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Chapter One


Mary O’Reilly Alden woke up from a deep sleep and took
a moment trying to remember where she was. She and Bradley had been married for
almost a year. They had met when she was working on an investigation in
Freeport. As a private investigator who could see ghosts, Police Chief Bradley
Alden thought she was crazy. But he soon realized that not only was Mary not
insane, but she was also a talented and dedicated private investigator.  Falling in love with her came quickly after
that. 


Now, she had a new baby, and her unique skill of being
able to see and talk with ghosts had been taken away from her for a while.


Then she heard a repeat of the sound that she was sure
had awakened her. The soft mewling sounds of her six-week-old son, Mikey,
beginning to wake up.  She lifted her
head from her pillow and looked over at her husband. His hair was hanging over
his forehead, his mouth was slightly open, and he was face-planted into the
folds of his pillow. She hated to wake him, but he had been so insistent about
taking his turn to change Mikey's diaper in the middle of the night.


“Bradley,” she whispered. 


“Ummm,” he replied, not
moving. 


“It’s time to change Mikey,” she said.


He nodded his head, burying deeper into the pillow and
continued to sleep. 


“Would you like me just to handle it?” she asked with
a grin.


“No,” he rasped, his eyes still closed. “No. You
sleep. I can do it.”


She watched him for another minute as he continued to
sleep and smiled. “Thank you, darling,” she said, slipping out of bed. “I
really appreciate it.”


“No problem,” he murmured and then continued softly
snoring.


Mary padded across the room to the bassinet and looked
down at her sleepy cherub. She still had a hard time believing that this
perfect baby was hers. She watched as he screwed up his tiny face and
complained softly again. 


“Are you wet and hungry?” she asked softly, stroking
his downy-soft skin. “Well, let’s see what mommy can do about that.”


She scooped him up in her arms and carried him over to
the changing table. As she unwrapped his receiving blanket and unsnapped his
onesie, Mike appeared across from her, yawning widely. Mike was a former
firefighter and one of the ghosts Mary had helped. He ended up passing over and
then coming back as the guardian angel that had been assigned to watch over
Mikey. 


“Doesn’t this kid ever sleep?” he asked.


She grinned at him. “Sure, whenever I’m awake,” she
said. “And as soon as I try to sleep he wakes up.”


He leaned against the wall. “Who would have known that
babies were so much work?” he asked. “I don’t think I’ve slept through the
night since he’s been home.”


“I didn’t think angels slept,” Mary mused as she
cleaned Mikey. 


“Well, yeah, we don’t like that spread around,” he
replied. “It messes up our image.”


With a fresh diaper in place and his clothes
refastened, Mary wrapped Mikey back up in the receiving blanket.  "Time for dinner," she said to
Mikey and walked to the small loveseat in the corner of the room.


“I’ll get you some water, while you get yourself
adjusted,” Mike said. “There’s something I want to talk with you about.”


Mike disappeared, and Mary cuddled into the corner of
the chair, slipping the shoulder of her nightgown down, so Mikey could nurse.
She pulled the comforter from the other edge of the chair over both of them and relaxed while Mikey ate hungrily.


Mike appeared a moment later, handed Mary a bottle of
water and then took his usual position sitting out of the line of sight. 


"I'm covered up," she said to him.


He continued to look in the other direction. “Yeah, I
know. And I know it’s natural and beautiful and all that. But since Mikey’s in
your bedroom, and we had to change the rules about bedroom visits, I figure the
more privacy I can give you, the better.”


“Well, that’s nice of you,” she said. “So, what did
you want to talk about?”


“How’s your life, Mary?” he asked.


Mary was surprised. “My life is great,” she replied.
“I’m married to the man I love. I have a wonderful daughter and a perfect angel
baby. My house is totally organized and immaculate. I don’t have any undone
projects…”


“So, you’re bored to death,” he said. 


She choked back her laughter. “Yes. Yes, I am.  I’m bored, and I want a new adventure,” she
replied. 


Mike chuckled. “Be careful what you wish for,” he
replied.


“I know, right?!?!” she said, then she paused and
thought about her response for a moment. Shaking her head, she tried to explain
her feelings. “It’s not that I don’t realize how blessed I am and it’s not that
I’m not grateful. But, Mikey’s sleeping longer now, and I’m not used to staying
home all day…”


“And you miss your gift?” Mike asked.


“I really do,” she replied. “But, it’s weird.”


“What?” he asked, turning towards her a little.


“Sometimes I feel like I still have it,” she said.


He thought about it for a moment. “Well, okay, that’s
not too surprising,” he admitted.


“It’s not?” she asked.


He shook his head. “No, when you get spiritual gifts,
and then you incorporate them into your life, they become a part of you,” he
said. “You’ve always been sensitive, the gift just tuned that ability in, but
since you’ve been using it, you have probably increased your natural ability.”


“Well, that’s good news,” she said with a relieved
sigh. “I thought I was seeing things.”


“What did you see?”


“You know the house across the street, the old
Victorian that has been for sale for at least a year?”


“Yeah, creepy and charming all mashed together?” he
asked.


She laughed. “Exactly,” she said. “Whenever I’m
outside and look over there, I swear I can see the woman who used to live there
in the window beckoning me over to her.”


Mike paused for a moment and then smiled. “So, Mary O’
Reilly Alden, now that you know you’re not nuts, what are you going to do
tomorrow?”


She grinned, glanced over at the still-sleeping
Bradley, and lowered her voice. “I think I’m going to check out a creepy and
charming Victorian home.”

















 

Chapter Two 


Mary put Mikey down in his swing in the living room
and then went back into the kitchen for her teacup.  Retrieving it, she sat down on the couch and
waited for Bradley to come downstairs.


She took a sip of tea and slowly looked around her
living room. A lot had changed since she’d moved into the little house several
years earlier as a single woman looking to make a new start for herself.  Even though she already cleaned and organized
the closet by the front door, it was still overflowing with coats, boots,
sports equipment and now, baby supplies. 
She glanced across the room. The counter between the living room and the
kitchen held school supplies, upright folders filled with essential
information, her laptop and Bradley’s paperwork. She had moved all of the furniture from her downtown office to the extra
bedroom, so now, once Mikey moved into his room, they wouldn't have a guest
room.  


“What are you thinking about?” Bradley asked,
straightening his tie as he walked down the final few steps.


She smiled. “You don’t want to know,” she said.


He studied her. “Do you want to rearrange the room
again?” he asked.


“That’s totally unfair,” she replied. “I only
rearranged it once.”


“Twice,” he countered.


She thought about it for a moment and nodded. “Okay,
twice,” she agreed.


“But you had me move the couch six times,” he added,
sitting down next to her.


She reached over and ran her hand up his bicep. “I
just love to watch you do manly things,” she teased. 


He leaned over and kissed her. “So, this manly husband
of yours wants to know what you are thinking about, or I’m going to be worried
all day.”


"I think that we might need to move," she
replied and watched his jaw drop.


“Move?” he asked, astonished. “Move? But, Mary, we
love this place.”


He stood up and walked around the room. “Here, right
here,” he said pointing to the basement door. “Is where I met Earl and realized
that you weren’t totally crazy.”


“Thank you very much,” she replied dryly. 


"And right there," he said. "Well,
about six inches to the left is where the recliner used to be and where I first
spent the night after you walked into the fort."


“It wasn’t my fault,” she said, hiding a smile. “It
wasn’t there at the time.”


“And right here,” he said, his voice softer and
wistful, as he walked over to the kitchen counter. “Is where I first kissed
you, on Christmas Eve.”


She put her tea down on the coffee table and walked
over to him, wrapped her arms around his neck and then reached up on tiptoes to
kiss him again. “You still curl my toes, Bradley Alden,” she said, slowly breaking
the kiss. “Just like the first time.”


He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer.
“You never told me that I curled your toes.”


She grinned up at him. “Well, I didn’t want to inflate
your ego,” she teased.


He kissed her softly, taking his time to taste, tease
and explore. “How was that?” he whispered against her lips. 


She moaned softly. “You’ve still got it,” she
whispered. “But I’m not that distracted. We still need to talk about moving.”


He leaned down, placing his head on hers and sighed.
“I really do love this place,” he said. “I love having the Brennans
as neighbors. I love how close we are to the parks and to work. I love that we
have a tiny lawn, so it only takes me fifteen minutes to mow it.”


She chuckled. “But when you and Mikey start throwing
around the football, you’re going to need a bigger space,” she said. “And what
about the dog?”


He pulled back, his eyes wide, and looked down at her.
“What dog?”


“Well, Clarissa has Lucky,” she explained. “So, I
thought Mikey ought to have a dog.”


“Mary, he’s only six weeks old,” he said, shaking his
head. 


"Well, I thought we would get the dog after we
moved," she said.


He nodded. “Good idea,” he began, then he stopped. “I
see what you just did there.”


She grinned and gave him a quick peck on the lips.
“See, sexy and smart,” she teased. “What more could I ask for?”

















 

Chapter Three


Mary stepped outside onto her front porch. It was a
beautiful early March day with blue skies, bright sun and the temperatures in
the low fifties.  Mikey was snuggled up
against her chest in a front pack, and she pulled her coat over both of them as she walked down the stairs and onto the
sidewalk. 


She looked over to the house across the street.  The massive, old Victorian was probably the
very first house built on the road. The sweeping, circular front porch was
limestone, and the pillars were solid wood with scrollwork on them. The house
was painted a dark gray and the trim, that Mary was sure used to be ivory, was
now a peeling, dirty yellow.  The
soaring, octagonal towers were placed at either end of the home, and the tall
windows looked to have their original glass. The fascia was also adorned with
ornate scrollwork of garlands tied with bows above each window.  It had probably been the showcase of Freeport
at one time, Mary thought, but now it was just sad and lonely. 


Then Mary saw her. She was standing at one of the
front windows waving at Mary to get her attention. Now that she was sure it
wasn’t her imagination, Mary looked closer. Yes, it was Maybelle Finders, the
lovely senior citizen who had lived across the street from her during her first
years in Freeport.  Maybelle had been an
avid gardener, and the gardens around the home had been spectacular.


Taking a deep breath, she made a
decision. Nothing was frightening or dangerous about Maybelle, so she
was going to find out what she needed. She paused for a moment at the curb, to
look both ways, then crossed the street. 
The house had a wrought iron fence around it. Mary opened the gate,
closed it behind her and jogged up the steps.


The front door opened before her. Mary had to admit it
did cause a few jitters in her belly. She stepped inside and immediately
wondered why this treasure of a house hadn't already been snapped up.  The original woodwork was in pristine shape.
The wood floors were solid oak and, even through the
layer of dust, Mary could see they were in good repair.  The plaster walls were still solid and
straight, although they were painted a shocking shade of turquoise.


“My father hated that color,” Maybelle said as she
appeared next to Mary in the front foyer. “Which is why I painted
every single room in the house the same color.”


Mary turned to the sweet, older woman, surprised to
hear such disdain in her voice. “It sounds like you and your father did not get
along,” she said, with a question in her voice.


Maybelle sighed. “No, we did not,” she said. “Not when
I found out his secret.”


Mary waited patiently for Maybelle to continue, but
instead, the older woman changed the subject. “I had heard some rumors about
you,” she said, a kindly twinkle in her eyes. “And I now know that they must be
true.”


“What rumors?” Mary asked.


“That you can see ghosts,” Maybelle replied.


Before Mary could answer, Mikey let out a squeak and
Maybelle jumped back. “What in the world?” she exclaimed.


Mary opened her coat and then loosened her front pack so Maybelle could see the sleeping baby. 


“Oh, my goodness,” the woman said, her face softening.
“Isn’t he the most beautiful baby in the world.”


Mary smiled. “We think so,” she said. 


Reluctantly tearing her eyes away from the baby to
Mary, she asked,” How old is he?”


“He just turned six weeks,” Mary replied.


"Six weeks and you are out and about?"
Maybelle said, shaking her head. "You women of today don't know how to
take advantage of a baby's birth. In my day, we could be home and bedridden for
weeks." She grinned. "I understand it was quite lovely."


“You never had children?” Mary asked.


“No, I refused to even consider perpetuating my
father’s lineage,” she replied adamantly. “If cold-hearted thievery was
hereditary, the world certainly didn’t need any more of that kind of person.”


“Cold-hearted thievery?” Mary asked. “What did he do?”


“Follow me,” Maybelle replied, walking towards the
staircase. “And I’ll show you.”

















 

Chapter Four


The climb up the stairs to the first floor wasn’t too
bad, but when Maybelle walked down the hallway and opened up
the door to the attic, Mary paused. She unconsciously wrapped her arms around
Mikey and shook her head. “Maybelle, before we go any further, I need to know
what I’m going to be seeing up in the attic,” she said. 


Maybelle looked confused and then she laughed, a
delighted joyful sound.  “Oh, my dear,”
she said, still laughing. “I didn’t even think about how this could have been
construed. Ancient Victorian home, ghost leading the fair heroine up the stairs
to the attic.”


Mary shrugged. “Well, I know you weren’t leading me up
there for my demise,” she said with a smile. “But if there’s anything up there
that’s toxic or dangerous in any way…”


“No. No, there’s nothing there but some file cabinets
and an old safe,” she said. “Absolutely nothing that would harm your sweet
baby.”


“Okay, then let’s go,” Mary said. 


She followed Maybelle up the narrow, tall stairs and
finally reached the large attic. Mary stepped into the space and looked around.
“This is huge,” she said, looking at the tall ceilings and open area.


“The real estate agent tells her clients that it would
be perfect for a family room or office space,” Maybelle said with a smile. “And
I have a dickens of a time keeping them away from the
back of the attic where I’ve hidden the files.”


“What do you do?” Mary asked.


Maybelle shrugged casually, but Mary saw that twinkle
in her eyes again. “I just pat them on the shoulder or tug at their jackets,”
she said. “Sometimes, if they are very curious, I might have to moan.”


She moaned, and Mary felt the hairs rise on the back
of her neck. “You are very good at that,” Mary said. “And now I understand why
your house hasn’t sold yet.”


“Well, I couldn’t let someone get into the house
without the reparations being completed,” she said. “That would not have done
at all.”


“What reparations?” Mary asked, following Maybelle to
a small, hidden closet at the very back of the room behind a chimney stack.


The door opened, and Mary could see three old metal
filing cabinets standing next to each other and a huge, black safe across from
them. 


“This is where my father kept the records of his evil
deeds,” she said. “I’m ashamed to admit that, although I knew he was a selfish
and evil man, I hadn’t realized how depraved he was until the year before I
died.”


“What happened?” 


“I was up in the attic, putting away the Christmas
decorations when the box opened and one of the glass balls rolled away from me
to this corner of the attic,” she explained. “I had never really ventured this
far back because there was no need. When I located the ornament, I looked up
and found this door. I opened it and discovered the files my father had kept
from his business. I learned that day that my whole life had been a lie. The
luxuries and benefits I’d had were paid for out of the pockets of hard-working
men and women in the community.”


“How?” Mary asked. “How did he steal their money?”


“He advertised himself as an investment banker,” she
said. “He told them he had ties with many of the powerful banking houses in New
York. The houses that were financing the railroads, the Panama Canal, and even
the fledgling car industry. He promised them that he could take their
investment money and triple it in a year’s time. He told them that he could
make them rich if they would only trust him.”


“So, he didn’t steal it,” Mary said. “People gave it
to him to invest.”


Maybelle shook her head. “No, he stole it,” she said. "My
father was a shrewd businessman and, perhaps, in the beginning, he did want to
help make money for his friends and neighbors. He had been watching the growth
of the market and was concerned it was growing too quickly. So, he started
divesting money from stocks into gold. 
According to the records I found, he started in the early summer of 1929
and continued until October."


“But, if he moved their money to gold, then they would
not have lost it in the crash,” Mary said.


“Exactly,” Maybelle replied. “But when news of the
crash came, all of his investors assumed that all of
their money had been lost, including my father's money. These people lost their
homes, their farms, their businesses, and my father pretended that he too had
been hit by the crash.”


She glided over to the safe and shook her head.
"He hid their money away, and we all lived meagerly for many years. But
somehow, we managed to always make ends meet," she said bitterly.
"While our friends starved, my father hoarded this."


The safe opened, and Mary gasped. Inside the safe were
five neat stacks of two bars each of solid gold. "Maybelle, that's over
five million dollars in gold," Mary exclaimed.


Maybelle nodded. “Yes, I know,” she said. “And that’s
why I need you.”


“Why?” Mary said. “The people who invested are dead.”


“But there has to be
somebody, Mary,” Maybelle pleaded. “Someone in their family we can return the
money to.”


Mary shook her head. “You can hire people for that,”
she said. “People who know how to search people down.”


“Mary, I’m dead,” she said. “I can’t hire anyone.
Besides, I thought you were a private investigator.”


“I am…I was…” Mary stammered. “But now…”


“Mary, I don’t trust anyone else,” she said. “And I
can’t rest until I know the money is in the hands of its rightful heirs.”


She sighed and closed her eyes. Five million, she
thought, that's a lot of money, but it really shouldn't be that hard to locate
the descendants. And really, if it helps Maybelle crossover…


She opened her eyes and looked at Maybelle. “Okay,
I’ll do it,” she said. 


“Thank you, Mary,” she said. “Now let me find you the
file.”

















 

Chapter Five


"You mean to tell me there are five million
dollars in gold bars sitting in a vacant house across the street?” Bradley
asked, shaking his head in astonishment as he diapered his son on the living
room couch. 


“Crazy, right?” Mary said, from the kitchen as she
prepared lunch. “My jaw dropped when she opened the safe and they were just
sitting there. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a bar of gold.”


Bradley picked up Mikey, cuddled him in his arms and
walked over to the kitchen. “And speaking of seeing,” he said. “How did you see
Maybelle in the first place? Is your gift back?”


She shook her head, as she picked up a piece of
cucumber from the salad and bit into it. “No, I don’t think so,” she said. 


Mike appeared in the kitchen next to Bradley. Mike was
one of the few spirits Bradley could see without help from Mary. “I don’t think
so either,” he said, then he turned and saw Mikey in Bradley’s arms. 


“Hey, he’s awake,” he said. Then he leaned over and
smiled at Mikey. “Who’s a big boy?” 


Mikey smiled back at Mike and kicked his little legs.
Mike grinned. “I love it when he smiles.”


Bradley shook his head. "And he seems to always
smile for you," he said. "I try to get him to smile, and he fills his
diaper."


Mary laughed as she lifted the salad bowl to bring it
to the table. “That’s because he’s showing off for you,” she said. “Lookie what I can do, Dad.”


“Who’s a big boy?” Mike repeated, and Mikey smiled
again. 


With a big grin on his face, Mike looked up at Mary
and Bradley. “That smile melts my heart."


Mary nodded. “Yeah, mine too,” she said. 


Bradley placed Mikey in his swing and then joined Mary
at the table. Mike sat on the floor in front of the swing, making faces at the
baby. 


“What makes you think Mary doesn’t have her abilities
back?” Bradley asked Mike, just after Mike had bent forward and made raspberry
sounds at the baby. 


“I’m sorry, what?” Mike asked.


Bradley chuckled and shook his head. "One
question, Mike. Then you can play with Mikey."


Mike grinned. "I never knew babies were so much
fun," he said, then he blew another raspberry at Mikey and was rewarded
with a huge smile. "Okay, quick, before I get distracted again."


“What makes you think Mary doesn’t have her abilities
back?” Bradley repeated.


"I would have been told," he said.
"What's Mary's experiencing now are the residual effects of having her
abilities for years. Her senses are more in tune with paranormal frequencies.”
Mike looked over at Mary. “Did the ghost want you to see her?”


Mary nodded. “Yes, she did,” she replied. “And we’ve
had cases when people have had no paranormal abilities, but when the ghost really
wants to get through, they can.”


“Yeah, it was important for her to reach you,” Mike
said. “And, because you were willing, it all worked.”


“So, is it safe?” Bradley asked.


"If Mary looks both ways before she crosses the
street, I think she's good," Mike teased, and then he laughed when Bradley
scowled. "Do I think the woman across the street has nefarious designs and
is going to turn into a demon and lock Mary into a safe in the attic?"


Bradley’s eyes widened. “What?”


“Hold on, big guy,” Mike said. “No. No, I don’t think
this is anything but what the old woman told Mary. She needs Mary’s help to
right a wrong.”


“Well, we still need to be cautious,” he said.


"I agree," she said, taking a small bite of
salad.


“You do?” Bradley asked, surprised.


Mary smiled. “Yes, I do,” she said. “First, we need to
figure out how I can have access to the house without causing suspicion.
Second, we need to be sure no one finds out about the gold, or the house will
be teaming with treasure hunters. Third, we need to be able to give the money
anonymously, so Maybelle’s estate isn’t pulled in to a bunch of lawsuits asking
for more money than people are owed because of emotional distress.”


“How could someone sue for emotional distress if this
happened a hundred years ago?” Mike asked.


"It's not always the winning or the losing,"
Bradley said. "It's more often the time and expense caused by frivolous
lawsuits. I agree with Mary, and unfortunately, if people felt there was more
money to be gained, they might use unscrupulous ways to get it."


“But the first thing we need to do,” Mary said. “Is
make sure the house isn’t sold out from under us.”


“How can we do that?” Bradley asked.


“I think we need to call an expert,” she replied.















Chapter Six 


There was a knock on the door about twenty minutes
later. Bradley opened the door and Alex Boettcher, the Stephenson County
District Attorney, walked in.  Alex had
worked with Mary and Bradley on several cases and, even though he didn’t quite
understand it, he had a healthy respect for Mary’s abilities. 


“Thanks for coming over so quickly,” Bradley said as
he shook his hand. “We have an interesting situation on our hands, and we need
to get some legal advice."


Alex grinned, came into the house and shook his head.
“Why doesn’t it surprise me that you both are involved in an interesting
situation?”


“I have no idea, Alex,” Mary said, coming forward and
giving him a quick hug. “I’m sure you must be thinking of someone else.”


“Yeah, sure, someone else,” he said, giving her a
wink. He turned and saw Mikey rocking in his swing. “Hey, the little guy’s
getting bigger.”


He walked across the room, through Mike, and knelt down in front of the baby. “Hey, big guy,” he crooned.
“Going to say hi to Uncle Alex?”


Mikey just stared at him, his eyes wide with wonder. 


Mike got up and glided over to Mary. “Uncle Alex?” he
asked. “Who told him he gets to be an honorary uncle?”


“Shhhh,” Mary whispered to
Mike.


Alex turned towards Mary. “Did you say something?” he
asked.


She smiled and shook her head. “No, nothing,” she replied.



Alex turned back in time to see the baby yawn widely.
“Well, it looks like I’m boring Mikey,” he said, standing up and walking back
to them. “Story of my life. So, what’s up.”


Mike went back to sit in front of Mikey and made a
funny face. Mikey chuckled immediately. 


Alex turned around and looked at Mikey. “I could swear
he’s looking at someone and laughing.”


Mary put her hand on Alex's shoulder and turned him
toward the couch. "Alex, you don't want to know," she said.


“I don’t…” he began, glancing back over his shoulder
to see Mikey laughing again. “Sometimes I don’t know when you guys are pulling
my leg and when you’re serious.”


Mary laughed and nodded. “Right?”


He looked at her, then glanced at Mikey again and
finally shook his head. “I don’t want to know.”


“Smart man,” Bradley said. “Now, have a seat so we can
tell you about something really weird.”


Alex sat down and rested his elbows on his legs, steepling his fingers as he leaned forward to give them all of his attention. “Okay, what’s up?”


“The house across the street has the ghost of its
former owner and a safe in the attic that contains about five million dollars
in gold bars,” Mary said. 


Alex stared at her for several long moments. Then he
shook his head and threw himself against the back of the chair. "I don't
know why I even try not to be surprised," he said. "Dead lady and
gold?"


Mary nodded. “Her father embezzled from people in the
community just before the stock market crash in 1929.  She didn’t learn about it until just before
she died, so now she wants to return the money to his former clients, with
interest.”


“It’s never easy with you,” he said. 


Mary grinned. “But it’s always interesting,” she said.
“So, what’s the first step?”


“Well, the first step is to make sure the house
doesn’t get sold out from under both of you,” he said. “Does she have any
heirs.”


Mary shook her head. “No, she doesn’t,” she said. “She
never married, and she was the only child.”


“Well, that doesn’t mean a distant cousin couldn’t
appear out of nowhere and claim it,” he said. “So, let me place a call to the
bank and see what I can work out.”


“Now, about the money,” he said. “Gold bars in the
attic?”


"Yes, in a concealed room in the back of the
attic," she replied. "You'd have to know what you're looking for to
find it."


"And I take it that you don't want the former
clients to find out you're doing this, right?" he asked. "You're not
thinking about taking out a newspaper ad or something like that?"


“We figured that we needed to keep this as quiet as
possible,” Bradley said. 


Alex nodded. "Yes, you do," he said.
"Not only because you don't want fortune hunters ripping that house apart
or, worse, forcing you by gunpoint to show them where the money is, but also
because you don't want to get caught up in the quarrels of all of the legal
descendants about who deserves what."


“I hadn’t thought of that,” Mary said. “There could be
dozens of eligible heirs.”


"More than dozens," Alex said. "I have
a friend from high school whose parents had seven kids. Right now, there are
nineteen grandkids, and not all of the kids are
married yet. And that’s only been in my lifetime. You go back to the twenties,
and there are a lot of generations of procreation in there."


Mary sighed and sat back on the couch, feeling
overwhelmed. "So how do we figure out who best deserves it?" Mary
asked.


“Well, it seems to me if you try to find out about
every single descendant, you’re going to be at this for years,” he said. “The
idea is to return the money to the family. Once it’s back there, let the family
member figure that out.”


Bradley turned to Mary. “He’s right,” he said. “By the
time we try to track down every eligible heir, another decade could have
passed.”


“This is going to be harder than I thought,” Mary
said.


Alex nodded. “I can help you track some of these
people down,” he said. “I kind of like the idea of playing Robin Hood.”


Mary laughed. “Or Santa Claus,” she said.


Alex shook his head. "Robin Hood had a better
outfit, and he got to use weapons."


“And he got Maid Marian,” Bradley added.


Alex nodded. "Exactly," he said. He stood up
and stepped around his chair. "Let me protect the house, and then we'll
see what step two is."


He turned to Mikey. “See you later, big guy.”


Mikey looked up and chuckled at Alex.  Which caused Alex’s smile to widen. “Okay,
that totally made my day,” he said, walking to the door. “I’ll be in touch.”


Once the door closed, Mary turned to Mike. “That was
nice,” she said, knowing Mike had caused Mikey’s laughter.


Mike shrugged. "Well, it was the least I could
do," he said. "He's a good guy, and he's really trying to help."


“And we’re really going to need his help,” Bradley
said. “More than we thought.”















Chapter Seven


Mary looked up from nursing Mikey on the couch when
the front door opened, and Clarissa came running in. Clarissa was Bradley’s
daughter from his first marriage. His first wife, Jeannine, had been kidnapped
when she was pregnant, and Mary had helped Bradley solve the mystery and
reunite them. 


“Hey, how was school?” she asked.


"It was great," Clarissa replied. "I got
to work in the computer lab today, and I wrote my first program."


“Are you kidding me?” Mary asked, impressed with her
daughter. “You’re not old enough to be writing computer programs.”


Clarissa grinned at her mom. “Well, obviously I am,”
she replied.


Mary laughed. “Well, obviously,” she repeated. “And
obviously you might be interested in the chocolate chip cookies I made today
that are in the cookie jar.”


Clarissa’s eyes widened. “Obviously I am!” she
exclaimed, running towards the kitchen. “How many can I have?”


“How about one?” Mary suggested.


“How about three?” Clarissa replied.


“How about two?” Mary countered with a smile. This was
one of their favorite routines. 


“How about okay?” Clarissa replied with a giggle. 


Mary watched her daughter move the step-stool over to
the counter, take a couple of cookies out of the jar and put them on a plate.
Then she went to the refrigerator and took out the milk.  Clarissa placed the carton on the counter and
then climbed up on the stool again to get a glass. With the cabinet open, she
turned to her mom. "Have you had enough milk today?" she asked.


“Well…” Mary hedged.


Clarissa pulled down two glasses. “That’s what I
thought,” she said, filling both with milk. “What would you do without me?”


Mary grinned, she adored her little girl. "I
would be totally devastated without you," she replied.


Clarissa carried the glass into the living room and
handed it to Mary. “I’d give you a cookie, but I know that Mikey doesn’t like
chocolate,” she said. 


“I know,” Mary answered, taking a quick sip of the
milk. “He’s such a rude child.”


Giggling, Clarissa nodded. “I’m sure I wasn’t rude
like that,” she said. “It’s a good thing he’s cute.”


“Exactly,” Mary said. “So, do you need any help with
your homework?”


Shaking her head, Clarissa hurried back to the
kitchen. “No, it’s pretty easy stuff,” she said. “Just math and science.”


“Yeah, math and science, the easy stuff,” Mary
replied. “Have I mentioned that I think you’re brilliant?”


Carrying the glass of milk and cookies to the kitchen
table, Clarissa paused and looked over at her mom. “Yeah, I think you might
have mentioned that,” she teased, then she continued to the table.


“Have I mentioned that I think you are going to be the
next Silicon Valley billionaire and I’m planning on moving in with you in your
mansion?” she teased.


With a white mustache on her upper lip and a mouthful
of cookies, Clarissa shrugged. "You can move in as long as you keep making
cookies," she replied.


“Deal,” Mary said. 


“But I’m not going to move to California,” Clarissa
clarified. 


“You’re not?” Mary asked.


Pulling her notebooks out of her backpack, Clarissa
shook her head and then turned to Mary. "No, I'm going to move to Chicago
and Maggie, and I are going to share an apartment," she said.


“Well, I like that,” Mary said. “Then you’re not too
far away.”


Perfectly serious, Clarissa nodded again. “Maggie’s
going to work for Uncle Ian,” she continued. “And I’m going to work for Niki.”


“Oh, Uncle Art’s friend?” Mary asked.


“Yeah, she does really cool
stuff with computers,” Clarissa replied. “And she told me that I could have a
job with her when I got older.”


A little pang hit Mary's heart; she did not want to
think about Clarissa getting older and moving away. "How about we pretend
that you're not growing up so quickly and that you're going to stay my little
girl forever?" Mary suggested.


Clarissa rolled her eyes. “Mom, Silicon Valley
billionaires are not little girls,” she said. “I’m going to have to grow up
sometime.”


Mary nodded. "But sometimes is a long, long, long
time away," she said.


Smiling, Clarissa glanced over at Mary. “Okay, I
promise to stay a little girl for a long, long, long time if I can have another
cookie.”


Mary laughed. "Deal," she said. "But if
you grow up too quickly, you owe me."















Chapter Eight 


Mikey was sleeping peacefully, and Bradley was sitting
on the couch working on paperwork when Mary slipped on her coat and then walked
across the room. Bradley looked up at her, concern in his eyes. "Are you
sure you don't want me to call Rosie and have her come over to watch Mikey so
that I can go with you?" he asked.


Rosie and Stanley Wagner were good friends with Mary
and Bradley and the adoptive grandparents to both of their children. Just
before Christmas, Stanley had been caught in a house fire caused by a
malevolent spirit that had followed Mary home from an asylum she was
investigating. He had just been released from the hospital a few weeks earlier
and was still recovering. 


She shook her head. "No, Stanley is still having
a hard time getting around," she said. "So, I don't want her to leave
him. Besides, I'll just be across the street, and Maybelle was not threatening
in the least. All she wants to do is undo her father's wrongs."


“If you feel the least bit uncomfortable or nervous,
you leave right away, okay?” he asked.


She smiled, then bent over and kissed him. “I will,”
she said. “And I’ll have my phone with me, so I can call…”


"Why don't you call me now," he suggested, “and
just leave the phone in your pocket so that I can hear your conversation and
you can call out to me if you need me?"


“You really are worried about this,” she realized,
suddenly feeling uneasy. “Why? Is there something you aren’t telling me?”


Looking at her face, he realized that his
overprotectiveness was causing Mary more worry than necessary. Shaking his
head, he smiled at her. “No, I’m just being more paranoid than usual for no
reason at all.”  


Then he paused, and his smile turned into a grin. “Actually, I’m probably worried that if anything happened to
you, I would have to raise two children on my own. And, you know, I don't have
the equipment to feed Mikey.”


She felt her tension melt away, and she smiled.
"Really?" she asked. "You're not just saying that because you
were freaking me out?"


He stood up, put his arms around her and sighed.
"I'm not just saying that," he said. "And I apologize for
freaking you out. You'll be fine with Maybelle. I have to remember to stop
worrying so much."


She looked up at him. “But that’s your job,” she
teased.


He kissed her on her forehead. “And don’t you forget
it,” he replied. 


Smiling, she stepped out of his arms and glanced at
Mikey. “He should sleep for at least another couple of hours,” she said. “But I
don’t think I’ll be that long.”


He nodded. “Take as long as you need,” he replied, biting
back any words of caution. He knew he needed to be positive. “I’ve got plenty
of work to keep me busy.”


“Thanks,” she said. “See you soon!”


She hurried out the door before she changed her mind.
She wasn't worried about Maybelle at all; she was worried about Mikey.  She had never left him before and although
she trusted Bradley, would he really know what to do if Mikey started crying?


She jogged across the street, opened the wrought-iron
gate and hurried to the front porch.  The
door opened for her again and she stepped inside. Inside the house was not lit
and only the light from the streetlights outside cast some illumination into
the house. Maybelle appeared before her, her spirit less visible in the partial
darkness. 


“I’m so glad you’ve come back,” Maybelle said.


“I wanted to tell you what we’ve done so far,” Mary
said. “And perhaps get one of the files, so I could start working on it.”


Maybelle nodded. "Of course," she said.
"I brought a file downstairs, so you wouldn't have to go up to the attic
in the dark."


“Thank you,” Mary replied, turning to go into the
front parlor of the house, directly on her right.


"Oh, no, you don't want to go in there,"
Maybelle said, stopping her. "Let's go into the dining room; it's much
more comfortable."


With a shrug, Mary followed Maybelle down the hall and
into the large dining room. There was an antique oak table in the middle of the
room, with upholstered chairs all around it. Maybelle ran her hand lovingly
across the top of the table. “My mother and I spent many nights sitting at this
table with tea and cookies, chatting about our days,” she said. “I didn’t
realize how unhappy she was until much later in life, after she was gone.”


“Do you think she knew about your father’s dealings?”
Mary asked.


Maybelle shook her head. "No, my mother was of
the era when women didn't ask those kinds of questions," she said.
"Father gave her a household budget, and she asked no questions."


Maybelle smiled wistfully. “But I think she would be
happy to know that I’m trying to set things right,” she said. “She was a
kind-hearted person and would always give as much as she could to those less
fortunate.”


“That’s probably where you got your empathy for
others,” Mary said. “So, she passed on a wonderful legacy.”


With a sad sigh, Maybelle nodded. “If I could have
been half as kind as my mother,” she said. “I would have been satisfied with my
life.”


“The Maybelle I recall as my neighbor was very kind
and sweet,” Mary said. “Don’t sell yourself short.”


Nodding to Mary, Maybelle smiled. “Well, thank you,”
she said.


She picked up an old manila file and handed it to
Mary. “This is the first family we should work on,” she said.


Mary looked down at the faded writing on the file.
“Johnson Family.”


“Any reason why you want this one?” Mary asked.


“No, it just felt like the one I needed to start
with,” she replied.


“Well, that’s good enough for me,” Mary said. “By the
way, I spoke with a friend, Alex Boettcher, the Stephenson County District
Attorney. He’s going to look into keeping your house off the market, so we
don’t have to worry about the house being sold out from under us.”


"Oh, my, I didn't even consider that,"
Maybelle said. "But, my mortgage was paid off, and I have no heirs, why
would they consider selling it?"


“Perhaps for the taxes that are due?” Mary asked.


“You would think my estate would have taken care of
those,” Maybelle said.


“I’m not an expert, but I wonder if they have to be
specifically instructed to do that,” Mary said. “They can’t use your funds
unless you gave them permission to do so.”


“Well, common sense would tell them to pay the taxes,”
Maybelle huffed.


Mary grinned. “But common sense and the law are often
not compatible.”


Maybelle chuckled. “That’s very true,” she agreed.
“Well, you go ahead and take that file to get started on our project. I’ll be
eager to hear what you’ve learned.”


“Thank you, Maybelle,” Mary said. “I’m excited about
helping you do this. I feel like a fairy godmother.”


“Well, you will be,” Maybelle agreed. “You will be
changing their lives.”

















 

Chapter Nine


“Well, girlie, what you got yourself into this time?”
Stanley asked, as Rosie helped him into Mary’s house. “I thought you said you
was taking a vacation from all this ghostie stuff.”


He settled into a chair in the living room and folded
his arms across his chest, sending her a stern look. “You got more important
things to do,” he continued. “Like taking care of this here grandson of mine.”


Mary scooped up Mikey and walked over to Stanley.
“Would you like to hold him?” she asked.


The old man’s frown melted immediately, and his face
softened as he looked down at the sleeping infant. “Sure, I don’t mind,” he
whispered, his voice rough with emotion. He reached out and cuddled the baby
against him, staring down at the delicate face. “He’s an angel, no doubt.”


Rosie sat next to her husband and nodded. “Yes, he
is,” she agreed, running a finger lightly across his downy cheek. “And such a
good baby.”  She looked up at Mary. “Does
he sleep like this all the time?”


Sitting down across from them, Mary thought about the
three hours of sleep she’d had the night before and smiled. “Yes, he does,” she
fibbed. “He’s just about perfect.”


Rosie studied Mary and then laughed softly. “So, he’s
sleeping during the day and keeping you up all night, is he?” she asked. 


Mary stared, wide-eyed at Rosie. “How did you know?”


“Any baby who is sleeping this soundly at nine in the
morning had a very busy night,” she replied. “He just has his days and nights
reversed. Try keeping him up a little in the evening, then you both might sleep
better.”


Mary nodded. “I’ll try it,” she said. “Especially
since I have Clarissa and Bradley to help.”


“How does Clarissa like her brother?” Rosie asked.


“She is in love with him,” Mary said with a satisfied
sigh. “She is the best big sister in the world.”


“Wait until he gets a little older and starts getting
into her stuff,” Stanley chuckled. “Then she’ll be singing a different tune.”


“Shhh, Stanley,” Mary
reprimanded gently. “I don’t want you to burst my bubble of the perfect
family.”


Stanley looked up and met Mary’s eyes. “And does the
perfect family include you risking your life fer your
ghost friends again?”


“I’m not risking my life,” Mary replied. “I’m just
helping a friend.”


“A dead friend,” he said. “Hanging out with dead folks
ain’t good fer you. Didn’t
your mother ever tell you that?”


Mary bit back a smile and shook her head. “No,” she
replied. “No, I can’t remember that ever coming up in a conversation.”


Stanley glared at her. “You ain’t
taking me seriously,” he said. “I’m only looking out fer
what’s best fer you and little Mikey, here.”


Nodding, Mary met Stanley’s eyes. “I know you are,”
she said. “And I don’t mean to make light of this situation. But let me explain
it to you before you get too upset.”


“I’m listening,” he replied.


“But he’s not happy about it,” Rosie added with a
chuckle. “Go ahead, dear, tell us about your new dead friend.”


"Her name is Maybelle Finders, and she used to
live across the street from me," Mary began.


“Maybelle?” Stanley asked. “I knew Maybelle. A fine
and generous lady. Why in the world would she need to be a ghost?”


“About a year before she died, she discovered some old
files that belonged to her father,” Mary explained. “Files that were quite
incriminating.”


“Old Aloysius Finders?” Stanley asked. “That goldarn
skinflint. What did he do?”


“You knew him?” Mary asked.


Stanley shrugged. “He used to come into the store when
I was just a pup,” he said. “Wheedled down the price of anything he could and
then wouldn’t pay his bill until it was at least sixty days past due. I never
could understand how such an ornery man could have such a lovely daughter.”


“It sounds like her mother was a saint,” Mary said.


Rosie nodded. “I heard that she was wonderful,” she
agreed. “And died far too young.”


“I heard he didn’t want to spend the money on a
doctor,” Stanley said. “So, she suffered afore she died.” He shook his head and
then looked at Mary. “So, what did he do?”


“He stole money from his investors,” Mary replied.
“Lots of money. And then he blamed it on the stock market crash.”


"Sounds like him," Stanley agreed. "So,
what can you do about that now?  He can't
be arrested, and even if you ruin his name, it's not like anyone liked him anyhow.”


“Maybelle wants me to help her return the money to the
descendants of the people he stole it from,” she said. “That’s all.”


“The money is still there?” Rosie asked.


Mary nodded. “Yes, he reinvested it and made quite a
bit,” she said. “So, all I have to do is find the rightful heirs and somehow
get the money to them.”


“Somehow?” Stanley asked suspiciously. “How come that
somehow don’t sound so good?”


“Because we need to make sure the money is given
anonymously, so people don’t try to go after more than they’re owed and to make
sure the house isn’t broken into and vandalized,” Mary replied.


“But Mary, why would they vandalize the house?” Rosie
asked. 


Mary took a deep breath and then looked at both of her
friends. "Because there are gold bars stored in the house," she
explained. "Gold bars we get to give away."

















 

Chapter Ten


Mabel and Elmer Johnson were being very elusive.  Mary had found them both listed in the 1940
Census Record in Stephenson County.  They
had been living in the city of Freeport, in a boarding house, instead of on the
farm they owned when they initially invested their money with Maybelle’s father.
But the census didn’t show any children living with them, and she couldn't find
anything about them after the census.


Mary sat back in the dining room chair and sighed.


“Tough going?” Bradley asked from across the room. 


“If they didn’t have children, how do I find heirs?”
she asked, pushing her hair back from her face. “This is a lot harder than I
thought.”


Bradley got up and walked over to her, putting his
hands on her shoulders and massaging them gently as he peered over her shoulder
onto the computer screen. She closed her eyes and sighed with pleasure. “That
feels amazing,” she said. “You’re distracting me.”


He smiled down at her. “You’ve been at this all
night,” he replied. “You need some distraction.”


She sighed. “It was so much easier when I was just
tracking down murderers,” she said.


“Excuse me?” Bradley asked.


Giggling, she shook her head. “Okay, not easier,” she
said. “Just a little more direct.”


He pulled up a chair and sat next to her. “So, this
was the 1940 Census, right?”


She nodded. 


“Well, Freeport had a munitions factory at the edge of
town,” he said. “The economy was still pretty shaky. If they were both working
at the munitions factory, their children could have been living someplace
else.”


Mary’s jaw dropped. “Okay, that’s brilliant,” she
said. “How do I find out who their relatives are?”


“Well, unfortunately, the census records are by
address, not by family name,” he said. “But you have an approximate age of both of them, so you could look for birth certificates and
find out who their parents were.”


“And then find out if they had brothers and sisters,”
Mary said, getting excited. “Okay. Yes, I can do that.”


“And because genealogy is such a big thing now,” he
added. “Someone might have already done that work for you.  Have you checked out any of the online
genealogy search engines?”


She shook her head. “No, I haven’t.”


She quickly searched genealogy sites, and the first
site was one called Familysearch.org. 
"This one is free," she said, as she clicked on the link.


"Free is a good place to start," Bradley
said. "Why don't you search for Mabel?"


Mary put in Mabel’s information and pressed the search
button, in a matter of moments a page filled with Mabel Johnsons appeared
before her. 


“This is incredible,” she said. “Now all I have to do
is find Elmer.”


“And then find their children and their
grandchildren,” Bradley added.


She glanced over at him. “You just had to step on my
joy, didn’t you?” she teased.


He leaned over and kissed her. “Hey, Sherlock, you’re
a lot closer to finding them than you were a few minutes ago,” he said.


“You’re right,” she said and then she turned back to
the screen. “Come on, Elmer. I know you’re in here.”


Bradley stood up and moved his chair back in place.
“How about some brain food?” he asked.


She glanced up. “Brain food?”


“Rosie brought over oatmeal cookies,” he said. “I
thought we could add a little vanilla ice cream…”


She smiled at him. “Have I ever mentioned how much I
adore you?” she asked.


“Sure, I bet you say that to all your sexy, brilliant,
understanding husbands,” he teased.


“And humble,” she said, turning back to the data on
the screen. “Don’t forget humble.”



 
















 

Chapter Eleven


Henry Carmichael slogged through the mud and manure as
he made his way from the milking barn to the machine shed. With the rise in temperatures
this week, the thaw had created a small pond between the two buildings. His
rubber boots were wearing thin, so he could feel the cold temperatures of the
thick liquid all the way to his bones. 


He stepped inside the machine shed and flipped on the
light; the dim bulb illuminated the building's interior. The floor was dirt,
and the walls were steel. He could see a couple of wet spots in the soil where
the roof had leaked and knew that come spring he'd have to get on the top of
the building and repair them. He walked over to a table made of cast-off wood
and two-by-fours and searched through a layer of junk.  He was sure he had placed a small bag of
gaskets for the milking machine there last fall. He
had one worn gasket and was losing suction in the whole system because of it.


He moved aside an old feed bag and a mouse scurried
across the table. He jumped back in surprise and shook his head when the rodent
disappeared into a hole in the table. Then he found the plastic bag of gaskets,
but it had been chewed open, and the gaskets were in shreds.


He tossed the bag onto the table with a little more
force than necessary. “Dammit,” he growled. “Just dammit.”


“You naming the mouse?”


He turned and smiled at his wife, Maisy, who was
standing next to the door dressed in one of his chore jackets and wearing a
pair of his old boots. 


“It’s an appropriate name,” he said, “considering it,
or one of its kin, nibbled on the package of gaskets I needed.”


She reached into the pocket of the coat and pulled out
an identical package, but this one was fresh and new. “I picked this up at Farm
and Fleet while I was there today,” she said. “Just in case we needed it.”


“So, not only do you work full-time,” he said, shaking
his head. “But you read minds too?”


He walked over to her and put his arms around her,
laying his head on hers. “Is this too much?” he asked her softly. “Am I asking
too much?”


She sighed and bit her tongue. She was so tempted to
say yes.  So
tempted to tell him that sinking all of their savings into this ramshackle
dairy farm had been too much. Too much for him, because he was always tired.
Too much for her, because she was tired of making do and never having enough.
But she shook her head. “No, you’re not,” she said. “Sometimes dreams take a
little longer to accomplish than you first think, but that’s only because
they’re worth the effort.”


"You are such a liar," he whispered, kissing
her on the forehead.


“And you smell like a cow,” she whispered back,
slipping the gaskets into his hand. “Now go and fix that milking machine and
then come in for supper.”


He stepped back and smiled at her. “What’s on the
menu?” he asked.


“Lobster, steak and New York cheesecake,” she replied.


“Sounds good,” he replied, then he sighed. “But I
really had my heart set on tuna casserole.”


She grinned at him. “Well, now you’re in luck,” she
replied. “Because I changed the menu. I was getting pretty tired of lobster day
in and day out.”


“Yeah, and that caviar was getting old too,” he said.
“Besides, who wants to eat fish eggs?”


Laughing, she reached up and patted his cheek. “You’ve
got twenty minutes to fix that machine of yours and kiss all those cows
good-night,” she said. “Then I want you inside for dinner. You got that?”


He nodded. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Twenty minutes.”


He watched her, the smile never leaving his face, as
she walked back across the sloppy mire and climbed up the rickety wooden steps
to the back door.  She paused and turned
at the screen door and looked back at him. “Twenty minutes, you hear?” she
asked.


“Yes, ma’am,” he called back. “Not a moment more.”


His heart lightened, he flipped the switch off and
made his way back to the milking barn. 
The cows had already been milked and fed.  The milk was safely stored away in the stainless-steel
cooler, and all he had to do was replace a few gaskets, and he was done for the
day.


He entered the barn and heard a sound that made his
heart drop. The mechanical grinding noise was coming from the cooling tank. The
motor for the agitator paddle was acting up again. He had jerry-rigged the
engine a couple of times, using pieces and parts on hand, but this time he was
afraid he was going to have to replace the entire motor. 


He walked over to the tank and placed his hand on the
stainless-steel wall and looked at the internal temperature reading, a
combination of old school and new technology. Both his personal indicator and
the gauge told him that the milk was cold enough that they could do without the
agitator through the night. But he'd have to get it fixed first thing in the
morning or the next day's milking would be ruined.


Another expense they didn't need. Henry felt like this
farm, the farm his great-grandfather had owned nearly a hundred years earlier,
had been nothing but a losing proposition. He laid his head against the cooler
and stood there for a moment, just breathing and trying to find a shred of
hope. Finally, he pushed himself away from the tank and headed into the milking
parlor.  He had some gaskets to change.

















 

Chapter Twelve 


With Mikey in tow, Mary stopped by the Stephenson
County Courthouse to see her friend, Linda, the county clerk. 


“Oh, you brought the baby,” Linda exclaimed, as she
quickly got up from her chair when she saw Mary enter the room. She hurried
over and peered over the counter that separated the clerks’ workspace from the general public. “He’s gotten so big!”


“He’s already gained three pounds,” Mary said.


Linda grinned down at the sleeping baby. “What a
little porker,” she said with a tender smile. “Can I hold him?”


Mary reached down and unhooked him from his car seat.
“Of course,” she said. “He’s an excellent snuggler.” She picked Mikey up and
handed him to Linda who immediately cuddled him and leaned down to breath in
his baby scent. 


“There’s just something amazing about the smell of
babies,” she said. 


“Sometimes,” Mary said. “And sometimes that smell is
not so nice.”


Linda laughed and nodded. “And just wait until he
starts eating real food,” she said. “The smell from that end only gets worse.”


“He’s just going to have to be potty
trained by the time he’s one,” Mary laughed.


“Good luck with that,” Linda replied. “So, what do you
need?”


"I'm looking for birth certificates and death
certificates for Mabel and Elmer Johnson," Mary said. "They were both
born either in the late 1800s or early 1900s. I know they were here in Freeport
during the 1940 Census.”


Linda walked over to a small gate next to the counter,
pressed the access button and then swung the door open. "You can type
while I cuddle," she said. "We should have those records in the
computer system."


Mary walked around the counter and followed Linda to
the computer console at the end of the counter. 


“Start with entering one of their names,” Linda said.
“And then their approximate year of birth.”


Mary entered Elmer's name, and several links to records
appeared on the screen.


“Okay,” Linda said, standing behind Mary and slowly
rocking with the baby. “You’ve got two birth records with his name on it. And,
with luck, that will also give you Mabel’s maiden name.”


"Oh, I hadn't thought of that," Mary said.
She clicked on one of the records, and it revealed the birth certificate of a
baby boy born in 1924. “Well, Elmer Stephen Johnson Junior was born in February
of 1924,” Mary said. “Let’s see who else we have here.”


She clicked on the second link, and a birth
certificate for another son appeared. "They had two boys," she told
Linda. "This one was Michael Henry Johnson, and he was two years younger
than his brother, born in April of 1926. We found their kids."


"Okay, now search for their names and birthdates,"
Linda directed.


Mary followed Linda’s suggestion first for Elmer
Junior and found a birth certificate for a daughter, Eloise Johnson.  “So, Elmer had a daughter,” Mary said. “Why
doesn’t she have a middle name. Only Eloise.”


“It was common during that time for women to use their
maiden names as their middle names once they got married,” Linda explained.
“That’s probably why she is just Eloise Johnson.”


“Oh, okay, that makes sense,” Mary said. “I’ll have to
track down her marriage information.”


She entered the information about Michael and then
gasped softly. “Oh, there’s a birth certificate and a death certificate in the
same year,” she said.


“When is it?” Linda asked. 


“1943,” Mary responded.


Linda nodded. “That was in the middle of World War
II,” she explained. “We lost quite a few young men from Stephenson County
during the war.”


Mary clicked on the birth certificate and saw that
Michael Henry Johnson Junior was born in June of 1943.  Then she clicked on the death certificate and
discovered that his father had died the following month. 


“Well, at least he knew he had a son,” Mary said.


But Linda shook her head. “There’s a chance he knew,”
she said. “But generally, the mail took about a month to arrive.”


“That’s so sad,” Mary said. “Little Michael never knew
his dad.”


“Hopefully, his mother told him about his father,”
Linda said. “Go back and get his mom’s name. Then we can see if she ever
remarried.”


Mary clicked back to the birth certificate and found
his mother’s name. “Angela Harris.”


“Search on Angela,” Linda said.


Mary looked at her friend. “You know, it’s amazing to
see how much information is at your fingertips,” she said. “I’m working on a
new case…”


Linda’s eyebrows raised, and she clutched Mikey more
protectively. “Wait, you’re not thinking about going back to work yet?”


Mary smiled and shook her head. “No, this is a new
project that is more research than anything else,” Mary said. “And Mikey can be
my assistant. But, I might be spending quite a bit of time in here.”


Linda placed her cheek against Mikey’s head and
grinned. “Oh, well, that’s going to be a sacrifice for all of us. But, I think
somehow we’ll be able to handle it.”


Chuckling, Mary entered in the information about
Angela and did find a marriage certificate in the system. “She only waited
eight months before she remarried,” Mary said, a little censure in her voice.


“She was a young widow with a baby to take care of,”
Linda said. “I don’t think she had a lot of choices.”


“You’re right,” Mary agreed, acknowledging Linda’s
point. “I guess I was putting myself in her shoes. I don’t think I could ever
remarry if something happened to Bradley.”


“But if Mikey were hungry and you couldn’t support
him?” Linda asked.


Mary thought for a moment and then nodded. “You’re
right,” she said. “I would do whatever I had to in order to
make sure Mikey was taken care of.”


“We don’t know for sure,” Linda said. “But that’s what
many young widows had to do.” 


Mary looked back to the screen. “Well, she married
Luther Carmichael,” she said. “So, Michael Henry Johnson was probably raised as
a Carmichael.”

















 

Chapter Thirteen 


“Sure, I remember Eloise Johnson,” Stanley said. “She
was ahead of me in school. Prettiest girl in the neighborhood.” 


He turned to Rosie. “Of course, that was afore you
moved into town.”


She smiled at him. "Why, thank you,
Stanley," she replied with an embarrassed giggle. "That was a lovely
thing to say."


“Do you remember when she died?” Mary asked.


“She ain’t dead,” Stanley
said. “She up and married one of the Gustafson boys.” He shook his head. “Never
could understand why such a sweet girl could tie herself to such a nasty
family.”


“Well, his bank account balance didn’t hurt,” Rosie
inserted.


Mary looked at her two friends seated across the table
from her. “Okay, wait,” she said. “There’s a story here you’re not telling me.”


Stanley shrugged. “Gus Gustafson,” he began.


“They named him Gus?” Mary asked incredulously. 


"No," Stanley said, shaking his head.
"We just all called him Gus. Anywho, his family
came down from Wisconsin, had a lot of money."


“Everyone thought their people were bootleggers,”
Rosie added.


“Or cheesemakers,” Stanley added. “One or the other
coming from Wisconsin.”


Mary looked at Stanley and shook her head. “Really?”
she asked.


He chuckled. “Okay, maybe not,” he said. “But folks
were pretty suspicious of them because they were strangers and they had lots of
money.”


“But no one knows for sure how they got it,” Mary
clarified.


“Yeah, well, that’s true,” he agreed. “But in a small
town that ain’t very interesting.”


Mary laughed. “Okay, I’m sorry I sidetracked you,” she
said. “So, what happened.”


“These Gustafson boys, they are big German fellows,
end up being first string on the football team,” he explained. “Football stars
and all the girls kind of go crazy about them.”


Leaning back in his chair, he shrugged. “And I guess
it didn’t hurt that they also had their own cars,” he said. “And plenty of
money to spend at the ice cream shop.”


“Wow, money and athletic ability,” Mary said. “No
wonder everyone disliked them.”


Stanley shook his head. “No, it weren’t
like that, at all,” he said. “I mean, sure, we was
jealous, but we weren’t stupid. They were a real benefit to our team when we
took on other schools. But they just weren’t nice folk. They thought their
money and position made them better than everyone else.”


Rosie nodded. “From what I heard when I owned my
shops,” she said. “If you dealt with the Gustafsons,
you needed to get their money up front, or you never saw it."


“But they had money,” Mary said. “Why would they cheat
people?”


“Because they could,” Stanley replied. “They had
enough power and influence that no one wanted to stand up to them.  A single criticism from one of them could
near ruin your business.”


“They sound like bullies,” Mary said.


“Exactly,” Rosie replied. “They bullied everyone
around them.” She sighed. “And they still do.”


“You’re not saying that this little old lady, Eloise,
is a bully?” Mary asked.


“Well, she ain’t the nicest
woman in the world,” Stanley said. “But it ain’t her
so much as her boy, Friedrich. And let me ask you, who names their American
kid, Friedrich? It should have been Fred, plain and simple.”


“Maybe she just liked the name Friedrich,” Mary
suggested. Then she paused. “Wait. This isn’t Fritz Gustafson, is it?”


Rosie and Stanley glanced at each other and smiled.
“Yes, it is,” Rosie said. 


Mary closed her eyes and sat back in her chair. Fritz
Gustafson was well-known for many shady, backroom deals, as well as for opening
the only Gentlemen’s Club in the area. A club that had been shut down several times
for hiring underaged dancers.  But,
somehow, Fritz was never charged for anything. 


“Really?” she finally said. “I’m supposed to give him
more money?”


Rosie shook her head. “Maybe Maybelle will let you
give their share to a charity,” she suggested. 


Mary sighed. “Yeah, well Maybelle and I are going to
have to have a chat about this one.”

















 

Chapter Fourteen 


“Are you sure you want to do this?” Bradley asked
Mary, then he paused and shook his head. “Do you find it annoying when I
constantly ask that question?”


Slipping on her coat, Mary turned to him and laughed.
"No, it's not annoying," she said. "I know it's your way of
saying that you don't want me to do this, but you're going to let me make the
decision."


“I’m pretty much an open book to you, aren’t I?” he
asked, coming across the room to her and putting his arms around her. 


She looked up at him and smiled. “Why yes. Yes, you
are,” she replied with a grin. “But I totally love that about you.”


He leaned down and kissed her. “Are you sure you want
to do this?” he whispered against her lips. 


She giggled and kissed him back. “Predictable, but
adorable,” she said. Then she sighed softly. “And no, I really don’t want to do
this. But, I think I have to talk to her, especially
after what we found out about Fritz.”


She stepped back and shrugged. “Besides, maybe she
won’t open the door for me,” she said.


This time Bradley sighed as he reached into his pocket
and pulled out a key. “A present from Alex,” he said. “He dropped it off at my
office today. He worked something out with the bank, so they pulled it off the
market for a while.”


She held out her hand, and he dropped the key into it.
"Thanks," she said remorsefully.


“I know,” he replied. “I really wanted to hold onto
it.”


She nodded. “I know you did,” she said. “Thanks for
trusting me.”


“You have your cell phone?” he asked. “And a
flashlight?”


“I’m totally taking back the whole trusting me thing,”
she teased. “But, yes, I do. And I have my keys positioned between my fingers
in case I have to poke out anyone’s eyes.”


“I don’t think that will work with a ghost,” Bradley
said. 


“But it made you feel better, right?” she asked.


He chuckled softly. “Go,” he said. “So
you can get back sooner.”


Mary was still laughing as she crossed the street to
Maybelle’s house. She jogged up the stairs and was disappointed and a little
hesitant when the door didn’t open for her. She stood in front of the door
deciding what she wanted to do. “Maybelle is probably in another part of the
house,” she reasoned softly. “I mean, really, where would she go?”


She pulled the key out of her pocket and inserted it
into the door. The key stuck a little, and she had to pull on the door handle
to get the lock to move. But it did move, and Mary pushed the door open and
walked inside.


The front hallway was dark, and Mary felt chills up
her spine. She stepped forward, and the door closed behind her with a solid
thump. Her heart in her throat, she jumped around, but nothing was there.
"Maybelle," her voice came out in a pathetic squeak. She cleared her throat
and tried again. "Maybelle."


She was proud of herself that her voice was a little
stronger, but she didn’t like the way she was feeling. Like someone was
watching her. 


She clicked on the flashlight and shone it around the
hall, making sure to keep its beam down low enough so it couldn't be seen
through the windows.  She started toward
the dining room but caught a movement out of the corner of her eye in the
parlor to her right. She turned and walked in that direction.
"Maybelle," she called out. "Are you in here."


She entered the room, the room Maybelle had steered
her away from the last time she was there, and slowly looked around. The
temperature in the room seemed colder than the hall and Mary felt a distinct
chill. She reached for a light switch and flicked it up, at this point not
caring if anyone saw she was in the house. But, the power didn’t cooperate, and
the room remained dark.


“Okay, Mary, this is silly,” she said aloud. “You have
been dealing with ghosts for several years now. This is no different.”


The door on the side wall of the parlor opened by
itself and Mary swallowed audibly. 


“Except I could see them and know what they wanted,”
she reminded herself. 


She looked at the open door and could see that it led
into a dark room. Then she turned and looked at the hall behind her. “Is Mary
O’Reilly afraid of ghosts?” she asked herself.


The door opened wider and slammed into the wall of the
other room. 


She nodded. “Yes. Yes, she is,” she whispered. But she
forced herself to walk into the dark room ahead of her, her heart thundering in
her chest.

















 

Chapter Fifteen


“Boo!”


Mary screamed and dropped her flashlight, plunging the
room into darkness.


“Okay, that was not the move of a seasoned private
investigator.”


“Mike?” Mary said, anger and relief coursing through
her veins. “Are you kidding me? This was not funny!”


The flashlight hovered in the air towards Mary. She
grabbed it and turned it on Mike’s translucent figure.


She could see that he was trying not to laugh and not succeeding very well. “Really, you scared me to death,”
she said. 


“I’m sorry,” he replied, his mouth twitching slightly.
“I didn’t mean to scare you that badly.”


She released a long sigh of relief and shook her head.
“Okay, so now you’ve had your little fun,” she said. “Why are you here?”


“Bradley was worried,” he said. “So, I came over.”


“Bradley was worried,” she said. “So
you decided to hide in the dark and scare me?”


He shrugged. “I’m sure that wasn’t Bradley’s intent
when he sent me over,” he admitted. “I just saw you standing in the middle of
the room, staring at the open door…”


“Wait,” she interrupted. “You didn’t open this door?”


He shook his head. “No, I didn’t,” he said. “I just
got here a few moments ago.”


“So, you didn’t close the front door behind me?” she
asked.


“Mary, you’re starting to creep me out,” he said,
looking around.


“I thought you could see spirits,” Mary replied. “Why
are you creeped out?”


“Since I’ve been delegated to guardian angel status
for Mikey,” he explained. “I don’t have those abilities anymore.”


She stared at him in disbelief. “So, you came over
here to what?” she asked. “Be scared with me?”


The door to the room suddenly slammed closed, and they
both jumped.


“Guess so,” Mike replied with a shaky voice as he
looked around the room in fear. “Really scared.”


Shaking her head, Mary looked at Mike and felt some of
the fear dissipate. Suddenly, the whole situation seemed slightly hysterical.
“I can’t believe this,” she said, laughing. “What a pair we make. Ex-ghost
hunter and her companion, the fallen angel, shaking with fear in the middle of
a dark room.”


“Hey, I’m not fallen,” Mike replied, insulted by her
implication. “I’ve just been reassigned. Big difference.”


“Okay, reassigned angel,” she said with a chuckle. She
took a deep breath and shone her flashlight slowly around the room.  


Three walls were nearly all covered with floor to
ceiling bookcases, and there was a lovely fireplace set on the fourth wall. A large
desk sat in one corner, with an old leather chair behind it and two smaller,
upholstered chairs in front of it. 


“This must have been his office,” Mary said. 


“Whose?” Mike asked.


“Maybelle’s father,” she said. “Aloysius Finders.”


"Really? His name was Aloysius?" Mike said.
"He gets the prize for cool names."


A book flew off the shelf and onto the floor. Mary
walked over and picked it up; it was a leather-bound copy of Charles Dicken’s
“A Christmas Carol.” 


"And he also gets the prize for being a heartless
thief," Mary replied, putting the book back in place. “I’m sure that the
ghost in this room is probably one of the people he destroyed with his greed.” 


She paused and tried to connect with whoever else was
in the room, but she could only feel there was a presence, nothing specific at
all. 


"This is hard without my gift," she said.
"I hope by following up on the files, I can help this ghost cross
over."


Mike nodded. “Well, let me see what I can do about
that,” he said. “This is more than just Maybelle being tied to this house.”


“And we won’t know how much more unless I can see
things again,” she agreed.

















 

Chapter Sixteen


They walked out of the darkened room and back into the
parlor. Mary still felt a weird vibration in this room too. “I wonder if this
was Aloysius’ waiting room?” she mused as she walked toward the door. “Where he
made those poor people sit and wait while he hid their money?”


“Makes sense,” Mike said. “A lot of these old houses
were used for business as well as family living. A lot of doctors used to have
a set-up like this.”


“Really?” Mary asked. “They’d see people in their
homes?”


“Not only see people,” Mike said. “But they often had separate
rooms set aside for waiting rooms, offices areas and even surgery.”


“I wonder what the ghosts are like in those houses,”
Mary said. “Surgery gone wrong ghosts.” She shuddered. “I don’t even want to
think about it.”


“Well, financing gone wrong isn’t anything to sneeze
at,” he said, glancing around the room, “if what we’re feeling is an example.”


The door to the office closed behind them and they
both jumped again.  Mary turned to the
doorway, placed her hands on her hips and took a deep breath. “I know that you
are trying to get our attention,” she said. “And I’m sorry that I don’t have
the ability to communicate with you. But I really do want to help.”


Mary felt like she heard a soft sigh in her ear and
she shivered. 


“Okay, well, good,” she said, her voice shaking
slightly. “So, right now I’m working on the Elmer and Mabel Johnson file. If
that’s not you, I’ll be getting to your files as soon as I can.”


She turned to Mike. “Would ghosts know about their
descendants?” she asked.


He smiled at her and cocked his head to the side.
“Mary, if Mikey or Clarissa had kids, would you know about them?” he asked.
“Even if you had passed away?”


“Of course,” she said. “Just because…”


She stopped and nodded. “Okay, I understand,” she
said.


Turning back to the door she continued. “If you know
Elmer or Mabel, can you send a message to them from me? I’ve got to find their
other grandchildren. Not Elmer Junior’s children and descendants, but Michael
Henry’s son and his children, if he had any.”


“The farm.”


The hairs stood up on the back on Mary’s neck. “Did
you hear that?” she whispered to Mike.


“I may be dead, but I’m not deaf,” he replied softly.
“Yeah, I heard it and it was incredibly creepy.” He paused for a moment. “So,
what form?”


“What do you mean, what form?” Mary asked. 


“The voice. It said the form,” he replied.


She shook her head. “No, it said the farm,” Mary
replied. “The farm. You know, like Old McDonald had a…”


“No, I’m sure it was form,” he argued. 


“The FARM!” 


Mike nodded, his eyes as wide as saucers. “Okay then,”
he said, stepping back away from the closed door. “Sorry about that.”


He glanced over at Mary. “You were right,” he
whispered.


“I know,” she replied. “Now we just have to figure out
which farm they’re talking about.”


“What do you mean which farm?” he asked. “How many
farms did Elmer and Mabel own?”


Mary rolled her eyes. “Well, there is the farm that
they lost because of Aloysius,” she said. “And then there’s the Poor Farm where
they might have ended up. And then there could be farms that their kids or
grandkids bought.”


“If either Mabel or Elmer is the whispering ghost in
this room,” Mike said. “I think the farm they would be talking about is their
old farm. I think that needs to be our first stop.”


“Our stop?” she asked. 


He grinned sheepishly. “Well, yeah, Mary,” he said.
“You do need protection, you know.”

















 

Chapter Seventeen 


Henry Carmichael sat at the gray Formica kitchen
table, his elbows on the table and his head cradled in his hands. The old wall
clock clicked as each second passed, a constant reminder that Henry’s time on
the farm had run out.  He lifted his head
and glanced up at the framed black and white photo of his grandparents in front
of the farmhouse. They usually looked pleased, surrounded by their oak frame in
the room where family always gathered. But today, for some reason, as they
looked down at him from their place of honor between the refrigerator and the
pie safe, he felt their faces were filled with disappointment. 


“I just couldn’t do it,” he whispered sadly to them.
“I tried. I really did. But there were just too many things beyond repair. I’m
so sorry.”


“So sorry for what?” Maisy asked, coming in through
the kitchen door. 


Henry turned towards her and, seeing his face, she
immediately put down her bag and hurried over to him. Pulling up a chair next
to him, she took him in her arms and just held him. “What?” she asked tenderly.



“I can’t,” his voice broke, and he took a deep breath.
“I can’t do it. I can’t save this farm. It’s too much.”


“What happened?” she asked again.


“The milk cooler,” he said sadly. “It’s not just the
motor; it’s the whole unit. We’re talking thousands of dollars.”


“And without a cooler…” she began.


“We can’t sell milk,” he said. “It’s as simple as
that.”


They sat quietly, holding each other, the ticking
clock the only noise in the room for several long moments. Finally, he sighed
and sat back. He gently brushed her hair from her forehead and kissed her.
“Thank you,” he said. “You gave me a chance.”


“There has to be something we can do,” she said. “How
about the bank?”


He shook his head. “I called them,” he said. “We’re
too far extended.” He laughed bitterly. “We’re a bad risk.”


“My parents,” she suggested.


He placed his fingers gently against her lips. “No,”
he said. “Although I truly appreciate your offering, we don’t have enough money
to continue to make this work. I’m in way over my head.”


“You’ve worked so hard,” Maisy said. “You did the best
you could.”


He glanced up at the photo and shook his head. “It
just wasn’t enough,” he said. 


He stood up and walked to the back door, slipping on
his chore coat. “I’ve got to go down and milk the cows,” he said, trying to
summon a smile. “I’ll say hi to the ladies for you.”


“I love you, Henry Carmichael,” she said. “And no
matter what you think, I know that Elmer and Mabel would be proud of you too.
They understood how hard it was. They lost the farm during the Depression.”


He sighed. “I just wanted to get it back for them, you
know,” he said. “Give them back their legacy.”


“You did,” she replied. “You made them proud.”


He nodded, not convinced, but just to appease her.
“Thanks, sweetheart,” he said. He picked up his stocking cap and pulled it over
his head. “I’ll see you in a bit.”


The wind was cold and bitter as he walked across the
now frozen slush and made his way to the barn. 
The cows were all lined up, waiting for their turns in the milking
stands and their allotment of grain. 


He let the first one into the barn, into the milking
stanchion and closed the gate behind her. 
Then he wiped her teats with a warm antiseptic cloth and attached the milkers. “Well, Ella,” he said. “Looks like we’ve gotta stop meeting like this.”


She lifted her head from the grain bucket and turned
to him with a loud “Moo.”


He nodded. “Yeah, you knew it was too good to be
true,” he said, patting her haunch. “But I promise to find you a good home,
where they’ll take good care of you.”


Contented, she turned her head back toward the grain
bucket and munched away. He watched her for another moment and stroked her back
once more. “I’m going to miss you, Ella,” he said, sniffing back a tear. “Okay,
back to work.”

















 

Chapter Eighteen 


“Mary!”


The scream echoed through the house the next morning
and Mary dropped the clean laundry she was carrying into Clarissa’s bedroom and
rushed down the hall. 


“What’s wrong?” she exclaimed as she ran into her
bedroom.


She stopped at the door and stared in astonishment.
Bradley’s white uniform shirt, his hands, and part of his face was covered with
a mustard-yellow gooey substance. He turned to her in wide-eyed shock.


“It was like a power sprayer,” he said. “I think he
might have reached all the way across the room.”


She bit her lower lip to stop the laughter, but it
didn’t help. 


“Um, did you…” she tried to speak, but she just
couldn’t. Laughter burst from her, and she leaned against the doorjamb,
helpless to do anything to help him.


“A little help would be appreciated,” Bradley said,
not as amused as Mary.


“Sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes. “But, you know,
he’s probably not loaded anymore.”


And even though she knew her joke was lame, it seemed
like the funniest thing in the world for several more moments.


“Mary,” Bradley said.


She wiped her sleeve across her eyes, took a deep
breath and nodded. “Okay, sorry, I’m ready to help,” she said. Then she stopped
and looked at Bradley. “What would you like me to do?”


“It’s slowly dripping towards my mouth,” he said,
keeping his lips as tight as possible. “A towel would be nice.”


“Of course,” she said, jogging to the bathroom and
trying not to giggle. 


She grabbed an old towel from the cabinet and reached
up to wipe the baby poop off his face. 
It wasn’t easy to get off. “This stuff is like glue,” she said, as she
rubbed harder. 


“Mary,” Bradley interrupted.


She rubbed harder. “I can almost get it…”


“Mary,” he said, a little louder.


“Just another second,” she said, trying to wipe it
sideways.


He grabbed on to the towel. “I’ll take the towel and
go into the bathroom,” he said. “If you would finish changing Mikey?”


She nodded, not meeting his eyes. “Of course,” she
said. “Great idea. You go and wash up.”


Turning to Mikey on the changing table, she waited
until the bathroom door closed before she started laughing again. “Oh, wow,
Mikey, what a powerful pooper you are,” she said to the smiling baby. “Did
Daddy forget the extra diaper rule?  I
think he did.”


She wiped the small amount of mess from the baby’s
bottom and pulled out a fresh diaper. “Will Daddy forget that rule ever, ever
again?” she asked the baby. “I don’t think so.”


Tossing the soiled diaper into the diaper pail, Mary
dressed Mikey. The warm, flannel sleeper was light blue with little clouds and
lambs on it. “You look so adorable,” she said, picking up the baby and cuddling
him. “And you are so soft.”


She heard the bathroom door open and smiled. “Who’s
got a big boy sphincter? Mikey does.”


“Funny, Mary,” Bradley said. “Very funny.”


Cuddling Mikey to her, she walked across the room to
her husband, wearing only a towel. She lifted an eyebrow at his attire. “Look
at your sexy Daddy, Mikey,” she said.


He shook his head. “I had baby poop on my underwear,”
he said, shaking his head. “How does that happen?”


“We should Google it,” Mary replied as straight-faced
as she could. 


“Mary,” he said.


“Yes, Bradley,” she replied.


“Shut up.”


She snorted and then cuddled Mikey closer to her,
covering his ears. “Bradley, such language. We don’t want Mikey to hear us
using the “s” word.”


He shook his head. “This wasn’t funny,” he said.


“You’re right,” she replied, biting her lip again. “It
wasn’t funny in the least.”


“Good,” he said. “At least we have that settled. I’ll
be down in a minute. I have to change.”


“Okay,” she said, but she paused when she got to the
door.  She turned just before Bradley was
about to put on a fresh tee shirt. “Um, you might want to wait on that.”


“What?” he asked, the tee shirt above his head.


“You might want to wait on getting dressed,” she said.


He grinned at her. “Really?” he asked, raising his
eyebrows suggestively.


She nodded. “Yes, really,” she replied, lowering her
voice, so it was low and seductive.


“Why?” he asked.


“Because you have poop in your hair and you really
need to shower.”


She closed the door behind her and laughed when she
heard Bradley’s response. “Oh Mikey,” she said to the baby. “Your Daddy really
shouldn’t use words like that.”

















 

Chapter Nineteen 


“It has to be him,” Mary said. “Henry Carmichael. The
name is perfect. His dad was Michael Henry Carmichael but was born Michael
Henry Johnson. And he lives on the farm, and that’s what they said, the farm.”


Alex looked across the dining room table at Mary. “Who
said?” he asked.


She took a deep breath and shrugged. “Well, actually,
I don’t know, but I think it was either Mabel or Elmer Johnson,” she said. “And
last night, when I was in the house across the street, someone whispered ‘the
farm.’”


Sitting back in his chair, Alex crossed his arms over
his chest. “So, you want me to give…” he paused and looked down at the notes he
had taken, “over a million dollars in gold to a guy on a farm because a voice
told you that it was him?”


Putting her elbows on the table, she leaned towards
him. “Gold that the ghost of a little old lady told me about that’s hidden in
the house across the street from me,” she added.


Alex sighed. “Okay, yeah, when you put it that way, it
almost makes more sense.”


Bradley chuckled. “Welcome to my world,” he said. “So,
how do we do this? If this is the right guy?”


“And how do we remain anonymous?” Mary asked. 


“There are not too many dealers around the area,” Alex
said. “So, if we start selling gold bars on a regular basis, we might run into
a little trouble.”


“Like what?” Mary asked.


“Well, like the Patriot Act,” Alex said. “That
regulates any amount over $10,000. So, we want to work within the law, but we
don’t want to attract any attention.”


Mary nodded. “Okay, so I called Linda at the Clerk’s
Office, and she is going to check his birth certificate and tell me if he’s our
guy.”


“Why couldn’t you just go in and check, like you did
before?” Bradley asked.


“Because he’s alive and I would need his permission,”
she said. “And Linda is not giving me any information, just telling me if my
conjecture is true or false.”


“Sneaky, Mary,” Alex said. “It’s a good thing that you
are one of the good guys.”


She smiled. “I think you’ve said that before,” she
said.


He shrugged. “It’s still true,” he replied. 


Mary’s phone vibrated, and she looked down at the
screen. “We have a winner,” she said. “So, how do we give this guy two gold
bars?”


“You could dress up like Ed McMahon and hand it to
him,” Alex suggested.


“Ed McMahon died several years ago,” Mary replied.


Alex studied her for a long moment. “And that’s a
problem for you because…” he asked.


“Very funny, Alex,” she replied. Then she thought
about it. “You know, we could pretend he won some kind of
lottery.”


“But then he would have had to buy a ticket,” Bradley
said. “So, that could get weird.”


“Too bad he just couldn’t stumble across buried
treasure,” Alex said. 


“Yeah, like a pirate’s chest in his back forty,”
Bradley added.


Mary looked slowly from Alex to Bradley and smiled.
“That’s not such a bad idea,” she said. 


“A pirate’s chest?” Alex asked.


“No, buried treasure,” Mary replied. “Lots of people
buried their money or stashed it away after the Depression because they didn’t
trust banks anymore. Maybe Elmer and Mabel stashed their treasure away too.”


“But they didn’t,” Bradley said.


“But they could have,” Mary replied. “When I was up in
the attic across the street, I saw some old metal boxes. They looked like
safety deposit boxes or cash boxes. What if Mabel and Elmer buried gold in one
of them?”


Bradley suddenly understood where Mary was heading
with her idea. “And what if a couple of kids with metal detectors trespassed on
the old Johnson Farm?”


She smiled at him. “Exactly,” she said.


“Ahhhh,” Alex said. “And
they found this box and then decided they felt guilty for taking something that
didn’t belong to them.”


“And they turned it in to the Chief of Police,” Mary
added. “Because, really, where else would you go with two gold bars?”


“And they turned it in and asked to remain anonymous,”
Bradley said. “And we agreed.”


“Who wouldn’t believe a story like that?” Alex asked.


“I wouldn’t,” Mary said with a smile. “But, if
believing means getting a million dollars’ worth of gold, I’d convince myself
to believe.” 



 
















 

Chapter Twenty


Henry Carmichael looked up when he noticed the
flashing lights coming through the window. “Maisy,” he called. “The police are
here.”


Maisy hurried from the kitchen and peered out the
front window. “What in the world?” she asked and then she turned to her
husband. “What can they want?”


Henry shook his head. “I have no idea,” he said. “But
we’re going to find out. Someone’s coming to the door.”


He hurried to the door and opened it before Bradley
had a chance to knock. 


“Henry Carmichael?” Bradley asked, holding a cardboard
box in his hands.


Henry nodded. “Yes, that’s me,” he said. “How can I
help you?”


“This is a little irregular,” Bradley said. “May we
come in?”


“Of course,” Henry said, stepping back. 


“This is my wife, Mary,” Bradley said. “I hope you
don’t mind if she’s here.”


Mary stepped in and smiled at both
of them. “We just had a baby six weeks ago,” she explained. “And our
neighbor is babysitting for us. So, coming to see you is kind of like date
night.”


Maisy came forward. “Hello, I’m Maisy Carmichael,
Henry’s wife,” she said. “And I don’t mind saying I’m a little confused.” She
looked at Bradley. “Why are you here and why would you bring your wife?”


“Those are both good questions,” Bradley said. “Let me
answer the first one and then the second one will probably not matter to you.”


Bradley placed the box down on their coffee table.
“This is yours,” he said.


“We didn’t report anything stolen,” Henry said,
opening the box. 


“Well, something was stolen,” Bradley explained. “But
you didn’t know it.”


“Excuse me?” Mabel asked.


“A few days ago, a couple of young men came into the
station carrying the metal tin inside the cardboard box,” Bradley said. “They
said they were playing around with a metal detector on your property and
uncovered it.”


Henry picked up the box, and his eyes widened. “This
is heavy,” he said. “What is it filled with? Rocks?”


Bradley shrugged. “Well, something a little more
valuable than rocks,” he explained. “When they opened it, they decided that
they needed to return it, but didn’t want to get in trouble, so they brought it
to us.”


“What’s in it?” Maisy asked.


Henry put the metal box on the table and pressed the
catch.  The top lifted only slightly, so
Henry had to push it back. “What in the world?” he gasped, shaking his head.
“This can’t be real.”


“They’re real,” Bradley said. “And they are each worth
over half a million dollars.”


“What?” Maisy exclaimed, her eyes filling with tears.
“What?”


“Seems like one of your relatives must have hidden
their savings in the ground,” Bradley said. “Savings that were meant for you.”


Looking mystified, Henry stared at Bradley. “I get to
keep them?” he asked. “I get to keep two gold bars?”


Bradley nodded. “Yeah, they’re yours,” he said. Then
he smiled at them. “Well, have a good night.”


Still dumbstruck, Henry turned to his wife. “Maisy,”
he said. “It’s a miracle.”


Maisy ran into her husband’s arms and sobbed against
his shirt. “I can’t believe it,” she cried. “I just can’t believe it.”


Bradley wrapped his arm around Mary’s shoulders and
led her out of the house. They closed the door behind them and walked, arm in
arm, to the cruiser. 


“I loved this part,” Mary said. “It’s like a fairy
tale, but in real life.”


Bradley looked down at his wife and smiled. “I love
you,” he said. 


“I love you too,” she replied, leaning against him.
“Even when you have poop in your hair.”

















 

Chapter Twenty-one


“Okay, champ, now that you’ve been fed and changed,
it’s time for a nap,” Mary whispered to Mikey the next afternoon. She carefully
placed the already dozing baby in his rocking bassinet and turned on the
switch, so it slowly undulated in a rocking motion. “Sweet dreams, sweetheart.”


She turned off the light in the bedroom and headed for
the stairs.


“Mary,” she heard Bradley call as the door opened.


“Shhhh,” she said, hurrying
down the stairs. “I just put Mikey down for a nap.”


“Sorry,” he replied. “But I have a surprise for you.”


“Really?” she asked with eager anticipation. “What?”


Alex came in the door. “Did you tell her?” he asked.


“No, I was waiting for you,” he replied. 


Alex smiled. “That was nice of you, man,” he said.


“Can someone just tell me what the surprise is?” Mary
asked.


“Well,” Bradley said. “You know how we worked with
Alex to make sure the Finders Mansion is not going to be sold before we get all
the gold out of there.”


She nodded.


“And you know how Alex spoke with the bank and got it
off the market for a little while?” Bradley continued.


“It took a lot of wheeling and dealing,” Alex
inserted. “But, you know, I love you guys.”


“Thanks, man,” Bradley replied. “We love you too.”


Mary rolled her eyes. Were they ever going to tell her
what the surprise was?


“Yes, we all love each other here,” she said. “And
so…”


“Oh, yeah,” Bradley said, continuing. “So, remember
when you said that we were going to have to move because this house isn’t big
enough?”


A pit started to grow in Mary’s stomach. 


“Yes,” she replied, a little hesitantly. 


“I bought it,” Bradley said.


“You did what?” Mary asked.


“I bought the Finders Mansion for us,” he said. “And I
got it for next to nothing.”


“The bank just wanted the back taxes,” Alex said. “So,
I convinced them to sell it to Bradley for the tax bill.”


“We own the Finders Mansion?” Mary asked. 


Bradley nodded eagerly. “And we can close on it next
week,” he said. “Isn’t that great?”


Mary looked at the two men in front of her, grinning
like little boys and she just couldn’t share her concerns with them. She took a
deep breath and forced a smile on her face. “I am just overwhelmed,” she said.
“I just can’t believe it. Wow! Just wow!”


“I know,” Bradley said. “Pretty unbelievable!”


She nodded and slowly sat down on a chair. “Pretty
unbelievable is the word for it.”


Bradley bent down and kissed her on the lips. “I knew
you’d be thrilled,” he said. 


She nodded. “Thrilled is not the word,” she said.


His smile widened. “Well, I’d better get back to
work,” he said. “I love you, sweetheart.”


“I love you too,” she replied.


“I’m going to fill Mary in on some of the details,”
Alex said.


“Great,” Bradley replied. “Thanks. This is just
great.”


Once Bradley closed the door behind him, Alex pulled
up a chair and sat across from Mary. “Okay, I’ve been a lawyer for too many
years to not see right through this,” he said. “What’s wrong with the house?”


“Well, I mean, I can easily repaint all the turquoise
rooms,” she said. “That’s not a problem. And, really, the house is gorgeous.”


“But?” Alex asked.


She looked up at him. “I think the house is haunted.
Really haunted.”

















 

Chapter Twenty-two 


Mary opened the door to the Finders Mansion and walked
inside. During the day, the house seemed so much friendlier and much less
spooky.


“Maybelle,” she called. 


“Mary, dear,” Maybelle said as she descended the
stairs. “How are you?”


“I’m fine,” Mary replied. “How are you?”


Maybelle smiled, a twinkle in her eye. “Well, I’m
dead, dear,” she said. “So, I’m doing as well as can be expected.”


Chuckling softly, Mary nodded. “I just wanted to let
you know that we found Elmer and Mabel’s heir. A good man who was working hard
to reestablish the family farm,” she said. “I understand that he has already
put some of the money to good use in updating the milking parlor equipment.”


“That makes me feel wonderful,” Maybelle said. “Mary,
you did an excellent job. I knew I could count on you.”


“I also wanted to let you know that we bought your
house,” Mary said.


Maybelle clapped her hands in delight. “Why nothing
could please me more,” she said. “And now, with you living here, we’ll be able
to work together and get all of the rest of the families reunited with their
money.”


“Well, now we have one down and…” Mary paused and met
Maybelle’s eyes. “About three or four more to go?”


“Oh, heaven’s no, dear,” Maybelle said.


Mary breathed a sigh of relief. “I know there’s only
about four million dollars’ worth of gold bars now,” she said. “So, most of it
goes to a couple more families?”


“Well, the gold in the attic belongs to just a few
more families,” Maybelle said. “But then, dear, there’s the gold in the
basement.”


“What?” Mary exclaimed. “What gold in the basement?”


“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Maybelle asked.


Mary shook her head. “No. No, you didn’t tell me,” she
replied.


Maybelle smiled sweetly. “You seem a little excited,
dear,” she said. “Would you like a cup of chamomile?”


Mary took a deep breath and released it slowly.
“You’re right,” she agreed. “I’m probably overreacting.” She took another deep
breath. “So, Maybelle, how much gold is in the basement?”


“Well, let’s see,” the ghost replied, pondering for a
moment. “I believe there are ten more safes down there. And because they are in
the basement, they could hold ever so much more gold.”  She looked up at Mary and lifted her
shoulders in a perplexed manner. “Perhaps ten or twenty times the amount
upstairs.”


“Maybelle, there were five million dollars upstairs,”
Mary said, astonished. “Are you saying that there could be one hundred million
dollars in this house?”


Maybelle nodded. “Well, if my math is correct and I
remember things clearly,” she said. And then her eyes widened. “Oh, the vault.
I forgot about the vault.”


“There’s a vault?”


Maybelle laughed, the noise sounding like tinkling
bells. “Oh Mary, you are such a delight. I’m going to have so much fun working
with you.”


Then she faded away.


Mary walked over to the oak staircase and sat on the
bottom step, cradling her head in her hands. 


“Tough day?” Mike asked, appearing next to her.


Mary looked up at him. “She has a vault,” she said,
shaking her head in disbelief. “A vault in her basement.”


“Why didn’t I get cool stuff like that when I was
growing up?” Mike teased, as he sat down next to her.


“This is not funny, Mike,” Mary replied. “There are
over one hundred million dollars in this house.”


“Well, at least you won’t be bored,” he replied.


She looked up. “What?”


“Remember, the other night, you said you were bored
and needed a new adventure,” he reminded her.


“But I never…”


He grinned, winked at her and began to fade away. “Be
careful what you wish for,” he whispered and then he was gone. 


Suddenly the door to the parlor flew open and then
slammed shut. Mary closed her eyes and placed her head back in her hands.
“Well, crap!”


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)


 


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 



 


 


 


 




cover.jpeg
Terri Reid

4
g
A Firidm Mansion Mystery Novella
' The Eurter Adventures of Mary O'Reilly






