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Dear Reader:

 


Along with my love of the romance genre, I’ve
always been a mystery reader, from Trixie Belden and Nancy Drew to
Lisa Scottoline, Sue Grafton and Cleo Coyle. If you’ve read my
Blaze books, you know that a good number of them have some kind of
mystery or suspense in the story. While I have written only romance
to this point, Past Tense marks my first attempt at writing
a mystery novel.

 


I completed the first draft of this book in
ten days – it was a great writing experience. I then spent six
months with an editor and my agent revising and polishing it.
Though several publishing houses expressed interest and liked the
book, no one bought it. So, I decided to give it one more round of
revisions and post it on Kindle and PubIt, since I still really
enjoy the characters and the story. (Edited to add: Tarot Alley is
a fictional location in Boston, as are the stores, and the tunnels
underneath the alley.)

 


A few thanks:

 


To my agent, Natasha Kern, who is
ever-supportive and often loved Sophie even more than I did when
doubts made me waver. Big hugs to Sarah Mayberry putting her rep on
the line by giving me that great cover quote (in full below), and
her friendship and feedback over the years, on this book and
others. Also, many thanks to Dave, Dee, Margaret, Karen, Sophie,
Cari, Jamie and Carol for reading this story; your support and
feedback gave me the courage to finally publish it.

 


As always, thanks, love and kisses to my
husband, Mike, who makes my covers, website (www.samanthahunter.com
and http://samanthahunter.wordpress.com/), and who also does all
the tech stuff that gets this book to you. He also read this book
early on and gave me critical feedback that I think made the story
much stronger. Thanks, hon.

 


Enjoy,

Sam

 


“Samantha Hunter creates compelling,
intelligent characters and weaves them into a plot that will keep
you guessing right up to the end. Past Tense is a gripping
paranormal mystery that left me wanting more, more, more.” –
Sarah Mayberry, Romance Author
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Prologue

 


1996, Boston, Tarot Alley, Talismans Tarot
Shop

 


Doris Turner opened the door at the back of
the shop, yelling up the narrow stairs, “Larry! Sophie! You’re
going to be late.”

Today was the big class trip. Sophie had
been talking about it for weeks, and she was probably changing her
clothes and hair for the twentieth time. Doris smiled. Her niece
was pretty as a picture, growing up into a beautiful young woman
who was enjoying the things in life that a young girl should.
Clothes, boys, shoes. Doris had given up those things for a higher
purpose and she didn’t regret her choices. Still, she wanted more
for Sophie.

Larry’s heavy, booted step and Sophie’s
lighter, tapping ones made their way across the floor of the
upstairs apartment. Sophie was wearing the new heels they’d shopped
for the previous weekend. She’d earned the money helping her father
with the cash register and the stock at Talismans. She deserved to
have fun. Doris didn’t mind running the shop by herself for the
morning, though it wasn’t as easy for her as it once was. She
wasn’t really alone, she thought, smiling as she watched several
spirits wander the shop. Sometimes they did that, just wandered
around, looking. If they asked her for help, she did her best.
Otherwise she let them be. They could not, however, help her around
the shop, unfortunately.

The bell over the door rang, and Doris
turned to greet her first client of the day, a short, stocky man,
probably in his twenties.

“I’ll be with you shortly. You can take a
seat back in the reading room or look around if you like.”

Before she turned away, she spotted a mark
on the inside of his wrist as his sleeve pulled, the image of an
eye superimposed on the coiled form of a serpent. She froze. Wisdom
and vision combined. It was the mark of transcendent vision; the
ability to see things that ordinary humans weren’t supposed to see.
The snake wrapped around itself much like the organization they
were a part of, the outer coils hiding the inner circle, the
exposed fangs indicating it was always ready to strike. Doris had
the same tattoo on the back of her left thigh.

Next, she saw the gun he removed from
beneath his jacket.

“What do you want?”

Cold fear grabbed her heart in a tight fist.
Every spirit around her screamed run, run, run inside of her
mind. . . but she knew running wouldn’t accomplish anything.

“I think you know.”

“You have no business coming here,” she
said, putting the counter between them. She had to keep the man
busy until she knew her brother and niece were out. How she wished
she’d listened when Larry wanted to install an alarm behind the
counter, but Doris hated electronic gadgets.

The man stepped closer, his eyes holding
hers though she tried to look away.

She could feel him prying into her thoughts,
greasy fingers peeling back layers of her mind, picking out what he
wanted, throwing away anything else. The pain was excruciating, and
she grabbed the side of the counter, trying not to give in. He had
power for one so young.

“Doris, you’ve crossed a line,” he said,
tsk-tsking her.

Anger blossomed and took over fear. “You’re
in over your head, boy. They’ll use you until there’s nothing left
and-”

Both of their gazes swung toward the sound
of a door opening and closing above. Doris held her breath. Larry
would come down to get the car and Sophie wouldn’t be far behind,
stopping in to say good morning before she left.

Sweet girl. Doris’s heart ached from
fear, not for herself, but for her family.

She had to find a way to keep them from
coming into the shop. If he got near Sophie, he’d know her secrets.
Doris had been trying to keep her from them, to protect her, but
now they’d know.

“I guess we only have one option left,” the
man said, hearing footsteps coming down the stairs. “We have to
know what secrets you’ve been keeping, or at the very least,
silence them forever. And anyone you might have told.”

Doris was horrified and rushed out from
behind the counter as she made her way to the door, shouting,
“Larry, Sophie, stay out!”

She held the door as Larry tried to get
through. This was never supposed to happen. She’d been careful.
Apparently not careful enough.

“Doris! What’s going on?” Larry’s shout
reached her as he pushed against the door. Somehow she held him
back.

There was a soft noise and Doris gasped as
wood splintered and exploded by her head and the pushing against
the other side of the door ceased. She looked down in horror as
Larry’s blood seeped under the door, spreading near her feet. The
world spun. The noise repeated itself and her head hit the door, a
bitter, burning pain bursting inside her back.

Someone cried out, screaming, and then a
terrific crash followed on the other side of the door. Doris
couldn’t keep track of what was happening, pain changing to a cool
numbness that took over all else. She heard more shots, but didn’t
see where they hit.

“No. Not Sophie, not my Sophie,” were
the tarot reader’s last words.


 


 


 


 Chapter
One

 


Boston, Tarot Alley, 2009

 


Sophie took the stairs, one hand always on
the rail, stepping with care as she made her way down to her shop,
Talismans, where her client waited patiently by a display of books.
She’d completely lost track of time and Margaret had called her
down before leaving to let her know Patrice was waiting.

“Patrice, I’m so sorry. I got involved in
class work and lost track of time,” Sophie explained, greeting her
good friend and taking the older woman’s hand in hers.

Patrice Bledsoe wasn’t the kind of woman
most people would expect to find in a funky occult shop. Everything
from her elegant chignon to the Italian leather boots screamed
wealth and sophistication. She was also one of the nicest people
Sophie knew and a friend of her late aunt’s. That alone made her
special. Patrice was a fragile link to the family Sophie had lost
years ago, but they had developed their own relationship over the
years. Patrice was more like an aunt than a client.

“It’s no problem at all, dear. I appreciate
you for meeting me so late in the day. I know it was a little last
minute.”

“I’d always make time for you, Patrice, you
know that,” Sophie said with a smile, ignoring her aching back and
the headache that came from sitting through two computer science
classes and reading text books for the past three hours.

“Margaret said to tell you she’ll bring back
dinner,” Patrice offered. “I guess she’ll be taking over soon,
yes?”

“Yes. She’s been working inventory, and we
both missed dinner, I guess.”

“You girls work too hard,” Patrice said.

“Well, things will settle down soon. I’m in
my last semester at school, and the soon the store will be
Margaret’s.”

“Margaret is lovely, and I’m sure she’ll do
a wonderful job here, but it’s still a big change for you. When
does the turnover take place?”

“In a few weeks – the lawyers and real
estate people are doing their thing. Margaret will make some
changes, but I think she’ll keep the place more or less as it’s
always been. I couldn’t have let it go otherwise.”

“That’s good to hear. I understand you
wanting to get on with your life. So many exciting things, getting
married, a new career. . . .”

“I know. I can hardly keep up with it all.
But you also know I will always read for you, no matter what,”
Sophie offered.

“That would be lovely,” Patrice glowed,
looking relieved. “You’re so like Doris, Sophie.”

“Thank you.”

“She’d be proud of you, how you’ve grown
up,” Patrice said sincerely. “You don’t remember much of what she
did, do you?”

Sophie’s throat constricted slightly. “I
assume she did pretty much what I do, reading cards for people.
Aside of helping Dad with the store a little, you know I don’t
remember much of what she did, though, no. Of course, I don’t
remember anything of the attacks.”

Lacunar amnesia, the doctors had
called it, or the loss of memory of a specific event or set of
events. It was very much like what had happened in the movie she’d
watched years later, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind,
where people purposely had memories of any particular person and
all associated events connected to that person erased, except that
Sophie’s memory loss wasn’t purposeful. It had just happened.

Would she remember if she could? At this
point, she wasn’t sure. It was so long ago and had been painful
enough. Still, if she had any memory of who had killed her family,
she would willingly invite that pain in order to bring the killer
to justice. Police, however, speculated that she hadn’t seen
anything, as they had found her on the closed side of the door with
her father, who’d died immediately from a gunshot wound to the
head.

They also figured she’d fallen down the
stairs trying to get to her father and her aunt, but the amnesia
was psychological trauma. She’d received a concussion from the
fall, as well as a broken arm and a Grade 3 PCL tear on her left
knee, but those had healed. Her memories, however, had never
returned. Sophie had forgotten anything regarding her aunt’s work,
as well as what happened that day in the shop.

Ironically, the fall had saved her life,
police speculated. If Sophie had been near the door or had entered
the shop, it was likely that she would have been shot, too. For a
while afterward, she’d sometimes wished she had been.

After her initial stay in the hospital and
her first knee surgery, they’d released her to live with Patrice,
who had insisted on taking her in. Patrice had paid the medical
bills, though Sophie had insisted on paying every cent back over
the years. Sophie had lost everything, but in a way, Patrice had,
too. Alan was gone most of the time, and her daughter Angela was
gone, killed years before. Patrice had a hole to fill, and taking
care of Sophie was something that helped them both.

Sophie’s life had been inevitably altered.
She’d tried to keep up with school while recovering at Patrice’s
house, but being in and out of surgeries made it impossible. She
hadn’t always been grateful for Patrice’s help, as what she wanted
most was her family back and her normal life. Patrice, having dealt
with her own grief, understood. Once Sophie had gotten through the
worst of it, she knew what a good friend she’d found in Patrice.
She owed her so much.

After six months with Patrice, Sophie had
insisted she go back home. Patrice had been reluctant, but offer to
come by and help, and also arranged for others to come in and help,
but eventually, Sophie just wanted to get on with life. School, and
anything resembling the normal high school life she’d almost had
evaporated – she quit and got her GED instead. To be an emancipated
minor in the state of Massachusetts, she’d had to prove she could
make a living on her own, and that meant reopening the store. So
she did. She simply could not let Patrice continue to support
her.

Unable to climb the stairs without help,
she’d kept a cot in the back room, and as much as she’d wanted to
be independent, she’d relied heavily on Patrice and then Roger to
get her up and down the stairs, and to do her errands, to help with
lifting, and myriad other things while she focused on re-building
the business, which became her obsession. Eventually her doctors
admitted that the surgical fixes weren’t effective, and a
full-joint replacement finally rendered her mobile again. Still,
every time she climbed those stairs from the store to the
apartment, she wondered about that day.

Patrice smiled as they made their way down
to the reading room, taking their seats. “I know she wanted you to
have a normal life, to protect your innocence, I think. I was never
sure if she’d want me to share what she did for me. But you’re an
adult now, and if you have questions, I’d be happy to tell you what
I can. I think she’d want you to know. I know she’d love be here
for your wedding, and your father, too.”

“I know. I wish they were here, too,” Sophie
said with a sigh, feeling tired and a little sad, and needing to
refocus. “So, let’s get started,” Sophie said as she shuffled.

Sophie was always flattered to be compared
to her aunt, of course, but Aunt Doris had been. . .Aunt Doris. To
her, Doris had been comfort, happiness and home-baked cookies. As
special as Patrice was, nothing really ever took the place of her
real family.

Sophie had always known there was something
special about them, her father and her aunt, but that hadn’t
mattered as much as the fact that they’d loved her. Love was never
in short supply until they were gone. Sophie had felt its absence
sharply every day since, even though Patrice, Roger and now
Margaret had all helped fill in some of the gaps.

Sophie on the other hand, lacked any psychic
talent. She was a tarot reader from necessity and practice, and she
found most people who came in for readings appreciated insight, but
mostly they needed someone to talk to. The cards were often more of
a medium for conversation than anything else, and Sophie enjoyed
the work.

“What are we reading for tonight?” she
asked, shaking off her thoughts and moving things along.

Patrice perked up. “Okay, well, you know
I’ve been working with Stewart?”

“Margaret mentioned it, yes,” Sophie nodded,
knowing Stewart Whitman, a life coach and a friend, had found quite
a few clients through his referrals from the shop.

“We’re working on letting go of bad energy
from my past and getting rid of items which had negative ‘vibes’
for me. I need some feedback on that.”

“Sounds good. Maybe we should use the Death
card as a signifier for tonight’s reading?”

Patrice looked surprised. “Death?”

“As a signifier of change and letting go of
what holds you back in order to move forward, it seems appropriate.
It sounds very much like what you’re doing,” Sophie said, finding
the card in the deck and placing it on the table between them.

“I guess that makes sense.” Patrice paused.
“You look a little pale, dear.”

“It’s just been a long day, and I’m on the
tail end of the flu—don’t worry, though I’m not contagious.”

“You should be resting,” Patrice said
solicitously.

“I’m past the worst of it, really. So, what
items are you getting rid of?”

“Oh, some odd ends that might be worth more
sold or donated than kept around. There’s a painting that has
collected dust in the attic for years, but it was a family
heirloom, and a few necklaces left to me by my mother. I never wear
them, anyway. Never have. She and I never got along, though she was
still my mother, so I kept them. But really, why continue to do
that when every time I see them they only dredge up bad
memories?”

In spite of her considerable wealth, Patrice
wore no jewelry except for her diamond-encrusted wedding band. Not
even an engagement ring intruded on the expensive manicure that
made sixty-year-old hands look half their age.

“Anything else?”

“An antique chair up in the guest room
that’s always irritated me. There’s something about it. It came
with the house, and I never liked it. It has to go, though Alan
doesn’t agree. I suppose he could take it in the divorce.”

Sophie looked up in surprise. “You’re
getting a divorce?”

As close as she’d been to Patrice over the
years, her husband remained a stranger to Sophie. Rarely around,
she’d had only the shortest of conversations with him in all the
time she had spent at their home. As Patrice was the one with the
money, though, he’d never argued, that Sophie knew of, anyway. A
Harvard administrator and professor, Sophie had the general
impression he wasn’t the most endearing guy on the planet but she
was still surprised to hear they might be splitting up.

“Oh dear, I thought I’d mentioned that. I’m
all muddled lately, but yes. I haven’t done anything official yet,
though I did tell Alan that I’ve had enough. Ever since we lost
Angela, it’s been more of a business partnership than a marriage. A
charade. It’s time for both of us to move on.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Patrice.” Sophie
had spoken and read often for Patrice concerning the death of her
daughter fifteen years ago in a freak-car accident while away at
school. Patrice had been devastated, and Sophie knew it was shortly
after that when she’d started coming to Talismans.

“Alan didn’t take the news well, I’m afraid.
It makes me wonder if I do have my head on straight, at my age, to
be on my own.”

“You have to do what’s right for you,
Patrice,” Sophie commented, thinking age had little to do with it.
Why be unhappy at any age? It sounded like Patrice had wasted
enough years.

“Anyway, so I brought the necklaces to
Noble’s to have them appraised and cleaned—oh, which reminds me,”
Patrice said suddenly, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a
slip of paper that she stuffed into her purse. “I almost forgot I
put this here. I’m awful about putting things in my coat pockets
and then forgetting. Anyway, anything you can tell me to help me
think this all through would be most helpful.”

Sophie focused, absently rubbing her knee. A
full-replacement had solved the pain she’d once suffered, but not
the habit of rubbing it.

“Okay, the Two of Pentacles . . . well,
that’s apt. You’re weighing the pros and cons. It signifies
reflection on your decisions, thinking through why these items and
not others? Maybe also the thought you put into whether you want to
end your marriage or not. The sun rising in the background shows
change is on the horizon.”

Patrice nodded, leaning in. The images on
the cards blurred as Sophie wondered where Margaret was. The long
afternoon without nourishment was catching up with her. Without
preamble, Sophie laid out another card.

“Another Pentacle, the realm of money,
worldly goods. This time, the Six—charity, giving and receiving.
Being generous, but generosity has another side, as you have the
power to pick and choose who should benefit.”

“I would donate the proceeds, so that makes
sense. I also want to give away portions of my money, as well, to
worthy causes. Alan wasn’t happy about that, either. He’ll have to
fund the scholarships he likes to brag about with his own income
now,” Patrice added somewhat caustically.

Sophie stepped delicately around commenting
on Patrice’s marital discord. “Nothing too surprising so far.
That’s a good thing, indicating support for your decisions.”

Patrice nodded again, watching as Sophie
flipped the Seven of Swords, frowning.

“The Six directs the energy of the Two, but
the Seven of Swords suggests some deception or selfishness. The
contrasting elements, pentacles and swords, they represent air and
earth, active and passive, and also suggest conflict or lack of
compatibility. These two weaken each other. What astrological sign
is Alan, by the way?”

“Taurus, Earth—oh, and I am Aquarius, air—my
divorce, then,” Patrice added, making her own connections, which
Sophie always encouraged people to do. “It’s true, we’re not very
compatible. We never were. I guess even people who don’t get along
all that well settle into familiarity after a while.”

“Possibly, yes. Alternately, if we focus on
your question and the other cards, the seven suggests that could be
deception around you. It’s something to consider when making big
financial decisions.”

“I keep close account of my finances
myself—my father taught me that—women should never trust anyone
else to watch their money.”

“Well, there is clearly some conflict
associated with your situation, but in the end, you have to follow
your heart. Do what you believe is right, what will make you
happy.”

“That’s the hard part.”

“It always is. The cards can offer some
direction, but they can’t tell you what to do. You have to trust
yourself for that.”

Patrice smiled. “You are wise for your age,
dear.”

Sophie smiled, never thinking of herself as
wise, certainly, and peeled off another card. She was happy to see
The Star.

“Ah, see? This is your astrological card,
and I think indicates universal support for your plans. The right
decisions feel right, even when they’re difficult. If you have
doubts, then take some time before acting. Trust your instincts,”
Sophie said.

She stopped, losing her track of thought,
the room seeming to spin a little. She heard the bell on the front
door, and hoped it was Margaret, who had said she’d be coming back
with some food.

“Sophie?” Patrice’s voice was faint, as if
in the distance.

Sophie looked up as a man walked through the
drapes, interrupting them. Tall and well-dressed, his suit was
old-fashioned, vintage, as was his haircut. His face was thin, his
frame somewhat bony, the most prominent feature his intense, dark
eyes. He was handsome, though Sophie couldn’t tell his age. She
thought he was maybe in his twenties, but there was an air of
weariness in his eyes that made him seem much older.

She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling
a chill as his eyes met hers. “Sir, I’ll be able to help you in a
moment, if you would wait out in the main area of the store.”

He didn’t respond, but stood at Patrice’s
side, putting his free hand on the back of her chair. He looked
down at the cards and then at Sophie.

“Sir,” Sophie said again, her voice sounding
far away.

“Sophie, what’s going on? What man? There’s
no one here,” Patrice said, apprehension thinning her voice, making
it high, like a violin string drawn too tight.

Sophie tried to grab back on to reality, but
failed.

“Who are you?” she finally gave in and asked
him, oblivious to Patrice’s discomfort. Her hands moved more of
their own accord than not, laying another card out. The mood in the
room changed, turning to something heavier, darker. Colder.

“The Knight of Wands,” she said. “Impulsive
and reckless. A bringer of messages.”

“Why are you here?” Sophie asked the
man.

“Oh, Sophie. You’re. . .” Patrice said in a
hushed whisper spent on a sucked-in breath, but Sophie closed out
the rest of what she was saying, focusing only on the man in front
of her. She drew another card.

“Five of Swords. Someone is being dishonest,
dishonorable. There’s discord and danger.”

“Danger?” Patrice echoed vaguely.

Sophie put the Lovers and the Three of
Hearts on the table, one crossing the other.

“Heartbreak, betrayal, pain. Terrible pain,”
she said, and his expression became etched with wrenching sadness.
He pulled his coat open, exposing the wound, the bloodstain on his
shirt. Sophie gasped as the room rocked hard to the side.

“Who did that?” she asked as everything
closed in around her. The picture was incomplete, and she laid out
one more card.

“The Queen of Swords?” She stared at the
card, confused.

When she looked up he was gone, as if he had
never been there at all. Blackness filled in the void, and the next
thing she knew she was being jerked awake by a scream.

Her eyes traveled to Patrice, across the
table and she pushed back in her chair, hard, nearly toppling over
in shock.

Patrice.

The older woman slumped down over the table,
unmoving. Sophie quaked from head-to-toe as Margaret Dalton, her
assistant manager, stepped into the room, clearly shocked.

“Ohmigod, ohmigod,” Sophie repeated until
words left her all together. She rushed forward, shaking Patrice
and then drawing back, her knees turning to water as she saw the
prints left on Patrice’s blouse by her own hands, bloodied from
where they’d rested on the table. The tarot cards laid out there
floated in blood. Patrice’s blood.

“No, no, no. . .”

The slump of Patrice’s body told a story
horrid and unthinkable. Sophie had to be dreaming, there was no way
this was real.

“Patrice!” she shouted, sure she was trapped
in a nightmare and hoping they would both wake up. This couldn’t be
happening. Not Patrice, too.

Someone was shaking her hard, and Sophie
became aware of Margaret’s voice, her friend’s firm hands shaking
her, trying to pull her attention away from where Patrice refused
to wake up.

“Sophie, what happened? Who did this?”

Margaret grabbed her face, making Sophie
focus away from the body. A memory of a man’s face swam in her
mind, and she could only shake her head as she stared at Margaret,
her mind and body slipping back under the waves of icy shock.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Two

 


 


Glad to have been spared handcuffs, Sophie
was even more relieved not to be taken out on a stretcher. She
preferred the cuffs, if it came down to it. Roger had been her
buffer for the last few hours, and soon he would be taking her to
the station where she could be officially questioned and offer a
statement. Not that she had much to say.

She did have to go upstairs with a
policewoman and change her clothes, handing in what she had on for
evidence. Being watched as she took everything off and then dressed
again had been a minor humiliation stacked on top of the horror she
was facing.

She watched Roger as he walked to the car
instead of on images of Patrice that kept flashing in her mind.
Somehow she kept moving, doing what was asked of her though she
couldn’t feel anything. Even looking at the man she loved left her
feeling nothing. Shock had wiped her emotional slate clean.

He slid in the driver’s side of the
department issued sedan he used while on duty—a long shot from the
flashy SUV that was his personal car—started the ignition and
pulled away from the curb with efficient speed. The station wasn’t
far, and she knew he’d want to talk.

“You doing okay, sweetheart?”

“Yeah. I guess.”

“They’re going to have a lot of
questions.”

“I know.”



“You didn’t see or hear anything?”

Sophie looked out the window, feeling like
something was crawling under her skin. She didn’t want to tell
Roger about the man. She didn’t want to deal with any of this.

Memories swam around her mind. Patrice
helping her home from the hospital, her eyes warm and welcoming,
but also so sad in the days after Aunt Doris and her father had
been taken from them. Patrice sitting on her bed, talking to her
for long hours, staying up with her at night, helping her with the
doctors. And now Patrice was gone, too.

“Sophie? What did you see? You know you can
tell me anything, right? We’ll get through this together.” His big
hand came over and covered the one she had fisted in her lap,
bringing her back to the present moment.

“I didn’t see anything. I mean, I saw
something, but you don’t want to hear about it, believe me. I don’t
know what happened to me, low blood sugar, or something.”

“Sophie, tell me what you saw.”

“You won’t want to hear it, Roger.”

“Try me anyway.”

Sophie said nothing.

“Do you think you could have killed her?” he
asked baldly.

Sophie’s eyes flew open. “Of course not! How
could you even say that?”

“I had to ask. They’ll ask. Well, then, what
happened?”

“I can’t remember much.”

“Tell me what you do remember,” he
said.

“She was talking about selling some of her
personal items. She said she was thinking of divorcing her husband.
We talked a little about Aunt Doris, that’s it.”

“So she’s-”

Roger didn’t get his sentence out. The man
appeared out of nowhere, stepping in front of the car, and reflex
had Sophie slamming her foot to the brake though she was on the
passenger side, holding her hands up, bracing for the hit.

“Roger, watch out!” she yelled.

To her shock, they drove right though
him—the same man she’d seen at the shop—a man that Roger didn’t see
at all. Cold nausea passed through her as his form swept through
hers, right through the passenger’s seat of Roger’s car. He pulled
over quickly to the curb, having no idea what was wrong.

“Sophie, what happened? Jesus, you look like
death,” he said, framing her face with his hands, inspecting
closely as the world stopped spinning and she refocused.

“Didn’t you see him?”

“Who?”

“The man in front of the car—it was the same
man I saw at the shop,” she said weakly. So much for not saying
anything.

“There was someone else at the stop?
Tonight?”

Common sense kicked in a moment too late.
“I-I guess it was a hallucination. The same one I had earlier. . .
.” she drifted off, not sure how to get out of this. Her mind
wasn’t working right.

“I knew I shouldn’t have let you push off
the emergency exam. . .you need to see a doctor.”

“No, no. . .I. . .I don’t know. I saw
someone, but I don’t know why, or if he’s real.” She pulled back,
out of his hold. “Why would I see him twice?”

Sophie could almost feel Roger’s physical
efforts to control his response, as if patience was controlled by
muscle alone. His words, when they came, were measured.

“Things have been hard lately, babe. You’ve
been sick, busy with school, selling the store, and tonight you
lost a friend in the worst way possible—it’s only natural that your
mind would try to cope with the trauma someway, maybe fooling you
into thinking you’ve seen ghosts or whatever-”

A ghost, she thought, feeling ill
again. Funny, how that hadn’t even occurred to her. “A ghost,” she
echoed, fitting her mind around the idea.

“Sophie, I’m sorry, I—listen, trust me, I
know this is bad timing, but you have to talk to Pereski, and if
you tell them you’re having hallucinations or seeing ghosts, it
won’t go well.”

“I know how this sounds Roger, but I can’t
change it even if I can’t explain it,” she said, feeling stubborn
now that the cat was out of the bag. “I did see a man. I can even
describe him.”

“Maybe you saw someone real—maybe it was the
killer, and this is how your mind is coping with the reality of it.
There are no ghosts, Sophie.”

Could that be true? Didn’t that mean she was
really off her rocker, so traumatized she didn’t know reality from
what her mind conjured?

“We should put the interview off. You need
medical care, and then we can deal with the questions,” Roger said,
grabbing his phone. “I know you were close to Patrice, and losing
her is bound to throw you for a loop.”

She put a hand out, stopping him. “No, no. I
want to do this now. Get it over with. I’m okay, really,” she said,
the nausea passing, her mind clearing somewhat.

Roger turned into the parking lot, and they
got out, walking toward to station. He kept her tucked protectively
under his arm as the rain came down a little harder. She felt small
next to him, delicate in the way that she didn’t experience
often.

“Listen, all I’m saying is that there is
usually a logical explanation for everything. I’ve seen some
insane, horrible things in the world, unexplainable things, and it
always makes sense, eventually. Your mind is simply compensating
for the shock,” he said reasonably.

“A fancy way of saying I’m losing it,” she
said under her breath.

“No. I think you’re traumatized and dealing
with this the best you can.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

Roger said, “Listen, Margaret’s timeline
checks out. She was at the restaurant waiting for soup at the
likely time of death. So, now they have to hear from you. Just give
them the facts. They’ll find who did this, I promise.”

“Mags could never have done such a thing,
either.”

“I know, but they have to check it all
out.”

“So I’m really a suspect?” she said, the
idea really taking root.

“Technically you are a person of
interest—obviously, there’s no evidence against you, you’re just
the last person to be with her, so you’re the primary person they
need to interview. Pereski is leading the case. He can be an ass,
but at the end of the day, he’s a good cop. Tell him what happened
as best you can, but if you tell him you’re hallucinating or seeing
people who aren’t there, then you’ll be handing him your ass on a
platter,” Roger said. “And your ass is mine,” he added, trying for
some kind of levity, but failing miserably.

“I don’t understand what happened, let alone
try to explain it.”

Ghosts? She wrapped her arms around
herself. Could she have really seen a ghost? Regardless of what
Roger thought, she knew what she had seen was real, but that didn’t
mean it was human. If nothing else, she’d learned to have an open
mind over the years. It was a source of contention between them.
She’d learned early on, trying to get him to share in her world,
taking him to psychic fairs and showing him what she did at the
shop, that it was useless. He was a straight line, and she’d
learned it was necessary to zig-zag to deal with life. Still, they
loved each other, which was what mattered. She wasn’t crazy about
the cop business, either.

“People have weird reactions to violent
crime. It’s understandable, considering what you’ve been through
before this.”

“I guess it gives me a good insanity
defense, huh?”

Roger bought her water and a candy bar at
the vending machine. “Stop that. You want me in there? A
lawyer?”

“Didn’t you tell me people only ask for
lawyers when they’re guilty? I’m not. I’ll be fine.”

Roger pulled her in, and she let him,
wrapping her own arms around his middle.

“I’m going to call a friend of mine, a
lawyer, just in case. Don’t worry,” he said, looking at her face.
“Just to let him know what’s what, in case you need him. You
probably won’t. I’ll wait in my office.” He framed her face, and
looked in her eyes. “I love you. This will all work out.”

She wished she was as sure as he was.

 


Margaret was on her way out of questioning
as Sophie arrived at the police station. The two friends passed in
the hall, but weren’t allowed to exchange more than a few words
about the store, officers lurking close by. Make sure no one could
line up stories, trade alibis. Hollow-eyed and pale, Margaret had
been crying, and started again when she saw Sophie, but Sophie
could only send a sympathetic look.

The interrogation room was cold, and Sophie
pulled her sweater more tightly around her, staring at the mirror
and wondering if anyone was staring back. On TV, there was always
someone standing on the other side of the mirror.

“Hey. Here’s a cup of lousy coffee, but it’s
better than nothin’,” Matt Pereski said as he came in and closed
the door behind him. What was it about doors on certain kinds of
rooms that shut with that awful sense of finality?

“Thanks. Are you always this nice to murder
suspects?”

“Only the pretty ones,” he said in a voice
hoarse from a cough that set him back for the next minute or so.
“Besides, Roger will tie my balls in a knot if I slip up here,
‘scuse my language. The sooner we get this done and he can see we
haven’t beat a confession out of you, the better, huh? Better you
offer one up on your own,” he said with a chuckle, but the humor
didn’t extend to his eyes.

Cops were a strange bunch. Sophie never
would have predicted that she’d date a cop, let alone be engaged to
one. She watched Pereski flip through his notes, biding his time.
She’d always had the impression of him as squat and a little on the
chubby side, but here in the small room he loomed, a big,
barrel-chested man with hard blue eyes and a graying five o-clock
shadow. Here, he had power, and he knew it.

Sophie reined in her imagination. Just a
guy Roger works with, she thought, loosening the knot in her
chest.

“You and Roger going to the fundraiser dance
in May?”

“I guess,” she said, momentarily thrown off.
She attended the requisite dances and barbeques with Roger and his
colleagues, but even so, she’d never felt like part of the
group.

“Beth is looking forward to it. Any excuse
for a new dress.”

“That’s nice,” Sophie said, unsure of what
else to say.

“Right. Okay. Well, this has been a tough
night, I imagine,” he said with a contrived brand of sympathy that
she didn’t buy into.

Dating Roger had been an informal education
in police methods, and she knew Pereski wanted her to feel
comfortable with him. He’d work what little relationship they had
so that she’d talk more easily. Roger had talked about
interrogations from time to time, various techniques, the things
that worked or didn’t.

Sophie stayed quiet, still unsure what she
was going to say. Besides, silence was the one thing no one could
argue with, or so her father had once told her. She sipped the
coffee, which cut an acidic river down the back of her throat, so
she settled for wrapping her hands around the warm cup.

“You spoke to the officer at the scene, but
if you can run through what happened again, that would be
good.”

She took a deep breath, meeting him
eye-to-eye. “Patrice Bledsoe has been a regular at the shop for
quite a long time. She knew my aunt, they were friends. She took
care of me after I was in the hospital. We were. . .close,” Sophie
said painfully, her eyes burning. Clenching her fists, she fought
back the wave of emotion, aware of how closely Pereski watched
her.

Patrice was dead. Killed right in front of
her, for all practical purposes. She had to stay in control and
help them figure out what happened.

“Did you kill her, Sophie? Did something
happen you want to talk about?”

“No!” she objected vehemently for the second
time that hour, shaking her head. ““There was no way I’d hurt her,
no way in hell. Didn’t you hear what I said? She helped me. She was
the one person who did back when everything was such a mess.”

“So what else can you tell me?”

“I did a tarot reading for her, that’s all.
I told her she had some conflict in her life she needed to watch
out for, and that she should trust her gut in making some important
decisions.”

“What kinds of decisions?”

“She had a lot going on—she was thinking
about her divorce, and she was getting rid of some old things,
wanted to know if she was making the right decisions.”

“She told you she was getting a divorce?”

“Yes, but she hadn’t done any paperwork, she
said. She and Alan had only talked about it. She said he didn’t
take it well.”

“I see,” he made another note. “What
else?”

“It was pretty straight-forward. She was
looking to give away or sell some items her life coach had
suggested she part with, to, uh, get rid of negative energy holding
her back in life,” as she said it, she could see Pereski’s jaw
slide to the side in disbelief, and she knew Roger was right. There
was no way she could tell him about the man she’d seen.

“We talked about that, and I wasn’t feeling
well, I’ve had the flu and didn’t eat all day, so we tried to keep
it short and sweet. My head hurt quite a bit, and things got foggy.
She asked me what was wrong, and I think I must have passed out. I
woke up when I heard Mags, Margaret, screaming, and that was
it.”

“You were sick. Have you seen a doctor? Go
to the emergency room?”

“Roger made me an appointment, but I didn’t
have time. I went to bed and took cold meds. I’m fine.”

“Right,” he said again in that aggravating
tone, making a note on the paper in front of him. “Show me how it
works,” he said, grabbing an unwrapped tarot deck from the box and
pushing it across the table.

“What?”

“Show me how you read the cards for
someone.”

She frowned. “I don’t think-”

“Humor me. Just one card. Let me see how you
do it.”

Puzzled, Sophie shrugged, feeling strange
and hardly up to reading, but she wasn’t going to back away from
the challenge in his eyes. She opened the deck, held it in her
hands, letting her energy run through the new deck, a little ritual
she always did.

“Okay. Do you have anything you want to know
in particular?”

She picked up the deck, and he watched her
hands—she realized he just wanted to get her prints on something,
since they hadn’t booked her. Fine, she gripped the cards more
firmly. He could have them.

“Sure, tell me something about my golf
game,” he said with a smirk, watching her closely.

She shook her head raising her eyebrows
briefly, but felt her mind slide into the rhythm of shuffling the
cards as she looked him in the eye. She’d read for more mundane
things than a golf game and tried to focus, placing the cards
before them.

“You need to think about your question and
cut the cards.”

He did so, but his skepticism was like a
lead weight in the room. He expected her to botch it, which made
her determined not to. She peeled off the first card.

“Okay, well, Five of Wands. You like the
competition, but I think you have been fighting or had a fight with
someone recently, probably another very competitive person, and
it’s ruining your game. Things have gotten worse since that
point.”

His eyes narrowed. “Go on.”

She dealt another card. “Nine of Pentacles,
oh,” she said, a picture clear in her mind and it made her grin. “I
see now.”

“What?”

“It was a woman—a woman who I’d guess
already makes more money than you, and she beat you at golf,
too—you didn’t like it, and it really messed with your head. You’ve
been screwing up your game ever since,” Sophie said, still smiling
when she looked up from the cards. “You don’t like being bested by
women, do you Matt?”

His face infused with red and he leaned in
pushing the cards to the side. “Cute. I suppose Roger told you
about the tournament in Florida last month, so don’t think you’re
fooling anyone.”

Her smugness was short-lived when he pushed
another card onto the table, this one in a plastic bag.

“Tell me about that one. The report notes
that all of the cards found on the table had similar imagery, the
same backs, except for this one,” he pulled out a plastic bag and
shoved it to the middle of the table. Sophie drew back, seeing the
pink stains around its edge. “Why?”

She shook her head. “I never dealt that
card. It’s from the Thoth, and I was using the Morgan-Greer.”

“What?”

“There are different styles of tarot deck
reflecting different styles, belief systems, or even
personalities—that card came from a different deck.”

“So?”

“So it wasn’t mine. I wasn’t using it.
Someone else had to put it there.”

“Do you have the different decks in the
store?”

“Sure, but they’re sealed. That one looks
antique.”

“It couldn’t have gotten mixed in at some
previous time? An accident?”

“No. I don’t know how it got there, but I
didn’t deal that card in her reading.”

“I thought you couldn’t remember anything?”
he asked, honing in.

“I passed out, and I don’t remember the time
in which I blacked out, but I remember what happened just before
that. I remember the cards I dealt for Patrice.”

“I see.”

She couldn’t stop staring at the Thoth card.
“It’s not my card. It’s either a reproduction or very old, for one
thing. It might be from a well-used or antique deck. Couldn’t there
be fingerprints on the card?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Thanks, Nancy Drew,
we’ll look into it,” he said with a sarcastic sneer that made her
want to kick him. “Everything is being dusted, you can count on
that. Maybe you saw the card and don’t remember it, or the card got
thrown there in some kind of scuffle or argument. . . .”

“There was no scuffle or argument. Patrice
and I had nothing to argue about.”

He leaned forward on the table. “Sophie, you
can be straight with me. Things happen. I understand the
instinctive thing to do is protect yourself, but it would be easier
for you in the long run. You can change your mind and get a lawyer
in here before you answer, if you want.”

“I don’t need a lawyer,” Sophie said,
refusing a second time through her teeth, her arms crossed tightly
in front, her jaw clenched tight. “I didn’t do anything. I thought
I was being brought in here to tell you what I know so you could
find the actual killer, not harass an innocent citizen!”

“It is my job to find the real killer,
Sophie, and let’s just say it’s very strange for someone to be
present at one homicide let alone three.”

“Three? What are you talking about?”

“Sophie, you have to think about how this
looks, right? Three homicides in your store and you are right
there, and each time your memory is conveniently compromised.”

His point hit her square between the eyes,
and she saw red. “Are you seriously trying to imply that I
killed my family too? I wasn’t alone when my family
was killed – there was the person with a gun who shot
them, remember?”

She knew she should shut up, but she
couldn’t do it. “Oh, and I suppose I went back upstairs and threw
myself down twenty stairs, breaking my arm and crushing my knee?
How clever of me! I almost killed myself in order to have an
alibi!”

“I’ve seen stranger things, believe it or
not. That’s a lot of death happening in one place and always when
you’re around.”

“Fuck you, Matt,” she said, leveling him a
stubborn look. “You have nothing on me, and I didn’t do anything,
so stop being such a jerk. I came here in good conscience to help,
not to be insulted and harassed. Someone did something terrible to
Patrice, and the killer could walk away because you have your head
up your ass, wasting time trying to get me to confess something
that didn’t happen. Why don’t you go do your job, you know?”

“Watch it, Sophie.”

“Yeah, whatever. Unless you can charge me,
I’m done,” she said belligerently.

Pereski’s eyes cooled several degrees as he
looked down at his files. “Guess that remains to be seen,” he said
with a threatening sense of promise.

Sophie responded with a glare.

“You know the drill. Don’t talk about the
investigation to anyone, especially the press, don’t leave town. If
you think of anything, let us know. I may need to talk to you
again, depending on what we find. You may want to consult a
lawyer.”

She kept quiet, still pissed. In fact, she
had a feeling she’d be pissed for a very long time, but it was
helping her deal with the other mass of emotions and fears she
didn’t want to think about.

She wanted to run for the door, but masked
her urgency by putting her things back in her bag with great care.
He still watched her with that snakelike gaze, and she realized
she’d underestimated Matt Pereski. He held the door for her, and
she didn’t bother saying good-bye as she left.



Sophie woke up the next morning in Roger’s
bed with sore eyes and an aching head. In fact, her body ached like
it had been pummeled.

The police had taken over the store
searching for evidence and the media was swarming. Roger had taken
her straight to his place and she hadn’t had the energy to argue.
She’d passed out curled up next to him, fully dressed, and it
wasn’t until near morning that nightmares came.

Instead of seeing Patrice’s body, she saw
the ghost—or the man, or the hallucination, or whatever he was—and
the blood. She tried to wipe the blood from Patrice’s shirt, but as
she did, more appeared in its place.

In her nightmare, she’d been in the reading
room with the man. They stood together, staring at Patrice’s still
form, slumped over the table. She’d turned to ask the man a
question, but he was gone, and when she held her hands up, they
were covered in blood.

When she woke up, gazing across the soft
pillow in the sunlight, it wasn’t Roger she saw at first, but
his face, the ghost.

“Who are you?” she cried, flinging herself
backward against the headboard, frantic. Then Roger was there,
holding her until the world became right again. He’d asked what was
wrong, but she couldn’t tell him about the ghost. Some part of her
knew to hold that back now, even from him. A tiny dagger of doubt
had also started to embed itself in her brain—was she losing her
mind? Had Patrice’s murder driven her over some invisible edge that
everyone else could see and she couldn’t?

“C’mon – shower, clothes, and you’ll feel
better,” Roger said, pulling her off the bed and pushing her gently
ahead of him into the bathroom. He’d been taking care of her for so
long. He’d visited her regularly in the hospital after the attacks,
though she’d thought his interest was purely professional. It
became apparent, when he’d checked on her at Patrice’s, and then
came around the store, later, that he was more personally involved.
Eventually they’d started dating, and he was her support system
when she’d gone through more knee surgeries that finally culminated
in a full replacement. They’d had an unusual start, but it brought
them close, quickly. They’d just snapped into place, and stayed
that way.

While she was showering, Roger went to get
food. She did feel more normal as she cleaned up and dressed in
some of the clothes she kept there. They’d been together for over
ten years, but they’d never moved in together, though they spent
enough time at each other’s places that it was more like living
together in two places. They kidded about each having a “vacation
home” in each other’s living space.

She knew his friends made comments, but it
was just what worked for them. His hours were crazy, and she needed
to be at the store. He’d practically moved in when she’d come home
from the hospital, and she often spent weekends at his place.
Still, he wouldn’t move into the store apartment permanently, and
she wouldn’t move away from it.

Or, she hadn’t been able to until now. Soon,
it would all be Margaret’s. She and Roger would be finding a new
home of their own. How would it feel to be together, twenty-four
seven, in a new house somewhere?

Rubbing the soft edges of the plain white
towel in her fingers and taking in the sparse male décor, she
wondered how they’d make that transition. Did she care what color
towels hung in the bathroom or what plates they used? Would it
bother him that she would keep tarot cards in her desk drawer?
Making her way to the kitchen, she looked for some aspirin but
couldn’t find anything. Roger was always disgustingly healthy.

Coffee was made, thank God, and she heard a
thump on the door that startled her, before she realized it was the
paper delivery. She opened the door, grabbing it, the headline in
the morning another reminder: WEALTHY BOSTONITE MURDERED; TAROT
READER PRIME SUSPECT.

She put down the coffee, her appetite
evaporating.

Patrice was gone, and seeing her picture
there in the paper drove home the reality of it. She sat heavily in
the nearest chair, wishing she could cry it out, but it was like
her emotions were all clogged up, too thick to emerge. Everything
was stuck, except for her mind, which kept spinning around the same
questions, seeing the same face, her ghost.

What had happened? Who would want to
hurt Patrice? She was a good person, a generous person with a
giving heart. Who was the man in her mind? Why was he in Sophie’s
head? Was he the killer? Had she somehow made him unreal, a coping
mechanism, like Roger said?

She looked at how the pretty if modest
diamond on her left ring finger sparkled in sunlight coming through
the window. The light dimmed and her diamond stopped shining, her
hand falling back to her side.

Just clouds, she reassured herself
silently, but a steady thrum of fear in her belly said something
else. Everything had changed, and she wasn’t even sure how or why
yet, but she could feel it.

The door burst open and she jumped again as
Roger came in, one hand with a bagful of food, the other holding a
sack with what she hoped was some orange juice and aspirin as he
kicked the door shut behind him. Settling back, she took him in,
shifting her focus. When she was with him, everything felt so
normal. Grounded and real, much like the man himself. It was maybe
what she’d always loved about him, that he could take her crazy
life and make it a little bit like everyone else’s.

Straight, sandy brown-blond hair fell over
his high brow, like he might be more at home on the beach than
carrying a gun, but Roger was a cop through and through. At
thirty-three, he was only four years older than she was, but he
carried the experiences from his job with him all the time. They
showed in the depths of warm hazel eyes that had seen a lot. In
many ways, like her, he’d seen too much. That bonded them, too.

“Hey, you look better. Good,” he said,
tossing the bomber jacket she’d given him for his birthday four
years ago over a chair. She loved the way he looked in it. He ran
the Boston and New York Marathons as well as smaller races
routinely, he was an avid rock-climber, and it all did marvelous
things for what was under the jacket. She knew the small St.
Christopher’s medal that he’d worn since he was a child, and always
had on, would be warm against his throat under his shirt. So many
little things glued them together. What did towels or addresses
matter?

“Morning to you, too. You’re a sight for
sore eyes, literally,” she said, hugging him fiercely to erase the
memory of seeing the ghost’s face on his pillow that morning. She
didn’t let go for several minutes.

“It’s only bagels, aspirin and orange
juice,” he kidded, but his eyes were serious as they looked down
into hers. “The usual morning fix-me-up. You okay?”

“Yeah, I guess. I feel. . .raw inside.”

His eyes caught sight of the paper, “Aw,
fuck it, I’d hoped to catch that before you did. Sorry, babe.”

“I can’t hide from it, Rog.”

Roger pulled her back in, squeezing. “I
know, but I can try to protect you from some of it. You are such a
tough cookie, though, you know that?”

She offered an indelicate snort in response
and reached for orange juice. She should have known he’d get just
what she needed. He always did.

“You didn’t say much about the interview
last night,” he commented carefully. “How did it go?”

“It was fun. Matt’s a real party. We had
coffee, played word games. . . .”

Knowing her sarcasm was a shield, he nodded
sympathetically. “I know it sucks, but he has to run down every
possibility. It’s how it goes.”

“Like suggesting I not only killed Patrice,
but my own family?”

Roger pulled back, a dangerous light
flickering in his eyes. “He said that?”

She regretted mentioning it; she didn’t want
to start something for Roger at work. She could fight her own
battles. Roger applied “protect and serve” with absolute authority
to his personal as well as his professional life, but as time went
on, Sophie didn’t always want to be protected. She waved it
off.

“He was trying to rattle me—that’s SOP, too,
right? Make the suspect lose it and see if they let anything slip?
He pissed me off, but it doesn’t change anything. I didn’t do
it.”

“Of course you didn’t. Hey,” he said, facing
her to him, his hands on her shoulders. “This will pass, and things
will go back to normal. Remember? That’s how it works. And we get
through it together.”

“Not for Patrice,” she said tightly, pain
from another loss eating at her. “I wish I had rescheduled or if I
could just remember. . .something.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything. Whoever
did this was probably following her and took the opportunity. If
they thought you saw them, you might not be standing here. Passing
out probably saved your life.”

It was a weird echo of what the police had
told her years before. Sophie sipped her orange juice thoughtfully.
“You think some person took a random opportunity to kill Patrice in
the store—and happened to have a tarot card on them while they were
at it? Isn’t that strange?” She elaborated, telling him about the
extra Thoth card.

“There could be a million reasons why that
extra card was there.”

“That specific card? Don’t you think it
means something?”

“You’re the tarot reader, you tell me,” he
said, cutting two bagels and shoving them in the toaster.

“Well, it was only one card, the Ten of
Swords. Endings, giving up, but if you add the one and the zero of
a ten, you end up back at one. It’s both a beginning and an end.
The Thoth has always hit me as a darker, more intense deck. The
guide for that deck names the card as “ruin.” So someone wanted to
ruin Patrice or maybe someone she had brought ruin to? Revenge? Had
she pissed someone off? Who would benefit from her death?”

“C’mere. Eat. Relax for a minute. You’ll
drive yourself crazy.”

He saw her face and smirked. “Sorry. Bad
choice of words. You’re obviously not crazy, Sophie – just
stressed. With good reason. But this will blow over.”

He said it as if he could will it so. She
wished he could.

“You know, if Patrice was going to divorce
Alan, he probably gets everything and life insurance, as well.
Isn’t it double with murder? Why aren’t they hauling him in for
questioning?”

“We shouldn’t be talking about this—I’m not
on the case for obvious reasons, and the farther we stay out of
this, the better.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“Yes. They’re looking into it, Sophie. It
will work itself out. Let it drop.”

“I know, but it’s so frustrating! I didn’t
do it, and while they’re trying to find a way to nail me, they’re
losing time finding the real killer!”

“Listen, they aren’t trying to nail you,
though it may feel that way.”

She stiffened. “You don’t have any idea what
it feels like to be on the other side of that interrogation
table.”

“You’re right, I don’t. I’m sorry. I know
it’s hard, but you have to sit tight and let the process work.”

Like hell, Sophie thought, but only
bit into her bagel.

Roger had a lot more faith in a process than
she did, especially when they’d never found the killer of her
family, either. Had they really, really looked, she’d always
wondered?

Someone had come into a weird little occult
shop and gunned down two psychics. Though the police would say
every crime received the same attention, it was clear from the
media frenzy around Patrice’s death that that was hardly the case.
Was the murder of two psychics worth expending a lot of city
resources on? Would they dig as hard or as deep? Roger always got
worked up when she mentioned it, so she stopped mentioning it but
never stopped thinking about it.

They’d told her later that the shooting was
a robbery gone wrong, or perhaps someone with a grudge of some
sort. Maybe someone who wasn’t happy with their tarot reading. As
if it was her aunt’s fault?

With no weapon to match to the bullets, no
DNA, no information from her, the case had reached a dead end fast.
She’d heard the murmurs, saw the slant of stories in the paper.
People thought her aunt and father were just two more crazies, or
at best, con-artists who took people’s money in exchange for
telling the future and had met a tragic end. A reporter had once
asked her, if her aunt could read the future why hadn’t she been
able to avoid her own murder?

A chill passed over her, and she hugged
herself, hating the memories.

After a while, though, no one said anything
and it all just faded. Guilt blossomed, because Sophie figured that
in a way, she’d let it fade, too. Patrice’s death was bringing it
all back in startling detail.

“How long until I can open back up?” she
asked, shifting the topic.

“Probably by tomorrow. We’re out of there
now, but you need to have cleaning done. I’ll make
arrangements.”

“I’ll need to get back to my place sooner
than that. All my school stuff is there.”

“Listen, why don’t you hang out here today?
Maybe look at wedding dresses on the internet,” he suggested
lightly.

Not sure she’d heard right, she shook her
head. “This isn’t exactly the right time for that.”

“There never is a right time, is there?”
Before she could respond he held up his hands. “Sorry. I know
you’re right. I guess I meant you may as well take a day off. Do
something that would take your mind off things.”

“If I sit here and do nothing, I really will
go nuts. I have classes. I don’t want this screwing up my life like
it did before. I had to quit high school, but I’ve worked too hard
at college to let this get the best of me. Patrice wouldn’t want
that,” she said, and Roger murmured his reluctant agreement. “We
have to get the shop opened back up. I want to help her, Patrice,
but I don’t know how. Is there any word on services?”

“Not yet, but you’re better off keeping your
distance for now if for no other reason than there’s a killer out
there, and you are a loose end.”

“I want to go. I owe her that, at least.

“Sophie, just. . .listen for once. Slow down
and think.”

“If I slow down, I think too much, and I
really don’t want to do that right now.”

She walked to the sink to rinse out her
glass, hitting it on the side of the sink. She heard the shatter,
but continued to hold part of the broken glass in her fingers, her
eyes glued to the water coming out of the faucet, mesmerized in the
most horrible way.

“Sophie, what? What is it?” Roger rushed to
her side, took her hand in his. “You cut yourself.”

“The water. It’s. . .blood. The water turned
to blood.”

She heard him cursing under his breath and
couldn’t tear her eyes away from the running faucet, which Roger
turned off.

“You cut yourself on the glass, Sophie,
that’s all, see? This is the only blood.”

She looked down at the red gash on her
finger and blinked.

“I’m calling the doctor, and you’re going
in. No arguments.” Roger was firm while he wrapped the cut looked
in the cupboards for a bandage. “You have some kind of
post-traumatic stress, whether you’ll admit it or not.”

“I. . .it’s like the man, and the dream. .
.I keep seeing things. . .like something is trying to get
through-”

“Stop,” Roger halted her ramble, pulling her
up short and shaking gently but firmly her by the shoulders. “Don’t
do that. It’s a stress response, and that’s it. The blood from the
cut triggered some sort of memory. That’s all.”

“Maybe. Maybe you’re right,” she said,
looking at the faucet as he bandaged her throbbing finger.

“Why don’t you go lay down for a while? You
shouldn’t go out in this condition.”

“I don’t have a condition, Roger.
Stop trying to hide me away.”

“Take my word for it, hon, this is a good
time for you to lay low.”

“I’ll be fine. I need to figure things out
and get back on my feet. Work will help.”

“Tell you what, we’ll stop by the doctor’s
office to get you checked out-” he held up a hand stemming her
automatic protest. “And then I’ll get you back to your place and
you can do what you have to do, okay?”

She grimaced at the idea of the doctor, but
nodded. Relationships were all about compromise, right? “Okay,
thanks.”

“Good girl,” he said, planting a kiss on her
head. “Things will work out, you’ll see.”
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