostaphylos uvi-ursi: bearberry. She bent to pick some of the fat, green pear-shaped leaves, admiring the small pink flowers. Bearberry was a strong disinfectant, astringent, and urinary antiseptic, good for kidney stones and urinary infections. Maya would dry the leaves on the sun-bleached windows of the beach shack. Clutching a small bundle of leaves, Maya walked on to the gulley at the bottom of a long dune ridge that nestled a wild cranberry bog. Spidery stems of the low spreading cranberry bushes ran in dark green and rust drifts over the ochre sand. Maya filled the pockets of her shorts with bright red berries and then sat on the loose, warm sand, letting the wind gently ruffle her hair. Maya sat until the sun was turning deep golden amber and beginning to dip into the ocean. Then she headed back to the beach shack, enjoying the warmth that flowed up from the sand beneath her feet. Unable to see Tony anywhere, Maya went inside the shack, happily focused on the simple task of laying out the bearberry leaves and putting the cranberries into a blue bowl.
Maya felt Tony’s presence before she saw her. She turned as Tony pushed the beach shack door shut. She was wet from the sea, wearing boxers and a thin T-shirt that clung to her body. Water dripped from her hair and ran in rivulets down her torso. Maya swallowed, lust scorching through her. Tony strode across the room, her chiseled face serious. Maya saw the rise and fall of her chest.
“Are you all right?” Maya tried to ask.
Tony pulled Maya up against her damp, taut body. Maya felt the tension pulsing through Tony, and there was an answering throb between her own legs.
“I don’t care about tomorrow, I don’t care if we’re right for each other or not. I nearly lost you. I have to have you. Here, now.” Tony kissed her, her soft lips insistent.
Maya’s head had control for one second, one second to consider how wise this was before Maya’s body took over and she kissed Tony back. she let go, let Tony take control, let Tony walk her over to the rickety old bed and lay her down on it.
Tony’s sweet fingers stripped Maya naked, even as Maya, unable to keep her hands off Tony, peeled off the wet T-shirt and boxers. Tony stood a moment, completely naked, smiling down at Maya lying on the worn soft quilt. With one knee up over her, Tony bent to kiss Maya’s shivering breasts. They shivered not from cold, but from sensitivity. Her whole body was arching to Tony’s mouth, to Tony’s fingers, to Tony’s everything. Maya knew this wasn’t just lust; this was serious. Maya’s body couldn’t care less. Her body was wanton for Tony. Maya bucked and rolled, took Tony inside her, and kissed Tony till she didn’t know where Tony ended and she began.
Maya ran her hands across Tony’s back and down, sliding over her butt and between her legs till she was exploring Tony from behind. Tony was inside her and she was deep in Tony and their bodies were moving together in an ancient passionate dance that held all the love they had been trying to ignore. Hard and fast, moments melted into tens of minutes. Maya came and still kept moving, not knowing if Tony had finished or if she was beginning again, till the ache in her muscles was too painful to ignore. Finally, Maya panted, “We need to stop now. Just for a second.”
Tony rolled off Maya, her eyes searching Maya’s face. “Is everything—”
“Oh, yes.” Maya smiled; the slight change in position had eased the cramp in her leg muscles. She shifted forward till her lips were pressed gently against Tony’s, till her tongue was deep inside Tony’s mouth. Everything’s perfect, she whispered inside her own head.
 
*
 
Stepping off the dock was harder than Tony thought it would be. Though there were plenty of people about and it was a gorgeous, clear blue, ready for anything kind of day, she still had trouble making her feet walk along the boat’s aluminum gangway. Then she felt Maya’s hand slip into hers and she knew, however hard it was for her, this must be killing Maya.
Maya had persuaded Tony to come on a whale-watching trip. She didn’t want the ferry back to Boston to be the first time Tony would be back on the water. “It’ll be just like getting back on a horse,” Tony had joked. At that moment, she would rather have been riding a bucking bronco, but this was something Maya had asked for. Tony squeezed Maya’s hand. And it was something she could give.
Maya led Tony to a quiet corner at the rear of the boat, or the stern, as she pointed out. “You can be as stern with me as you like,” Tony whispered into her ear, putting the first smile on Maya’s lips since they’d boarded. She snuggled into Tony, zipping up her North Face jacket. Tony let out a soft, slow sigh and leaned back into the seat, letting the sun pour down on her body.
The boat breezed through slate blue water, cruising past the huge black-and-white photos of Provincetown Portuguese women on the building at the end of Fisherman’s Wharf. The women looked like an older Maya might look. Olive-skinned, Mediterranean faces, each woman looked into the camera, the lines on their faces showing their strength and beauty.
As soon as they left the harbor, the wind cut through Tony’s T-shirt and shorts. Maya laughed as Tony piled on her fleece and looked enviously at Maya’s jacket. Maya put her arms around Tony and blew warm breath onto the back of her neck in a way that made the icy wind melt clean away.
Out at sea, a perfectly blue sky rolled down to the glass-topped ocean, separated by a wispy extraterrestrial haze. Not for the first time, Tony marveled at the pale blue and creamy whiteness of Cape Cod.
A guide announced a whale sighting, starboard. There was a mass rush to the right side of the boat. Tony and Maya followed more leisurely, hand in hand. Just as they arrived, a big humpback spiraled out of the water. Tony was unprepared for the size of it. The first whale she ever saw, for real, was huge and magnificent. Her charcoal skin gleamed as she towered above the foaming waves. “Humpbacks almost never breach so close to a boat,” the guide said excitedly. Tony took that as a sign.
Cameras were snapping and filming all around them, but Tony and Maya just stood and watched the whale as she rolled and slapped her flippers like she was performing for the crowd. After a few twirls, she gently dived back under the surface, with one sweet dip of her forked tail.
They saw three more humpbacks and two minkes. Then Maya pulled Tony back to their quiet spot. “Thank you,” she murmured, looking at Tony tenderly. Then she kissed Tony deeply.
“I love you,” Tony mouthed, immediately wishing she hadn’t. Her heart pounded and her mind raced. She thought she could make out she’d said something else like “above you” or “island you” or—
Maya pulled back. She searched Tony’s eyes for a moment, and then her sweet lips curled into a smile. Her fingers slipped behind Tony’s neck. “I love you too,” she said, drawing Tony back to her lips.
Their cozy nook saw a bit of action while people were distracted with still more whales portside. When they cut the engine and the guide stopped speaking, there was a glorious silence while Tony and Maya bobbed in the middle of an expanse of warm nowhere.
In a few days, they would be heading back to the UK together, to a big open future with no tidy endings and many unanswered questions. Tony watched the sun dip fiery fingers into golden water, felt Maya’s perfectly relaxed body lean into hers, and knew, at least for that moment, all was good in the world.



About the Author
 
Crin Claxton is the author of the vampire novel Scarlet Thirst. Hir short stories have appeared in numerous anthologies and magazines, including Erotic Interludes 3,4, and 5 from Bold Strokes Books. S/he has recipes in The Butch Cook Book, and her poems have been published by Onlywomen Press and La Pluma.   
 
Crin is a technician and lighting designer for theater. S/he was Festival Director for YLAF (York Lesbian Arts Festival) 2007–2009.  S/he’s a qualified medical herbalist and lives in London.



Books Available From Bold Strokes Books
 
The Princess Affair by Nell Stark. Rhodes Scholar Kerry Donovan arrives at Oxford ready to focus on her studies, but her life and her priorities are thrown into chaos when she catches the eye of Her Royal Highness Princess Sasha. (978-1-60282-858-2)
 
The Chase by Jesse J. Thoma. When Isabelle Rochat’s life is threatened, she receives the unwelcome protection and attention of bounty hunter Holt Lasher who vows to keep Isabelle safe at all costs. (978-1-60282-859-9)
 
The Lone Hunt by L.L. Raand. In a world where humans and Praeterns conspire for the ultimate power, violence is a way of life…and death. A Midnight Hunters novel. (978-1-60282-860-5)
 
The Supernatural Detective by Crin Claxton. Tony Carson sees dead people. With a drag queen for a spirit guide and a devastatingly attractive herbalist for a client, she’s about to discover the spirit world can be a very dangerous world indeed. (978-1-60282-861-2)
 
Beloved Gomorrah by Justine Saracen. Undersea artists creating their own City on the Plain uncover the truth about Sodom and Gomorrah, whose “one righteous man” is a murderer, rapist, and conspirator in genocide. (978-1-60282-862-9)
 
The Left Hand of Justice by Jess Faraday. A kidnapped heiress, a heretical cult, a corrupt police chief, and an accused witch. Paris is burning, and the only one who can put out the fire is Detective Inspector Elise Corbeau…whose boss wants her dead. (978-1-60282-863-6)
 
Cut to the Chase by Lisa Girolami. Careful and methodical author Paige Cornish falls for brash and wild Hollywood actress Avalon Randolph, but can these opposites find a happy middle ground in a town that never lives in the middle? (978-1-60282-783-7)
 
Every Second Counts by D. Jackson Leigh. Every second counts in Bridgette LeRoy’s desperate mission to protect her heart and stop Marc Ryder’s suicidal return to riding rodeo bulls. (978-1-60282-785-1)
 
More Than Friends by Erin Dutton. Evelyn Fisher thinks she has the perfect role model for a long-term relationship, until her best friends, Kendall and Melanie, split up and all three women must reevaluate their lives and their relationships. (978-1-60282-784-4)
 
Dirty Money by Ashley Bartlett. Vivian Cooper and Reese DiGiovanni just found out that falling in love is hard. It’s even harder when you’re running for your life. (978-1-60282-786-8)
 
Sea Glass Inn by Karis Walsh. When Melinda Andrews commissions a series of mosaics by Pamela Whitford for her new inn, she doesn’t expect to be more captivated by the artist than by the paintings. (978-1-60282-771-4)
 
The Awakening: A Sisterhood of Spirits novel by Yvonne Heidt. Sunny Skye has interacted with spirits her entire life, but when she runs into Officer Jordan Lawson during a ghost investigation, she discovers more than just facts in a missing girl’s cold case file. (978-1-60282-772-1)
 
Murphy’s Law by Yolanda Wallace. No matter how high you climb, you can’t escape your past. (978-1-60282-773-8)
 
Blacker Than Blue by Rebekah Weatherspoon. Threatened with losing her first love to a powerful demon, vampire Cleo Jones is willing to break the ultimate law of the undead to rebuild the family she has lost. (978-1-60282-774-5)
 
Silver Collar by Gill McKnight. Werewolf Luc Garoul is outlawed and out of control, but can her family track her down before a sinister predator gets there first? Fourth in the Garoul series. (978-1-60282-764-6)
 
The Dragon Tree Legacy by Ali Vali. For Aubrey Tarver time hasn’t dulled the pain of losing her first love Wiley Gremillion, but she has to set that aside when her choices put her life and her family’s lives in real danger. (978-1-60282-765-3)



Table of Contents
Synopsis
Acknowledgments
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
About the Author
Books Available From Bold Strokes Books


cover.jpeg
CRIN
CLAXTON

FE' 9%
SEPERNATURAL

DETECTIVE





images/00004.jpg
AEROS





images/00003.jpg
THE
SUPERNATURAL
DETECTIVE

by
Crin Claxton






