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		Undead Girlfriend

		

		Paula Harmon’s hands lay over mine, smooth and soft and clammy. The thick tapestries draped over the walls hid the sound of car engines outside. The only noise was Paula’s shallow breathing. In the faint flicker of candlelight, I could barely see her.

		“Are you feeling anything, Julie?” Paula’s voice was tinged with desperation. “Is he here with us?”

		“Hush, hush. The spirits need silence before they will show themselves.” I dipped my head, and my large hoop earrings jangled against the silky scarf I wore in my hair. The beginnings of a headache pulsed behind my temples. It was Halloween, and I’d been slammed with clients.

		Her knobby fingers twisted through mine, and I squeezed them back gently. Her faded features had transformed into an expression of torment. Every week, she came to our standing appointment wearing her Sunday best—yet in the darkness, the fine-textured clothes looked like shifting shadows.

		“I have so much to tell him,” she whispered.

		“Think of his voice. Picture his face. Go as deep as you can into the memory.” Extracting my hands from hers, I laid them on a crystal ball. The glass was warm to the touch above the intricate wooden carvings. Closing my eyes, I let out a long hum. “Robert Harmon, I summon you here with the power of love—the greatest human sentiment. Your wife, Paula, has come to speak to you. Robert Harmon, show me a sign if you can hear me.”

		I snuck a peek at the elderly woman. A tear was already dripping down her cheek. “Robert, honey, come out and talk to me. Please.”

		My chest jerked with a few audible gasps. My eyes flew open and my pupils focused. When I spoke, my voice came out an octave lower than it had been. “My love, you came again. I miss you.”

		“I miss you, too!” The sense of jittery agitation that had surrounded her since she came into the room dissipated in an instant. “I’ve been waiting all week for this, Robert.”

		My eyes rolled back for a second, then fixed on her. “Something has happened. You have news.”

		She nodded eagerly. “Spencer came for a visit last weekend. You know that nice girl I told you he was seeing? He brought her along, and when we were alone, he told me he’s planning to propose.” Her voice choked, and she grabbed a tissue to wipe her eyes. “Our little boy is a real man now. A husband, and maybe soon a father, too. I just... I just wish you could be here to see it.”

		“I’m right here with you.”

		The table rattled suddenly and I put my hands on it to steady it, keeping the movement subtle so Paula wouldn’t be distracted. She was my most faithful client, and she’d keep coming to talk to Robert even if the only way to summon him was to dance naked on the table.

		The table was still now, yet the crystal ball was rattling. I frowned down at it, wondering if the base had somehow been damaged.

		“Robert, you haven’t done this before,” Paula said. “Do you have a special message for me today? Something about Spencer?”

		“Yes,” I intoned.

		The tapestries on the walls fluttered, and my eyes shot open wide. I had to be hallucinating—but it seemed like the walls themselves were shaking.

		“This must be a really important message,” Paula murmured. “Is it the girl? Is she not the one for him? I know she’s Catholic, but—”

		“Stop talking.” My heart thundered in my chest, and I didn’t even care that I’d used my voice instead of Robert’s. I held up my hands, unable to keep the look of terror off my face. “What is this? Some Halloween prank?”

		Paula stared at me in confusion as I jumped up and flipped on the light. “J-Julie?”

		The walls shook harder, and I struggled to draw a breath. Something was going on here—something I hadn’t planned or put in place. The scarf flew off my hair, and dark curls tumbled over my shoulders.

		“Whoever is playing a trick on me, stop it!” I held on to the arm of a chair. “This isn’t funny!”

		A low cackle came through the air, and with the blood draining from my face, I collapsed back into my seat. There was no mirth in that laugh. This was real.

		“Who are you?” I asked frantically. “Why are you doing this?”

		“Julie, that’s you, isn’t it?” Paula fidgeted in her chair. “Where’s Robert?”

		“Just shut up! Leave!” I lifted my eyes to the ceiling as Paula skittered out. “Who are you? Show yourself! Who are you?”

		There was one last echo of laughter, and the crystal ball tipped over and shattered on the floor.

		The room was silent.
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		“Talk to any real spirits today?” Eileen giggled as she swung her compact SUV into traffic.

		“Don’t even joke about that.”

		I’d been too shaken to drive for the entire week, so Eileen had been taking me home after work. Every second had been spent watching and waiting for another visit from the phantom. The fact that it hadn’t come only made me more anxious for when it would show up.

		“You’re being so silly. You know it was probably a minor earthquake, right?” Keeping her eyes on the road, she patted my knee.

		“And yet I didn’t find anything online about it. That’d be an extremely minor earthquake if it only affected one room.” I swallowed. “And you didn’t hear the laugh, baby. That ghost was laughing at me.”

		Eileen snorted. “You’re cute.”

		I shriveled in the car seat. Maybe I could’ve waved off the whole thing, like her, if not for the looming sense that my lies had caught up with me.

		Yes, I was a fraud. I wasn’t any kind of psychic or medium. I was good at reading people and even better at improvising. I’d parlayed a few bullshit tarot readings into a whole career talking to dead people.

		I didn’t think of myself as a scam artist. I brought comfort and hope to a lot of people. Clients like Paula got so much out of our weekly sessions. In a sense, it was a kind of therapy.

		Telling myself that was all well and good until a real ghost graced me with its presence.

		“We’re here.” Eileen pulled to the curb across from my apartment complex and turned off the engine.

		“Oh... are you coming in?” I unbuckled my seat belt, then hesitated with the door open. “I kind of just wanted a quiet night.”

		Hurt flashed across her face, but she did her best to cover it. “Okay, no problem.”

		“I’m sorry, baby, and thank you so much for driving me home. I’ll make this up to you over the weekend.”

		“Oh, yeah?” Her face flushed with desire. “You sure you don’t want to get a head start on that?”

		“Tomorrow. Or maybe Sunday.” I leaned forward to give her a brief, awkward kiss.

		Inside my apartment, I took a book from the bookshelf over to my rickety wooden table. I’d studied these witchy books years ago, trying to come up with the best ways to deceive people. Now I was reading them in earnest.

		“I could cast a spell to keep it away,” I murmured to myself. “I’d make a pentagram with salt, like I do at work.”

		But if any of the stuff in these books actually worked, why didn’t spirits visit me daily?

		As I let out a sigh of defeat, the floor beneath my feet gave a faint tremble. As the breath caught in my lungs, the walls began to shudder. I pulled my legs up on the chair and wrapped my arms around them, making myself as small as humanly possible.

		A low chuckle came from the air surrounding me. “I’m back, Julie. Not happy to see me?”

		I wouldn’t have been able to give the laugh a gender before. Now that the voice was speaking, it was distinctly feminine. There was something familiar about it, too, beneath the ghastly surface.

		“Who are you?” I whispered again.

		“I know you remember me.”

		In the chair across from me, molecules and atoms shimmered into being. The outline was faint at first, and then it took on the traits of a human female. Colors blended and detail came in, like an artist turning a sketch into a painting. The dark eyes and full lips were still vague, the freckles slowly drawing in, when I recognized her.

		“Ingrid.”

		She still looked faded, not quite corporeal. If I were to touch her, my hand might go right through her. Her eyes were fixed on me, black pools far deeper than they’d been in life. The life had left her features, yet the beauty she’d always possessed was still there, grave and somber.

		“It’s me, all right.” She laughed again, the sound echoing eerily. “Your best friend forever, as you told me back in third grade.”

		I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to stop my persistent shivers. “I don’t understand how this is happening.”

		“You came again,” she piped in a high-pitched voice. “Oh God! I miss you!”

		I squeezed my eyes shut, and when I opened them, she was still there. Still mocking me. “Look, I’m glad you’re here,” I said tightly. “I’ve always wished I could have a real conversation with you.”

		Now her laugh was loud and long. In the space of an instant, she was ten feet tall, and she slammed her fists down on the table. “I’m not one of your clients, Julie,” she hissed. “You’re not going to smooth talk your way out of this!”

		My stomach twisted into a hard knot. “I’m serious,” I whispered. “If you’d sit down, we could talk. There’s a lot I want to say to you.”

		Her eyes flashed a blinding light. “We could’ve talked any time during the four years that you bullied me mercilessly!”

		Cringing back, I hung my head. “I deserve that.”

		The admission seemed to take her by surprise. She shrank down to her normal size, and the silky black robe that clung to every inch of her frame shrank along with her.

		We’d been a dynamic duo for our entire childhood. We weren’t like the other girls—me with my poor social skills, her with her unapologetic individualism. Though our interests never overlapped, the complement in our personalities made us gravitate toward each other. Both rejected by the other students, we stuck together like glue—until we got to high school.

		Suddenly being different wasn’t what I wanted anymore. Having one friend wasn’t good enough. I longed to be one of the girls that gathered in crowds, tossing their hair and chattering. Their high-pitched giggles made it seem like they were above everyone and everything.

		So, in the last few months before high school, I studied how to read people—learned how to make them like me. I read books, watched videos, practiced facial expressions and body language. My efforts went better than I’d ever hoped, and I realized I had an actual chance of becoming popular.

		The first day at a new school gave me an opportunity to reinvent myself, and I grabbed it with both hands—and threw Ingrid under the bus in the process.

		“You know what you did to me, then.” Though she was dead, she was breathing, and each inhale and exhale caused her body to swell and contract, her edges wavering as if she wasn’t quite there. “You remember how you started ignoring me like we were never friends in the first place.”

		“Yes.”

		“But that wasn’t enough,” Ingrid said. “You started telling everyone I stared at you in the change room. That I watched while you were showering. You spread rumor after rumor about me.”

		“It took on a life of its own.” The words tasted bitter on my lips, and I knew they were nowhere near sufficient.

		“And you didn’t do a damn thing to stop it!” Ingrid was huge again in an instant, her head hitting the ceiling as she bellowed down at me. “You told your friends I was in love, I was obsessed with you. Every time I tried to talk to you, you’d do nothing but mock me.”

		“I’m sorry!”

		I dropped my head into my hands. Ingrid’s spirit was telling me all the same things my conscience had always tried to get through to me. I’d made so many excuses for myself, but I couldn’t do that with a ghost screaming at me. This confrontation was making me weak.

		“The entire student body rejected me. It was four long years of complete and utter misery.” She banged her fist once more, then settled calmly back into her seat. “And then when I was finally about to get free, to live my life without any apologies, a drunk driver slammed into me as I was crossing the street.”

		A silent sob racked my body. I’d heard the news a week after graduation six years ago. Even back then, some part of me had understood what I’d done was wrong and held out hope that we’d make up someday. When that option was suddenly erased, the pain was crippling. Ingrid had gone to her grave believing I disdained her. I never had the chance to tell her what really happened—or to beg for her forgiveness.

		“I can’t apologize enough.” I did my best to hold her gaze. “Believe me, I’ve always regretted what I did to you. I’d do anything to take it back.”

		“You stole my entire life. You and the man driving that car—and I’m already done with him.”

		My throat was tight, and I was finding it hard to breathe. This was the moment for the confession I’d spent six years wishing I could make. It felt good to finally let the truth come out—yet even now, there were some parts that remained too difficult for me to say.

		“I didn’t know how to cope. I didn’t even know if you were really gay until a moment ago. I was struggling to figure my own life out. I resisted for so long, and I’ve only recently found the strength to be honest.”

		She gave a low, quiet laugh. “Don’t you think I know that?” Her calm was even more terrifying than when she raised her voice. “Why do you think I’m here?“

		My heartbeat stuttered in my chest.

		“Seeing you with a woman after all the time you spent tormenting me—there was no way I was going to meekly sit back and watch from the afterlife.” She pointed a spectral finger at me. “I had unfinished business, and believe me, I’m going to finish it.”

		My voice came out in a whisper. Ingrid was so beautiful, and she hated me with such intensity. “I deserve whatever you plan to do to me.”

		Her outline began to flicker at the edges. “I’m going now, but I have plans for you.” Her plush lips curved into a sneer. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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		I didn’t bother trying to convince myself I’d imagined any of it. The neighbor who texted me asking about all the shouting only confirmed what I already knew.

		As I got dressed after my morning shower, I wondered if it would be better to not see Eileen today. The way she’d waved off my first brush with Ingrid was off-putting, and I couldn’t imagine trying to confide in her now.

		Was she really the kind of person I wanted to be with, or was it just the head rush from finally dating the right gender? Now that the initial lust was petering out, was what remained the foundation for a stable relationship?

		We’d been together for just over two months. She’d caught my eye at a bar one night, exuding confidence with her short dark hair and tight leather jacket, and when she came up to me, I accepted her offer of a drink. My friends laughed uproariously, thinking I only wanted the free cocktail. They never guessed that Eileen knew something they didn’t.

		What I’d denied all my life was obvious to her, and with her beating my barriers down, I couldn’t fight the truth anymore. Within weeks, I’d told my closer friends and even my family. A weight had lifted off my back. But other than seeing I was attracted to women, did Eileen know a single thing about me?

		Did she compare in any way to the girl I’d always longed to be with?

		I had decided not to go to her place when a knock came at my door. “I came to pick you up,” Eileen explained. “I figured you still weren’t up for driving.”

		“That was thoughtful.”

		“You did want to come over, didn’t you?” Her eyes traveled disapprovingly over my ratty sweatpants and loose T-shirt. “Or we could just stay here.”

		I stayed in the doorframe, blocking her entrance. “Honestly, I’m not sure if I’m up for anything.”

		Her lips pursed, and with a decisive nod to herself, she brushed by me. “Always so silly lately, Julie.”

		Just outside my field of vision, a dark shape flickered. When I turned my head to look, it was gone. A shiver coursed through me, and I felt a sudden urge to be anywhere else. “Let’s go to your place,” I said.

		The drive over was quiet. Eileen prompted me with questions, and I mumbled out answers. I could sense her frustration with me rising. If I kept this long enough, I might not have to break up with her—she’d do it herself. Immediately, I chastised myself for the thought.

		The instant the door shut behind us, she was all over me, her breasts pressed up to my body, her tongue invading my mouth. I tensed up without meaning to, and it was enough for her to notice.

		“You did say you’d make it up to me.” Her tongue flicked over her lips. “It’s been so long, Julie.”

		“I know, baby, I know. I just...” Shaking my head, I dipped into the bathroom.

		Her condo was much larger and more luxurious than my apartment, down to the marble of her sink countertop. That was why she always insisted on coming here rather than my place. I could admit I enjoyed the opulent feel of her circular platform bed—but today I had no urge to tumble into it. What if Ingrid caught us getting cozy? I splashed cool water over my face.

		Once I stepped outside, a chill washed over me. Eileen was incapable of quiet—she was constantly in motion, her leg jiggling when she had to sit down. She never stopped chattering; she’d talk to herself if no one else was around. Yet right now, the condo was completely silent.

		“Baby?” I called out. Then, when there was no response, “Eileen?”

		A rush of cold air blew straight at me, and I regarded Ingrid without the slightest surprise. She was less fuzzy than yesterday, her form definitely tangible. She wore acid wash skinny jeans, the kind that were popular just before she died. At the moment, they were splattered with red liquid. My stomach knotted.

		“What did you do?” I asked in a low voice. “What have you done to her?”

		“Don’t ask questions if you can’t handle the answers.”

		She led me through the bedroom to Eileen’s ensuite, and I let out a deafening scream. Eileen’s naked body was sprawled face down in the bathtub, and blood pooled around her head.

		“She was planning to take a shower,” Ingrid said smoothly. “She slipped and fell. A tragic accident.”

		I stumbled against the wall. “You can’t expect me to believe that.”

		“Of course not. You really are silly.” She smirked. “That’s just what everyone’s going to think.”

		My hands clutched at my heart. “You killed her.”

		“Why would you care? She’s just some sick perv who’s in love with you. Some kind of homo.”

		“Don’t do this to me.” I closed my eyes and hunched over myself.

		This had to be a trick, a lesson Ingrid was trying to teach me. And yet when I dared to look up again, Eileen was still motionless. Still dead.

		“I already apologized,” I gasped out. “I don’t understand what you want from me.”

		“I haven’t been idle these past six years. I’ve been watching. Waiting. Growing stronger.” She flashed into a blaze of light, then reappeared with a glow around her. “I know all about everything that happened during my life, and I know exactly who to blame for it.”

		“Blame me, not my girlfriend.”

		“This is only a fraction of the pain you caused me.” She loomed over me, her bottomless eyes flashing. “You took my entire life!”

		“Me, not Eileen!” I bent my head to my knees, collapsing in on myself. “She didn’t do anything.”

		“You’re the one I’m punishing. You had to lose something you loved.”

		“But I didn’t even love her!”

		Ingrid waited in suspicious silence for me to continue.

		“I was planning to break up with her.” I unfolded slightly so I could peek up at her. “She was never who I really wanted. She wasn’t the one I spent my whole life dreaming about. The one who got away in the worst possible way.”

		Ingrid’s head tipped back, tilting almost all the way off her body. The laugh she let out was loud and harsh, even maniacal. “Is that so?” She snapped her head back up to look at me, and her bottomless black eyes threatened to drown me. She was ghastly, and she was perfect.

		“Ingrid...” My voice quavered. “I was an awful teen. I didn’t know how to deal with my own feelings. I was too much of a coward to admit the truth. From day one, it was me who had feelings for you.”

		“You’re a spectacular liar. But then, you’ve always lied about everything, Julie.”

		“I’m not lying.” I swallowed, and then the words began to spill out. “Back in high school, I was projecting the whole time. Every harsh word I said was how I felt about myself. Every rumor I spread was what I was doing to you. I couldn’t accept being gay, so I pinned it all on you. And once I figured that out, I never had the chance to explain how much I regretted it.”

		“For all of high school, you wanted me?” Without seeming to notice, she shrank small enough to crawl into the palm of my hand. “That’s really what you’re going with?”

		“It’s how I felt.”

		I’d never known if any of the rumors I spread were true. Never known if the unwelcome, uncontrollable attraction went one way or two. I was about to find out.

		Slowly, Ingrid swelled back to her normal size. Her face was flushed, her pupils dilated. “If all of that’s true, then come here.”

		My throat was tight as I stood up, and I tried not to glance at the lifeless body of my late girlfriend. Yes, Eileen was dead ... but Ingrid was here, and she wanted me. And right now, that miracle outweighed the tragedy.

		Ingrid followed my gaze, and with a wave of her hand, the bathroom door slammed shut. We were alone now—and the woman I’d always wanted was standing right in front of me.

		I knew how bizarre the situation was. But I also knew how long I’d fought my longing for this. Every harsh word and spiteful remark from high school rocketed through my mind as I stepped closer to Ingrid. The vitriol was gone, and only the desire it had masked was left.

		Ingrid’s outline flickered as I put a tentative hand on her shoulder. She was solid enough for me to touch, even if her edges shifted like sand. When she reached for me, her fingers were like nothing I’d felt before, feather light and chilly. But I didn’t mind. It was Ingrid.

		“You’re a very good actress.” Her ghost breath was shallow, her voice tremulous. “I’m shocked that you’re going to go through with this.”

		“I swear on all that’s holy, I’m not acting. I’ve never connected with anyone like I did with you.” I knotted my hands together. “I loved you so much, Ingrid. I pushed you away because I was terrified of my own feelings. You were the best friend I’ve ever had, and you could’ve been my soulmate. You were the one I was always supposed to be with.”

		Her lips quivered. “You could almost make me believe you.”

		Her skepticism was like a knife through my heart, and I knew it was my own fault that she didn’t trust me. “We could’ve been so happy together if I wasn’t such a horrible teen.”

		“Enough talking.” Her whole body shimmered. “Kiss me, if you’re going to.”

		My eyes flickered shut, and I leaned in—and then it was the moment I’d waited for all my life, Ingrid’s delicate lips brushing against mine. She was insubstantial in my arms, barely more than air, but there was enough of her to hold on to—so I did, pulling her closer, squeezing her tighter. The hunger in that one kiss was enough to make me forget absolutely everything.

		The bed was inches away—Eileen’s circular bed with the fluffy sheets and thick mattress. This was so wrong, but also so right, and I couldn’t have stopped it even if I wanted to. Ingrid’s wispy hands were all over me, tugging off my clothes with wordless ardor, and when I stopped kissing her to take a breath, her own outfit melted off in an instant.

		She lay on the bed before me, a black lacy bra and thong setting off her ghostly skin. Had she looked like that in real life? Or had she made her body as perfect as physically possible? Pale hips swished out from a nipped waist, and a deep line of cleavage drew my eyes to her chest. My breath cut in my throat. Through some inexplicable magic, I’d been given a second chance, and this was every one of my repressed teenage fantasies.

		“Touch me,” she whispered. “Everywhere.”

		I ran a finger down her arm, then straddled her to touch her chest. Though I was frustrated by her lack of substance, I could still feel the curve of her breasts. Her body tensed, and when she relaxed, the undergarments evaporated into thin air. She was all bare, supple flesh, and she was all mine.

		“I have to make it up to you,” I told her, my throat tight as I gazed down at her beautiful body. She barely made an imprint on the beige sheets; they were only rumpled by my knees on either side of her. “Everything I said and did. Every moment I made you feel bad.”

		“Then do that.” She arched her back, pressing her breasts up toward me.

		I dipped my head, wrapping my lips around one pink nipple. My mouth was already watering, and I wanted so desperately to be down lower, tasting her. But I had to make my way there slowly. To make this as perfect as it could possibly be for her. I owed her that, and a whole lot more.

		Her light touch found the back of my head, and she let out a gasping moan as my tongue flicked over the tight bud. As I lavished attention on her breasts, she writhed more and more. This felt too surreal to be happening, and yet I never questioned it for a moment. I could never have hallucinated or imagined a sound as beautiful as the muffled cries she was letting out.

		“Julie, Julie...”

		I’d gotten caught up in the moment, hadn’t felt the feathery pressure on my shoulders. She had so much power when she chose to use it, and yet in my arms she’d lost all of it, could only push me downward with the frailest touch.

		“I need you.” The look on her face was raw and desperate. “Right now.”

		I nodded slowly. “I’m all yours.”

		I descended to the apex I’d always dreamed of, the promised land I never thought I’d attain. Ingrid’s intricate folds were the most perfect sight I’d ever seen, and with every flicker of her physical shape, wetness dripped from her pussy.

		With a deep breath, I grazed a fingertip over her. Her whole body shuddered, and I leaned in to do the same with my tongue. I took hold of her hips, sliding my hands under her, and she quivered under my touch.

		I circled her clit with slow, smooth strokes, and peeked up at her over the mounds of her breasts. Her face was tight, her chest heaving. “More, Julie. Harder.”

		I opened my mouth, setting the flat of my tongue against her. She could feel that, I assumed from the way she bucked against me. Her hips pushed insistently against my face, and as I delved deep inside her, I struggled to keep breathing.

		Was this her plan? To take me out in bed, suffocate me with her sex so that she and I could be together forever?

		She let out a long, breathy moan, and my fears dissipated. I didn’t have to be a real psychic to know she had no ulterior motive right now. The only thing she cared about was reaching a shattering orgasm.

		I reached up for her breasts, caressing them under my palms as I tongued her in a frenzy. I moved in rhythm with her, both of us rocking together in an intimate momentum that we shared unconsciously. I had never felt so connected to anyone, so utterly in sync. But this was my best friend, my soulmate. How could I be surprised that the intimacy was the most incredible thing I’d ever experienced?

		Ingrid’s body tensed under me, and her hips bucked violently. I would’ve been thrown off if not for the way her thighs had clasped hard around my head. Heat sizzled between us, sparks flying through the air around us. And still I held on, diving deep into her, licking and sucking with everything I had, giving her every last part of my soul...

		Afterwards, I eased down to the mattress. My nerves were lit up, but I’d take care of myself later. I didn’t expect anything from her now. Between Eileen and the sex, we’d finally evened the score.

		“Look at you.” Her fingers sifted through my hair as I pulled myself up beside her. “You’re sweating.”

		My cheeks heated. “I was trying really hard. I meant everything I said to you.” I’d wanted so badly to blow her mind. It was the only way I could see to make things right between us.

		Her barely there touch tilted my chin toward her, and the black depths of her eyes drew me in. “You’re not lying.”

		“No, I’m not.”

		“And you won’t.” She stroked my face like she was caressing a beloved pet. “Ever again.”

		“What do you mean?”

		Her figure began to shimmer, gleams of light reflecting off her pallid skin. She put her hands behind her head, arching her breasts upward even as they flickered at their edges.

		She was leaving me. Again.

		“Ingrid, don’t do this. Don’t go.” I grabbed her by one arm, then took both in desperation. “Please. Please... Will I see you again?”

		Her whole body was fading now. All that was left of her was those gorgeous lips. As they formed a smile, they let out one last echoing laugh.
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		Monday afternoon, I sat at the table where I did my readings. I hadn’t had a client all day—the sign outside hadn’t drawn anybody in, and there had been no bookings. I’d spent the day alone with my thoughts, both about Ingrid and Eileen. I’d made an anonymous call to the cops about her body, and I wasn’t sure if anyone would in turn contact me. We’d only dated a brief time—perhaps no one would think to notify me.

		I stood up, loosening the scarf around my head. It was too tight, and my hoop earrings were too heavy. Why had I bothered to come in today? I wasn’t in any state of mind to work. Every time I thought about Eileen, I felt like vomiting.

		Before I could remove all the accoutrements, a face peeked through the door.

		“Paula, you’re here.” I forced my face into a semblance of contentment.

		She fluttered up to the table and took her seat, removing her wide-brimmed velvet hat. “Of course. I have to talk to Robert, don’t I?”

		“I just thought... after last week...” I was off my game. My words normally came out much more smoothly.

		She gave me a questioning look, then waved a wrinkled hand. “It’s fine, dear. You did speak rudely to me, but that can be excused with all the things that were happening. I know you’re the real thing, and that’s not easy to find. I’ll be back every week, and I’ve told my friends to visit you, too.”

		I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “That sounds great, Paula. Make yourself comfortable. Would you like some water?”

		I grabbed a glass for myself and chugged it down to calm myself. Paula’s confidence in me was welcome, but something felt off today, and I didn’t like it.

		Seating myself across from her, I laid my hands on the table. She placed hers in mine without needing to be instructed. I wrapped my fingers around hers, trying to ground myself. I had the odd feeling that I was about to float away.

		“Think of Robert.” My voice was hoarse and unsure. “Picture his face.”

		“I am, dear. I am.”

		I tried to ease the knot in my chest. Since my replacement crystal ball hadn’t arrived yet from Amazon, I placed my hands directly on the table. “Robert Harmon, I summon you. With the power of love, I summon you to speak through me. Your wife is here to commune with you. Robert Harmon, speak if you can hear me.”

		The room was silent. Paula squinted an eye open.

		I took a breath, preparing to pitch my voice lower. This is Robert. I’m here, my love. The words were on the tip of my tongue—but when I opened my mouth, no sound came out.

		“Robert, I came to see you.” Paula regarded me uncertainly. “You’re here today, aren’t you?”

		Was something wrong with my voice box? Why wouldn’t the words come out? I’d never let Paula down, and I wasn’t about to start now. She was paying good money for this, and I was going to give her what she came for. My eyes popping from the effort to speak, I gripped my throat.

		“Julie, are you choking?” Paula looked panicked now. “You should stop now. I can talk to Robert another time.”

		My whole body shuddered as I gave up on being Robert. “I’m so sorry about that,” I said in my normal voice. “I don’t know what happened.”

		“Spirits can be fickle, can’t they? It’s okay, dear. I’m sure it’ll work next time.” She gathered up her purse and put her hat back on. “Or maybe it’s related to last time. You did seem a bit over your head, sorry to say. I don’t know what you’ve been up to, but it seems like you might have dabbled in something dangerous.”

		“Maybe I did.” I touched my throat again as Paula nodded politely and left. How was it that these words came out of me so easily when the other ones hadn’t?

		Alone in the room, I tried again to lower my voice. Hi, this is Robert. My lips could form the words, but they wouldn’t come past them. Hi, Paula. It’s nice to see you. Not even the faintest whisper came out.

		I dropped my face into my hands as Ingrid’s words from yesterday echoed through my mind. “You’re not lying. And you won’t—ever again.”

		When a friend called last night, I made panicked excuses to get off the phone as soon as she asked how I was. I couldn’t get out the word “fine.” I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time—but now I understood.

		Ingrid had done this to me. Turning my eyes to the ceiling, I hollered out her name.

		Within seconds, long legs shimmered into my field of vision. Ingrid gave me a wicked smile as she luxuriated across the table, propping herself up on one elbow as she extended pink-painted toes toward my face.

		“So you’ve figured it out,” she said. “Took you long enough.”

		“How could you do this to me?” I demanded.

		“You’ve been lying all your life. Dishonest about your feelings, your capabilities, even your sexuality.” She turned onto her stomach, holding her chin in her hand as she kicked her feet playfully. “You won’t lie anymore. While we were together, I took that from you.”

		“My whole job,” I breathed. “My career!”

		All of it was based on lies.

		Ingrid’s smirk returned, and she looked more self-satisfied than she ever had as a child. The expression made her sharp features even more beautiful. She was proud of herself, damn her—proud of the heartless way she’d ruined my life.

		I wanted to slap her.

		I wanted to kiss her.

		“What the hell am I supposed to do?”

		A low, resounding cackle emerged from her lips. “I’m sure we can figure something out.”
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		One Year Later

		I picked up the coffee from the counter of the coffee shop. “Careful, it’s hot,” the barista said automatically. “Wait, haven’t I seen you before? Were you on the news?”

		“Correct. I’m on there all the time.” I slid my sunglasses up my nose. I preferred to fly under the radar than to have conversations with every person who recognized me.

		“You’re that psychic, then? Could you tell me—”

		“I’m so sorry, I don’t have time. Have a great day!” I rushed out the door and down the block to the industrial space I’d rented. It was dark, like my old place, but not dingy—and it was big enough to hold an office for my new assistant.

		As soon as I passed through the door, Freida was up on her feet, apologizing to me. “I would’ve gone to the coffee shop if I knew you wanted something! You shouldn’t have to waste your time on things like that, Julie.”

		“Don’t worry about it. I like these little chores. Keeps me humble.” I took a sip as I passed by her.

		“Are you sure? It wouldn’t be a problem!” she called from behind me.

		“I’m totally sure.” I spun around to grin at her. “You know I wouldn’t lie to you.”

		My day was packed with clients, and everything went as per usual. The walls shook right on schedule, and the floor vibrated as if on cue.

		When my second-last client of the day got up to leave, she looked a bit dazed. “I must’ve come here a hundred times, and I still don’t know how you manage all those special effects.”

		“You already know.” I gave her a sly smile. “It’s the spirit that haunts me.”

		As soon as she was gone, Freida let my next client in. I beamed when I saw Paula. She was still my most faithful client—she’d never missed a week. I still gave her my old rate, even though I charged new people ten times more. I owed that much to her.

		A year ago, after I failed to channel Robert, I sat her down and explained that he’d crossed over to the great beyond. I told her she could stop seeing me—or that I could do readings and predictions for her. She chose option B.

		Today she wore a shiny coat of red lipstick, and her elegant dress gleamed with subtle sequins. Impatient energy bubbled under her surface, and I knew there was something she was dying to tell me.

		“Take a seat,” I told her. “Is there anything in particular you want to talk about today?”

		“Why, yes. I’m wondering if things will go anywhere with the handsome gentleman I spoke to at church on Sunday.”

		I extended my hands to her. “Let’s find out.”

		As I held her knobby fingers, a cool wind blew around the room. I opened my eyes to see Ingrid standing before me. A soft smile crossed my face, and I gave her a silent nod. She vanished for a few long minutes, then returned with evident excitement.

		“He’s thinking about calling her,” she told me. “She should be careful, though. He’s still mourning his late wife.”

		I relayed the message to Paula, who squeezed my hands earnestly. “Why should I care about that?” she asked. “I still miss Robert, too.”

		Once we finished up the session, she gave me a big hug. “Thank you so much, Julie. I don’t tell you this enough, but you’re such a huge help. Part of me still feels like I’m betraying Robert, but it’s finally time to move on.”

		“He would’ve wanted you to be happy.”

		“And what about you?” She slid her purse strap over her shoulder, giving me an inquisitive look. “I haven’t heard anything about your love life. Can’t the spirits find the right woman for you?”

		“It doesn’t work like that.”

		“I don’t mean to pry, but I read in the paper about the girlfriend you had—the one with the tragic accident.” Her voice was full of sympathy. “You’re not single because of that, are you? Because if it’s anything like Robert and I...”

		“Oh, no. It’s nothing like that.”

		I chose my words carefully these days, never lying and yet not always telling the full truth. Ingrid had checked in with Eileen a long time ago, and once the initial shock had passed, she went on to haunt her first girlfriend, the love of her life. She said death was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

		“But aren’t you lonely?” Paula pressed.

		I shook my head. “Not in the slightest.”

		Once she was gone, Ingrid fluttered back into sight. She pressed feathery-soft lips to mine as I pushed her up against the table.

		“You worked hard today,” I said, stroking her face. Ghosts didn’t get tired, but I still felt bad for making her put in so many hours. “I better blow your mind to make it up to you.”

		“You worked just as hard. Maybe it’s me who needs to do something special.”

		My heart was pumping, and I found it suddenly hard to breathe. “Is there some rule that says we can’t do both?”

		“Not as long as I get to go first.”

		She gave me a long, deep kiss, and her tongue flicked gently against mine. Her wraithlike hands found my waistline, and I shuddered at her chilly touch as she worked her way into my pants. With every brush of her fingers, I found myself gasping. No matter how long we’d been together, she still got my pulse racing as hard as ever.

		As she slid her soft tongue along my throat, the long-sleeved top she was wearing evaporated off her skin. She drew a finger down my chest, freezing the threads with her touch until a final caress split the shirt in two. I pressed my breasts to hers, holding her insubstantial frame as tightly as I could.

		“On the table,” she whispered. “I want you right here and now.”

		“Just a second.” I cracked the door open and called out to Frieda that she could go home.

		Then I turned back to my best friend, my lover.

		The woman who—in death, if not life—was all mine.
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