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Finders Mansion – Book Two



Chapter One



 

Markus Harrington sat back in his leather recliner
inhaling the rich scent of the new leather smell, even after three weeks, the
chair still had its just store-bought smell. He looked around his home, so much
had changed in the past month.  First,
there was the surprising knock on the door and the stranger who gave him a
check for more money than he’d ever seen in his life. Something about a bank error years ago that they were finally fixing.
He still couldn’t figure out how a bank error could end up earning him so much,
but if that were the payback on an error,
he’d be happy to have the bank make a few more of them.


He looked at the old wedding photo sitting on the
brand-new shelving unit the interior designer had picked out for him.  That was the only argument he’d had with the
fancy designer from the furniture store. 
She’d wanted him to update the frame, something black and slick to match
with the rest of the new décor. But he knew his Sophie wouldn’t have wanted it
changed. The old, slightly tarnished metal frame had been good enough for them
when they were struggling to make ends
meet; it will be good enough now that the
tide had turned.


His eyes got a little misty as he thought about
Sophie.  He wished that she had lived
long enough to enjoy this money too.  He
would have made her get some new clothes, something from one of those boutique
stores downtown. She would have made a fuss, but he would have insisted. She
deserved something nice; she deserved the
best.


He pulled an old kerchief from his pocket, wiped his
eyes and blew his nose. He missed Sophie.  He missed her every single day of his life, and no matter how much money was in his bank
account, it would never fill the hole that was in his heart.


He took a deep breath and reached over to pick up the
tall, Styrofoam cup that held his coffee. 
He sipped and smiled as the smooth combination of coffee, cream, and
flavoring slide down his throat.  Sophie
had always called fancy coffee a waste of money and a sin against the
institution of real coffee drinkers. 
Those fancy latte, macchiato, caramel drinkie things were desserts, not
morning fuel. But, he smiled with satisfaction, he had
one there on Sophie. He didn’t have to pay for his fancy morning dessert
drinks.  No siree,
he got his coffee free every morning at the investment club he joined. Free
coffee.  Free breakfast. And free advice
on how to turn his newfound bonanza into an even larger sum.


Sophie would be so proud of him, he thought,
hobnobbing with those highfalutin banker types. They would have never given him
or his the time of day a few months ago; now they were all “Mr. Harrington this” or
“Mr. Harrington that.”  He smiled, took
another sip of the cup, and smiled. Yes siree,
he was finally living the good life. 


Suddenly Markus felt a sharp pain in his right side.
He gasped and groaned, the cup dropping from his hand onto the expensive new
rug underneath his chair. He tried to reach for his phone, but he couldn’t get
his hand to cooperate. The pain increased, and tears slid down his cheeks. He
struggled to catch his breath, struggled to move against the pressure in his
chest. 


Finally, he laid back against the fancy leather
upholstery of his new recliner. Markus Harrington was dead. 

















 

Chapter Two


“It may surprise you to learn that we’ve been able to
give away six million dollars in the past eight weeks,” Bradley Alden,
Freeport’s Chief of Police said about the treasure trove they had discovered in
the mansion across the street. “But, that’s just a drop in the bucket to what
we still have to do.”


Stanley Wagner, the retired owner of Wagner’s Office Supplies, raised his hand, and Bradley acknowledged it. “Stanley.”


“I’m thinking we
need to get more disguises,” he said. 


“Disguises?” Bradley asked.


“Darn tootin,”
Stanley replied. “Iffen I keep going to folks’ homes
with a cashier’s check and saying I’m from a lottery no one ever heerd about, people are gonna
get mighty suspicious. I know we got to return those funds back to the relatives of the one what lost ‘em, but this keeping it secret stuff is getting harder and
harder.”


Alex Boettcher, Stephenson County District Attorney,
nodded. “That’s true,” he agreed. “But I don’t know if we need disguises.”


“I brought some with me,” Stanley continued. “So’s you
can see.”


He slid his chair back, reached under the table to grab
a shopping bag next to his feet and pulled out an item.  Then he bent forward, placed the item on his
head and sat up.


“Stanley,” Mary O’Reilly Alden exclaimed, muffling her
laughter. “That’s a mask, that’s not a disguise.”


“Same difference,” Stanley said behind the large
rubber mask.


“Stanley, you look very handsome,” Rosie Wagner, his
wife, said with an approving sigh. 


“And you look like our president,” Alex added. “I
don’t think it’s going to work.”


“Two things,” Stanley said, his voice slightly muffled
by the rubber. “First, it was on sale, so I kept expenses low. Second, if
anyone were going to be handing out
money, it would be him. He’s got plenty.”


“But you don’t sound like him,” Bradley tried to
reason.


Stanley pulled the mask off, his face wet with
perspiration. “I can get a recording,” he improvised.


“You don’t think someone in a mask of our president
giving away tens of thousands of dollars isn’t going to cause a little commotion?”
Mary asked.


Stanley sighed. “Well, I ain’t
thought of it that way,” he said. “But we gotta do something if we want to keep this on the down
low.”


“Stanley’s right,” Alex said. “We do need to keep this
quiet, not only for Maybelle’s sake but
also for all of your safety.  We don’t
want the wrong people to think that suddenly all of you have come into a lot of
money.”


“So, what do you suggest?” Mary asked. 


“Do you have a list of the people who are owed money?”
Alex asked.


Mary shook her head. “No, Maybelle keeps bringing me
one file at a time,” she explained. “And I have no idea where the files are
coming from.”


“Maybe you could talk to her about looking over all
the files,” Alex suggested. “At least that way we’d have some idea of how long
this process is going to take.”


“That’s a wonderful idea,” Rosie inserted. 


Mary smiled at Rosie and nodded. “Okay, I can do
that,” she said.


Alex turned to Stanley. “And, in the meantime, I like
how you’re thinking.”


Stanley grinned and turned to Bradley. “See that; the District Attorney likes how I’m
thinking.”


Then Stanley turned back to Alex. “So, what’s our next
step?” he asked.


“Well, we need to change things up, so no one gets
suspicious,” Alex replied. “I don’t want to bring any more people into this
situation, but we might have to.”


“Naw, you give me a toupee
and a fake mustache, and I can fool the
best of them,” Stanley countered.


“You probably could if you weren’t Stanley Wagner,”
Alex replied. “Everyone knows you, and they know that you’re
friends with Mary and Bradley. A couple of times, it might work, but in the
long run, we have to consider safety.”


Stanley nodded and stroked his chin thoughtfully.
“Never realized what a popular guy I was,” he said. “But if you’re thinking no
to the costumes…”


Alex nodded. “I’m definitely
thinking no to the costumes,” he replied. Then he looked over at Bradley. “Do
you have the names of the people you’ve paid so far?”


Bradley nodded. “Yes. The Claus family, the Hannah
family, the Johnson family, the Harrington family, the Laramie family, the
McDaris family, the Snyder family and the Tremont family.  I can send you their names in an email.”


“Yeah, that would be good…” Alex said slowly.


“What?” Mary asked.


He shook his head quickly and smiled at her. “Probably
too many hours at the office and not enough sleep,” he said. “But there is
something about a couple of those names…”


“Like they’re familiar or something?” Stanley asked.


Alex nodded. “Yes, really familiar.”


“Well, we did talk about them at the other meetings,”
Rosie suggested. “Maybe you just remember
them from that.”


Alex turned to Rosie and smiled. “You’re probably
right,” he said. “That’s the most likely reason.”  Then he turned to Mary. “Do you have the next
name?”


“No,” Mary said, shaking her head. “I have to go over
there today and talk to Maybelle.” 


“And get started on the painting,” Bradley added with
a smile. 


“Yes, getting rid of all of that turquoise is the
first item on the list,” she agreed. 


“You need any help?” Stanley offered.


“Thank you, Stanley,” Mary said, “but Katie Brennan is
going to go over with me this afternoon after I pick up the paint.”


“What color are you going with?” Rosie asked.


“For starters, we’re just painting primer over
everything,” Mary said. “That turquoise is so dark; I’m afraid it would bleed through anything else.”


“Well, iffen you
need help,” Stanley added. “I’m your man.”


“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll remember that!”

















 

Chapter Three 


Bradley was waiting at the front door when Mary came down the stairs from the
second floor.


“Is he asleep?” Bradley asked, keeping his voice low.


She smiled and nodded. “Finally,” she whispered back. 


She looked tired, he thought, and he didn’t know how
she kept it up. He would hear her get up in the night, quietly, trying not to
wake him and take care of Mikey’s needs. He knew she hadn’t had a full night’s
sleep ever since Mikey was born. Even though she put up a cheerful front, he
realized she must be exhausted. 


He walked over and embraced her. “You should go
upstairs and take a nap,” he said. “I know he didn’t let you sleep most of the
night.”


She smiled up at him and shrugged. “I’m good,” she
said, biting back a yawn. “I’ve been on stake-outs before; this is nothing.”


He shook his head. “You have never been on a stake-out
that’s going to last at least two years,” he replied. “I’ve been reading on the
Internet, and the experts say that moms
rarely get enough sleep. This is your
chance.”


She smiled up at him. “You’ve been reading on the
Internet about me?” she asked with a wide smile. “How sweet.”


He shrugged. “Well, this is my first time around with
a newborn,” he said. “I want to be sure I do it right. Now, about that nap.” 


The thought of a nap almost seemed like a decadent
luxury and, she had to admit, it made her feel a little guilty. “But I have so
much to do,” she argued, as much with herself as with her husband. “I have to
go to the bank, pick up paint and supplies, and then go back to the new house…”


He kissed the top of her head, then turned her around
towards the stairs and gave her a gentle shove. “I will help you with whatever
you need to do when I get home this evening,” he promised. “Besides, a nap will
actually make you more productive in the
long run.”


She looked over her shoulder and grinned at him. “I
love when you win me over with logic,” she said. 


“Go to sleep,” he tenderly ordered. “And I’ll see you
later this afternoon.”


She nodded. “Okay, be safe out there.”


“Promise,” he agreed. 


He watched her walk up the stairs, love for her
brimming in his heart. “I better make sure she’s not disturbed,” he said, as he
opened the front door to step outside. Once he closed the door behind him, he
called out, “Mike. Mike, we need to talk.”


Mary slowly walked up the stairs and heard the front
door close and lock behind her. “I really shouldn’t…” she murmured to herself,
but once she walked into her bedroom and looked at the large, comfortable bed,
she was convinced. “It’ll just be for a few minutes. I won’t be able to sleep
for very long anyway.”


As she began to climb under the covers, Mike appeared
at her side. 


“Is something wrong?” she asked, immediately
concerned.


He shook his head and smiled. “No, nothing’s wrong,”
he teased. “But I was just asked by a very concerned husband to let you know
that I am watching over Mikey while you sleep. So, you have nothing to be
worried about.”


“You guys are the greatest,” she yawned, climbing into
bed. 


“We aim to please,” he said. “Now get some sleep.”


As soon as her head hit the pillow, Mary was sound asleep. And not too many more minutes later,
she was dreaming. 


She walked into
the front door of the house and was greeted
by a bespectacled young man with a dark suit and a nervous manner about him. 


“If you just wait in the parlor, Mr. Finders will be
with you soon,” he said, ushering her into the parlor. 


“But this is my
house,” Mary replied to him. “And Mr. Finders is dead.”


The man shook
his head nervously and took Mary’s arm, guiding her into the parlor. “He’ll
only be a few minutes,” he promised. “Really,
it will be worth the wait.”


“But…” Mary
stopped arguing once she stepped into the room. 
The parlor walls were lined with
benches, and nearly every seat was filled with someone waiting to see Mr. Finders.


“Why are they
all here?” Mary whispered to the young man.


“They all want
to be wealthy,” he whispered back. “They all want to realize their dreams.”


“And Mr. Finders
can do that?” Mary asked, knowing full well that Mr. Finders had been a cheat
and a thief.


The young man
looked at Mary, his eyes earnest and filled with hope. “Yes,” he said with
assurance. “Yes, I believe he can.”


Suddenly the
door behind them opened, and a beautiful young woman entered the parlor.
“Gilbert, would you please tell my father that there is a telegram for him?”


Gilbert reddened
slightly and nodded at the young woman. “Of course, Miss Maybelle,” he
stammered. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”


Maybelle
shrugged daintily. “Since you are an associate of my father,” she replied
coolly. “I require absolutely nothing else of you.”

















 

Chapter Four


Mary woke up, slightly disoriented, and searched her
nightstand for her phone. Reaching for it, she clicked it on to see that over
an hour had passed since she’d laid down. She put the phone down, closed her
eyes and slowly stretched. It had only been a short nap, but she felt like a
new person.  Flipping the blankets off,
she slid out of bed and looked at herself in the mirror.  


“It didn’t take my hair long to go into bed mode,” she
said to her reflection as she picked up a comb and smoothed down her wayward
hair. 


“It doesn’t look that bad,” Mike inserted, appearing
behind her in the mirror.


She paused, the comb still in the air, and met his
eyes. “You know, someone with a weaker heart could have had an issue with your
habit of appearing suddenly.”


“A weak heart or a weak bladder,” he replied with a
smile. “Just wanted to let you know that Mikey’s fussing.”


“Perfect timing,” she said, putting the comb down and
walking with Mike out of the room. “So, I had this weird dream.”


Mike shook his head. “I’m an angel now,” he said. “I’m
not supposed to hear about those kinds of dreams.” Then he paused and winked at
her. “But if you happened to write it out in your diary and leave the pages
open…”


She chuckled and shook her head. “It wasn’t that kind
of dream,” she replied. “I dreamt that I was in the house across the street.”


“The haunted house that you now own?” Mike asked.
“With the ugly walls and the creepy thing in the parlor?”


“Yes, that one,” Mary agreed. “And there was a man
there, Gilbert, who asked me to have a seat in the parlor.”


“Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly,”
Mike replied in a sinister voice.


“No, it wasn’t like that,” Mary said. “It was like he
was this meek and mild assistant. Nothing
sinister at all. And then Maybelle appeared as a young woman.”


“So, is this a dream or more information about the
house?” Mike asked.


Mary, her hand on the nursery door, paused and looked at Mike. “Aren’t you supposed
to be the one to answer that question?” 


Mike shrugged. “Not lately,” he said. “I’m just a
guardian angel at this point. A very good-looking guardian angel, I might add.”


She grinned and opened the door. “And Mikey
appreciates that,” she teased. 


She walked over to the bassinet. The baby looked up
and smiled at her. Her heart melted. “How can you not just fall in love with a
smiling baby?” she asked. 


Mike looked down at the baby over her shoulder and
shook his head. “I have no idea,” he said. 


She picked Mikey up and brought him over to the
changing table. “So,” she said to Mike as she undressed the baby. “How are we
supposed to figure out what’s going on in that house if neither of us can see
the truth?”


“I don’t know,” he confessed. “I guess we could ask
Maybelle.”


She nodded as she pulled a few wipes out of the
container. “But, Maybelle always seems to be warning
me away from the parlor,” Mary replied. “At first I thought it was just my
imagination, but now after this dream, I think there might be more to it.”


“So, the dream was informational,” Mike said. “Maybe
you ought to just go into the parlor and confront whatever’s in there.”


“Do you remember the last time we were in the parlor?”
Mary asked, recalling the ghostly voices and paranormal activity they’d experienced
together when they initially explored the house.


“Okay, yeah, that was creepy,” he admitted. “But we
got good information from it.”


“And we got scared nearly to death,” Mary added.


“I’m already dead,” Mike reminded her with a grin. “But, I get what you mean. That room, both of those rooms,
really freaked me out.”


He paused and then brightened. “But last time we did
it in the dark,” he said with a smile.


She shook her head. “I don’t think sunlight is going
to make it any less creepy,” she said.


“Aren’t you going over this afternoon, with Katie?” he
asked.


“Yeah, we’re going to pick up the paint and maybe get
started on the walls,” she said. “If Mikey cooperates.”


“You’re going to bring Mikey into a painted room?”
Mike asked, aghast. 


“No,” she replied. “Bradley brought over his travel
bassinette and the extra baby monitor and set it up for me.  He’ll be in the master bedroom on the first
floor, far away from the smells of paint.”


“Well, maybe you and Katie could figure out the parlor
mystery while you’re there,” he suggested. 


She nodded. “Yeah, maybe,” she agreed. “But I’m hoping
the most frightening thing we see is the awful color on those walls.”

















 

Chapter Five 


Slipping out of the car, Mary turned to Katie Brennan,
her friend, and neighbor. “I’ll be right
back,” she promised. “I just have to run into the bank.”


“Take your time,” Katie insisted, glancing back at the
sleeping baby in the car seat. “He’s down
for the count. I think the paint store did him in.”


“Me too,” Mary grinned. “Who knew there would be so
many choices for white.”


Katie nodded. “I know,” she agreed. “I don’t know how
anyone makes up their minds.”


“We nearly didn’t,” Mary laughed and then she started
to close the door. “Okay, back in a few.”


After closing the door, Mary hurried into the
bank.  The receptionist greeted her with
a smile. “Hi Mrs. Alden,” she said. “Can I help you?”


Mary nodded. “I need to make a deposit,” she said.
“But I also have to make some changes to my business account.”


The receptionist looked down at a calendar and them
smiled up at Mary. “Daphne is open right now,” she said. “Do you want to see
her first?”


“That would be great,” Mary said. 


“Third office to your left,” the receptionist said. “You
can walk right in.”


As Mary hurried down the hall, she dug the paperwork
out of the diaper bag that had now become her purse.  Without thinking, still focused on finding
the papers, she pushed the door open and walked in. 


“Oh!” Daphne exclaimed.


Mary looked up and was surprised to find Daphne
meeting with a someone else. “I’m so sorry,”
Mary apologized, stepping backward, “I was told I could walk right in.
My mistake. I’ll just wait out here until
you’re done.”


Daphne seemed very flustered, looking back and forth
between Mary and the gentleman in the office. 
The man didn’t seem flustered at all, Mary thought. He just stared at
Mary with a cool, assessing stare and nodded slowly.


“I’ll be done in
a minute,” Daphne promised. “We were just about finished here.”


Mary stepped back and closed the door behind her,
wondering if she should hurry back to the lobby and deposit her checks while
she was waiting.  She was just about to
walk back to the lobby when the door opened to Daphne’s office, and the gentleman exited. He nodded to Mary
with a smile and then walked down the hall.


“You can come in, Mary,” Daphne said, and when Mary
entered added, “Now what can I do to help you?”



 

A half hour later, Mary stood in the middle of the
living room in the old Victorian house with her friend and neighbor, Katie
Brennan. She bounced Mikey in her arms as she slowly looked at the walls. They
had already carried in the painting supplies and placed them in the corner of
the living room. Mary walked over and switched on the baby monitor Bradley had
placed on the mantle, then turned to her friend. “Well, what do you think?”
Mary asked, biting back a smile. 


She hadn’t told her friend about her dislike of the brightly-painted
turquoise walls, and she wondered if
Katie’s desire to be polite would win over her basic honesty. 


“It certainly is blue,” Katie replied, slowly turning
and looking at the color that was surrounding them on every single wall
surface. She shrugged and took a deep breath. “It’s not bad. It’s got a
southwestern feel to it.”


Mary glanced over at her friend and shook her head.
“The truth, Katie Brennan. The honest to goodness truth,” Mary insisted.


Katie sighed. “They are just awful,” she said plainly,
as she shook her head and winced. “It’s not even a pretty turquoise.”


“Maybelle said she painted them this way because her
father hated this color,” Mary said.


“Well, he might have been a terrible man,” Katie
replied. “But he obviously had good
taste.”


Chuckling, Mary walked through the empty room out into
the large front hallway. She glanced at the door leading to the front parlor
with a little trepidation.


“Is that the one?” Katie asked, following Mary’s
glance.


“Yes,” Mary said, nodding slowly. “That’s the door
that keeps opening and closing on its own.”


“Creepy,” Katie said. Then she turned to Mary. “But, that shouldn’t bother you, right? You’re like the queen
of the “I see dead people,” right?”


Mary transferred Mikey to her other arm and kept
bouncing him. “Well, before this guy was born I was,”
she said. “Then I was put on ghostbusting
hiatus, so my ability was taken away from
me.”


“So, we’re standing in a haunted house, and neither one of us knows what’s going on?”
Katie asked.


Mary shrugged. “Well, Maybelle is around here
somewhere,” she explained. “And I don’t think she would let anything happen to
us.”


“You can see Maybelle?” Katie asked.


“Only because she wants me to see her,” Mary said. “If
she wanted, you could see her too.”


“Yeah, that’s okay,” Katie replied. “I prefer to be
one of those people who live happily in their ignorance when it comes to
ghosts.” She looked at the large manila envelope protruding from the diaper bag
Mary was holding. “So, that envelope is from Maybelle?”


Mary nodded. “Yes, this is the next person on the
list,” she explained. “Generally, she appears and hands it to me. So, it’s a
little weird that she just left it on the table in the hallway.”


Katie shrugged. “I’m perfectly fine that she left it
there for you,” she insisted. “Really, really
fine. If I never have a paranormal experience, I’ll be totally okay with that. “


Just then, the parlor door swung slowly open.


“Did you not hear what I just said?” Katie asked with
a tremor in her voice. She edged over next to Mary. “So, what do we do next?”


Mary glanced at the cans of paint and the drop cloths
placed in the corner of the room; then she
looked back at the parlor door. Suddenly, it slammed closed, shaking the
windows in the hallway.


She hated to admit it, but she was spooked too.  Since she couldn’t see the ghost causing the
trouble, her flight or fight instinct had blossomed into full gear and right
now, her instinct was definitely
flight. “We ask Bradley to come over later tonight and help paint,” she
suggested. 


“Good idea,” Katie said, “because I just realized I’m
a paranormal wimp.”


Mary took a deep breath and looked up the stairs. “I,
um, left Mikey’s extra bassinet in the master bedroom,” she said. “Should we…”


The soft sound drifted into the hallway from the baby
monitor on the mantle in the living room.


“What’s that?” Katie whispered nervously.


“It’s coming from the monitor,” Mary whispered back.


Pressed arm to arm, they slowly made their way back
into the living room.


Hush little baby don’t say a word. Papa’s going to
buy you a mocking bird.


The frail, high-pitched woman’s voice came from the
monitor. Mary felt a chill run down her spine. She didn’t think it sounded like
Maybelle, who else could it be?


“Where’s the other half of the monitor?” Katie
whispered. 


“In the bedroom, next to the bassinet,” Mary replied
softly. 


And if that
mocking bird don’t sing, Papa’s going to
buy you a diamond ring.


“How badly do you need it?” Katie asked, her voice
raised an octave. 


“Not badly at
all,” Mary assured her quickly. “Let’s get out of here.”


“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Katie said.


They hurried out of the room and rushed toward the door.
The front door creaked open by itself, and
Katie and Mary ran outside to the front
porch.


“You know I’m your best friend, right?” Katie asked.


Mary nodded. “Yes, I do.”


“Then if I never visit you in your new house, you’d
understand it’s nothing personal,” Katie replied, hurrying down the front steps
with Mary. 


“I totally …”
Mary began to say, then she froze. She took a deep breath, turned back to the
house and shook her head. “No.”


“You wouldn’t understand?” Katie asked, surprised.


“I’m being played,”
Mary muttered.


“What? By who?” Katie asked.


She looked over at her friend. “I’m a former cop. I’m a fighter, not a runner. No, person, dead
or alive is going to push me around,” she said decisively.


Katie nodded slowly. “Okay. You go, girl, and all
that,” she said. “But, it’s hard to fight something you can’t see.” 


 “Yeah, I agree,”
she muttered, staring back at the door that was closing on its own. 


“What did you say?” Katie asked.


Mary turned to her friend. “I think it’s time for me
to be off of maternity leave,” she replied, further confusing her friend. 


“Maternity leave?” Katie asked. 


“Katie. I need to go home and have a conversation with
someone,” Mary said. “Can I call you later?”


“Sure,” Katie replied. “As long as you assure me that
you’re fine.”


Mary grinned and nodded. “Oh, I’m fine,” she said with
a firm nod. “And I’m going to get even better.” 

















 

Chapter Six


Mary carried Mikey into the house and placed him in
his swing. Then she put her hands on her hips and looked around the room.
“Mike,” she said. “Mike I know you’re close by and I really need to talk to you.”


Mike appeared next to the kitchen doorway and leaned
against the wall. “What’s up?” he asked.


Mary shook her head. “I can’t do this anymore,” she
stated.


“Do what?” he asked, looking concerned. 


She sighed with frustration. “Mike, who am I?” she
asked.


He stared at her for a long moment. “Is this a trick
question?” he asked.


“No,” she said shaking her head. “No, it’s not. Who I
am?”


“Okay,” he replied, nodding slightly. “You are Mary
O’Reilly Alden. You are Bradley’s wife, Clarissa and Mikey’s mom, my friend,
your parents’ daughter…” He paused. “Am I
getting close?”


“Yes, I’m all of those things,” she agreed. “But I’m
also a decorated, former police officer, a skilled private investigator and,
quite frankly, a fairly, bad-assed ghost
talker.”


“Ghost talker?” Mike asked. 


“Yes, talker,” she exclaimed. “Because Mary O’Reilly
Alden doesn’t whisper, she talks!”


Raising his hands defensively, he nodded. “Okay, I can
see you’re a little worked up right now,” he said. 


“Yes, I’m worked up,” she replied. “And do you want to
know why?”


He studied her and cocked his head to the side. “I’m
not sure.”


“Yes, Mike. Yes, you want to know why,” she replied,
walking up to him. “I’m worked up because I just went across the street to my
new house and I had to leave because I was frightened.”


He started to smile and then stopped when she glared
at him. 


“Do you want to know why I was frightened?” she asked.



“Yes?” he answered cautiously.


“You’re right you want to know,” she replied. “I was
frightened because there are ghosts in my house. Ghosts that I can’t see.  Ghosts that I can’t help. Ghosts that could frighten or hurt my family.”


“Ghosts. Right,” Mike repeated. 


“You are asking me to do a job without all the tools,”
she explained. “I’m supposed to be helping Maybelle, but I don’t know the whole
story. I’m working blindfolded here, and
I don’t like it.”


“Wait. Wait. Wait,” Mike said, holding up his hands in
surrender. “First, I’m not asking you to do anything.”


“You’re the contact,” she said.


“Yeah, but hey, don’t kill the messenger,” he replied.


“I can’t kill you, you’re dead,” Mary quickly
responded.


Mike paused, feigning insult. “Wow. Ouch. That was
harsh.”


She took a deep breath and shook her head. “As I recall,
you used the same words to describe yourself this morning.” Before Mike could
answer, she continued, “But, if I hurt your feelings, I’m sorry. However, I am
not used to feeling helpless. I’m used
to…”


“Taking names and kicking butt?” Mike asked with a
smile.


She allowed herself to smile back and nodded.
“Exactly,” she said. She ran her hand through her hair. “I can’t do this
half-way,” she said. “I can’t go into this blind. I wouldn’t have done that as
a cop, I’m not going to do that now.”


“So, we have an ultimatum?” he asked, raising his
eyebrows.


“Well, yes,” she began and then she shook her head.
“Well, no, actually. It’s more like a
request. I’m ready. I’m ready to have my abilities back. I’m ready to help
ghosts cross over again. And, if He doesn’t feel like I’m ready, then I need not to do any of it.  I can’t move my family over to that house and
constantly live in fear. That’s not fair to them.”


“Have you talked to Bradley about this?” Mike asked.


Mary put her hands on her hips and stared at him for a
long moment. “No, I haven’t,” she replied. “But I think I’m a big girl now and
can make my own decisions.”


She took a deep breath and repeated, “Yes, I can totally make my own decisions.”


He studied her for a long moment. Her face was
flushed, her hair askew because she’d been running her hand through it and her
eyes were filled with determination and
irritation.


“Mary, are you okay?” he
asked.


“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m not okay. I’m used to fighting my own fights. And I’m not used to running away.  Today I ran away. Today I was frightened.
Today I walked away from a challenge. That’s not me. That’s not who I want to
be.”


She looked at him with tears of frustration in her
eyes. “I was afraid once before,” she said, “after I experienced what Jeannine
had gone through, it took me a long time
to come back from that, and I don’t want
to be afraid ever again.”


Mike sighed and reached out to her. She could feel the
whisper of his touch on her arm.


 “I understand,”
he said softly with kindness in his voice. “I’ll go talk to Him right now. I
agree with you, Mary. And I’m going to do everything I can to get your
abilities back.”


“Thanks, Mike,” she replied, wiping a tear from her
cheek. 


“No problem, sweetheart,” he said in his best Humphrey
Bogart impression. “I’ll be seeing you.”


As soon as he faded away, Mary looked down at Mikey
who was happily swinging away and smiling up at her. “Sure, you can smile,” she
said, gnawing on her bottom lip. “You just
have to jump up and down and look adorable. I have to figure out some way to
tell your daddy that I asked for my abilities back.”















Chapter Seven 


“Are you sure you don’t want me to help?” Mary asked
Bradley later that evening, as he came down the stairs. “We could have Rosie
and Stanley come over and babysit. Mikey’s asleep and Clarissa is at the
Brennan’s house, so it wouldn’t be a
problem.”


He shook his head. “No, I can handle it,” he said.
“You don’t get enough sleep as it is. Give yourself a chance to relax.”


He had worked late, grabbed a quick meal and had just
changed into painting clothes. He’d been so focused on starting the painting; she hadn’t had a chance to tell him about the
conversation she’d had with Mike. Which meant she also hadn’t told him about
what had happened in the new house that afternoon. 


He walked across the room to where she was sitting on
the couch and bent over to kiss her cheek. “Relax, you look like you’re
carrying the weight of the world,” he said. 


She studied him for a moment. He was dressed in a pair of worn and paint-spattered
jeans, and a tight tee-shirt that looked like it had been used as a drop cloth. With a white painting cap, the rim in
the back, protecting his hair, in Mary’s opinion, he was the sexiest painter
she’d ever seen. Her thoughts about the afternoon were suddenly replaced with a whole new train of thought that had
nothing to do with new houses or ghosts.


She smiled, and he cocked his head to the side.
“What?” he asked.


“I don’t know if it’s my hormones or what, but I have
to say that you. Chief Alden, look incredibly sexy.”


A self-conscious smile turned up the corners of his
mouth. “Really?”


She leaned against the back of the couch, looked up at
him and nodded. “Oh, yeah, really,” she said. “Amazingly sexy. Chippendale
dancer sexy.”


The smile widened, and he reached up, took off his
hat, twirled it on his finger and then tossed it, so it landed next to her on
the couch.  She bubbled with laughter.
“Okay, that was a professional move,” she teased.


He smiled at her, a glint in his eyes and nodded. “Oh,
you haven’t seen anything yet,” he warned in a low voice as began to untuck his
shirt.  Then he stopped and looked
around.


“What?” Mary asked, eager for the show to start.


“I need music,” he replied with a grin. “I mean, what
self-respecting Chippendale would strip without music?”


“You’re going to strip?” Mary asked, wide-eyed with
delight.


Bradley smiled slowly and nodded. “That’s what
painters do, right?”


“Oh,” she said, clapping her hands together. “That was
good. That was so good.”


He bowed slightly and then looked around. “I still
need music…” He paused, smiled and walked across the room. “Here we go.”


She watched him saunter across the room and stifled a
giggle when he stopped and picked up an object. “That’s Mikey’s lullaby lamb,”
she said. 


Bradley turned on the hidden switch in the belly of
the lamb, and tinny strains of “Mary Had
A Little Lamb” started to play. 


“You know this song has a hidden message,” he teased, grabbing
the hem of his tee-shirt and slowly lifting it, his taut stomach exposed. 


She stood up and walked over to him, slipping her arms
around his waist. “And everywhere that Mary went,” she whispered, her voice low
and seductive.


Bradley bent and nibbled on her neck. “The lamb was
sure to go,” he murmured back.


She moaned as he kissed the underside of her jaw.
“You’re going to ruin this song for me,” she sighed. “Mom’s aren’t supposed to
get turned on when they hear nursery rhymes.”


He continued to nibble. “Just wait until you hear my
rendition of Jack Be Nimble.”


“Bradley,” she chastised, as she swallowed her
laughter. 


He chuckled softly and then slipped his hands under
the back of her shirt. “How about Rock-a-bye, Baby?”


“I think the painting can wait,” Mary whispered,
leaning up and brushing her lips across his. “I have this great desire to learn
much more about nursery rhymes.”  


“Jack Be Nimble,” he murmured against her lips. “Jack
Be Quick.” 


He bent and lifted her into his arms. “Jack skipped
the candlestick and went straight to the bedroom.”


Turning, he started to carry her towards the staircase
when the doorbell rang. He stopped, and they looked at each other. 


“I’m not expecting anyone,” she said. 


“Maybe they’ll go away,” he replied softly.


The doorbell rang again, and Mary sighed. “At this
rate, whoever it is, is going to wake up Mikey.”


Bradley put Mary down, pulled his shirt back into
place, walked over to the door and opened it.


“Well, it looks like I arrived just in the nick of time,” Stanley said, pushing his
way into the house. “I heerd you was gonna be painting, and I figured you could use my help.”


Stanley was dressed
in a white painter’s overall and paint splattered boots. 


Bradley looked over at Mary, regret in his eyes.
“Yes,” he said, turning back to Stanley. “I was just heading over there.”


Mary sighed. “Perhaps when you get back, we can look
over those nursery rhymes you were mentioning,” she said hopefully.


He smiled at her, and
the promise in his eyes made her shiver with anticipation. “Oh, yes, you can
count on it.”


Stanley shrugged. “Nursery rhymes,” he scoffed. “Don’t
know why two full-growned
people would have any use for nursery rhymes.”


Bradley walked over to the couch, picked up his discarded
cap and placed it on his head. “You would be surprised at some of the hidden
meanings,” he replied, winking at Mary. “Probably very surprised.”

















 

Chapter Eight


Bradley fished the house
key out of his pocket as they walked up the stairs, but before he had
the opportunity to slide the key into the lock, the door opened in front of
him. “Hmmm,” he said, examining the door and the latch carefully. “We might
have to replace this lock. Can’t have the door popping open like that.”


Stanley stared at the door and then back at him, his
mouth open. “You don’t think something weird just happened here?” he asked.


Bradley shrugged. “Yeah, I do,” he replied.


Stanley nodded in relief. 


“Usually these old locks hold-up pretty well,” Bradley
continued. “This is odd.”


He walked into the house leaving Stanley to follow in
his wake.  


Flipping on the hall light, Bradley placed his hands
on his hips and nodded with satisfaction as he looked around the old house. “I
always wanted a place like this,” he said. “A place that says family.”


He looked over his shoulder at Stanley, who was
hovering near the open door. “Come on in,” Bradley encouraged. “And close the
door to keep in the heat.”


Stanley shuffled forward, gazing nervously around, and
closed the door behind him. 


Bradley motioned with his head. “Mary said the paint
was in the living room. Let’s go take a look.”


He walked across the hall and entered the living room.
As Stanley started to follow, he heard a door creak behind him.  Turning, he watched as the door to the parlor
slowly opened on its own. Rushing forward, he called out. “Bradley. Bradley,
you gotta see this!”


Bradley met Stanley at the doorway of the living room,
a look of concern on his face. “What’s wrong?” he asked.


“What’s wrong?” Stanley exclaimed. “What’s wrong? Lookie over there. That dang-blasted door just opened up
all by itself.”


“Really?” Bradley asked, moving past Stanley and walking
over to the door. 


“O’ course, really,” Stanley said. “You think I’d make
stuff like this up?”


Bradley knelt next to the door and tested the knob
several times. 


“Whatcha doing?” Stanley
asked.


“Trying to figure out if the problem is in the knob mechanics
or the latch plate,” he said, as he pulled out a flashlight to examine the lock
again. “It looks pretty good. I wonder if the door just needs to be adjusted.”


“What are you talking about, adjusted?” Stanley cried.
“There ain’t nothing wrong with that doorknob what a
priest and holy water can’t fix. This house is
haunted.”


Bradley looked up and nodded. “I know it’s haunted.
Maybelle is here, and she’s a ghost,
hence, haunted house.”


Stanley shook his head. “This ain’t
Maybelle,” he said. “This ain’t like the Maybelle
stuff.”


“So, you think this house has more ghosts than
Maybelle?” Bradley asked.


“Damn right I do,” Stanley said. “And I know about
such stuff. I’ve been helping Mary for years now.”


Bradley nodded slowly, considering Stanley’s comment.
“And don’t you think if was haunted with
more ghosts, Mary would have told us about it?”


Stanley frowned. “Well, maybe she would and maybe she
wouldn’t,” he said. “Maybe she don’t know
herself, because her powers are gone.”


Bradley stood up and closed the parlor door, then he
turned, leaned against the wall and folded his arms over his chest. “Okay, you
have a point,” he agreed. “Mary’s powers aren’t there anymore, so she can’t see
ghosts. Unless they want her to see them, right?”


Stanley nodded. “Right,” he agreed.


“So, if a ghost didn’t want Mary to see them or know
about them, why would they be opening doors and doing other scary things that would draw attention to themselves?” he
asked.


“Maybe they don’t want a conversation,” Stanley
replied. “Maybe they just want to scare us outta
their place.”


“Well, they got to do a little better than opening a
door for that to happen,” Bradley said with a shake of his head. “Come on,
Stanley. We’re both full-grown men, are we going to let…”


Hush little baby don’t say a word.


Bradley stopped mid-sentence and looked around. “What
was that?” he asked.


Stanley looked around too and swallowed loudly. “It
came from in there,” he whispered, nodding toward the living room.


Papa’s going to
buy you a mocking bird. 


“Are you sure?” Bradley asked, his voice low as he
crept toward Stanley.


“Damn sure,” Stanley replied. 


Bradley walked into the living room and looked around.
“There’s no one in here,” he said. 


“No one we can see,” Stanley countered.


Bradley turned and scowled at Stanley. “You’re not being helpful,” Bradley said.


“That’s cause I’m skeert,”
he replied.


“If there’s nothing in here,” Bradley said, clearing
his voice and resuming his normal tone. “Then we must have heard a radio or something
like that, from outside.”


And if that
mocking bird don’t sing. Papa’s gonna buy you a diamond ring.


“That didn’t come from no outside,” Stanley said,
glancing all around the room. “And it don’t
sound like no earthly voice either.”


Bradley rolled his eyes and shook his head as he
walked toward the fireplace at the end of the room. “Stanley, Stanley,
Stanley,” he said, slightly patronizingly. He picked up the baby monitor and
held it up. “It came from the baby monitor. I knew there was a perfectly logical
explanation for the sound.”


Stanley met Bradley’s eyes and folded his arms over
his chest. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “And just where is the transmitter side of that
monitor?” 


Bradley faltered for a moment. “Why it’s…I mean
it’s…in the master bedroom.”


“Oh, you mean in another empty room in this here
haunted house?” Stanley asked.


Bradley shook his head. “No, this is a trick,” he
said. “This is a set-up. Mary did this. This
is a practical joke.”


Stanley shook his head. “Not that I can’t believe she
wouldn’t do something like this,” he said. “But it’s a pretty fancy practical
joke.” 


“Yeah, come with me,” Bradley said, pulling the
flashlight out of his back pocket. “I’m sure there will be something very
interesting in the master bedroom.”


They walked down the hall together, Stanley turning on
every light they passed. Bradley stopped and looked at him. “I got old eyes,”
Stanley offered. “I need lots of light.”


They continued to the back of the house where the
remodeled master bedroom lay.  Bradley
had to admit that he missed the ability to touch Mary and see the ghosts for
himself. He walked into the bedroom first and looked around.  Mikey’s travel bassinette lay in the center
of the king-sized bed. On the nightstand next to the bed was the other part of
the baby monitor.  Bradley picked it up
and studied it. “Doesn’t look like anything’s been
tampered with,” he said, looking at the different settings. “What do you
think, Stanley? Stanley?”


When Stanley didn’t answer, Bradley turned around and
found the old man standing in the middle of the room with his arm raised, just
pointing. 


“What?” Bradley asked.


Then he saw what Stanley was staring at, the old
wooden rocking chair in the corner of the room was rocking back and forth, but
no one was in it. 


Bradley felt a chill run down his spine. He moved
forward slowly, placed his hand on Stanley’s shoulder and pulled him backward out of the room. 


“Did you see that?” Stanley stammered as they hurried down the hallway.


Bradley nodded. “Yeah, I did,” he replied. 


“You got one of those perfectly logical explanations
of yours?” Stanley asked, his voice still shaking.


“Yeah, I do,” Bradley said, pulling the front door
open and ushering Stanley out onto the porch. “This house is haunted.”



 
















 

Chapter Nine


The door opened, and Mary looked up from the paperwork
she had been working on. “Back so soon?”
she asked Bradley.


He closed the door behind him and then turned to her.
“I have a question for you,” he said. “Did anything weird happen when you were
across the street this afternoon?”


A quick flash of guilt ran across her face, and she sighed. “Well, yes, it did,” she admitted.


He blew out a sigh of relief and smiled, as he took
off his painter’s cap and tossed it on the table. “Well, that’s a relief,” he
said. “So, Stanley and I aren’t the only ones to experience it?”


She shook her head. “No, Katie and I ended up leaving
the house pretty quickly,” she said. “And Katie mentioned that she might not visit us there, once we move in.”


Bradley shrugged and shook his head. “Yeah, well after
tonight, I don’t know if I’m going to visit us once we move in,” he admitted.
“It’s so much creepier when you can’t see what’s there.”


“Right?!?” Mary exclaimed. “I can’t believe I’m
afraid, considering what I’ve been doing for all of these years. But I was
spooked!”


“I don’t blame you,” he said. “Especially the lullaby.
That was creepy.”


“Is Stanley okay?” she asked.


“Yeah, he was pretty spooked too,” he said. “And he
was the first one to catch on to the supernatural occurrences.” He shrugged,
embarrassed. “When the doors started opening on their own, I just thought they
were bad locks.”


She grinned at him and walked over. “That’s because
you are such a logically-minded person,” she said, wrapping her arms around his
neck and kissing him.


“So, what are we going to do?” he asked. “We can’t sell
it, and we don’t need two houses.”


Mary saw that Bradley was beginning to follow her line
of thinking, but she had to be sure. “We could move the money out,” Mary
suggested. “And then, maybe, sell it.”


 “To some poor
unsuspecting person who won’t understand what’s going on?” Bradley asked
softly, raising his eyebrows in question. 


“The right people might not even notice. Not everyone
is sensitive.”


“But everyone can see doors opening and hear music
playing,” Bradley argued.


“You’re right. But the bottom line is, I don’t want to
raise our family in a haunted house,” she said. “At least not when angry ghosts haunt it.”


“How do you know they are angry?” he asked.


“Well, that parlor door has slammed more than once
when I’ve been over there,” Mary said. “And I just get the creeps when I’m in
that front lobby.”


He bent his head forward, so they were touching,
forehead to forehead. “So, what would most people do when they encounter an
issue like this?” he whispered. 


Mary sighed. “They would call me,” she admitted softly
and then, after a moment, added quickly, “Which is why I talked to Mike this
afternoon and told him I wanted my abilities back.”


“What?” Bradley asked, stepped back. “You did what?”


“I told him that I didn’t want to feel helpless,” she said, her voice a little stronger. “I
didn’t want to be afraid, and I didn’t
want to fear for my family. I told him that if they wanted me to help ghosts, I needed to have all the tools
available to me. I can’t go into these kinds of situations unarmed.”


He studied her, not saying anything for several
moments, and finally nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense.”


Surprised, she waited for him to continue and when he
said nothing else, she shook her head. “What? That’s it?” she asked, puzzled.
“No, ‘You should have asked me first’?”


He shook his head. “No,” he replied earnestly. “Quite
frankly, when I was over there in the house, I was wishing you had your
abilities, so I could touch you and see what was going on. I don’t like being
in the dark any more than you do.”


She smiled hesitantly. “Really?”


He kissed her forehead lightly. “You are amazing, and
I trust you,” he said. “If you are ready to get those abilities back, then
you’re ready.”


She lifted her head and kissed him.  He responded by tightening his arms around
her and deepening the kiss. “You know what I’d like to do right now,” she asked
breathlessly when they’d finally ended
the kiss. 


“No,” he murmured as he pressed kisses against her
jawline.


She moaned softly. “I’d really, really like you to come upstairs with me and read me some
more nursery rhymes,” she breathed.


He lifted his head and smiled down at her, desire
burning in his eyes. “Deal!” 

















 

Chapter Ten


The next morning, as Bradley was making breakfast, the
doorbell rang. “Wow, someone’s up early,” Bradley commented as he took the pan
off the stove and went to the door. He opened it to find a sober-faced District
Attorney on the other side. “Alex? 
What’s up?”


The look on Alex’s face made Bradley’s stomach clench.



“I need to talk with you and Mary,” he said. “And it’s
important.”


“Sure, Mary is just putting Mikey down,” he said.
“She’ll be here in a minute.”


Alex glanced around. “Clarissa?”


“She spent the night at the Brennans,” Bradley offered.


“Good,” Alex said. “I didn’t want her to overhear…”


“Overhear what?” Mary asked, coming down the stairs.


“Can we sit down?” Alex asked.


“Sure,” Bradley said. “Let’s go in the kitchen. Have
you eaten?”


“I’m good,” Alex replied. “And I don’t want to take a
lot of your time, but I needed to tell you right away.”


They all sat down around the table. Mary, her hands
clenched in front of her, turned to Alex. “What’s wrong.”


“This morning when I was reviewing a list of deaths in
the county that were initially listed as natural or accidental,” he began, “I
noticed that three of them were recipients of Maybelle’s treasure.”


“Three?” Bradley exclaimed. “That seems pretty high for a coincidence.”


Alex nodded. “I agree,” he said. “I’m concerned that
someone might have learned your secret.”


Mary turned to Bradley;
her face filled with worry. “Stanley
and Rosie,” she said.


 “Yeah, we’ll
have to let them know right away,” he replied, then he turned to Alex. “Is that
okay with you?”


“Of course,” he said. “They are part of this too.”


“Would you mind giving us the names?” Mary asked. “So,
we can do a little investigating on our own?”


“I’ve already sent them in an email them to you,” he said, “with the records of their
deaths.”  Then he turned to Bradley. “One
of them died within the city limits, so you might be able to dig a little
further than I can. And, because they were considered natural deaths, unless I can verify some
kind of connection other than
Maybelle’s, I can’t move them up on the priority list.”


“Thanks,” Bradley said and, trying to assuage Mary’s
concern, added, “And we can’t rule out that it wasn’t accidental. Sometimes
when people receive a large amount of money, they begin to participate in high-risk hobbies.”


“High-risk
hobbies?” Mary asked. 


“Drugs, gambling, fast cars, fast women,” Alex said,
and then he blushed. “Sorry, Mary.”


She smiled and shook her head. “I worked as a Chicago
police officer,” she said. “I know all about those. And, I agree most people
might do that, but we looked into these people before
we gave them the money. They shouldn’t have done crazy things like that.”


“Unfortunately, money changes people,” Alex said. “The
number of cases of family members suing
other family members because of a contested will is astronomical.  People who were best friends one day, change
overnight when money gets thrown into the mix. And the sad thing is, often if
they had only spoken with each other and worked things out in a kind and civil
way, it would have saved them the lawyer fees and the heartache.”


“I still don’t accept that in less than two months
their personalities could have changed that much,” Mary said, shaking her head.



“Well, if you can find anything that links them
together and looks suspicious,” Alex said, “I can open an investigation about
their deaths.”


“Alex,” Bradley said thoughtfully. “Would you mind
also sending us the complete list of deaths?”


Alex shrugged. “Sure, I can do that,” he replied.
“Why?”


“Well, maybe there are some connections to the other
accidental deaths on the list,” Bradley said. “You pointed these out because they were familiar to
you.  But the others might be in a
similar category.”


“Oh, I get it, if you have more of a sampling, you
have more of a chance narrowing in on a cause,” he said.


“Exactly,” Bradley said. “Any information would be
helpful.”


Alex stood up and nodded. “I’ll send the information
to both of you as soon as I get back to the office,” he said.


“Thanks,” both Mary and Bradley replied. 


Alex turned to leave, then stopped and looked back at
them. “Oh, you might want to stop distributing Maybelle’s money for a little
while,” he said. “Until we can figure out what’s going on. Besides, I’ve got a
friend who’s coming into town later today who I think might be able to provide
a little expertise in that area too.”


“Well, we’re not going to do anything that will put
anyone at risk,” Mary said decidedly. “So, yes, we’ll stop sharing her money
and, at this point, we will be more than happy to hear what your friend has to
say.”


Alex nodded, then smiled. “I think you’ll like him,”
he said. “He’s a bit of a character, but he’s great at what he does.”


“Can’t wait,” Bradley said. “Why don’t you bring him
over tonight. For dinner?”


He glanced at Mary for agreement, and she nodded. “Yes, dinner would be great,”
she agreed. 


“Okay, thanks,” Alex replied. “Dave’s from a big
family, he’ll love coming for dinner. See you both later.”

















 

Chapter Eleven


Later that morning Mary walked to the front window and
gazed across the street at the beautiful old Victorian Home.  She had always admired the grand, old house and
she knew she should be overjoyed to be the owner. But, with all the mysteries
inside, she knew that step one of the renovating had nothing to do with paint.


“Good morning.”


Mary turned quickly
when she heard Mike’s voice behind her. “Hi,” she replied, her heart pounding
in her chest. She had been nervous all night, worrying about the response she
might receive. Wondering what she might have to do if she were turned down.
“How did it go?”


Mike shrugged and glided closer. “Well, at first it
wasn’t going well at all,” he admitted. “He wants your family to be your top
priority.”


“Whether I get my skills back or not, my family will
always be my priority,” she replied with
certainty. 


Mike smiled. “Yeah, that’s what I said,” he said. “And
He agreed with me after a bit. Then the tides turned when someone named Sophie
came to speak with us. It turns out her
husband was one of the people who got the money.” 


“Oh, which one?” Mary asked.


Mike shrugged. “She didn’t say, but He knew,” he
replied. “And He also knew that Sophie’s husband had been murdered.”


“Oh, no!” Mary exclaimed. “Alex just told us that some
of the people who have received the money have died and he was suspicious.”


“Yeah, he should be suspicious,” Mike replied. “And
now Sophie’s husband is stuck here until he can figure out what happened.”


Mary paused and studied Mike. “So, what does that mean
for me?” she asked.


“You’re back on duty,” he replied with a smile. “And,
so am I?”


“You’re not Mikey’s guardian angel anymore?” she
asked.


“Double duty,” he replied. “You and Mikey are a
package deal.”


Mary breathed a sigh of relief and suddenly realized
how concerned she’d been about the decision. “Thank you, Mike,” she said. “This
is wonderful news.”


“Yeah, but you need to take it easy,” Mike replied.
“No shoot-outs or high-risk situations.”


She started to nod and then stopped. “So, what do you
mean by high-risk?” she asked.


“Mary,” Mike replied. “You know what that means.”


Walking to the closet, she pulled out her coat and
slipped it on, then she bundled Mikey up and put him in his stroller.  


“Mary,” Mike said. “Where are we going?”


She shrugged. “We are just going to take a short walk
across the street,” she replied.


“Mary are you sure you should be doing this?” he
asked. “We have no idea…”


“Mike,” she said, interrupting him. “This is my house.
If I can’t clear a ghost or two out of my house, what good does it do having my abilities back?”


“Don’t you think you should try them out on something
less spooky first?” he asked.


Mary studied him for a long moment and shook her head.
“Like a murder victim?” she asked.


He sighed. “Okay, fine, let’s go check out the haunted
house,” he replied. “But, for the record, I am not happy about this.”


They walked across the street and Mary pushed open the
wrought-iron gate in front of the house. 
As soon as she pushed the stroller through, the gate clanged shut behind
her.  This time, instead of jumping, she
turned around and focused on the area. 


“Are you okay?” Mike asked.


She nodded, still focused. “I’m just a little out of
practice,” she replied.  Suddenly, she
could see the ghost of the man she’d seen in her dreams. His hands were still
on the gate, and he was chuckling. 


“Did you think that was funny?” she asked him.


Startled, he stared back at her and then shook his
head. “She can’t see me,” he muttered to himself. “That’s ridiculous.”


He started to move around her when she stepped in front of him and replied, “Not as
ridiculous as you might think.”


Stopping dead in his
tracks, his eyes widened. “You can see me?”


“Yes, I can see you,” she replied and then added.
“Gilbert.”


His jaw dropped, and he immediately pulled out a linen
handkerchief and mopped his brow. “How do you know my name?” he stuttered. “How
can you see me? No one has ever been able to see me!”


“I not only know your name,” she said. “I also know
that you used to work for Mr. Finders.”


He shook his head. “Are you a mind-reader?” he asked,
stunned.


“Naw,” Mike inserted, making
himself visible to Gilbert. “She’s a ghost-talker.”

















 

Chapter Twelve 


“I didn’t know ghosts could faint,” Mike said, looking
down at the bespectacled ghost laying on the ground in front of them. 


Mary shook her head. “Neither did I,” she said as she
also gazed at the ghost on the ground, then looked over at Mike. “Although, I
do have some sympathy for him. You generally startle me when you suddenly
appear, and I’m used to it.”


“But a ghost?” Mike asked, astonished. “Ghosts aren’t
supposed to be frightened.”


Mary shrugged. “Ghosts are people, too,” she said. She
looked back down at the unconscious ghost. “Gilbert. Gilbert, can you hear me?”


The ghost emitted a low, raspy moan. “That would have
been scary if I wasn’t watching the little dude who was doing it,” Mike said.
“This guy has zero points in the scary column. He looks like an accountant.”


Gilbert opened his eyes slowly and glared at Mike. “I
am an accountant,” he said scornfully. “And we can be frightening, believe me.”


Mary shook her head. “I’ve had personal experiences
with several accountants who were very scary,” she admitted. “Very, very
scary!”


Gilbert turned towards Mary and nodded. “See,” he exclaimed.
“She knows how scary I can be.”


“But why do you want to be scary?” Mary asked. “You
seem like a nice person.”


He sat up and wrapped his arms around his knees. “I
have to,” he said with a slight shrug. “I have to protect Maybelle’s house and
the…”


He stopped suddenly and clapped a hand over his mouth.


“We know about the gold,” Mary said and watched
Gilbert’s eyes widen. 


“You know?” he stammered, pushing himself up and
standing in front of them. “Well, I don’t care if you know, you’re not going to
get your hands on it. I’m going to stop you.”


He lifted his hands in a boxing stance and planted
himself between them and the house. “You will not get the gold. You’ll have to
go through me first.”


Mike shook his head and then slipped through the
ghost. “Dude, it’s not that hard when you’re a dead guy,” he said. Gilbert
jumped to the side and looked back and forth between Mary and Mike. 


“It’s not your gold,” he insisted, his voice raising. “It belongs to…”


“The people who Mr. Finders cheated,” Mary said,
interrupting him. “We know.”


Gilbert slowly lowered his hands. “You know? How?” he
asked.


“Maybelle told me,” Mary said. “She’s asked me to
locate the descendants of the original investors and return the money to them.”


“Maybelle?” Gilbert gasped. “But Maybelle’s dead. I
watched over her until she died.”


“Maybelle is in the same situation you seem to be,”
Mary said. “She can’t pass over until the gold has been returned to the investors.”


Gilbert stared at the house. “She’s in the house?” he
asked, surprised. “With me?”


Mary studied him and slowly nodded. “You didn’t know
she was here?” she asked.


He shook his head. “I can only see the living people
who come into the house,” he said. “No one else.” Then he paused and shrugged.
“Well, no one else except for the customers.”


“The customers?” Mary asked with trepidation. 


Gilbert nodded. “Yes, the customers who are still
waiting for their money,” he said. “They are all sitting in the parlor.”


Mary turned to Mike. “The customers,” she said.


Mike nodded slowly. “Yeah, the customers,” he
repeated. “Aren’t you glad you insisted on getting your abilities back?”


“Thanks,” she said. “Thanks for rubbing that in my
face.”


Mike grinned. “No problem,” he said, then he turned to
Gilbert and motioned with his head towards the house. “So, about how many
customers are hanging around in there?”  


“Not that many,” Gilbert replied. “Only twenty or so.
There are twenty chairs in the parlor, and
they’re all filled up.”


Mary’s eyes widened. “Twenty? There are twenty ghosts
in my house?”


Mike whistled slowly and shook his head. “Well, on the
positive side, maybe they can help paint.”


Mary turned to the angel. “Mike,” she said.


He grinned. “What Mary?” he asked.


“Shut up,” she ordered. 


Biting back a chuckle, he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 

















 

Chapter Thirteen 


“Twenty ghosts!” Bradley exclaimed.


“Shhhhh,” Mary cautioned,
looking around the corner of the kitchen into the living room to make sure
Clarissa wasn’t within hearing distance. “I don’t want Clarissa to hear and get
freaked out.”


“Clarissa?” Bradley whispered. “I’m freaked out. What
are we going to do with twenty ghosts?”


Mary shrugged. “Well, I don’t know yet,” she admitted.
“I decided not to go in and brave the ghost mob with Mikey in my arms.”


“Do you think they might have hurt him?” Bradley asked,
concerned.


She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so,” she
replied. “I’ve been in there with him a number
of times, and there’s been no
problem at all. But I guess the idea of twenty was a little overwhelming.”


Bradley nodded. “Yeah, I guess so,” he replied. “So,
after dinner, we can ask Rosie and
Stanley to stay here for a little while with Mikey and Clarissa, and then we
can go over together. Does that work for you?”


She smiled up at him. “That works well,” she agreed.
“Thanks for coming with me.”


“Are you kidding?” Bradley replied. “We’re a team.
Besides, I want to see who was singing to me the other night.”


Mary shivered. “I think
she isn’t included in the twenty clients
that Gilbert mentioned,” she said.


“How many damn ghosts do you think we have in our
house?” Bradley asked. 


Shaking her head, Mary met his eyes. “I don’t even
want to guess.”


“Mary…” Bradley began, but the sound of the doorbell
interrupted him. He sighed and shook his head. “We’ll talk about this later.”


She nodded and breathed a sigh of her own, but this
one was of relief. She hadn’t wanted to explain to Bradley what she was
thinking. 


“I heard the sigh,” Mike said softly, appearing behind
her. “What’s up?”


Mary glanced around the corner again. Bradley was
nearly at the door, so she had to make this quick. “I have a hypothesis about
the twenty ghosts in the house.”


Mike nodded. “Go on,” he urged.


“Well, Gilbert told us he thought there were twenty
ghosts in the house because all twenty chairs in the parlor were filled,” she whispered.


“Yes?” Mike replied. 


“So, what are the odds that none of the ghosts waiting in the parlor have already been helped by us?”
she said. 


Mike shrugged. “I don’t know, we’ve helped a lot of
people in a short amount of time,” he said. “I would think that at least one
chair would be empty.”


She nodded. “Yes, you would think that,” she said.
“Unless there’s a waiting line.”


“What?” Mike asked. 


“There are only twenty chairs in the Finders Mansion
parlor. Only places for twenty spirits. So, if he stole from hundreds of
people, could there be some long, ghostly, waiting line for a spot in the
parlor?” 


“Mary that’s kind of
freaky,” Mike said. “How long will it take you to get rid of all of those
ghosts?”


“Yeah and that’s the easy question,” she replied.


“What’s the hard one?” he asked. 


“Are any of the ghosts who are waiting angry about what was done to them?” she asked. “And what are they willing to do to
the new owners of Finders Mansion?” 

















 

Chapter Fourteen


Bradley opened the front door and greeted Alex and his
friend. 


“Bradley, this is Dave Reid,” Alex said. “We go way
back. Dave this is Bradley Alden, Freeport’s Chief of Police.”


The word that came to mind when Bradley met Dave was
burly. He wasn’t quite as tall as Alex’s six-foot frame, but he had the build
of a weight-lifter and the hand-shake of someone who could probably crush a can
in one hand.  He had a full beard and an easy smile, and his whole
personality seemed laid-back. “Good to meet you,” Bradley said, inviting them
both in. “Thanks for coming.”


“My pleasure,” Dave replied, his voice friendly, with
a hint of laughter in it. “Boettch
told me you were good people.”


“Boettch?”
Bradley asked with a smile. 


Dave grinned. “Does he make you call him Mister
District Attorney or something like that?” he teased. 


Bradley laughed and shook his head. “No, nothing like
that at all,” Bradley replied. “Just Alex.”


Dave looked surprised and shook his head. “Really? He
even makes his mom call him Mister District Attorney,” he replied, and then he laughed too. “Sorry, just kidding,
Alex is a good guy.”


“And I’m used to his weird sense of humor,” Alex
replied, then he looked around. “Where’s Mary?”


“I’m here,” Mary called, walking into the living room.
“I just needed to finish a couple of things in the kitchen.”


“Mary, I want you to meet my good friend, Dave Reid,”
Alex said. “Dave, this is Mary O’Reilly Alden.”


“Nice to meet you, Dave,” Mary said, extending her
hand.


Dave’s hand swallowed up Mary’s smaller hand, and he smiled at her. “Nice to meet you too,”
he replied. 


“Turns out, Mary,” Alex said. “That Dave already knows
a little bit about you.”


Dave nodded. “Yeah, my mom, who lives just outside of
Freeport, told me about you,” he said. 


“Oh, so what do you know?” Mary asked.


Dave smiled. “Well, I know that you have a special
ability that not many other people have,” he said, carefully choosing his words.
“And I know that you’ve been very helpful in solving cases in northwest
Illinois.” 


Mary’s eyes widened. “Wow, you do seem to know about
me,” she replied. 


Dave shrugged. “Well, no offense, but part of what I
do is make sure I fully understand a situation that I’m getting into before I get into it,” he said. 


“No offense taken,” Mary said. “I don’t blame you in
the least.”


“Mom,” Clarissa interrupted running down the stairs.
“When are we going to eat…” She paused and stared at Dave. 


Dave turned to her and smiled back. “Hey, I’m Dave,”
he said. “Who are you?”


“Clarissa,” the little girl said tentatively. 


“Nice name,” Dave replied. 


“Are you a lumberjack?” Clarissa asked.


A low rumble of laughter started in Dave’s chest and
then spilled out into the room. “No, I’m not,” he replied. “But I have cut down
trees before.”


“With your bare hands?” Clarissa asked.


Dave chuckled. “No, with a chain saw,” he admitted.
“Are you a princess?”


Clarissa blushed happily and shook her head. “No, I’m
just a little girl,” she replied.


“Are you sure?” he asked. “Because you look just like
a princess.”


She grinned widely and nodded. “Pretty sure,” she said
and then she turned to Mary. “Is he going to stay for dinner?”


Mary smiled and nodded. “Yes, he is,” she replied.
“And dinner will be ready in five minutes, so go upstairs and wash up.”


Clarissa nodded, smiled at Dave, and then dashed up
the stairs.


“So, what am I?” Alex said. “Chicken soup?”


Dave laughed and patted Alex on the back. “Hey, it
always happens when we’re together,” he teased. “The cute chicks just don’t see
you when I’m around.”


“Why don’t you both come into the dining room,” Mary
offered, chuckling softly. “We’re expecting Stanley and Rosie at any moment; then we
can have dinner.”

















 

Chapter Fifteen 


“So,” Stanley said, leaning forward on the table and
looking at Dave. “Where’d you get your training.”


Dave studied the old man for a moment and then nodded
slowly. “I was out of Fort Bragg,” he said. “Was in Special Forces and then got
an invitation to go Delta.”


Stanley’s eyes widened, and he leaned back, nodding at
the man across the table from him. “Don’t everybody get an invitation like
that,” he said.


“No, sir,” Dave replied quietly. 


Stanley smiled, his respect for the young man growing.
Then he smiled. “Guess you’re good at what you do,” he said. 


Dave grinned. “Damn…” he started to stay, then stopped
and glanced over at Clarissa. “I beg your pardon, Mary. Darn good.”


“You look so familiar,”
Rosie said. “I’m sure I’ve seen you before.”


“I used to go to Freeport High School,” he said. “And
I took part in quite a few theater productions years ago.”


“Well, that must be it,” Rosie said. “I love going to
the theater.”


“I did too, ma ‘am,” he replied. “I think it’s in my
blood.”


“How long have you been away from Freeport?” Bradley
asked.


“Nearly ten years,” Dave replied. 


He liked the guy, Bradley admitted to himself, but
when his family was concerned, he wasn’t going to leave anything to chance. He
didn’t want to sound like he was interrogating him, but, he admitted, he
was.  He just
didn’t want to sound like it.  “And what
brought you back here?” 


Dave smiled and nodded. He understood. Bradley was a
cop, and a cop’s first instinct is to be
suspicious, that’s how they survived every day. So, he sure wasn’t going to
take offense to the man’s questions. 


“I finished my time in the service,” Dave said. “And I
was tired of traveling. I’m not too fond of airplanes, and I got tired of hotel rooms. 
I’d invested some money a while back, and
it did well. I grew up here, in the country, and I missed it. So, I bought a
place with some acreage, a pond big enough for fishing, and a deck with a
grill. I’m not sure what I’m going to do next, but I’m in no hurry to make
those decisions.”


“Tell them the real reason I invited you here,” Alex
said. 


Dave shrugged. “Through the work I’ve done, I’ve made
a lot of contacts,” he said. “Especially in government agencies. I might be able
to help you with the distribution of funds you’re
charged with.”


“That would be great,” Mary said. “Anything to speed
this process up would be helpful.”


Alex shook his head. “No, the real reason,” he
insisted. 


Dave turned and looked at his friend, studying him for
a few moments, then he began to turn towards Mary, but he quickly looked beyond
Mary into the kitchen.  Mary turned to
see what Dave was looking at, but all she could see was Mike, lounging against
the doorway, listening to the conversation. 


Dave looked back to Mary and motioned with his head.
“Friend of yours?” he asked softly.


Mary’s jaw dropped and then she slowly nodded. “Yes,”
she whispered, then surreptitiously glanced over in Clarissa’s direction, then
back at Dave and shook her head.


“Okay,” he said casually. “Maybe we want to discuss
the real reason later.”


Mary nodded and released a pent-up breath. “Yes,
that’s a great idea,” she said. “Later would work well.” She turned and looked
down the table at her daughter. “Clarissa, do you want to help me serve
dessert?”


Clarissa nodded and slid out of her chair. “Sure,” she
agreed. “Uncle Dave, do you want to help too?”


Dave smiled at her and nodded. “I would love to help,”
he said. “Especially if it means we get more than everyone else.”


She giggled and nodded. “It pretty much does,” she
said. “Especially when we get to put on the whipping cream.”


They left the table, and
Alex turned to Bradley. “Dave’s got twenty-one nieces and nephews,” he said.
“And they all have him wrapped around their fingers.”


Bradley nodded and watched Dave interact with Mary and
Clarissa in the kitchen. “Yeah, he seems like a good guy,” he said. 


“But when you’re protecting your wife and kids, seems
is not good enough,” Alex said, soft enough for only Bradley to hear. 

















 

Chapter Sixteen


An hour later, Clarissa was upstairs getting ready for
bed with her dad’s help, and Mary was cleaning
things up in the kitchen.  She could hear
the conversation in the living room as she slipped the leftovers into small
plastic tubs. 


“Can I help?”


Mary nearly dropped the china platter she was holding.
“Why are people always doing that to me?” she asked Dave when she turned to look at him.


He smiled. “Sorry, I tend to walk softly,” he replied
with an apologetic shrug. “It comes with the old job description.”


She handed him the platter. “You can rinse this off if you’d like,” she said, reaching for the
next bowl of leftovers. She watched him walk over to the sink, rinse the
platter and expertly stack it in the dishwasher. “So, do you come from a big
family?”


He chuckled, taking the next bowl from her. “Seven
kids,” he said with a wink. “So, you know, medium-sized. Why do you ask?”


She laughed. “You seem to know your way around a
dishwasher,” she said.


“When I was a kid, we were so grateful when we got our
first dishwasher,” he admitted. “Years of having to do dishes by hand suddenly
came to an end.”


“How long did the gratitude last?”


He chuckled. “Oh, maybe a month,” he said. “Then we
were complaining that we had to wash the pots and pans by hand.”


Nodding, she laughed too. “We did the same thing,” she
said, handing him another platter.


“So, who’s the
guy that hangs out in your kitchen,” he asked softly.


“That’s Mike,” Mary replied, not missing a beat.
“You’ll like him.”


Dave studied her. “You don’t think it’s odd that I can
see him?” 


She turned to him and put her hands on her hips.
“Really? You’re asking that to the person who has an angel hanging around in
her kitchen?” she replied. “I don’t think anything is odd.” She paused then
asked. “How long?”


“How long have I been able to see ghosts?” he asked.
“Since I was little. We had a ghost in our house when I was growing up. My mom
could feel her, but I was the only one who could see her.”


“How did that make you feel?” Mary asked, turning
around and leaning against the counter to face him.


“Well, you know, at first I didn’t know it was
strange,” he said. “In my family, we
treated seeing and hearing ghosts like everyday
occurrences. So, I figured it was somewhat normal. I figured out, once I was in
school, that not everybody was as open-minded about things like that.”


“So, did you close it off?” 


“I did, actually, for a little while,” he admitted. “I
didn’t want to be the weird kid. But then, when I was in Afghanistan for the
first time, an apparition appeared to me that ended up saving my life and the
lives of the guys in my unit. I realized that instead
of a curse; it was a gift.”


Mary nodded and
then shrugged. “Well, yeah, but sometimes it feels like a curse,” she admitted.



“Like a responsibility,” he said. 


“Yes,” she agreed. “Yes, exactly.”


“Well, I guess it is,” he said, then he stopped when
Mike appeared next to Mary.


“Mikey’s waking up,” Mike said. “I thought I should…”


“Hey, I’m Dave,” Dave said without waiting for an
introduction. Then he studied Mike’s face carefully. “Did you used to work for
the Freeport Fire Department?”


Mike turned and nodded. “Yeah, I did,” he said. “Why?”


“My softball team played your team,” Dave replied with
a grin. “You were a damn good pitcher.”


Mike’s smile grew. “I remember you,” he said. “You
could hit but couldn’t run worth a damn.”


Dave laughed and looked down his body to his toes.
“This body isn’t meant for sprinting,” he
said, then his voice quieted. “What happened, man?”


Mike shrugged. “Overly-possessive, fairly-disturbed,
hot chick poisoned me.”


“Are you kidding me?” Dave asked. “What…”


“If you two will excuse me,” Mary interrupted, sliding
between the two men. “I’ll just go check on Mikey.”


Just before she turned the corner, she looked back at
the two, chatting like they were old friends. 
And, Mary thought with a smile, I guess they were. 
























 

Chapter Seventeen 


“So, this is the place,” Dave said, looking around the
front hallway of the Finders Mansion as they entered the house. “It’s amazing.”


Mary nodded. “Yes, it is,” she agreed. “Well, except
for the paint color. It’s throughout the entire house.”


“Are you kidding?” he asked. “So, was someone
color-blind?”


“No, Maybelle hated her father, and he hated this color,” Mary replied.


“Whoa, that’s a whole lot of angry to be surrounded by
this every day,” Dave said. 


They waited for Bradley and Alex to walk in and close
the door behind them. Alex hesitated at the door. “You know, I could just stay
across the street and help Rosie and Stanley watch the kids,” he offered. 


Dave grinned. “Don’t worry, we’ll protect you from the
ghosties,” he teased, then he paused and looked
towards the parlor. He lowered his voice, and
there was no longer any amusement in his face. “There’s some pretty strong
vibes coming from that room. Have you been in there yet?”


“Once,” Mary said. “And it was before I had my
abilities back. We saw a shadow figure, and
then some items in the room moved, it was pretty freaky.”


Any other activity?” Dave asked.


Slightly uncomfortable with his reaction when he was
with Stanley the previous night, Bradley nearly didn’t answer. But he knew, as
in any investigation, the more data you have, the better your findings.  “The door opened on its own when I was here
yesterday,” Bradley added, then he shrugged. “I figured it was a bad door lock.
Stanley knew it was paranormal.”



 

“Sometimes it’s better to look for a logical
explanation first,” Dave said to Bradley. “Not everything that happens in an
old house has a paranormal cause.” 


Bradley smiled and shook his head. “For some reason,
when I’m with Mary, usually everything has a paranormal cause.”


Dave looked back at Mary. “Looks like you’re the unit
leader, shall we go into the parlor?”


She nodded. “Yes, I am interested in the waiting
room,” she replied. “After meeting Gilbert this afternoon, I’ve been a little
worried about the spirits in there.”


Bradley took the lead,
opening the parlor door, switching on the light and entering the room
first.  Mary followed Bradley, followed
by Dave and Alex. 


“Can you see anything?” Alex asked.


Both Mary and Dave slowly scanned the room.


“I don’t see a thing,” Mary said, shaking her head.
“Maybe my abilities aren’t as good as they used to be.”


“I don’t see anything either,” Dave replied. “I can
feel some residual energy, but no lingering spirits.”


“Well, that’s odd,” Mary said. “Gilbert told me that
there were at least twenty ghosts in this room.”


“Why twenty?” Alex asked.


“The number of chairs in the waiting room,” Bradley
replied, looking at the empty benches and chair around them.


Mary smiled at Bradley. “Exactly,” she agreed. “That’s
how Gilbert knew how many. He said the chairs were full.”


Dave walked through the parlor and into the adjoining
office. He looked around. “No one is in here either,” he called from the room,
and then he came back to join them. “I’m surprised.”


Alex leaned against the wall, feeling much more
comfortable knowing that the room was currently unoccupied by ghosts. “Well, it
isn’t office hours,” he joked, pointing towards an old sign on the wall that
listed the hours the business was open.”


Mary looked at the sign and nodded. “You’re right,
that’s probably it.”


“Wait. What? I was only joking,” Alex said,
straightening from his earlier position. “Why would ghosts care about business
hours?”


“Because there are patterns that ghosts follow,” Dave
explained. “The farmer ghost will be seen in the milking barn at milking time because that’s when he used to be in
there.”


Mary nodded. “And the housewife ghost will appear in
the kitchen after dinner because that’s
when she was cleaning things up,” she added.


“So, the ghosts waiting on Mr. Finders would show up
during his business hours,” Bradley said. “Because that’s when they used to
wait for him?”


“Or because that’s the most likely time to be able to
interact with him,” Dave replied.


“So, there’s going to be twenty ghosts in here
tomorrow morning at nine?” Alex asked. 


“At least twenty,” Mary replied. 


Bradley turned to her. “You keep repeating that, at
least, part,” he said. “What are you thinking?”


She sighed softly and nodded. “We’ve returned quite a
bit of money,” she explained. “So, if there were only twenty clients, I would
think that at least one of those chairs would now be empty. But, since they are
all still filled, according to Gilbert, I have a feeling there’s a line out
there somewhere and as soon as one chair becomes empty…”


“There’s another ghost waiting to fill it up,” Bradley
replied, nodding. “That makes perfect sense.”


“The only question that would be good to know is how long the line is,” Dave said. “Is
there any way to get access to all of the
files, all at once?”


Mary shrugged. “So far Maybelle has only been willing
to hand them to me one at a time,” she said. “But maybe we could convince her
to show us the whole stash.”


“Maybe Gilbert knows,” Alex suggested. “He was the
assistant, after all. He probably has a better idea than Maybelle.”


“I’m assuming Gilbert keeps office hours too,” Dave
said.


“Well, he was here last night,” Bradley inserted, and then he smiled. “Unless he was working
overtime.”


Alex looked over to the sign and then pointed. “Look,
they had late nights on Tuesday and Thursday,” Alex said. “He was working
overtime.”


“Well, tomorrow is Thursday,” Dave said. “So, I guess
we know when we need to come back for our appointment.”


Alex nodded. “And in the meantime, we can talk about
the murders,” he said. 

















 

Chapter Eighteen


“Ghosts and murders,” Dave said, as they walked down
the steps of the mansion to their cars. “You are a fun group to hang around
with.”


“Why don’t we take my cruiser,” Bradley suggested. “The
house we’re going to search is now a crime scene,
so we’ll be more official.”


He turned to Mary. “Do we still have enough time?” 


She nodded. “Yes, Mikey should be good for another
ninety minutes,” she replied. “And Rosie and Stanley know how to get in touch
with me, in case he wakes up early.”


They drove a few blocks over to a nice little
split-level house that was close to the community college. Bradley pulled up
into the driveway and parked. 


“I knew people who lived in this area when I was growing up,” Dave said, as he
got out of the car and looked around. “It looks like nothing has changed while
I was away.”


Alex nodded, as he stood next to his friend, and
looked around too. “You’re right,” Alex said. “But it’s changing now as some of
the owners are getting older and moving to assisted living or just smaller
houses.”


“Why do we want everything to stay the same, even
though we’re changing?” Dave asked Alex. 


“Because the same is more familiar and therefore, more
comfortable,” he replied. 


Dave nodded. “And it makes you feel safe,” Dave added.



“Safe is just an illusion,” Alex said. 


Dave turned to him. “Well, that’s surprising, coming
from you,” he said.


Alex shook his head. “The more I do my job,” he
replied. “The more I realize that the world is a scary place to live.”


“Hey, are you guys coming?” Bradley called from the
concrete porch of the house.


Dave nodded. “Yeah, sorry, we were just reminiscing a
little,” he replied, and he and Alex hurried over to catch up with Mary and
Bradley.


Bradley unlocked the door and turned on the light. 


“Whoa, someone’s done some remodeling,” Dave said.


“How can you tell?” Mary asked.


“Smells like new stuff,” Dave said with a smile. 


Mary sniffed the air. “You’re right,” she said. “It
does.”


“Damn right. I spent good money on this place. Wait
until you see my leather recliner.”


Both Mary and Dave turned around to look at the elderly man standing in the middle of the
living room. “Hi,” Mary said, moving across the room to put her hand on
Bradley’s arm. “I’m Mary.”


Bradley’s eyes widened when he was able to see the
man, and he nodded slowly. 


“These are my friends,” she continued, and then she nodded towards each man as she
introduced them. “This is Police Chief Bradley Alden, District Attorney Alex
Boettcher, and Dave Reid.”


The old man looked at Dave and grinned. “No special
title for you, young man?” he asked.


Dave grinned and shrugged. “No, just plain Dave,” he
said. “What’s your name?”


“There’s a ghost is here, right?” Alex whispered to
Bradley.


Bradley nodded. “Yeah, I’m guessing it’s…”


“Markus Harrington,” the old man replied to Dave. “But
you can call me Harry.”


“Harry,” Dave replied with a smile. “Great nickname.”


“You got any nicknames?” Harry asked. 


Dave grinned. “Yeah, but none that can be mentioned in mixed company.”


A shout of laughter erupted from the old man’s lips.
“I like you,” he said, once his laughter had died down. “Now, why are you in my
home. Did I invite you and forget?”


A curtain of sadness covered Dave’s eyes, and Mary felt the same sorrow. Harry didn’t
know he was dead. 


“Harry,” Mary said softly. “What the last thing you
remember doing?”


Harry stopped and thought for a moment. “Well, now
that you mention it,” he said, rubbing his chin with his hand. “I believe I was
sitting in my brand-new recliner and enjoying one of those fancy coffee
drinks.”


Dave nodded. “Those are great,” he said. “Then what
happened?”


“I was thinking about how proud Sophie would be of
me,” he said.


“Sophie?” Mary asked, startled to hear the same name
Mike had mentioned earlier. “Why would she be proud?”


He turned to Mary, his eyes filled with memories. “She
was my sweetheart,” he said softly. “We would have been married fifty years
this June. We worked so hard, but it was okay
because we worked together.” He sighed and nodded, pulling out an old
handkerchief and wiping his eyes. “Anyhow, I recently got some money, and I found this group that helped me invest
it. We meet every day, and they give out
these fancy drinks for free. I was thinking that Sophie would get a kick out of
her old Harry hanging around with those highfalutin banker types.”


Dave chuckled. “I bet she would,” he agreed. “So, then
what happened.”


Harry pondered for another moment, and then a look of confusion came over him. “I
started getting a pain,” he said slowly. “It was real powerful, shooting up my left arm. And then…”  He shook his head. “And then…” He looked up at
Dave, and his eyes were wide with shock.
“And then I think I died.”

















 

Chapter Nineteen


“I think he’s gone for now,” Dave said, looking around
the living room.


“What do you mean, he’s gone?” Alex asked.


“Often, when someone doesn’t realize they’re dead, the
shock is overwhelming,” Mary said. 


Dave nodded. “And they kind
of go away, like licking their wounds, for a while,” he added.


“But he’ll be back?” Alex asked. “So, we can ask him
questions, right?”


“He should be back,” Mary said. 


“Should be?” Alex asked.


Mary shrugged. “I don’t know if there are rules and
regulations that ghosts are supposed to follow,” she said. “That’s just been my
experience in the past.”


“There need to be rules and regulations,” Alex
replied. 


Dave grinned at Mary and then turned to his friend.
“Yeah, I’ll see what we can do about that,” he said. “In the meantime, I think we’re probably done for the night. In my
experience, Harry isn’t going to be coming back here until tomorrow.”


Bradley nodded. “Let’s go back to our place and just
look at what we’ve got so far,” he suggested.


“Good idea,” Dave agreed, as they left the house and
walked back down the steps toward the cruiser. “I’d like to hear more about
these murders.”


“At this point,” Bradley said. “It’s more of an
exploration than anything else. It’s just a hunch…”


“It’s more than a hunch,” Mary interrupted. 


They stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Really?”
Bradley asked. “How?”


“When Mike was in discussions to get my abilities
back, he said someone else was also asking for me to get them,” Mary said. “Her
name was Sophie, and she said that her
husband had been murdered.”


“Yeah, I guess that would move it from a hunch,” Alex said, shaking his head. “Just
don’t ask me to use that testimony in court.”


Mary smiled and nodded. “I promise,” she agreed. “But
now we need to discover why anyone would want to murder a sweet old man like Harry.”


Dave nodded, his face grim. “And we need for them to
pay for it,” he added.


Bradley opened the car door for Mary and helped her
in. Then after shutting her door, he looked across the car to where Dave stood.
He appreciated Dave’s anger towards the unknown assailants and his determination
to make them pay. He met Dave’s eyes and nodded slowly. “I think I’m going to
like working with you,” he said. 


“Thank you,” Dave replied, meeting Bradley’s gaze
directly. “I know that admission doesn’t come lightly.” 


“No, it doesn’t,” Bradley admitted. 


“I get it,” Dave said. “You’ve got a family to protect,
first and foremost. That’s a top
priority.”


Inside the car, Mary turned around to look at Alex.
“What are they doing out there?” she asked.


“Male bonding,” he replied with a smile.


“What?” she asked.


“I think Bradley has finally figured out he can trust
Dave and he’s letting him know,” Alex said.


“Why wouldn’t he trust Dave?” Mary asked. “He’s a good
guy. Anyone can see that.”


Alex shook his head. “Bradley’s priority is protecting you and his family,” he
said. “He’s going to be slow to trust anyone he doesn’t know, especially where
you’re concerned.”


Mary sighed and rolled her eyes. “I can take care of
myself,” she replied.


“Well, yeah, I know that, and you know that,” he said.
“And deep down inside, I think Bradley knows that. But he still has this primitive
need to protect the people he loves.”


“I guess that’s a good thing,” she admitted. 


Alex nodded. “Yeah, it’s a very good thing.”

















 

Chapter Twenty


Mary jogged down the stairs the next morning,
showered, dressed and ready for the day. She felt amazing. For the first time, Mikey had slept through the night, and she got a full seven hours of uninterrupted
sleep.


“I can do anything today,” she exclaimed as she walked
into the living room.


Bradley looked up from his computer and smiled at her.
“You look great.”


“I feel great,” she admitted. “Mikey slept through the
night and so did I. I’m pretty much ready to take on the world.”


“Well, we probably won’t be taking on the world,”
Bradley said. “But we’re going to be meeting in about an hour about Harry’s
death.”


“So, about that,” she said. “Are you going to be here
at the house until everyone comes?”


He nodded. “Yeah, there’s no use in me going to the
office. Why?”


“I thought I could run across the street for a little
while,” she said. “Check out the waiting room and see if I can get Maybelle to
release any more files.”


“You want to do that alone?” he asked, surprised.


“Well, if you’re okay with it, Mike can come with me,”
she said. “Mikey’s sound asleep and will be for at least a couple of hours.”


Bradley shrugged. “Sure, no problem.”


She hurried across the room, gave him a quick kiss and
then grabbed her coat. “Okay, I’m off!” she said.


He nodded. “Yep. I knew that one already,” he teased.
“But I still love you.”


“Funny. Funny,” Mary
replied and then she chuckled. “Good
one.”


She hurried across the street and paused for a moment
in front of the wrought iron gate. “Mike,” she whispered. “Mike, are you
around?”


Mike appeared next to her. “What’s gotten into you?” he asked with a yawn. “You’re up early
this morning making pancakes for Clarissa, dancing along with the radio, and
now you’re ready to go ghost-hunting. Are you back on caffeine?”


She grinned. “Nope, I had a whole, entire night’s
sleep last night,” she said with a wide smile. “And I feel amazing. So, ready
to go hunt some ghosts?”


He shrugged and smiled back. “How could I resist?”


They entered the gate and then walked up the
steps.  They both waited for a moment on
the top step, and when the door didn’t
open on its own, Mary nodded. “Yeah,
that’s what I’m talking about.”


“You weren’t talking,” Mike pointed out.


She turned to him. “It’s an expression,” she said. “It
means something like; I showed you.”


“But you didn’t show anyone anything,” he inserted.


“Mike,” she replied sharply. “Let’s not ruin the good
mood, okay?”


“Yes ma’am,” he responded with a soft chuckle. 


Turning to him, she stuck out her tongue and then
pulled the key out of her pocket.


“I’m glad we’re being
professional here,” he commented drily.


She giggled. “There’s professional, and there’s professional,” she said.


“And then there’s you,” Mike added.


Still laughing, they entered the house together, and their laughter immediately stopped. The
parlor door was wide open, and the room was crammed with the spirits of the
investors, waiting to see Mr. Finders.


“This isn’t what I wanted to see,” Mary said.


“Yeah, but it’s what you expected, isn’t it?” 


She nodded. “Let’s go see if we can find Gilbert,” she
suggested.


They walked into the parlor, and all eyes turned to them. They looked like regular middle-class
residents of Freeport, but they also all still looked the way they had when
they died. 


“Farming accident,” Mike whispered to her when they passed one man who looked like
his middle had been run over by a very large tire. 


“Drowning,” Mary whispered back when they passed a
woman who was dripping wet, with seaweed hanging from her clothing and a
complexion of purple-blue. 


They quickly hurried past the assembled group and
grabbed hold of the doorknob to the office. 


“Wait,” one portly ghost in a business suit and tie
called out, pulling a thick cigar from his mouth. “It isn’t your turn.”


Mary opened her mouth, then closed it and turned to
Mike. 


“Auditors,” Mike said to the man.


“About damn time,” the man said with satisfaction,
then he nodded and popped the cigar back in place.


“Quick thinking,” Mary whispered, as they went into
the office. 


“I was trying to think of something scary enough to
frighten a ghost,” he replied softly.


Mary nodded. “That would do it.”















Chapter Twenty-one


Gilbert sat at the old desk in the office, slowly and
deliberately looking down the columns of an old ledger book, a wooden pencil
clutched in his hand. 


“Gilbert?” Mary asked
once they’d closed the door behind them. “Are you the only one in here?”


Startled, he dropped the pencil and stared at them.


“I didn’t hear you,” he stammered and then his eyes
widened. “You can’t come in here. The others will follow.” 


“We told them we were auditors,” Mary replied, trying
to calm down the ghost. “It seemed to work.”


Taking his spectacles off his nose, he wiped on them
with a handkerchief and shook his head. “If they find out that Mr. Finders
isn’t here and I’m the only one in the office,” he whispered. “Something awful
will happen.”


“What will happen?” Mary asked. 


“Yeah, you’re already dead,” Mike added. 


Gilbert placed his glasses back on his face and slowly
shook his head. “They will be very, very angry with me,” he said, his voice
shaking. “And I can’t handle that kind of confrontation.”


“You’re afraid of confrontation?” Mike asked. “That’s
it?”


“You may think it’s no big deal,” he said. “But I
don’t want to take the blame for something I had nothing to do with.”


Mary shook her head. “You had nothing to do with
this?” she asked skeptically. “I thought you worked with Mr. Finders. Aren’t
you a part of this whole scheme?”


He shook his head. “No! No, I told him what he was
doing was wrong,” he insisted. “I told him that we betrayed their trust.”


“Then why didn’t you stop him?” Mary asked.


He dropped his head and looked down at the ledger on
the table. “I can’t answer that,” he muttered, shaking his head. “I just
can’t.”


“You can’t, or you won’t?”
Mike asked. 


Gilbert didn’t look up. “I can’t,” he whispered.


Mike look at Mary and shook his head. “What now?”


Mary studied Gilbert for a long moment and then looked
closely at the ledger. In the lower corner, where the yellowed pages were slipped into the leather case, several hearts had been doodled with a pencil. 
Then she remembered Gilbert’s reaction to Maybelle in her dream. She
smiled slowly and then shrugged. “Well, I guess we’ll have to get Maybelle
involved in all of this mess,” she said with an exaggerated sigh. “I mean,
after all, she is the Finders heir.”


Gilbert looked up, his ghostly face even paler, his face shaking so rapidly that his
glasses slid down his nose and landed on the ledger. “No. No, you can’t involve
Miss Maybelle,” he exclaimed. “She had nothing, absolutely nothing to do with
this scandal.”


“And if she had, the scandal would have ruined her,”
Mary said. “Isn’t that correct, Gilbert.”


His mouth opened, then closed, then opened again. “I
didn’t say that,” he finally stammered.


Mary shook her head. “No, you didn’t,” she agreed.
“But that’s the truth, isn’t it? And
that’s what Mr. Finders held over your head when you wanted to tell the truth.
If you brought him down, he’d make sure that Maybelle went down with him.”


Gilbert cradled his head in his hand and sobbed
softly. “I couldn’t believe he would do that to his daughter,” he cried. “I
didn’t have a choice. I didn’t have a choice.”


“No, you didn’t,” Mike agreed. “But those people out
there…” Mike pointed towards the parlor. “They trusted you, and they were just as innocent as Maybelle. It’s
not fair for them to be stuck here waiting for an answer.”


“What should I do?” Gilbert asked. “I’m willing to try
anything.”


Mary nodded. “Okay, I’m going to take you at your word,
Gilbert,” she said. “If I figure something out that will work for both these
clients and Maybelle, will you help me?”


Gilbert picked up his spectacles, placed them firmly
on his nose and then met Mary’s eyes. “Yes, I promise,” he said solemnly. “I will
help you with whatever you need me to do.”


“Okay,” Mary said. “I’ll be back later with my plan.”


Gilbert nodded. “I’ll be here.”

















 

Chapter Twenty-two


Mary and Mike slipped out of the office and made sure
to not make eye contact with any of the ghosts in the waiting room. Once out of
the parlor, Mike turned to Mary.


“Okay, what’s your plan?” he asked.


“I have no idea,” she replied. 


He grinned. “Well, that’s a good start,” he replied. 


Then she turned towards the back of the house. 


“Um, Mary,” Mike said. “The front door is the other
way.”


She nodded and continued toward the back of the house.
“I know,” she said. “But the ghost singing the lullaby over the baby monitor is
this way.”


“Once again, I repeat, the front door is the other
way,” Mike urged, gliding alongside her. 


She stopped for a moment and looked at him. “Mike, we
can see the ghosts now,” she said. “There’s no need to be afraid.”


He shook his head. “I don’t know, a creepy-voiced,
singing ghost, that’s still enough to keep me hiding under the blankets.”


“Mike, we need to find out who is in the bedroom,” she
said and then she continued walking down the hall.  


When she got to the open bedroom door, she paused and
took a deep breath. Mike came up behind her and whispered in her ear, “Right,
we’re not so brave now that we’re here. The front door…”


“Mike, shut up,” she whispered back. “Come on; I’m going in.”


He sighed. “And I’m following,” he replied with
resignation. 


Mary walked into the room and slowly looked
around.  The room was lovely. The
king-sized wrought iron bed was covered
with a white chenille bedspread and matching pillows.  Two wrought iron and marble nightstands stood
on either side of the bed, with brass gooseneck lamps on each of them. The room
was large enough for a pair of dressers, a small chaise lounge, and a rocking chair. 


“Now this is a master bedroom,” Mike said, looking around
with admiration. 


“It is quite beautiful,” Mary agreed, then she looked
at the wall coloring and sighed. “Except for that awful wall color.”


A tinkle of laughter had them both immediately turning
towards the rocking chair that was now occupied
with the ghost of a petite woman with soft gray hair pulled off her face in a
loose bun. 


“Aloysius hated that color so much,” the woman
laughed. “And, I believe, so did Maybelle. But she would put up with it just to annoy him.”


“She mentioned that to me,” Mary said, studying the
ghost. “You must be Mrs. Finders, Maybelle’s mother.”


The ghost smiled sweetly. “Why yes I am, I’m Olivia
Finders,” she replied. “How did you know?” 


“Well, you and Maybelle have a very strong
resemblance,” Mary admitted. “And you seemed to take as much joy in annoying
Aloysius as Maybelle did.”


Olivia looked down at her lap, slightly ashamed, and
then looked up to meet Mary’s eyes. “That wasn’t very proper of me. I suppose,” she admitted. 


Mary shook her head. “I am not going to judge you for
getting whatever joy you could get out of life. But, now that I know you’re
here, I could use your help.”


“What can I do?” Olivia asked, perplexed. 


“You can tell me if Maybelle has feelings for Gilbert
or is it all one-sided.”


A gleam of joy entered the ghost’s eyes, and she rocked back in forth in delight. “Oh,
you noticed,” she said and then she lowered her voice conspiratorially. “I
think she is just as sweet on him, but she felt betrayed when he went along
with Aloysius’ scheme.”


“It sounds like the only reason Gilbert went along
with it,” Mary said, “is that your husband threatened to bring Maybelle down
with him. That’s the only reason Gilbert agreed to continue.”


Olivia sighed sadly. “What an honorable young man,”
she said. “How I wish Maybelle had known.”


“Well, perhaps she needs to find out,” Mary said.



 
















 

Chapter Twenty-three


“So, let me get this straight,” Dave laughed as he sat
back in his chair next to the dining room table. “You are playing matchmaker
for two ghosts who, if they were still living, would be in their nineties?”   


Mary nodded. “Yeah, but true love doesn’t have an
expiration date,” she said. “And it’s not just matchmaking for the sake of
matchmaking. I don’t think Gilbert is just stuck there because of the clients.
I think it’s because of unrequited love.”


“Aloysius Finders was a real piece of work,” Alex
said. “Imagine threatening to ruin your child to
protect yourself.”


“Well, we don’t know if he would have done it,” Mary
said. “But he knew that Maybelle was Gilbert’s weakness and so he used it
against him.”


“So, what was the waiting room like?” Dave asked.


“Like the bar scene from Star Wars meets Beetlejuice,”
Mary said, shaking her head. “They might have been lovely people when they were
alive, but I don’t want to share my living quarters with them now.”


“So, what’s your plan?” Bradley asked. 


Mary shrugged. “I haven’t come up with one yet,” she
admitted.


“You need to plan something that will force Gilbert
and Maybelle to spend time together,” Rosie suggested. “Once they are in each
other’s company, they can revive all those old feelings.”


“Old, old, old, very old feelings,” Dave inserted.


Mike laughed, and Dave glanced across the room into
the kitchen where the guardian angel stood and winked.


“Be nice, young man,”
Rosie chastised gently. “Just because people are older doesn’t mean they still
don’t have feelings.”


“Yes ma’am,” Dave replied, immediately contrite. “I
apologize. I didn’t mean to imply that Maybelle and Gilbert don’t have
feelings.”


“You should know better,” Alex added with a grin, and then he turned to Dave. “Dead people have
feelings too, Dave.”


Bradley covered his laughter with a cough, but Mary
immediately saw through his subterfuge. 


“Perhaps we should talk about Harry,” she suggested.


The levity in the room was immediately gone, and Stanley turned a concerned face to
Mary.  “Harry? Mark Harrington?” Stanley
asked. “What’s happened to him?”


“He was one of the recipients who died recently,”
Bradley explained. “We met with him last night.”


“But, I just gave him the
money a couple of weeks ago,” Stanley replied, his voice shaking. “He was fine.
He was healthy. All he kept talking about was how he wished his Sophie could
have been alive to enjoy the money too.”


“He mentioned Sophie to us too,” Mary said gently.


Stanley pushed his chair away from the table and,
shaking his head, turned away from the group to walk towards the kitchen.


“Stanley?” Rosie asked. “Stanley, what’s wrong?”


Not speaking, he turned his head and walked through
the kitchen and out the back door. 


Mary started to get up, but Bradley placed his hand
over hers and shook his head. “Let me talk to him?” he asked softly, and she
nodded.


Bradley found Stanley standing on the back porch,
staring out at the back yard. He walked up to Stanley and just stood quietly by
his side.


“I thought I was doing a good thing,” Stanley finally
said, his voice low and filled with regret. “I thought the money would make
lives better. I pictured myself as some kind of Robin Hood fella.”


Stanley sighed deeply and wiped his hand across his
eyes. “But I weren’t no good guy,” he continued. “I was the angel of
death. I brought death to these fine folks.”


Bradley placed his hand on Stanley’s shoulder. “When I
was a rookie cop, I got a call about a robbery,” he explained. “We rushed to
the scene, a small grocery store, and, just before we got there, heard another
unit had arrived and found the owner had been
shot. But the perp had taken off in an old Ford pickup truck.


“We saw it pass us, turned on our siren and lights and
did a U-turn and took off after him,” Bradley said. “We did everything
according to the book. We weren’t using excessive speed. We were in radio
contact with dispatch. We were following, not chasing.”


Bradley stopped and took a deep breath.  “And then we saw a mini-van pull out in front
of the pickup,” Bradley said, regret thick in his voice. “The pickup trucked
t-boned the van. We were calling for ambulances before we even arrived at the
scene.”


He paused again and looked out over the yard. 


“What happened?” Stanley finally asked. 


“A young woman, a mom, and her five-year-old daughter were killed,” Bradley said, his voice low. “And
I killed them.”


“What?” Stanley sputtered. “No. No, you didn’t.  You know better than that!”


Bradley shook his head. “Logically, I knew that I had
done everything right,” he said. “But in my heart, I wondered… What if we
hadn’t chased him?”


“You can’t do that,” Stanley said. “You can’t think of
the what ifs. What if he hadn’t decided to rob that store.  What if she had decided to stay home. What if you had arrived at the store while he was
still there?  You just can’t do that.”


Bradley nodded and patted Stanley’s shoulder. “You’re
right,” he said. “And neither could you.”


Stanley opened his mouth and then closed it. He
exhaled sharply. “You made that up,” he said. 


Bradley shrugged. “I saw it on TV,” he admitted. “But
the idea’s the same. You can’t think of the what ifs. We don’t even know who
did this to Harry.  We don’t know for
sure it was the money. But we know for sure, it didn’t have anything to do with
you.”


“It’s hard when you feel like you’re
part,” Stanley said. “It’s real hard.”


Bradley nodded. “Yeah, it is,” he agreed. “But we need
you to be part of the solution. And we need you to be part of the team.”


“Part of the team,” Stanley repeated, smiling
slightly. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I need to stop thinking about myself.
You’re gonna need me.”


Bradley smiled. “Yes, we are,” he said. “You ready to
go back in?”


“Yes, I am,” he said, turning and taking Bradley’s
hand in a firm shake. “Thank you, son.”


“You’re welcome,” Bradley replied. “You go on in; I’ll be there in a minute.”


Mike appeared next to Bradley as soon as the Stanley
had pulled the door closed. 


“Why did you lie?” Mike asked Bradley.


Still staring out over the yard, Bradley shrugged and
leaned against the porch’s pillar. “It just didn’t seem relevant,” Bradley
replied. “The point was made.”


“It wasn’t your fault,” Mike said. 


Bradley shrugged. “Thanks.”


Mike shook his head. “Do I need to tell you a tragic
fireman story?”


This time Bradley laughed. “No, that’s okay,” he said.


Mike met his eyes. “We all carry regrets,” he said
seriously. “We all wish we had been able to save someone we couldn’t.”


“Our ghosts,” Bradley replied.


Mike nodded. “Yeah, our own personal ghosts.”

















 

Chapter Twenty-four


Mary was standing in the kitchen waiting for Bradley
when he came back into the house. “Thank you,” she said softly. “Whatever you
said to Stanley did the trick.”


He leaned over and placed a tender kiss on her lips.
“Thanks,” he said. “I’m glad it helped.”


She looked into his eyes, saw the sadness there, and
knew something was wrong. “Are you okay?” she asked. 


He nodded, but she knew he was lying. “Yeah, I’m
good,” he replied. “Just dealing with memories.”


Mary understood immediately and placed her hand on his
shoulder. “You are a good police officer,” she said. “You’ve always done your
best.”


He shrugged. “But sometimes your best isn’t good
enough,” he replied. 


“Yes, but sometimes your best is all you’ve got,” she
answered and reached up to place a kiss on his lips. “I love you, Bradley
Alden.”


He smiled, and this time the smile reached his eyes.
“I love you too, Mary Alden,” he said. 


“Are you two coming in to join us?” Stanley called
from the dining room. “We got a murder to solve here!”


Mary laughed softly and leaned against Bradley.
“Sometimes your best is too good,” she whispered and felt his chuckle vibrate
from his chest. 


“It’s a curse,” he whispered back, placing a kiss on
the top of her head. 


She stepped away from him, her love shining in her
eyes and nodded. “I adore you.”


He smiled down at her. “Same here.”


They turned and walked back into the dining room.  Mary sat down, but Bradley stood at the end
of the table and opened a folder with a pile of print-outs
inside of it. “With Alex’s help,” he said. “We’ve been able to start
investigating what, if anything, the men who have recently died had in common.”


“Only men were involved?” Dave asked. “Isn’t that odd
in itself?”


Alex nodded. “Well, men in that age group have a
higher probability of heart attacks than women,” he said. “The only reason I
noticed something strange was that three of the victims were men who just
received a windfall from the Finders legacy.”


“Were all of
these men single?” Mary asked.


Bradley nodded. “Yes, they were either widowers or divorced.”


“See Stanley,” Rosie said, patting her husband gently
on his hand. “I’m good for your health.”


He smiled at her and nodded. “Best thing that ever happened to me,” he replied.


“You’re a smart man,” Dave said, smiling over at the
older couple sitting across from him. “And a lucky one.”


Rosie blushed, and Stanley chuckled. “Yes, I am,”
Stanley replied. “I certainly am.”


Bradley cleared his throat gently and then continued.
“The other similarities were the men had large incomes, were fairly social, and
either had no college education or only a few years.”


“So, they were self-made men,” Dave said. “They worked
for their money.”


Mary nodded. “Harry mentioned getting investment
advice from some banker-types,” Mary said. “Do we know who they are?”


Bradley shook his head. “Not yet, but we’re trying to
get copies of Harry’s bank statements to see if we can find anything.”


“An investment group wouldn’t want to kill off the
investors, would they?” Alex asked. “Don’t they generally earn their money by
the trades or income from the investors? 
Wouldn’t they lose the funding if the money either goes to the heirs or
is tied up in probate court.”


“Can we find out who the heirs are?” Dave asked. “And
if the investment group somehow landed up
in the will?”


Bradley nodded. “Yeah, we can check that out too,” he
said. 


“But the best way to get more information is to have
another chat with Harry,” Mary said.


Dave turned to her. “I’m game if you are,” he said.


“Oh, we volunteer to watch Mikey,” Rosie offered
immediately. 


Mary looked at Bradley, and he nodded. “I guess this meeting is officially adjourned,” he said. Then he turned to Dave. “Dave…”


“I’ll take care of her,” Dave finished. 


Bradley smiled. “Thanks,” he began, and then he looked over at Mary who was staring
at him with indignation. “I mean, don’t worry about that, Mary can take care of
herself.”


Rolling her eyes, Mary stood up. “Oh, good save Chief,” she replied sarcastically. 


Dave laughed and nodded. “Yeah, I can see she can.”

















 

Chapter Twenty-five 


Mary pulled her car up behind the squad car parked in
front of Harry’s house. No sooner had she turned the car off, then the officer stepped
out of her car and walked back to meet her. 


“Hey, Mary,” she said. “The Chief told me you were coming.”


Mary smiled at her friend Ashley and nodded. “Did he
tell you I was bringing company?” she asked.


Ashley smiled over at Dave and nodded. “Dave and I go
way back,” she said. “We went to high school together.”


Mary turned to Dave. “Do you know everyone in town?”


He grinned. “Only the important people,” he replied.
“Ashley was one of the people who came out and teepeed
my house when we were in high school.”


She shook her head. “I will never forget that night,”
she said with a noticeable shiver.


“Why? What happened?” Mary asked.


Dave grinned. “Do you want to tell her?”


Ashley took a deep breath and nodded. “There were
about ten of us, and we all decided to
drive out to Dave’s place and teepee the house,” she explained. “We were all in
Varsity Choir together, and we were
having a sleepover at one of the girl’s houses.”


Mary nodded. “So far so good,” she said with a smile. 


“So, we start tossing the toilet paper rolls over the
branches of the oak trees that are next to the driveway,” Ashley continued.
“And then we notice that someone is watching us from the kitchen window.”


Mary felt an involuntary shiver run up her spine. “Who
was at the window?” she asked.


Ashley nodded slowly. “Good question,” she replied.
“We all thought it was Dave’s mom. The kitchen was dark behind her, but we
could all tell that a woman was watching us.”


“When we woke up the next morning
we were all surprised by the toilet paper wafting in the air from both of our
trees,” Dave inserted.  “They must have
used eight rolls.”


Ashley shot Dave a teasing glance. “Actually, it was twelve,” she admitted. “We
wanted to get you good.”


“So, what’s the punchline?” Mary asked.


“On Monday, we came up to Dave and asked him how he
liked the remodeling job we’d done on his tree,” Ashley said. “And he said that
everyone liked it.  They live so far out
of town; no one had ever teepeed them before.”


Chuckling, Dave nodded. “My mom was delighted that
they’d done it,” he said. 


“But, your mom, she saw them do it,” Mary said.


Dave shook his head. “No, my mom was asleep the entire
time,” he said.


“Yeah,” Ashley said. “We asked Dave why his mom didn’t
come out and say hi to us.” She took a deep breath. “And he told us, that
wasn’t his mom. That was their ghost.”


“Wow,” Mary said.


“Yeah, that’s what I thought too,” Ashley said. 


Dave shrugged and grinned. “And we haven’t been teepeed since,” he added. 


Ashley shook her head. “And I don’t want ever to have that kind of experience again,”
she added, then she shrugged. “Okay, enough of that. Let me open the house up
for you.”


Dave lifted the yellow crime scene tape so that both women could walk under it, and then he followed them up to the
door.  Ashley pulled out the key and
began to put it in the lock when Dave stopped her.


“Um, let’s just knock first,” he suggested.


“What?” she asked, looking confused. “Dave, the guy’s
dead. No one’s in this house.”


Dave nodded. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “I just feel weird about walking into his house
without knocking. It feels rude.”


Ashley rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she agreed and rapped
sharply on the front door.


“Come in.”


Mary and Dave both heard Harry’s voice on the other
side of the door, but Ashley was oblivious. 


“Can I open the door now?” Ashley asked.


“Yeah, sure,” Dave agreed with a smile. “Thanks for
doing that.”


Slipping the key into the lock, Ashley turned it and
then opened the door.  All three of them
walked into the house and froze.


Mary and Dave watched Harry lovingly take a photo of
his wife off the mantle and carry it across the room to the end table next to
his recliner. But all Ashley saw was a photo floating across the room from the
mantle to the table.


Her eyes wide and her jaw dropped, Ashley stared at
the photo. “How? How?” she stammered.


Dave put his arm around her shoulders and gently
guided her back outside the house. “Remember when you said you didn’t want to
have another experience like the one at my house?” he asked.


She nodded mutely. 


“Yeah, so why don’t you just wait in the squad car for
a couple of minutes, okay?” he asked, his voice calm and kind. 


She nodded again, but just stood in place. 


He turned her toward the squad car and pointed. “Over
there, Ash,” he said and gave her a gentle push.


Watching until she made it back to her squad car, Dave
then turned back and joined Mary inside the house.

















 

Chapter Twenty-six 


“She’s lovely,” Mary was saying to Harry as Dave
walked back inside. “And she has such kind eyes.”


Harry nodded, his eyes moist with tears. “She was the
kindest person I ever met,” he said softly. “And she was always doing for
others. Always thinking of herself last.”


“I’m sure you miss her,” Mary replied softly.


The old man turned to her and shook his head slowly.
“I don’t understand,” he said softly.


“What don’t you understand?” she asked.


“If I’m dead, why aren’t I with her?” he asked urgently.
“I only want to be with Sophie. Why am I still here? Is this hell?”


Dave came over to the other side of the recliner and
squatted down. “No, this isn’t hell,” he said. “But I’m sure being separated
from your Sophie must feel like it.”


Harry nodded. “Yes, it does.”


“Well, the thing is,” Dave continued. “We think the
reason you’re still here is that you were murdered.”


Harry sat up straight in his chair. “What? Murdered?”
he exclaimed. “Who in the world would
want to murder me?”


“That’s what we’d like to know,” Mary said. 


He shook his head. “No, there has to be some mistake,”
he said. “I had a heart attack.  I had
all the symptoms, pain on my right side…”


“Heart attacks generally manifest pain in the left
arm,” Mary said, “not the right.”


Harry shook his head. “I’m sure it was in my right
side,” he said. “In my stomach.”


“Not your arm?” Dave asked.


“No, my left arm felt
fine,” Harry replied. “But I was holding my fancy drink in my right hand, and
the pain got so bad I dropped it on the floor.”


“What other symptoms did you have?” Mary asked.
“Before you had the attack?”


Harry thought about it for a moment. “Well, and this
is funny, I had a hard time keeping my thoughts straight,” he said. “I couldn’t
remember anything.”


“Okay, memory loss,” Dave said, and then he shook his head. “And now we are
going to ask you to remember the other symptoms.”


Harry chuckled softly. “A bit ironic, ain’t it?” he replied, but then he concentrated for a few
more moments. “Okay, I had headaches, like I never had before.”


“Anything else?” Mary asked. “Aches or pains?”


Harry turned to Mary and smiled. ‘Yeah, now that you
mention it, my joints ached something fierce, like I had arthritis or
something.”


“Did you have arthritis or any other medical
condition?” Dave asked.


Harry shook his head. “No, siree,
I just got myself a clean bill of health only about six weeks ago.”


“Well, if that’s the case…” Dave began.


“Which doctor did you use?” Mary asked, interrupting
him. 


Harry shrugged and scratched his head. “I can’t
remember,” he said. “He wasn’t my normal doctor.”


“Why didn’t you go to your normal doctor?” Dave asked
slowly. 


“Nothing mysterious or anything,” Harry replied. “I
had to get a checkup for my life
insurance policy.”


“You got a life insurance policy?” Mary asked. “Why?”


He shrugged. “Well, since it was free, I thought it
would cover some expenses when I finally died,” he said, and then he sighed. “I never thought I’d use it
this soon.”


“Why was it free?” Dave asked.


Harry brightened and smiled at Dave. “That investment
group I told you about,” he said. “The one with the fancy coffees, they give
all their members free life insurance policies. So, I thought, what the hell?”


“Do you have a copy of the policy?” Mary asked.


Harry paused and thought about it, then shook his
head. “No. No, I don’t believe I do,” he said. “They keep it on file in their
offices. You know, just in case one of us dies, they
can cover our expenses.”


Mary straightened and looked over at Dave. “Just in
case someone dies,” she said slowly.


Dave nodded back. “Now, isn’t that just peachy of
them,” he replied, then he turned to Harry. “Did their doctor give you any
medications or injections?”


Harry shook his head. “Nope,” he said. “Just checked
me out and said I was as healthy as an ox.”


“What happens to the money you invested?” Mary asked.


“Oh, it goes to my kids,” Harry said. “I had my lawyer
look at that real good. It’s an iron-clad
contract, no problem with that.”


Dave sighed. “Is there anyone that would have wanted
access to your money?” he asked.


Harry shook his head and then lowered his voice. “I
didn’t tell anyone about it,” he said. “I figured I didn’t want anyone to
change how they saw me. So, I put most of it in a blind account and then just used
a little of the money to invest.”


“This doesn’t make sense,” Mary said. “Then why would
someone want to kill you?”


“I don’t know,” Harry said. “But you have to figure it
out soon. I don’t want to have to wait too much longer before I can see my
Sophie.”


Mary smiled at the old man and nodded. “We’ll get you
two together as quickly as we can,” she said. 


“Promise?” he asked.


“Promise,” she replied.

















 

Chapter Twenty-seven 


“Why did you promise him?” Dave asked Mary as they
drove back to her house.


Glancing sideways from the driver’s seat, Mary was
surprised to see the look of concern on Dave’s face. “I just wanted to comfort
him,” she replied. “He was so sad about being
separated from Sophie.”


“But what if we can’t figure this out?” Dave asked.
“What if we never figure out who murdered him? Do you want another ghost in
your already crowded haunted house?”


Mary paused, startled. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she
admitted. “I’ve always been able to solve cases before.”


“But have you ever promised a ghost that you would
solve their crime?” he asked.


She shook her head. “No. No, I never have,” she said.
“And they always have come to me asking for help. I generally don’t go to
them.”


“I don’t want to tell you how to do your job,” Dave
said sincerely. “But making promises…”


“I might not be able to keep,” she inserted and then nodded.
“Yeah, I see that could be uncomfortable.”


“Not just uncomfortable,” he said. “But dangerous. I
mean Harry seems like a good guy, but after he’s been dead a while, he’s
missing his wife, and he’s angry at the
world. That’s not something you want following you around.”


She drove in silence for a few moments, then turned to
him. “So, are you going to tell me what happened to you?” she asked.


He sent her a half-smile and nodded. “You were a good
detective, weren’t you?”


She chuckled. “Really
good,” she said. 


“Okay, well, I was new to the whole talking to ghosts thing,” he said. “It was about a year after the
Afghanistan incident, so I wasn’t closing myself off anymore.”


He sighed and sat back in his seat, staring out the
window for a moment. Then he turned back to Mary.  “I was in Scotland,” he said. “Just touring
the area. I stayed at a castle, and a female ghost came into my room.”


“Creepy,” Mary replied. 


He laughed. “Yeah, it was,” he said. “She was dressed
as a serving wench, but she had the
unfortunate handicap of having no head.”


“Super creepy,” Mary added. 


“So, I sat up in my bed and started to chat with her,”
he said. 


“Wait. She had
no head,” Mary exclaimed. “How did you chat with her?”


“Oh, well, she didn’t have a head attached,” he
explained. “But she carried it around with her.”


Mary smiled, thinking of Earl, her headless Union
soldier who had been the first ghost Bradley had ever encountered. “Okay, I get
that,” she replied.


“Anyway, she was so sad that she hadn’t been able to
leave the cold castle and see that light, that I thought if I told her that I
would find a way home for her, it would comfort her.”


“But it didn’t?” she asked.


“No,” he said. “It definitely
did not comfort her.  She was immediately demanding, wanting me to
fix it now. And then, when I tried to do research, I discovered that there were
no records of her at all.”


 “Makes it hard
to move someone over if you can’t figure out why they’re still here,” Mary
said.


“Exactly,” Dave said. “I left the castle about a week
later after running out of places to research about her. And, it wasn’t until I was in a little hotel room in London
that I discovered she’d come with me.”


Mary bit back a grin. “Was it awkward?” she asked.


He laughed and shook his head. “No, it wasn’t,” he
said. “But she scared the sh…, I mean, she scared the
crap out of the maid who came in to give me more towels.”


 “How did you
finally get rid of her?” Mary asked.


“I had to perform a religious ceremony that split the
connection between the two of us,” he said. “It broke my heart a little,
leaving her there with her head sitting on a platter.”


“Okay, creepy again,” Mary said.


“Yeah, okay, creepy in a kind of sympathetic way,” he
replied. 


She shook her head. “Nope, totally creepy.”


“Anyway, I probably will never go back to that castle
again,” he said. “Which is a shame because Ian and I got along so well
together.”


Mary pulled the car into her driveway and then turned
to Dave. “Ian?” she asked, incredulous. “Ian MacDougal? Professor Ian MacDougal?”


Dave’s eyes widened. “Yes! You know him?” he asked.


Mary laughed. “Know him? He’s a member of the family,”
she replied. “Bradley and I spent our honeymoon at his castle…”


She paused and laughed out loud, shaking her head.


“What?” Dave asked.


“Headless Hannah,” Mary replied.


“Headless Hannah?” Dave asked.


“The headless ghost in Ian’s castle,” she replied.
“That was your ghost?”


Dave shrugged. “Well, I never got a name,” he said.
“But I can’t believe he had a bevy of headless damsels running through his
castle.”


“Well, not only was Hannah headless, she was fairly
unlucky too,” Mary said. 


“I figured that was an unspoken assumption, considering
she was both dead and decapitated,” he replied with a smile. 


“No, that’s not what I meant,” she said with a chuckle
and a shake of her head. “She showed up in our room when Bradley was…” She
paused remembering how her new bridegroom had danced around the room for her,
in all his glory, and smiled fondly.


“I don’t think I want to know,” Dave teased when he
saw the faraway look on her face. 


Mary shook her head and blushed. “The point is…we
found out that part of the south wall of the estate collapsed in the early
1400s and poor Hannah happened to be standing near a display of treasured
armaments when the wall came down. Her decapitation was just an accident. No
one murdered her, but because her death was so
sudden, she had become stuck here on earth.”


“So, you moved her on?” he asked.


Mary nodded. “Yes, we watched her go to the light,”
she said. “It was really lovely.”


“I guess I owe you one, Mary,” Dave said. 


“Good, because now that I’ve promised Harry we’re going to solve this mystery,” she said. “I’m
counting on you to help me solve it.”



 


 


 

Chapter Twenty-eight


Mary and Dave entered the house to find Bradley in the
living room, rocking a slightly upset Mikey. Mary hurried forward to take the
baby from Bradley. 


“I’m so sorry,” she
said. 


Bradley shook his head. “He just woke up,” he said. “And
I just got home, so I told Rosie and Stanley that I would watch him.  He’s not too upset; he’s just used to having his mom at his beck and call. I think
he’s a little spoiled.”


Mary snuggled Mikey and smiled. “I’ve read that you
can’t spoil babies,” she argued lightly. “But, I’m trying
hard to disprove that theory.”


Bradley chuckled and leaned over to place a kiss on
her forehead. “If anyone can do it, you can,” he teased.


She grinned at him. “Thanks, I appreciate your
confidence,” she replied. “Okay, I’m going to take him upstairs and feed him.”
She turned to Dave. “Do you mind letting Bradley know what we found at Harry’s?”


Dave shook his head. “No, I don’t mind at all,” he
replied. “Besides, I understand I owe you.”


Mary’s eyes widened in surprise, and she shook her head slightly, hoping Bradley
didn’t notice. “No, Dave, really, you don’t need to go there,” she said
pointedly moving her eyes in Bradley’s direction. 


Dave grinned and nodded. “Okay, my mistake,” he
replied.


“What?” Bradley asked, looking from Mary to Dave. “What’s
going on?”


Mary shrugged and turned innocent eyes to Bradley.
“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all.”


Then she smiled at both of them.
“Okay, well, I’m going to go upstairs now.”


Bradley waited until Mary had climbed the stairs and
closed the nursery door before he turned to Dave.
“What?” he asked.


Dave laughed out loud. “Oh, her innocent act didn’t
fool you?” he teased.


Bradley grinned. “She is the worst liar I’ve ever
met,” he replied. 


“That’s a good thing, right?” Dave asked, still
smiling.


“Sometimes,” Bradley said. “And sometimes it drives me
crazy.”


“Like now?” Dave asked.


Bradley nodded. “Yes, like now.”


Dave glanced up the stairs and then looked back at
Bradley. “You won’t tell her that I told you?” he asked.


Bradley glanced up the stairs and them met Dave’s
eyes. “Scout’s honor,” he whispered.


“Were you a Scout?” Dave asked.


Bradley grinned and nodded. “Eagle Scout,” he replied.


“Cool,” Dave said, then he glanced at the stairs one
more time. “She told me about Headless Hannah.”


Bradley blushed and looked decidedly uncomfortable.
“How much did she tell you?” he asked.


Dave chuckled at Bradley’s reaction. “Not that much,”
he said. “She just told me that she appeared to both of you, but she didn’t
give me any details.”


Bradley breathed a soft sigh of relief. “Why were you
talking about Hannah?” he asked.


“Because several years ago I stayed at Ian’s place and
met her,” he said. “But I couldn’t help her move on.”


“Oh, well, that makes sense,” Bradley replied. “It
must have been after you were there that Ian started researching her.”


“Mary told me that it was Ian’s research that ended up
helping you move Hannah on,” he said. “Really,
that’s all she told me.”


Bradley nodded and then motioned Dave toward the
dining room table so they could sit down.
“Don’t you think it’s strange that we all know Ian?” Bradley asked, sitting
across from Dave and opening up a notepad.


Dave shook his head. “No, I don’t,” he replied. “I
sought Ian out because he was studying the paranormal. And Ian was introduced
to Mary because of the same thing. I don’t think there’s a huge community of
people who can see and talk with ghosts, so perhaps we’re drawn to each other.”


“That makes a lot of sense,” Bradley said, and then he flipped open the file folder with
the names Alex had given him. “And speaking of seeing and talking to ghosts,
what happened with Harry?”


“Other than scaring the hell out of Ashley, Harry was
easy to speak with,” Dave said.


Bradley looked up from the file. “Ashley?” he asked.


“Yeah, she opened the door for us, just when Harry was
carrying the photo of his wife across the room,” Dave said. “I talked to her
and made sure she got back to her squad car safely. She was okay when we left.”
Then he paused for a moment and grinned. “Just don’t ask her to go inside that
house by herself.”


Bradley chuckled. “Poor Ashley,” he said. “I remember
the first time I encountered a ghost. Turned my world upside down.”


“Well, Harry was a cooperative and chatty ghost,” Dave
said. “He just wants to move on and be
with his wife.  He said that he was in
fine health, proven by the check-up required for his life insurance policy that
the investment group offered to purchase for him.”


“Wait, an investment group offering a free life
insurance policy?” Bradley asked. 


Dave nodded. “Yeah, I wondered about that too? Can we
go after them?”


Bradley jotted down a few notes and sighed. “Since the
coroner ruled Harry’s death from natural causes, it’s going to be tricky.  And, it’s not illegal to ask members of a
group to get life insurance.”


“Just really
strange,” Dave added.


“I wonder how many other guys on the list were also part
of the group?” Bradley asked.


“We could take the list back to Harry and find out,”
Dave suggested.


“Great idea,” Bradley said. “I’ll let Mary know we’re
going.”



 
















 

Chapter Twenty-nine


“Mary, go already, I don’t mind at all,” Katie Brennan
said, standing inside the doorway of Mary’s house.  Mary was on the porch, with her jacket on,
giving her friend last minute instructions. 


“He might cry…” Mary began.


Katie sighed. “I know what to do with babies when they
cry,” the mother of seven replied.


Mary nodded and sighed. “Thank you, I know you do,”
Mary replied. “I’ll be right across the…”


“Mary, I know where you’ll be,” Katie said. “I’ve got
my computer, and I’ll keep myself busy.
Go!”


“Are you sure…”


Katie rolled her eyes. “Mary…”


Mary nodded. “Sorry! Sorry, you’re right,” she said.
“Okay, I’ll be back…”


Smiling and shaking her head, Katie started to close
the door on her friend. “Good-bye,” she said before she closed the door.


Mary laughed. “Okay, good-bye,” she replied. 


Turning and jogging down the steps, Mary hurried
across the street to the mansion.  She
opened the wrought iron gate and closed it behind her, examining the gate
carefully. “Roses,” she said finally. “I think it needs roses planted next to
it, to make it less scary.”


“I always thought roses would be lovely,” Maybelle
said, appearing next to her. “But I never got around to planting them.”


Mary smiled at the elderly ghost. “What color would
you have planted?” she asked.


Maybelle laughed with delight. “Really, after all the
turquoise on the walls, you’re going to get my opinion about color?”


Mary chuckled. “Well, I understand the wall color was
for a good cause,” she said. “So, I don’t doubt your taste at all.”


“Why thank you, my dear,” Maybelle replied. “That’s such a
relief. I always was partial to red roses.” She sighed. “I suppose that’s the
romantic in me.”


They walked up the path to the house together and
climbed the steps in companionable silence. When they reached the door, Mary
unlocked it, and they both stepped
inside. 


“Why didn’t you tell me about Gilbert?” Mary asked.


Surprised, Maybelle didn’t react for several long
moments. Finally, she sighed and shook her head. “How did you find out about
Gilbert?” she asked sadly. “You know he broke my heart.”


“He did?” Mary asked. “How did he do that?”


“He went along with my father’s schemes, even though
he knew I was opposed to them,” she replied. “I thought he cared about me, but
he only cared about money.”


“Well, that’s odd,” Mary replied. “That’s not what I
discovered.”


Maybelle met Mary’s eyes. “What did you discover?” she
asked. 


Mary shrugged. “I discovered that your father
threatened Gilbert,” she said. 


“What?” Maybelle exclaimed. 


“Your father told Gilbert that if he tried to go to
the authorities about his scheme, he would make sure that your name was brought into it,” Mary said, watching the
old woman’s face. “You would have been ruined.”


Maybelle’s eyes rounded, and she shook her head in
disbelief. 


“My father wouldn’t have…” she paused and shook her
head sadly. “I’m sorry. Yes, he would have ruined me if it would have deflected
the blame from him. He wasn’t much of a father.”


“Well, it could have been that he was bluffing,” Mary
replied sympathetically. “He probably knew how Gilbert felt about you and
realized he had Gilbert over a barrel with that threat.”


Maybelle shook her head. “How Gilbert felt about me?”
she asked. “What do you mean?”


Mary studied the elderly ghost. She had no idea that
Gilbert had been in love with her and, Mary decided, it wasn’t something she
should reveal. It’s much better for
things to take their own natural, or
supernatural course, as the case may be, she thought. They’re going to have to discover their feelings on their own.


Finally, Mary shrugged. “Well, perhaps I made an
assumption,” she replied. “But, the fact that Gilbert
is still here must mean something.”


“Gilbert is still here?” Maybelle exclaimed. “But…but
he died years ago.”


“He may have died, but he didn’t leave,” Mary said.
“He’s still dealing with the mess your father left both of you.”


Maybelle looked over at the door that led to the
parlor. “Is he in there?” she asked.


Mary nodded. “Yes, he is,” she said.


“I never went in there,” Maybelle said, her voice low.
“I never wanted to be reminded of what my father did, so I avoided that room.”


“I can’t blame you,” Mary said. “I don’t think I’d
want to be in there either. But perhaps, knowing that Gilbert is stuck here too
until everything is put to right, we
might want to try and move things along a little quicker.” 


Maybelle studied Mary for a long moment and then she
nodded. “I’ll certainly have to think on that,” she said, fading away. “I
certainly will.”


In a moment, Mary was alone in the hallway. “Well,”
Mary said, exhaling sharply. “Let’s hope she thinks on that quickly.”

















 

Chapter Thirty 


When Bradley pulled the cruiser up behind Ashley’s
patrol car and parked, Ashley immediately jumped out of her car and hurried
back to meet him. 


“Chief,” she said quickly. “Is there anything I can do
for you?”


Bradley smiled at Ashley and shook his head. “No,
thank you,” he said. “Dave and I just need to go back inside the house for a
few minutes.”


Ashley took a deep breath. “Would you like me to
accompany you?” she asked.


Bradley was impressed with her courage and loyalty to
him. If he had been in her shoes, he didn’t know if he would have made that
offer. “No, that’s okay,” he replied. “I think we can handle it.”


He saw the relief on her face and bit back a smile.
He’d make sure he assigned someone else to watch the house as soon as he and
Dave were done inside. 


Once they entered the house, Dave laughed softly.
“She’s a good cop,” he said. 


“One of the best,” Bradley agreed. “And I’m getting
her reassigned as soon as we’re done
here.”


Dave glanced over at Bradley. “And you’re a good
Chief,” he said.


Bradley shook his head. “Been there, been freaked out
by that,” he replied with a smile. Then he looked around the room. “So, is Harry
here?”


“You can’t see ghosts?” Dave asked, surprised.


“No. Only when Mary touches my arm,” he said. “Then,
somehow, her abilities transfer to me, and
I can see them.”


“Well, that’s weird,” Dave said. 


“Like seeing ghosts is normal?” Bradley countered. 


Dave laughed and nodded. “Touché!” 


Dave glanced around the room and saw Harry, still
forlornly staring at the photo of his wife. “He’s in the recliner,” Dave
whispered. “Looking even sadder than before. I don’t think he even noticed we
came into the house.”


Dave walked closer to the recliner. “Hey, Harry,
buddy, you okay?”


Harry turned slowly and looked towards Dave. “I’m
sorry?” he asked slowly. “What did you need?”


Dave squatted down next to the old man and shook his
head. “This is tough, isn’t it?” he asked kindly.


Harry nodded. “I wasn’t ever afraid of dying because I
knew that my Sophie would be there waiting for me,” he confessed. “But, you
know, this…this waiting. This is pure
hell.”


“Yeah. Yeah, I can see it would be,” Dave said. “I
want you to know that we’re working on solving your murder. As a matter of fact, I brought the Chief of
Police along with me.”


Harry looked beyond Dave to where Bradley stood
looking in their direction. “He can see me too?” Harry asked.


Dave shook his head. “No, he just knows that I can see
you,” he replied. “But he’s got some questions he’d like to ask you.”


“Sure, if it gets me to my Sophie faster, I’ll answer
anything he wants me to,” Harry replied.


Dave turned and motioned to Bradley. “Harry said that
he’s happy to help,” he said.


Pulling a sheet out of the folder he was carrying,
Bradley came over and looked in the direction Dave looked. “Hello, Mr. Harrington,”
Bradley said. “I’m Chief of Police Bradley Alden, and I’d like to ask you a few questions.”


Harry looked at Dave. “Polite sort of fella, ain’t he?”


Dave grinned and looked up at Bradley. “Yeah, he’s real polite,” he said. “And good at what he
does.”


“Okay, shoot,” Harry said.


“Harry says you can ask him the questions,” Dave
relayed. 


“I have a list of names, and I was wondering if you could tell me if any of them are part of
your investment group,” Bradley began.


“Can’t,” Harry interrupted.


“Can’t what?” Dave asked.


“Can’t what?” Bradley repeated.


“I can’t tell you who is in the investment group,”
Harry replied. “We took an oath.”


Dave sighed and looked up at Bradley. “He took an
oath,” he said. “They aren’t supposed to reveal who else is in the group.”


“What exactly did the oath state?” Bradley said. 


Dave turned back to Harry.


“I promise that I will never tell anyone the names of
the other members of this investment group, upon my honor,” Harry repeated. “I
swore. I can’t do it.”


Dave repeated the information to Bradley
and, to his surprise, Bradley smiled and nodded. 


“It’s important to keep your word,” Bradley said to
Harry. “Even if they might be responsible for your death.”


Harry looked uncertain. “What does he want me to do?”
he asked Dave.


“I don’t know what he wants you to do,” Dave replied
pointedly, looking at Bradley. “It seems that we’re at an impasse.”


Bradley shook his head and passed the sheet of paper
to Dave. “No, Harry’s oath said that he couldn’t tell anyone the names of the
other members,” Bradley said. “It didn’t say anything about pointing them out.”


Harry chuckled. “Now, there’s a clever cop,” he said.
“Let me take a look at that sheet.”


In a few minutes they had their answer, nearly all of the elderly men
who had died had also been members of Harry’s investment club.


“So, you think they’re responsible?” he asked. 


Bradley shrugged. “Well, I think this is far too
coincidental that they or at least someone who’s a part of the group is not
accountable.”


“Where did you hear about this investment group?” Dave
asked.


Harry thought about it for a moment. “I think it was
an email,” he said, then he shook his head. “Or a phone call. I can’t remember
exactly.”


Dave turned to Bradley. “They contacted him through an
email or phone call,” Dave repeated. 


“They initiated the first contact?” Bradley asked.
“You weren’t looking for a financial advisor?”


Harry shook his head. “No, I talked to the folks at
the bank, and they gave me some good
advice about a blind trust,” he said.
“Then, these fellas call me and tell me that they can help me make much more
money than just interest.”


Dave turned to Bradley. “They contacted him and told
him he could make more money than just interest,” he said. Then Dave turned
back to Harry. “Which bank did you use?”


Harry told Dave the name of the bank and Dave repeated
it to Bradley. 


“You didn’t tell anyone else about your money?”
Bradley asked, just to confirm.


Harry shook his head. “Not a soul,” he confirmed


Dave shook his head. “No one,” he replied. 


“Can you tell me where the investment group met?”
Bradley asked. 


Dave repeated Harry’s answer, and Bradley jotted it down. 


“Thank you so much,” Bradley replied. “This is going
to be very helpful.”


“What are you going to do next?” Harry said.


Dave echoed Harry’s question. Bradley looked in
Harry’s direction and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Harry,” he said regretfully.
“But that’s confidential at this point. But, I’ll let
you know as soon as I can.”

















 

Chapter Thirty-one


A few minutes later, Dave and Bradley were back in the cruiser headed back to
Bradley’s house.  They rode in silence
for a few moments when, finally, Dave turned to Bradley. “So, when you
mentioned to Harry that the investigation was confidential, what you meant was
you have no idea what you’re going to do next, right?” Dave asked. 


Bradley nodded and sighed. “Well, I’ve got some
ideas,” he said. “But all we have is a bunch of circumstantial evidence that
doesn’t point to a crime.”


“Sometimes circumstantial evidence is the most
interesting,” Dave replied.


“But you can’t take it to court,” Bradley argued.


Nodding, Dave glanced out the window in thought and
then turned back to Bradley. “Okay, we know that the list you have is peppered
with people from this investment club, right?”


Bradley nodded. “Yeah.”


“And the investment club gave everyone a free life
insurance policy, right?” Dave continued. “And, if the pattern holds, the
investment club contacted the investors initially. So, they were wooing
clients.”


“Nothing illegal about that,” Bradley said.


“But there is something illegal about selling or
giving away confidential information about blind trusts and investments,” Dave
said.


“We don’t know that
happened,” Bradley replied. “For all we know, Harry could have told the
furniture salesman that he just got a bunch of money when he bought his new
recliner. You mentioned he recently did some remodeling. Anyone coming in or
out of his house would have known he was spending money, and quite a bit of
it.”


“Okay, yeah, you’re right,” Dave admitted. “So, what’s
next. It’s not like we have a lot of witnesses.”


Bradley pulled the cruiser in front of his house and
turned to Dave. “What did you just say?” Bradley asked. 


“It’s not like we have a lot of witnesses,” Dave repeated.
“We need someone to corroborate Harry’s information.” 


Bradley reached back in the for his folder, pulled out
a piece of paper and waved it in the air. “I’ve got a list of dead people,”
Bradley said.


Dave stared at Bradley and nodded slowly. “Yes. Yes,
you do,” he said, wondering if the poor police chief had finally cracked. “And
it’s a nice list too.”


Bradley snorted and then shook his head. “No. I mean,
you and Mary can check these guys out,” he said. “See if they can give us the
information we need.”


“Great idea,” Dave agreed. “But we still have the
testimonies of a bunch of dead people. 
That’s not going to get us anywhere in a court of law.”


“But it will narrow down where we have to look,”
Bradley said. “And maybe one of them heard something or saw something that will
give us more than what Harry did.”


Nodding, Dave thought about what Bradley had said for
a moment. “You know, that could work,” he agreed. “But how are we going to find
these guys?  They might not have died at
home, like Harry.”


“I was thinking about what you and Mary said, about
the people in the office at Maybelle’s,” Bradley said. “Ghosts haunt places
they’ve been…that whole farmers haunt barns kind of thing. What if we go to the
investment club and see if they are hanging around there?”


“Won’t it be kind of obvious if we show up there and
start talking to the air?” Dave asked. 


“I thought that
we could go at night,” Bradley said, then he shook his head. “But, you’re
right, they would only show up when they were
used to showing up. Sorry, bad idea.”


“No,” Dave said slowly. “Not a bad idea at all.”  He turned toward Bradley. “There have been
some studies that show that new ghosts, recently dead spirits, haven’t figured
out their patterns right away, which is
why people often report seeing recently dead spirits visit them in their homes.  These guys haven’t been dead all that long.”
He shrugged. “It couldn’t hurt to try.”


“Great,” Bradley said. “Let’s talk to Mary and then
figure out how we can get into that building.”



 
















 

Chapter Thirty-two


Bradley slowly opened the door to the Finder’s Mansion.



“Are you sure she’s in here?” Dave asked, peeking
around Bradley’s arm to peek into the house.


“Katie said she came over here about ten minutes ago,”
Bradley whispered back, pushing the door open and stepping inside the hall.
They walked slowly forward, slightly hunched over, Dave at Bradley’s back, both
men sweeping the area for any signs of paranormal activity.


“I don’t see her,” Bradley said softly. “I don’t see
her anywhere.”


“Why are you whispering?” Mary asked, stepping out of
the living room.


Both men jumped and smiled sheepishly at Mary. Bradley
shrugged, turned to Dave, and then turned back to Mary. “I have no idea,” he
said, a perplexed look upon his face. “It just seemed like the thing to do.”


Dave nodded. “I was right there with him. Maybe it’s
the thought of all of the ghosts in the parlor.”


Mary grinned. “Well, the ghosts in the parlor aren’t
going to bother with you,” she explained. “They are only interested in getting
an appointment with Mr. Finders. So, you can speak in your normal tone.”


“Are there many of them in there?” Bradley asked.


She nodded. “All of the seats are filled,” she replied. “So, I think there must be a waiting area
that we aren’t able to see.”


“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” Bradley said.
“And, on the topic of things I didn’t want to hear, Harry confirmed that most
of the unexplained deaths were members of his investment group.”


Mary slowly shook her head. “So, Alex was right about
his hunch,” she sighed. “Do we have enough information to have an official
police investigation?”


Bradley shook his head. “We have nothing, but Harry’s
word,” he said.


Dave shrugged. “And, strictly speaking, we don’t even have Harry’s word,” he added.


“What?” Mary asked.


“Harry took an oath that he wouldn’t speak about the
other members of the group,” Bradley explained. “So, I had him point to any
names on the list that were members.”


“You are so sneaky,
Chief Alden,” she said with a wink.


“Hey, it got me the information I needed,” he replied.
“And now…”  He paused for a moment.


“Yes?” she asked.


He winced slightly, hating himself for even suggesting
what he was about to say. “I thought we’d check out the offices of the
investment club and see if any of these men are still hanging around there,” he
said.


“Breaking and entering?”
Mary asked, lifting an eyebrow.


“Unofficial police investigation,” Bradley countered. 


“Should I be frightened that you did that so easily?”
she asked.


He smiled at her. “I learned it from one of the best,”
he said with a meaningful look in her direction. 


“I never did that,” she protested, then she shrugged.
“Okay, maybe a little. What building do they meet in?”


After Bradley told her the address, Mary was surprised
to see Maybelle appear next to her. “That’s my building,” Maybelle said, then
she put her hand over her mouth as her eyes widened. “I’m so sorry for eavesdropping. I just happened to be…”


“In the area?” Mary finished for her. 


Maybelle nodded. “Actually,
I was on my way to the parlor,” she admitted hesitantly. “Just to have a look.”


Mary placed her hand on Bradley’s arm and glanced over
to Dave, who nodded slowly as he focused
on the ghost. “I think you’re both going to want to be part of this discussion,”
Mary said. “Maybelle could you just repeat what you told me about the
building?”


The ghost of the old woman nodded. “Yes, certainly, if
it will help you,” she said. “The address you just gave is one of the buildings
I own. My father bought it years ago, and
now it’s part of my estate.”


“So, who handles the business of running the
building?” Bradley asked.


“It must be my bank, they handle all of my estate
dealings,” Maybelle replied, and she named the same bank that Mary had visited
the day before. “But why are you interested in it?”


Mary looked at Bradley with a question in her eyes and
Bradley, understanding, nodded. 


“Maybelle,” Mary said. “We have some bad news for
you.”

















 

Chapter Thirty-three


Daphne Rudd tapped her pencil nervously against her desk
as she listened to the man that sat on the other side of her desk. 


“Listen, Daph,” Chuck Lynch
cajoled, relaxing back in his chair. “This is not a big deal. No one cares. If
you want, you can just open the page on
your computer, go stretch your legs for a few minutes, and I’ll just hang around in your office and take a few photos.”


“You’re not listening to me, Chuck,” she replied,
lowering her voice and glancing towards the door nervously. “I can’t give you
any more inside information.”


Chuck smiled and nodded. “Right, right, I heard that,”
he said easily. “And I totally understand
your concerns. So, you know, just step
away and let me help myself.”


She closed her eyes in frustration and then shook her
head. “No!” she said emphatically. “You are not going to talk me into giving
you any more information about blind trusts.”


He sighed softly and shrugged. “Well, I’m sorry about
that Daph, because you’re forcing my hand.”


Then he slowly stood up, placed his hands on the desk
and leaned forward.


Confused, she stared across the desk, up at him.
“Forcing your hand?”


“As a licensed financial advisor, I have a legal responsibility
to report any untoward or illegal activity,” he said, meeting her eyes. “So, if
I walk out of this office without the information I need, I walk straight to
your boss’s office and tell him about our little agreement.”


“But…but…you’re as guilty as I am,” she stammered.


He shook his head. “Oh, no, sweetheart, I’m not,” he
said. “I didn’t divulge confidential information.  I’m not an officer of the bank. I haven’t put
the reputation of the bank at risk. All I did was take what you offered.”


Tears filled Daphne’s eyes as she realized she been played. “But you said you loved me,” she
whispered, her heart breaking. “You said we had a future.”


He grinned down at her. “As I said, all I did was take what you offered.”


“You’re a bastard,” she whispered harshly.


He shrugged, acknowledging her word. “Yeah, I guess I
am,” he said. “But I’m okay with that. The question is, are you okay with going
to prison?”


“Prison?” she asked, her eyes widening with fear.


“Sure, sweetheart,” he said calmly. “Banks are federally
regulated. You don’t think they’ve got heavy duty penalties for people who
steal information and give it to someone else.”


“You’d get caught too,” she said.


“I’d just tell them it was pillow talk and I had no
idea the information was confidential.”


He stepped away from his chair and walked to the
door.  With his hand on the doorknob, he
looked back at her over his shoulder.
“I’ll give you a day to think about it,” he said. “But think hard, sweetheart.
I don’t see you lasting a day in prison.”


Once the door closed behind him, Daphne buried her
head in her arms and sobbed. She couldn’t go to prison.  She couldn’t let her boss find out she’d
shared the information about the blind trusts with Chuck. She couldn’t
disappoint her parents.  She couldn’t let
down her community, her friends, and her siblings.  


“I’m such an idiot,” she sobbed. “He never loved me.
No one will ever love me.”


She sat up, wiped the tears from her face and took a
deep breath. 


Pulling a piece of
personalized bank stationery from her desk drawer, she picked up a pen and
wrote, “I’m so sorry. I love you all.” 



She left the paper in the middle of her desk, opened
her desk drawer to retrieve her purse and walked over to the hook on the door
to retrieve her coat. Slipping it on, she pulled out her phone and texted her
receptionist.  “Meeting out of the
office. Won’t be back…”


She hesitated with the next word. Today? Ever?


Taking another deep breath, she typed the words “this
afternoon” and sent the text off.  


“I guess they’ll all find out when they find my body,”
she whispered. 

















 

Chapter Thirty-four


“Excuse me,” Gilbert said as he suddenly appeared in the midst of Mary, Bradley, David, and Maybelle.


“Gilbert?” Maybelle gasped. “You really are here.”


“Maybelle,” Gilbert stammered, his pale, ghostly
countenance turning an obvious shade of red. “I didn’t know… I didn’t realize…”


“What did you want, Gilbert,” Mary asked, biting back
a smile. 


With her arm on Bradley’s hand, he was able to see the
encounter too, and he smiled easily.
“It’s okay, Gilbert,” he said. “We’re here to help.”


“Help, of course. Help!” Gilbert exclaimed. He shook his head and then turned immediately
business-like. “Of course, I can’t believe I got distracted. The young woman at
the bank, I believe she might be contemplating harming herself.”


“What young woman?” Maybelle asked jealously.


“Daphne Rudd,” Gilbert replied. “She’s one of the
grandchildren of one of our investors. I was checking on her, and she just had the most terrible argument
with a young man. She left a note on her desk, saying she was sorry, and then
she said something about people finding her body.”


“That’s not good,” Bradley said. “Do you know where
she was going?”


Gilbert shook his head. “She put on her coat and left
the bank,” he replied. 


Bradley picked up his radio and called into dispatch.
“Hi, can you run Daphne Rudd’s information and let me know the make and model
of her car?  Then put out an APB on her –
I just want her located. Thanks!”


“What do we do next?” Dave asked. “We can’t just stay
here and wait.”


“The Rudds are in the
waiting room,” Gilbert suddenly exclaimed. “Let’s ask them.”


As they hurried toward the parlor, Bradley turned to
Mary. “Why would the Rudds know where their
granddaughter is?” he asked softly.


“Because generally,
our guardian angels are our relatives,” she replied. “That makes sense, doesn’t it? The people who love us the most
are the ones sent to watch over us.”


He nodded. “Yes, it does,” he agreed.


They followed Gilbert into the parlor and Bradley was
surprised by the number of people crowded into the small room. “You think
there’s more?” Bradley whispered.


“Yes, unfortunately, I do,” she replied.


Gilbert walked to the corner of the room, where a
husband and wife sat together holding hands. “Excuse me,” Gilbert said. “Aren’t
you the Rudds?”


They nodded simultaneously. 


Mary stepped forward, still holding Bradley’s hand.
“Hi, I’m Mary, and I’m a friend of your
granddaughter, Daphe,” she began.


Mrs. Rudd smiled widely. “She’s such a talented girl,
isn’t she?”


“A beauty too,” Mr. Rudd added. “Takes after Genevieve
here.”


“Yes, she is,” Mary agreed. “But right now, she’s in a
bit of trouble.  She received some bad
news, and I’m afraid she might be feeling
overwhelmed. Overwhelmed enough to harm
herself.”


“No!” Mrs. Rudd exclaimed. “We have to stop her!”


“Where would you think she’d go?” Mary asked. “Where
do you think we’d find her?”


They both stood up. “We’ll find her,” Mr. Rudd said. “And we’ll send word.”


Then they disappeared.


“Well, what do we do…” Bradley began to ask, but the Rudds reappeared instantly. 


“She’s at Krape Park,” Mrs. Rudd said. “She just parked
her car near the dam.”


They rushed out of the house, Bradley calling dispatch
to send any officers in the area to Krape Park. Mary jumped in the cruiser with
Bradley and David and in a moment, they had the sirens blazing, and they were speeding down the street. 


“Um, Mary,” Dave called from the back seat.


She turned around to see Dave crushed against one
door, while Gilbert and Maybelle took up the rest of the bench seat. Mary
grinned and shrugged. “We’ll be there soon,” she promised. 

















 

Chapter Thirty-five


Bradley arrived on the scene before any other law
enforcement and pulled in to the area next to the dam. They piled out of the
car and Mary saw Daphne walked towards the bridge that crossed over the deep
and fast-running river. 


“Daphne,” she called out.


The young woman turned to Mary in surprise. “Oh, Miss
O’Reilly, I mean, Mrs. Alden,” she stammered. “I um… I mean, I…”


Mary jogged over to her. “It’s a bit nippy for a walk,”
she said with a smile. “But I love getting outside in any kind of weather, don’t you?”


Daphne nodded slowly. “Yes,” she agreed hesitantly. “I
suppose I do.”


“Can I tell you a secret?” Mary asked. 


“Actually, I
have someplace I need to go,” Daphne said, stepping around Mary. 


“I know you’re thinking of killing yourself,” Mary said
softly, but clearly enough for Daphne to
hear her. 


Daphne froze. “How could you…”


Then Daphne shook her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she
said. “You can’t stop me.”


“Did you know that your grandparents are your guardian
angels?” Mary asked. 


“What?” Daphne asked, confused.


“Your grandparents are your guardian angels,” Mary
repeated. “They think that you are not only talented
but also quite beautiful. Your grandfather said that you take after your
grandmother.”


“Mrs. Alden, have you been drinking?” she asked
cautiously. 


Mary laughed and shook her head. “No, but I understand
why you’d ask that,” she said. “That’s my secret. I can see and talk to ghosts.
And do know what I’ve learned from them?”


“From the ghosts?” Daphne asked incredulously. 


Mary nodded. “Yes, from the ghosts,” she replied pointedly.
“I’ve learned that dying does not make anything easier. And those ghosts that
I’ve interacted with, who took their own lives, regret it.  They regret the pain they caused their
families. They regret the things they miss out on, like weddings, birthdays,
holidays and, mostly, family. And they regret thinking that whatever problem
caused them to kill themselves was too hard to bear. Because, when they look
back on things, they know they could have handled it, but they acted
emotionally rather than rationally.”


Daphne shook her head, and tears streamed down her
face. “That might be the case for them,” she sobbed softly. “But it’s not the
case for me.”


“Why don’t you tell me about it,” Mary said. “Then, if
you still want to kill yourself, I’ll leave.”


Daphne stared at her. “You will?” she asked.


Mary nodded and
then shrugged. “Well, you know, after I give it one last chance to convince you
not to do it,” she said. 


Daphne choked out a spurt of laughter and nodded.
“Okay, it’s probably a good idea that someone knows
what happened,” she agreed and led Mary to a bench near the bridge.



 

Dave and Bradley watched from behind the cruiser.
“Should we go and help?” Dave asked. 


Bradley shook his head. “No, if anyone can talk her
out of it, Mary can,” he said evenly, keeping his eyes on the two women.


“You have a lot of confidence in her,” Dave replied. 


Bradley smiled. “I have every confidence in her,” he said
earnestly. “She is the most amazing, resilient, compassionate, smart and
resourceful woman I have ever met.”


Dave grinned. “Man, have you got it bad,” he teased.


Chuckling softly, Bradley nodded. “And I never want to
lose it,” he said. “She changed my whole life, and
I never want to go back to who I was without her.”


They watched in silence for several minutes, as Daphne
spoke to Mary.  They couldn’t hear the
words, but they could see Daphne’s hands moving as she spoke. Then they watched Mary’s facial expression change
from merely listening to absolute anger. 


“Whoa, I hate to be the person that brought that look
on Mary’s face,” Dave whispered.


“Yeah, me too,” Bradley agreed. 


A moment later, Daphne was
embraced in Mary’s hug.


“She did it,” Bradley said with awe. “She did it
again.”


The two women stood up, Mary’s arm around Daphne’s
shoulders, and they started walking towards the two men.  When they got closer, Mary called out.
“Bradley, Daphne is going to help us with the case we’re working on,” she said.
“The one with the Investor’s Club.”


“She is?” Bradley asked.


Mary nodded. “Yes, she is going to tell us how the
Investor’s Club coerced her into revealing some of the names of the people who
had opened blind trusts,” she said. “In return for a lighter sentence when it’s discovered that she revealed confidential
information.”


“I think that cooperation in a murder investigation
could eliminate any charges,” Bradley agreed.


Daphne’s eyes widened, and she stared at Bradley. “A
murder investigation?” she asked. 


Bradley nodded. “We have a list of elderly men who
have died in the past few months, and the
only thing they have in common is the Investor’s Club,” he told her. “How do
you feel about wearing a wire.”


Daphne took a deep breath and wiped away the remaining
tears.  She glanced at Mary and Mary
nodded with encouragement, then she looked at Bradley. “Good,” Daphne said. “I
feel really good about wearing a wire.”



 









 


 


 


 


 


 


 









 


 

Chapter Thirty-six


“Do you think we have to worry about Daphne?” Dave
asked as he looked at the group sitting around the dining room table in Mary
and Bradley’s home. Rosie and Stanley were at one end of the table, and Mary and Bradley were at the other
end.  Dave sat on one side with an empty
chair across from him. 


Mary leaned over and picked up a cookie from a plate
in the middle of the table and waved it as she spoke. “Gilbert said that her
grandparents were going to keep an eye on her,” Mary said. “And they would let
us know if she seemed troubled.”


There was a sharp knock on the door, and Bradley got up from his chair to let Alex
into the house. 


“What’s this about an emergency meeting?” Alex asked
Bradley as they walked back to the dining room. “What’s going on?”


“We found a connection between the men on the list,”
Bradley said. “They were all part of the
Investor’s Group.”


“And they all had new life insurance policies courtesy
of the same group,” Dave added.


“Life insurance policies?” Alex repeated, his eyebrows
shooting up. “And who the hell is the beneficiary of the policy?”


“That’s a good question,” Dave said. “The Investor’s
Group kept the policies, so we don’t know. Yet.”


Alex sat in the seat across from Dave and nodded. “I
like yet,” he said. “What’s next on the agenda?”


Mary turned to Alex and smiled. “So, Alex, how was your
day?” she asked.


“What do you want?” he replied quickly.


She grinned. “See, I love it when you catch on right
away.”


“I’m amazed,” Dave laughed. “He never caught on that
quickly when we were growing up.”


“Dave,” Alex said.


“Yeah, what?” Dave chuckled.


“Shut up,” Alex replied, then he turned to Mary. “So,
what do you want?”


“I want to make a deal with you about a witness,” she
replied. “A witness who worked at a bank and divulged confidential information
about blind trusts to one of the members of the Investor’s Group.”


“Why did the witness divulge the information?” Alex
asked.


Mary sighed. “She is young and thought she was in
love,” she admitted. “And the creep used her.”


“So, there was no financial gain on her part?” he
asked.


Mary shook her head. “No, she just gave him contact
information about people who had large trusts,” she said. 


“Yeah, okay, I can see my way on dropping the
charges,” he said. “But the bank isn’t going to be too crazy about keeping her
as an employee.”


Mary nodded. “She’s going to be one of the recipients
of Maybelle money, so I think she’ll be fine,” she explained. “And, in the
meantime, she’s agreed to wear a wire for us.”


“Great,” he said. “What’s the plan.”


“And that’s step two,” Dave said. “We haven’t decided
on the plan.”


“There’s only
one option and one plan,” Stanley inserted. “I go in undercover.”


“No,” Mary said immediately. “You just got out of the
hospital; we aren’t risking you.”


Stanley shook his head and frowned at her. “You listen
here, missy,” he replied. “Just ‘cause I’m getting up
there in years, don’t mean I ain’t got some fire left
in this here gut. I ain’t letting you
wrap me up in cotton padding and store me away. I’m the only logical solution.”


“He’s got a point,”
Dave remarked.


“What?” Mary, Alex, and
Bradley all exclaimed.


Dave shrugged. “He’s got
a point,” he said. “He’s got a great backstory – some kind of settlement from the fire. He’s
the right age. And, he knows what he’s walking into.
Stanley’s a shrewd guy; he can handle
it.”


Alex sat back in his chair and shook his head. “What
the hell did I just hear?” he asked.


“You heard the
truth,” Stanley replied with a firm nod. “You heard
the way it is. I’m the only one suited for this here operation. T’aint nothing else no one can say.”


Mary stood up and looked across the table at Stanley.
“I don’t care how logical it sounds,” she said. “I still say no.”


Stanley slowly stood up too and placed his hands on
the table in front of him. “I don’t care what you say, girlie. I’m still doing
it.”


Mary slipped around her chair, walked into the kitchen
and out the back door. 


Bradley started to stand
when Dave placed his hand on Bradley’s arm and asked. “Can I talk to her?”


Bradley hesitated and then nodded. “Sure, you can have
round one.”


Dave smiled and nodded. “Thank you.”


He found Mary leaning against the railing and looking
out into the backyard. She glanced in his direction, blotted her wet eyes with
a tissue, and turned back to look at the yard.


“You’re not going to convince me,” she said.


He walked over and leaned on the railing next to her,
staring in the same direction she was looking. “I’m not going to try,” he said
easily. 


She snuck a look at him, then turned back. “Then why
did you come out here?”


“So, no one else would,” he said. “I figured you just
needed some time alone.”


She glanced at him again. “I’m not alone if you’re
here,” she said.


He chuckled and nodded. “You’d be less alone if
Bradley were out here,” he said. 


She sighed and nodded. “I can’t let Stanley do it,” she said softly. 


“So, do you want to fill me in?” Dave asked.


Still looking forward, she nodded. “A couple of months
ago, in the fall,” she explained, “we ended up investigating an abandoned
asylum in Wisconsin, and something
followed me home. Something very disturbed and quite powerful.”


“That sounds terrifying,” Dave replied. 


“He was,” she admitted. “He liked to start fires. When
he was a child, he set fire to the Christmas Tree and then snuck out of the
house to watch his family burn to death because he thought they hadn’t bought
him the bike he wanted.”


“Wow,” Dave said softly. “Very disturbed.”


“We were able to protect our home, but we didn’t think
he would attack Stanley and Rosie,” she said, her voice thick with regret. “We
got a frantic call from Rosie that Stanley was
locked inside the burning inferno of their house. Ian and Bradley were
able to knock down the door and rescue him, but he was so badly burned. He nearly didn’t make it.”


Her voice broke, and she took a deep breath. “He nearly died because of me,” she whispered. 


Dave waited for several moments before he replied. “He
nearly died because of the pyromaniac,” he said. “You didn’t start the fire.”


“But I led him here,” she argued. 


“No, he followed you here,” he stated. 


She turned to him, her eyes blazing. “You didn’t see
him,” she snapped. “You didn’t see Stanley lying in the hospital, covered in
bandages, hooked up to life support. You didn’t see him, I did.”


Dave nodded slowly. “And that’s how you still see him,
Mary,” he said. “And that’s the problem. Because do you want to know how
Stanley sees himself?”


She hesitated, confused by his question. “How?”


“He sees himself as a young man, a strong young man,
able to fight for his country, his family and all the people he loves,” he said
softly. “He sees himself as a warrior; strong, brave and true.  He sees himself as a hero, saving the day. He
sees himself as a man, not an old man, not an
invalid, but as a man whose job it is to help the people around him.”


She took a deep shuddering breath and nodded. “Yes, he does,” she agreed quietly.


“So, do you want to hold up your mirror and show him
who you think he is?” Dave asked. “Or do you want to allow him to continue to
be who he wants to be?”


“But…” she began.


“We will protect him,” Dave assured her. “We won’t put
him at risk.”


“But he will be at risk,” she replied. 


Dave nodded. “As a former soldier, I’ve got to say,
given the choice I’d rather go out fighting than babied.”


“Dammit,” she sighed. “Why can’t men just be
sensible?”


Dave grinned. “Because then we would be women.”


She chuckled and nodded. “Okay, let’s go tell Stanley
he can do it,” she said. “If Rosie lets him.”


“Oh, she will,” Dave said.


“Okay, how do you know that?” Mary asked.


“Because she sees him as a hero too.”

















 

Chapter Thirty-seven 


Mary followed Dave back into the house and met
Stanley’s eyes as she walked toward the dining room table. She could see the
hurt in them, and she realized Dave was
right, he didn’t want her protection, he wanted her confidence in him. 


Taking a deep breath, she walked over to the table,
keeping her eyes on Stanley. “I need to apologize,” she said earnestly. “I have
to admit that I’ve been carrying a lot of guilt for what happened to you in
December.”


“What darn-fool thing are you talking about?” Stanley
grumbled.


“That spirit followed me,” she replied. “He was after
me, not you. But he decided the only way he could get to me was through you.”


“T’weren’t your fault,”
Stanley said. “Never thought it was your fault.”


“But I did,” Mary responded quickly. “When I saw you
in the hospital… When we didn’t know if you would make it…”


Stanley shook his head. “When you prayed for me on
Christmas Eve,” he interrupted. 


Her eyes widened. “You knew?” she asked.


“I might have been in a coma,” he said softly, his
eyes glistening with tears, “but I wasn’t
dead. Course I knew.”


She inhaled deeply and nodded, ignoring the tears in
her own eyes. “I have confidence in you, Stanley,” she said. “I know you can go
undercover, and you can help with this operation. I know you have the skill,
the intelligence, and the street-smarts
to get it done. It wasn’t a lack of trust; it
was an overabundance of fear.”


He smiled at her. “Well, that’s a whole different
matter,” he replied. “And I understand.”


She saw the hurt replaced by love and understanding in
his eyes. “Thank you,” she said, and then she sat back down in her chair.


Bradley leaned over to Dave, who’d already sat back
down. “Thanks,” he whispered.


Dave shrugged. “No problem,” he whispered back. “She
just needed to be reminded that she isn’t responsible for the world.”


Bradley nodded. “Don’t we all.”


Rosie cleared her throat loudly and looked around the
table when they all turned in her direction. “I have something to say,” she
said firmly. 


“Of course,” Alex replied. “Please, go ahead.”


“I’m going to have to die,” she said.


“What?!?” Stanley exclaimed. “What the heck are you
talking about?”


She turned to him and shrugged. “Well, all of these
men were widowers,” she said. “Remember, we talked about that. If you’re going
to go undercover, you can’t have a wife.”


Stanley looked from Rosie to Alex, who just nodded.
“She’s right,” Alex agreed. “All of the men were single.”


“Well, I ain’t killing my
Rosie off,” Stanley said. “Even it is just
pretending. That’s not going to work.”


“You could always leave him,” Dave suggested, and then
added when everyone turned to him with shocked faces. “Just temporarily, of
course.”


“Why would I leave him?” Rosie asked.


Dave shrugged. “Well, a lot of men go a little crazy
when they inherit a bunch of money,” he replied.


“They get too big fer
their britches,” Stanley added.


“Exactly,” Dave said. “People start paying attention
to them, and they let it go to their
heads and forget about the people who have supported them all along.”


“That could work,” Rosie said.


“Excuse me?” Stanley asked, slightly offended.


She turned to him and placed her hand over his. “Not
that you would ever do that in real life,” she assured him. “But it’s a
believable circumstance. You’ve got this big settlement, and you start acting like, pardon my French, a
jackass.”


Stanley chuckled softly and squeezed Rosie’s hand.
“Okay, as long as I don’t start acting like one in real life.”


She smiled and shook her head. “If you ever started
doing that, I wouldn’t let you get away with it for very long,” she assured
him. 


“So, it’s agreed?” Alex asked. “Stanley is our guy, and Rosie is playing along with it?”


Mary nodded. “Rosie, do you want to stay with us while
you’re, um, separated from Stanley?”


“Wait?” Stanley interrupted. “She’s not really going to leave me, is she?”


Bradley nodded. “Yes,” he said. “If we want to make
this believable, she has to move out. We don’t know who they have working for
them, and Freeport’s a small town.”


“Well, darn it,” Stanley muttered. “I’m going to have
to go back to my own cooking.”


Rosie smiled at him and patted his hand. “But just
think about how much more you’re going to appreciate me when I get back home.”


“I can handle putting together the trust account with
Daphne,” Dave said. “I can just transfer some of my funds over to start
things.”


“We could also use some of Maybelle’s money,” Mary
suggested. “I’m sure she wants to get to the bottom of this as much as the rest
of us.”


Alex shook his head. “Let’s have Dave do it,” he said.
“Then we aren’t co-mingling funds. And, don’t worry.” He smiled at his friend.
“Dave can afford it.”


“So, what do I do next?” Stanley asked.


“Go to the store, get yourself a bunch of TV dinners
and start living the good life,” Dave teased. 


Stanley shook his head. “I guess I really wasn’t
thinking straight when I raised my hand for this one,” he said, and then he turned to Dave. “See, that’s what
you get for volunteering.”


Dave laughed. “You forgot the number one rule in the
military.”


“What’s that?” Mary asked.


“Never volunteer,” Dave and Stanley said together. 

















 

Chapter Thirty-eight


Chuck Lynch let himself into Daphne Rudd’s office without knocking, smiling knowingly at
her as he sat down in the leather chair in front of her desk. It was nearly
closing time at the bank, and he had
wanted to meet with her when no one else was around.


“It was good to get your text,” he said with a grin
that made her grit her teeth. “I see you saw it my way.”


“Your way?” she asked, moving her hand to her lap and
crossing her fingers that he would walk right into their trap. “I don’t
understand.”


He leaned forward against the desk and his smile
widened. “You understood that if you don’t continue to give me the names of the
men who open blind trusts,” he said slowly
as if she were dense. “That I would tell your superiors about the ones that you
have already given me.”


“Oh, so you are going to tell them that you
blackmailed me and coerced me?” she asked.


He laughed softly and leaned back in the chair,
shaking his head. “No, sweetheart, I’m not the stupid one here,” he said. “I
will just let them know that I discovered your perfidy by accident and felt
that it was my duty to let them know. For the good of the bank.”


“And will you tell them that you told me you loved
me?” she asked.


He chuckled again. “Sweetheart, I wouldn’t want you to
look like more a fool than you already do,” he replied. “I mean, what kind of
man would be interested in a woman like you?”


A book fell off a shelf and skimmed past Chuck’s head.
He ducked quickly and then stared at the spot. “What the hell…”


Daphne looked startled too. 


“Gilbert,” Maybelle whispered, holding back her
laughter. “We were supposed to be quiet.”


“I didn’t say anything,” Gilbert whispered back. “But
I couldn’t just stand here while he demeaned that poor girl.”


“We were also supposed to be subtle,” Maybelle said
softly, secretly thrilled at his daring response.


Gilbert met her eyes and nodded. “Well, I didn’t push
the bookcase over on him, did I?”


Maybelle clapped a hand over her mouth to hold back
her laughter.


“What was that?” Chuck asked, looking around the office.


“What?” Daphne asked, shrugging carelessly. She heard
it too, but this was an old building, and
she often heard little noises in her office. 
At first, it had frightened her,
but she eventually got used to it. “It’s just the building settling, it happens
all the time.”


He looked around at the bookcase once more, then
turned to her. “Okay, I don’t have all day,” he said. “Who do you have for me?”


“Stanley Wagner,” she replied.


“Wagner?” he asked. “Of the office supply store. He
doesn’t have any money.”


“Well, he didn’t,” she said. “Until the settlement
came in.”


“What settlement?” he asked.


“The fire in his house
was caused by a faulty appliance,” she said. “He sued the company, and they settled for quite a hefty sum.”  She rotated her computer screen so that he could see the contents of Stanley’s
account. 


Chuck whistled softly. “Wow, it pays to be in the
right place at the right time,” he said, then he looked up at her. “Wait. He’s
married. I told you I only wanted single men.”


“He and his wife are separated,” she said. “He told me
all about it when he set up the account. She couldn’t handle his new wealth.
More like, she couldn’t handle his new attitude.”


“So, he’s on his own with an account filled with lots
of money, just waiting to be invested,”
he said, then he smiled at her. “You did good, Daphne. Your job is safe for a
little while.”


“What are you going to do?” she asked.


He stared at her for a long moment. “You never asked
me that before,” he said. “Why do you care now?”


She leaned forward and met his eyes. “Now that I know
the kind of person you really are,” she
said. “I’m less assured that you mean no harm to these men.”


He shook his head and laughed scornfully. “The thing
is, sweetheart,” he said. “You don’t have a damn thing to say about what I do
and how I do it.” He stood up and tossed her a weak salute. “Have a nice night.”

















 

Chapter Thirty-nine 


“He took the bait,” Alex said after finishing the conversation
with Daphne. “Stanley should be getting a call soon.”


“I’m ready fer
it,” Stanley said. “I’ll play it as cool as a cucumber.”


“I set up an app on your phone that will automatically
record any phone conversations you have,” Bradley said. “You don’t have to do
anything but answer the phone, and it’s
activated.”


“They can’t tell I’m recording them?” he asked.


Bradley shook his head. “No, it all happens in the
background.”


Stanley’s phone rang and, startled; he dropped it on the table. 


“Stanley,” Rosie urged him. “Answer your phone.”


Fumbling to pick it up, he scowled at her. “I’m trying
to, dagnabbit!” 


He finally picked up, took a deep breath and answered
the phone. “What?” he grumbled into the receiver. 


There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Is
this Stanley Wagner?” Chuck asked warily. 


“Yeah, it is,” Stanley replied. “Who’s this?”


“My name is Chuck Lynch…” he began.


“Do I know you?” Stanley interrupted. 


“No, not yet,” Chuck said smoothly. “But you’re going
to be grateful that I called you.”


“You got a mighty
high opinion of yourself,” Stanley countered. “Don’t have much use for folks
like that.”


Chuck loosened his tie and took a deep breath. This
call was harder than he’d thought it was going to be. “I apologize, Mr.
Wagner,” he said. “I only want a minute of your time.”


“You got 59 seconds now,” Stanley said. 


Alex turned away from Stanley and put his hand over
his mouth, hiding his laughter. 


Mary beamed at Stanley, like a mother watching her
child perform in a school play. “He’s brilliant,” she whispered to Bradley. 


Bradley nodded. “Yes, he is,” he agreed. 


Chuck began to panic. He had no other prospective
clients; he had to land this one. “Um,
Mr. Wagner, I represent a local group of investors who meet regularly to swap
investment strategies and share knowledge,” he said. “I was told that you might be a benefit to our group
and I was hoping that you would consider joining us.”


Stanley narrowed his eyes. “What’s it gonna cost me?” he asked.


“Nothing,” Chuck said. “Absolutely nothing. As a matter of fact, we provide the group with
a place to meet, refreshments and we actually offer a free life insurance policy. We do have some
investment professionals if you are
interested in obtaining their services, but it’s not mandatory.”


“What’s in it fer
you?” Stanley asked.


“We’re interested in your perspective,” he lied.


“You mean you’re interested in my money,” Stanley
countered. He paused a moment, tapping his fingers on the table to pass the
time. 


“No,” Chuck argued. “We are interested in having you
become part of our exclusive club.”


“Ain’t got much time fer clubs,” Stanley said. “Well, your time is
up.”


“Please, Mr. Wagner,” Chuck pleaded. “Why don’t you
just come by once to see if you like it?”


Stanley sighed loudly. “Fine, I ain’t
got much else to do now that Rosie left,” he replied. “When and where?”


“Tomorrow morning at ten,” Chuck said. “The stone
building on the corner of Galena Avenue and Exchange. Fourth floor.”


“I know the place,” Stanley said. “I’ll try to be
there.”


Chuck breathed a sigh of relief.


“Okay, great, I’ll see you then,” he said.


“Yeah, if I decide to come,” Stanley replied.
“Good-bye.”


He hung up without giving Chuck a chance to reply.


The tableful of people burst into applause after
Stanley hung up. He smiled sheepishly at them and then let his face split into
a grin. “Can’t say I’ve had as much fun in a long time,” he admitted. “I reckon
that young man was getting pretty hot under the collar.”


“You were amazing,” Mary said. 


“Stanley, I never knew you were an actor,” Rosie
gushed, wrapping her arm through his. “You were masterful.”


He shrugged and blushed slightly. “It t’weren’t nothing.”


“No, man, you were awesome,” Dave said. “I only wish I
could have seen Chuck’s face while you ran him through the wringer.”


Stanley smiled again. “Well, maybe I ought to be
wearing a camera and a microphone when I meet with him tomorrow. Then you can
get the whole show.”



 

Chapter Forty 


The meeting had ended, and
only Rosie and Stanley were left, standing hand in hand next to the front
door.  Mary pulled Bradley into the
kitchen so that the older couple could
have a few minutes alone.


“Are you go to be okay?” Rosie asked Stanley.


He nodded slowly. “Well, I ain’t
saying I’m not gonna miss you, Rosie-gal,” he said.
“But, I’m gonna manage.”


She smiled. “I’m going to miss you too,” she said. “I
don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep this up.”


“It’s only been one day,” he replied gently, pleased
at her response. 


“One day too many,” she said. “You promise me that you
won’t do anything…”  She paused.


“Stupid?” he inserted with a grin. 


She shrugged. “Well, I wasn’t going to use that word,”
she said with an answering grin. 


“Cause you were being polite,” he replied. Then he lifted
his hand and cradled her cheek in it. “I
won’t do nothing stupid because I ain’t risking not
ever seeing you again. You’re my life, Rosie-girl.”


She sniffed back a tear and nodded. “You’re my life
too, Stanley,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “You remember that.”


He leaned over and placed a tender kiss on her lips.
“I will always remember that,” he said. He looked over his shoulder at the door
and then back at her. “Well, I guess I better get going.”


She nodded, not releasing his hand. “I suppose so,”
she said, her gaze still locked on his eyes. 


“I’ll make myself one of them tv dinners for supper,”
he said. 


“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Wait! I nearly forgot.”  She rushed away from him and hurried into the
kitchen. “Mary, where is that bag…”


Mary opened the refrigerator and pulled out a small
shopping bag filled with small plastic
containers. “Here you go,” she said, handing it to Rosie. 


“Thank you,” Rosie said, grasping the bag and hurrying
back to Stanley. She handed him the bag. “I got up early and made these for
you.”


He looked into the bag and
then up at her. “What’s this?”


“All of your favorite meals,” she said. “All you have
to do is heat them up. Then you won’t
have to eat those horrid tv dinners.”


His eyes glistened with grateful tears, and he leaned forward and kissed her again.
“You’re my angel, Rosie,” he said. 


She sniffed again and dashed a few errant tears from
her cheeks. “You’re my hero, Stanley,” she replied. 


He nodded regretfully. “I
guess I’d better,” he said, nodding towards the door. 


“I suppose,” she said, slowly sliding her hand from
his. “I’ll miss you.”


“I’ll miss you every minute,” he replied. He turned
and opened the door, glanced back once more. “I love you, Rosie-gal. Don’t ferget that.”


Then he walked out and closed the door behind
him.  


Tears slipped quickly down Rosie’s cheeks as she
stared at the door. Then she breathed a shuddering sigh and blotted her face
with her handkerchief. “Mary,” she called, her voice trembling. “I do believe
I’m going to go upstairs and rest for a bit.”


Without waiting for a response, she hurried up the
stairs to the guest room. 


Mary and Bradley walked back into the living room and watched
out the front window as Stanley walked slowly down the sidewalk alone, pausing
only once to gaze up in the window on the second floor where Mary knew Rosie
was watching and waving. 


“They are so sweet,”
Mary said softly. 


“Yeah, I think being without Rosie is the hardest part
of this whole operation,” Bradley agreed, standing behind her and looking at
the same scene. “Are you still worried about him?”


Mary turned and looked up at her husband. It still
surprised her that he was so in tune with her feelings. “Yes,” she admitted.
“What happens if Chuck decides not to wait until tomorrow? What happens if he
goes to Stanley’s house? What happens…”


“Okay,” Bradley said, pulling Mary into his arms. “I
think I’m getting the drift of your concerns. So, what can we do about it?”


“Do?” Mary asked, shaking her head. “I don’t know that
there’s anything we can do.”


Bradley shrugged. “We could ask Mike to stay with
him,” he suggested. “Or I can have an unmarked car watch his house all night. This is an official investigation, so it’s not
a problem.”


She looked up at him. “Really?” she asked, hopefully. 


He placed a kiss on her forehead. “Really,” he replied,
stepping away from her. “I’ll call it in right now. He’ll be watched over all
night long and he won’t have any idea it’s happening.”


She breathed a sigh of relief. “That would be great,”
she said. “And then Mike can come with me.”


Bradley froze in his steps and then turned back to
face his wife. “Go with you where?” he asked.


“Just across the street,” she said. “To speak with
Maybelle and Gilbert. They were going to watch over Daphne today.”


“Is Dave going with you?” Bradley asked.


She shrugged. “I didn’t ask him,” she replied.


“Ask him,” Bradley said. “Please, for me.”


She walked over to him and wrapped her arms around his
neck. “I will be happy to ask him for you,” she said, tiptoeing and placing a
soft kiss against his lips. “I’m crazy about you.”


He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back.
“The feeling’s mutual,” he replied, then he kissed her quickly and stepped
back. “Okay, stop distracting me. I’ve got to call the station, and you’ve got to call Dave.”


She grinned at him. “Yes,
sir!” 

















 

Chapter Forty-one 


Chuck unlocked the front door to the building that
held the offices of the investment company. 
At this time of night, ten o’clock, the building was deserted, as well was most of downtown Freeport. He slipped
through the lobby door and then closed and locked it behind himself. 


He walked across the marble floor to the stairwell and
glanced up the dark, steep stairs.  The
building had been constructed in the
early 1900s, and the building codes were
more lenient back then when it came to lighted staircases and wide steps. He
started to move toward the staircase and stopped, a chill running down his
spine. He looked around the shadowy entrance area. No one else is here; he chided himself.


No one alive, a voice inside his head taunted.


With a visible shiver, he stepped away from the
stairwell and walked a few more steps to the ancient elevator in the corner of
the lobby.  He pressed the black “up”
button and waited, listening to the groaning of the cables and the clanging
movement of the mechanicals as the elevator made its way to him.  The door opened, the dim, tiny space awaiting
him. He paused, for just a moment. 


It’s this or the staircase, he thought, and then he
stepped inside.


The door closed with a bump, and the elevator began to slowly
make its way up to the fourth floor. 


“Chuck.”


He turned quickly and looked around the tiny
enclosure. He was sure someone had just called his name. He pulled out his
phone to see if he’d accidentally called someone, but his phone was off. He
stepped back, so he was up against the back wall, and continued to glance
around the enclosure.  He knew what he’d
heard, and it had to come from somewhere. 


“Who’s there?” he finally stammered, his throat dry. 


No one responded. Chuck
took a deep breath and focused on the floor lights. “Four, four, four,” he
breathed anxiously. 


Finally, the fourth-floor light lit up, and the doors slowly opened. Exhaling softly, he stepped out of the elevator. 


“Chuck.”


His name was like a feather on the wind, wisping past
him. He jumped around, searching, trying to find any logical explanation.  But there was nothing. Nothing except the cold chill that ran up his spine
and the realization that he was certainly not alone. 


He ran down the hall to the door to his office and
tried to quickly put the key into the lock,
but the more he tried, the more frazzled he became. Sweat beaded on his
forehead and he impatiently wiped it away with the sleeve of his expensive
suit. 


“That’s going to stain.”  The voice, this time, seemed almost
sympathetic. And female. 


Chuck yelped and dropped his key. He plastered his
back against the door and trembled with fear. “Whose here?” he cried out. “Who
the hell is here?”


His breath was escaping in gasps. His eyes were frantically searching the hall for
another, reasonable, logical reason. “It’s a joke,” he stammered, wiping his
forehead again. “It’s just a joke. The guys are playing it on me.”


His fear turned to anger, and he studied the hallway
carefully, looking for a hidden camera or a speaker. 


“I know it’s you guys,” he snarled through gritted
teeth. “You all think you’re so damn funny. 
Well, you just wait, because I’m
going to make sure you get yours.”


Suddenly, the key floated up from the floor and
stopped at Chuck’s eye level.  Chuck
stared at it in wordless agony. A muffled moan broke from his mouth, but his
eyes could only stare at the key hanging in mid-air. 


“And we’re going to make sure you get yours, Chuck,”
the voice said softly.


With a primal scream, Chuck pushed himself away from
the door and ran down the hall. He bypassed the elevator and ran down the
stairs, slamming himself into the walls on the landings as he took the stairs
four at a time, nearly breaking his neck. 
The sound of the lobby door crashing open and slamming closed echoed all
the way up to the fourth floor. 


Maybelle laughed delightedly. “Oh, that was so much
fun,” she chortled.


Gilbert smiled at her, pleased with her response.
“Well, I never could abide a bully, and
he’s the worst kind.”


“You handled him masterfully,” Maybelle said,
admiration glowing in her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a man scream
quite so loudly.”


Gilbert chuckled softly and nodded. “The look in his
eyes when we handed the key to him…”


“We were only trying to be helpful,” Maybelle laughed.



Gilbert looked down at the key in his hand and grinned.
“Well, it looks like our friends won’t have to do any breaking and entering tonight,” he said, placing the key on the
ledge of the office sign next to the door. “Looks like Chuck has left us a
key.” He turned to Maybelle and smiled. “That was quite obliging of him, don’t
you think?”


She nodded. “Yes, quite,” she
agreed, slipping her arm around his. “Shall
we return to the mansion and report on the success of our venture?”


He looked down at her, joy in his eyes and nodded.
“Yes, I think we should.”

















 

Chapter Forty-two


Mary, Mike, and Dave walked up the sidewalk to the
Finders Mansion. It was about 10:30 and the neighborhood was quiet, with only a
few glowing windows advertising the occupants of those homes were still awake. 


Dave looked up and down the block and smiled. “School
night,” he said. “That’s why everyone is in bed so early.”


Mary nodded. “Parents are exhausted, kids are
exhausted,” she agreed. “And I think everyone is just looking forward to nice
weather.”


“I remember looking forward to Spring Break,” Mike
said. “It seemed like the months just dragged on between Christmas Break and
Spring Break. Then it was all downhill until Summer Vacation.” 


“All downhill?” Dave asked.


Mike grinned. “My grades,” he said with a laugh. “Once
the weather turned nice, I couldn’t concentrate for the life of me.”


“I had a similar problem,” Dave admitted. “But it started
in the fall and lasted until the summer.”


Mary laughed. “You both sound like my brothers.”


“Oh, so you were an excellent student, I take it?”
Dave asked. 


Mary shrugged. “Of course,” she said and then after a
pause added, “But only because I wanted to show my brothers up. It was all
about competing with them.”


“Now there’s motivation,” Mike agreed. 


They stopped at the front door, and Mary pulled out the key, unlocking the
door. They had all just walked into the front hall when Maybelle and Gilbert
appeared in front of them, laughing so hard they were crying. 


“What happened?” Mary asked.


Startled, the
ghosts jumped. 


“Oh, Mary,” Maybelle gasped, placing her hand over her
heart. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”


Then she looked down at her translucent body and
chuckled. “Okay, perhaps not,” she said. “But I must admit, I was more than
surprised.”


“What’s the joke?” Mike asked.


Maybelle glanced over at Gilbert, and he nodded his
permission. “Gilbert and I were making life a little more interesting for Chuck,”
she admitted. “We decided to meet him over at the building this evening. I
think we made him a little nervous.”


Gilbert stifled a laugh and covered his mouth with his
hand. 


Mary glanced at the two of them. “What did you do?”
she asked.


“We might have called out his name a couple of times,”
Gilbert said. “When we were in the elevator with him.”


It was Mike’s turn to choke back laughter. He caught
Mary’s disapproving face and turned away. 


“You called his name?” Mary asked. “Anything else?”


“Well, I might have mentioned that his suit was going
to be stained when he wiped his sleeve across his forehead,” Maybelle added.
“And, of course, that might have been what caused him to drop the key to his
office door.”


“But, don’t worry,” Gilbert quickly inserted. “I
picked it up for him and handed it to him.”


Mary sighed. “You didn’t,” she said. 


Gilbert grinned widely. “And the scream that emitted
from his mouth shook the entire building.”


“You know, doing things like that is not a good idea,”
Dave said, shaking his head. 


“What could he do?” Maybelle asked. “We’re already
dead.”


Dave looked at both of the elderly
ghosts, their eyes twinkling with glee, and sighed. “I don’t want to rain on
your parade,” he said. “But I’ve seen too many cases of people like Chuck
getting scared and calling in some amateur paranormal investigator who does
some kind of ritual they read about on
the Internet or watched on some television show that traps spirits.”


“Traps spirits,” Gilbert said, his glee diminished.
“How can they do that?”


Dave shrugged. “I don’t know the science of it; I wish I did,” he said. “But I’ve seen
spirits that were angry because someone accidentally trapped them at a
location, and they couldn’t leave.”


“That would be awful,” Maybelle said. 


“Well, from a totally
different perspective, we also don’t want to scare Chuck away from the office,
so we can’t implicate him in this crime,” Mary added. “Which is another reason why
you need to keep your ghostly activities more undercover.” 


Gilbert nodded and glanced over to Maybelle. “I
apologize, Maybelle,” he said. “I know it was my influence that caused you to
behave this way.”


“Poppycock,” she replied, smiling at him. “I had a
wonderful time scaring that pompous conman. But now we know to be more careful
in the future.”  Then she turned to Mary.
“But we have wonderful news.”


“What?” Mary asked. 


“For some reason,” Maybelle began, her eyes twinkling
with mirth. “Chuck decided not to take his key from us. And, from his reaction,
I can guarantee he won’t be coming back to the office tonight.”


“So, are you suggesting that this is a great night to tour
your building?” Dave asked.


Maybelle laughed. “Yes, I am suggesting that very
thing.”


Dave turned to Mary. “What do you think?”


“With Rosie spending the night, both Bradley and I
would be able to go,” she said. “And it would be nice to look the place over
before Stanley goes there.”


Maybelle clapped her hands. “Oh, this is so exciting,” she said, then she turned to Gilbert. “I
don’t think I’ve had as much fun in ages.”


Gilbert smiled back at her. “Well, then, what are we
waiting for?”

















 

Chapter Forty-three


“This staircase gives me the creeps,” Alex said to
Dave as the group made their way up to the fourth floor. 


“It should,” Dave said, glancing around. “It’s filled
with ghosts.”


Alex froze and stared at his friend. “You didn’t have
to tell me that, you know,” he said pointedly.


Dave smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “But
I really like freaking you out. “


Bradley bit back a smile and then asked, “So, who are
the ghosts who are sharing the staircase with us?”


“Well, there’s a janitor on the second landing with a
mop cleaning, just doing what he did for forty years,” Dave replied. “There’s
also a youngish woman, dressed in an outfit from the forties. Looks like she
might have been a stenographer for one of the law offices.  She’s hurrying down the stairs and out the
door.”


“Why is she still here?” Alex asked.


Dave shrugged. “Could have been that she died in one
of the offices and doesn’t know she’s
dead,” he said. “Could be that she stepped outside the door and got hit by a
car, and just keeps replaying that part of her life.”  He turned to Mary. “What do you think, Mary?”


She turned to him. “I can’t see them,” she said to
him, concerned. 


“Hey, you’re just getting back in the saddle,” Mike
said to her. “Take a second, gather your thoughts, and try again.” 


Bradley turned back to her. “Are you okay?” he asked.


She nodded. “Yeah, but I might have to take a minute
here,” she said. “If you want to continue upstairs, I’m fine with that.” She
smiled sheepishly. “Actually, the smaller the crowd, the better I’d feel.”


He nodded. “Okay, I’ll take Alex and go up,” he said.


“I’ll join them,” Mike suggested. “In case we need to
interact with Maybelle and Gilbert.” 


“Thanks, Mike,”
Mary said. “Dave?”


“I’m staying right here,” he replied. “You go ahead
and take your time.”


Mary slowly looked around, still nothing. She closed
her eyes for a moment, concentrated on her paranormal gift, opening her mind to
the presence of others on that staircase. Then she opened her eyes. Suddenly,
the stairwell was filled with spirits
from the past. Some were shadows who were repeating things they had done when
they were alive, and some were intelligent spirits who were looking back at
her. 


“Hi,” she said to the young woman Dave had seen. “I’m
Mary.”


“Please to meet you,” she replied. “I’m Doris. I work
for the law firm on four.”


“We’re going up to four now,” Mary said. “Any advice.”


“Yeah, watch out for those guys from the investment
firm,” she replied. “They’re a bunch of hinky characters
if you ask me.”


“Thank you,” Mary replied. “I appreciate your
advice.”  She paused for a moment and
debated whether or not she should tell Doris that she
was dead. “Um, Doris…”


Doris smiled at her and nodded. “Yeah, I know I’m
dead,” she interrupted. “But I got a grandson who works in one of the other
offices. I’m hanging around to watch him grow up.”


“That sounds lovely,” Mary said. 


“I watched over his dad while he was growing up, I got
to watch over him too,” Doris replied. She smiled at Mary and stepped down
another step. “Well, I gotta go. Good luck.”


“You too Doris,” Mary replied and watched the ghost
skip down the steps into the darkness.


“Doris thinks the guys in the investment group are
hinky,” she told the rest of the group. 


“Hinky?” Dave asked with a smile.


“It’s a generational thing,” Mary laughed.


“You okay now?” Dave asked.


She nodded. “Yeah,” she replied with a relieved sigh,
as she started up the stairs again. “I just have to remember how to see them
again.”


“It’s like riding a bike,” Dave said. “You might fall
over a couple of times, but you never forget.”


“Hey, can you see me?” 


Mary turned to see the ghost of an older man walking
up the stairs next to her. “Yes,” she replied. “I can see you.”


The man sighed softly. “Thank goodness,” he said. “I
feel like I’ve been stuck in this stairwell forever. No one stops to help me.
No one listens to me. What is it with people these days?”


“Well, I’d be happy to help you,” Mary said. “What can
I do for you?”


“I’ve been on my way to the investment group on the
fourth floor,” he said. “I can’t get the elevator to work, I keep pressing the
button, but nothing! So, I tried the stairs, but I feel like I’m not getting
anywhere.”


Mary glanced over at Dave, and he nodded. “I’m Mary,” she said. “And you are…”


“Mortimer,” the ghost said. “Mort Laramie.”


Dave nodded. “He’s on the list,” he whispered.


“Mort. May I call you Mort?” Mary asked.


Mort smiled. “Sure, that’s what everyone calls me,” he
replied.


“Mort, what’s the last thing you remember?” she asked.
“Before you got stuck on the stairwell?”


Mort paused and searched his memory for a moment.
“Well,” he said thoughtfully. “I remember it was morning and I went to the gym.
After that, I decided to treat myself to one of those fancy coffees they got
for free at the investment group offices.”


“I’ve heard about those fancy coffees,” Mary said.


He nodded. “They are sweet,” Mort said. “And free. So,
I decide, since I’m going to make it one of those caramel ones, I ought to take
the stairs and burn off a few more calories.”


He paused again, looked down the stairwell, and then
looked back at Mary. 


“Funny, I can’t seem to remember much after that,” he
replied. “It’s kind of a blank.”


Mary sighed and nodded sadly. “Did you feel any pain
when you were walking up the stairs?” she asked.


He immediately shook his head. “No. No, I did…” he
said and paused. “You know, come to think of it, I did get this funny twinge, a
cramp, but on my insides.”


“And then what happened?” she asked sympathetically. 


He stared at her and his eyes filled with moisture.
“Well, dammit, I think I died.”


And then he disappeared. 

















 

Chapter Forty-Four


Mary and Dave joined the rest of the group on the
fourth floor.  The office door was
propped open, and Alex and Bradley were searching through the space with
flashlights.  Dave stepped inside and
flipped on the lights. Shocked, both Alex and Bradley turned to him.


“Shut those off,” Alex demanded.


“Turn off the lights,” Bradley said simultaneously. 


“Why?” Dave asked, closing the door behind them. 


“Because, we don’t want to get caught,” Alex replied
with a tinge of sarcasm. 


Dave studied him for a moment. “And, if we get caught,
who are they going to call?” he asked. “The police department? The district
attorney’s office?”


Alex shrugged and glanced sheepishly over at Bradley.
“He has a point,” he admitted. 


“But if someone does call the police and some of my
guys show up, how do I explain that we’re in here?” Bradley asked.


“Simple,” Dave said. “Mary is working with Alex on
Maybelle’s estate.  They came over to
check out the building, and they found a
key left in the open.  They called you
because they were concerned about a break-in.”


Bradley studied Dave and then smiled. “You have a very
devious mind,” he said. “I’m glad you’re on my side.”  He clicked off his flashlight. “So, did you
get that mindset in the work you used to do?”


Dave shook his head. “No, I got it growing up and trying to lie to my parents,”
he said. “At first, my mom could generally see right through me.” He grinned.
“But I got better.”


“You really need
to meet my brothers,” Mary laughed. “You would fit in perfectly.” 


She glanced around the room at the small scattered
cubicle space and the large area conference table with comfortable leather
chairs in the center. “This is a nice set-up,” she said. “But it seems more
conducive to meetings than for working.”


Bradley nodded. “I agree,” he said. “I wonder how much
investing really went on in here?”


She walked around the conference table to a long
counter against the wall that had high-end, stainless-steel, coffee-making
equipment on it. “Wow,” she said, looking at the expresso machine. “This is
fancy. They take their coffee-making seriously here.”


“Didn’t both of the guys we spoke with talk about the
fancy coffees?” Dave asked.


“Both of the guys?” Alex asked. “I only remember you
talking to Harry.”


Dave turned to Alex. “On the way up the stairs we met
another ghost,” he replied. “Mort Laramie.”


“He was one of our Maybelle recipients,” Bradley said.
“And he was on the list.”


Mary nodded. “He had just come from the gym and
decided to take the steps because he was going to treat himself to one of the
coffees,” she said. “He died in the stairwell.”


“I’d like to take some samples of the ingredients,”
Bradley said. “Maybe they’ve added something to their coffee that both men reacted to.”


Dave shook his head. “So, you think the deaths might be accidental?” Dave asked, skeptically.
“Or do you think they purposely poisoned them?”


“Well, I don’t want to rule anything out,” Bradley
replied. “But I think testing the ingredients will let us know either way.”


“I’ll find something to put them in,” Mary
volunteered. “And we should see if we can find copies of the life insurance
policies.”


“I’m on it,” Alex called from the other side of the
room.  He was sitting at the front desk,
searching through a small file cabinet. “There’s all kinds of interesting
information here. It looks like Daphne
isn’t the only banker who’s giving up information.”


He pulled out a manila folder with a well-known, local
banker’s name on the tab. Inside was a grainy photo of the banker and a woman
in a passionate embrace. Except, it wasn’t the equally well-known wife of the
banker. “Interesting,” Alex muttered. 


“What’s up?” Bradley asked, walking over to him.


Alex lifted the photo
so that Bradley could see it. 


“Well, that is interesting,” Bradley agreed. “We
certainly have a group of enterprising businessmen, don’t we?”


Alex nodded. “And it will be interesting to see how
enterprising they actually are.”


“I found something back here,” Dave called from the
back of the office. 


Alex put down the folder, and he and Bradley met the
others in the back of the office. Dave stood in front of a dark, wood door with
a touchpad security lock on the outside. “Someone doesn’t want us to see what’s
inside,” he said. 


“Do you know how to pick a lock?” Bradley asked him.


Dave chuckled
but shook his head. “Dude, I’m good, but I’m not that good,” he said. “But you
got to wonder why they would have to have a security lock on something inside
an office.”


“I’ll find out,” Mike said, walking through the door.


“What’s going on?” Alex asked. 


“Oh, Mike’s going in to check out the room,” Dave told
his friend.


“Mike?”


“Yeah, you know, the guardian angel who used to be a
fireman,” Dave replied. “We played him in softball.”


Alex still looked confused. 


“You never met Mike?” Dave asked.


“Not in his present form,” Alex replied. 


“You want me to introduce him to you?” Dave asked.


Alex shook his head. “No, really, I’m good.”


The door slowly opened a few inches, and Dave quickly grabbed it. “It takes a lot of
energy for a spirit to move things,” Dave explained to Alex. “So, I’m just
helping him out.”


“Yeah, well make sure you wipe the door free of your
fingerprints before we leave,” Alex cautioned. 


“You are not going to believe what’s in here,” Mike
said from inside. “This is crazy!”

















 

Chapter Forty-five 


The room was filled
with camera screens and computer monitors. 
Every part of the office was on camera, including the areas they had
just searched.  Dave sat down at the
control panel and looked at the screens. “This isn’t great,” he said. “I can
erase the tapes on the computer, but I don’t know if they have an automatic
off-site backup. I’m thinking with an operation this big, they will.”


“So, you can erase what we just did on their server
here, but not where ever they store it?” Bradley asked. “Yeah, you’re right,
that’s not good.”


“I have a suggestion,” Gilbert said to Mary.


“Gilbert has a suggestion,” Mary said. 


“Let’s here it,” Alex said,
rolling his eyes. “Why not? We have one ghost opening doors, and the other ghost solving IT issues.”


“Um, Mike’s an angel, not a ghost,” Dave said with a
smile. 


Alex just shook his head. “Sorry, Mary, please tell
Gilbert to go ahead.”


“I’ve been watching over all of Maybelle’s properties,
for years,” Gilbert admitted, sending a shy glance toward Maybelle. “I felt
that it was least I could do. And so, I often followed the inspectors around
when they inspected the buildings. This office building has a very old T1 line,
that’s been corroded and should have been replaced a long time ago.”


“I had no idea,” Maybelle said. 


“Well, your agent kept that from you because he wanted
to keep expenses down,” Gilbert replied. “But, from what I understand, it would
take weeks to replace the T1 line if something were to happen to it.”


“I’m sorry,” Mary inserted. “What’s a T1 line and why
is it important.?”


“T1 lines are older voice and data cables that provide
internet and phone access to many buildings,” Dave said. “For the most part,
they really don’t support high-speed
Internet usage, but for something like this, they are adequate.”


“Okay, so if the T1line goes out, it can do two things,”
Bradley said. “Prevent them from uploading the footage on their off-site server
and maybe, if we’re really lucky, prevent the server here from downloading what
was recorded this evening. Dave, can you
tell when uploads happen?”


“Let me see what I can do,” Dave replied. “In the
meantime, who wants to go downstairs and help Gilbert destroy a T1 line?”


Alex shrugged off his suit jacket and laid it on a
chair. “I can do that,” he said, rolling up his shirt cuffs. “But someone needs
to be a translator between Gilbert and me.”


“I’ll translate,” Mary offered.


“I’ll follow along,” Mike offered. “You know, as a
fire inspector.”


Once they left the room, Bradley turned to watch Dave
access the data and delete the film. “What are you going to put in there instead?”
he asked. “Fifteen minutes of blank tape is going to cause some questions.”


Dave nodded. “Yeah, I’m going to go back a day and
copy the tape from the same time period. Hopefully, there’s nothing there that gives us
away.”


“Yeah, what we don’t want to do is have Stanley walk
into a trap,” Bradley said. 


“Exactly,” Dave agreed. 

















 

Chapter Forty-six


Stanley sauntered into the office of the investment
club twenty minutes after it started, just
to give Chuck something to fret about. He
walked up to the young woman behind the receptionist desk and was greeted with a dazzling smile.


“Well hello there,” she said, tossing him a
flirtatious smile. “How can I help you?”


It took Stanley a moment to remember that this whole
thing was a set-up and he was being played.
He shook his head to clear it and then nodded at the woman. “Chuck invited me,” he said. “To see iffen this is something I’m even interested in.”


She rose from her chair, displaying a well-formed body
in a short, tight, knit dress, and walked around the desk, slipping her arm
through his. “Well,” she whispered. “Why don’t we see if we can’t locate Chuck.”


Stanley froze, feeling like he was betraying Rosie by walking anywhere with this floozie. He
started to pull his arm away from hers when he remembered he was undercover and
needed to play along with it. His new identity included a man who was separated
from his wife and he needed to act like it. 


“Nice to have a little feminine-like company,” he said
with a polite nod. “It’d be my pleasure to walk with you to find Chuck.”


She laughed, and to Stanley,
it was an annoying tittering sound. “Maybe we can take the long way,” she suggested. 


I sure hope not, he thought. But he smiled in agreement.



Chuck was seated at the end of the conference table,
but as soon as he saw Stanley, he stood up. “Stanley,” he said with an eager
smile. “So good to see you.”


Stanley stared at the young man and shook his head.
“In my day, you didn’t go around using people’s given names until you got their
say so,” Stanley remarked. 


Chuck’s face reddened. “Oh, I apologize, Mr. Wagner,”
Chuck said. “Or may I call you Stanley.”


Stanley met his eyes. “You can call me Mr. Wagner fer now,” he replied. 


Stanley watched Chuck’s eyes harden and realized that
he needed to be sure he didn’t push the man too far. 


“Very well, Mr. Wagner,” Chuck said cordially. “Please
have a seat. Vanessa, will you please get Mr. Wagner a coffee?”


Stanley shrugged. “Already had my coffee for the day,”
he said. “Maybe next time.”


Vanessa rubbed her hand up and down Stanley’s arm.
“But my boss will be mad at me if you don’t take one,” she whispered. “How about
I make it to-go so that you can drink it on the way home?”


“Fine,” Stanley agreed. “Now what?”


“Well, I have a pamphlet that goes over all of the
benefits of the investment group,” Chuck said, walking over to Stanley and
placing a folder on the table. “Can we go over it? It will only take a few
minutes, I promise.”


Stanley sighed audibly and nodded. “I suppose since
I’m here, I might as well see what you got to offer.”


He sat down at the table, and Chuck sat next to him
and opened the folder. “The first thing we offer is a free life insurance
policy to all of our members,” he said. 


“Why?” Stanley asked.


“Because we realize that final expenses are a concern
of most of our members, so we take out a life insurance policy to help them
cover those expenses,” Chuck said. 


“I already got a life insurance policy,” Stanley
replied. “So, I ain’t really
interested.”


“You can never have too much life insurance,” Chuck
countered. “Free money.”


Stanley looked at him and shook his head. “Ain’t no such thing as free money,” he said. “Someone
always got to pay. Who’s gonna pay for this policy.”


“Why we’ll pay for it, of course,” Chuck said. “That’s
why it’s free.”


“Then what’s in it fer you?”
Stanley asked.


Chuck shrugged. “Well, we’ve got a rider on the policy
that in the event of your death, we will be paid
an amount equal to or greater than the amount we paid into the policy.”


“So, if I die, you make money?” Stanley asked.


Chuck shook his head. “For the most part, we just get
back what we paid into the policy,” he replied. “See, free money.”


“What do I have to do?” he asked. 


“Well, actually, for you, all you have to do is sign
the forms,” he said. “Because you recently were under the care of a physician,
we can use your records to file for your policy.”


“How did you know I was under the care of a
physician?” Stanley asked. 


Chuck blanched for a moment and swallowed hard. Then
he took a deep breath and smiled. “Well, it was in the papers,” he said.
“You’re a lucky man to be alive.”


“Yes, I am,” he agreed. “Yes, I am.”


Chuck handed the form to Stanley and then gave him a
pen. “Why don’t I give you a moment to fill these out,” he said. “And I’ll be
right back.”


Stanley nodded. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll see what I
think about your policy.”


“That’s fair enough,” Chuck replied. “And I’ll just
check on a few things too.”

















 

Chapter Forty-seven


Chuck hurried across the room to Vanessa’s desk. “I
need you to find me copies of the articles about Stanley Wagner’s fire
accident,” he said. “It happened in December. Send me the links as soon as you
find them.”


She nodded. “Right away, Chuck,” she said.


Chuck walked to the back of the office to a dark panel
door that had a security touch lock on it. He quickly pressed the buttons and
heard the deadbolt slide away, and then
he let himself into the inner office.


“That old guy’s a real ass,” Joe Thalman, Chuck’s
older partner commented. 


“You’re telling me,” Chuck agreed, crossing the room
and pouring himself a cup of coffee from a small machine on the counter. “And
I’m going to be really happy to give him
what’s coming to him.”


Joe studied the screen. “He’s not driving much,” he
noted, looking down at the camera monitor over the parking lot. “I saw him come
in. That’s an old car.”


Chuck looked over his shoulder. “No, that’s vintage,
not old,” he said. “And this guy has quite a big bank account. And the more
money he has, the bigger the life insurance policy we can take out.”


“I heard him asking you a bunch of questions,” Joe
said. 


“Yeah, well this guy was a businessman,” Chuck reasoned.
“He owned Wagner’s Office Products, so he’s bound to be a little savvier than
our usual client.”


“As long as he’s not a plant,” Joe said.


Chuck laughed. “Like anyone would want to work with
someone like him.”  


When his phone rang, Chuck reached in his pocket and
pulled it out. “What the hell, Vanessa?” he asked. “I told you to email it to
me.”


He listened for a moment and then turned to Joe. “Did
you know our internet service was down?” he asked.


Joe shook his head. “No, all of our cameras are on an
internal network,” he said. 


Chuck turned back to his phone. “Yeah, okay, fine,
send them to me on my phone. Thanks,” he replied and then he hung up. 


“If it’s not one damn thing, it’s another,” he
mumbled, then he pressed a link on his phone and scanned the information.
“Well, damn!”


“What?” Joe asked.


Chuck ran his hand over his face, his jaw was set, and his eyes filled with rage. “Guess
who rescued Stanley Wagner from the fire inside his home in December?” he
asked. 


Joe shrugged, confused. “Who?”


“His best friend, Police Chief Bradley Alden,” Chuck
replied. 


“Well, that doesn’t…” Joe began, and then he stopped. “Were you in the office
last night.”


Chuck flashed back to the horrifying encounter in the
hall and shook his head. “No, why?” he asked.


“Well, then, it seems like we might have had
visitors,” Joe said. “Our tape feed from 11:15 to 11:30 was replaced by tape feed from the previous day. At the very end of
the tape, I saw a reflection of you leaving the office.”


“Could it be a glitch?” Chuck asked.


“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Joe said. “And with
your new friend out there and the tapes being
altered, I would guess that someone is on to us.”


“Well, damn,” Chuck said. “I guess our friend, Mr.
Wagner, is going to have to leave this world a little sooner than he had planned.”

















 

Chapter Forty-eight


Bradley, Alex, and Dave entered the lobby of the
laboratory and walked over to the counter.


“Hey, Chief Alden, we’ve got those samples you gave
us,” the young lab assistant behind the counter said. “The boss wants to meet
with you about them. You okay with suiting up and seeing him inside, or do you
want to wait?”


“How long a wait? Bradley asked.


The assistant looked down at the computer screen and
shrugged. “Could be thirty minutes,” he said.


Bradley looked at his companions. “You guys okay with
suiting up?” he asked.


“Sure,” Dave said. “The sooner, the better. Stanley is done at the investor
group and probably on his way to police station.”


“Yeah, I can’t wait around for thirty minutes,” Alex
added. “I’ve got to be in court in an hour.”


The lab assistant gave them large clear plastic bags
that contained white sterilized pants, lab coat, booties, and a hair net. “Oh,” he said, looking at Dave.
“I’ll get you another hair net for your beard.”


“That will be such a good look,” Alex said. “I’ll be
sure to take a photo.”


“You can’t bring your phone in there,” the assistant
added. “But I’ll keep them secure out here.”


Bradley hesitated.


“I’ll come and get you if anyone calls,” the assistant
said. 


“It’s only going to be ten minutes,” Alex added.


Bradley nodded. “Yeah, you’re right,” he said, placing
his phone in the tray with the other two phones. 


They quickly donned the sterile gear and walked back
over to the counter. 


“Ready?” the assistant asked, looking them over.
“Good!  Okay, follow me. I’ll lead you to
the lab.”


The three men followed the lab assistant through the
door behind the counter and down the hall. 
As soon as the door closed behind them Bradley’s phone started ringing.
It rang several times and finally there was a beep.  


“Call me as soon as you can,” read the text from Mary.
“It’s urgent.”

















 

Chapter Forty-nine


Stanley walked out of the building and headed toward
the parking lot. He breathed a sigh of relief. He sure hoped the recording
devices he was wearing captured everything Bradley and Alex would need for
their case.  He was going to head over to
the police department directly to see if they thought he got anything useful or
if he needed to go back again. 


He turned the corner into the parking lot and sighed
with frustration. Two tires on his car were completely flat. “Dagnabbit,” he grumbled. “I ain’t
got time for this nonsense.”


“Mr. Wagner, what’s wrong?”


Stanley turned to see Vanessa, the receptionist from
the investor’s group, coming down the sidewalk towards him. 


He shrugged. “Nothing. Nothing at all,” he said. 


She looked over his shoulder and saw his car. “Oh,
no!” she exclaimed. “It’s bad enough to get one flat, but with two, it’s not
like you have a spare for both.”


“Exactly,” Stanley said. “It’s gonna
have to get towed.”


“Oh, that might take some time for them to get here,”
she said. “Here, let me drive you home, then you can call someone from there.
It’s too cold for you to stand outside and wait.”


Stanley shook his head. “No, thank you,” he said. “I’d
really prefer to wait.”


She sighed. “Well, then, I’m just going to have to
miss lunch and wait with you,” she replied. “There’s no way I’d let you stand
out here all by yourself.”


“No, I insist, you go have your lunch,” he said.


“No, I just can’t,” she said, shaking her head. “I
wouldn’t forgive myself for abandoning you.”


“It ain’t abandoning,”
Stanley argued. “This ain’t the wilds of Africa. This is downtown Freeport; I’m fine waiting for a tow truck.”


“Well, I hate to say this,” she said, lowering her
voice. “But if my boss were to look out
the window and see you standing there, he would fire me for sure.”


“You really need
to get a new job, missy,” Stanley said. “Iffen
they’re willing to fire you for that; they’re
just plain stupid.”


She batted her eyes, and
they filled with moisture. “Oh, I know,” she said, sniffling back a sob. “The
things I could tell you about them. I’m sure it would amaze you.”


Stanley paused and stared at her. What would she be
willing to tell him?  Did she know about
the murders? Maybe she had more evidence they could use on the
investigation.  He slipped his hand into
his jacket pocket and turned his wire back on. “On second thought,” he said. “I
would be mighty appreciative for a ride home. Maybe you can tell me some of
those things that you think would amaze me.”


She breathed a sigh of relief and nodded. “Of course,
my car’s over here,” she said. 


She led Stanley to a panel van parked in the far
corner of the lot, next to the building. She walked over to the passenger side
with him. Unlocking the door, she opened it and motioned for him to climb in.
“After you,” she said.


Stanley stepped up into the van and sat down. “Thank
you,” he said. 


“Make yourself comfortable,” she replied. But as she
closed the van door, a hand reached out from behind Stanley’s chair and covered
his mouth with a thick cloth.


“What the…” Stanley exclaimed, his voice muffled. A
moment later he slumped back against the seat, motionless. 



 

Chapter Fifty 


Mary opened up a plastic drop
cloth and handed one end to her friend Katie Brennan. “Okay, let’s lay this
under the big wall,” she said, moving back to the corner of the room.


“I can’t believe that we are actually going to be able to start painting in here,” Katie said,
unfolding the large plastic sheet as she moved backwards along the wall.


“I know,” Mary agreed. “It seems like every time we
tried something stopped us.”


“Or someone,” Katie added, glancing out of the room
towards the hall. “I have to admit; it
feels better in here. Lighter, somehow.”


“I think we’re getting to the bottom of some of the
problems with the house,” Mary agreed. She picked up the can of paint and put
it in the middle of the plastic drop cloth. “And, I think a new coat of paint
will help too.”


“Why, do ghosts like new paint?” Katie asked, kneeling
next to the can and prying open the lid.


Mary laughed. “I have no idea,” she said. “But it will
be less depressing for me.”


Katie nodded. “I totally
agree,” she said. She picked up the can and poured some paint into an aluminum
paint tray. “And I can’t wait to get started.”


Rolling a paint roller through the paint, she smiled
up at Mary and handed the roller to her. “Your house,” she said. “You get to
paint the first swatch.”


“Why thank you,” she replied, accepting the
roller.  She turned around and painted a
wide swatch of white across the center of the wall. She turned back to Katie.
“It looks better…”


Then her eyes focused on a place beyond Katie and
Katie shivered. 


“What?” Katie asked nervously.


Mary looked at Gilbert, his eyes wide with fear. “It’s
Stanley,” Gilbert told her. “They’ve taken Stanley.”


“Where?” Mary asked. 


“No, what?” Katie insisted. “What are you looking at?”


Mary glanced back to Katie. “I’m so sorry…” she began.


“There’s trouble, isn’t there?” Katie asked.


Mary nodded and pulled out her phone, dialing
Bradley’s number. She waited for him to pick up, but it went to his voicemail.
She called again, but the same thing happened. Finally, she sent him an urgent
text. “Stanley was working on a case for us,” she said to Katie. “And he’s in
trouble.”


“Go,” Katie said, standing up. “I’ll clean things up
and then go back to your place and wait with Rosie and Mikey. Do you want me to
tell Rosie anything?”


Mary shook her head. “Not yet,” she said. “Not until I
know what we’re dealing with.”


Mary looked around the room. “Are you sure you’re
okay…”


“Go, don’t argue,” Katie insisted. “Now.”


Mary grabbed her purse, tossed Katie the keys to the
house and ran out the door. Katie stuck the keys in her pocket. “Be careful,”
she called after Mary.


Then she stood up in the middle of the room, put her
hands on her hips and looked around. Mary was right, the white swatch of paint really made a difference. “Well, I could go
ahead and continue painting for a little while,” she said aloud. But then she
felt a chill run down the back of her neck, she turned around, but no one was
there.  She stared at nothing for a long
moment and then shook her head. “Or I could just clean things up and wait
across the street with Rosie.”


She picked up the tray and poured the paint back into
the bucket, then put the lid back on the bucket and pounded it down. “Now all I
have to do it clean the roller,” she said, knowing that she was talking to
herself to avoid silence in the big empty house. She placed the wet roller in
the tray, picked it up and walked to the hall. “I know the kitchen is around
here somewhere.”


Suddenly a door on the other side of the hallway
opened by itself. Katie gasped and watched as a series of lights turned on,
beyond the door.


“Okay. Um, maybe not,” she
said, putting the tray on the floor and picking up her coat and purse. “I can just
buy Mary a new roller and tray. I don’t need to clean this one up at all.”


She backed up to the front door and quickly let
herself out. She pulled the door quickly closed behind her and made sure that
she didn’t look back inside as she locked the door. 


“I take back everything I said about it feeling better
in there,” she muttered. “It’s going to take a lot more than paint to make this
house a home.”

















 

Chapter Fifty-one


Stanley barely opened his right eye, the one nearest
the van window. He’d pretended to be overcome by the chloroform, but in reality, as soon as the cloth had been placed over his face, he’d held his breath
and fell back in the seat. Now that the van was moving, he thought he could
peek through his eyelashes and figure out where they were taking him.


He saw the back of the road sign welcoming people to
Freeport, so they were on Galena Road, and
they were taking him out of town. They continued north on Galena and finally
stopped at the intersection of Galena and Highway 20.


“What are you going to do with him?”


Stanley recognized Vanessa’s voice, but it was coming
from the back of the van.


“I’m going to get rid of him,” Chuck replied from the
driver’s seat. “We’ve got too much at stake to let anyone come between us and
our money.”


“We can’t kill him,” Vanessa argued.


“Sweetheart,” Chuck said in a patronizing voice. “What
the hell do you think we’ve been doing all along? Those little drinks you’ve
been pushing on these sweet old men are laced
with lead acetate. We’ve been poisoning them, and you’ve been helping.”


“But…but, I didn’t know,” she exclaimed. 


“That’s what you say,” Chuck replied easily. “But Joe
and I will testify that you knew all along. And we have you on tape encouraging
the old gents to drink more coffee and even take one for the road.”


“But that was my job,” she argued. “You told me that
was my job.”


“I’m sure you won’t find evidence of that on any of
the tapes, sweetheart,” he said. “Now, do you want to play along with it, get a
cut of the cash, and live a great life
somewhere outside the United States. Or should I let you join Mr. Wagner here
on your very last ride?”


“You’d kill me?” she asked, astonished. “You’d just
kill me?”


Chuck chuckled softly. “In an instant, sweetheart,” he
said. “Especially if you’re all that’s standing
between me and a couple of million dollars and a sweet escape to some tropical
island.”


Stanley prayed that the wire was still working and
that it was getting Chuck’s confession. All he needed now was for Chuck to talk
about the insurance policies. 


“But those men didn’t leave you any of their money,”
she said, confused. “I saw the agreements; all of their investments went to
their families. How did you make money?”


“The insurance policies, sweetheart,” Chuck replied
with pride. “My brilliant brainstorm. Get these old coots to think we were
covering a free life insurance policy for them, have Joe and I listed as the
beneficiaries, and them knock them off. 
No one’s the wiser. No one knows about the policies because they are sworn to secrecy.”


“You didn’t swear Mr. Wagner to secrecy,” Vanessa
noted.


“Yeah, that was my mistake,” Chuck admitted. “He was
such an ass about everything; I just
wanted him to sign on the dotted lines so I could kill him.”


“He didn’t,” she said.


“He didn’t what?” Chuck asked. 


“He didn’t sign the insurance policy papers,” she
replied. “He just put them back in the folder.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Chuck raged.


“Because you never asked me,” she replied. “You told me
to go downstairs and let the air out of his
tires. You never even gave me a chance to talk to you.”


“Well, dammit, we’re just going to have to forge his
signature,” Chuck said. “Where he left it blank.”


“He didn’t leave it blank,” Vanessa countered with righteous
indignation. 


Stanley inhaled softly, knowing he’d have to be sure
he didn’t respond when Vanessa told Chuck what he’d done.


“What did he put on the signature line?” Chuck
growled.


“He signed, ‘Oh, hell, no,’” she said with pleasure,
“in big letters, across both lines.”


Stanley could feel Chuck’s angry glare, and it took
everything in him not to turn and laugh in his face.


“I’m going to enjoy killing this one,” Chuck muttered.


Yeah, we’ll see about that,” Stanley thought. Well,
see about that.

















 

Chapter Fifty-two


Mary jumped into her car and drove it to the end of
the street in a matter of seconds. Then she stopped at the corner and turned to
Gilbert. “Where am I going?” 


“Out of town,” Gilbert said. “He’s taking Stanley down
Highway 20 towards Lena.”


Mary turned left and headed out of town. “How do you
know?” she asked.


“Because Maybelle is with him and we’re connected,” he
replied, blushing slightly. 


Mary nodded. “Okay,” she said. “That’s nice. But right
now, I need to concentrate on Stanley.” She took a deep breath and then yelled.
“Mike!”


“Right here,” Mike said from the back of the vehicle.
“What do you need me to do?”


“Tell Bradley they’re taking Stanley out of town on
Highway 20 towards Lena,” she said. “And tell him I’m following them.”


“He’s not going to be happy,” Mike said.


“Then he should have answered his phone,” Mary
replied.


Mike disappeared, and
Gilbert stared at Mary. “Are all women like you these days?” he asked.


She glanced from the road, over to Gilbert, and then
back to the road again. “Like me?” she asked, as she accelerated to make the
light at Galena and Highway 20.


Gilbert reached up and hung on to the bar over the
door as they whipped around the intersection. “So, sure of themselves,” he
said. “So powerful.”


Mary shook her head. “I don’t see myself like that,”
she said and then she thought about it for a moment. “Well, except when someone
I love is threatened. Then I guess I am
focused, sure of myself.”


She glanced over at Gilbert. “But I can’t believe
that’s something new for my generation,” she said. “I think women have defended
their loved ones for decades.”


Gilbert nodded. “I suppose you’re right,” he said.
“Maybelle was certainly set in her ways,
but it was because she was defending her mother.”


Mary nodded. “Love is a powerful motivator,” she said.



“Not just for women,” Gilbert said softly.


“You’re right,” she said gently. “Sometimes we fight,
and other times we sacrifice, all in the name of love.”


They drove in silence for a few minutes. Then Mary
finally asked, “Was the sacrifice worth it?”


Gilbert sighed. “I think my mistake was believing that
Maybelle was too fragile to hear the truth,” he replied honestly. “I felt that
I had to save her, sacrifice for her. When, if I had just stood by her side and
told her the truth, we could have had a lifetime of experiences together. Love
is powerful, but I think having faith in the other person’s ability to handle
themselves is just as important.”


Mary nodded, thinking about Stanley. “Sometimes having
faith is much harder than sacrificing,” she said. 


Gilbert laughed softly. “Because when we decide to
have faith, we give away our control.”


Mary turned to him. “You are a wise man, Gilbert,” she
said. 


He shook his head. “Well, unfortunately, it took me
years separated from the only woman I could ever love to give me that wisdom.”


“It’s great to see you two together,” Mary said.


“It’s great to be together,” he agreed. “And now we
have the eternities to look forward to.”


He paused and looked startled, then he turned to
Mary.  “They’re
headed into the state park,” he said. “On Lake Road.”


Mary nodded. “Okay, we’re only about a mile behind
them,” she said, accelerating slightly. “Hang in there, Stanley, we’re on our
way.” 

















 

Chapter Fifty-three


Bradley picked up the small vial and studied it. “It
looks like sugar,” he said. 


“And that’s the beauty of it,” Dr. Kellerman said,
then he added. “In a negative, evil way. Lead acetate looks like sugar. It was actually used as a sweetener by the early
Romans, a combination of boiling wine which would produce acetic acid and the
leaching of lead from the containers they would cook it in. They found that the
crystallized compound was quite sweet and used it for improving the taste of
their foods. And, in the process, they were poisoning themselves.”


“So, it causes lead poisoning, right?” Dave asked. 


“Yes,” Dr. Kellerman agreed. “And one of the side
effects is a feeling of not being full, which would cause them to drink more than
usual.”


“Increasing the poison in their systems,” Alex said.


“Exactly,” Dr. Kellerman said. “Symptoms of lead
poisoning include vomiting, cognitive difficulties, hearing loss, irritability,
and fatigue. But what’s going on inside
is that the poison is causing serious organ damage.”


“How much of this…” Bradley began to ask, then stopped
when Mike appeared in front of him.


“They have Stanley and Mary’s following them out on
Highway 20 toward Lena,” he said. “She tried to call you.”


“We’ve got to go,” Bradley said abruptly, turning and
hurrying out of the room. 


“What?” Alex asked, confused.


“They’ve got Stanley,” Dave said, repeating what he
overheard. “Mary’s following them on her own.”


“How did you…” Dr. Kellerman asked.


“Bluetooth,” Dave improvised. “Sorry, we have to run.”


They ran out of the lab after Bradley, who had just
picked up his phone. “Damn, she must have called when we were being shown to the lab,” he said, running
towards the door. 


Dave and Alex grabbed their phones and ran after him,
down the stairs and out of the building to the cruiser that was parked at the curb. They all climbed in, and Bradley had it tearing down the street as
Dave was still closing his door. 


“Call Mary,” Bradley ordered his phone. 


The phone rang once, and Mary answered through her
Bluetooth. “Bradley?”


“Where are you?” he asked.


“About a half-mile from the state park,” she said. “They
have Stanley.”


“Yeah, I know, Mike told me,” he replied. “I’m on my
way.”


“I’ve got to go in,” she said. “I don’t know if I can
wait for backup.”


He inhaled sharply and nodded. “Just don’t…” he took
another deep breath. “Don’t take any chances.”


“I won’t,” she replied. “I love you.”


“I love you too,” he repeated. “And I’ll be there as
soon as I can.”


“I know,” she said, her trust in him apparent even
through the connection. “I know you will.” 
She was silent for a moment. “Be careful out there.”


“Yeah, you too,” he replied. 


The connection ended, and
Bradley glanced over his shoulder. “Mike,” he said.


“On my way,” Mike said, disappearing from the back
seat.


Bradley turned onto Highway 20 and, with sirens
blaring, press the accelerator and sped towards the state park.


“She’ll be fine,” Bradley said aloud, trying to
reassure himself. “She’ll be fine.”


“Of course, she will,” Dave added. “She’s smart, she’s
well trained, and she knows that you’re coming to back her up. She’s got this.”


Bradley nodded, as the pit in his stomach grew. “Yeah,
she’s got this.”

















 

Chapter Fifty-four


Mary turned left into the driveway of the state park
and slowed her car down. “Where to?” she asked Gilbert.


“To the right, near the concession area,” he said.
“They’re taking him to the pier.”


“To the pier?” Mary asked.


“They put something over his face when he got into the
car,” Gilbert explained. “Then he slumped over.”


Mary accelerated, leaning into the curves on the small
road. “So, he’s unconscious?” she exclaimed, her heart in her throat.


Gilbert nodded. “Yes,” he confirmed. “Maybelle says he
hasn’t moved at all for the entire trip.”


Mary stopped her car on the curve before the
concessionary came into view. She reached into her purse and pulled out a gun.


“Do all women carry those in their purses?” Gilbert
asked, shocked.


“All those who used to be police officers do,” she
whispered. She quietly opened her door and exited the car, keeping the door
wide open in case she needed to retreat and use if for cover. 


Mary climbed up the berm that shielded the small
restaurant from the road. A scattering of pine trees made a natural barrier to lesson the traffic noise, as well as shield it from snow.
Jogging quietly, she moved to one of the giant pines and looked down. The panel
van was parked alongside the
concessionary and Mary saw Chuck walk from the driver’s side to the passenger
door. 


When Chuck opened the door and leaned inside, Mary
dashed down the hill, using other pine trees to conceal her progress. Finally,
she was behind the tree closest to the parking lot.


“Vanessa,” Chuck called. “You have to help me. He
weighs a ton.”


Mary watched
Vanessa slip out of the back of the van and fold her arms across her chest.
“I’m not helping you kill him,” she said. 


“You help me, or I’ll kill you,” Chuck said, turning
away from the door and pointing the gun at Vanessa. “I can drop two bodies in
this lake as easily as I can drop one.”


Mary lifted her gun and aimed at Chuck’s hand. But
before she could fire, two feet exploded from inside the van, kicking Chuck in
the side of the head and knocking him over. Stanley slid out of the van and
grabbed the gun Chuck dropped. 


Chuck jumped to his feet. “Put the gun down,” he
ordered. 


Stanley, breathing heavily, held it up. “You just set
yourself down on the ground ‘til the cops come,” Stanley ordered. 


“No cops are coming, old man,” Chuck replied. 


“Sure, they are,” Stanley retorted. “I’ve been wired
the whole time. Got your whole confession on tape, so to speak.”


“Why you…” Chuck rushed Stanley and Stanley fumbled
the gun, dropping it. Chuck tackled Stanley, knocking them both to the ground. 


Mary darted off from behind the tree and ran toward
the building. “Freeze,” she screamed. “Police!” 


But the two men were still grappling on the ground.
Chuck had his arms around Stanley’s head, and they were rolling downhill
towards the lake. Mary dashed after them, knowing that her gun was useless at
this point because she could shoot Stanley when she was trying to hit Chuck. 


She ran toward the pier, looking for some way to help
Stanley. She watched as arms flailed and connected, each man punching the
other. She knew that Chuck had youth and endurance on his side, and even now,
Stanley was slowing down.


She looked around, desperate to find something to
help.  In the water were a number of rental rowboats moored to the pier
and in a container near them, were a collection of oars – wooden and
fiberglass.  Mary stuffed her pistol in
her waistband and rushed to the container, picking out a solid oak oar that
seemed to weigh a ton.  She ran closer to
the fighting men, dodging legs and arms. Lifting the oar like a baseball bat,
she got into position and waited for the precise moment to swing. 


Chuck, a look of triumph on his face, lifted his head
to position himself to throw a knockout punch at Stanley’s face. Mary closed
her eyes and swung for all she was worth. She heard the solid thump of wood
against Chuck’s head and looked up. Chuck looked stunned for a moment, then his
eyes rolled back in his head, and he
collapsed onto the ground. 


Dropping the oar, Mary ran over to Stanley, after
pushing Chuck’s inert body off of him and gasped with
distress. “Oh, Stanley,” she said. “Your face is a mess.”


He looked up at her, his eyes twinkling and a wide
smile on his face. “Yeah, but you shouldda seen the other guy.”

















 

Chapter Fifty-five


Bradley sped the cruiser into the parking lot just in
time to see his wife swing the oar against Chuck’s head. He drove over to the
pier, threw the car into park and ran over to her. 


“Are you okay?” he asked, pulling her up into his arms
and hugging her tightly.


“I’m fine,” she replied, her voice muffled against his chest. “Really.”


Bradley took a step back and searched her face.
“Okay,” he said, inhaling sharply. “Okay. Let’s talk about this later.”  He walked away from Mary over to the cruiser.



“I’m fine too,” Stanley called from the ground. “In
case anyone was wondering.”


Dave knelt next to Stanley and nodded. “You’re not
just fine,” he said. “You’re a beast. But we’re going to let you stay there on
the ground for a few minutes until we get some EMTs to look you over.”


Alex slowly walked over to Stanley. “Bradley’s making
calls. An ambulance is on the way,” he said, squatting down next to Stanley.
“And a squad car.  And, just so you know, we got everything loud and
clear through the wire. And Bradley’s got another unit going over to the
investor’s group to pick up his partner.”


“Those dag-nabbed leeches
were killing folks for the insurance premiums,” Stanley said. 


“We thought they were doing something illegal,”
Vanessa piped in. “But we had no idea it was murder.”


“We?” Alex asked, turning to the young woman.


“I’m an investigator with the NICB,” she said. 


“NICB?” Stanley asked. 


“National Insurance Crime Bureau,” she replied. “We
noticed them filing claims with a variety of providers and were concerned that
they were defrauding the companies.” She knelt next to Stanley. “Without your
help, I would have never known they were murdering their clients in order to access their benefits. And, without
your help, I would be dead.” 


She leaned down and kissed Stanley’s cheek. “Thank you
so much,” she said.


Stanley blushed and nodded. “T’weren’t
nothing,” he said. “Anyone would have done the same.”


She shook her head. “No, not anyone,” she replied.
“You’re a hero.”


“If you don’t mind,” Alex said to Vanessa. “I’d like
to ask you a couple of questions about your investigation.”


She nodded and stood up. “Of course,” she said and
followed Alex back to the cruiser.


Stanley turned to Dave. “Just so we’re clear here,” he
said. “Rosie don’t need to know about
that there kiss, okay?”


Dave nodded. “Your secret is safe with me,” he said.
“And I’ll make sure Boettch is clued in too. No reason to upset her any more that she’s going
to be anyway.”


Stanley squinted. “How bad do I look?” he asked.


Dave shook his head. “Did you ever watch one of the
Rocky movies?” he asked. 


Stanley’s eyes widened, and he nodded. 


“Yeah, well you look like the loser,” Dave continued. 


Stanley lifted his hand, gently touched his face and
winched. “Kinda feel like the loser. And when Rosie
gets a look, I’m in fer it.”


“No, I don’t think so,” Dave replied. “Not when we
tell her that you saved Vanessa’s life and solved the case pretty much
single-handedly.”


Stanley started to smile, then winced in pain. “You gonna tell her that?” he asked.


Dave shrugged. “As far as I can see, it’s the truth,”
he replied. “But I don’t know if she’s going to let you have many more repeat
performances.”


Stanley winced again. “Tell you the truth,” he said
softly. “I don’t think I’m looking fer any repeat
performances. This one beat the snot out
of me.”


“You held your own,” Dave said. “You should be proud.”


“Well, iffen it moves Harry
on, so he can be with his sweetheart, it was worth it,” Stanley replied. 


“You’re a good man, Stanley Wagner,” Dave said, then
he stood up and looked out towards the road. “The ambulance is coming. Want me
to ride shotgun?”


Stanley nodded. “That’d be nice,” he said. “That’d be real nice.”

















 

Chapter Fifty-six 


Bradley watched from his cruiser as the ambulance
pulled away from the parking lot. Chuck had already been taken into custody, and
his partner was also on his way to jail. Now if he could only get rid of the
panic that was still clawing at his chest. 


“Hey, are you okay?” Alex asked him.


Bradley nodded slowly but didn’t turn towards him.
“Yeah. Thanks, I’m good,” he replied dutifully. 


“Right, sure you are,” Alex replied, rolling his eyes.
He followed Bradley’s gaze and saw it rested on Mary, who was talking to
Vanessa. “Why don’t I drive Mary’s car back to town, so you two can chat?”


“Why?” Bradley asked, looking over at Alex.


“Oh, because, I really miss driving a mini-van and I
rarely get a chance these days,” Alex replied sarcastically. Then he exhaled
softly. “Because you look like you were run over by a Mack truck and you two
need to figure that out.”


“She’s a professional,” Bradley said, repeating what
he’d been telling himself for several minutes. “She knows how to handle
herself.”


Alex patted Bradley’s shoulder. “Yeah, we both know
that intellectually,” he said. “But what you’re feeling is pure emotion, and you two need to discuss it.”


Bradley sighed. “I don’t want her to think that I
don’t trust her, that I don’t have confidence in her abilities,” he replied. 


“So, tell her that,” Alex said. “If you don’t talk
about it, it’s not going to get better.”


Nodding slowly, Bradley smiled at his friend. “If you really want to drive the mini-van…” he said. 


Alex smiled back. “It’s been my dream,” he said. 


Bradley put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Thank you,”
he said. 


Alex shrugged. “Hey, no problem.”


Alex walked over towards Mary and Bradley smiled to
see the confused look on Mary’s face as she hesitantly handed over her
keys.  She looked over at Bradley, shook her
head, and smiled. 


His heart lurched when she smiled, and he felt the
panic all over again. What if he had arrived and something had happened to her?
What if Chuck had shot her? What if…


“Dude, just knock it off,” Mike said, appearing next to
Bradley. 


“What?” Bradley asked, glancing at Mike and then
turning to watch Mary walk Vanessa over to the van. 


“Thinking of all the what-ifs,” Mike said. “It’s going
to drive you crazy.”


“But…” Bradley began.


“The thing is,” Mike interrupted, “you are not in
control, even when you think you’re in control. You’re not driving the bus,
man, God is.”


“But…” Bradley tried again.


“No, buts about it,” Mike said. “You either have faith
that He knows what He’s doing, or you don’t. Mary could die crossing the street
from your place to the mansion, right? A
plane could fall out of the sky and hit your house. You are not in control.”


“She doesn’t need to put herself in dangerous
situations,” he blurted out.


“And neither do you,” Mike countered. “You could
change careers too.”


“But, it’s what I do,” Bradley said. 


Mike just stared at him. 


Bradley opened his mouth and then closed it. “I was
really afraid for her,” he admitted.


“Of course, you were,” Mike replied sympathetically.
“Because you love her. But you’ve got to remember that God loves her too. And He
loves you.”


“So, He’s not going to let her get hurt?” Bradley
asked.


Mike shook his head. “No, I didn’t say that,” he said.
“People get hurt, people die all the time. The choice we have is living in
constant fear and worry or just having faith that everything will work out the
way it’s supposed to.”


Bradley shook his head. “I don’t know if I can do
that,” he said. 


“It all comes down to faith, Bradley,” Mike said. “Not
just faith in Mary, but also faith in God.” 

















 

Chapter Fifty-seven


Mary climbed into the cruiser and turned to Bradley
who was seated in the driver’s seat. “So?” she asked.


He turned to look at her. “So, what?” he replied.


“So, what did you need to talk to me about?” she
asked. “We both know that Alex would rather run naked through the streets than
drive a mini-van where people might see him.”


Bradley chuckled and nodded, putting the cruiser into
reverse and pulling around the parking lot. Then he put the cruiser in drive
and headed toward the road. “I think it’s a me
thing, not a you thing,” he finally said. 


“You were worried about me following Chuck into the
state park,” she said simply.


He glanced over, surprised, and then turned back to
the road. “Yeah, I was,” he said. “Like full-blown panic worried.”


She nodded. “Welcome to my world,” she said. 


He looked over at her again, shocked. “What do you
mean?” he asked.


She sighed. “Every single day I see reports about
police officers getting shot,” she said. “Or getting hit by cars, or being
ambushed, or something else as equally frightening. And every single day I pray
that it’s never you.”


“Every day?” he asked.


“Well, not on Sunday when we go to church,” she
admitted with a smile. “I think we’re pretty safe there. But every day when you
walk out the door, I pray that later that day you’ll walk back in. That’s what
families who live with first responders do.”


“I had no idea,” he said. 


“My mom lived with it all of her life, never knowing
if Da, and then the rest of us, were going to come home every night,” Mary
replied, glancing out the window at the forests they were driving through,
searching for the right words to explain her thoughts. Then she turned to him.
“I know that if there are shots fired, you are going to be running towards
those shots, not away. Not only because that’s your job, but that’s who you
are. If someone is in danger, you will endanger yourself. If someone is in
need, you will offer assistance. You will put yourself
second, always, and put others first—even if they don’t deserve it. Even if
they don’t appreciate it.”


She took a deep breath and wiped away the moisture
that had collected near her eye. “But where would this world be without people
like you?” she asked softly. “Where would we be without men and women devoted
to the law, devoted to their communities, and devoted to what’s right?”


She turned away again, and they drove in silence for
several minutes until Bradley pulled out into the main highway. 


“How do you do it?” he finally asked, his voice filled
with emotion. If this one incident caused him so much stress, how did she do it every day?”


“I realize the things I have control over and the
things I don’t,” she said simply. “I can love you with all my heart every
single day. I can pray for you, that you’re watched over and protected. I can push
small petty things to the side because in
the long run, they don’t really mean a
whole lot. And I can make sure, whether I have ninety days or ninety years with
you, that I cherish each day, so I don’t have any regrets.”


She met his eyes, pleading for understanding.  “But then, I need to keep going and do what I
need to do. I need to push my worry to the side and deal with the day to day
things. I need to keeping living,” she explained. “But, I’ll admit, it’s scary
every single day.”


He reached across the car and took her hand in his. “Mary,
we just both need to have faith,” he said. “Because, you know, God loves us.”


She stared at him for a long moment. “Bradley, who
have you been talking to?”


Shrugging with embarrassment, he cleared his throat. “Mike
might have mentioned faith,” he admitted, then he smiled self-consciously. “He actually had the nerve to tell me that I
couldn’t control everything.”


Mary’s laughter was shaky, and she wiped a few
teardrops from her cheeks. “How dare he insinuate anything of the sort,” she
replied. 


“I know, right?” Bradley teased, then he lifted her
hand and kissed her palm. His voice softened. “I never thought of it that way.
I’m sorry. I never considered that you worried about me.”


She smiled. “But that still doesn’t alleviate the
concern you feel when I’m doing my job,” she said. 


He took a deep breath and nodded. “No, it doesn’t,” he
agreed. “But it gives me a different perspective to view things from. I hate to admit it, but Mike might have
been right.”


Mary chuckled. “Please don’t tell him that,” she
teased. “It’s hard enough to live with him as it is.” 


He lifted her hand and kissed it once again. “I love
you,” he said, turning to her. “And I’m voting for the ninety years together.”
Then he shook his head. “No, I’m voting for eternity together. That’ll be just
about long enough.”


She smiled up at him and nodded. “Eternity together
sounds like a perfect amount of time.”















Chapter Fifty-eight


When Mary opened the door to her home, she was immediately met by a smiling Rosie holding
Mikey in her arms. “He just woke up,” she cooed at the baby. “And he’s been
entertaining Grandma Rosie with his smiles.”


Mikey, seeing Mary, reached his chubby arms out to her
and she gently took him from Rosie. “He loves spending time with Grandma
Rosie,” Mary said. “But I bet he’s hungry by now.”


Rosie stroked his downy cheek and smiled. “He’s a
boy,” she teased. “He’s always hungry.”


Mary stepped forward and hugged Rosie. “I need to tell you about Stanley,” she said,
stepping back. 


“What?” Rosie exclaimed, immediately concerned. “What
happened?”


“Long story short, he saved a young woman’s life and
beat up the bad guy,” Bradley inserted before Mary could go into details. “But,
because it’s procedure, we had to take
him to the hospital to have him looked at.”


Mary saw the fear leave Rosie’s eyes and smiled
gratefully at Bradley. “Thank you,” she said to him. Then she turned to Rosie
and followed Bradley’s lead. “So, while I feed Mikey, Bradley is going to take
you over to the hospital, so you can talk Stanley into sitting still while they
look him over.”


Rosie smiled, her eyes filled with pride, and she
nodded eagerly. “Of course,” she said. “He really
hates it when people make a fuss. I’ll just
get my purse.”


While Rosie walked into the kitchen, Mary turned to
Bradley. “Thank you, again,” she said. “I would have just dragged it out and
made things worse. You handled it perfectly.”


He smiled at her. “We make a good team,” he said. 


She nodded. “Yes, we do,” she said, then Mikey
squawked in her arms. “And our son is tired of me standing around and talking.”  She reached up and kissed Bradley. “I’ll see you in a little while. Let me know if you
need me to come to the hospital.”


Bradley grinned down at her. “Well, you can’t because
Alex is still tooling around in your minivan,” he said.


Chuckling, she nodded as she headed towards the
stairs. “He’s really going to have to get one of his
own,” she teased. 


Rosie hurried towards Bradley. “Ready,” she said. 


“Give Stanley a hug from me,” Mary said. “And tell him
that he’s a hero.”


Rosie’s smile widened. “I will,” she said. “Now go and
feed that baby.”


Bradley opened the door for Rosie and closed it behind
them. As they walked down the front steps, Rosie glanced over at him. “So, how
bad is it?” she asked.


Bradley stared at her for a moment, then shook his
head. “What do you mean?” he asked.


“Mary’s eyes were filled with concern when she walked
into the house,” Rosie said. “So, I know something must have happened to
Stanley.”


“He probably has
some contusions and surface scratches,” Bradley said. “And, he might have a
slight concussion because they were rolling around on the parking lot and he
might have bumped his head. But, overall, I think he’s good.”


“He really did
save someone’s life?” Rosie asked.


“Chuck had a gun pointed at Vanessa and Stanley, who
was pretending to be unconscious kicked Chuck in the head,” Bradley said.
“Knocked him down and knocked the gun from his hand.”


Rosie covered her mouth and gasped. “My Stanley did
that?” she asked.


Bradley opened the door for her and let her slip
inside. Then he closed it and went around, seating himself in the driver’s
side. “He certainly did,” Bradley said with awe in his voice. 


“Well, when I get to the hospital, I’m going to give
him a piece of my mind,” Rosie said, her chin firmly set. “He has no business
trying to be a hero at his age.”


“What?” Bradley asked. “Wait, I thought you were proud
of him.”


“Well, that was before I knew he was okay,” she said.
“And before I heard what he did. What was he thinking? He could have been killed.”


Bradley chuckled softly. “Rosie, do we have to have
the faith talk?” he asked. 


She turned to him, confused. “What?”


He put the car in drive and pulled away from the
curve. “Well, Rosie, it’s this way…” he began. 

















 

Chapter Fifty-nine


Alex met Bradley and Rosie in the lobby of the
Emergency Room. “A doctor is looking him
over right now,” Alex said to Rosie. “He looks fine, physically, but I think
he’s pretty shaken up.”


“Shaken up?” Rosie asked. “What do you mean?”


“Well, when I got here, he was talking to Dave about
the old days, when he used to do stuff like this all the time,” Alex replied.
“But he admitted that this time, the adrenalin didn’t kick in the way it used
to. This time he felt like he was fighting for his life…and losing.” 


Rosie’s face softened. “That must have been hard for
him to admit,” she said.


“I was on the other side of the curtain when he said
it,” Alex explained. “But as soon as I made myself known, his story changed.
His was back to the old Stanley.”


Rosie sighed. “Filled with pride and nonsense,” she
said softly. Then she looked up at Alex. “Can we see him?”


Alex nodded. “Yeah, follow me,” he said and he led them through the large, white,
double doors that led to the examination rooms. 
He stopped halfway down the hall. “He’s in here.”


Smiling up at Alex, Rosie nodded. “Thank you,” she
said, opening the door and letting herself in. 


Stanley, dressed in a hospital gown, was sitting on
the examination table, his legs hanging over the edge. His face was mottled with purple bruises, and he was holding an ice pack against one eye.
“Rosie,” he exclaimed. 


Dave, who had been sitting in a chair next to the bed,
stood up. “I’ll give you two a few minutes,” he said, nodding at Rosie and then
walking out of the room. 


“Stanley, you look like a mess,” Rosie said, trying to
keep the fear out of her voice. She stepped forward and gently touched his
jawline. “How are you feeling?”


“Well, I have to admit, I’ve had better days,” he
said, his voice shaky. “But the doc says I ain’t
hurt, just ugly.”


She chuckled softly. “You are certainly not ugly,” she
whispered, stroking his face. “You have
the face of a hero.”


He sat a little straighter and smiled at her. “You shouldda seen the
other guy,” he boasted. “Laid him out cold.” 


“Truly? Out cold?” she asked, well
aware of Mary’s contribution to the situation. 


Stanley shrugged, then winced. “Well, it sounds better
than it was,” he admitted. “Mary struck him over the head with an oar.”


“Goodness,” she replied. “So, did you distract him?”


Stanley chuckled and nodded. “Sure, I did,” he said.
“With my beat-up, broken-down, old
body.”  He shook his head sadly and
looked into her eyes. “Dammit Rosie-gal, I think I’m getting too old fer this kind of behavior.”


She placed a tender kiss on his lips, then shook her
head. “Stanley, whether you decide to help on another case or not, you will
always be a hero in my eyes,” she said. 


“And that’s all that counts,” he replied, returning
the kiss. “That’s really all that
counts.”

















 

Chapter Sixty 


Bradley unlocked the door to Harry’s house and started
to turn the knob when Dave put his hand
on his arm and stopped him. 


“Would you mind if we knocked first?” he asked.


Bradley paused and nodded. “Of course,” he said. “I
wasn’t thinking.” 


Bradley knocked on the door and then slowly opened it.
Mary went into the house first, followed by Bradley and Dave. Bradley placed
his hand on Mary’s shoulder and looked around the room.


Harry, sitting in his recliner, turned to them and
smiled sadly. “Well, you might as well come in,” he said. “I’m not going
anywhere.”


“Actually,” Dave said, walking over to Harry. “I’m a
little surprised to find you still at home.”


“Why? What happened?” Harry asked, sitting forward in
his chair. 


“We discovered that the men at the investor’s group
were poisoning the coffee they’d been giving you,” Mary said, coming across the
room with Bradley and sitting on the couch across from Harry. “It was laced
with lead acetate.”


“Why in the hell would they do that?” Harry asked.
“They didn’t get to keep any of my investments. I made damn well sure of that.”


“The life insurance policies,” Dave said, leaning back
against the wall and folding his arms over his chest. “They told you it was for
death benefits, but each policy was worth at least five hundred thousand
dollars. That’s a lot of reasons for them to want you guys dead.”


Harry sighed. “Just because we’re old, did they think
we were disposable?” he asked.


“If they did,” Bradley said. “They don’t anymore.”


“What do you mean?” Harry asked.


“Do you remember Stanley Wagner?” Bradley asked.


Harry smiled and nodded. “Yeah, good old Stanley,” he
said. “We go way back.”


“Well, when he heard what had happened, he insisted
that we let him go undercover,” Bradley explained. 


Harry laughed. “Well, if I know Stanley, he sure
didn’t make it easy on those guys, undercover or not.”


“You’re right,” Mary replied. “He not only captured
Chuck confessing to the crime, but he
also beat the tar out of Chuck when he tried to shoot Vanessa.”


“That cute, little receptionist?” Harry said. “Now why
in the world would they want to hurt her too?”


“Because she was in the way,” Dave replied. “That’s
just the way they operated.  But, don’t
worry, Chuck and Joe are headed for a
long, long time behind bars.”


“And you,” Mary said. “Are headed for a lovely reunion
with Sophie.”


Harry shook his head. “How? Where?” he asked.


“Harry, look
around the room,” Mary said. “Look for a bright light.”


He shrugged. “I know this house inside and out, and there’s no bright light,” he said.


“Well, it’s probably a recent addition,” Dave replied
with a smile. “Give it a chance.”


Harry turned his head, then his eyes widened, and he got
out of his recliner to walk toward the other side of the room. “It’s really there. And it is bright,” he said, his
voice filled with awe. 


“Go ahead and walk towards it, Harry,” she said. “Look
into it; it won’t hurt your eyes.”


“Sophie!” Harry exclaimed, his voice filled with
emotion. “Oh, Sophie, I’ve missed you so much.”


He hurried toward the end of the room and then, suddenly,
he was gone. 


Mary wiped a tear from her cheek.


“Get’s you every time,
doesn’t it?” Dave asked.


She nodded, her eyes still brimming with tears. “Yes,
it does,” she whispered. “Harry’s gone home.”

















 

Chapter Sixty-one


A week later, Mary looked anxiously at the clock and
then looked back down at the paperwork on the kitchen counter. An offer. They
had received an offer on their house, and it wasn’t even on the market
yet.  Bradley’s friend, Nate Graham, a
real estate agent, knew they were going to be selling in the future and had a
couple who were looking for just what their home had to offer.  But the couple needed to close on the house
sooner than later, and they wanted an
answer before the close of business that day.


“They’re offering above market price for your house,”
Nate had said after he handed her the papers. “These kinds of offers don’t come
along every day.”


Mary had nodded, taken the papers, closed the door
behind him and sighed. “Yeah, but my new house is filled with ghosts,” she
muttered.


Bradley had responded to her text and was on his way
home. But really, what could they do? 
Even if the ghosts only stayed in the parlor, there was no guaranteeing
that they would all be well behaved. She didn’t want Clarissa traumatized by
angry specters. 


Clarissa jogged down the stairs and walked over to her
mother. “You look freaked out,” she said, as she passed Mary and opened the
refrigerator to grab a snack.


“Thanks,” Mary replied. “I was hoping I only looked
mildly concerned.”


Clarissa took a bite of the cheese stick and shook her
head. “No, your eyes are too wild for mildly concerned,” she replied.


Mary turned and looked into the glass panels of the
kitchen cabinets to get a look at her eyes. “What?” she asked, staring at
herself. “My eyes don’t look wild.”


Clarissa giggled. “They do now,” she teased.


Mary turned to her daughter and shook her head. “You
are not helping matters at all,” she replied. 


“Do you need a cheese stick?” Clarissa offered, her hand
on the refrigerator door.


Mary nodded. “Yes, I think I do,” she said. “Protein.
That’s exactly what I need.”


Clarissa opened the refrigerator, reached into it and
pulled another item out of it. She closed the door and walked over to Mary.
“Here,” she said, dropping it in Mary’s hand. 


Mary looked down at the dark, chocolate candy bar in
amazement. “How did you know?” she asked, ripping off the wrapper and taking a
bite.


Clarissa shrugged. “Well, there was already a can of
diet soda on the counter, so I knew you didn’t need that,” she explained. “Dark
chocolate is usually the next on the list.” She grinned up at her mother. “And
I’m sure it has protein in it.”


Mary smiled back at her daughter. “I’m sure it does too,”
she replied.


“So,” Clarissa began, pulling out a chair and slipping
onto it. “Do you want to talk about it?”


Mary’s heart melted seeing Clarissa’s concern, she
nodded and sat down next to the little girl. “We got an offer on the house,”
she said.


“Wow! I didn’t know we were even selling it yet,”
Clarissa responded.


Mary shook her head. “We weren’t,” Mary replied. “But
Mr. Graham, daddy’s friend, had some clients in town looking for a house just
like ours, so he showed them our house, and
they fell in love with it.”


“Of course, they did,” Clarissa said,
matter-of-factly. “It’s a cool house.”


Mary reached over and stroked her daughter’s head.
“Yes, it is,” she agreed. “It’s a very cool house.”


“So, what’s the problem?” Clarissa asked.


“I’m not sure we’re ready to move,” Mary replied.
“There’s so much to do. There are so many things I haven’t even thought about. The other house is just not ready…”


“So, don’t move,” Clarissa said with a shrug, then she
took another bite of her cheese stick.


“But this is a very good offer on the house,” Mary said.
“Probably better than it should be. They really
want our house.”


“Are they nice people?” Clarissa asked.


Mary nodded. “They seem very nice.”


“Okay, then you can sell them the house,” she replied.
“Especially if they’re nice. Our house needs nice people in it.”


“But the other house isn’t ready yet,” Mary said with
a sigh.


“So, it’s a big house,” Clarissa said. “Anything we
don’t want to have in the house, we can move to a storage place, right?”


Mary’s eyes widened, and
she nodded slowly. “Clarissa, you’re a genius,” she said. “Yes, we could.”  Then she stopped and frowned as she
considered her plan. “Well, maybe we can’t.”


“But maybe you could,” Clarissa inserted with a smile.


Mary looked down at Clarissa, put her hands on either
side of Clarissa’s head and bent down and kissed her forehead. “Yes, maybe we
could,” she agreed. 

















 

Chapter Sixty-two 


Sun was shining through the beveled, cut glass windows
into the living room of the Finders mansion, creating a pattern of diamonds on
the wood floor. Mary stepped into the room, looked around, and smiled. With the
new coat of white paint, the room was warm and inviting. She could make this
place a home, she was sure of it. 


Bradley walked in behind her. “So?” he asked. “What do
you think?”


“It looks so great,”
she replied. “Thank you for getting it done.”


“Well, you know, I had help,” he said with a smile. 


“I think Stanley was more of a director than a painter
this time,” Mary replied.


Bradley chuckled. “Luckily, Dave and Alex both knew their
way around a paint brush,” he said. “And, with Stanley there to point out any
missed spots, we were set.”


They heard the front door open and hurried to the
lobby to greet Dave. 


“Hi, thanks for coming,” Mary said.


“Sorry I’m late,” Dave said. “I had to get the paint
out of my beard.”


Alex walked in just behind Dave. “Don’t believe a word
he says,” he immediately stated. “It’s not my fault he had paint in his beard.”


“I didn’t even blame you,” Dave replied. “However, now
that you mention it…”


“So, it’s nearly nine,” Mary interrupted. “Should we
go into the parlor?”


Alex turned to her and eyed her cautiously. “You know
those are very infamous words,” he said. “Accompanied by said the spider to the
fly.”


Mary grinned and nodded. “I know,” she said, her voice
holding a tone of mystery. “Shall we go?”


“What,” Alex began.


“Chicken?” Dave asked. 


Alex sighed. “Fine, let’s go,” he acquiesced. 


They all entered the parlor and took their place in
the front of the room, next to the door that led to the inner office. Mary
looked up at the old schoolhouse clock on the wall and watched the second hand click
towards the twelve. “In, three, two, one. Okay, showtime.”


Mary reached over, took Bradley’s hand in hers and
they both watched as the room slowly filled with the spirits of the people who
had been cheated by Maybelle’s father. 


“Wow,” Bradley whispered, looking at the spirits in
the death state. “I’m not sure I wanted to see this.”


Dave nodded. “Yeah, they look pretty rough.”


“What are we looking at?” Alex asked.


“A room full of dead people,” Dave replied, hiding his
smile when Alex’s eyes widened.


“What the hell?” Alex whispered. “Why am I here?”


“Because you’re the DA,” Mary whispered to him.
“You’re official.”


“But I’m not dead,” he replied.


“I have a plan,” she said. 


Alex shook his head. “Come into the parlor, Alex,” he
muttered. “It’ll be fine, Alex.”


“Stop whining,” Dave chuckled. “And just be grateful
you can’t see some of these folks.”


Alex slowly looked around the empty room, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up.
“Yeah, that didn’t help.”


“Excuse me,” Mary announced to the room.  She was grateful that she got their
attention. “I have an announcement to make about the offices of Augustus Finders.”


There was a general murmur of anger throughout the
room at the mention of his name, but Mary decided to continue. “What you might
not realize is that Augustus no longer owns this house,” she said. “My husband,
Bradley, and I just bought it.”


The spirits looked from Mary to Bradley and frowned.


“They don’t like me,” Bradley whispered. 


Mary leaned against him. “Sure, they do,” she said.
“It’s just early in the morning.”


She smiled at the spirits. “And, I realize that you
have been waiting a long time to see Augustus and have your accounts reconciled
with him,” she continued.


The dead businessman with the cigar in his mouth took the cigar out and pointed it at her.
“Is this some kind of trick?” he asked.
“Are you one of Augustus’ floozies?”


“I beg your pardon,” Mary exclaimed. “I have never
been a floozie in my entire life.”


“You trying to
keep us away from our money?” a dead farmer who had died in a farming accident
asked.


“I worked hard for my money!” an elderly woman who
looked like she had drowned shouted. “I’m entitled to every penny!”


“This is not going as well as I thought it would,”
Mary said softly.


Dave stepped forward and lifted his hands in a
placating manner. “Folks, folks,” he said. “We all know that you got cheated.
And we are on your side. As a matter of fact,
we have the Stephenson County District Attorney, Alex Boettcher here with us,
to assure you that your claims will be handled
in a legal and professional manner.”


Dave looked over at Alex and motion with his head that
he should say something. 


“Oh, er, yes,” Alex
stammered. “We are going to make sure that you get everything that’s coming to
you.”


“What! Another kick in the pants?” a young gentleman
with a cracked skull shouted. “Finders had all the politicians in his back pocket.”


Suddenly a book from one of the shelves sailed across
the room at Alex. He ducked just in time, and
it thumped against the wall.


“Hey, knock it off,” he ordered the empty room before
him. “You mess with me, I’ll haul your butts to jail.”


Mary gasped in horror as all of
the spirits in the room stood up and grabbed books from the bookcase. “Run,
Alex,” she screamed.


“This way,” Bradley added, opening the door to the
inner office. 


The barrage of books sailed through the air, only one making contact with Alex’s head
before Bradley was able to safely shut the door and listen to dozens of books
hit the other side. 


Mary sighed. “Well, that went well, don’t you think?”
she asked. “We opened up the lines of communication.”


Alex shook his head. “Mary, that wasn’t
communication,” he said. “A few minutes more and it would have been a
lynching.”


Dave shrugged. “I don’t know,” he teased. “I had a
good time.”


“So, what do we do now?” Bradley asked. 

















 

Chapter Sixty-three






“I have a suggestion,” Gilbert said, as he appeared in
front of them with Maybelle at his side. “Let me talk to them.”


Maybelle wrapped her arm through his arm and looked up
at him. “Let us talk to them,” she said. “This was my father’s problem, so I
need to be part of the solution.”


“Are you sure?” Mary asked.


“Are we sure about what?” Alex asked. 


“Maybelle and Gilbert are offering to go talk to the
ghosts in the other room,” Dave explained softly to Alex.


“There are more ghosts in this room?” Alex asked,
looking around and covering his head with his arms.


“Friendly ghosts,” Dave said. “No one is going to whip
a book at you in here.”


“Really?” Maybelle asked. “They threw books at him?”


“Won’t be the first time,” Dave teased. “But with them
riled up like that, do you really think
you should venture in there.”


Gilbert shrugged. “What can they do to us?” he asked,
winking at Maybelle. “Throwing books certainly won’t work with us. They’ll just go through us.”


“That’s true,” Mary said. 


“Besides, I’ve been working on something for a while,”
he said. “And I think it just might work.” 
He looked at Dave and smiled. “Did you talk to her?”


Dave nodded. “Yes, I did,” he said. “And she would be
thrilled to do it.”


Mary and Bradley looked from Dave to Gilbert. “What?”
Mary asked.


Gilbert smiled at her. “Well, I guess you’ll just have
to watch and find out.”


He turned to Maybelle. “Ready?” he asked.


“Of course,” she replied, and they slipped through the
door into the parlor.


Bradley, with his hand in Mary’s, cracked open the
door and peeked into the parlor.  The
ghosts in the room were all watching Maybelle with a kind of reverence. 


“It looks like they’ve quieted down,” Bradley said,
opening the door wider so they could all see.


“You have to tell me what’s up,” Alex said to Dave.
“Cause all I’m looking at is an empty room.”


“Good morning,” Maybelle said to the ghosts in the
parlor. “I do apologize for making you wait for
so long.”


“She’s apologizing for the wait,” Dave whispered to
Alex.


“First, I need to be completely honest with you,”
Maybelle continued. “My father was not an honest man. I believe he swindled you
out of your hard-earned money.”


There was a collective gasp in the room. 


“I only learned about it a year or so ago,” she
explained. “And I’ve been trying to find some way to return your money to you
through your family members.”


The Rudds stepped forward
and nodded. “That’s true,” Mr. Rudd said. “My granddaughter just told me that
her family received money from the Finders estate. And they offered her a job
too.”


Mary turned to Dave. “That was who you were talking to,
Daphne?” she asked.


Dave nodded. “Gilbert was impressed with her and
thought she might be helpful in processing the flow of money back to the relatives,”
he said. 


“She would be great,” Mary said. “If we only knew who
to give it to.”


Gilbert stepped forward. “As you know, I worked with
Mr. Finders,” Gilbert said. “And I need to confess, that although I did not
approve of what he was doing, I didn’t stop him either.”


Maybelle placed her hand on Gilbert’s shoulder and
then looked out at the crowd. “Because he was protecting me,” she said. “My
father threatened to destroy my reputation if Gilbert did not help him.”


“But what I have done,” Gilbert said, “in the years
since Mr. Finders died, was to look up every account and follow each of your
family lines. So, now, I have an account book with the names of all of the
family members who should receive a share of the money you invested.”


“He did what?” Mary exclaimed. 


“What?” Alex asked. “What?”


“Gilbert has done all the work,” Mary said. “He has
all the records. He knows where the money needs to go.” 


“We will be setting up an office in the stone building
on the corner of Galena Avenue and Exchange,” Gilbert said. “It’s part of
Maybelle’s estate. They recently had a vacancy on the fourth floor. Daphne Rudd
will be working there, meeting with your family members, and remitting the
funds invested, with interest, to them.”


“How long is that going to take?” asked the
businessman with the cigar.


“It could take months,” Gilbert acknowledged. “But most
of the work will be setting up meetings with them and figuring out how they
want to receive the funds.”


“What are we supposed to do in the meantime?” the
businessman asked. 


“There will be a lovely waiting room set up in the new
office space,” Maybelle said. “We would love to have you all join us over
there.”


The drowned woman smiled, and water poured out from
between her lips. “Will the chairs be nicer than these hard ones?” she asked.


Maybelle nodded. “Of course, we will have comfortable
upholstered chairs for you,” she replied. 


“Well,” Mr. Rudd said. “I don’t mind leaving this old
parlor. Come on, let’s go and take a look-see at the new office.”


The group of twenty spirits walked through the wall of
the house, but an endless line of other spirits
followed them. Mary shook her head in disbelief. “All of these spirits
were waiting to get into our house,” she said. 


“And now, they’ll be at the office building waiting,”
Dave said, turning to Mary. “Better?”


She smiled at Dave. “Oh, much, much better!”

















 

Chapter Sixty-four


Mary quietly slipped from her bed in the large, newly
decorated master bedroom. She turned and smiled at Bradley, half-buried in his
pillow, sleeping soundly.  The sun was
barely creeping over the pink horizon, and
the house was quiet. She put her robe on over her pajamas and quietly left the
room, padding down the hallway to the kitchen. 


The not unpleasant smell of a freshly painted house
greeted her, as she walked. The change from the awful turquoise to a soft,
gray-blue with white trim had made such a difference. It was like the house
itself was happy again. 


“The house is happy.”


Mary turned and smiled at the ghost gliding down the
hall next to her. “Good morning, Olivia,” she said to Maybelle’s mother. 


“Good morning, Mary,” the ghost replied. “How did you
sleep?”


“I had a perfect’s night sleep, thank you,” she
replied. 


Olivia sighed happily. “It’s so wonderful to see this
house filled with love and laughter again,” she said. “There were too many
years of sadness and anger. I had worried that our home could never be happy
again.”


Mary walked to the refrigerator in the corner of the
large kitchen and opened it, pulling out a diet soft drink.  “It feels happy to me,” Mary said, reaching
up in the cabinet for a glass cup and then filling it with ice. “It feels safe
and secure. Welcoming.”


She poured her drink over the ice and took a sip.
Olivia shook her head. “Are you sure you don’t want a nice cup of tea, dear?”
she asked.


Mary laughed softly, shook her head, and lifted her
cup in a mock toast. “This gets me started in the morning,” she said. “But I’ll
have some tea later.”


They strolled from the kitchen to the sunroom in the
back of the house. The red-tiled floor was cool on Mary’s feet as she walked
over to a large, cushioned loveseat and sat down. “This is my new favorite
spot,” she admitted. “I love to sit here and watch the sun rise.”


Olivia chuckled. “And you love to sit here and look up
at the stars.”


Mary acknowledged the truth of Olivia’s statement with
a nod. “And I suppose I love to sit here and feed Mikey,” she added, meeting
Olivia’s eyes. “It’s so peaceful. Thank
you for taking care of all of the plants. If they had
to rely on me, they would have died.”


Gliding slowly around the room, Olivia gently touched
each of the plants that filled the room. “Can I tell you a secret?” she asked.


“Of course,” Mary said, sipping on her drink.


“Augustus had terrible hay fever,” she confessed. “He
couldn’t get anywhere near some of these plants…”  She stopped and looked around the room.
“Well, most of these plants. I picked them because of their high pollen
counts.”


Mary laughed and nearly choked on her soda. “Why
Olivia, that was brilliant,” she said. 


Olivia shrugged. “It was my escape,” she said. “I knew
that he would not come looking for me here in the sunroom. It was my
sanctuary.”


“Maybe that’s why I’m
so drawn to it,” Mary said, folding her feet up under her legs on the
big loveseat. “Because it was a sanctuary.”


“Who are you talking to?” Bradley asked from the
doorway.


Mary looked over at him, and her heart filled. His hair was sleep-messed, his t-shirt and
pajama pants were rumpled, and his voice was still deep and gravely from
sleep.  “Olivia and I were chatting,” she
said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”


He walked over to her and bent down, kissing her
forehead. “You didn’t wake me,” he said. Sitting down next to her on the
loveseat, he put his arm around her and pulled her close. “I thought we could
watch the sun rise together.”


She snuggled against him and sighed. “I think that’s a
great idea,” she sighed. She handed him her glass. “Would you mind putting this
on the table, so I don’t spill it.”


He took a sip from it, shook his head, and then placed
it on the table next to him. “I don’t know how you can drink that stuff so
early in the morning,” he said. 


She grinned. “It’s one of my superpowers,” she
replied.


He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into his
lap. “Want to show me some of your other superpowers?” he asked.


She threaded her arms around his neck and smiled at
him, her face glowing with love. “Be prepared to be amazed,” she whispered. 


He smiled back at her, his eyes filled with desire. “I
can hardly wait,” he replied and lowered his face to kiss her.


A few moments later, Olivia glided out of the sunroom,
chuckling softly to herself. “If they keep that up,” she murmured. “They’re
both going to miss the sunrise.”



 

The End



 


 


 
















 

About the author:  Terri Reid lives near
Freeport, the home of the Mary O’Reilly Mystery Series, and loves a good ghost
story.  An independent author, Reid uploaded her first book “Loose Ends –
A Mary O’Reilly Paranormal Mystery” in August 2010. By the end of 2013, “Loose
Ends” had sold over 200,000 copies. She has sixteen other books in the Mary
O’Reilly Series, the first books in the following series - “The Blackwood
Files,” “The Order of Brigid’s Cross,” and “The Legend of the Horsemen.” 
She also has a stand-alone romance, “Bearly in Love.” 
Reid has enjoyed Top Rated and Hot New Release status in the Women Sleuths and
Paranormal Romance category through Amazon US. Her books have been translated
into Spanish, Portuguese and German and are also now also available in print
and audio versions. Reid has been quoted in several books about the
self-publishing industry including “Let’s Get Digital” by David Gaughran and “Interviews with Indie Authors: Top Tips from
Successful Self-Published Authors” by Claire and Tim Ridgway. She was also
honored to have some of her works included in A. J. Abbiati’s book “The NORTAV
Method for Writers – The Secrets to Constructing Prose Like the Pros.” 


She loves hearing from her readers at author@terrireid.com

















 


Other Books by Terri Reid:


 


Mary O’Reilly Paranormal Mystery Series:


Loose
Ends (Book One)


Good
Tidings (Book Two)


Never
Forgotten (Book Three)


Final
Call (Book Four)


Darkness
Exposed (Book Five)


Natural
Reaction (Book Six)


Secret
Hollows (Book Seven) 


Broken
Promises (Book Eight) 


Twisted
Paths (Book Nine)


Veiled
Passages (Book Ten)


Bumpy
Roads (Book Eleven)


Treasured
Legacies (Book Twelve) 


Buried Innocence (Book Thirteen)


Stolen
Dreams (Book Fourteen)


Haunted
Tales (Book Fifteen)


Deadly
Circumstances (Book Sixteen)


Frayed Edges (Book Seventeen)


Delayed Departures (Book Eighteen)


Old Acquaintance (Book Nineteen)


Clear Expectations (Book Twenty)


 


Finders Mansion Mystery Series


 Maybelle’s Secret 


 


Mary O’Reilly Short Stories 


The
Three Wise Guides 


Tales
Around the Jack O’Lantern 1


Tales
Around the Jack O’Lantern 2


Tales Around the Jack O’Lantern
3


Auld Lang Syne 


 


 


The Order of Brigid’s Cross (Sean’s Story)


The
Wild Hunt (Book 1) 


The Faery Portal (Book 2)


 


The Blackwood Files (Art’s Story)


File
One: Family Secrets


File Two: Private Wars


 


PRCD Case Files: The
Ghosts Of New Orleans -A Paranormal Research and Containment Division Case File



Eochaidh: Legend
of the Horseman (Book One)


Eochaidh: Legend of the Horsemen
(Book Two) 


Sweet
Romances


Bearly in Love


Sneakers – A
Swift Romance 


Lethal
Distraction – A Pierogies & Pumps Mystery Novella 


 


The
Willoughby Witches 


Rowan’s
Responsibility 


Hazel’s Heart



 




cover.jpeg
Waybelle's A

The Further. Ag{véht;t;es. of Mary O'Reilly

Terri Reid





