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Never Forgotten 

A Mary O’Reilly Paranormal Mystery (Book Three)

 

Prologue

 

The snow fell softly on the rooftops in the city of Freeport.  From his vantage place in the City Hall Building, the Police Chief stood at his office window and looked down over the people he vowed to serve and protect. He hoped they were gathered together with their families enjoying this magical evening.

Christmas Eve.  A night of peace.
A night of joy.
A night of miracles.  

He smiled to himself as he contemplated the miracles that had occurred in his own life. Even the idea of being Chief of the Freeport Police Department was something miraculous to him.  Who would have thought that a beat cop could have made it to the top?

The smile was replaced by a frown as he received another sharp pain in his stomach. He really needed to see someone about the pains, they were getting increasingly worse.  Probably an ulcer, he thought. It would make sense, given how crazy my life has been lately. 

  Walking back to his desk, he opened the top drawer and pulled out a container of antacid tablets.  After taking three, the pain seemed to dissipate a little. He sat back in his chair and enjoyed the silence of his office for a moment.  

I really ought to be getting home.

He sighed and shook his head.

Home to an empty house.  Home to an undecorated tree.  Home to a lonely evening filled with memories. 

A sound in the hallway quickly had him on alert.  Footsteps.  Glancing at the clock, he saw that it was after ten.  Who in the world was still in the office at this hour?

The sharp rap on the door had him sitting up at his desk.

“Yes?”

The door opened.  He sighed silently. Not this again.  

She moved slowly towards his desk.  She was dressed for an evening on the town, not a late night at work.  He couldn’t help but notice the dress accentuated every part of her body. Perhaps she had been called away from a party.

“Something up?” he asked.

She slid a hip on the corner of his desk and leaned forward, her ample curves very much on display.  He swallowed and lifted his face to meet her eyes.  

“No, I was thinking about you and saw your office light on when I was driving by,” she purred. “So, I thought I’d come up and say ‘Merry Christmas.’”

He smiled, briefly. “Well, that was very nice of you,” he said. “Merry Christmas.  Now don’t let me keep you from your festivities.”

She glided closer. “We could celebrate,” she said, whispering, reaching forward to caress his face. “I have some mistletoe and some champagne.  We could lock the door and no one would have to know.”

He stood abruptly, his chair clattering to the floor behind him.

“Look,” he said, trying to find the right combination of patience and firmness in his voice, “You are a very attractive woman.  Incredibly attractive. But, I just can’t...”

She slipped off the desk and folded her arm across her chest, her mouth held in a pout.

“Yes, I know,” she said, with a petulant shrug. “Your wife.”

He nodded. “Yeah, my wife and...other things.  It’s just not going to work between us. I’m sorry.”

She walked around the desk to him, her high heels clicking slowly as she approached. Like a panther on the prowl, he thought.  She slipped her arms up his chest and around his neck, threading her fingers through his hair.

“Just one kiss?” she whispered, “to say good-bye.”

He pulled his head back and shook it. “No, I’m afraid not.”

She sighed and stepped away.

“I would have been remarkable,” she said. “I could have made you forget anyone else.”

He stepped back. “I don’t doubt that for a moment. But, I don’t want to forget. And we have to work together; I don’t want anything to interfere with our jobs.”

He grimaced; the pain in stomach hit him again.

“Oh, poor baby,” she cooed. “Stomach bothering you?”

He took a deep breath and pushed past the pain. “It’s nothing.  It’ll pass.”

Running her hand down the side of his face, she smiled. “Oh, I’m sure it will.”

She walked across the room to the small table holding a coffee pot, a couple of mugs and several containers.  “Are you still drinking the tea I gave you?” she asked, lifting the ornamental metal container.

He nodded. “Yeah, thanks, it does seem to help.”

She opened it. “Well, look at this, it’s almost empty. Why don’t you let me take it and refill it? No strings,” she added quickly, “Just between friends.”

He nodded, appreciating her emphasis on friends. “That would be nice. Thanks.”

The pain in his stomach intensified; he bent forward and clasped the table. “I don’t know what’s happening,” he groaned. “It just started this week.”

Slipping the lid back on the container, she placed it in her purse. “Sometimes these things take on a life of their own.  Would you like me to call an ambulance?”

He shook his head. “No, I’m sure I’ll be...”

“Okay,” she replied lightly, wiggling her fingers in a wave. “Bye Chief. Too bad this couldn’t have come to a more mutually satisfying ending.”

She paused at the door when she heard his body hit the ground.  “Well, damn.  He couldn’t have waited another ten minutes?”

She turned back into the room, placed her purse on the table and walked over to his prone body.  She looked around and found a plastic wrapper on his desk.  Placing it between her fingers and his neck, she felt for a pulse.

Nothing.

She sighed, stuffed the wrapper into the bottom of the trash can, walked across the room, lifted her purse, turned back to the body and shrugged. “Too bad. We could have been great.”





  







 

 

Chapter 1

“Let it snow, let it snow, let it snow,” Bradley sang, as he pulled his car into the parking spot reserved for the Chief of Police. 

He glanced up to the second floor and, for a moment, thought he saw a glimmer of light at the window from former Police Chief Sam Rodger’s office.  Narrowing his eyes, he looked again. Nothing. “I’ve got ghosts on my mind,” he thought and then grinned, thinking of Mary. “And that’s not a bad thing.”

Mary O’Reilly was a local private investigator, who, through a near-death experience, now had the ability to communicate with ghosts.  Although he had been a firm skeptic, a few months working with her had not only turned Bradley into a believer, but had changed his entire life. 

There were only a couple of things to do before he could go home.  He glanced down at the clock display in the cruiser.  It was a little after ten. Later than he planned because he really hadn’t meant to stay at Mary’s for as long as he did.  His grin grew even wider, but he was darn glad he had.  

He got out of the vehicle and walked over to the large brick building. Catching a glimpse of his reflection in City Hall’s glass doors, he shook his head.  He looked like a love-struck teenager.  It was certainly not the impression the Chief of Police should be making.  He took a deep breath and schooled his features as he watched himself in the reflection.  

A little tougher, he thought, closing his eyes slightly and firming his jaw. Yeah, better. 

He turned his head to the side. Yeah, now he looked like the tough cop the people of Freeport had come to know and love.

Love.

He sighed, his eyes widened, his jaw softened and the grin came back. Damn, he was in love. And it felt really good.  Unlocking the door, he pushed it open and went in.

Only the emergency lights were on in the building, and although they were dim, they shed enough light for Bradley to find his way to the second floor.

He paused at the top of the stairs.  The former Chief’s office had been turned into a computer lab, housing some new equipment the city had purchased before Bradley had taken the job.  When he took the position, the mayor had offered to have the equipment moved somewhere else, but Bradley was just as happy with his smaller office at the end of the hall.  There was something about the old office that made him uneasy.

He walked past the office.  A frisson of uneasiness sent the hairs on the back of his neck tingling. He stopped at the door. The noise was muffled, if he hadn’t been concentrating on the room, he probably wouldn’t have heard it.  He placed his hand on the door knob and slowly turned it.

He heard the well-oiled latch softly slip from the strike plate as he pulled the door towards him. The room was unlit, but the glow from the streetlights outside allowed Bradley to see. The large room had been divided up into a maze of four quadrants, using eight foot shelving units to separate the stations.  The old building, with its twelve-foot pressed tin ceiling, had plenty of room to spare on top of the shelves, so they had become a gardener’s paradise of spider plants, philodendron, English ivy, Boston Ferns and any other random plant that needed a home. Usually inviting, the plants now threw sinister shadows along the walls and other surfaces.  

Bradley crept forward between the tall narrow aisles created by the shelves.  Just before he reached the corner he heard a thump, the sound of a body hitting the floor.  He rushed forward into the corner of the room.

The desk was empty.  The chair was pushed up against it, neatly awaiting its usual occupant.  No one was in the corner.  No one was there to make the sound.  No one...alive.

A cold chill ran down his back. He really wanted to leave the room.  Instead, he moved closer.

He walked to the window and looked outside.  Snow fell softly on the rooftops in the city of Freeport.  It was Christmas Eve, a night of peace and miracles.

“Go home.”

Bradley jumped around. The voice was just behind him. 

Even before he turned, he knew no one would be there.

He rubbed the back of his neck, still cold from the breath that carried those words.

“Whoever you are,” he said aloud, “you won’t be here much longer.  I promise.”





  







 

Chapter 2

Mary O’Reilly stood in her darkened bedroom, staring out the window into the night sky. She was wrapped in her favorite terry bath robe and thick cotton socks. “I really can’t stay, but baby it’s cold outside,” she sang with a giggle. How could this day have been any better?

A lone star came out from behind the cloud cover and sparkled above the city.  My very own Christmas star, Mary thought, hugging herself. My very own fairytale come true. 

Suddenly she felt the hairs on the back of her neck raise and knew she was no longer alone.  She turned around to see a dimly illuminated figure standing on the other side of her bed.  She reached slowly for the bedside lamp and turned it on.

The same ghost she’d seen in the hospital, in their hotel room, and finally, at the Rawleigh Building, stood before her. 

“Thank you,” Mary said. “I really didn’t get a chance to say that earlier.  You saved our lives.”

The ghost smiled sadly and nodded.

“I want to help you,” Mary said. “Would you like me to help you move on?”

The ghost nodded again. 

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Jeannine Alden, Bradley’s wife.”

Mary felt her stomach clench and her knees weaken. She staggered forward to brace herself against her bed.

“You’re...you’re Bradley’s wife?” 

The ghost nodded, her eyes never leaving Mary’s.

Tears filled Mary’s eyes. “You died,” she said softly. “I’m so sorry you died.”

A shadow of a smile passed across Jeannine’s face. “I’ve been dead for a long time,” she said.

“And...,” Mary paused, clapped her hand over her mouth as she remembered what had occurred downstairs less than an hour ago. 

She couldn’t meet Jeannine’s face. “How long have you been here?  In my house?”

Jeannine shrugged, “Several hours, I’ve been waiting for you.”

“I am so sorry,” Mary apologized profusely. “Here you are, waiting for me to help you and I’m downstairs kissing your husband...”

She froze. “You did know that I was kissing him, right?” she asked, biting her lower lip.

Jeannine nodded.

“I didn’t mean to,” Mary said. “Well, no, that’s not true. I really did mean to.  But, I didn’t know. Well, I did know that you were married to him.  But, I didn’t know that you were dead. Okay, that makes it sound even worse.”

Mary threw her hands in the air and started pacing. “I mean, it’s been over eight years,” she explained. “And I figured that, you know, something had happened to you because no one in their right mind would leave Bradley. But, you know, I didn’t even think about that.  I just thought about him...and me... and...”

“And you love him,” Jeannine said.

Mary stopped pacing, turned to Jeannine and nodded.

“Yes, I do,” she said, “But now...”

Jeannine glided across the room to hover in front of Mary. “Now, nothing changes.”

Mary shook her head, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “When I tell him...”

“You can’t tell him,” Jeannine interrupted.

“What? Of course I’m going to tell him,” Mary said. “I couldn’t keep your death a secret from him, it wouldn’t be right. Besides, he will want to help you too.”

“Mary, I’m not here because I need help,” Jeannine interrupted. “I’m here because Bradley is in danger.”

“What?” 

Instantly alert, Mary was across the room, her hand on the door before Jeannine’s words stopped her.

“Mary, stop. He’s safe right now,” she said. “But there is something out there that has Bradley on its radar.”

Mary turned back to Jeannine. “On its radar? What do you mean by that?”

Jeannine glided back in forth across the room. “I don’t really have specifics,” she said. “There’s quite a bit of unexplained activity here. Confused spirits. They are still here, but don’t know why.” 

“Who are they?”

Jeannine shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t divulge their information,” she said. “I wish I could. But they have to tell their own stories.  It’s their right.”

“It has to be their choice,” Mary said, nodding with understanding. “It always has to be about choice.”

“Yes, but I’ve been warned that Bradley is in danger,” she said. “I need you to help him.”

“But...” Mary began.

Jeannine shook her head. “Agree that you will do this, and only then will I answer your questions.”

Mary sighed. “Yes, of course, you didn’t even have to ask. I don’t want anything to happen to Bradley.”

Jeannine smiled. “Yes I did have to ask,” she said. “Because now I am your client and as such, you can’t disclose any information about me, unless I give you permission. You may not tell Bradley that I’m dead.”

“Wait a minute,” Mary countered. “That’s not fair. He has a right to know.”

“In due time,” Jeannine agreed. “But not yet.  He’s not ready to see me.”

“How can you just decide what he’s ready or not ready to do?” Mary asked. 

“Because I’ve given him the chance to see me,” Jeannine replied. “And the only time he chose to see me is when I was signaling him from the top of the Rawleigh Building when you were in danger.”

“That was you?”

Jeannine nodded. “He saw the signal,” she said. “But even when he was holding you, he couldn’t see me. He’s not ready.”

Jeannine began to slowly fade away.

“But what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” Mary asked. “I’m lying to him.”

“Protect him,” she said. “Keep him safe.”

Then Jeannine was gone.

Mary stared at the empty spot, trying to collect her thoughts.  She knew she couldn’t tell Bradley, not after Jeannine had specifically forbidden her.  But, when he eventually found out that she had known, would he ever be able to trust her again?

She sighed. Well, I guess I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.  Right now, all that’s important is keeping him safe and finding out why he’s in danger.  

The phone rang and Mary jumped.  

She hurried over and answered. “Mary O’Reilly.”

“Bradley Alden.”

Relief.  He was safe. She could hear the smile in his voice. And for now, that was all that mattered.

 “Hi,” she said. 

“Merry Christmas,” he replied.

Mary glanced at the clock. 12:01. Christmas morning. 

“Merry Christmas,” she answered, sitting on the side of the bed.

“So, when you suggested I come over for a second helping of mistletoe on Christmas morning, did you have any specific time in mind?”

A shaky laugh escaped her. “Well, maybe we should wait until the sun comes up.”

“Spoil sport.”

This time the laughter was stronger. “Bradley, Santa hasn’t even come by yet.”

She couldn’t stop the grin that spread over her face as she waited for Bradley’s response, picturing him trying to figure out what to say. 

“Santa?” he asked cautiously. 

“The Spirit of Christmas,” she responded pointedly.

“Mary.”

“Yes, Bradley.”

“Ask him to leave more mistletoe, okay?”

She felt her heart expand, filling with pure joy.

 “I will make a point of it,” she replied sincerely, rubbing her hand over her heart.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes. I’m great.  Maybe a little overwhelmed,” she said honestly.

“I’ve heard I’ve had that affect on people,” he teased.

She chuckled softly. “Yes, you do.”

I miss you,” he said.

“Yeah, me too.  Get some sleep.”

“I just finished brewing a cup of Christmas tea,” he said. “I’ll take it upstairs with me.”

“Christmas tea?”

“Well, I got it for Christmas,” he explained. “I stopped by the office on the way home and found this interesting tin filled with tea on my desk.”

“Are you sure it’s not evidence from a drug bust?” she teased.

He laughed. “It had a bow on it.”

“A festive drug bust?”

He paused. She could hear him sniff.

“So?”

“Doesn’t smell like pot,” he said.

“Do you know what steeped pot smells like?” she asked. 

“Good point,” he replied. “So how do I tell?”

“Well, you could drink it and if you suddenly feel really hungry...” she began.

“Yeah, and then we get spot drug tests next week and they find THC in my urine,” he countered. 

“Not a good plan,” she agreed. 

“Okay, now you’ve made me nervous,” he said. “Maybe I’ll wait and taste the Christmas tea once I find out who left it for me. Besides, the sooner I go to bed, the sooner the morning comes.”

She smiled into the phone. “That’s nice. Good-night Bradley, sweet dreams.”

“You too. See you tomorrow.”

She heard him disconnect before she placed the phone back in the cradle.  Sighing, she untied her robe and slipped into her bed.  As she laid her head on the pillow she heard a noise down in the kitchen.  She slipped out of bed and padded down the hall to the staircase.

“Cookies are on the countertop next to the stove,” she called down, “Oh, and if you have any, could you leave some extra mistletoe?”





  







 

Chapter 3

The basement steps were covered with worn shag carpeting that used to be pumpkin orange, but was now faded to an ugly brown.  Her Gucci black patent leather high heels seemed out of place, but she dashed down the steps with practiced ease, her glass of Pinot Noir resting easily in the palm of her hand. 

Classical music followed her from the open door at the top of the stairs.  She stepped from the last wooden stair onto the rough concrete floor, humming along with the symphony as she reached towards the wall. Manicured nails with bright red glossy polish flipped the light switch and a series of dim fluorescent work lights lit the dark interior.  

The walls were limestone blocks, rough and uneven. Single pane windows with peeling window frames were cut roughly into the stone at ten foot intervals and foam insulation seeped between wood and stone.  The plastic stapled over the windows kept out most of the winter cold, and, from the collection of bugs caught in spider webs on the plastic, it hadn’t been changed for quite a few years.

A large furnace in the corner of the room blew heated air out of an oversized vent creating a balmy tropical environment, even though snow was falling outside the house. The air was moist and held the musty scent of wet soil.   

She moved into the center of the basement where a dozen narrow tables stood in three long rows. Above her, a network of PVC water lines ran along the ceiling and down to the edges of the tables.  Green hoses were connected to the ends of the lines and disappeared into the dirt and mulch that covered the tables. 

She moved closer and inhaled deeply.  Laughing, she lifted her glass to her lips and took sip.  The rich compost and moist, humid air enhanced the bouquet of the wine.  

“And how is my magical garden doing tonight?” she whispered.

She lovingly brushed her fingers delicately over the tops of mushrooms sprouting from oak limbs and compost spread over the tops of the one of the tables.  Walking slowly, she moved from table to table. Stopping to remove a weed or examine the moisture content of the compost.  But, for the most part, she merely walked down the narrow aisle touching the different textures and sizes of the mushrooms and other plants, stroking them lovingly.

“So lovely and magical,” she whispered. “And this time you will bring to me my one true love.”

Strolling beyond the tables, she walked to a counter in the back of the room.  Glass jars on a shelf above held dried herbs.  In the center of the counter sat an electric dehydrator.  She lifted the lid and poked a drying mushroom with a glossy, red nail.  

“Not done yet,” she purred, replacing the lid.

Opening a tall plastic container, she measured out a small amount of diced, dried mushrooms and placed them in a ceramic mixing bowl.  “Not too much,” she warned. “We just want him sick, not dead.”

She giggled and took another sip of wine.

“Well, not dead yet.”

She added scoops of herbs from the glass jars. “Rosemary, mint, chamomile and thyme,” she said, as she added a small scoop of each. “Love tea.  I remember, Mama.  Rosemary, mint, chamomile, thyme, will make your heart long for mine.”

She gently mixed the herbs and mushrooms, poured them into a small linen bag and tied a ribbon around the end. “There, all done.”

She gathered the bag and her nearly empty glass and strolled to the far corner of the basement.  A roughly built storage closet jutted out from the walls.  The ramshackle construction was a combination of plywood, used pallets and two by fours.  An old wooden door was secured with six-inch gate hinges and a padlock hung from the front.  

On a wooden beam, next to the closet, a lone key dangled from a nail.  Reaching up, she grasped the key, placed it in the lock and turned.  The padlock fell away and she pushed the door open noiselessly. “Daddy? I’ve come to wish you Merry Christmas,” she said, entering the closet. 

A string hung from a bare light bulb in the middle of the closet, she pulled and the small area was flooded with harsh light.  “Now, Daddy, don’t be angry,” she said, her voice rising to a childlike pitch. “You remember how much you liked to put me in dark places.  It’s only fair you should have a turn.”

She placed her wine glass on a small shelf just inside the room. “I made more tea,” she said, “The kind that Momma used to make. You used to say it was your favorite blend.”

She giggled.

 “Well, before you figured out our secret.”  

Lifting the wine glass, she drained the rest of the contents and placed it back on the shelf.

“Remember when you called Momma a witch?” she asked in a sing-song voice. “Remember that day?”

Moving further into the room, she stood in front of a single wooden chair. “Course you remember,” she continued lightly. “You held Momma’s head under the water in the bath tub upstairs and called her a witch.”

She tilted her head to the side for a moment. “Funny thing, if she really was a witch, you probably couldn’t have killed her.”

She picked up the empty glass, lifted to her lips, found it empty and shrugged. “And if you hadn’t killed her, she could have given you the antidote for the poison we gave you.”

She put the glass back down on the shelf and put her hands on her hips. “It’s just funny how these things work out, isn’t it Daddy?”

She looked down at the mummified corpse tied to the wooden chair.  His head was held in place by a bungee cord stretched from one side of the chair, across his forehead and hooked on the other.  The exposed muscles caused his face to set in a macabre grin. 

Sitting down, Indian style, in front of the chair, she looked into his eyeless sockets. “Daddy, I’ve met the man of my dreams,” she said, leaning forward and smiling. “He’s tall and handsome and a Police Chief.  Think of that, Daddy, I’m going to have me a Chief of Police.”

She frowned and shook her head.

“He’s not like the others, Daddy,” she said. “He smiles at me and he treats me real nice.  The other day he opened a door for me. He’s a real gentleman, Daddy.”

She leaned back, looked up at the ceiling of the structure for a moment and then turned back to her father.

“Daddy, don’t be angry with me,” she pleaded. “I know I was your special girl. And I never told anyone about the games we used to play - just like you said. But, Daddy, I want someone else to do those same things to me again.  Somebody like Bradley Alden.”

Clapping her hands over her ears, she shook her head. “No, Daddy, stop yelling at me,” she cried. “You always yell at me.”

She scrambled up. “I won’t come here anymore if you keep yelling.” 

Turning, she moved toward the door and then stopped. “What? Are you sorry?” she asked. “Are you sure?”

With a petulant smile, she turned back to him, “Say you’re sorry out loud.”

A wide smile spread across her face and she bent down and hugged the corpse.  “I love you, Daddy.”

She bent down, picked up a ragged blanket lying on the floor and placed it tenderly over the boney shoulders.  “Here you go, Daddy,” she murmured. “I don’t want you to be cold.  I’ll adjust the heater so it’s nice and warm in your room.”

Polished nails adjusted the thermostat hanging on the wall, just behind the corpse’s head.  “I know you like it hot and dry, Daddy,” she said. “Just like we had it back home when you died. All that hot air in the attic dried you up nicely. We don’t want you to get moist and moldy.”

She bent over and placed a soft kiss on the leathery flesh. “Good night, Daddy.  I’ll be sure to bring my new beau down to meet you sometime.” 

She pulled the string, plunged the closet into darkness and locked her father into his homemade crypt.  

“Merry Christmas, Daddy.”





  







 

Chapter 4

“Merry Christmas, Dad.”

Mary rose up on her toes and kissed her father on his cheek.  Timothy O’Reilly, the brawny Irishman, captured her in a fierce hug. “Merry Christmas, my Mary,” he said, emotion thick in his voice. “You be careful, now.”

She stepped back in his arms and smiled up at him. “I will if you will,” she quipped.

He laughed. “That’s a deal.”

She slipped out of his arms and into her mother’s.  “I love you, Mom,” she said, “Merry Christmas.” 

Her mother held her close and whispered into her ear, “Being in love looks good on you.” 

Mary pulled back, surprised. “How did you...”

Her mother chuckled. “As if a mother wouldn’t know.”

Mary shrugged. “Mom, my relationship with Bradley...it’s complicated,” she said.

Maggie O’Reilly grinned. “Oh, my darling, love always is. And even though it sounds like a fairy tale, love has a way of surviving complications.”

Mary sighed and nodded. “I’m sure you’re right.”

Her mother laughed aloud. “No, you think I don’t know what I’m talking about.  But, I do, believe me. Love survives, but it’s not always easy and sometimes it takes a stubborn, hardheaded Irishwoman to save the day.”

“And where would I find one of those?” Mary asked with a grin. 

Maggie hugged her daughter tightly, looking over her shoulder at Bradley loading their things into the car. “He’s a lucky man.”

“Actually, I think I’m the lucky one,” Mary replied.

Bradley walked up the sidewalk to the house. “Everything’s loaded up,” he said. “Thank you for letting me spend Christmas with you.  Everything was great.”

Maggie reached up and gave him a hug. “You are always welcome at the O’Reilly home.”

Timothy patted him on the back and then gave him a quick hug. “You take care of my girl,” he said.

“Dad!” Mary protested.

Bradley grinned. “I’ll do the best I can, sir.”

Timothy nodded, “Good lad.”

The Kennedy Expressway was nearly empty as they drove northwest toward home. “I really like your family,” Bradley said.

“They like you too,” she replied.

“Only because I am a really bad poker player,” he said. “Does your family play Texas Hold’em every Christmas?”

“Only when we’ve got a brand new patsy,” she replied with a grin.

“So, I was set up?” he asked.

She laughed. “Of course, and before we go back, I’ll show you how we all cheat, so you can win some of your money back.”

“It’s a good thing you all decided to go into law enforcement,” he chuckled, “you’d be dangerous on the other side of the law.”

“I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve heard that before,” Mary replied. “Good thing we all decided to occupy the halls of justice.”

 “Speaking of the halls of justice,” Bradley said, “something strange happened last night.  I meant to tell you about it earlier.”

“What?”

Bradley recounted the events at City Hall the previous night.

“Are you sure it wasn’t the heating system?” Mary asked. “Sometimes when there is air in the pipes, you can hear a thumping sound like that.”

“No, it wasn’t the heating system.”

“Well, could it have been a sound from outside?  An icicle falling from the roof?”

He shook his head. “No, it wasn’t from outside.”

“Could it have been from the floor above?”

“Mary, why are you asking me all of these questions?  I thought you, of all people, would come to the same conclusion I have. There’s a ghost at City Hall.”

Mary smiled. “Well, I always like to rule out any earthly possibilities before I move on to supernatural ones.  But, I do agree, it sounds like there is a ghost there. Do you want me to check it out?”

Bradley nodded. “Yeah, I do.  The room has felt, I don’t know, creepy, ever since I took the job.”

He turned and grinned at her.  “I’ve only recently come to understand that feeling creepy usually connects with supernatural.”

“See, you’re learning,” she laughed. “I’ll never forget the first time I told you I saw ghosts.”

“I thought you were crazy.”

“And now?”

“I know you’re crazy,” he said with a smirk.

“Thanks, Chief Alden,” she laughed. “Thanks a lot!”

They rode in silence for a little while as Bradley navigated through the toll booth and back onto the road.

“Do you still think about Jeannine?” Mary asked.

Bradley turned to her for a moment and then looked back to the road. He nodded slowly. “Yeah, sometimes I do,” he said. “Holidays can be hard.”

“Was today hard?”

He shook his head and smiled. “No, today was great.”

Mary turned her head and looked out the window, watching the cascade of snowflakes in the beams of the streetlights. 

“Do you ever...did you ever...get one of those feelings and think it was Jeannine?”

He shook his head. “No. Jeannine’s not dead,” he said. “My best guess is that something happened to her and she doesn’t remember anything.”

Mary nodded. “That makes sense,” she agreed, feeling the pit in the center of her stomach.

“Besides,” he added. “With all the time I’ve been spending with you, I would have been sure to see her if she were a ghost.”

“You’d think,” she said, turning her head back from the window and smiling weakly. 

“Yeah,” he said emphatically, nodding his head. “I’d know if she were dead.” 





  







 

Chapter 5

Standing on the porch, loaded with a pile of presents and containers of food from Mary’s parents’ home, Bradley waited patiently while Mary found her house key and opened the door.  He struggled forward, hoping to reach the kitchen table before something slipped and the entire precarious stack fell to the ground.

“I told you we could have made two trips,” Mary said.

“Why waste time,” Bradley countered, trying to remember where the ottoman lay in the front room because he couldn’t see over the stack. “This is fine.”

“Move to the left, two steps,” Mary called, trying to prevent Bradley from tripping.

“Thanks,” he said, moving over.

“Your other left,” Mary yelled, dashing across the room to save the packages.

Just as she reached him and began to grasp for the packages, his foot caught on the corner of the coffee table and he started to fall.  Mary grabbed for Bradley, but the packages exploded in every direction, Bradley and Mary fell forward onto the couch.

Mary blew her hair out of her eyes and looked down at Bradley who had her wrapped tightly in his arms.  “Did you plan this?”

He chuckled softly, slid his hand up her back and onto the nape of her neck.  With gentle pressure he brought her closer, “You have discovered my nefarious plan,” he whispered, kissing her lightly on either side of her mouth. 

“Good plan,” Mary sighed, shifting to touch her lips with his. “Really good plan.”

A burst of cold air wafted over the couch.

“Did we forget to close the door?” Mary murmured, slowly breaking contact.

“I don’t care,” Bradley complained, pulling Mary back into the embrace.

“Oh, okay,” she whispered against his lips.

The cold air hit again.

“Damn,” Bradley swore, “this is really getting annoying.”

Mary placed her head against his neck and giggled.

“Um, Mary, it wasn’t the door,” Bradley said, his voice tense.  He sat up and moved away from Mary so she could see the woman standing in the middle of the room.

She was wearing a pair of black dress slacks and a holiday sweater of red, white and black.  Her once lovely face was mottled with bruises and abrasions and her neck was twisted, so her blonde hair hung over her shoulder and her head tilted in an unnatural position. She was obviously dead.

“What happened to me?” she cried, and then she disappeared.

Mary scrambled up from the couch and stared at the spot in the floor where the ghost had just stood. Bradley walked over and put his arm protectively around Mary’s shoulders. 

“What the...” Bradley began.

She appeared again, in a different corner of the room. “It must have been an accident,” she pleaded, and disappeared again.

Mary took a step forward, Bradley’s hand on her arm, but the woman appeared again, standing only inches in front of her. “I think he killed me,” she said. “Please help me.”

Then she was gone. 

They waited for a few minutes, neither speaking, only looking around the room awaiting another appearance.  Finally Mary spoke, “I don’t think she’s coming back tonight.”

“I’ll call the dispatcher and see if we have anything we can link to her,” Bradley said, pulling his phone out of his pocket.

“I’ll make some tea,” Mary said, wanting to do something to take her mind off the face of the woman.  She had been brutally beaten before she was killed.  Mary shuddered. What kind of animal could do that to a woman?

Her hand was shaking as she lifted the kettle from the stove to carry it to the sink.  Setting the kettle in the sink, she turned on the water to fill it.  “You okay?” Bradley asked.

She shook her head, not trusting her voice.  He put his arms around her and held her.  “I’m so sorry,” he said gently, “you shouldn’t have to see something like that.”

Shaking her head, she turned to him. “No, it’s what I do,” she said. “I need to help her.  But, this attack on Christmas...”

“Well, she could have been mugged.  But, more likely, it was domestic abuse,” he said. “It’s one of the most brutal crimes there is because the victim was supposed to have been able to trust the offender.  And often, she has no choice but to remain under his control.”

She nodded. “I’ve seen domestic abuse before,” she replied, “In Chicago; we got calls all the time.  But, I’ve never seen someone...”

Her voice broke and she took a shuddering breath.  “The pain she must have suffered before she died...”

Bradley pulled her closer. “And now you get to help her. We get to help her.  Find the creep that did this and put him away,” he said.

She pulled back and looked up at him. “Thanks, I guess I wasn’t expecting...”

“A dead woman in the middle of your front room on Christmas night?”

She thought about the night before and shrugged. “Well, at least not that one. What did the dispatcher say?”

“They haven’t received a call about any “accidents” involving a woman of her description.”

“Did she look familiar to you?” Mary asked.

He shook his head.  “No, I don’t think I’ve seen her before.”

Mary turned off the water, carried the kettle back to the stove and turned on the flame beneath it. “Do you want tea?” she asked.

“Well, that depends.  Do you need me to stay for tea?”

She smiled, walked back across the room, slid her arms around his neck and kissed him lightly on the lips. “No, I’m fine now,” she said. “Thanks. You go to your office and start checking out any leads and I’ll let you know if I get any more information.”

Bradley kissed her back. “Call me if you need me,” he said, walking to the door.

“I will. Be careful out there, Chief.”
 He smiled. “I will. I promise.” 

The boxes and containers that were scattered on the floor between the living room and the kitchen were a good distraction. She initially placed them on the table, then stacked all of the containers of food on top of each other and picked them up, preparing to carry them to the refrigerator.  Turning away from the table she found herself standing face to face with the ghost.  

Mary took a deep breath and slowly half-turned, placing the containers safely back on the table.  She straightened and nodded at the ghost. “Hi, I’m Mary O’Reilly. I’d like to help you.”

Tears fell across the battered face. “I told him I was going to tell,” she whispered. “I told him that he wasn’t going to be able to do it anymore.”

“Who did this to you?”

The ghost shook her head, “I told him...I told him...he had to stop.”

“Who?  Who had to stop?”

“I told him. But he didn’t listen to me,” the ghost sobbed. “I told him...I wasn’t going to hide anymore.  I told him I was going to have a baby.”

Her sobs increased and her body trembled. 

“What’s your name?” Mary asked.

“I promised him that I wouldn’t be like her,” she whispered, looking up at Mary through water-filled eyes. “I told him that I would never abandon my children. He called me a liar and he hit me again.”

“Who abandoned her children?” Mary asked, hoping to get some information.

“My mother-in-law,” she whispered. 

“Did your husband do this to you?”

“I told him I would tell,” she said. “I didn’t want him to hurt the baby.”

“You were right,” Mary said. “You were just trying to protect your baby.”

The ghost looked down and laid her hands over her abdomen. She lifted sorrowful eyes to meet Mary’s. “Now my baby’s dead too.”

With one tear slipping down her cheek, she disappeared.





  







 

Chapter 6

Stephenson Street, the road outside City Hall, was snow covered and only a few tire tracks had disturbed the snowflakes.  Christmas Day, Bradley thought. No one should die on Christmas Day. 

He hurried across the sidewalk and unlocked the door on the Walnut Street side of the building.  The door clicked shut behind him as he rushed up the stairs to his office.  He nearly switched on the light, but something stopped him.  

He froze and listened carefully. There it was again.  He heard someone crying.  

He silently continued down the darkened hallway, moving closer to the sound.  He stopped in front of the door to the old Chief’s office and waited.  Yes, it was coming from inside.

He carefully twisted the doorknob, sliding it noiselessly from the catch and opened the door.  The sound grew louder. Sobbing.
Heartbreaking sobbing.

He moved forward, his shoulder against the back of the shelving units, staying partially hidden.  He stepped carefully, not wanting an errant floor creak to disturb his nocturnal visitor.  He reached down with one hand and slowly unsnapped the leather strap on his holster. He pulled the gun out and eased it into both hands. Just in case this nocturnal visitor is not already dead. 

He was nearly there. The sobbing came from around the corner where the Chief’s desk used to stand.  In one fluid movement, Bradley rounded the corner, jumped into the open space and aimed his weapon, “Freeze.”

A single scream echoed through the room followed by the thump of a body hitting the floor.

“Damn, damn, damn,” Bradley swore as he softly patted Dorothy’s cheek.  He had no idea why his Administrative Assistant was in the office late at night on Christmas, sobbing like her heart was broken.  But, once he woke her up, he was sure he was going to find out.

Dorothy had taken an instant dislike to Bradley when he took the position of Chief of Police. He was pretty sure this encounter was not going to help the situation. Well, he reasoned, she worked in a Police Station; she should be used to people pointing guns. 

He looked down at her.  She looked a lot younger when she wasn’t frowning. 

I probably shouldn’t mention that to her.

She moaned softly and he helped her into a sitting position. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“You pointed your gun at me,” she said.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” he said. “I heard some noise in here...”

He stopped and looked her in the eyes. Dorothy, why were you sitting in here crying?”

Dorothy turned her head away and stared at the window. They sat in silence for a few minutes and finally Dorothy sighed. “I loved him.”

“The Chief?  You loved Sam Rogers?” Bradley asked. “But I thought he was married.”

She whipped her head back and stared hostilely into his eyes. “I didn’t say we were sleeping together, I said I loved him,” she spat.

Bradley lifted his hands in defense. “Okay, okay, sorry,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

“Well,” she said, her voice softer, “His wife was sick, cancer.  She had been an invalid for years.  I saw how he cared for her and watched over her. He’d work all day and then take care of her all night.  He was devoted to her.”

Her voice cracked and Bradley reached over to a nearby desk, grabbed a box of tissues and handed them to her. 

“Thanks,” she replied, dabbing at her eyes. “At first, you know, it was just admiration. I thought he was a nice guy.  Then, I started bringing things in to the office, like a casserole for their dinner or some bread I’d made.  He was so grateful.  He was so sweet about thanking me.  And, really, it was no big deal.”

“Not everyone does thoughtful things, Dorothy.  It was a big deal.”

She grabbed another tissue. “That’s what he said too.”

She paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “Then one night, I came back because I forgot something here.  I heard some noise coming from this office and I came in.  He was sitting at his desk, his head in his hands and he was sobbing. I didn’t think, I just went over and put my arms around him.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Bradley said.

She nodded in agreement. “No, there was nothing wrong,” she said. “It was innocent; it was a friend helping a friend.  But it seemed that once that barrier was broken, we got closer. He would confide in me and we...we fell in love.”

“So why are you sitting in his old office on Christmas, crying?”

“I found him here, last Christmas,” she said, her voice no more than a whisper. “I came in and I had hoped that he would be in too.  I hoped that we could spend a little Christmastime together.”

“You found him?”

“Lying dead on the floor,” she continued, tears flowing again. “The coroner said he had died the night before.”

“I’m sorry,” Bradley said, wishing there were something else he could add to make her feel better.

She looked up at him and nodded, “Thank you.  You’re the first person I’ve told about this.”

Bradley nodded. “It won’t go any further than this room,” he promised.

She smiled. “I appreciate that.  Tell me, Chief Alden, do you like tea?”

Bradley nodded. “As a matter of fact, I do. Why?”

“Sam used to drink tea instead of coffee,” she said. “He had quite a collection.  I boxed it up after he died, but I think he’d like you to have it.”

Bradley smiled, then stood and offered Dorothy his hand to help her up. “I would be honored to have it,” he said. “Thank you, Dorothy.”

She clasped his hand for a moment and smiled into his eyes. “No, I should thank you,” she said, “For understanding. Not many men would.”

“I understand losing someone you love,” he said, carefully withdrawing his hand from hers. “And I understand heartbreak.”

“Thank you,” she replied. “I’ll make sure that tea is waiting for you first thing in the morning.”





  







 

Chapter 7

Sunlight was streaming in through her bedroom windows when Mary opened her eyes the next morning.  She panicked at first, trying to remember which day of the week it was and why she was still in bed.  

Sunday.  It was Sunday.  She wasn’t late for anything.

The incessant pounding startled her.  Okay, now I know what woke me up.

She jumped out of bed and rushed downstairs to answer the door.  She pulled the door open to Stanley and Rosie standing on the porch, their arms filled with packages.

“Merry After- Christmas,” Rosie sang, sliding past Mary into the warm living room and looking around the room expectantly. “Hope we didn’t disturb anything.”

Stanley stared at Mary’s attire, old grey Chicago Police Department sweat pants and sweat shirt. “She sure wasn’t entertaining gentlemen friends dressed in that outfit,” he growled, following Rosie into the room. 

Mary ran her hand through her disheveled hair and tried to make sense of the whole situation.

“You forgot, didn’t you?” Rosie Pettigrew asked, untying the silk scarf from around her perfectly coiffed silver hair and then patting her hair gently. Rosie was in her early sixties and owned the real estate business a few doors down from Mary’s office. 

“Forgot what?” Mary asked, following them both into her kitchen.

“Our annual after Christmas get-together,” Stanley answered, slipping off his brown wool overcoat and Houndstooth Tweed Fedora and placing them over a chair.  Stanley Wagner, the retired owner of Wagner’s Office Products, was at least seventy years old and treated Mary like a beloved granddaughter.  But lately, his major emphasis was on finding her a suitable husband.

“Well, crap, I did forget,” Mary apologized. “It’s been a little crazy here.”

“Hmmm, I can see that,” Rosie murmured, as she picked through the piles of packages already stacked on Mary’s table. “It seems there are quite a few packages for Chief Alden on your table.  Did Santa leave you something tall, dark and handsome under your Christmas tree?”

“No,” Mary replied with a slight smile. “Bradley left a little bit before Santa arrived and a little bit after he kissed me under the mistletoe and told me he loved me.”

“He what?” Stanley exclaimed. “Well, about damn time.”

“He actually said the ‘love’ word,” Rosie sighed. “Oh, Mary, that is so wonderful.”

“So, when are you two getting hitched?” Stanley asked.

“Well,” Mary equivocated, “Things are a little complicated.”

A short burst of knocks on the front door interrupted Stanley’s response.

“Mary, it’s Bradley,” he said from the other side of the door.

Mary blushed and moved to open the door, when Rosie dashed across the room and stopped her. “Mary, stop right there?” she demanded, slightly out of breath.

“What?”

“The man of your dreams, the man who loves you, the man you love,” Rosie began.

“How many men are out there anyway?” Stanley quipped.

Rosie shot him a look filled with daggers.

“You are not going to answer the door, looking like this,” Rosie said.

Mary shook her head. “What,” she said. “He’s seen me like this before.”

Stanley raised his generous eyebrows nearly to his hairline. 

“When we’ve worked on cases together,” she added, rolling her eyes.

“Well, you are not working on a case now,” Rosie said, grabbing Mary by the shoulders and maneuvering her to the stairway. “You go on upstairs and fix yourself up and we will let Bradley in.”

“Yeah, I got a couple of questions for the Police Chief anyhow,” Stanley added, “Want to know his intentions.”

“Stanley, I won’t go upstairs unless you promise to behave yourself,” Mary insisted.

Stanley sighed. “Fine.”

Mary nodded and walked the rest of the way upstairs.

“I’ll wait until you come back down,” Stanley added.

“I heard that,” Mary shouted.

“Damn good hearing,” he grinned.

Bradley was more than a little surprised and slightly disappointed when Rosie opened the door instead of Mary.  He quickly hid the bouquet of roses behind his back and stepped inside the house.

“Good morning, Rosie,” he glanced across the room and saw Stanley glowering at him, “Stanley.  Did you have a nice Christmas?”

Rosie giggled. “Not as nice as yours, obviously,” she said.

Rolling his eyes, Stanley muttered, “Damn fool woman, got as much tact as a steamroller.”

She stamped her foot and turned to Stanley, “You are the most incorrigible man I have ever met.”

“Don’t try to sweeten me up with those big words, girlie,” he responded. “I ain’t one of your glassy eyed beaus.”

Rosie threw her arms up in disgust and stormed into the kitchen. Then Stanley strolled across the room and stood in front of Bradley.  He met Bradley’s eyes and slowly stroked his fingers down his chin, nodding his head slowly. 

“Is there something I can do for you?” Bradley asked.

Stanley paused for a moment, processing the request. “Yes, I believe there is,” he said. “But I can’t ask you about it because I gave my word that I would keep my nose out of someone else’s business.”

“And you’re pretty good about keeping your nose out of other people’s business,” Bradley answered with a grin. “Just ask Mary’s brother, Sean.”

Stanley snorted, knowing that Bradley was referring to the secret agreement Stanley had with Sean to inform him on how Mary was doing. “A man’s got a right to worry about his sister.”

Bradley nodded. “I agree,” he paused. “And a friend has a right to worry about another friend.  I won’t do anything to hurt her, Stanley, I promise.”

Stanley nodded and a slight smile spread over his wrinkled face. “I guess that’ll do.”

They heard Mary’s footsteps at the top of the stairs. “Guess I ought to go into the kitchen and see what kind of mess Rosie is making,” Stanley said slowly. “Won’t be able to keep her in there too long, so make it quick young man.”

Bradley grinned. “Thanks, Stanley.”

Mary hurried down the stairs and saw the smile on Bradley’s face soften when their eyes met.  “Hi,” he said, moving to the staircase, “how did you sleep?”

“Mary,” Rosie interrupted, “I was just wondering...”

“Rosie, I think I just dumped that fancy egg dish down the garbage disposal,” Stanley called from across the room. “It’s okay if I just scoop it back in, right?”

With a quick squeal, Rosie rushed back across the room.

Bradley grabbed Mary’s hand and pulled her into the living room. “What?” Mary asked.

“I’ve got to make this quick,” Bradley grinned, wrapping one arm around her and pulling her close.

She wound her arms around his neck, “Just not too quick,” she teased.

He pulled her tighter and lowered his lips to hers.  The kiss was deliberate and tender and caused a slow burn in Mary’s midsection. Mary let out a soft moan.

“Mary, are you okay in there,” Rosie called out.

“Damn you, woman, leave those young people alone to say hello,” Stanley growled. “Ain’t you got no romance in your soul?”

Mary laid her head against Bradley’s shoulder and started to giggle. Bradley sighed and then chuckled. “He did tell me to make it quick,” he confessed. 

Mary laughed. “He’s such a romantic.”

Then she saw the roses he was holding. “Oh, they’re beautiful,” she exclaimed, bringing them to her face and inhaling deeply. “Thank you.”

She rose on her tiptoes and kissed him back, angling the kiss so she could appease the desire that was building.  This time he moaned and, heedless of the roses between them, pulled her even closer. The world had disappeared.  All that was left was a tiny island where Mary was surrounded by Bradley’s arms and tormented by his kiss.  She inhaled his unique scent and knew the masculine, woodsy smell would always weaken her knees. 

Bradley finally felt that he was home.  This wonderful, amazing woman loved him.  He couldn’t believe how lucky he was to find love twice in his life.  He knew he should stop.  He knew Stanley would be coming back, but he just didn’t want to let go. 

Mary wanted it to go on forever. She could be very happy just being in his arms for the rest of her life.

“Are they okay?” Rosie whispered loudly.

“Well, looks to me like the roses are going to end up on the casualty list,” Stanley replied.

“Do you mind?” Bradley growled, not wanting the embrace to end.

“No, not at all,” Stanley said calmly, “Please continue.”

Bradley rested his forehead against hers. “Is there anything I can arrest him for?” he whispered. 

“I think obstruction of justice could be reasonably considered,” she sighed, waiting for her heart to return to its normal pace.

He kissed her forehead. “I’m crazy about you, Mary O’Reilly.”

She smiled up at him. “I feel the same way about you, Bradley Alden.”

They stepped away from each other and looked across the room at Stanley.  He shrugged sheepishly and ducked back into the kitchen.  “You really like him, right?” Bradley asked.

Mary laughed. “Well, right now’s not a good time to decide that.”

He pulled the roses out from between them, the stems were bent and, in some cases, snapped in half, but the petals were still intact.  He smiled guiltily as he handed them to her.  She grinned as she took them. “I never understood the big deal about long-stemmed roses anyway,” she said.

With a delighted laugh, he placed his arm around her shoulders and led her into the kitchen. 





  







 

Chapter 8

Stanley paused, his filled fork half-way between his plate and his mouth, “So, you’re saying her husband beat her to death?”

Mary shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “She was fairly incoherent.  There were two things that stood out in the conversation. Her husband’s mother abandoned her children.  She was pregnant and when she told someone, most likely her husband, he beat her and told her that she would abandon her children too.”

“That’s not uncommon,” Rosie said quietly. 

“What?” Mary asked.

“It’s not uncommon for someone who has been abused to become an abuser,” she said, “And, unfortunately, if they don’t become an abuser, they often find a relationship where they are being abused.”

“That don’t make no sense,” Stanley said. “You’d think they’d know what to look for and avoid it.”

Rosie remained silent for a moment and then she spoke. “When you’re an abused child or when you watch your mother being abused, you think that’s what a normal relationship is all about,” she said. “And when your husband hits you the first time, although you’re shocked, a little part of you wonders if you didn’t deserve it.”

“No one deserves abuse,” Bradley said.

Rosie nodded. “You’re absolutely right,” she agreed. “No one deserves it.  But sometimes it takes a lot of counseling and some good people to help you understand that.”

“So, do you want to talk about it, or you gonna leave us guessing?” Stanley asked, leaning forward on the table toward Rosie.

She laughed nervously.  “Yes, of course, you are all my friends and I can trust you,” she said. 

Mary reached across the table and placed her hand over Rosie’s. “You don’t need to share,” she said. “If it makes you relive things you’d rather not.”

Rosie placed her other hand on top of Mary’s and shook her head. “No. No, this is important and it might help you with the case.”

She took a deep breath and began, “My father hit my mother. She wouldn’t have dinner done when he came home, so he’d hit her.  The house wouldn’t be as clean as he wanted, so he’d hit her. The kids would be too loud, the dog would bark, the cookies would burn, and he would hit her. It took me a while to realize that it had nothing to do with my mother’s behavior, my father just liked to hit her.  He liked to control her.”

Leaning back in her chair for a moment, she shook her head. “I remember the first time I realized that it wasn’t her fault,” she said. “I was about twelve and before that I always thought my mother was a fairly incompetent person.  Then my father came home and started yelling at her.  He raised his arm and she bent over and cringed, waiting for the blow.”

Her voice shook; she took a deep breath and then continued, “There was this look on his face, a smile of complete satisfaction, just before he stuck her.  I finally realized the hell my mother was living in.”

“Did she leave him?” Stanley asked, his hands clenched in fists. “Did someone help her?”

Rosie smiled sadly. “Stanley, in those days women didn’t leave their husbands,” she said. “They just endured.  And she endured until he died of a heart attack when he was fifty-seven years old.  The day after his funeral my mother cried with relief.  She would never have to deal with that man again.”

Rosie stood up, gathered some of the empty plates from the table and walked over to the sink.  She stared out the window at the snow covered backyard for a few moments and then turned to her friends with tears in her eyes.  “It’s hard, you know, when you realize that your father is a monster,” she whispered. “It took me a long time to understand that part of the monster didn’t lurk inside me too.”

Mary hurried over to Rosie and hugged her. “I’m glad you know you had nothing to do with his illness,” she said. 

“Illness?” Stanley growled. “That ain’t
no illness. Chicken pox, that’s an illness. Beating on your wife or your kids, that’s just plain mean.  That’s just being a bully. And someone oughta have beaten on him.” 

“Generally, abuse like that is a learned behavior, Stanley,” Bradley said. “Her father was probably abused or watched someone else being abused.”

Rosie and Mary came back to the table and sat down. “That’s why I got involved with VOICES,” Rosie said. “It’s a place here in Stephenson County where people who are abused can go for help.”

Bradley nodded. “Yeah, we work with them all the time when we have domestic abuse cases.  They are really good people.”

“Bradley, do you think you could talk to them and see if someone matching our ghost’s description has come to them for help?” Mary asked. 

Stanley was confused. “If she came to them for help, how could she have been killed by her abuser?”

“The average abused woman leaves her abuser about seven or eight times before she finally leaves him permanently,” Rosie explained. “She keeps going back, thinking it will be okay.  Hoping that he’ll change.”

“But he ain’t
gonna change,” Stanley said. “Why should he, if she always comes back.”

Rosie nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “He won’t change without a lot of help. And he still might not change.”

Stanley got up and paced around the kitchen, visibly upset by the conversation. Finally he walked back to the table, placed his hands on the edge and leaned toward Rosie. “You said that sometimes the people who see the abuse grow up and let themselves get abused.  Is that happening to you?  Are you letting someone hurt you?”

Tears glistened in Rosie’s eyes as she stood up. “No, when I saw what was happening to my mother, I vowed I would never let something like that happen to me,” she said. “But thank you, dear friend, for worrying about me.” 

She leaned across the table and gently kissed him on the cheek.  Stanley turned beet red and shrugged. “Well, hell, you didn’t have to go and do that,” he muttered. “But, well, you’re welcome.”

Rosie smiled and sat back down.  “So, what are the next steps to find out what happened to our ghost?” she asked.

“I’m going to meet with the Director at VOICES tomorrow,” Bradley said. “The information they get from their clients is confidential, so I’m not sure how far I’ll get. But since this is a suspected murder, she might be able to at least point me in the right direction.”

“That would be great,” Mary said. “I’m going to pay a visit to the Coroner and see if she has any Jane Does or anyone who died of unexplained causes.”

“How old was she, Mary?” Stanley asked.

 “I’m really bad at guessing ages,” she admitted, biting her lower lip in concentration. “But I would say in her mid-thirties. Why?”

“Well, if the husband was about her age, then his mother would have left them about twenty to twenty-five years ago,” he replied. “I’ll ask around, see if anyone remembers something like that.”

“Excellent idea,” Mary said. “I’d think something like that would be talked about for a while.”

“Mary, when you see her again,” Rosie added. “Tell her it wasn’t her fault.  Tell her she didn’t cause it.  Tell her that no matter what, there is never an excuse for one person to hit another person. Ever!”





  







 

Chapter 9

Mary watched from the door as Stanley walked Rosie to her car.  He was more solicitous than usual, lightly touching her elbow to guide her around patches of snow and ice.

“I don’t know who was more shook up about this whole conversation,” Bradley commented, standing directly behind Mary, “Stanley or Rosie.”

Mary hugged herself and leaned back against Bradley. “It’s hard to imagine a childhood with a father like that,” she said. “I often forget how lucky I am.”

Bradley wrapped his arms around Mary and placed a kiss on the top of her head. “Yeah, I was lucky too.  My parents really loved each other and they showed it every day.”

“And you and Jeannine?” Mary asked, hating herself for asking.

“We loved each other,” he said. “And we respected each other. I still don’t understand why she left me.”

Mary closed the door and turned around in his arms. She wrapped her arms around his waist, laid her head against his chest and hugged him.  “I know in my heart that she didn’t leave you,” she whispered. “I don’t know what happened to her, but she would have never left you.”

Bradley laid his head on top of hers and returned the hug.  “Thanks,” he said. “That means a lot to me.”

She stepped back and smiled up at him, though her heart was heavy with guilt. “So, what are we going to do today?” she asked brightly.

“Want to help me find a ghost?” he asked with a smile.

“Why Bradley, how did you know that’s my favorite thing to do?”

In fifteen minutes they were pulling up in front of City Hall.  Bradley unlocked the door and led Mary to the base of the staircase. “I’m going to let you go up first,” he explained. “So I don’t interfere with anything.  But I’ll be following close behind.”

Mary looked up the tall, narrow staircase. “Nothing is going to jump out at me, right?” she asked.

He grinned. “I don’t think so, but I can’t promise a thing.”

“Thanks,” she replied.

She started up the staircase.  The afternoon sun was bright enough to cast a warm glow from the second floor down the stairs.  She reached the second level and turned toward the former Chief’s Office.  She walked slowly, all of her senses keyed on detecting any paranormal energies or entities.  She closed her eyes, concentrating on her feelings. 

“Excuse me, can I help you?”  

The woman’s voice seemed to come out of thin air.  Mary jumped and squealed. 

The woman was stunning; dark shoulder-length hair, a heart-shaped face with striking green eyes and a figure that filled out her clothes very nicely.

“I’m sorry,” Mary said, her heart beating a mile a minute. “You surprised me.”

“Well, when you’re standing in the middle of a hallway with your eyes closed, that’s bound to happen.”

Mary laughed.  “You’re right.  I was...I was looking for Chief Alden’s Office when a speck of dust got in my eye,” she lied. “I was just trying to let my tears wash it out.”

“Well, he’s not in today,” she said. “It’s Sunday...”

“Mary, are you okay?” Bradley’s voice echoed in the stairwell.

The woman cocked her head slightly. “Well, I suppose you have more information than I.”

Bradley poked his head around the corner. “I heard you call out...” he said, pausing when he realized they weren’t alone. “Angela, hello, I didn’t expect to find you here today.”

“Obviously.”

“Mary, have you met Angela Murray, the Coroner?” Bradley asked, “Angela, this is Mary O’Reilly, she owns and operates O’Reilly Investigative Services.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of you,” Angela said, with a pleasant smile. “You’ve really made a name for yourself in local law enforcement. And, I have to admit, I love the fact that you’re not only great at what you do...but you’re a woman.”

“Yes,” Bradley agreed, “I love that fact too.”

When Mary glared sideways at him, he simply shrugged and added, “I don’t think professional women, especially in male dominated fields, are appreciated the way they should be.”

Angela’s smile widened and she placed her hand on his arm and squeezed it lightly. “Well, I knew I liked you for some reason.”

She released his arm and turned to Mary. “So are you working on a case together?”

“Yes, we were just going to run some queries on missing women,” Mary said. “As a matter of fact, I was going to stop by and see you tomorrow.  We’re looking for a potential Jane Doe.”

Angela nodded. “I’d be happy to help you,” she said. “Stop by any time after nine and I’ll help you with anything you need.”

“Thanks, I really appreciate it,” Mary replied.

Angela moved past them and then turned, “Oh, by the way, Bradley, I left a Christmas present for you on your desk last week,” she said. “It was a tin of tea, a special combination of herbs that’s been a family recipe for years.  I hope you like it.” 

“Oh, yes, I did get it, thank you,” he said, eyeing Mary meaningfully. “I haven’t had a chance to try it yet, but I will.”

Angela smiled. “See that you do,” she said. “It’s quite nice.”

“Well, then, I’ll try it today,” he said.

“See you tomorrow, Mary.”

“Thanks, Angela, see you then.”

She continued downstairs and they waited until they heard the door close and click shut behind her. “She seems nice,” Mary said, wondering if those nagging feelings were jealousy. “What do you think of her?”

“Is this one of those ‘does this make my butt look fat’ kinds of question?” he teased.

She grinned and started walking down the hallway, “It all depends on how you answer it.”

She turned to smile and then was hit with a strong impression of utter desolation. Her smile turned to shock.  Bradley rushed to her side. “Are you...”

She placed her hand over her mouth and shook her head to silence him.  She let the first wave of feeling pass over her, took a deep breath and moved closer to the source.   She staggered down the hall, letting the emotions pull her in the right direction.  She finally stopped, directly in front of the door to the former Chief’s office.  She placed her hand on the doorknob and slowly opened it. 

He had been a handsome man, she thought, looking at the shadow of the man standing in the middle of the corridor.  She followed him to the corner of the room, watching him peer out of the window.  Wondering what he was seeing. 

“Sam, Chief Rogers?” she asked quietly. “Is that you?”

He turned and looked surprised. “You can see me?” he rasped.

She nodded. “Yes, and I’m here to help you move on.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know why I’m still here,” he said. “I can’t seem to go beyond this office.”

Bradley entered the room. “Mary?”

“Back here with Chief Rogers,” she called.

“He can see me too?” Sam asked.

“Not yet,” she said, then reached out and held Bradley’s hand. “Now he can.”

“So, you’re the young whippersnapper who took my job,” Sam said.

“Well, sir, I have the title,” Bradley replied, “but I have yet to fill the shoes.”

Sam smiled. “I like you. And young lady, who would you be?”

“Mary O’Reilly, sir. Nice to meet you. If you don’t mind me asking, how did you die?” 

“Well, near as I can remember, I just keeled over on Christmas Eve,” he said. “Nothing unusual about that.  Must have been an ulcer.”


“An ulcer,” Mary asked. “Most people don’t keel over from an ulcer. Did you have heart problems?”

Sam shrugged. “No, strong as an ox, but for a couple of weeks before I died, my stomach was acting up,” he explained. “That’s why I figured it had to be my stomach.”

“Let me see what I can find out,” Mary said. 

“Before you go...my wife...”

“Sam, your wife died several hours before they found your body,” Bradley said. 

Sam nodded and his eyes glistened with tears. “Well, then, maybe I died of a broken heart.”





  







 

Chapter 10

Angela Murray unlocked the door and entered her home.  She stood on the white ceramic tile, leaned against the ivory wall and removed her boots.  She stepped across the small entryway and sank her feet into plush white wall-to-wall carpeting.  Her briefcase in one hand and her mail in the other, she headed for the white and stainless steel computer table in the corner alcove of her living room.  She placed the briefcase next to her desk and put the mail in a basket on a shelf above the desk.

She slipped off her coat and laid it over the back of a white leather couch, and then padded into the kitchen.  Gleaming stainless steel appliances, black marble countertops and glossy red cabinets sparkled under bright work lights.  Copper-clad pots and pans hung from a black wrought-iron rack. Black marble floors shimmered under her feet. 

Against one wall several steel shelves held apothecary jars of various shapes and sizes with cork lids.  The glass jars sparkled in the bright light. Angela took one of the jars from the shelf and lifted the lid.  She inhaled deeply and smiled. “This will be perfect.”

Filling a kettle with water, she set it on the burner and turned the switch on.  While the water heated, she walked back into the living room and turned on her laptop computer.  Sorting through the mail as it booted up, she discarded junk mail and stacked a pile of envelopes in another basket that was labeled “Orders.”

The computer login screen came up.  Angela sat in the black leather office chair and typed in her name “Wormwood.”  After typing in her password, she hit enter and a new screen appeared. She connected with the Internet and accessed a webpage “Magic Hollow Herbs and Potions.”  Typing quickly, she entered the administrative area and checked on her sales.  She smiled, two hundred orders, her little side-business was doing so much better than she had imagined.  She clicked the print icon and the wireless printer across the room began to churn out order sheets and mailing labels.  Now, all she had to do was box them up and ship them out.

She turned back to the computer and accessed her blog. A picture of an older woman sitting happily in the midst of a large herb garden smiled out at her. “Hello, Momma,” she whispered, touching the monitor briefly. “What shall we talk about today?”

“Dear Readers,” she typed, “We have just entered the time of the Birch Moon in the Celtic Tree Calendar, from December 24th through January 20th. This is a wonderful time of year because it is a time of renewal.  We are passing the Solstice and looking forward to more light and more power.  The Birch is the first tree to grow in the forest after a fire.  It is used in spells and potions for protection. It can also be used for creativity and healing. I use it to bring about a new beginning, especially where romance is concerned.  

Do you want a new beginning?  Do you want to rid yourself of an unpleasant past? Order our birch cones for your fireplaces and our birch incense for your burners.  We also have Birch twigs that you can use as talismans to protect you and ward off any negative supernatural energy.”

She reread it once, nodded with approval and hit the submit button.  The new blog entry appeared on her home page. 

The whistling from the kettle pulled her away from her computer. She hurried over to the kitchen counter, scooped out a spoonful of the dried herbs in the jar and put them in a teapot.  She poured the boiling water over the leaves and inhaled the tangy scent of freshly brewed tea.  As the tea steeped, she took out a cup and saucer of delicate bone china and set it on the counter next to the tea pot. 

She turned and saw her computer screen switch to her new screen saver.  She smiled with delight as a photo of Police Chief Bradley Alden appeared before her. She leaned back against the counter and stared at the screen, memorizing the smile lines around his eyes, the natural tilt of his smile and the strong set of his chin.  Sighing, she reached absently for the teapot and brushed her thumb against the hot kettle instead.  

She cried out and ran across the kitchen to the sink, dousing her hand in cold water. 

“Ouch!’ she cried. Her thumb throbbed with pain and she felt her control slipping.   Tears began to slip down her cheeks.  She turned, grabbed the kettle by its plastic handle and slammed it against counter, creating a large dent in its side.  “No one hurts me anymore,” she screamed. “No one.”

She slowly turned her head back to the computer screen.  You’re smiling at me.  She felt the control returning.  You understand me, don’t you? She exhaled a shuddering breath. You will protect me and stay with me forever, won’t you?   

Opening the cabinet next to the stove, she pulled out a small vial of salve.  She applied it liberally to her thumb and then wrapped her injured digit in cheesecloth.  The salve soothed the sting immediately.

She dried her tears on a dish towel, sniffed away the moisture in her nose and took a deep breath. I’m never going to have to be alone again.  

She giggled. A girlish giggle that would have been better suited coming from a child.  “I know something you don’t know,” she sang.

Turning back to the computer screen, she blew Bradley a kiss and giggled again. She dashed down the basement stairs, flipped on the light and ran to the back corner of the room.  Unlocking the door, she reached for the pull string and flooded the room with light.  Falling to her knees in front of the remains of her father, she turned her face to his and laughed, her eyes sparkling with delight.

“I have a boyfriend, Daddy,” she said. “I saw him today and he smiled at me. I could tell he wanted me to be his girlfriend.”

She paused, listening, and then clapped her hands over her ears.

“You can’t say that.  I know he likes me.  Women have a way of knowing these things.”

Frowning, her brow furrowed in thought, she let her hands slip down to her lap. “Well, yes, he did have a woman with him, Daddy. Mary O’Reilly.  But he didn’t want her to be there, he wanted to be alone with me.”

She leaned forward and, with a secret grin, whispered, “I think he wanted to kiss me.”

Sitting back she cocked her head, contemplating her words. “He could have kissed me, you know.  He could have said, ‘Angela come in here for a moment,’ and taken me into his office and kissed me.  Why didn’t he kiss me, Daddy?”

Standing, she walked over to the small dresser in the corner of the tiny closet. She opened the drawer and pulled out a bottle filled with amber liquid and a glass tumbler.  She poured several inches of the whiskey into the bottle and drank it quickly. It made her eyes and throat burn, but the rest of her body was suffused in warmth.  “You always did say whiskey was good for what ails you, didn’t you Daddy?”

She poured another glass full, placed the bottle back in the drawer and walked over to the corpse. “Remember the first time you gave me whiskey, Daddy?  Remember you told me it would make me feel better?  Remember you told me it would relax me so we could play those special games together?”

She put the glass to her lip, took a sip and then angrily tossed the remaining contents at the mummified face.  “You lied, Daddy,” she screamed. “It didn’t relax me. It made me drunk. And then, when I couldn’t control myself, you hurt me.”

Her voice softened to a whimpered plea. “I was only eight years old. I told you to stop - but you didn’t! You kept hurting me over and over again.  Why did you hurt me, Daddy?”

Whiskey ran down the leathery dried skin and dripped from the hollow eye sockets.  Angela cocked her head again and watched it, her features regretful. “I’m sorry, Daddy, I shouldn’t make you cry.”

She picked up the ragged blanket and blotted the alcohol from his face. “I know it wasn’t your fault, Momma told me that men just can’t help themselves. Right, Daddy?  That’s why in nature the female often kills the male after they’re done mating.”

Draping the blanket over her father’ shoulders, she stood back and studied him for a moment.  

“Yes, that’s the way it’s done. You know, I think this time I’m not going to just kill him,” she said. “This time, I think I’m going to keep him.  I think you’d like Bradley Alden, Daddy.  I think you’d like him just fine.” 





  







 

Chapter 11

Bradley reached up and took down two plates from the cabinet over Mary’s kitchen counter. “You know, you don’t have to cook for me,” he said. “I would really like to take you out for dinner.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “Heating up Christmas leftovers does not really qualify as cooking for you,” she explained. “Besides, if we don’t eat them now, they’ll go to waste and I’ll feel guilty.”

He snatched a piece of turkey from a platter and stuffed it into his mouth. “Well, we don’t want you to feel guilty,” he teased.

“Exactly, I don’t need any more stresses in my life.”

Suddenly serious, he put his hands on her shoulders and studied her for a moment. “Are there too many stresses in your life?  This thing with Sam can wait for a while, if that would help.”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve already decided to ask Angela about the Coroner’s Report on his death tomorrow when I’m at the morgue looking for our Jane Doe,” she said. “It really isn’t any extra work.” 

The microwave chimed and she stepped away from him to pull a steaming bowl of stuffing out.  “So, I have turkey, potatoes, stuffing, gravy, Jell-O, Waldorf salad and deviled eggs. Am I missing anything?”

“If you were, who would notice?”

“Oh,” Mary said, snapping her fingers, “Cranberries, I forgot the cranberry sauce.”

“Well, that would have ruined the meal,” he joked. “I’m so glad you remembered it.”

She pulled the cranberries out of the refrigerator and placed them on the table. “Sit down, quickly,” she said. “Before I think I’ve forgotten something else.”

They sat down and Mary stood again. 

“What?” Bradley asked.

“Duh, the rolls,” she replied.

Bradley sat back in his chair, shaking his head. “Duh.”

Once Mary finally sat down, they filled their plates to overflowing.  After a few bites, Mary glanced over at Bradley, “I will be so glad to have the snow gone. It seems like a lifetime since we’ve been able to run.”

Bradley grinned. “And I really miss seeing you in that jogging outfit of yours.  Half the time I lost so I could watch you running in front of me,” he sighed, “Such a lovely sight.”

Mary blushed. “Sure, blame your hormones on the lost races. We both know I kicked your butt out there.”

“You and what army?” he countered.

“Didn’t need an army,” she replied. “Just little ol’ me.”

He chuckled. “Well, spring will soon be here and we’ll see who kicks whose butt.”

“Big talk from a guy with a mouthful of high-carb stuffing.”

He swallowed, “High metabolism, carbs don’t bother me in the least.”

“Yeah, we’ll see when you’re half naked, sweating and panting after me.”

Mary closed her mouth abruptly and blushed.  She bent her head down and stared at her plate for a moment.  “Oh! Wow!  That came out wrong.”

Lifting her head, she was sure Bradley would be laughing at her, but instead, his face was clothed in regret.  He reached across the table and took her hands in his own.  “I’ve put you in an untenable position, haven’t I?  Most couples, in this kind of situation, would be...  Well, they’d be a little more physical.”

Mary nearly laughed, the situation was so ironic.  His wife was dead and she knew it.  There was nothing to keep their relationship from progressing, except for two promises she had made, one to Jeannine and one to herself.  She sighed and squeezed his hands lightly.  “I need to explain something to you,” she said. “First, you haven’t put me in any kind of uncomfortable position at all.  As a matter of fact, I thought that perhaps I was...”

She paused, struggling for the right words. “Well, I suppose it’s best to just be honest about this.”

“I don’t understand,” he said.

She took a deep breath. “Bradley, you’ve met my parents.  You see how great they are together, right?”

He nodded.

“When I was a young girl, nearly a teenager, I remember sitting with my mother in my room,” she explained. “It was late at night and she had just finished reading me a story, we still read together, even then. I remember she seemed distracted. She kissed me good-night and left my room.”

She slipped her hands out of his and gripped them together in front of her on the table.  “I listened for her to walk down the stairs and then I softly opened my door. I crept to the staircase and peered through the spindles on the banister.  I could see my mother sitting in the chair in the living room.  Her head was in her hands and she was crying.”

Mary looked up at Bradley for understanding. “Maggie O’Reilly never cried, except when she was happy. Mom was our rock. She was our strength.”

She sat back in her chair. “I sat at the top of the stairs, my arms wrapped around my legs, for hours, waiting to see what would happen.  I don’t remember where the boys were, I just remember watching Mom for what seemed like forever.”

Tears began to glisten in her eyes and Mary took a deep breath. “Then the door opened. Dad walked in.  His arm was in a sling and his forehead was bandaged. Mom was out of that chair so fast; I can’t remember even seeing her move.  One moment she was sitting in the chair, the next, she was in his arms.”

She wiped a stray tear from her face. “Dad put his arm around her and held her.  And they stood like that for the longest time. Drawing strength from each other.”

Mary looked up at Bradley once again. “That’s when I first understood what true love looked liked. It wasn’t fancy, it was solid.  It wasn’t sexy, it was powerful.”

She took a deep breath and laid her hands over his.  “That was when I promised myself that I would wait,” she said simply. “I would wait for the right man and the right time. I would wait until I was married.”

She shrugged and smiled. “So, what I’m saying...”

Bradley started to speak and Mary raised her hands to stop him.

“So, what I’m saying is even if you were ready for a physical relationship, I’m not,” she continued, then she took a deep breath. “And I don’t want you to think this is a way to get you to propose to me. I’m not that kind of person.”

He nodded. “I know you’re not.”

“Good,” she said, smiling, “Because, really, that was the most awkward part.”

He laughed.

“I love you,” she said. “And you love me.  That’s a wonderful thing. I’m okay just keeping it there for now.”

“And later?” he asked.

“When we get there, we’ll figure it out,” she said. 

He lifted her hand to his lips, kissed it and smiled at her. “That’s a brilliant plan.”

Suddenly Mary sat upright. “Oh, no, I forgot,” she moaned.

“What?”

Standing up and sending him a wicked grin, she said, “Pumpkin pie and whipped cream.”

Later that night, after Bradley left, Mary was dressed in her favorite sweats watching the flames dance in her fireplace.  Glancing at the clock she saw that it was nearly midnight.  She lifted her feet onto the couch, hugged her knees and laid her head on top of them.  Why was life so complicated? she wondered. What happened to happily-ever-after?

“Just because it isn’t smooth doesn’t mean it can’t be happy.”

Mary jumped and turned to see Jeannine standing behind her.  “Are you supposed to be able to read my mind?” Mary asked.

Jeannine glided over and sat on the other end of the couch. “I didn’t have to read your mind; I could see it on your face.”

Mary shrugged. “You’re not helping matters.”

Jeannine looked over to the fireplace. “It would be nice to feel the warmth of a fire again,” she said, “That toasty heat that slides over your skin.”

“You can’t feel heat?”

“Or cold...or pretty much anything. I’m like a shadow, but I’m still here,” she said. “I understand it gets better on the other side.”

“Better? Like chocolate?” Mary asked.

“Without a doubt,” Jeannine agreed with a grin. “Otherwise it wouldn’t be heaven.”

They sat in silence for a few moments, each staring at the flames.

“Do you mind...” Mary began, then stopped.

“That he’s in love with you?” Jeannine finished.

Mary nodded. “Yeah.”

“Well, since I’m dead, it would be pretty selfish for me to deny him some happiness.”

“Well, maybe selfish, but totally understandable.”

Jeannine shook her head. “No, I’ve reached a higher plain of existence,” she said. “I don’t have feelings like jealousy or hate.”

“Really?”

Jeannine laughed. “No, not really.  If you weren’t so nice, I would really hate you,” she said. “And I’ve got to say the fact that you can actually eat pie and whipped cream and not look like a cow, doesn’t endear you to me at all. But... you make him happy.  And he’s needed to be happy for so long.”

Her face sobered and she turned to Mary.  “He’s still in trouble,” she said. “And it’s getting closer.”

Mary sat back against the couch. “Why do you have to be so cryptic?  Can’t you just tell me what’s going on and what’s going to happen?”

“If I knew, I’d tell you.  All I know is that he’s in danger.”

“Okay, then tell me this,” Mary countered. “When am I going to be able to tell him that you’re dead?”

Jeannine shook her head. “I don’t know, perhaps after you find the person who killed me.”

“What happened to you?  Where can I start looking?”

Jeannine started to fade away.

“I really hate how you always do that when you don’t want to answer a question,” Mary yelled at the vanishing figure. 

Jeannine shrugged her shoulders and disappeared.

Mary dropped back against the couch, “I’m beginning to really dislike ghosts.” 





  







 

Chapter 12

The parking lot at the hospital was crowded, as usual, and Mary made her way across the slush-filled lot to the entrance doors.  The giant revolving door slowly turned and opened into the lobby.  A few senior citizen volunteers were manning the reception desks, but Mary didn’t stop there, she knew her way down to the morgue.

Walking through the hospital was always an interesting experience for Mary.  She was never quite sure who she might encounter.  She walked down the main hall and past the waiting area for the hospital lab.  It was there they performed cat scans, ultrasounds, radiological tests and blood tests. Suddenly the ghosts of an elderly gentleman dressed only in a hospital gown whisked past her.  He was dancing a jig and snapping his fingers in time to an Irish ditty he was singing.  He looked at Mary and winked, then twirled around, holding onto the gown so he didn’t expose more than Mary wanted to see.  He blew her a kiss and went dancing up the corridor slowly fading away until finally he was gone.

He knew the way home, Mary thought.

The hospital intercom blared “Code Blue - Radiology - Adult.”

Mary shook her head, as she watched the emergency personnel rush past her. They weren’t going to get him back; he was well on his way home. 

She continued down the hall, past the elevators and the Gift Shop and finally, at the end of the corridor, she reached a non-descript metal door that led to a staircase.  The stairwell was not one used for patients, the drab yellow paint on the walls and commercial gray tiles on the stairs were definitely more functional than aesthetic.  She walked down the stairs to the basement.  Large pipes, wrapped with insulation lay just over her head.  A janitor’s storage area was just to the left of the staircase.  At the right was another door.  Mary pushed through the door and entered an older portion of the hospital.  

There were no lovely pink-hued walls with tasteful framed works of art hanging at judicious intervals, these walls were stark white and the floors were light linoleum, rather than the soft gray carpet from the floor above.  The doors did not have windows, they were plain white commercial doors and, if you didn’t pay attention to the small markers next to them, instead of the marketing department, you could easily walk straight into the morgue.

But that door was exactly what Mary wanted and without a moment’s delay, she opened the door and walked in. 

Angela sat behind her desk in the small office at the front of the area.  She was wearing a hospital lab coat, but looked to Mary like one of the doctors from a soap opera, perfectly coiffed.  Angela looked up when Mary entered the room, smiled and rose immediately.  “Mary, it’s good to see you,” she said. 

Mary shook her hand and returned the greeting. “I really appreciate you letting me barge in on you,” she said. 

Angela smiled, “Oh, no problem. How can I help you?”

“Well, I’m working on a case that involves domestic abuse,” she explained.  “The wife has disappeared and we fear the worse.  I was wondering if you had any Jane Does over the week-end.”

Angela grabbed the clipboard on her desk and scanned it. “I was off for a couple of days,” she explained. “So, someone might have come in who I wasn’t aware of. If you’ll...”

She was interrupted by the intercom on her phone beeping. “Angela Murray to Radiology - Stat.”

Angela looked over at the phone and rolled her eyes. “It’s going to be one of those days,” she said. “I can tell.”

Mary smiled sympathetically, thinking of the man who danced his way to heaven. “Well, I can certainly wait,” she said. “Please go ahead.”

Angela put the clipboard down on the desk. “You don’t mind waiting alone in the morgue? You’re not afraid of ghosts?”

Mary nearly laughed, but was able to control her impulse. “No, I’m a former Chicago cop,” she explained. “One of my favorite places to hang out used to be the morgue.”

Mary thought Angela initially looked uneasy at her response, but she quickly smiled and said, “Well then, make yourself at home.  I shouldn’t be too long.”

Once Angela left, Mary waited for a few moments in case Angela returned, and then let herself into the back of the morgue.  In the center of the room two stainless steel gurneys lay empty on the pristine linoleum floor, above them bright surgical-suite lights illuminated the basement room as if it were a sunny day.  A large stainless steel sink and shelves that held equipment for an autopsy stood against the back wall.  Although there was equipment for performing a basic autopsy downstairs, anything that required technical skill, like organ donations, would be performed in one of the operating rooms in the hospital. 

Built into the walls on either side of the room, a number of square metal doors stood in three rows of five.  Each of these doors opened to a refrigerator chamber with a steel shelf that slid out, large enough to hold the remains of one person.  Mary walked down each side, hoping to catch a glimpse of someone, but not really expecting it.  Just like funeral homes, morgues rarely had ghosts because people didn’t die in those places.  Their bodies, the human shells that remained after their spirits had left, were the only things transported to a morgue or funeral home.  If someone’s spirit were to stay behind, it would stay where it died.   Or, travel to seek someone like Mary, who could help them on their journey.

Mary decided not to open any of the chambers without Angela’s permission and went back to the small office to wait for her.  

She didn’t have to wait long, in a few minutes Angela and two orderlies came through the door pushing a sheet-covered gurney.  Angela grabbed the clipboard and led them into the second room, directing them to an empty chamber.  They pulled open the door and slid it out to reveal a long narrow shelf. They lifted the old man’s body and placed him on the shelf and closed the chamber.  Mary felt her heart tug when the door was firmly closed, shutting the frail body inside the metal box, but she knew his spirit was already where it was supposed to be.

The orderlies left and Angela joined Mary in the office. “Sorry,” she said, with a huff. “His family is out of town and they won’t be able to collect his body for several days.  We thought it best we keep him on ice until they return.”

“That’s a good idea,” Mary replied, a little bothered by the detachment in Angela’s tone. “Will that help preserve him?”

Angela shrugged. “It will basically get him out of everyone’s way until a decision can be made about what to do with him.  I’m sorry for the interruption, what did you need, Mary?”

A man just died, Mary wanted to scream. How about a little sympathy? Instead, she said, “I wanted to see if you had any Jane Doe’s during the past couple of days.”

Angela picked up the clipboard and scanned it.  “Well, here’s one that might match,” she said. “She’s about forty years old, weighs 160 pounds.”

Mary felt her spirits rise.  If this were her ghost, at least she’d have some physical evidence. “That sounds like my Jane Doe.”

“Oh, wait,” Angela added. “This woman is African-American.”

Her heart sank. “No, no my Jane is Caucasian,” Mary replied.

Putting the clipboard back on the desk, Angela laced her fingers together and looked up at Mary.  “Is there anything else I can help you with?” 

Here’s your hat, what’s your hurry, Mary thought.

“Yes, I was wondering if you handled Sam Rogers’ death,” she asked.

“Sam Rogers, wasn’t he the Police Chief?” Angela asked. “Died about a year ago?”

Mary nodded. “Yes, he was in his office.”

“I did handle that case, why do you ask?” she asked suspiciously. “Is someone questioning my work?”

Mary shook her head. “No, nothing like that,” she said. “Just a similar case came across my desk and I wanted to get your take on the cause of death.”

“Heart attack,” Angela supplied immediately.

“Do you want to take a moment and look it up,” Mary asked, surprised by the quick response when it seemed Angela hadn’t remembered the case initially, “Just to be sure.”

“I have an excellent memory, besides, there was no autopsy,” she replied. “It was a heart attack.”

Mary smiled pleasantly as she stood.  Hmmm, I’m not going to get any more help here, she thought.   “Well, I appreciate your time,” Mary said. “Thanks for your help.”

She got up and moved toward the door when she felt the hand on her arm. She looked down at the bright red polished nails digging into her jacket.  Mary raised her eyes in question to Angela’s.

“You have to understand, there’s a political war going on here,” Angela said urgently. “This position has always been held by a man and they are looking for any way to get rid of me.  You know what it’s like, you’re a woman.”

Part of Mary wanted to sympathize, she understood the prejudice a woman could encounter in a male dominated field.  But Mary knew you shouldn’t let politics get in the way of doing your job the right way.

“I understand that it can be tough,” she agreed, sliding her arm out of Angela’s grip. “But the best weapon we have is performing exceptionally.  Then they can’t question our work.”

 “I do perform excellent work.  I’ve done a better job than any of the others who have had this job,” Angela spat. “But men never see women as equals.  We are always not quite good enough.  We have to be better, smarter and more calculating to win.”

Angela shook her head, her eyes flashing.  “They tell me to keep the costs down, so I don’t order autopsies.  Then they question my findings a year later,” she continued.  “You don’t know what it’s like. These people, these men, are out to get me.”

“Well, I’m sorry you have to deal with that,” Mary replied. “It must make things difficult.”

The anger seemed to slide off her face and she turned at Mary. Her face became almost childlike and she smiled sweetly.  Even her voice seemed to raise an up octave. “Yes, it does. Thanks for the sympathy.  I knew you would understand. You’re a nice lady.”

“You’re welcome,” Mary said, grasping the door handle, hoping to quickly get out of the room. “Well, have a nice day.”

She slipped out into the hall and hurried down to the stairwell.  Well, she was certainly an interesting person, Mary thought. 





  







 

Chapter 13

Bradley stopped at the intersection of Galena and Crestwood and turned left onto Crestwood and into the parking lot of the VOICES Domestic Violence facility.  The building had once housed a bank with a drive-through, so it looked a little incongruous as a shelter for those seeking help from abuse, but Bradley liked the analogy of the safety and security of the bank building for those looking for protection against abuse.

He walked over to the entrance, a simple non-descript door. Once inside the first door, he was met with a security door.  He picked up the phone and the receptionist immediately answered. “Can I help you?”

“Hi, Chief Alden here to see Regina Tallmadge,” he said.

“Oh, hello, Chief Alden, come on in,” the receptionist responded.

He heard the buzz of the door release and pushed the door open and stepped into the shelter.  There was a striking difference between the sterile entrance and the warm and inviting atmosphere of the inside of the shelter.  The colors and furnishings were specifically designed to be calming and welcoming.  Bradley walked over to the receptionist’s desk, “Hey, Tess, how’s it going?” he asked.

Tess was a young woman with a contagious laugh and a fierce loyalty to the cause of protecting victims of domestic abuse.  She smiled up at him. “I’m glad you asked,” she said. “Funding’s been cut again, so we’re trying to come up a way to earn more money for the shelter.  How do you feel about candy bars?”

Bradley smiled, “I’m quite fond of candy bars,” he said, reaching into his pocket for his wallet. “How much?”

Tess grinned, “Well, do you want one case or two?”

Bradley slipped the five dollar bill back into his billfold and pulled out his credit card just as Regina came out of her office. “Tess, are you shaking down our visitors again?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” Tess replied, unrepentant. 

“Good girl,” Regina said with a laugh. 

Bradley liked Regina Tallmadge.  Soft-spoken and gentle, she was like a soft breeze in the springtime. Abused women felt safe and unafraid in her presence. But, Bradley had also seen her testify in court and this soft breeze could turn to a gale wind when she was defending those in her charge.  

Bradley put his credit card on the desk and slid it to Regina.  “I’ll sign for them on the way out. Three cases, assorted varieties, and don’t go crazy with my card.”

Tess laughed. “No Lamborghini?”

Bradley chuckled, “If you can charge a Lamborghini on that card, let me know,” he said. “I must have inherited some money no one told me about.”

Regina guided Bradley into her office. “So, other than taking your money, how else can I help you today?”

“Tess told me that your funding’s been cut again,” he said. “Are you going to be okay?”

Regina sighed and then nodded. “It’s the same game,” she said. “We are not the most popular social service and so no one notices when our budget is slashed.  I mean, who wants to talk about abused women when they can talk about daycare or senior services.”

She raised her hand, “Not that those services aren’t important too,” she said. “I just get frustrated because I spend so much time writing grants and petitioning lawmakers for money for a cause that ought to be one of the most important line items on their budgets.”

She sighed. “But, I’m preaching to the choir here,” she said with a rueful smile. “I know that you understand how important our work is.”

Bradley got out of his chair and walked to the door.  He poked his head out of the office and called over to Tess, “Make that six boxes, okay?”

He walked back over and sat down.

“You didn’t need... I didn’t mean...” Regina stuttered.

“No, you were venting to a friend who asked,” he said. “But you also were reminding me how much this organization does for our community and sometimes, when I get busy, I forget.  This is the least I can do.  Besides, I’ve got a friend who could use more carbs.”

Regina smiled. “Well, thank you.  And now that I’ve depleted your savings, what can I do for you?”

“I’m working with a friend on a case,” he said. “It looks like a domestic abuse case.  And we’re afraid the victim might have been killed.”

The color drained out of Regina’s face. “Oh, no,” she said. “Is it someone we’ve helped?”

Bradley shook his head. “I don’t know. That’s what I was trying to find out.”

“Do you have a description of her?” she asked.

“Yes, she’s in her mid-thirties, about five feet, seven inches tall, medium build with dark hair and blue eyes,” he said, recalling the ghostly image. “We think she was killed on Christmas Day.”

Regina shook her head. “Statistically, Christmas Day has the least number of domestic violence attacks of any other day of the year.  Unfortunately, we’ve learned that’s usually because women don’t want to report their spouse on Christmas.  They don’t want to spoil the holiday.  So, they don’t tell anyone, they just take it.”

Regina walked over to her filing cabinet and unlocked it. “You realize this information is confidential and I can only offer you what our clients have approved,” she said. “And this is only because you’re a law enforcement officer.”

Bradley nodded. “Yes, I appreciate your help and I wouldn’t ask, but...”

“But it’s murder,” Regina said quietly.

She pulled out two thick manila envelopes and brought them back to her desk. “Do you know if this was a repeated occurrence?” she asked.

Bradley nodded. “Yes, I’ve reason to believe she found out she was pregnant and wanted the abuse to stop so she could protect the baby.”

Sighing, she sat down at her desk. “So, she would protect the baby, but not herself.”

“It sounds like his mother left when he was small and he accused her of abandoning their future children. Things escalated and she was killed.”

“How do you know this much information and don’t know the woman’s name?”

Bradley shrugged. “Weird, isn’t it?”

Regina clasped her hands together and leaned forward. “Are you, perhaps, working with Mary O’Reilly?” she asked, raising her eyebrows slightly.

Bradley sat back in his chair. “Why would you ask that?”

She smiled. “Because, I’ve had a couple of incidences where Mary has come to the shelter and helped us out.  The last one, as I recall, was when a grandmother had to tell her granddaughter to get out of a bad situation.  The most interesting part of the conversation was that the grandmother had been dead for two years.”

Bradley struggled to hide a grin. “Yes, that would be interesting.”

Regina nodded. “But you’re not surprised.” 

The grin broke through. “Let’s just say that recently a whole new world has been opened up to me.”

“So, the woman came to Mary?” Regina asked, the smile slipping from her face. 

“Yes, on Christmas Day. She was badly beaten.”

Sympathetic tears welled in her eyes. “She didn’t give you her name?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “She was pretty incoherent. At first we could barely decipher what she was saying.”

“Wait...you saw her too?”

Bradley wondered just how much information he wanted to share with Regina.  Then he thought of all of the people that had been entrusted in her care and knew he could trust her.

“We have this thing, this connection,” he explained. “If I have a hand on her shoulder, I can see the things she sees too.”

Regina looked at Bradley for a moment and then smiled slowly. “Is that the only connection you have with Mary O’Reilly, Chief Alden?”

“That, Regina, is none of your business.”

She laughed. “I’ll go through all of my files to see if anyone matches your description.  I’ll also talk to the folks who manned the phones over the holidays to see if they got any calls that would match.”

Bradley stood and extended his hand.  She took it and shook it. “We’ll help you,” she promised.

“Thanks,” he replied.

Just as he put his hand on the door knob, her voice stopped him.

“Bradley,” she said.

He turned.

“Mary does not need the carbs.”

He just chuckled and left her office. 





  







 

Chapter 14

“Morning, Mabel,” Stanley called as he stomped the snow off his boots on the floor mat just inside the Belt Line Café. “How’s the coffee this morning?”

“Hot,” Mabel, the sixty year old waitress called from behind the counter.

“Just like me,” Stanley replied, receiving a number of fairly uncomplimentary comments from the people, mostly men, sitting at the counter and surrounding tables.

“You’re just jealous,” he responded, hanging his overcoat on the coat rack and swinging onto a stool at the counter.

The Belt Line Café looked just like it had when it opened twenty-five years earlier, like your neighbor’s kitchen.  The blue and yellow country décor with Thomas Kincaid pictures hanging on the walls, plastic gingham tablecloths and friendly waitresses just waiting to refill your cup was the epitome of a small town restaurant.  The Belt Line opened early, so farmers could get a hearty breakfast and the old timers could catch up on local gossip. It closed at two in the afternoon, after the lunch crowd.  Diners looking for dinner would have to go elsewhere.

Mabel brought Stanley a fresh cup of coffee and small pitcher of cream.  She knew Stanley didn’t care for that “artificial crap” others might put in their coffee.  “So, you want the usual?” she asked.

Pouring the cream into his coffee, he smiled and nodded, “Ain’t New Years, so I ain’t
gonna change my ways.”

Mabel laughed. “Stanley, you’ve been coming in here for twenty-five years and you haven’t changed yet.”

Stanley winked at her. “Might just surprise you one of these days.”

Picking up the cup, he took a sip and smiled. That was a good cup of coffee.  He glanced around the room and saw the usual crowd was out in force.  At one table sat Steve Turner, owner of the local funeral home, he was a good guy with a strange sense of humor.  But, Stanley decided, all the funeral directors he’d met either had no sense of humor at all, or a slightly strange one.  He preferred the slightly strange.

“So, Steve,” Stanley called. “How’s business?”

“People are dying to see me,” he replied.

Several moans and a few chuckles greeted his response. Although Stanley heard the same joke every day for twenty-five years, he still chuckled.  

“I was talking to a relative last week and she was trying to recall the name of the family where the wife up and left her husband and her kids,” Stanley said casually. “I seem to recall it was about twenty-five years ago.”

“Damn shame,” Earl Livingston said, shaking his head. “Damn shame.”

“You know the family?” Stanley asked.

“No,” Earl replied. “Damn shame it wasn’t my wife.”

“Yeah, the rest of us wonder why she’s still with you,” Leo Hankins commented.

“It’s my good looks,” Earl said.

“Have your wife come and see me, I’ll make some time for her this week,” Charlie Morris, the optometrist, called out.

After the laughter died down, Mabel, arriving with Stanley’s breakfast, said, “You know, I do seem to recall a story like that.  They were farmers, down from around the Orangeville area.  Husband was a real mean kind, I never did blame her for leaving, but I couldn’t believe she didn’t take the kids.”

“You’re right,” Leo added. “Name was Tomlin or Thomas or something like that.”

“Name was Thompson, Mike Thompson,” Bud Porter said, Bud had been the Stephenson County Sherriff, until his retirement fifteen years ago. “Her name was Shirley, as I recall.  Although in those days it was Mrs. Mike Thompson.”

“You mean Doc Thompson’s dad?” Stanley asked.

Bud nodded. “Yeah, he called me out to the farm,” Bud said. “Showed me her clothes were gone, suitcase was gone and her little jewelry case, shaped like a small steamer trunk, was gone too.  I always wondered how little Shirley Thompson could have carried all that stuff down the road without anyone seeing her.”

“Did you think she had help?” Stanley asked.

“Well, I wouldn’t have blamed her if she did,” he said. “Old Mike would get real mean when he was drunk.  Course, he got real mean when he wasn’t drunk.  She probably just got tired of it all.”

“Yeah, I remember when Mike nearly killed that guy for taking his parking spot over at the grocery store,” Earl said. “The poor guy didn’t see that Mike was waiting and just pulled in.”

“Yeah, not too many people came to his funeral,” Steve added. “Just his two boys, what were their names? Luke and Paul. That’s right, Luke and Paul.”

“Yeah, Luke was the older one,” Earl added. “Grew up to be a doctor.  His maw would be proud of him.”

“Paul’s still out there on the farm,” Bud said. “He’s got himself a fine set up and a pretty little wife.”

“Bud, when Mike’s wife went missing, did you investigate?” Stanley asked.

Bud shook his head. “No, the kids were pretty young and they didn’t need folks talking about their mom like that,” Bud said. “Seemed pretty cut and dry at the time.”

“Well, you didn’t hear this from me,” Mabel said. “But from what I heard yesterday, history just might be repeating itself.”

“Why?” Stanley asked, trying to remain casual.

“Thompson boys were in here for lunch yesterday and Paul was pretty upset,” she said. “I overheard them talking about his wife.  How she just up and left on Christmas Day, of all days.”

Stanley’s stomach dropped, this had to be the one.  “So, what was her name again?” he asked, “Can’t seem to remember.”

“Margaret, ‘course folks called her Peggy,” Mabel said. “Peggy Thompson.”

Stanley laid a five dollar bill on the table and slid off the stool. “Just remembered I have to be in early,” he explained.

“But you ain’t even touched your breakfast,” Mabel said. 

Stanley picked up his plate. “Steve, did you have your breakfast yet?” he asked.

Steve, well known for his appetite, looked down at his empty plate and shrugged. “Just the first course.”

Stanley placed his plate on the table in front of Steve. “Second course is on me.”

He hurried out of the café and pulled out his cell phone.  When he reached Mary’s voice mail he left a short message, “Mary, I think I found your ghost.  Come over to the shop when you get in.”





  







 

Chapter 15

“You don’t have a body, you don’t have probable cause and no one has filed a complaint,” Mary argued. “How are you going to search that property?”

Sitting back in her chair, Mary looked up at Bradley who was pacing back and forth in her downtown office.  The Christmas lights were still up, festive white against slightly browning greenery with red bows. Occasionally he would brush against some swags, sending a sprinkling of needles to the floor. 

Stanley was sitting in the chair across from Mary, his feet propped up on the desk. “She’s got a point,” he agreed, “We ain’t got nothing but a conversation with a ghost.  And who’s gonna believe that?”

Bradley paused and turned to both of them.  “Whether they believe me or not, I don’t want Mary going out to that farm by herself.”

Mary shook her head. “Okay, while I really appreciate the concern,” she said. “Remember, I was a cop in Chicago, I think I can handle a farmer.  And if you go out there, you’re going to scare them and they might get rid of any evidence.”

Bradley ran his hand through his hair, “Don’t try to be logical when I’m being emotional,” he said, with a self-deprecating smile. “Yeah, you’re right, but, you know...”

She smiled, “Yeah, be careful out there.”

Stanley dropped his feet from the desk. “So, when are we going?”

“We?” Mary asked.

“Well, yeah, you don’t want the Chief here to be with you,” he said. “But I ain’t
no threat to no one.  I can go with you.”

“I like that idea,” Bradley added.

“Actually, I like it too,” she agreed. “No one will suspect the two of us. When can you go?”

“What’s wrong with right now?” Stanley asked.

“Nothing,” Mary replied with a grin, standing up and grabbing her purse. 

“Stanley, can you give us a minute here?” Bradley asked.

He nodded, “Yeah, I’ll go warm up my car,” he said.

“Wait, I thought I would drive,” Mary protested.

“Listen, I ain’t never had a woman drive me around before and I ain’t planning on starting now,” Stanley said firmly. “Sides, that fancy car of yours would drop its engine on those country roads with all the rutting and wash outs.”

Once the door closed behind Stanley, Bradley walked over to stand beside Mary. He put his hands on her shoulders, pulled her close and laid his forehead on hers. “I want you to promise that you won’t take any unnecessary chances,” he said. 

She smiled. “Only necessary ones,” she agreed. “I promise.”

“Funny, Mary O’Reilly, very funny.”

Mary tilted her head and lightly kissed him. “I remember what she looked like, Bradley,” she whispered. “I realize what kind of animal I’m dealing with.  I’ll be careful.”

He nodded and then stepped back. “See that you do.”

“So, do you have plans tonight?” she asked.

He nodded and grimaced, “City Council meeting,” he said, “And then some special meeting after that about new procedures through the Coroner’s Office.” 

“You and Angela are meeting together?” Mary asked. “Alone?”

Bradley grinned. “Jealous?”

Mary didn’t smile. She thought about her encounter with Angela.  “No. At least, I don’t think I’m jealous.  I just think she’s an odd duck,” she replied. “Watch yourself.”

He picked up his uniform cap and placed it firmly on his head. “If I get done early, can I stop by?”

Smiling, she nodded. “That‘d be nice.”

He walked to the door and then stopped, bracing his hand on the frame.

“Are you okay?” Mary asked.

He nodded. ‘Yeah, my stomach’s been acting up a little. No big deal.”

He took a deep breath, smiled at her and walked out of the office. 

A few minutes later, Stanley and Mary were riding out of town in “Betsey,” a turquoise blue 1961 Chevy Impala 4-door sedan. Stanley had purchased her off the lot, brand spanking new in 1961.  She was the size of a boat, had the engine power of a locomotive and, through Stanley’s careful ministrations, purred like a kitten - a big, gas-guzzling V-8 kitten.  “Careful you don’t hit that snowplow, Stanley,” Mary cautioned. “We wouldn’t want to have to pull them out of the ditch.”

“Funny, girlie,” Stanley growled. “You just don’t appreciate good quality machinery when you ride in it.”

“Oh, I appreciate it,” she answered. “And I know why all of the gas station owners run out and wave to you when you drive by.  They must have sent all their kids to college on the money they earned from you gassing up this good quality machinery.” 

Stanley chuckled. “Well, a good date’s never cheap.”

Slowing down to thirty miles per hour as they drove through Cedarville, Mary noted the large piles of snow on the sides of the road.  “This is going to be a mess once it begins to thaw,” she commented. 

“Don’t have to worry about that until June,” he teased.

Laughing, Mary shook her head. “Don’t say that, it’s not even January and I’m already a little tired of the snow.”

After Cedarville, they drove about five miles further north on Highway 26 and turned left on one of the country roads.  The road twisted and turned, past farm fields and barns, and over narrow one-lane bridges.  When the road changed from asphalt to gravel Mary got concerned. “Stanley, you do know where you’re going, right?”

“Yep, it’s just up here a ways at the end of the lane,” he said, his voice vibrating as the car drove up the washboard rippled road. 

The farmhouse was neat and trim.  Cheery Christmas decoration covered the front porch and a festive wreath hung on the front door.  Sparkling white lights hung from under the eaves and were turned on even though it was daylight.   Stanley pulled up the gravel drive and parked between the house and the barn.  “So, where do we check first?”

“Let’s go up to the house first,” Mary said. “I would guess that’s where she was murdered.  Then, if we have a chance we can check the out buildings.”

“And if someone asks us what we’re doing here?” 

Mary shrugged. “I’m still working on that one.”

“Well, that gives me a great deal of confidence.” 

Mary grinned. “Thanks Stanley, that means a lot to me.”

They both exited the car and walked down the narrowly shoveled lane to the house.  Snow rose up two feet on each side of the shovel-wide walkway.  The walkway was only shoveled to the back of the house.  Mary turned to Stanley with a question in her eyes.  “Folks in the country don’t generally use their front doors,” he said. “Everyone comes around back.”

The back porch was covered with a green metal awning and held an assortment of shovels, brooms and rakes.  The black Welcome mat was slightly askew and the steps had no trace of snow or ice.

“That’s strange,” Mary commented. ‘You would think there would be a little snow or ice on the steps.” 

Stanley looked around. “Concrete steps, south facing porch, could be it just melted.”

Mary nodded. “Yeah, good point.”

Mary knocked on the back door. “Hello,” she called, “Anyone home?” 

She tried the door, it was unlocked.  She pushed it open and called out again, “Hello.  Is anyone here?”

She turned back to Stanley. “It seems that no one is home,” she said, in mock dismay. 

She scanned the yard, and then said, “Stanley, you’re looking a little pale.”

“I am?”

“Yes, you are.  You probably need to take some kind of medicine and you probably, urgently, need a glass of water in order to swallow your pills.”

“Ahhh, yes, you’re right, I’m afraid my ticker ain’t what it used to be,” he replied, thumping on his chest. “You better hurry on in there for some water before I kick up my toes right here on the porch.”

Mary grinned. “I’ll be right back with your water.”

The back door opened into a mud room that held an assortment of work clothes, boots and a washer and dryer.  The top of the dryer was covered with a pile of unfolded laundry.  Mary walked through and opened the next door which led to the kitchen.  The sink was filled with dishes, pots and pans. The remains of meals were scattered on the stovetop and counters, and the table was overflowing with filled bags from the grocery store.

“Housekeeping is not quite as easy as you thought, obviously,” she muttered.

Being careful not to disturb any potential evidence, she walked cautiously around the kitchen, hoping to be contacted by Peggy.  She felt nothing.  She moved into the dining room and living room space.  A Christmas tree sat in the corner of the room, the presents underneath unopened.  Two cups of coffee sat on the coffee table.  Mary moved closer and saw that a film had formed over the liquid and decided it had sat for at least a couple of days.  

She moved over to the fireplace and saw a framed photo on the hearth.  The man and woman in the photo stood in front of church in their wedding clothes.  They looked to be very much in love with one another.  Studying the photo, she saw love evident in their faces. “What happens to cause love to die like this?” she wondered aloud.

Stanley’s very loud coughing alerted her.  She ran back to the kitchen, found a paper cup and filled it with tap water. Rushing out the back door, she saw the large man heading toward the house. “Here you are,” she said loudly, being sure her voice carried to the bulky farmer only yards away. “Now take your medicine.”

She handed Stanley the cup and looked up and smiled at the approaching man. “Hello, I’m Mary,” she said, walking down the stairs and meeting the farmer with an outstretched hand. “I am so sorry that I just barged into your home.  My friend, Stanley, was starting to feel uncomfortable and needed to take his medicine, but we realized we forgot his water bottle back in town.  I knocked and called out, but it was an emergency.”

The man looked tired and worn. He shrugged. “Paul Thompson,” he replied. “No, harm done, I’m just a little embarrassed about the condition of the house.  My wife left unexpectedly and with chores and all, I haven’t been able to keep up.”

“Oh, well, when your wife gets back, she’ll realize just how much you need her,” she replied.

Paul sighed. “Yeah, I thought she knew that before she left.”

He looked up at Stanley, still sipping the water. “Do you need me to call the hospital or anything? He looks pretty bad.”

“No,” Mary answered. “He’ll be fine. He just has to remember to take those pills on time.  Thank you so much for your offer.”

“No problem,” he shrugged. “It was just a glass of water.”

Mary walked back up the stairs and slipped her arm though Stanley’s. “I’ll help you to the car, Stanley,” she said. “Watch your step now.”

“My, these stairs are so clean,” Stanley commented to Paul. “How’d you keep them from being slippery?”

“My wife was real particular about the steps,” he said. “Didn’t want anyone falling down them, she’d always say.  That was one of the last things she did before she left on her trip.”

“Will she be home soon?” Mary asked.

Paul moved past them onto the porch, ignoring her question. “If you need anything else,” he said, ‘just let me know.”

He walked into the house and shut the door behind him. 

Stanley pulled his arm out from Mary’s grasp. “I look bad?” he grumbled, slipping into the car. “I look bad? Well, he don’t look too good himself.”





  







 

Chapter 16

“Stanley, stop the car,” Mary called, looking down the snow covered country lane that bordered the edge of the Thompson’s land. 

Stanley slammed on the brakes and the large car fishtailed on the gravel road. Mary reached forward and braced herself against the vinyl dashboard. “Sorry,” she said through clenched teeth.  

The car slowed and came to a stop, its nose pointing down the narrow gravel road that had caught Mary’s eye and caused her to call out her request.  She pointed to the end of the muddy yellow lane, “Down there, the old cemetery.  I think I saw someone.”

Stanley maneuvered the large car down the narrow road, keeping to the center to avoid slipping into the snow-filled ditches.  He pulled over into a muddy tractor access road across from the cemetery.  Mary climbed out of the car and hiked across the mud to the ditch in front of the cemetery.  She looked up and down the snow-filled ditch for easier access to the graveyard.  “Over here, dear,” a woman’s voice called. “There’s less snow here.”

Mary looked up to see a woman standing near a tall grave marker near the road.  She moved to where the woman had gestured and climbed up the several feet to the elevation of the cemetery.  Walking slowly back, she approached the woman.  “Hello,” I’m Mary O’Reilly.”

The woman’s smile was warm and inviting. “It’s so nice of you to stop,” she said.  “I get so lonely sometimes. I’m Shirley Thompson, Mike’s wife.” 

“I’ve heard of you,” she said. “You have two boys.”

The ghost’s face turned sad and translucent tears streaked down her cheeks. “I never got to say good-bye,” she whispered. “He never let me say good-bye. How are my boys?”

“Good.  Luke is a doctor and Paul is a farmer,” she said.

Shirley smiled. “Little Paul was always so good with animals, I’m glad he became a farmer.”

“Like his dad?” Mary asked. 

Shirley shook her head, “No, not like his dad,” she replied. “Never like his dad.”

Mary glanced around her.  The grave marker they were standing near was surrounded by an overgrown tree and brush nearly hid it away.  The carving on the limestone was nearly obscured by the years of wear and tear, but she could see the date was 1890.  “Shirley, this isn’t your grave,” Mary said. “Why are you here?”

Shirley sighed with a sadness that touched Mary’s heart.  “This is my great-grandmother’s grave,” she said. “I stay here because it’s close to the farm.”

Shirley started to slowly fade away. 

“But, where is your grave?  Where were you buried?” Mary asked.

A forlorn look crossed the ghost’s face, “I’m lost, Mary,” she said. “I’m lost and I need to be found. Find me, Mary.  Please find me.”

The ghost faded away.

Mary stood at the spot for a moment, feeling the echoes of loneliness Shirley had left behind.

“You okay, girlie?” Stanley asked, standing in the road below the cemetery.  

Mary nodded, her voice choked by emotion. 

“No need to get all emotional,” Stanley said. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to the ghosts round these parts.  If that ghost knew who they’d just talked too, they’d be throwing a party.”

Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “Thanks, Stanley,” she said. “It’s just so sad sometimes.”

“Hey girlie, you’re dealing with dead people, job description pretty much ensures life ain’t
gonna be sunshine and roses. But, you gotta remember, once you help them they get to move on.  Ain’t much better than that.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” she said, with a sigh. “Thanks for reminding me.”

He held his hand up and helped her through the pile of snow. “Ain’t saying the job don’t have its rough times, though,” Stanley grumbled, searching his pockets for his handkerchief. “And if you need to cry, well, then, cry. No reason to feel ‘shamed. Sides, for some reason I’ll never understand, women feel better after a cry.” 

He handed Mary a wrinkled and slightly used white handkerchief. “Here you go,” he said. “Just go ahead and bawl into it.”

Mary grinned and gave him back the cloth. “Thanks, Stanley, but maybe I’ll wait until I get home to cry.”

Stanley took the offered handkerchief, vigorously blew his nose into it, stuffed it back into his pocket and patted the pocket for good measure. “Well girlie, it’s always there for you.  You just ask and I’ll be happy to lend it to you.”

Mary’s stomach turned slightly. “Thanks, Stanley,” she said. “I really appreciate it.”

Stanley smiled and put his arm around Mary, leading her to the car. “Well, don’t let it get around,” he said. “But I’m one of those sensitive-type of men.”

Mary bit the inside of her cheek.  “Stanley, you’re secret is safe with me.” 





  







 

Chapter 17

Bradley looked down at the remaining items on the agenda and then looked at his watch, 7:30; this meeting was never going to end.  The chances of being able to drop by Mary’s place tonight were getting slimmer and slimmer. He really wanted to know how her trip to the Thompson place had turned out. 

His stomach growled, reminding him that he had skipped dinner and had a light lunch. Seated next to him at the council table, Angela sent him a sympathetic look.  He shrugged his shoulders and tried to look apologetic. Angela nodded, then got up and left the meeting room. 

The mayor had been reading through proposals for a new water system for the city and was now explaining the bid process.  Bradley sighed quietly; did he really need to be here for this?

A movement next to him caught his eye.  Angela sat down and discreetly placed a small container of cookies and a cup of tea down in front of him.  He smiled at her.  She was a lifesaver. He picked up one of the cookies and bit into it.  The rich buttery flavor was mixed with cinnamon, sugar and something else. He looked up and turned to her, his eyes bright. “Snickerdoodles?” he mouthed silently.  

She smiled back and nodded. “My mom used to make these,” he whispered. “These taste just like hers.” 

Angela smiled warmly. “I got them at Cole’s Bakery this afternoon.  I thought they might come in handy,” she whispered.

She picked out the right kind of cookies.  The kind his mom used to make, she thought. It must be a sign.

He ate another cookie and then lifted the cup of tea.  Angela held her breath.  Just a couple of sips, Bradley, dear, she thought. That’s all you need. 

Bradley took a sip of the tea and pulled the cup away.  It had a strange taste, like the tea she had given him for Christmas. He’d only managed to drink a cup of that too, just to be polite. 

He tried to pick out the ingredients.  There was some mint and chamomile, but there were other tastes too.  He wasn’t sure he liked it or not.  He was about to put it down when he saw Angela’s look of anticipation.  Well, damn, he was going to have to be polite about the tea.  He lifted the cup in a mock toast and took another sip.  It actually tasted a little better this time.  Actually, the mayor’s speech was even sounding a little better too.  He raised the cup again.  There must be some magic brewed in this tea. 

When the meeting ended, Bradley wondered where the time had gone.  He looked down, surprised the tea and the cookies were gone.  He turned to Angela, “Hey, thanks, you were a lifesaver.”

She shrugged. “Well, since I have to keep you even later because of our meeting, it was the least I could do,” she said. “Besides those were leftovers from my dinner, so it’s nice to know they weren’t going to waste.”

Bradley gathered up his notes and stood up.  The ground was shaky beneath his feet and the room went in and out of focus.  He sat back down.

“Anything wrong?” Angela asked.

Bradley shook his head. “No, I think I just got up too fast,” he said.

He stood up again.  The vertigo seemed to have left him.  The room wasn’t shaking and his focus was back. He turned to Angela, “Ready to meet?”

 “Sure, lead the way.”

They left the room, stopping to shake hands and speak with councilmen and local reporters along the way.  Finally, once they reached the hallway, Bradley turned and smiled down at Angela. “Finally,” he teased. “I thought we’d never be alone.”

She smiled up at him, her eyes widening, “I feel exactly the same way.”

Bradley grinned. It was great to find someone who could take a joke.

“So, what was in that tea?” he asked as they walked down the hall.

“Why?” 

He was surprised at the tension in her voice. “Well, it was slightly addicting,” he said with a smile. 

“Addicting? I can assure you that I never use anything addicting in my teas,” she began.

“Hey, Angie, calm down, it was a joke,” Bradley said, feeling a little cockier than usual. “It was good stuff, really.”

She released a breath. “Oh, of course, a joke,” she said. “I’m not great at jokes. Actually, it’s an old family recipe. It’s a love potion and if you drink enough of it, you will be totally under my power.”

Bradley laughed. “Well, we should give it to the city council before the next meeting,” he suggested. “I’m not crazy about them being in love with me, but if we can get these meeting cut to about half the time, I’d deal with it.”

Angela nodded. “Yes, having control like that would be good.  Of course, we could always just poison them and make them go away,” she laughed.

A cold chill ran down Bradley’s spine at her comment. He turned to look at her again. Was she serious? Get a grip, Alden, of course she wasn’t.

Angela looked up at him, noting the shock in his eyes. “I told you I wasn’t good at jokes,” she apologized. 

Shaking off the feeling of unease, Bradley responded quickly, ‘No, you’re good. That was pretty funny.”

Bradley opened the door to his office and let Angela enter first. “Welcome to my home away from home,” he said. 

He walked over to the little refrigerator in the corner and pulled out a bottle of water. “Can I offer you something?” he asked. “Bottled water, soda, tea?”

Knowing the water would dilute the effects of the tea; Angela walked over and took the bottle from Bradley’s hand. “How about if you sit down and relax and let me take care of you,” she offered. 

“Well, I...really, it’s no...” Bradley stammered, unsure of how to react to her.  Surely she couldn’t be coming on to him. “Really, it’s no bother.”

She smiled up and him, then gently pushed him away. “Go sit down and I’ll make us both some more tea,” she said. 

“I really would prefer water,” he said, trying to reach for the bottle in her hand.

She placed it behind her back and looked up at him with a crestfallen face and tears glistening in her eyes. “But, I thought you said you like my tea,” she whispered.

Good grief, this is ridiculous. What the hell is the big deal? 

“Tea would be great, Angela,” he said. “I would love tea.” 

He turned away, rolled his eyes and sat back on his side of the desk.  He busied himself with looking at the messages Dorothy had placed on his desk while he was away from his office, there was nothing there that couldn’t wait until tomorrow.  Finally he picked up his voice mail, one message.

“Well, hello there, Police Chief.”

Mary’s voice made him smile.

“Just wanted to let you know that Stanley and I are not locked up in some farmer’s basement. The trip was fairly uneventful. I got into the house - it wasn’t breaking and entering, the door was unlocked - but, other than a wedding photo, there was no sign of our ghost. I did, however, meet another ghost, which added a twist to this investigation.  I’ll tell you about it when I see you.

I really hope you can make it tonight. I miss you.  By the way, when you’re meeting with that stunningly attractive coroner, just remember who loves you.”

He hung up the phone slowly, the cares of the day washed away with that simple message.  Yeah, he’d hurry through this meeting as fast as possible.  He missed her too.

His thoughts were interrupted by Angela placing a steaming cup of tea down in front of him.  He smiled at her, moved the tea to the side of his desk and opened the file with the information for their meeting.  “So, what I’m interested in doing is having my officers trained on some of the basic forensic information they should be gathering when they come across a body,” he said. “Because we’re finding that important evidence is lost when we delay things.”

She nodded and took some notes. “Do you want them trained with special equipment?”

Shaking his head, he handed her a budget, “As you can see, we barely have enough budget for the training, much less equipment for each squad car.  We could probably have a thermometer in each car, but that’s about it.”

She jotted down some more information.  “You’re not drinking your tea,” she commented.

He shrugged, “Yeah, I guess I wasn’t as thirsty as I thought. Besides, I’m sure we both would rather be someplace else than stuck in a meeting tonight.”

She shook her head with a smile. “I enjoy being in your company, Bradley.”

She slid her hand across the table and covered his. “I don’t mind being here with you in the least.”

Whoa!  Where did that come from? Bradley wondered. 

He had to move his hand and do it in a way that looked natural, not insulting.  He pulled his hand out from under hers, reached for his tea and took a sip. “You’re right, it is good.”

She pulled her hand back and studied her notes. “I think I could fit in some training modules beginning next month,” she said. “We could have a new module each quarter.  I can offer two or three different times per module to work around shifts.  Will that be acceptable?”

“Yeah, that will be great. Thanks. When do you want to start?”

She reached into her purse and pulled out a calendar. Flipping through the pages, she finally stopped, “Well, perhaps mid-February. Will that work?”

Bradley nodded. “Yeah, it will give us a chance to get the word out and schedule it.  That will be great.  Do you want to arrange a room, or should I?”

“I’ll see if I can get a meeting room at the hospital,” she offered, “If that doesn’t work, I’ll let you know.”

“Excellent,” he said. “Thanks for staying late, Angela, I appreciate it.”

He sat back in his chair. He felt a strange cramping in his stomach. It started with a mild twinge, but grew into an unbearable pain. He doubled over, crashing into his desk.  The cup of tea careened onto the floor, breaking into pieces and scattering across the floor.  His paperwork and folders flew onto the floor and spread over the tea.

Angela sat back in her chair and watched him with a small smile on her face. The tea was working. Soon Bradley would be coming to live with her forever.

Bradley looked up at her, pain evident in his eyes. “Call for help,” he whispered. “Call 911.”

She stood and went to his side. “It will take them too long to get here,” she said. “I’ll help you.  My car is just downstairs.”

Sweat beaded on his forehead, his whole body felt clammy and he couldn’t keep anything in focus.  But a quick drive to the hospital sounded like a good idea.  He forced himself to stand. Angela put her arm around his waist and he leaned against her as he staggered across the room.

“Don’t worry, Bradley,” she said brightly. “Soon you won’t be feeling anything at all.”





  







 

Chapter 18

Mary looked at the clock and sighed.  It was after nine, Bradley was probably not coming tonight. She looked down at her Chicago Police Department sweats and thought of the way Angela had dressed both times she had seen her, form fitting clothing, high heels, make-up and sex appeal.  

Mary walked over to the mirror, looked at herself and sighed.  She admitted that she was nice-looking, but definitely more apple pie and baseball than musky perfume and moonlit beaches.  She lifted her hair up and piled it on top of her head, to see if a more sophisticated style suited her. She turned slightly to the left and then to the right to get a good view.  Still not right. She sucked in her cheeks slightly and pursed her lips. She sighed. Oh, yeah, that’s the look. Really sexy.
Mary O’Reilly sucking lemons.


She let her hair fall around her shoulders and shrugged. What you see is pretty much what you get, she thought. It had better be enough for you, Bradley Alden or I’ll kick your butt.

She grinned. “What man could resist that?”

Suddenly, Mary realized that she wasn’t the only one in the mirror. Jeannine had just appeared behind her. She quickly turned. 

“He needs you, now,” Jeannine said urgently. “City hall.
Quickly!”

Mary grabbed her purse and dashed out the door.  She hopped into the Roadster and floored it, spinning in reverse and sliding onto the street. She shoved it into first gear and sped off down the street. 

The roads were clear and, luckily, empty.  Mary turned onto Empire Street and sped toward West Street.  The light was turning yellow; Mary accelerated and just made the left onto West.

The speed limit was 30 mph on West, but she decided if she got caught speeding, she could bring them along to City Hall to help with Bradley.  She turned on Highway 75 and slowed a little on the narrow residential street.  She turned right onto Walnut Street; City Hall was only three blocks away.  Mary fudged the last stop sign and slid into the parking spot for the Director of Community Relations, facing the wrong way on the side of the street.

She jumped out of the car and slid on the snow, only then realizing that she was still wearing her house slippers.  She hurried across the sidewalk and to the side door to City Hall. She pushed on the door. It was locked. She was about to pound on it, when an unseen hand opened the door for her.

“Thanks, Jeannine,” she whispered and entered the building. 

She took the stairs two at a time, but slowed at the top, not sure what she would find.  She eased her way around the corner and saw Bradley draped over Angela.  At first her heart clenched, thinking they were romantically entangled. But then she took a closer look and realized that Angela was half dragging Bradley out of his office.

She ran forward. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “What happened?”

Bradley lifted his head and struggled to smile. “Mary, sweetheart, you came,” he whispered.

“Of course I came,” she said, moving forward and wiping the sweat from his forehead, “That’s our deal, you rescue me and I rescue you.”

He smiled, then stiffened and groaned. 

“What’s wrong with him?” Mary asked Angela.

Angela shook her head. “I don’t know, we were meeting together and suddenly it hit. I was going to take him to the hospital.”

“Did you call 911?”

“No, I thought it would be faster if I drove him.”

Mary looked at the petite woman and wondered how she thought she was going to get him down the stairs by herself. “Well, my car is parked right at the door,” Mary said. “Let’s get him down the steps and I’ll get him to the hospital.”

“Well, really, I was there, I should take him,” Angela protested.

“Let’s just get him downstairs, then we can flip for who gets him,” Mary stated.

With one of Bradley’s arms around each of the women, they slowly maneuvered him down the stairs. “He’s heavy,” Angela protested.

“You should try carrying him on your back,” Mary said dryly, thinking back to the time she had to carry an unconscious Bradley to save his life.

“What?”

“Never mind,” Mary replied. “That was several months ago.”

They got him outside where Mary’s car stood running. “Mary,” Bradley whispered. “Take me to the hospital. But don’t kill me on the way there.”

Mary turned to Angela and shrugged. “Looks like I won the toss,” she said, helping Bradley into the Roadster. “Thanks for your help; I would have never been able to get him down those stairs without you.”

“But, but, but,” Angela stammered.

“If you want to meet us at the hospital, that would be great,” Mary said, cutting her off.  

Mary jumped into the Roadster and turned right on Stephenson Street, speeding the mile to the hospital.  She dialed 911 on her cell as she drove and told the dispatcher that she was going to need help once she got to the ER to get Bradley out of the car.  The dispatcher assured her she would have all the help she needed.

Two squad cars were waiting when Mary pulled into the parking lot.  She pulled the Roadster into the drive in front of the Emergency Room and a team of triage nurses moved forward with a stretcher.  Two large police officers had Bradley out of the car before Mary could even turn it off.  She tossed the keys to one of them as she followed the stretcher into the hospital.  “Could you?” she asked.

He smiled back. “Don’t worry, Miss O’Reilly, we’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks,” she said and hurried into the hospital. 

She ran alongside the stretcher, Bradley’s hand clasped in hers.  “You have to get better,” she said firmly. 

He tried to smile and then grimaced with pain. “If I die, I can still visit you.” 

Mary leaned close, “But you can’t kiss me.”

He squeezed her hand tightly. “Well, that’s more than enough incentive to get better.”

The door to the exam room was getting closer and Mary knew she would be left on the outside.  “I love you, Bradley Alden,” she whispered. 

“Me too,” he whispered.

His hand slid out of hers as he was wheeled into the exam room.  Mary watched the white door close in front of her.  

She really hated hospitals.  

Two of his officers waited a few feet away. They had run alongside too, escorting the stretcher down the hall.  Mary recognized one of the officers as Ashley Deutsch, a cop Mary could trust.  Ashley walked over and stood next to Mary. “What happened?”

Mary shook her head. “He was meeting with Angela Murray, the Coroner, and he started getting intense stomach pains.  Angela said she had no idea what had happened.”

“It sounds like the curse,” Ashley whispered.

“The curse?” Mary asked, waiting for the rest of the joke. “Are you kidding?”

Ashley shook her head. “I wish I was,” she said. “I mean, we’ve been calling it the curse, because we have no idea what’s causing it.  We’ve lost nearly a dozen law enforcement officers in the past four years and all of them had the same symptoms, intense abdominal pains.  They seem to get better and then they just die.”

“No one has found anything strange with the deaths?” Mary asked.

“All the coroner reports have come back negative.”

“Who was the last one to die?” Mary asked. 

“As far as I know it was the old Chief, Sam Rogers.”

“But I thought no autopsy was done on Sam,” Mary said, recalling her conversation with Angela. 

Ashley shook her head. “No, I’m sure one was done,” she replied, “because it was part of the curse.  We all wanted to know what was causing it.”

“Thanks, Ashley,” Mary said, wondering if she had misinterpreted Angela’s comments. “Ashley, do you have a list of the names of the people who died?”

“Yeah, I can get you one,” she said. “Let me make some calls and I’ll get it to you right away.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that.”

“Do you want something?  Some coffee or something?”

Mary shook her head, arms wrapped around her waist as she stood watching the door. “No, I’m good, thanks.” 

Mary woke from her nap on the small couch in the secluded waiting room.  The room was dark, the only light coming from the hallway through the small window in the door.  She was supposed to be alone, but she knew someone else was in the room with her.  She slowly opened one eye and peered as far as she could see.  Then she opened the other.  No one was within her view.  She slowly turned over and looked towards the back of the room.  She could make out a shadowy figure in the corner, furthest away from the light.  Sitting up on the couch, she peered closer. “Can I help you?”

The figure wavered, like heat waves on a desert highway, and then solidified once again.

“Please, let me help you,” Mary coaxed, “You don’t have to be afraid.”

Mary got up and moved closer.  She could see her visitor was the same woman from Christmas night.  She was wearing the same clothing, but now there were clumps of dirt and debris on her face and clothing. 

“I went to your house, but you weren’t there,” she accused. “You said you would help me.”

“I’m sorry, my friend got sick and I had to bring him here,” she explained. “He’s still under observation and I’m waiting to hear how he’s doing.”

The ghost nodded. “No, I’m sorry, I hope he gets better.”

Mary smiled, “Thank you.  Why did you seek me out?  What do you need me to do for you?”

 “He put me in a hole,” she said, tears flowing freely. “He just dragged me over and put me in a hole.”

 “I’m so sorry,” Mary said, suddenly understanding the difference in the ghost’s appearance. 

“I’m not in a grave,” she said. “I’m hidden away.  No one will be able to find me.”

“I’ll find you,” Mary vowed. “I promise Peggy, I’ll find you.” 

 “You know my name?” the ghost asked, surprise written on her face.

Mary nodded. “Yes, and I’ll find out more about you.”

“Just help me, Mary, I don’t want to be forgotten,” Peggy said just before she faded away. 





  







 

Chapter 19

A few minutes after Peggy had disappeared, a nurse entered the room. “Miss O’Reilly?”

“Yes,” Mary said, quickly moving across the room to the nurse.

“Chief Alden is awake and asking for you.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said, relief driving through her. “How is he doing?”

“Better, much better,” she replied with a smile. 

Mary followed the nurse down the corridor to a recovery room.  She opened the door and stepped to the side, allowing Mary to enter, and then she left them alone.  Bradley was sitting up on the bed against a backfill of pillows.  His face was pale and there were dark circles under his eyes.  His eyes were closed and his breathing was shaky.

“Hey,” Mary said softly. “Are you awake?”

His eyes opened and met hers.  A smile spread across his face. “We really have to stop meeting like this,” he whispered.

“Did someone once tell you that lying in a hospital bed is supposed to be sexy or something?” she asked, approaching the bed. 

He grinned. “So, is it?”

She moved close, brushed his hair back from his face and cupped his cheek with her hand. “Yeah, as long as you’re in the bed, it is,” she said. “But, really, you don’t have to impress me anymore. Okay?”

“Oh, now you tell me,” he teased, trying to hide a look of pain.

“Still hurts?”

“It’s not too bad,” he said. “I’ve felt worse, although I’ll never play the violin again.”

She chuckled softly. “You used that one in Chicago, you fraud.”  

She took a deep breath. “How are you, really?”

“I should be finding out pretty soon,” he replied. “They told me the test results will be complete at any time.” 

Just as Bradley completed his sentence, the door opened and Dr. Louise Thorne walked into the room.  She was a middle-aged woman with a calm and intelligent air about her.  She spoke with authority, yet didn’t speak down to her patients.  Mary liked her quite a bit.

“Hello, Dr. Thorne,” Mary said. 

“Tests results back?” Bradley asked. 

“Good morning, Mary, Bradley,” she said, flipping open the chart she was carrying. “Yes, the results are in and I’m not happy with them.”

“Why not? “ Bradley asked.

“Because, although they tell us there is definitely something wrong, they don’t tell us what.”

“So, what does that mean?” Mary asked.

Dr. Thorne looked at her for a moment, closed the chart and sighed, “Mary, I can’t answer your questions and, really, I shouldn’t be discussing Bradley’s medical findings with you in the room.”

Shaking her head, Mary apologized, “I’m sorry, I didn’t even consider that I probably shouldn’t be in the room while you are discussing Bradley’s case.” 

Mary started to leave when Bradley grabbed hold of her hand and pulled her back. “Doc, Mary is...well, Mary has the right...,” he paused, flustered. “I want Mary to stay and hear what you have to say.”

Smiling, Dr. Throne looked at the two, Mary slightly embarrassed, but tenderly holding Bradley’s hand and Bradley meeting Mary’s eyes with adoration. “Well, as long as it’s fine with you, it’s fine with me,” she said. “And...congratulations.”

She flipped the chart open again. “Bradley, your thyroid and kidney functions are fine. Your electrolytes are normal. But what concerns me is your liver enzyme levels, particularly the SGPT/ALT levels, are really high.”

“Which means?” Bradley asked.

“Well, normally liver enzymes live inside the cells of the liver, but when the liver is injured, these enzymes leak out into the blood,” she said, “the higher the level, the potentially more damage to the liver.  High enzyme levels can be caused by a number of things, including a number of diseases, exposure to toxins, even the onset hepatitis.  But at this point, we don’t know which direction to pursue and what is causing your inflated levels.”

“So, what’s the next step?” Mary asked.

Dr. Thorne closed the file and shook her head. “Well, all we can do is monitor your levels and try to determine what’s causing them.  All Bradley can do is rest.”

“Wait, Doc, no disrespect intended, but I have a police department to run. I can’t be lying on my back while you folks try and figure out what’s going on inside of me.”

“While I appreciate your concern is the safety of the city of Freeport,” Dr. Thorne replied. “My concern is the safety of my patient.  With your elevated levels, if you push too hard you could cause permanent damage to your liver.  As it is, we don’t know how much damage you’ve already done.  You are on strict bed rest, at least until your levels look better.  You can come back in two days and we’ll check your levels again.”

As soon as Dr. Thorne left the room, Mary turned to Bradley. “Well, one thing’s for sure; you can’t go to your place and be by yourself. What if this attack happens again?” 

“Great! So take me back to my office, there are a lot of people there.”

“Good try, but no deal. You’re coming to my house.”

He took her hand in his. “Mary, you have work to do.  I can’t let you sit around babysitting me.”

She grinned. “Oh, I won’t,” she said. “I’m calling Rosie to come over.  She’ll fix you up.”

Bradley rolled his eyes, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

The door burst open and Angela walked in. “Bradley, I heard you were being released and I thought I’d offer my...,” she stopped when she saw Mary standing with her hand in Bradley’s. “Oh, hello, Mary, I didn’t realize you were still here.”

“Hello, Angela,” Mary replied, hating the fact that she looked like she had slept in her clothes and Angela looked fresh and stylish, “Nice to see you too.”

Angela smiled briefly at Mary and turned her attention back to Bradley. “As I was saying,” she continued. “I would be very happy to offer you my services to help you feel better.”

“I don’t think he’s feeling quite well enough for those kind of services,” Mary muttered. 

Bradley choked.

“Excuse me?  I’m sorry, Mary, I’m afraid I didn’t hear you.”

“I said...that was very kind of you,” Mary improvised, “but Bradley will be coming to my house to recover.”

Angela slowly looked at Mary, taking in her house slippers, sweats and mussed hair and makeup. “Surely not,” she said with obvious disdain.

Bradley wrapped his arm around Mary, mostly to prevent her from taking Angela out in the middle of the hospital, but also to demonstrate to Angela that he was in a committed relationship.  “Yes, Angela, I really appreciate your offer, but Mary’s place is like a second home to me anyway,” he said, lifting Mary’s hand and placing a kiss on her palm.

Angela’s hiss of anger was audible. “Well,” she huffed. “I just wanted to be sure you were taken care of.  Obviously you are.”

She walk across the room and handed a paper sack to Mary. “Since he’s going to your house, let me offer you some of my tea,” she said. “It should help take care of him.”

She turned, started to leave the room and then stopped and looked back. “Oh, Mary,” she said with a smile. “Please be sure to try it yourself.  I’m sure you’ll find it very refreshing.”

She left the room, closing the door firmly behind her.

“Now I feel like a bug,” Mary sighed, turning to Bradley. “I really didn’t mean to be unkind.”

“You weren’t unkind...okay, maybe the comment about services,” he snickered, pulling her close, “but she didn’t hear that, only I did. Besides, I think she was coming on to me in my office last night.”

“What?”

“Maybe I was reading things wrong,” he admitted. “She slid her hand over mine, squeezed it and then told me she didn’t mind being there with me in the least.  Maybe she was just being nice.”

“Nice my...,”

“Foot?” Bradley suggested.

Mary grinned. “Of course that’s what I was going to say.  And while I’m saying things, does our dear Angela the Coroner give out creepy vibes to you, or am I just being an overwrought, jealous girlfriend?”

“I really wish I could agree to the jealous girlfriend,” he said, “but I get the creepy vibes from her too.  I don’t quite know what it is...”

“Wednesday Addams.”

“What?”

Rolling her eyes, Mary explained. “She gives out the Addams Family daughter, Wednesday, vibes.  A little dark, a little macabre, and a little...”

“Psycho,” Bradley added. “Although I don’t think she has a corpse in the upstairs of her house.”

“More likely her basement,” Mary quipped. “No, I’m just being rude. I’m sure she’s just a little socially awkward.   I mean, how can I blame her for being attracted to you?”

He yawned widely, then smiled sleepily at her. “Yeah, you have to admit that I’m pretty irresistible.”

“And don’t forget modest,” she leaned over and kissed him on his forehead. “Get some sleep.  I’ll call Rosie and get things arranged so you can recuperate at my house, Mr. Irresistible.”

Leaving his room, Mary met Ashley in the hall. “I found those names you wanted,” Ashley said, handing Mary a sheet of paper. “I think that’s all of them.  Is there anything else I can do?”

Mary paused for a moment. “If it wouldn’t be a problem,” she said. “I would feel much more comfortable knowing that someone was keeping an eye on Chief Alden’s room.”

“Do you think someone is trying to kill him?” Ashley asked, surprised.

“Well, since we don’t know the cause of the curse,” she replied, “we don’t know what or who we are facing.  I think being careful is better.”

Ashley nodded.  “Yes, that makes sense,” she said. “Sure, I can watch things here.”

“Thanks, Ashley, I appreciate it.”

Mary took the list and walked out to the parking lot.  The officer had returned her keys last night and told her where he had parked her car.  She unlocked the door and slipped inside the car, turning it on and praying that it would heat up quickly.  While the defroster worked to clear the windshield, Mary pulled out her cell phone.  She dialed a number.

“Hello, Rosie, it’s Mary. I’m calling from the hospital. Bradley had some kind of attack last night,” she paused for a moment. “Yes, he’s doing better, but the doctor says that he needs rest and supervision. Do you think you can help?”

Mary smiled as Rosie listed all of the things she was going to bring to get Bradley back on his feet and knew there was no one she would trust more than Rosie.

“Rosie, you’re an angel.  Can you meet me at my place in about thirty minutes?  Thanks!”

After hanging up with Rosie, Mary dialed another number.  “Hello, Linda, it’s Mary.  How was your Christmas vacation?”  

She paused and listened, a smile growing on her face. “I am so glad it worked out.  You and Bob seem like the perfect couple.  Listen, I have a favor to ask, but I need this to be kept just between you and me.  I need you to pull the Coroner files on some people.  I’ll be by this afternoon to pick them up.  Do you have a pen? There’s a list of about twelve names. Okay, the first one is Sam Rogers...”  





  







 

Chapter 20

“Daddy!”

The scream echoed through the house.  Angela stormed through the door, tossed her purse on the couch and stomped through the kitchen and down the basement stairs.  “Daddy!’ she called out as she half-ran through the basement, “He loves someone else.”

Through tear-filled eyes, she found the key on the post and struggled to put it into the lock, ineffectually wiping her face.  Sniffing loudly, she took a deep shuddering breath and threw the ramshackle door open.  She blindly reached for the overhead light’s pull-string and snapped it on.  Throwing herself to the ground at the feet of the mummified corpse, she put her head in her hands and sobbed.

“He lied to me. He used me. He doesn’t want me. He wants her.”

She turned her face up to look at the eyeless sockets, mascara running down her face in rivulets. “Why did he lie to me, daddy?  Why didn’t he want me?”

She placed her head against the leathery knees, poking through the worn khaki pants.  “She was the one who did it,” she said, wiping the last of the tears from her face. “He wanted me, but she was the one who did it.”

She smiled.  “I can still have him.  I just need to take him when she’s not there. Once he’s alone with me, I know he’ll love me better.”

She sighed and closed her eyes, exhausted by her tears. “I’m tired now, Daddy.”

She snuggled closer to the corpse and fell asleep. 

The skeletal hand lifted and brown, leathery fingers stroked her hair tenderly.  The skull shifted position and looked down on the sleeping woman.  Sleep now, baby, Daddy will take care of you. 





  







 

Chapter 21

“I don’t need a wheelchair,” Bradley grumbled as he was wheeled from his recovery room to the main entrance, where Mary’s Roadster waited.

Mary grinned at the orderly who had the honor of pushing the ill-tempered Chief of Police. “Better behave or the next time you’re here, they’ll use a dull needle.”

“I can walk,” he insisted. “Mary, tell them I can walk.”

She winked at the orderly. “It’s true; I have seen him walk, on occasion.  Of course, I have also seen him fall flat on his face on occasion too.”

“You’re not helping matters,” Bradley said.

Mary laughed. “Oh, you wanted me to lie for you?  Sorry.”

They approached the door where two of Bradley’s officers waited.  Mary knew one of them, Cory Jackson.  He was a tall, powerfully built African-American who, despite his intimidating stature, was Officer Friendly at the local schools.  Mary decided the other officer must have been a rookie by the tension in his stance and his crisp new uniform.

“Officers Jackson and Killoran, I need your help,” Bradley said. “I’m being taken against my will.”

The rookie looked immediately concerned and started to step forward, but Cory placed a hand on his shoulder to hold him in place. “Seems like a dangerous situation, Chief,” he said. “Miss O’Reilly, what is your intent concerning Chief Alden?”

Mary grinned. “I intend to take him to my house and shower him with care and affection until he’s recovered enough to go back to work.”

“Damn, Chief, that does sound bad,” he said. “You want me to arrest her?”

Bradley looked up at Mary. “Well, rather than arrest her, I suppose I could take it upon myself to rehabilitate her and make her an asset to the community.”

“Chief, you always did take all the hard jobs,” Cory laughed. “Miss O’Reilly, you sure you want to take this guy with you?”

Mary sighed loudly. “It’s a tough job, but someone has to do it.”

Mary turned to the new officer and extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Mary O’Reilly; I don’t think we’ve met.”

The rookie blushed and shook her hand with a damp palm.  “I’m Tommy, I mean Tom Killoran,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I just started with the force last week.”

“Nice to meet you Tom,” Mary said. “I’m a former Chicago cop and my dad and brothers serve there now, so I have a great deal of admiration for anyone who wears a badge.”

“Wow,” he said. “I mean, thank you ma’am.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, with a smile. “Good to see you, Cory.”

“You too Mary,” Cory replied. “Don’t let the Chief give you too much trouble.”

“What do you mean?” Bradley huffed. “I’m the model of a cooperative patient.” 

Cory and Mary rolled their eyes. “Sure you are,” Mary said, pushing Bradley through the open doors and out to the driveway.

A few minutes later, Mary and Bradley were traveling down Stephenson Street towards Mary’s house. “Have you ever heard of a local curse?” she asked him.

“A curse?” he replied. “What kind of curse?”

“Well, according to Ashley Deutsch, there has been a series of unexplained deaths of law enforcement officers throughout Stephenson County and they all start with symptoms similar to yours.”

He shook his head. “No, I’ve never heard of it, and, just for the record, I don’t believe in curses.”

“Good,” she said with determination, “Because I don’t plan on letting you die of one.” 

They pulled into her driveway and Mary went around the car to help Bradley out. “I feel like such a wimp,” he said.

“Fatigue is just one of the symptoms of liver problems,” Mary said, helping him across the yard to the front porch.

Rosie met them at the door.  “Well, it’s so nice to see you, Bradley,” she said, slowly and clearly. “I’m so happy to be able to help take care of you.”

“Rosie, he has a bad liver, his hearing and his brain are functioning just fine,” Stanley grumbled from behind her.

“Oh, sorry, Stanley, I forgot I was talking to Bradley, not you,” she snapped.

“Listen to me, girlie, you better not take that tone with me.  I’m not one of those fancy boys you tote around by their noses,” Stanley said.

“By their noses?” Rosie replied, enraged. “Why Stanley Wagner, I knew you were a number of things, but...”

Bradley turned to Mary. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but...”

“You’re right, Bradley,” Mary interrupted loudly. “There’s no way you’re going to get any rest here at my place.  I’m so sorry I suggested it.”

The room was suddenly silent. 

Stanley hung his head and shrugged his shoulders. “Well, I guess I need to apologize. I was just yanking Rosie’s chain and I caused more ruckus than I intended. You come on in, young man; we’ll take good care of you.” 

They led him over to the couch and got him settled in.  A few moments later, Rosie came in from the kitchen carrying a tray of food. “Here you go, Bradley, a scrambled egg, some lovely fruit and toast.”

“Wow, Rosie, thank you,” he said, “This is wonderful.”

Rosie blushed. “Thank you, Bradley.”

“Ain’t no one can whip up a meal like Rosie,” Stanley said.

“Stanley,” Rosie gasped. “You said something nice.”

His eyebrows rose, “You saying I ain’t nice?”

Chuckling, Rosie bustled over and kissed him on his forehead.  He turned beet red. “Now, just stop that, woman,” he said with a slight smile. “You’re embarrassing Bradley.”

Scooping up a spoonful of eggs, Bradley nodded, “Oh, yes, I’m really feeling embarrassed about now.”

“You play checkers?” Stanley asked.

“I don’t just play checkers, I rule at checkers,” Bradley responded.

“We’ll just see, you little whippersnapper.”

“Whippersnapper,” Bradley and Mary said simultaneously, looking at each other.

Mary walked over to Bradley, kissed him on his forehead and said, “I think I’ll go on over to City Hall and see if I can talk to a man about a curse.  You take it easy and let Rosie and Stanley pamper you.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, adding with a meaningful look. “You be careful out there.”

She nodded. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Walking into the kitchen, she found Rosie stirring a pot of simmering chicken soup. “Wow, this smells great. If I didn’t have so much to do, I’d pretend I was sick, just to get you to take care of me.”

Rosie beamed with delight. “I’m sure there’ll be plenty left when you get done today,” she said. “You have to be sure you take care of yourself, too.” 

Mary gave Rosie a hug. “Thanks for being my friend.”





  







 

Chapter 22

The drive to the County Building took less than ten minutes. Mary parked her car around the corner and hurried to Linda’s office.   Linda Lincoln, a dark-haired, middle-aged woman, was the County Clerk. Mary had learned that Linda could have run the entire county single-handedly, but the entire county could not have run without Linda.

“So, you’re going after the curse,” Linda said, handing a stack of papers to Mary over the counter. 

“Why does everyone in this county know about the curse but me?” she asked.

“You probably haven’t been here long enough,” Linda replied. “It started about four years ago.  It was fairly random, a police officer from one of the smaller towns, then a fireman, then a sheriff’s deputy, there never seemed to be any connection.”

“But, of course, there is one,” Mary said. “There’s always a connection.”

“Why are you so interested?”

Mary took a deep breath.  It’s stupid to get emotional over this, she thought. “Bradley,” she began, and then had to stop to steady her voice. “Bradley’s sick.”

“Oh, no,” Linda gasped. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.  But, Mary, it’s not the curse.  It can’t be the curse.”

“I know, Linda,” Mary said, “because those men died and Bradley is not going to die.”

Linda’s eyes were bright with unshed tears, but she nodded fervently. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. So, tell me. What can I do to help?”

Pausing for just a moment, Mary looked down at the large pile of papers Linda had just handed to her. “If you’re willing, I could use your help,” she said. “All I need is the name of the person who died, a brief description and the place they died.”

“The funeral home?” Linda asked.

“No, the place they found the body,” Mary said.

Nodding, Linda took the paperwork back. “I’ll call you as soon as I have any information.  But, I can tell you that Sam Rogers died in his office, if that helps.”

“That’s right,” Mary said. “Yes, that does help. Thanks.”

Mary started to leave, and then stopped and turned back. “Angela Murray, the Coroner, I thought she was a funeral director, but her office is at the hospital.”

Linda motioned for Mary to come back to the counter and she leaned forward, her voice low. “She had a little funeral home in one of the smaller towns, it didn’t do very well,” she explained. “People here are still pretty traditional. A woman funeral director was hard to get used to, especially a young, pretty woman funeral director. So, she sold the business, got an office next to the morgue at the hospital and runs an Internet business from her home.”

“What does she sell?” Mary asked.

“Herbal things,” Linda replied. “I got some really nice salve that I use for aching joints, it really works well.  I also got some herbal concoction to get rid of mice in my house, it’s all natural, but those mice drop like flies.”

“What’s the site called?”

“Magic Hollow Herbs and Potions,” Linda said. “She has a blog that she updates regularly.  She’s a bit more supernatural than I like, but her products are good.”

“Does she sell teas?” Mary asked.

Linda smiled. “Yeah, I nearly bought some Love Potion tea last month,” she blushed slightly. “But since you brought Bob and me together, I guess I won’t need it.”

“I guess not,” Mary replied. “Thanks for the extra information.  I’m going to head over to City Hall.  Call me when you get information on the others.”

“Okay, I’ll start right away.”

Mary drove the few blocks to City Hall to save time.  She dashed up the stairs and headed toward the room she and Bradley had met Sam in a few days ago.  She placed her hand on the door knob and was about to turn it when she was interrupted. “Hello?  Excuse me. Can I help you?” Dorothy called from her desk at the end of the hall.

Mary swallowed a sigh and turned toward the administrative assistant. “Hi Dorothy, I’m Mary O’Reilly, Bradley’s friend,” she said. “I’m helping him investigate a series of deaths in the county and this is one of the places I need to look.”

Dorothy pushed her chair back and hurried down the hall.  “I’m sorry, what could possibly be in that room that would help you investigate a number of deaths?” she asked.

Mary paused for a moment and studied Dorothy’s face.  What the hell. “The ghost of Sam Rogers.”






  







 

Chapter 23

They entered the room together. Mary heard Dorothy locking it securely after them and looked over her shoulder at her. 

“We don’t want anyone to disturb us,” Dorothy quickly explained.

Mary shrugged and moved forward into the room, through the narrow corridors toward the far corner. She froze when she heard the click of the gun’s trigger being cocked. Mary slowly turned around and her heart dropped.  Dorothy stood at the end of the corridor with a handgun in her hands, pointed at Mary’s heart.

“I’m going to have to kill you,” Dorothy said, her voice trembling.

Crap, she’s nervous, Mary thought. She could accidentally shoot me.

“You know, Dorothy,” Mary said, trying to sound calm though her heart was beating out of control. “I had a similar situation happen to me several years ago. Except the person holding the gun was a doped up gang member.”

“I was on a stake-out with the Chicago Police Department,” she said, “Did you know I was a cop in Chicago?”

Dorothy didn’t move.

“Well, I was a cop, but my dad and brothers are still cops,” she said, as she desperately tried to come up with an escape plan.  “I was a cop until I died.”

She saw the gun waver a little and then saw something else that gave her hope. “Perhaps you didn’t know I died,” she said. “Yeah, this gang member was aiming at my brother. I didn’t have time to warn him, so I just got in the way.  I’ve got to tell you, getting shot hurts. It hurts a lot.  It’s really something I’d rather not do again.”

She shrugged. “But, I suppose if I hadn’t died, I wouldn’t have been able to come back and talk to ghosts.”

The gun shook slightly.

“It’s really a secret, but seeing that it’s just you, Sam and I in the room, I thought I could let you in on the secret.”

Dorothy shook her head, lowering the gun slightly. “Sam’s not here. You killed him.  That’s why you think his ghost is here.”

Mary sighed. “You think I killed Sam,” she said. “Well, that’s a relief. I thought you killed Sam and figured I was catching on to you and wanted to kill me.  Okay, so neither of us killed Sam. Good.”

“No, you killed him,” Dorothy said, raising the gun back up.

“Not so good,” Mary said. “Okay, ask me a question that only Sam would know and I’ll ask Sam, he’ll tell me the answer and you’ll know I didn’t kill him.”

“Are you crazy?” she asked.

Mary nearly laughed. “No, really, just give it a try.”

“Okay, ask Sam what our song is,” she said.

Mary looked over to Sam who was standing next to Dorothy, concern written all over his face. “Sam, I really don’t want to die again. Could you please tell me what your song is?”

Sam shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know.  I didn’t know we had a song.”

Mary closed her eyes. She was going to die because Sam was a typical man. Crap.

“Dorothy,” she said. “He didn’t know you had a song. He’s sorry; he doesn’t know your song.  Could you please ask another question and not kill me?”

Dorothy lowered the gun slightly.  “It’s just like him not to remember,” she said. “It was “Time Goes On.”

Mary looked at Sam, and he shook his head.  “Sorry, Dorothy, still nothing from him. But, I know the song - it’s a classic.” 

Dorothy dropped the gun to her side and covered her mouth with her other hand. “You’re not lying,” she gasped. “He is here with us.”

“Yes, he’s standing next to you,” Mary replied. “And he’s pretty worried about the whole shooting an unarmed citizen in his old office thing.” 

“Sorry,” she said. “If it’s any consolation, it wasn’t loaded. I don’t know how to use a gun.”

Mary felt like she was going to be sick.  She rested against one of the bookcases and then slid to the ground and put her head between her knees. “Just give me a second, okay?”

Dorothy hurried over to her. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought I could get you to confess.”

“Yeah, it would have been a good plan if I had been the murderer,” she said, taking slow even breaths. 

“Are you going to be okay?”

“Yes,” Mary said, “It’s just a delayed reaction. Getting shot and killed does that to you sometimes.”

She looked up at Sam who was grinning. “Oh, good, a ghost with a warped sense of humor.”

“Sam is really here, in this room?” Dorothy asked.

“Yes, he’s standing behind you.”

Dorothy turned around. “Sam, it’s Dorothy.”

She turned back to Mary. “Can he see me?”

Mary swallowed a smile. “Yes, he can see you, you just can’t see him,” she explained.

“How do I look?” Dorothy whispered to Mary as she patted her hair.

“Good,” Mary said, wondering if this could really be happening to her. “You look fine.”

Dorothy smiled.  “Thanks.”

Sam was chuckling. “She is a nice woman, Mary.  And she means well, but she’s not very bright.”

“Sam said that he always thought you were a nice woman,” Mary said.

Dorothy smiled. “I miss you Sam, I miss our talks and our lunches.  I miss seeing you every day.”

“I miss you too, Dorothy.  You were a good friend when I needed one,” he said.

“He said he misses you too,” Mary said.

“You’re not telling her everything,” Sam said. “I didn’t love her.  I loved my wife.”

Dorothy wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Oh, Sam, I thought my world ended when you died.  You don’t know how emotionally damaging it was to find you like that.”

“Emotionally damaging?  Did she think I did it on purpose?” Sam asked.

“Sam understands Dorothy.”

“I don’t blame you, Sam.”

“Well, damn, that’s big of her,” he grumbled.

Mary bit back a grin. “He’s very glad you don’t blame him.”

“Of course, it was quite inconvenient,” Dorothy added.

“Yeah, so is dying,” Sam yelled into Dorothy’s ear. 

Dorothy pressed her hand to her ear, wonder spread over her face. “I felt him.  I felt him whisper in my ear,” she said. “I’m sure he was telling me he loved me.”

Mary smiled. “That’s wonderful, Dorothy.”

“I did not just tell her I loved her,” Sam growled. “Damn fool woman. She made a good casserole.  Damn good casserole.   I love good home cooking.”

“Sam says he loved your cooking.”

“My mother always told me the best way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” she replied.

“I wonder if her cooking was what killed me?” Sam mused.

“Sam,” Mary said. “Have you heard of the Stephenson County Curse?”

Sam cocked his head and thought for a moment. “Yeah, I remember some of the officers talking about it.  We lost some good officers.  Why?”

“Sounds like you might have been another victim.”

“Sam was a victim of the curse?” Dorothy asked, her voice raising an octave, as she backed away from Mary. “Was it catching?  Could he still spread it?”

“Really?  I was killed by the curse,” he said. “Well, you know, that makes sense.”

“I’d like to ask you about it, if you don’t mind,” Mary said.

“Mary, I’m going to go back to my desk,” Dorothy said, hurrying to the door. “You take all of the time you need with Sam.”

“And Sam,” she shouted to the room. “I’ll love you forever.”

She slipped out of the room and closed the door firmly behind her.

“Can’t buy that kind of love and devotion, Sam,” Mary said. 

Sam chuckled. “What is it about some women and cops, Mary?”

“It’s the uniform, Sam, it just drives us crazy.”

He laughed. “Yeah, I can believe crazy.  There was this one woman in town who just about stalked me.  Matter of fact, we had finally come to an understanding just before I died.  She was a looker, all right, but, believe it or not, I loved my wife.”

Mary stood up and walked over to Sam. “I believe you. You’re a good man, Sam Rogers.”

“Thanks, Mary.  So why am I still here?”

“Well, I guess that’s for me to figure out.  Tell me about your symptoms before you died.”

“Stomach pains, cramping and I was really tired.”

“Did you see a doctor?”

“No, it was the holidays.  Things were busy.  We were short-staffed at the time,” he said. “I figured it could wait.”

“When did the pains start?”

“Towards the end of the month, maybe after the 15th,” he said. 

“Do you know if your calendar is still around?” Mary asked. “Maybe I could check on that and see if something seems to be important.”

“I’m sure Dorothy has it,” he said. “She kept a shrine of all of my belongings.  I have to tell you, it’s a little spooky.”

Mary nodded. “Yes, yes it is.”





  







 

Chapter 24

With Sam’s calendar in hand, Mary decided to make one more stop before she went home and rescued Bradley from Rosie and Stanley.  She took Galena to Highway 26 and turned north, heading up towards Orangeville.  The roads were clear and the day had warmed up to about 30 degrees.  

It was about three o’clock in the afternoon and the sun was already beginning its downward trek to sunset.  The farmyards on either side of the roads were covered in a blanket of snow and Christmas decorations still hung on porches and windows.   Mary turned left onto Buckeye Road and immediately the smooth pavement she had been driving on turned to rough gravel.  There were pits in the roads where large vehicles, like tractors, had pushed through the semi-frozen surface.  The lane was narrow, with a snow-filled ditch on either side.  Whenever possible, Mary drove in the center of the road, avoiding the car-rattling pits and holes.

She turned right on another country road, praying that she remembered the path Stanley had driven.  The road teed into another road about a mile ahead and Mary turned left.  This road still had patches of ice and snow on it, so she slowed the Roadster and traveled down the road at a crawl.  She was gratified to see the Thompson Farm ahead.

Mary drove past the farm and continued to the lane with the cemetery.  She followed that road and found the same spot Stanley had cleared with his car.  Parking the Roadster, she pulled a backpack from the rear compartment.  The backpack contained hiking boots, a camera, some bottled water and a Swiss Army knife.  Mary kicked off her current shoes and slipped into the hiking boots.  She put the camera into one pocket of her parka and her knife into the other.  She slipped the keys into her pants pocket, but left the door unlocked in case she needed to leave quickly.

The cemetery sat on one side of the road.  Mary scanned it, but didn’t see a sign of Shirley anywhere.  She turned to her side of the road.  The wire fence was a standard throughout the area, but the extra line on top wrapped around white porcelain knobs generally meant it was electric.  The fencing was stretched between round wood posts set about six feet apart. 

This is going to be tricky, Mary thought.  She looked up and down the line for a break or a gate, but saw nothing in the area.  Turning back to the car, she fished the keys out of her pocket and unlocked the trunk.  She pulled out the set of twelve foot jumper cables her dad had given her for Christmas the year before; they were still wrapped tightly in their plastic carrying case.  She unwound the cables and climbed through the drifted snow in the ditch, finding herself sinking to knee level.  Why can’t all crimes happen during good weather? she wondered. 

Pulling leather gloves out of her pockets, she squeezed the handle on the cable to open the jaws and then clamped them tightly over a porcelain knob and wire near one wooden post.  Then she walked to the next post and clamped onto the knob on the opposite side of the fence, bypassing the two knobs that made the connections for the center piece of fencing.  She opened up her knife and pulled out the wire cutter.  Slipping the rubber guards from the other set of cables, she slipped her fingers through it for protection and then cut electric wire between the two posts.  

Waiting for a moment, to see if any alarms were activated, she breathed a sigh of relief, slipped the knife back into her pocket and climbed over the fence. 

Landing on the other side, she sunk into knee-high snow and jogged down the fence line to a wooded area near the road.  The snow had not been as deep near the woods, and the warmth of the day had melted a path just inside the tree line. The ground was soft, covered with a deep layer of pine needles and leaves, and Mary moved noiselessly toward the house. 

Stopping at the edge of the woods, Mary scanned the area.  All of the buildings were situated on a large gravel driveway that had been plowed, so snow stood in large piles on the circumference of the clearing.  The house was closest to the road and the woods.  A narrow path led from the house to the collection of bird feeders next to the woods.  The path was clear and the feeders looked like they had been recently filled.

The large red barn was about ten yards behind the house.  Attached to the side of the barn was a large wooden split rail fence that encircled a smaller farmyard and opened out into the pastures.  Large black and white cows ambled toward the open gate to the farmyard and waited alongside the fence for their turn through the open barn door into the milking parlor. From the sounds coming from inside the barn, Mary assumed Paul Thompson was busy in there doing the afternoon milking.  

About twenty yards beyond the barn was a large corrugated metal-sided building, like a giant garage, with a twenty foot high sliding access door for tractors and combines.    The smaller, regular door was propped open, but the lights were off.  That would be the place to start her search.

Mary dashed down the path from the woods to the house. She pushed herself up against the side of the porch and waited for a moment.  Everything looked normal; the noise from the barn was constant. Mary crept around the porch, trying to keep to the graveled area so there were no footprints in the snow to give her away.  She followed the circumference of the cleared area, ready to dive behind the large snow piles if needed and then ran to the metal building. 

Slipping inside, she took a moment to let her eyes get used to the darkness and then moved into the cavernous building.  Large mammoth farm machines waited in hibernation for the call of spring.  Workbenches along each wall were filled with parts and pieces of machines. Tools hung from pegboards and random hooks.  The late afternoon sun shone through a series of rectangular windows near the top of the wall, casting shadows that disappeared when a cloud drifted by. 

She walked through the middle of the building, passing tractor tires that were taller than she was and mechanisms that would have been more at home in a medieval jouster’s arena, than a farmer’s cornfield.  She noted that each piece of equipment was meticulously cleaned; all of the dirt and plant material from the previous harvest was gone.  She walked by two hayracks, also cleaned off for the season and finally found the piece of equipment she had been looking for.  

A smaller tractor with a back hoe attachment was in the back of the building near a smaller garage door.  Mary examined the shovel portion of the scoop bucket; it was caked with several inches of mud.  She broke off some of the mud and found that the next layer was still moist.  The three foot wide and two foot deep bucket was too high off the ground for her to see inside. 

 She looked around and found a small step ladder.  Dragging it over to the tractor, she positioned it between the rear facing bucket and the front of the tractor.  Holding on to the front grill, she climbed up and looked down into the bucket.   

The inside was also covered with mud.  She reached in as far as she could and scraped up a sample.  This time, the mud had steaks of reddish brown in it.  Blood.  

Slipping the clump of mud into her pocket, Mary jumped down from the ladder and hurried to the back of the building.  

A small door next to the garage door led to one of the pastures. Mary slipped out the door.  The sun was beginning to set, but Mary could plainly see a set of tractor tracks leading out to another stand of woods behind the house.  

She closed the door behind her and looked around.  The woods were at least a half mile away from where she stood and it was definitely getting darker.  She turned and could see her car in the distance, another mile across the field.  If she left now and it snowed tonight, she might never be able to find where they had dumped Peggy.  She made up her mind.

Slipping back into the building, Mary unlocked the garage door and slid it up noiselessly.  Then she walked over to the snowmobile she had seen parked alongside the tractor.  She found the key in the ignition. Much easier than hot wiring it.


She turned the key and the machine purred to life. Pushing the snowmobile out of the garage, she hoped the noise from the condenser in the milking barn would cover the sound of the motor.  She pulled the garage door closed, hopped onto the snowmobile, put it in drive and carefully followed the tractor tracks, bending over to keep her body as low as possible.

She kept the snowmobile in first gear, slowly and quietly following the tracks to a narrow road into the woods.  Because this section of woods was hidden behind a ridge, the snow was still deep.  The snowmobile glided easily further into the darkness.  Tall thin pines planted in close rows swayed in the wind, their top branches brushing against the sky. White birch trees and majestic oaks grew in small groves, their bare branches intertwined.  Tall grass, pale and brown, lay on its side creating a carpet for woodland animals.  The trail twisted and turned, until it finally opened up to a manmade ravine. 

Mary turned the snowmobile sharply to the left to avoid driving into the ravine.  Putting it in park, but leaving it idling, she walked to the edge.  A collection of old appliances, furniture, garbage and other refuse lay in the bottom of the gully. Some were covered with snow, but more recent additions lay on top.  Mary followed the tractor tracks around the ravine and down a shallow incline.  There, at the base of the gully, was a freshly covered hole.  It was about ten feet in diameter and Mary was sure that she would find Peggy’s body beneath the dirt.

She looked up to the sky and saw the night was coming soon and the clouds on the horizon looked dark and menacing.   She climbed down into the gully and carefully made her way through the junk to an old broken kitchen table.  She pulled the edge of the table, tugging to free it from the refuse around it.  Once free, she dragged it back and put it over the fresh dirt to protect the spot.  “I’ll be back, Peggy, I promise,” she said.

She scurried back up the side of the gully, slipping on the icy ground several times, but finally made it to the top.  By now it was too dark to see several feet in front of her. She felt her way to the snowmobile, flipped on the headlights and cautiously made her way out of the woods.  As she exited the woods, she saw that the garage door of the larger building was open and a light was shining brightly from inside.  She could see two people standing at the edge of the door.  One stood next to another snowmobile.

“Crap, I should have taken the keys,” she thought.

She had no option now but to run for it.  As she moved pass the shelter of the trees, she heard one of the people call out.  “Hey, you, stop!”

Mary turned the snowmobile in the direction of her car and throttled up to full speed.  Standing as she drove, she flew over the small drifts, sending snow careening around her.  She slalomed around large drifts - not knowing if there were rocks hidden beneath the snow.  The wind whipped around her and her cheeks burned with the cold, but she knew she couldn’t slow down.

She heard the sound of the other snowmobile starting up, but didn’t take the time to look back, only drove faster through the rolling hills of the pasture.  She noticed there was a small gully between two hills to her right, she turned the machine and sped through the small channel, whipping back to the left behind the shelter of the hills, hoping to mislead her pursuer.  

As she got closer to the fence line she faced another dilemma.  Did she have time to stop the snowmobile and climb over the fence before she was caught?

She looked behind her and saw the bright light of the other snowmobile.  He was only about a half mile behind her.  She accelerated and sped along the fence line.  As she got closer to her car she saw a small ridge a few feet from the fence line.  She drove away from the fence in a semi-circle, approaching the ridge from the back.  She increased her speed as she got closer to the edge, flooring it for the last few feet.  The snowmobile sailed over the fence.  Mid-air Mary saw the hedges in the ditch. She shifted her weight, trying to change the direction of the snowmobile, but it was too late.  Mary dove off the snowmobile as it plowed into the hedge.  

Mary landed hard alongside the gravel road.  She rolled onto her side and pushed herself up.  Her body ached, but she half-limped, half-jogged over to her car. Grateful she kept it unlocked, she dug out the keys and pushed them into the accelerator.  The other snowmobile was nearly upon her when she pushed the Roadster into first and spun around in the lane, speeding down towards the main road.  When she came to the intersection, she quickly turned off her headlights.  In the darkness of the country road, it would be impossible to see her.  

She edged out of the intersection and saw the side of a pickup truck waiting at the edge of the Thompson’s drive.  She turned right; not wanting to pass Thompson’s Farm again, but hoping there was an exit somewhere down this road.  She drove as quickly as she could on the rough, gravel road, praying no one was coming from the opposite direction.  Looking in her rearview, she saw the pickup had stayed in the drive, waiting for its quarry. 

“There’s an old lane about a quarter mile up,” a voice said from beside her. 

Mary jumped when she saw Shirley seated in the passenger seat. 

“Careful, dearie, you drive into the ditch and those boys will catch you for sure.”

Mary nodded, her hands clenched to the wheel.  “Where is that lane?”

“Just beyond this barn,” Shirley said. “Old man Macomb likes to keep it clear for his drives into town. You just follow it through and it will dump you out on Buckeye.  You know how to get home from there?”

Mary nodded and took a deep breath. “Yes, thank you, Shirley.”

“No, my dear, thank you,” she said with a smile, as she started to fade away. “For the first time in a long time, I have the feeling I’m going to be found.”

Alone once again, Mary turned down the lane and headed for home.





  







 

Chapter 25

“What the hell happened to you, girlie?” Stanley asked when Mary walked into her house twenty minutes later.

Mary’s clothes were torn and covered with mud, her face was scratched, her hair was windblown and her cheeks were chapped.  She quickly glanced over at Bradley, lying on the couch with his eyes closed. “Shhhh,” she whispered harshly. “It’s no big deal.”

“What’s no big deal?” Bradley asked, turning his head to the door.

His eyes widened and he tried to get up, but he clenched his stomach in pain and lay back down. “Mary, are you okay?” he groaned. “What happened?”

She limped over to the couch. “Really, it was no big deal,” she said.”I’m sure it looks worse than it feels.”

“It looks like it hurts like hell,” Bradley said.

Mary nodded. Every muscle in her body was screaming in pain. “Okay, well, then, it looks exactly the way it feels.”

She sat on the edge of the couch. “So how are you feeling?”

He shook his head and smiled. “Go take something for the pain, soak in the tub for a bit and then we can talk,” he said. “I’ve been pampered all day, I can wait.”

Rosie walked up with a glass of water in one hand and a container of pain tablets in the other. “Here, take these and head upstairs,” she ordered. “I’ll bring you up a cup of tea to help you feel better.” 

Mary tossed down the pills and water and limped upstairs to her room.  She went to the shower and set the control panel to hot massage, then walked back to her room to get out of her ruined clothes.

“You were there,” a woman’s voice said.

Startled, Mary looked up to see Peggy standing in her room. 

“Yes, I was there,” Mary answered. “I think I found where he buried you.  I’ll make sure you’re found and he’s punished.”

“But, he saw you,” she cried, shaking her head in fear. “He saw you and now he’ll hurt you.”

“He won’t hurt anyone anymore,” Mary said wearily. “Least of all me. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Those people, downstairs, they’ll help you?  They’ll take care of you?” she asked.

Mary nodded. “Yes, those people downstairs would protect me. They won’t let anything happen to me, and I wouldn’t let anything happen to them.”

Through her tears, the ghost smiled. “You are a blessed woman,” she said, as she faded away.

“Yes. Yes I am,” Mary agreed.

The full body shower consisted of five sets of vertically mounted spray nozzles that sprayed her body from head to toe.  She was able to adjust the volume, the type of spray, the pressure and the temperature.  She braced herself against the side of the shower and let the hot water and massage spray pound against her. It was like being in heaven. She stood in the shower for fifteen minutes, until she felt warm all the way through.   

She slipped on a thick terry-cloth robe, wound a towel around her hair and walked into her bedroom.  A cup of tea lay on the nightstand next to her bed.  She sipped the tea and stopped.  She could taste the liberal dose of honey Rosie had added to it, but she couldn’t recognize all of the underlying flavors.  There was a hint of mint and chamomile, and perhaps some rosemary.  But there were some other flavors Mary didn’t recognize.  She shrugged and took another sip.  Well, it was warm and soothing and that’s what she needed most at that moment.

Pulling out a pair of sweat pants, a sweat shirt and some thick wool socks, she decided she didn’t care what Rosie thought, she was going to be comfortable tonight.  As she came down the stairs she could smell the heavenly scent of Rosie’s homemade chicken soup.  “Rosie, please tell me that you saved some of that wonderful soup for me,” she said.

Rosie beamed and bustled Mary into the recliner.  After placing a quilt on her lap, she returned with a tray laden with a big bowl of soup, a chunk of fresh bread and a tall glass of milk.  “Rosie, if I eat all this, I’ll slosh when I walk,” Mary teased.

“You eat every last bite on that plate, young woman,” Rosie said. “You need extra nourishment after that beating you gave your body.”

Rosie sat down on a chair near the fireplace next to Stanley.  “So, are you going to tell us?” Stanley asked. 

Rosie slapped at Stanley. “Let her eat.”

“She can talk and eat at the same time,” Stanley growled back. “Men do it all the time.”

Mary swallowed a spoonful of soup and sighed gratefully. “I can eat a little and talk a little,” she compromised. “After my very interesting meeting at City Hall...”

She sent Bradley a knowing look. “I decided to go back out to the Thompson Farm.”

“I thought we agreed that you weren’t going to take any chances,” Bradley said.

“Any unnecessary chances,” Mary pointed out. “It was necessary.”

“Mary, she’s already dead.  Nothing bad could happen to her anymore,” Bradley argued.

“She came to me at the hospital, in the waiting room,” Mary explained. “Her appearance had changed.  She was covered in dirt and debris.  Then she told me that he dug a hole and buried her.”

Rosie gasped and covered her mouth.

“Sorry, Rosie,” Mary said, and then she turned to Bradley. “We’re supposed to get snow tonight.  I couldn’t let the snow cover the only evidence we might have to find her.”

“You could have asked me to come along, girlie,” Stanley said. “We made a right fine team the other day.  Don’t see why we couldn’t have done it again.”

“You wouldn’t have fit on the snowmobile with me,” Mary said. 

“Snowmobile?” Bradley asked.

Mary recounted her experience at the Thompson Farm.  

“You ditched a snowmobile mid-air?” Stanley asked. “That’s some fancy riding.”

“You could have been killed,” Rosie scolded.

Bradley folded his arms over his chest. 

“Well?” Mary asked, waiting for his critique.

“You did a great investigative job,” he said. “But, even though the clump of dirt has blood on it, it’s his word against yours that you found it on the back hoe.  And, if he’s smart, after he chased you off his property, he’s washing that back hoe down and pouring bleach on anything that might have blood on it.”

“So, you’re saying I should have waited,” Mary responded, feeling her heart sink. “You think I messed up?”

 “Wait, wait,” Bradley interrupted. “I didn’t say that.  We still don’t have an official missing person.  We still don’t have a murder.  We don’t have a victim.  Yeah, maybe you tipped our hand a little, but you acted because you wanted to preserve the most important piece of evidence - the body. And you did.  Without a body, we have no case.  All we can prove is that someone bled near the back hoe.  Even DNA won’t help because it will just prove it’s her blood, not that she’s dead.”

Leaning back in the chair, Mary ran her hands through her hair and took a deep breath. “Thanks, I appreciate that perspective,” she admitted. “I just couldn’t let the bad guys win.”

“And they win too often for my good,” Rosie said.  

She got out of her chair, came over to Mary and gave her a hug. “Thank you for being one of the good guys and being willing to risk yourself for someone else.”

Mary hugged her back. “Thanks for taking care of us wounded good guys,” she said.

Rosie picked up the tray of empty dishes and brought them into the kitchen.

“So, girlie, did he get a good look at you or your car?” Stanley asked. 

Mary shrugged. “I don’t think he got a good look at me, but he might have seen my car. But, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

Stanley rolled his eyes. “Yeah, because there’s got to be at least a couple hundred of those old Roadsters driving down the streets of Freeport, wouldn’t you say Chief?”

Grinning, Bradley nodded. “Oh, yes, I can think of at least...,” he paused and looked up at the ceiling and counted his fingers as if he were calculating numbers in his head.

“One,” he finally finished. “Yes, I can think of one of those cars.”

 “Yeah, that’s about my estimation too, girlie,” Stanley snorted. “You’ve got to get yourself another car to drive around until we get this guy.”

“But, I love my Roadster,” Mary complained. 

“You can take my car and I’ll drive the Roadster,” Rosie volunteered, as she entered the room.

Stanley stood up and faced Rosie, “Well, if that ain’t the most galdurn stupidest thing I’ve ever heard of,” he growled. “Why do you think we’d want Mary to be safe from some wife-beater and we wouldn’t want you to be just as safe? You ain’t
gonna sacrifice your well-being Rosie.”

Rosie smiled and walked over to Stanley and kissed him on the cheek.  “You old bear, thank you for caring.”

Blushing, Stanley growled half-heartedly, “I called you stupid, didn’t I?  You call that caring?”

Nodding, Rosie smiled at him. “Yes, I do and it means a lot.”

“Women,” Stanley replied with disgust and sat back down.

“Mary can use my car,” Bradley said, with a grin. “I’ll just call my insurance agent in the morning and double my coverage and everything should be fine.”

“Hey, I’m a good driver,” she protested. 

“So was Evel
Knievel, but it didn’t do his vehicles much good,” Stanley retorted.

“I get absolutely no respect...” Mary said, and then a shooting pain in her abdomen had her grabbing her stomach and doubling over. 

Bradley struggled to his feet and hurried to her side. “Mary, what’s wrong?”

Her face was ashen and tiny beads of sweat lined her forehead. “My stomach...the worst cramping,” she groaned, trying to take deep breaths. “It really...hurts.”

Rosie ran to the kitchen and dampened a dish towel. She handed it to Bradley, “Wipe her forehead; I’m going to get a hot water bottle.”

Bradley tenderly wiped the cloth over her face. “Hang in there, sweetheart.”

Rosie rushed back, a hot water bottle wrapped in a kitchen towel in her hands.  She laid it against Mary’s stomach and the soothing warmth helped ease the cramping. 

“Oh, better, that’s much better,” she breathed. “Wow.  That was worse than a kick in the stomach.”

Bradley stood and moved away from Mary.  “I think I should go back to my place and recuperate,” he said.

“What?” Mary asked, shaking her head. “Why?”

“Well, it’s obvious that whatever I have is catching,” he explained. “I don’t want to contaminate anyone else.”

“Well, we’re already exposed if that’s the case,” Rosie said. “Besides if Mary gets worse, don’t you want to be around to help her out?”

Bradley sat on the edge of the couch.  “Yes, you’re right, I just...”

“You don’t want to get us sick,” Stanley interrupted, “Yeah, we got that.  But, what happens if the curse ain’t a curse but a poison and someone’s trying to get rid of you and Mary.  You ever thought of that?”

“A poison?” Mary asked. “But why would anyone want to kill law enforcement officers?”

“You never know,” Stanley said. “There’re theories out there that would scare the pants off you.  If you only knew what was going on behind our backs.”

“Well, I know one thing,” Rosie said. “You both need sleep. So, Mary you go on up to your room.  Bradley, if you’re fine on the couch, I’ll stay in the spare room in case you need help in the middle of the night.”

“I’m fine here,” he said with a smile. “This couch and I go way back.”

Mary stood on slightly shaky knees. “Bradley, I would feel better knowing you’re here,” she said, “Thanks for staying. Rosie, thanks for all you’ve done tonight. And Stanley, why don’t you come by tomorrow so we can talk about your theories.  I can’t think straight right now, but I feel you might have something there.”

Stanley grinned. “Well, of course I do,” he said. “And if you don’t mind, missy, I’ll drive your car over to my place and park it in the garage, just to keep it out of sight.”

“Thanks, Stanley, that’s a great idea. The keys are on the holder, next to the door.”

Mary walked slowly up the stairs to her room.  Her muscles still ached from the violent cramping. This is crazy, she thought. What is happening to us?

She didn’t even jump when she walked into her room and found Jeannine hovering near her bed.  “How are you feeling,” the ghost asked.

“A little rough,” Mary confessed. “But I’ll make it.”

“I’m so sorry; I didn’t think you’d get hurt. I just wanted you to help him.”

Mary walked over to her bed and sat down on the edge. “Jeannine is what happened to me tonight connected with Bradley’s illness?”

“Yes, it is,” she said tentatively, “but I can’t tell you more than that.  I’m supposed to only observe in these things, I can’t help.”

“Well, I appreciate that much information,” Mary replied. “I’m going to figure this out, Jeannine. I promise.”

“I know you will, Mary,” she said. “And if I can help you any further, I will.”

Jeannine started to fade and Mary was too tired to call her back. “Good-night,” she murmured as she slipped to the top of her bed to get under the covers.

She turned when she heard the rattling.  The empty cup and saucer she had left on her nightstand was jiggling.  What in the world? 

She reached over to stop them, but before she got there, they crashed to the ground and broke into pieces.  Mary dropped her head into her pillow. “I’ll clean it up tomorrow,” she promised herself and then closed her eyes and fell asleep.





  







 

Chapter 26

Something was wrong. Mary sat up in her bed, immediately alert.  There were sounds coming from the kitchen, that wasn’t unusual, but there was something else.  Food!  Someone was cooking food.  No ghost ever took the time to make Mary a meal.  Then she remembered the events of the past day and felt a wave of relief. Bless her heart; Rosie was already taking care of them.

She swung around the bed and was about to step down when her foot grazed something sharp and pointy and she immediately pulled up.  She looked down and saw the broken cup and saucer.  That was the strangest thing; it was like an unseen hand...

An unseen hand!  Mary recalled the last thing Jeannine had said before she faded away. “If I can help you any further, I will.” 

“Okay, Jeannine, a clue.  My cup and saucer are a clue,” she shook her head. “Shards?  Broken Pieces? Shattered lives?”

The sounds below reminded her that Rosie was in the kitchen.  She slipped out of bed, avoiding the breakage, and quickly washed up and got dressed before she went downstairs to greet Rosie.

“Good morning,” Mary said from the bottom of the stairs. “How is everyone this morning?”

She peeked around the corner to see Bradley still asleep on the couch.  

“Yes, he’s still sleeping,” Rosie said. “I thought sleep would be the best thing for him.  But, I made you some muffins and I brewed some of that special tea of yours.  I really don’t like the smell of it, but I made some for you.”

“Tea!” Mary exclaimed. “That’s it!  Not broken anything, it’s the tea.”

“Mary, are you feeling okay?” Rosie asked.

Mary picked up the bag of tea Angela had given them when they left the hospital.  “Is this the tea you gave me last night?” Mary asked.

“Yes, dear,” she said. “Why?”

“Did you give any more of it to Bradley?”

“No, when I asked him if he wanted some he told me he had had enough of that tea to last him a lifetime.”

Mary jumped up and hugged Rosie. “I’ve got a hunch. Do you know where Bradley’s keys are?”

“In the holder, next to the door,” she replied.

“I won’t be gone long,” Mary explained. “I just have to ask someone a few questions.”

Mary grabbed her coat and Bradley’s keys and quietly slipped out the door.  His car had been driven over by one of his officers the day before and sat in front of her house, but it was covered in several inches of snow from the storm the night before. She opened the car, put the keys in the ignition and started the car, so it could warm up while she cleaned it off.  

With the windows clear, she climbed into the driver’s seat and adjusted the mirrors.  She looked down at the rest of the keys hanging from the chain, hoping that one of the extra ones would let her into City Hall so she wouldn’t have to break in. 

It took her only a few minutes to reach Bradley’s parking spot outside City Hall.  She dashed from the car to the side door on Walnut Street, the keys jingling in her hand.  Before she had a chance to try them in the lock, the door opened for her. “Thanks Jeannine,” she said with a smile. “Oh, and thanks for the clue, very ingenious.” 

She hurried up the stairs and down the hall to the old Chief’s Office. Opening the door, she called, “Sam, I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

Instantly the ghost of Sam Rogers appeared before her. “Good morning, Mary, what can I do for you?” he asked.

“Did you drink tea?”

He hovered a little closer. “You came to City Hall before seven in the morning to ask me if I drank tea?”

“Yes, I did,” she replied. “It’s important.”

“Yeah, I drank tea all the time,” he said. “Never could stand the taste of coffee.”

“Is the tea still around?  Did someone keep it?”

“Yeah, I heard Dorothy say she kept it,” he said, “Probably in one of those cabinets where she kept all of my other stuff.”

Mary rushed down the hall to Dorothy’s area, with Sam hovering close behind.  She went to the file cabinet Dorothy had opened when she gave Mary Sam’s old calendar.  Pulling it open all the way, she looked in the back.  Nothing was there. She looked around the room.

“It was quite a collection,” Sam said. “Maybe it’s in a box somewhere.”

They spent the next ten minutes searching through closets and cabinets for the tea, but nothing materialized. “You know, we should try Bradley’s office,” Sam suggested. “Dorothy was going to give it to him.”

Bradley’s door was locked, but with the help of his keychain, after a few unsuccessful tries, they were able to get in.  In the corner of the room was a little refrigerator and on top was a coffee maker with an empty carafe.  There was an assortment of boxes of teas on a tray next to the coffee maker.  “Yeah, this is my collection,” Sam said, picking up an unusual box of tea and looking it over. “I got this one when I visited New Orleans.  Voodoo tea.”

He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively and Mary laughed.  “Well, I don’t think voodoo did you in.”

He picked up another container, a small tin, and opened it. “This one doesn’t look familiar.” 

“Do you smell?” Mary asked.

“I beg your pardon?” Sam responded.

Mary laughed. “I mean, can you still smell things, as a ghost?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. But it can’t hurt to try.”

He brought the container up to his nose, sniffed and grimaced. “Yes, I can smell and this is most certainly that awful tea Angela gave me,” he said. “But I know my tea was in a different container.”

“Angela?  Angela Murray, the Coroner, gave you some tea?”

“Yeah,” he said, nodding, “She knew I liked tea and so she made up...”

“An old family recipe?” Mary interrupted.

“Yeah, how did you know?”

“Just a lucky guess,” Mary said. “Sam, how long after drinking her tea did you start having stomach issues?”

Sam looked astonished. “Wow. Right away.  I mean, I was actually drinking the tea hoping it would help me. It was the tea, wasn’t it?”

“I don’t know for sure, but it is starting to look that way,” Mary said. “You don’t know where the tin she gave you is?”

He sat back against Bradley’s desk and thought about it for a moment. Then his eyes widened in comprehension. “She was there,” he said. “The night I died.  She came in and tried to seduce me.  I turned her down.  She was on her way out when she noticed the container was empty.  She said she’d fill it for me again, as a friend, and she put it in her purse.”

“Would anyone else recognize the tin?” Mary asked.

Shaking his head, he sighed, “No, no one would know it from any of the other teas I had.”

“That’s okay, Sam, I’ve got plenty of tea to test and I know just the man to do it.”

When Mary arrived home, Bradley was awake and eating breakfast. “How are you feeling?” she asked as she slipped off her coat. 

“Still about the same,” he said. “Where have you been?”

“At City Hall, talking to Sam.”

Bradley looked immediately concerned. “Oh, don’t worry, I didn’t break in, Jea...,” she froze mid-sentence. “Someone let me in.” 

“Anyway, did you know that Angela also gave Sam some of her tea?” she asked. “And his stomach problems started happening soon after he started drinking it.”

“Angela’s tea?”

Mary nodded. “And last night, Rosie brought me some of Angela’s tea and then a couple hours later...”

“You got sick too,” he said. “Stanley was right?  She’s been poisoning us?”

Rosie walked into the room, a dish towel in her hands. “Did I just overhear you correctly?” she asked. “That tea is what’s been making everyone sick?”

“Well, it seems like it is,” she said. “We have to give Angela the benefit of the doubt, perhaps she has some bad ingredients she doesn’t know about.  But, to be sure, we need to have it analyzed to see what’s in it.”

She walked over to the phone, pressed the button for speaker and dialed a familiar number.  “Cook County Coroner, Wojchichowski,” the voice on the other end answered.

“Hey, Bernie, it’s Mary O’Reilly,” she said.

“Hey, little O’Reilly, how was your Christmas?”

“It was great, Bernie, how was yours?”

“We had so much food I had to bring in a couple of carts from work, just to hold it all. But, hey, you throw a tablecloth over it; no one knows it held a body earlier in the week.”

“Remind me never to come to your place for dinner,” Mary said.

“Hey, you’ve never eaten until you’ve had a good Polish Christmas. You ever try Rolmops?”

“No, Bernie, I can’t say that I have.”

“They are de-li-cious, you take a pickle and then you take a pickled onion and then you roll them in a thin slice of pickled herring fillet and you pop it into your mouth,” he said. “Nothing says Christmas morning like Rolmops.”

“You eat pickled fish for breakfast?” Mary asked.

“Breakfast, lunch, dinner, it’s a delicacy.”

“I’ll stick to eggs and bacon,” Mary teased.

“Ah, Mary, you just need to experience it. I know that somewhere, deep inside, there’s some Polish blood in you.”

Mary laughed. “Don’t tell my dad that, because my mom will have a lot of explaining to do.”

“Now there’s a woman who has Polish in her blood,” he said. “You still seeing that Police Chief?  My nephew’s still looking.”

“She’s still seeing that Police Chief,” Bradley said. “Your nephew is out of luck.”

Bernie chuckled. “Hey there, Chief Alden. Yeah, well I thought that might be the case a while back. So, little O’Reilly, what can I do you for?”

“Bernie, I have some tea I need to have analyzed, but I’m not sure it will get an...,” she paused, “unbiased analysis here.”

“This analysis pretty important?” he asked.

Mary turned and met Bradley’s gaze. “Life and death, Bernie,” she said. “It’s really important to me.”

“If you can get it to me tomorrow, I’ll have it done right away,” he promised. “That fast enough?”

“That would be great, thank you, Bernie.  I owe you.”

“Hey I’ve known you since you were in training pants, we’re family; we do that kind of thing for each other.”

“Yeah, we’re family,” Mary agreed. “Talk to you soon.”

“Take care of yourself, kochanie,” he replied, and then he hung up the phone.

“I’ll call Cory and ask him to drive it in tomorrow,” Bradley said. 

Mary nodded. “Good, and then he can wait for the results and bring them back before the end of the day. Why don’t you give him my cell number, just in case you’re still having tests run when the results are done?”

“I will, but I want you to do something for me,” he said.

“Sure.”

“Go in to the hospital this morning and let them run some tests on you. I know you only had a cup of the tea, but we don’t know what kind of effect it will have on your liver.”

“I hate hospitals,” she muttered.

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “But I really want you to do it.”

“Fine,” she agreed. “But I’m not going to be happy about it.”





  







 

Chapter 27

Angela watched Mary walk towards the laboratory and sit down in the waiting room.  She wanted to confront her.  She wanted to tell her to keep her hands off Bradley. But she knew there was a better way.  Daddy was always right about these things.

She looked up and saw Dr. Thompson coming towards her.  He was really a good-looking man, too bad he was only a doctor, not a policeman or a fireman.  She wondered how he was going to take the information she was going to give him.  Oh, well, she’d just have to wait and see. 

“Angela, good to see you,” Dr. Thompson said, looking up and down the corridor. “I’m afraid I don’t understand why we are meeting in the middle of a hallway.”

“I know it might seem odd and I do apologize for that,” she said. “It’s just that my daddy told me that you might be interested in some information about that woman seated over there.”

She motioned towards Mary.  

Dr. Thompson looked over at the young woman seated in the corner chair.  He thought she might look a little familiar. He turned back to Angela. “What about her?”

“Her name is Mary O’Reilly and she’s a private investigator,” she said. “She has an office in the downtown area.  She used to be a Chicago cop.”

He nodded, still watching the young woman. “That’s interesting, but I don’t know why I would be interested.”

“She was in my office earlier this week looking for the body of a middle-aged white woman,” Angela said. “She said the body would have come in on or after Christmas Day.”

Dr. Thompson’s eyes widened and his stance grew rigid. “I have no idea why your father would think I would be interested in that kind of information,” he sneered. “I’ve never even met your father.”

Angela smiled. “Well, he doesn’t get out much.  But he has this way about him, seems to know things.  I have no idea what it’s about.  I just pass on the information.”

“Well, no harm done,” Dr. Thompson said. “I understand you’d want to humor your father.”

“Thanks for understanding, Luke,” she said, running her hand up the sleeve of his lab coat. “I appreciate it.”

He smiled down at her. “My pleasure, Angela.”

As Dr. Thompson turned to leave, she placed a hand on his arm again.

“Oh, one more thing, daddy said you’d like to know,” Angela whispered. “Mary O’Reilly drives a black 1965 MGB Roadster.”





  







 

Chapter 28

“Well, Mary, the good news is that your liver isn’t as severely damaged as Bradley’s,” Dr. Thorne said, as she read from the clipboard in the hospital room. “But, there was some minor damage.”

“What does that mean?” Mary asked.

“It means that you should avoid alcohol for the time being and drink plenty of fluids. I’ll retest you in a couple of weeks,” she said. “And Mary, you can come over to my office for the tests so you don’t have to come to the hospital.”

Mary smiled. “Thanks, Dr. Thorne, I appreciate it.”

“My pleasure, I’ll have someone at my office call you and set things up.”

Okay that wasn’t too painful, she thought as she walked back down the hallway toward the exit. And it didn’t take too long.  Linda will just be getting in and I need to see if she has any information on those other men. 

She was reaching for her phone in the pocket of her purse when someone knocked into her and sent her sprawling.  Her purse flew out of her hand and slid across the hall. 

“I am so sorry,” a male voice said from behind her. 

Mary turned around and looked up.  The man standing above her had a slender build, friendly hazel eyes surrounded by a pair of gold rimmed glasses and fine brown hair that fell forward on his forehead as he leaned down towards her.  She noticed that he was wearing a white lab coat and a stethoscope. What? Business wasn’t good enough so they were running down their own victims?

“I can’t apologize enough,” he said, extending a hand and helping her to her feet. “It was so stupid of me. I was reading a chart and not looking where I was going. I hope I didn’t harm you.”

Mary shook her head, still a little dazed. “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” she said, moving past him to pick up her purse.

“You must let me do something for you,” he said. “Anything.”

“Sorry, already had my tonsils out,” she replied, “And I’d rather not have anything else removed.”

“What?” his face went blank for a moment and then he smiled. “Oh, you were teasing me.”

So much for my reputation of being a quick wit.


“You know, I’m fine, really, and I hate hospitals,” she said, eager to leave. “So, we’re good. Okay?”

The doctor extended his hand. “I’m Luke, Dr. Luke Thompson,” he said. “If there is ever anything I can do for you...”

Mary shook his hand. “I’m Mary O’Reilly,” she said, “and I’m fine. I’ve had worse things thrown at me.”

“Aren’t you that private investigator?” he said.

“Yes, I am,” she replied. “I have an office on Main Street.”

“Well, perhaps this was meant to be,” he murmured.

“Fate wanted me knocked on my butt this morning?” she asked, trying to move around him. “I don’t think so.”

“No, no, I have a problem,” he said. “You see my sister-in-law has disappeared.”

Mary froze. “Thompson?  Your last name is Thompson?”

“Yes, my sister-in-law is Peggy Thompson. Have you met her?”

Mary nodded. “Yes, once or twice,” she said. “How long has she been gone?”

He shrugged. “I was surprised when she wasn’t home for Christmas, she loves holidays.”

“What did your brother say when you asked him?”

“He said she’d left him,” he replied. “But that sure doesn’t sound like Peggy; she was a home-body if there ever was one.”

Mary reached in her purse and handed him her card. “I’d be very happy to help you,” she said. “Call me if you think of anything.”

“I will,” he promised. “I certainly will.”





  







 

Chapter 29

Mary jotted down the locations next to each of the names on the list. She was seated in Bradley’s SUV in the parking lot of the hospital, her phone wedged between her shoulder and her cheek, her list against the back of her purse.

“Okay, so Mike Richards was found near Yellow Creek in Krape Park,” she said. “He was fishing?  Okay, yeah, I’ve got it.”

Mary wrote the last of the information down. “You’ve been a great help, Linda,” she said. “I really appreciate it.”

She dropped her purse and the list in the passenger seat and started the car.  Krape Park was only two miles away.  Even though Mike Richards was one of the last on the list, he was the closest victim of the curse in the vicinity.

Mary turned into the small parking lot near the boat docks.  This side of the park was nearly deserted, but the sledding hill on the other side was packed full of winter thrill seekers.  Mary walked across the parking lot and then back behind the stone Community Building.  She climbed down the retaining wall into the calf high snow and walked alongside the bank of the creek.  Yellow Creek was covered in ice and the paddlewheels and canoes that careened down the creek in the summer were put away in winter storage.  The pedestrian bridge above the creek had icicles hanging from it and the vegetation on the banks was covered with a thin layer of frost. It was a winter wonderland.

As she got closer to the bridge, she started looking for signs of Mike Richards.  He had been a fireman on the Freeport Fire Department. He was well-liked, courageous and single.  He was one of the top bid receivers during the Annual Bachelor Charity Auction.  Everyone was surprised at his sudden death.  Well, maybe not everyone, Mary thought. 

She walked around a small grove of trees and found him, standing knee deep in the Yellow Creek, casting his fishing line into the waters.  He was wearing a pair of khaki shorts and a polo shirt. She knew, logically, that being a ghost, he wouldn’t feel the cold, but she still shivered involuntarily.   

“Hey, Mike,” she called. “Got a minute?”

He turned and smiled at her. “Sure,” he said, sloshing up to shore. “They’re not biting today anyway.  I’ve had the worst luck lately.  Hey, do I know you?”

Mary shook her head. “No, we’ve never met,” she said. “But I wondered if I could ask you a couple of questions.”

He took a moment to look her over and his smile widened. Moving closer, he laid his fishing pole against one tree, put one hand on the tree directly behind Mary and leaned toward her. “Baby, you can ask me anything you’d like,” he said, “On one condition.”

She couldn’t help it, she grinned. He was such a player. “Okay, what’s the condition?”

“Well, I’ll give you a choice,” he said, “You run away with me to someplace warm and tropical or you give me your phone number so we can get to know each other.”

Suddenly struck by the realization that this young man would never be able to use those pick-up lines ever again, would never be able to laugh with his friends or be with his family, sadness overwhelmed her.  She looked up at him and tried to smile, but tears filled her eyes.

“Hey, gorgeous, I didn’t mean to make you cry,” he said, looking concerned.

She shook her head. “No, no, you didn’t,” she said, sniffing back the tears. “I was just thinking about how much I was going to miss my family after I run away with you.”

He smiled. “Baby, I won’t give you a chance to miss them.”

She chuckled. “Well, I really need to ask you those questions before I can go home and pack.”

“Shoot.  What do you need to know?”

“Do you know a woman named Angela Murray?”

“Crazy Angie, yeah, I know her,” he paused and looked worried for a moment. “You’re not a friend of hers are you?”

Mary shook her head. “No, I’m just following up on some information.  I’m a private investigator.”

“Oh, wow, a lady P.I., you’re getting sexier by the minute.”

“So, tell me how you know Angela.”

“Well, I met her at some party and she was, you know, friendly,” he said. “And she’s a good-looking woman, if you don’t know about the crazy stuff.  So, I invited her back to my place.  We started getting friendlier, if you know what I mean, and all of the sudden she’s talking about our wedding.

“I don’t know about you, but that marriage stuff is enough to cool down any passion.  So before things had gone too far, I called it a night and drove her home.”

“So, that was it?”

He shook his head. “Hell no, she became my personal stalker,” he said. “The guys at the firehouse would tease me because she’d show up with food and stuff for me.  She’d talk about me meeting her daddy.  It was beyond weird.”

“Did you ever get any tea from her?”

“Oh, yeah, I almost forgot, the tea,” he said, stepping back and leaning against a tree behind him. “That was weird too. So, she brings me this tea, says she made it for me personally.  Okay, so I feel kind of bad, ‘cause she’s not evil, just not socially there, you know.  So, she stands around waiting for me to try it and I drink a couple of cups of the stuff.  It was nasty.  That night, I go out drinking with my buddies and we have a good time.  Then, I get home and my stomach is killing me.”

“Did the cramping last a long time?” she asked.

“It went on for hours,” he said. “I figured it was, like, bad chicken wings or something. So I go down to my kitchen and make some more of her tea because, you know, tea is supposed to help you with things like that.”

“Did it help you?”

“You know, the warmth kind of made the cramping go away,” he said. “So, I got a little sleep and then I got my fishing gear and came out here to relax.”

Mary nodded and took a deep breath. “Mike, do you remember what happened next?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I was out here fishing, it was a great day, the sun was just coming up and I got a pull on my line,” he paused for a moment and a pained expression crossed his face. “I started cramping again, real bad. I stumbled back to the shore. I was doubled over, it hurt so bad. And then...”

“What happened next, Mike?”

He stared at her, his eyes wide in disbelief. “I died.  Damn it, I died.”

Tears filled his eyes. “Mary, I don’t want to be dead. I want to fight fires and hang with my buddies. I want to spend time with my folks.  I want to get married and have a family.  I don’t want to be dead.”

Mary nodded, unable to say anything for a moment. She felt the pain of his grief. “I’m so sorry, Mike,” she said. 

He shook his head, took a deep breath and ran a hand over his eyes, wiping them dry and smiled at her. “Well, damn, that pretty much kills any chance of us getting together, right?”

Mary chuckled through her tears, “Yeah, it probably does.”

“So, why am I still here?” he asked. “Why haven’t I moved on?  Is this all there is?”

“No, I know there’s more and it’s wonderful,” she said. “But you still had some unfinished business, so you needed to stay. It might be that you needed Angela to be caught, and I think we’re close to getting that done.  But it might be that you need to do something else.”

“I guess I should think about it,” he said. “See if there’s anything I need to do before I go.”

He looked out onto the water. “I’m not going to catch any fish, am I?”

Mary shrugged. “I don’t know all the rules,” she said. “You might still be able to catch some.”

“Mary, will you come back, in a day or two, and check on me?” he asked. “I might have figured out what I need to do.”

“Yes, I will, I promise,” she said. “And Mike, now that we’ve met, you can visit me anytime you’d like.  You don’t have to stay here.”

He picked up his fishing pole and nodded to her. “I’ll be here for a while, I’ve got a lot of thinking to do,” he said. “I think best when I’m fishing.  Thanks, Mary, I’ll be in touch.”

She watched him wade back into the frozen stream and cast out his line.  “Bye Mike.”





  







 

Chapter 30

“Do you like it, Daddy?”

Angela swirled around in front of the corpse in a wedding dress of pure white silk.  Strapless, with pearl beads sewn onto the bodice, it was form fitting and had a short train edged with pearls. 

She stood in front of a mirror hanging on one of the walls, and turned to the side. “It fits perfectly, just like the clerk said.  She said it emphasized my curves.”

She cocked her head, smiled at herself in the mirror and ran her hands slowly over her body. “I like that, Daddy, it emphasized my curves. Do you think Bradley will like it?”

She giggled. “Oh, Daddy, you should have seen Dr. Thompson’s face when I told him about Mary O’Reilly.  You were right, that man is going to take care of her for me.  Get her right out of the way.”

She turned back to the corpse.  “You did it for me, Daddy, just like you promised. You were always so smart that way.  Understanding how people worked.”

She glanced at herself again in the mirror. “Besides, once Bradley sees me in this dress, he’ll forget all about Mary O’Reilly.”

Sighing, she looked down at the ground, wringing her hands. “I just wish Momma could be here to see me on my wedding day.”

She looked up hopefully. “Could she come, Daddy?  Would you let her come?”

Tears formed in Angela’s eyes. “Course I love you, Daddy.  Course I’m grateful for what you’ve done.  No, it’s okay, I don’t need Momma; I just thought it would be nice.”

She sighed, her mouth in a pout. “Yes, I made the potion just like you said. Yes, it’s already in the needle and it’s in my purse. Yes, Daddy, I took care of it all.”

She idly fingered the bodice of her dress. “Don’t you think I’m pretty, Daddy. I think Bradley is going to die when he sees me in it,” she said and then laughed out loud. “Do you get the joke, Daddy?  Bradley’s going to die.” 





  







 

Chapter 31

Mary pulled up in front of her house; she was tired and emotionally exhausted.  She had met with only three of the men on the list, but they all told the same story, they got sick after drinking Angela’s tea. She laid her head on the steering wheel and tried to garner some kind of positive attitude.  Every one of those men had died.  Their symptoms had continued to get worse, even though some had stopped drinking the tea; the poison had continued to attack their bodies until they died. 

“You’ve got to pull yourself together.” 

Mary jumped back and saw Jeannine sitting in the passenger’s seat. 

“Don’t I get one moment of privacy?” she asked.

Jeannine shook her head, “No, you knew the job was 24/7 when you took it.  Besides, we let you go to the bathroom alone, don’t we?”

Mary chuckled, “Yes, I have to admit I’ve never been visited when I’m using the bathroom.”

Smiling, Jeannine leaned toward Mary. “I’m sure he told you that you weren’t supposed to do his job, right?  He told you that most things would be out of your control, right?”

“Who?” Mary asked.

Jeannine smiled brightly and started to fade away. “God.”

Mary stared at the empty passenger’s seat for a moment and then turned her face upwards. “Thank you,” she prayed. “I suppose I needed to be reminded that you’re in charge and I’m just a minion. But doesn’t it ever frustrate you to see what we do to each other?  How we treat each other?  Doesn’t it ever want to make you cry?”

A single crystal-clear drop fell down and landed on Mary’s cheek. She placed her hand over it and nodded. “Yes, me too.”

Mary gathered her things, climbed out of the SUV and walked to her house.  The lights were on inside and warmth shone from the windows.  She could hear Stanley’s laughter and Rosie’s voice answering back.  She heard Bradley laugh and it sounded strong and healthy.  Suddenly the Christmas lights on the front porch turned on in a blaze of sparkling delight.  She gasped aloud. Another sign?
Another miracle? She wondered, and then shook her head. No, only the timer that’s plugged into the outlet.

She started up the stairs when one perfectly formed snowflake floated down from a clear sky and landed on her cheek. Once again she brought her hand up to her cheek and held it there. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

She skipped up the steps and opened the front door. “Hi everyone, I’m home,” she called.





  







 

Chapter 32

The table was set with her best china and there were some flowers in the center.  Even Bradley had felt good enough to join them.  Rosie placed a platter of roasted chicken, new potatoes, carrots and celery in front of them. 

Bradley inhaled deeply. “Rosie, will you marry me?” he asked. “Sorry, Mary, I just can’t help myself.”

Mary took a bite of the moist tender chicken, “Oh, that’s quite alright, I was trying to figure out how I could marry her myself.”

Stanley chuckled. “I’ve got to say, Rosie, this is much better than the TV dinner I’d be eating tonight.”

“I thought you were dating Esther,” Rosie said. “She’s a very good cook.”

His wife had died a few years before, but in the past six months Stanley had been courting Esther Hundlemann quite seriously. 

“Well, she threw me over for a younger man,” Stanley said with a shrug, as he helped himself to some more potatoes. “Sold everything and left town to be with him.” 

“No!?! How could she do that?” Mary asked. “Do you think he was scamming her?”

Stanley chuckled, “I doubt it, he’s only two years old, but seems like these con men are getting younger every day.”

“Two years old?” Bradley asked.

“Her great-grandson,” he said. “Her granddaughter wanted to go back to work and wondered if great-grandma would like to watch him part-time.  She dropped me like a lead balloon.”

Rosie leaned over and placed her hand over Stanley’s.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

He shrugged again, “Well, I saw a picture of him before she left. He was a cute little fellow, but he sure didn’t have my personality.”

When the laughter died down, Mary decided it was time to bring up what she had learned that day. “Speaking of personality, I met Mike Richards today.”

“Mike Richards,” Bradley said, musing. “I don’t think I know him.”

She shook her head. “No, he died before you got here.”

Rosie dropped her fork with a crash. “Mary, I do wish you would warn a person before you bring up dead people at the dinner table.”

Mary hid her smile. “Sorry, Rosie,” she said, and then cleared her throat. “Attention, I will now be bringing up dead people at the dinner table.”

Rosie patted her hand. “Nicely done, dear, now please continue.”

Bradley coughed into his napkin for a few moments, trying to stop his laughter and Mary grinned at him, but her smile disappeared when she continued, “Mike told me that he knew Angela, he met her at a party.  Once he tried to put a little distance between them, she started stalking him. He thought she was just, you know, socially backward, so he tried to be nice.  That’s when she gave him the tea.”

“Tea?” Bradley exclaimed. 

Mary nodded. “She stopped by the station and stayed with him until he drank several cups of it,” she said.

“She can be very persuasive,” Bradley added.

“That night he went out drinking with a bunch of friends.”

“I bet his liver didn’t like that,” Bradley added.

Mary nodded. “Exactly.  He woke up with terrible cramps.”

“Just like you had, dearie,” Rosie added.

“Exactly.  So he went downstairs and made some more tea, thinking it would help,” she continued. “The warmth did seem to soothe his stomach and then he went back to bed. The next morning he got up early and went fishing.  He died on the banks of Yellow Creek.”

“So why ain’t we out there arresting this Arsenic Annie before she kills someone else?” Stanley asked.

“Until we get the tea tested, we don’t have any proof,” Mary replied. “Unfortunately, she’s done a really good job cleaning up after herself.  She even took the container that held the tea she used for Sam.”

“Cory stopped by this afternoon and picked up the tea,” Rosie said. “He said he would be waiting at the door when the Cook County Coroner’s office opens.”

“That’s great. We should have the results by tomorrow afternoon at the latest,” Mary said. 

“But we still don’t have intent,” Bradley said. “If she’s cleaned up all of the records through the Coroner’s office here, and picked up any evidence that she left the tea, she could just say the tea we’re testing was tampered with or some ingredients were bad.  We still don’t have anything to link her to all of the other murders.”

“You’re right,” Mary said thoughtfully, “We still don’t.”





  







 

Chapter 33

“Bradley must really be sick if he didn’t see through you at dinner,” Jeannine said.

Mary turned quickly, nearly dropping the boot she held in her hand.  She was dressed in all black and was tugging on her black work boots. “I thought perhaps it was because I was being cunning,” Mary said.

Jeannine snorted. “The nice thing about you is you can’t lie very well,” she said. “The bad thing about it is you can’t lie very well.”

“Well, it worked,” Mary said. “Besides, if he knew what I was doing, he would either try and stop me, or try to come.”

“Yes, he would,” Jeannine agreed. “And he really is in no shape to go with you.”

Mary stopped. “Do you...can you tell...is Bradley going to...?”

“There you go, expecting someone other than God to play God,” Jeannine said. “I don’t know what the plan is, but I can tell you that he’s very pleased with how you’ve been doing your work. And I think he’d like to see you and Bradley together.”

“But?” Mary asked.

“But, he allows us all the freedom to make our own choices,” she said. “And sometimes someone else’s choices step right on top of ours. Like your choice tonight.”

“I have to go,” Mary said.

“Bradley’s not going to be happy when he finds out,” Jeannine said.

“He won’t find out,” Mary countered.

Jeannine smiled and started to fade, “What’s that I mentioned about your ability to lie?”

Mary stared at the empty spot where Jeannine had just been. “Everybody’s a smart ghost,” she said to the air. 

She pulled a black knit cap over her head and slipped into a black leather bomber jacket. 

“She’s a killer you know.”

Mary jumped at the sound of man’s voice in her bedroom.  She turned and saw the ghost of Mike Richards sitting on the edge of her bed. 

 “Mike, what are you doing in my bedroom?” she whispered.

 “You said I could drop by,” he said with a shrug. “By the way, you look sexy in all black.”

“But, you’re in my bedroom,” she said. 

“Yeah, I understand the rules are no bathroom appearances, but bedrooms are fine,” he grinned.

“But I was getting dressed.”

He smiled widely. “Yeah, I know.”

“But, but, but...” Mary stammered.

“Hey, calm down, I didn’t see anything,” he said.

Mary breathed a sigh of relief. 

“That I couldn’t have seen in a Sears catalog,” he added with a wink.

“Mike,” Mary said, fighting between mortification and amusement, “what are you doing here?”

“I’m going with you.”

“What?”

He stood up and walked over to her. “Since we can’t run away together to a hot tropical island, I figured I go with you to case the killer’s joint,” he said. “I’m your backup.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Mary said.

Mike rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. “Why because I might get shot? Oh, wait, I’m dead. Maybe because someone might see me?
 Wait again, I’m a ghost.  Maybe I might knock into something and make noise? Oh, no, can’t...I am ghost here.”

“Okay, you made your point,” she sighed. “You can come.”

“Beautiful and gracious, how lucky can a guy get?”

 “Fine. Thank you for coming and being my back-up,” she said, trying and failing to contain a smile. “I really appreciate it.”

Mary tiptoed down the stairs, Mike hovering behind her, and slipped out the back door. The night air was cold and the sky was dark and clear. They walked around the side of the house and quietly continued to Bradley’s SUV parked at the curb.  Within ten minutes they were located down the street from Angela’s house. 

“I don’t know what to expect,” Mary said. “I don’t even know what we’re going to accomplish.”

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Mike said, then turned to her. “Let me take lead, okay?  I’ve got the advantage of being invisible.”

Mary nodded. “Okay, you’ve got lead.”

Climbing out of the car, she kept her eyes on Mike as he moved closer to the house. He was next door to Angela’s home, when he suddenly disappeared from sight.  Mary looked around, trying to catch a glimpse of him.  Then instantly he was at her side.

“Not funny...” she began, but then she looked up at his face, serious and determined. “What?”

“There’s something there, near her house. It’s like an energy field, but it seems to be limited to a small area,” he said. “It’s angry and it feels evil. If I had gotten any closer I think it would have felt me. It’s not human, although it may have been at one time.”

Mary shivered and ran her hands up and down her arms. “What do you suggest?”

Mike looked back over his shoulder. “We go in together, I lead. It’s not big enough to hold us both back. When it confronts us, I distract it and you go past its guard and figure out what its hiding. You okay with that?”

“Yeah, I think it’s a good plan,” she agreed. “Ready?”

This time Mary jogged down the street toward the house, Mike in front of her.  She wasn’t surprised that she could feel the bad energy coming from the house; she was just amazed at the intensity.  Mike turned to her and nodded.  Then both ran towards the house. The energy hit them like a wall of bricks, but Mike took the brunt of it. Mary ran to the right and used the cover of the neighbor’s hedges to move undiscovered toward the back of the house. She climbed through a break in the hedge, the snow reaching up to her calves. 

Angela’s backyard was dark and completely snow covered and, except for the driveway, nothing had been shoveled.  Risking her footprints in the snow, Mary moved closer, searching for a way to enter the house. The basement door was padlocked from the outside and the windows had steel bars over them. There was a small hatch at the ground level, but it was also padlocked. “Definitely wants to keep people out of here,” Mary muttered.

“It’s him.  He’s doing this to her.”  

Mary turned quickly and the ghost of the woman behind her flinched in fear. “I’m not going to hurt you,” Mary immediately reassured. “I just need to learn more about Angela.  I need to stop her.”

The woman looked like a frail and older shadow of Angela.  “It’s not her fault,” she said. “It’s my fault. I should have protected her.  I should have left him.”

“Him?”

“My husband.  He was, is, a bad man.  He hurt us, both of us,” she explained. “And once I was gone, he hurt Angela.”

“But he’s dead now,” Mary said. “How can he hurt her now?”

“Her mind isn’t strong anymore; she is too easily influenced by him.”

“Angela is killing people,” Mary said. “She is trying to kill my friend. She has to be held responsible.”

The mother shook her head. “No, she’s not killing them,” she said. “She wants them to love her; she’s just making my tea.  My love potion.”

“Does your love potion cause cramping and destroy liver functions?” 

“No,” she said, “No, it’s a mild tea. That’s all. There’s no poison in it.”

“Well, whatever she’s been giving to the men she’s been interested in for the past few years has killed them all,” Mary said. “A painful death.”

The ghost gasped and placed her hands over her mouth, “No.”

“What?” Mary asked. “What is it?”

“No, she wouldn’t do that,” Angela’s mother decided. “She couldn’t do that.”

“Whatever it is, why don’t you just check for yourself,” Mary said. “You can go inside and see how she makes the tea.”

The ghost hung her head. “I can’t go in,” she said. “He won’t let me enter.”

“You can’t go into your own home because your dead husband won’t let you?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “He’s powerful.  He’s strong. He’s...”

“He’s a bully,” Mary said. “He’s a mean bully and deep inside, bullies are weak and cowardly.  They only prey on people they can intimidate.”

“No, he’s powerful,” the ghost insisted.

“So, what can he do to you now?” Mary demanded. “You’re already dead. He’s just made you so afraid in life, that you still fear him in death.  What could he do if you stood up to him?  What could he do?”

The ghost shook. “I don’t know.  I can’t. I couldn’t stand up to him.”

“Then you are abandoning your daughter all over again,” Mary said, “Because if he is the one making her to do this, she needs your help now more than any other time in her life.”

Tears streamed down the ghost’s face. “I can’t,” she pleaded. “I can’t.”

 “Yes, you can,” Mary said, moving closer. “But you have to decide not to be the victim anymore. You have to be stronger than your fears.”

Sobbing, the ghost shook her head regretfully and faded away.

“Damn,” Mary swore. “Just damn.”

“Any luck?” Mike appeared by her side.

“No, none,” she said. “Everything is bolted down tight. I’d need a tank to get into this place. How about you?”

“Well, whoever was causing the bad vibes took a hike soon after I showed up,” he said. “So I checked out the front door and windows, sealed up just as tight.”

“It sounds like the bad guy is her dad,” Mary said. “I met the mom back here. She claims the dad has control over Angela’s mind.”

“Like she’s possessed?”

“I don’t know,” Mary began, and then saw a light turn on in the house. “But I think we ought to get out of here before it gets even more interesting.”

Mike nodded. “Good idea.”

Mary dashed back through the hedges at the side of the house and then made her way slowly, hiding behind trees and piles of snow, until she got back to the SUV.  She pulled the vehicle backwards into a driveway and turned around heading back the way she had come. 

A few minutes later she was parking the car in the same spot it had been before she left.  She crept around the back of the house and carefully climbed up the backstairs.  She nearly screamed when Mike appeared beside her.

“Shhh, you scream and you’ll mess everything up,” he said with a grin, “Just wanted to let you know that Bradley’s still sound asleep. But just in case, I hung your robe over the chair in the kitchen.”

“Thanks, Mike. That was really nice.”

“You know, you should really get one of those lacy robes, in black,” he said.

“I like my terry cloth robe,” she said. “Besides it’s warm.”

He rolled his eyes. “We’re not talking warmth here, we’re talking sexy.”

“You’re talking sexy,” she said.

“No, I’m talking to sexy,” he said with a wink and then he started to fade away. “Sweet dreams Mary.”

She slowly turned the doorknob and slipped inside the house.  The robe was right where Mike had promised, she slipped it over her clothes, tugged off her boots and crept up the stairs.

Made it, she thought, once she had closed her bedroom door behind her. She turned around and saw that her bed was turned down and a set of sexy black lingerie she had been given as a gift was lying across the sheets. 

“Go read a Sears catalog,” she said, picking up her sweats and t-shirt and heading into the bathroom to change. 





  







 

Chapter 34

Mary pulled Bradley’s car up to the Emergency Room entrance. “I can walk, Mary,” Bradley said. “I don’t need to be brought through the Emergency Room.”

She looked at the yellowish hue of his skin and the dark circles under his eyes and her heart dropped. “It’s not for you,” she said brightly. “This is the only way I can get valet parking.”

She hopped out of the car and saw the young officer she’d met two days before. “Hi, Tom,” she said. “How are you today?”

Tom snapped to attention. “Fine, Miss O’Reilly, thank you. How are you?”

“I’m great,” she said. “Would you mind taking the keys to the Chief’s car and holding on to them for me?  I’m just bringing him in for some blood work, but I won’t be staying and I don’t want to be in anyone’s way.”

“No problem, Miss O’Reilly,” Tom said. “Will you be coming back to get him when he’s done?”

“No, one of our friends will be doing pick-up, I have a couple things I have to do.”

“Okay, I’ll keep an eye on it for you.”

“Thanks, Tom.”

Mary helped Bradley out of the car and they walked through the entrance and down the hallway to the labs.  “You don’t have to walk me,” he said, breathing heavily. “I can make it myself.”

“Yeah, but this gives me a chance to put my arm around you in public,” she teased. 

“You’re humoring me,” he said.

“Yeah, but don’t get used to it.”

He chuckled. “I won’t. Listen, I do appreciate your help, even though I growl a bit.”

She smiled at him. “No problem.  Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?  I can go find the other “curse” victims later.”

“No,” he replied, shaking his head. “I don’t know how long I’m going to have to wait for results. I’ll give Rosie or Stanley a call when I’m done.”

Once he’d registered with the receptionist, Mary left him comfortably ensconced in a waiting room chair with a selection of magazines within reach. 

“Be careful out there,” Bradley said.

“You too, don’t let them take more blood than necessary.”

He shivered. “Nice thought, thanks!”

She laughed. “See you tonight.”

Officer Tom Killoran was faithfully guarding Bradley’s SUV.  “Have any problems, Officer?” Mary asked with a smile. 

“No ma’am,” he replied. “Nice and quiet here.”

“Excellent,” she said, “Thanks for watching it.”

“Have a nice day, Miss O’Reilly,” he said.

“Please, call me Mary,” she replied. “You have a nice one too, Tom.”

Mary pulled out of the hospital parking lot onto Stephenson and turned left.  She was planning on driving out to Pearl City to visit another law enforcement officer who had died from the curse.  

She stopped at Park Avenue and was about to continue when her cell phone rang.  She glanced down, the number didn’t look familiar.  Pulling over to the curb, she answered her phone.

“Mary O’Reilly.”

“Hello, Mary, this is Luke, Dr. Thompson, we met yesterday at the hospital,” he said. “I was the one who ran you over.”

“Yes, I remember you,” she answered with a smile. “How can I help you?”

“Well, I told you about my sister-in-law and I think I might have found something that makes me think she might not have left voluntarily,” he said. “Do you have time to come by and take a look?”

“Why don’t you call the police?” she asked.

“Well, it could be nothing,” he said. “And I would hate to make a false accusation. I’d be happy to pay you for your time.”

Mary thought about the nice nest egg she’d received when she left the Chicago Police Force and shook her head. “No, you don’t need to pay me,” she said. “I can come by today.  When would be a good time?”

“The sooner the better,” he said. “My brother’s away from the farm for a while and I think there’d be less problems if he’s not here.”

“Fine, I can drive over right now. What’s your address?” she asked, not wanting him to know she’d already been there a number of times. 

He gave her the address and they hung up.  She turned the car around and headed out of town towards Orangeville. 

The drive was lovely.  The sun was shining and glistening on the fields of snow.  She had the radio blasting to an oldies station and she was singing along to “Here Comes the Sun.” It was going to be a great day.

She arrived quickly at the Thompson Farm and pulled into the drive. Luke Thompson was dressed in jeans, a flannel shirt and a worn chore jacket, very different than the pristine doctor garb he had on the day before.  He motioned to her to pull her vehicle back behind the house and followed her around.

“Hello,” Mary said, as she was getting out of the vehicle. “Thanks for...”

His punch just caught her jaw and she was knocked back against the car.

“You should have stayed out of our business,” he said, fists clenched and ready for the next hit.

Mary turned and stared at him; she rubbed her chin with her hand and waited.  He moved closer.

“You should have left good enough alone,” he said, raising his fist for another blow. 

Mary pivoted and caught him in the stomach with a roundhouse kick that sent him falling backwards. “And maybe you ought not to pick on girls anymore,” she said. 

He screamed and lunged at her, grabbing her around the knees and dropping her to the ground. She moved to dodge his fists, rolling one way and then the other.  He had her arms pinned, so she couldn’t push him off. She lifted both knees and pushed up, loosening his hold. She rolled away and jumped up. He charged, she sidestepped him and kicked his back propelling him forward. He rammed into the SUV and dropped to the ground, motionless.

Panting with exhaustion, Mary stumbled forward. She stood a few feet away from him for a few moments, trying to detect any telltale movement.  Nothing. She moved closer, wanting to check for a pulse.  She bent over and his hand reached up and grabbed her hair.  He yanked her to the ground and punched her in the face.  

Mary screamed and tried to get loose, but his hand was buried deep in her hair and he jerked it back, twisting her neck.  

He pushed her up against the vehicle, pinning her arms and legs.  He pulled back on her hair, exposing her neck.  He lifted his other hand and stroked her collarbone. “I could gut you, right here and now.  One quick cut along the jugular, just like we do to our chickens,” he whispered. “But, I have something much better for you.  You like helping bad women so much, you can keep them company.”

His hand slipped up and tightened on her neck, cutting off her air pipe. “Go to sleep, bitch.”

Mary watched in horror as daylight darkened to black.





  







 

Chapter 35

“Well, I’m afraid I don’t have good news,” Dr. Thorne said, walking into the examination room. “There has been increased liver damage and we don’t know what’s causing it and, therefore, what we can do about it.”

“We think it might be linked to something I drank,” Bradley said. “We should be getting the test results back this afternoon.”

Dr. Thorne breathed an audible sigh of relief, “I’m relieved to hear that. Be sure you bring those results in to me as soon as you get them,” she said. “I don’t mean to sound dramatic, Chief Alden, but you really don’t have any time to spare.”

Bradley nodded. “Understood.”

“Well, put your shirt back on, so you don’t have all of the nurses swooning,” she said with a smile. “Then go back home and rest.  Lots of fluids and when I say lots, I mean that when you feel as if you couldn’t stand putting another bit of liquid in your system, drink two more gallons. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bradley said, reaching for his shirt.

“Good,” she replied. “I want those results this afternoon and then I’ll see you again tomorrow morning.  If things don’t look better, I may need to hospitalize you.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” he said.

“Yes, let’s,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She left the room and Bradley slid off the examination table and turned to get his shirt. He heard the door open behind him. “Sorry, Doc, is there something else you need?” he said, turning.

“Angela? What are you doing in here?”

Angela closed the door behind her and pressed the lock. “I just wanted to see how you are doing,” she said. “I’ve been worried about you.”

“Well, thanks for your concern,” he said. “But I’m doing fine.”

She moved closer and Bradley stepped back. “You don’t look fine,” she said. “You look a little yellow. You look sick.”

Bradley felt like a mouse with a cat in the room and he didn’t like that feeling.  He moved forward, “Listen Angela, you need to leave this room.”

She moved closer, “I’m sorry, Bradley.”

He shook his head in confusion. “Sorry, for what?” he asked.

She shrugged and smiled. “For this.”

She stabbed a hypodermic needle into his arm and pressed the plunger down.

“What the hell?” 

Bradley staggered backwards. Angela caught him and placed him in a nearby chair. “It was the only way, darling,” she said. “I had to do it for us.”

Bradley’s vision was blurring and it was hard for him to remain conscious. “Angela,” he groaned. “You can’t do this.”

Opening the door, she reached over and pulled a wheelchair into the room. “Oh, darling, not only can I do this, I am doing this.  And, I’m going to get away with it.”

She rolled the chair next to Bradley and shifted him into it.  He tried to fight, but his limbs were not cooperating. “Darling, the medicine is helping you relax,” she said, running her fingers through his hair. “You look like you could use a little relaxation.”

She bent in front of him and buttoned up his shirt, and then she pulled his jacket over his arms and shoulders and zipped it up.  “There you go,” she said, all nice and warm. “Don’t want you catching cold.”

She propped the door open and pushed him out of the room and down the corridor.  At the end of the lab area, near the reception desk, an orderly stopped and watched them approach.  He put his clipboard down and hurried to the door. “Here, let me get this door for you,” he said, and opened the door leading to the main corridor.

“Please,” Bradley groaned.

“No need to thank me, Chief,” the orderly responded smiling, “Have a nice day.”

“Thanks, you too,” Angela said.

She pushed him towards the Emergency Room entrance.  Standing at the doorway stood one of his officers, Tom Killoran.  Angela pushed him right up to the officer. 

“Are you taking the Chief home?” Tom asked.

Angela smiled, “Yes I am,” she said, “He needs his rest.”

Tom nodded. “Yeah, we don’t want anything to happen to him.”

“Would you mind walking us to my car,” Angela asked. “He seems a little worse for wear today and I think I’m going to need some help getting him in it.”

“No problem, ma’am, I’ll be happy to help.”

They walked outside and found it was beginning to snow. “I’ll just run and get my car,” she said, “If you’d just stay here with the Chief.”

“My pleasure.”

Kneeling down next to the wheelchair, Tom shook his head. “Wow, Chief, you’ve got all kinds of good-looking women taking care of you,” he said. “You are one lucky guy.”

Bradley took a deep breath and tried to concentrate. He only had one chance.

The car pulled up and Angela stepped out of the driver’s door. Bradley looked into Tom’s eyes. 

“Being...taken...against...my...will,” he said. “Help me.”

Tom didn’t see Angela stop and tense up. Instead, he laughed and patted Bradley’s shoulder. “Good one, sir,” he said. “But you used that one the other day, and I nearly fell for it then.”

Angela released her breath. “He’s such a tease,” she said brightly, “Even when he’s sick. Come along, darling; let’s get you in the car so this nice officer can get back to work.”

They got Bradley into the car and Angela waved at Tom as they drove off.  “Well, that was certainly a frightening moment,” she said. “But now there are no more obstacles and you, my dear Police Chief Bradley Alden, are coming home with me.”

Bradley shook his head. 

“Oh, darling,” she laughed, “you’re fighting spirit is just one of the reasons I fell in love with you.”

She reached over and ran her hand up his arm. “That and your handsome body,” she whispered. “We are going to have so much fun together.”

She drove to her home and parked her car at the far end of the driveway, behind her house.  Opening his door, she half-dragged Bradley out of the car and laid him on a plastic toboggan. She pulled him through the snow to a small ground-level door.  

“This used to be the Coal Shoot, darling,” she said, to the now-unconscious Bradley. “But, I found it very helpful for all kinds of deliveries.”

The toboggan slid slowly down the 45 degree angle, Angela using a sturdy rope to control the rate of descent. Finally, it slid to a stop on the basement floor. “I’ll be down in a moment, darling,” she called, “I can’t wait until you meet daddy.”  





  







 

Chapter 36

The bell over the door to Rosie’s Real Estate office jingled and Rosie looked up from her computer screen. “Stanley? What’s up?”

Stanley walked over to her desk and nodded at the screen. “You got something important going on?” he asked.

“No, I’m just answering e-mails,” she said, “It’s pretty quiet during the week between Christmas and New Year’s.”

Stanley sat on the chair next to her desk. “Did you get a call from Bradley?”

Rosie shook her head. “No, I thought he must have called you.”

“No, and that don’t sit right with me,” he said. “He’d of called if they were admitting him, wouldn’t he?”

She thought about it for a moment. “Well, he’s a fairly private man,” she said. “But he’d know we’d worry.  So, yes, I believe he would call.”

“And if Mary went and got him, she’d call, right?”

“Well, of course, our Mary’s not one to leave us high and dry,” she said. “She’d call us right away.”

“Yep, I agree,” he said. “So something’s up.”

“Yes, something’s up.”

“My car or your car?” Stanley asked.

“Your car is closer,” she answered, grabbing her purse and her coat, keys in hand.

On the way to the hospital, Rosie tried calling Mary. “She’s not answering,” she said. “That’s not like her, especially with Bradley so sick.”

“Could be she’s out of cell range,” he said. “There are a couple places out in the country where you don’t even get one bar.”

“Yes, I know, like Orangeville.”

Stanley turned to her. “Orangeville?” he asked, his eyebrows rising to his hairline. “You don’t think she’d do something stupid like go out there again by herself?”

“Well, of course she would,” Rosie said. “That’s her job.”

Pulling the car over Stanley put his elbows on the steering wheel and put his head in his hands. “It’s like having teenagers all over again,” he groaned.

“We could call the hospital and see if Bradley is still there, then we could drive out to Orangeville,” Rosie suggested.

Nodding, he turned back to her. “You are a smart cookie sometimes,” he said.

Acquainted with some of the ladies who volunteer at the reception desk, Rosie called there first.  “Why yes,” her friend, Nellie, responded. “I saw the Chief being wheeled out of here about two hours ago. A lovely young lady helped him.  They even stopped and chatted with the officer on duty.”

“Thanks, Nellie,” Rosie said. “You helped us solve a mystery.

Rosie relayed the information to Stanley. “Well, it must have been Mary,” he concluded. “Maybe those two young people decided they needed a little alone time.”

Smiling, Rosie nodded, “That’s probably it,” she agreed. “Pretty silly of us to worry.”

“Naw, it’s because we’re friends, good friends, and it’s what we do.”

Reaching over and placing her hand on Stanley’s, Rosie smiled, “You’re right, Stanley, that’s what friends do.”  





  







 

Chapter 37

Mary woke to someone calling her name. 

“Mary, wake up. Come on Mary, you can get your beauty sleep later.”

She opened her eyes and found herself staring at a translucent Jeannine. “I really need you,” Jeannine said. 

Mary looked around. She was in the loft of a barn, sun filtering between the wood panels on the roof.  She was against a wall, with tall stacks of hay encasing her in a small room between her and any exit. She looked down to see her hands and feet were tied with thick rope.

 “Excuse me,” she said. “I hate to state the obvious, but I’m a little tied up here.”

“Mary, she has him,” Jeannine said. “Angela has Bradley at her house.”

“Well, damn,” she swore, looking around the floor, “Well, help me find something to cut these ropes.”

“Mary, you know I can’t...”

“Yes,” Mary interrupted. “But we both know that you sometimes fudge the rules and if there were ever a time for fudging - now would be it.” 

Jeannine faded away. “Well, thanks for nothing,” Mary called, dropping her head back against the wall. 

The wood panel cracked beneath the pressure.  “What the...”

She scooted around on the floor to face the wall. Most of the walls in the loft were exposed vertical two by fours, but this section behind her was covered with about four feet of wide horizontal boards. She saw the hairline crack she caused. “Where’s there’s boards, there’s nails,” she said.

She angled herself so she was sitting alongside the wall.  Then with all her might, she threw her weight against the board. Another crack. She repeated the process and the board split. 

Mary maneuvered her tied wrists behind the board, placed her feet against the wall for leverage and pulled. The board pulled free and Mary heard a clattering sound as she fell back.  She sat up and saw a collection of human bones on the floor next to her feet. 

“You found me.”

Mary looked around to see Shirley Thompson, the ghost from the cemetery, hovering next to her. “These are your bones?” 

Shirley nodded. “They sealed me in here,” she said. 

“They told everyone I left my boys; I would have never left my boys.”

“Did your husband put you in here?” Mary asked.

“Yes,” she said. “My husband and Luke.  He made Luke help him.  Made Luke lie to the others.”

Shirley flew around the area. “Now what did they do with my luggage,” she said, searching the rafters. “They must have hid them somewhere in here.”

While Shirley searched, Mary found a jagged nail in the wall and cut through the ropes on her hands.  She leaned over and untied her feet. 

“Shirley, which way out?” she called.

Shirley pointed to the left.

Mary began climbing up the hay.  Each forty foot stack was comprised of rectangular bales about four feet wide and two feet high, wrapped in a rough twine.  Mary began her climb, sticking her feet between the bales and grasping the twine to pull herself up.  When she reached about twenty feet, she rested one foot on a support beam on the wall.  Her hands were cut and bleeding, her body hurt and she was just plain tired. Then she heard the voices.

“Luke, I can tell you’re lying again,” one male voice said. “What the hell is going on here?”

“Nothing,” Luke said. “Just go back into town and I’ll handle things.”

Shirley flew by.  “My boys,” she said. “My boys are arguing.”

“Did Paul know anything about your death?” Mary asked,

Shaking her head, Shirley perched near Mary. “No, he was just a toddler. He had no idea.”

“So, Paul didn’t kill Peggy, did he?”

“No, it was Luke. Paul doesn’t know, Luke was blackmailing Peggy so she didn’t tell Paul.”

“What in the world did Luke have on Peggy?”

“Peggy’s family had some black sheep that Luke discovered through his work at the hospital,” Shirley said. “He hadn’t wanted Paul to get married in the first place, so when he discovered she hadn’t been totally honest with Paul, he started hitting her.”

“And it got worse, the more she allowed it,” Mary guessed.

She pulled herself up and started climbing again. “Well, come on, I need to get out of here.”

The arguing continued outside as Mary climbed another ten feet.  About thirty-five feet above the floor, the stack started to shift. “Crap!” Mary called.  

Frantically looking around, she saw a small loft about a foot above her against the wall.  As the stack started to crumble beneath her, she dove for the loft.  She grasped hold of one of the support beams and pulled herself up.  

The small four by four platform was covered in dust and cobwebs, but in the corner against the wall was a suitcase and a small steamer trunk.  “You found my things,” Shirley said. “He must have hidden them up here because we never get a hay harvest that reaches this loft.”

“Fine, Luke, I’m leaving,” Paul was yelling. “But you had better clean up this mess before I get back.  You shouldn’t be sleeping with another man’s wife no matter how willing she might be.”

“Oh, gross,” Mary said, “He told Paul we were sleeping together.”

She turned to the ghost. “We need to stop Paul, now.”

Shirley turned to her and nodded. “It’s time Paul learned the truth. Hold on, Mary.”

The wooden siding on the outside of the barn began to tremble as if a tornado had caught the barn in its grasp. Boards were ripped from the side of the barn and went flying into the barnyard.

“What the hell?” Mary heard Paul yell.

Like a giant wave, the boards pulled off the barn in succession, one after the other until they reached the loft Mary was perched on.  The boards flew off and then stopped. 

“Do you think I got their attention?” Shirley giggled.

Mary nodded, “Oh, yeah, that did the trick.”

Mary watched Shirley shove the suitcase and trunk off the loft and let them hurtle to the ground below.  She moved to the edge of the platform. The luggage had fallen on top of the boards and split open, Shirley’s clothes scattered out.

“What the hell is this?” Paul asked, picking up a dress.

Luke pulled it away from Paul, “Nothing, it’s nothing. Get out of here, Paul.”

Paul picked up another dress. “I remember this,” he said. “I remember Mom wearing this.”

Luke grabbed it. “No, you’re wrong,” he screamed. “She left us. This is not hers.”

“How about this trunk?” Paul asked, picking up the small steamer. “I remember this. It was on Mom’s dresser.  Luke, what’s going on? Dad told us Mom took these with her.”

“You were too young,” Luke said. “You don’t remember. She was bad. She was evil.  She didn’t love us.”

Paul shook his head. “I remember her,” he said. “She was loving, tender and kind. I loved her.  I could never understand why she would leave without taking us with her.”

“Well, she did,” Luke said. “And there’s nothing we can do to change things.”

Mary leaned out over the edge of the building. “He’s lying, Paul,” Mary called. “He’s lied to you all of your life.”

“Shut the hell up,” Luke screamed. “Just shut the hell up.”

“Why Luke? You don’t want me to tell your brother that while I was trying to escape from you murdering me, I found your mother’s bones sealed up inside this barn?”

“Or maybe you don’t want me to tell your brother that you killed his wife when you found out she was pregnant?”

“How did you know...,” Luke gasped.

“You killed Peggy?” Paul asked, astonished. “You killed my wife?”

“I did it for you,” Luke cried, “She would have left you, just like mom.”

“Your mom never left, Luke,” Mary called. “Your father killed her and made you help him cover it up.  She loved you.  She would have never left either of you.”

“She didn’t love us,” Luke pleaded. “Dad told me, she never cared for us.”

“He lied to you, Luke,” Mary said. “He lied to you and he made a little boy betray his mother.”

“You killed Peggy?” Paul repeated, disbelief turning to anger. “You killed my wife?  You killed my baby?”

Paul grabbed his brother by the front of his coat and lifted him from the ground. “You killed her,” he said, tears streaming down his face. “I loved her.”

He started shaking Luke and tightening his grip on the collar of his coat. “You killed her,” he repeated, while Luke struggled against the strangle hold.

“Paul,” Mary called, watching Luke’s face turn red. “Paul, let him go.”

Mary looked around and saw a ladder built into the side of the barn, a foot from the platform.  She crawled to the edge of the platform and swung over to the ladder. 

“Paul,” she yelled again, as she climbed down. “Paul, don’t kill your brother.”

Mary ran the few feet between the barn and Paul and grabbed on to his arm. “Neither Peggy or your Mother would want you to do this to your brother,” she said. “Paul, let go.”

Paul shook his head, as if he finally realized what he was doing. He immediately loosened his grip and Luke fell to the ground.  “Oh, no, did I...”

Mary knelt down next to Luke and felt for his pulse. “No, he’s not dead,” she said. “Just unconscious.”

Paul sat down on the ground and sobbed. “Peggy. Peggy, I’m so sorry.”

 “Paul, Peggy loved you too,” she said. “She never blamed you.  She was excited about the baby.  She knew you would be too.”

He lifted his tear-stained face up. “Where...where did he put her?”

“He buried her in your trash dump,” she said. “I put an old kitchen table over the spot I think he buried her.”

“You?  How did you?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you about it, I promise,” she said. “But right now, I need to go help a friend. I’ll call 911 and send someone here to help you.”

He nodded and placed his head back in his hands.

Mary ran to the SUV and grabbed her phone. 

“Don’t send the police in,” Jeannine said, before Mary could dial.

“Why not?”

“She’ll kill him,” she said. 

Mary shook her head, “She couldn’t get away with it,” she argued.

“He’s been sick. He called her to pick him up,” Jeannine said. “And he died while she was taking care of him. She’s free and clear.”

“Damn, you’re right,” Mary agreed. “I just hope I can get there fast enough.”

Mary turned the SUV around and caught a glimpse of both Shirley and Peggy surrounding Paul; she hoped that he could feel some of the supernatural comfort being offered.

Putting the SUV in four-wheel drive, Mary sped down the gravel roads.  Once she reached Highway 26, she was able to take one hand off the wheel and call 911, asking for a Sheriff’s Deputy to go to the Thompson Farm.  Then she pressed her foot on the accelerator and sped toward Freeport.





  







 

Chapter 38

Something smells bad, Bradley thought once he began to regain consciousness. He sniffed the air again.  Like something died.  He slowly opened his eyes and tried to look around his surroundings.  At first everything was blurry.  Probably the after-effects of the drug.  Then things started to clear up.  The fuzzy item positioned a couple feet in front of him began to slowly come into focus.  

Is that a leather jacket?

Is that a Halloween decoration?

He leaned forward to get a better look and suddenly his vision cleared, leaving him less than a foot from the mummified corpse.  “What the hell,” Bradley yelled, pushing back in his chair.

The chair skidded back and crashed against the wall behind him.  He found, that like his neighbor the corpse, he was strapped to his chair too. 

“Oh, Bradley, you’re awake.” 

Angela’s voice had him quickly turning his head to the left, watching her enter the small room through a makeshift door. 

“And I see you’ve met Daddy,” she continued with a sweet smile. “Daddy’s been looking forward to meeting you.”

“Angela, your father is dead,” Bradley said, trying to remain calm, but not willing to be pulled into her fantasy world.

“Bradley, it’s not polite to bring something like that up on a girl’s wedding day,” she replied tartly. “And you haven’t even commented on how you like my dress.”

Angela was dressed in a full-length wedding gown, carrying a bouquet of red roses, her hair was pulled back and piled on top of her head and she was wearing a veil. 

“You’re getting married?” he asked.

She giggled, but he heard the sharp edge underneath it. “We’re getting married,” she replied firmly. “This is our wedding day, Bradley dearest.”

 She walked over to him and ran her fingers through his hair. “I know you’ve wanted me for as long as I’ve wanted you,” she said. “And soon our wait will be over.”

She leaned down and placed a kiss on his lips. Bradley tried to pull away, but the straps around his head, shoulders, arms, waist and legs held him tightly to the chair. 

He twisted his head to end the kiss. “Angela, I can’t marry you,” he said. “I’m already married.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said, straightening up and crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ve never seen your wife. Besides, you were hugging Mary O’Reilly.”

“My wife disappeared years ago, after our house was broken into,” he explained. “I’ve spent years searching for her. I just haven’t found her yet.”

“And Mary?” Angela asked.

“Well, Mary and I worked together and we fell in love,” he explained honestly, hoping that would dampen Angela’s desires. “But we both realize that nothing can happen until I find Jeannine.”

Angela was silent for a few moments, tapping her foot impatiently.  “Well, Daddy says Jeannine is dead,” she said. “So there’s no problem with me marrying you.”

“Jeannine is not dead,” Bradley said. “I would know.”

Angela waited again.

“Daddy says you know, in your heart, but you just don’t want to give her up.”

“Well, not only is your Daddy dead, he’s wrong,” Bradley insisted. “Besides, I just told you that I love Mary.  You don’t want to marry someone who loves someone else.”

“Well, Mary will be dead pretty soon too,” she said casually, “So that won’t be an issue either.”

Bradley pulled against the straps on the chairs, rocking it violently back and forth. “What have you done to Mary?”

Angela smiled sweetly. “Oh, I haven’t done a thing,” she grinned. “It’s that Doctor Thompson who’s going to take care of her. Did you know he killed his sister-in-law? Daddy told me.  So, I told Doctor Thompson all about Mary and looking for Jane Does and driving her little Roadster.  He was very interested.  He was going to call her out to the farm today and surprise her.”

“Angela,” he said desperately, “You’ve got to let me call and get her help.  You’ve got to stop him.  I’ll marry you, but you have to save Mary.”

Angela shrugged and looked down at her tiny jeweled watch on her wrist. “Well, look at the time,” she exclaimed. “She’s probably already dead, Bradley.  Too bad you slept so long.”

“No,” he yelled, rocking the chair against the wall, trying to break it. “No, she can’t be dead.”

“Bradley, you behave yourself,” Angela said. “If you’re damaged, tonight won’t be as much fun as I hoped.”

“There isn’t going to be a tonight, Angela,” he said. “Do you think I would marry you after you killed Mary?  Do you think I could live with you after you arranged it?”

Angela cocked her head to the side and smiled at him. “But, Bradley, you don’t understand,” she said. “You’re not going to have to live with it.  Before we get married, you have to die.  You’re going to live down here, with Daddy.  That way I don’t have to share you with anyone else.”

He began to argue with her, when his stomach began to cramp again.  Pain was etched on his face as his muscles contracted and shook his entire body.  After a few minutes of contractions, he fell back into the chair, exhausted. 

Angela ran her hand over his forehead. “See, soon you won’t hurt anymore,” she said softly. “And I can take care of you, like I take care of Daddy.”

“People will search,” he whispered. “They’ll find me.”

She ran a fingertip down the side of his face and across his lips. “Darling,” she whispered. “The moving van is coming tomorrow morning.  I’ve decided that Freeport is getting too dangerous for me. And since I’m a funeral director, no one will think it’s odd that I travel with a couple of caskets.  One for you and one for Daddy.”

“No,” he whispered, his breath coming in shallow gasps.

“Yes, darling,” she said, kissing him on the forehead. “Now, you just sit there and die while I get ready for the wedding.”





  







 

Chapter 39

“What the hell happened to you?”

Mary was fairly pleased with herself that she didn’t even jump when Mike appeared in the passenger’s seat beside her.

“I went a couple of rounds with a bad guy,” she said. 

“How come I wasn’t there?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been trying to contact you all morning and there was this, I don’t know, block,” he said. “How come I couldn’t be there?”

“I don’t know,” she answered, turning onto Galena and heading towards Angela’s house, “Maybe because it didn’t have anything to do with you or your case.”

“So, we’re going to Angela’s house?” he asked.

“She’s got Bradley,” Mary answered. 

“What’s the plan?”

“I haven’t got one.”

“I’m good with that,” he said. 

Mary’s voice shook. “He’s really sick.”

“So, you love this guy?”

She nodded and sniffed back a couple of tears. “Yeah, I really do.”

“So, it’s over between us,” Mike sighed dramatically.

She couldn’t believe that he could actually make her smile, even though the effort was painful. “Mike, there never was an ‘us’ to be over.”

“Way to break a dead guy’s heart,” he responded, with a grin. “Okay, if you really like him, how about if I slip in under the radar at Crazy Angie’s and see what’s going on.”

“That would be great, thanks.”

“Hey, no problem, that’s what backups are for.”

She was parked down the block from Angela’s house five minutes later.  Once she turned off the ignition, Mike was seated next to her. “I’ve got a way in for you,” he said. “But it’s not going to be easy and your guy is in pretty bad shape.”

“What do I do?”

They drove around the block and up through the alley.  Mary parked two houses down from Angela’s.  She followed Mike through the alley and into the backyard, using the hedges next door as cover. He stopped in front of a small ground level door. “Coal shoot,” he said. “By the tracks in the snow, this is how she got Bradley into the house. But in her hurry, she forgot to lock it back up.”

Mary looked at the padlock dangling loose from the side of the door and shrugged off her winter coat. 

“Are you sure you can do this?” Mike asked. “You look pretty beat up.”

“Is there another way in?” she responded. 

“Nope,” he said, “I’ll meet you inside.”

Mike faded away and Mary opened the small door.  She debated which way she should slide down and decided head first would at least allow her to know what she was getting into.  Just as she started to climb in a voice stopped her.

“You were right. I snuck inside last night and... You were right.”

Mary looked up and saw Angela’s mother standing next to her. “About what?” she asked.

“I was afraid and I let my baby down,” the ghost sobbed.

Mary pulled herself out of the coal shoot and stood up. “Listen, you were abused,” she said. “Your husband is the bad guy here, not you.  You were afraid, that’s understandable.  And I’m sure you tried to do your best to protect your daughter.”

The ghost nodded, tears glistening on translucent cheeks. “I did, I swear I did.”

“I believe you,” Mary said. “But now, your daughter needs your help again.  She’s confused and she’s following direction from an evil man.”

“Evil and jealous,” she said. “He don’t want no man to have Angela.”

“What?” Mary asked, alarmed.

“He’s jealous,” she said. “That’s why he tells her to kill them all. That’s why she’s giving them the same poison I gave him.”

“She’s trying to kill Bradley? On purpose?”

“Yes, she’s gonna let him die today and then marry him.”

“Not if I’m around,” Mary said, turning back to the coal shoot and sliding down.

She grabbed on to the bottom edge and stopped her descent.  Looking around, all she saw was an empty basement that had been turned into a weird kind of greenhouse. She climbed out of the shoot. 

“What took you so long?” Mike asked, appearing next to her.

“I met her mom outside,” Mary said. “She told me they plan to kill Bradley before the wedding.”

“Okay, that’s just plain creepy,” he said. “But that explains a lot.  He’s back there in, in that small room.  Mary he’s in really bad shape.”

Mary ran across the basement. She started to pull on the door when Angela’s father stepped through the door to confront her. “You ain’t getting in here,” he yelled, his voice echoing in the basement. “You ain’t
gonna hurt my little girl.”

He swung his arm and Mary was hit with a force that sent her careening back against a table.  The table collapsed and Mary fell with it, into a field of mushrooms. 

“Mary, I’m on him,” Mike said, flying past.

“No, Mike,” Mary called, seeing the ghost of Angela’s mother out of the corner of her eye. “I need to do this.”

She stood up. “You’re nothing more than a bully,” Mary yelled back at him. “You are a coward and a bully.  You destroyed your daughter’s life and you killed her mother.  Don’t you dare tell me I’m not getting past you.  You can’t stop me.”

He lifted his arm and swung again. This time Mary countered the burst of pressure and whipped her arm forward, bouncing the energy back at him.  He was hit by the pressure and fell back into the room.  Mary ran forward, opening the door and pulling on the light.  Mary saw Bradley, his head lolled to one side, his face ashen. “Bradley,” she cried, moving over to him.  





  







 

Chapter 40

Bradley thought he could hear Mary’s voice, but it was so far away.  He looked around, he obviously wasn’t in Angela’s basement any longer; he was in a tunnel.  A long white tunnel.  Looking backwards he could see movement far down the tunnel. I wonder what’s going on back there.  Maybe I should check things out.  Mary’s back there.

He started to walk back, but he was drawn the other way.

He turned and looked ahead.  It was really bright up ahead.  Putting his hand over his eyes to block some of the glare, he tried to see what was there.  He thought he could see people, but it was just too bright to tell.  

The ache in his stomach was gone, he realized.  Wow. He actually felt really good.  Better than pretty good, he felt great.  Taking a deep breath, he could smell springtime and something else...his mom’s sugar cookies.  He quickened his pace.

“Bradley.”

He stopped. Was that Mary again? She’s probably just worried about me.  Just wait until I tell her about this trip. 

“Bradley, if you keep going, you won’t be able to tell Mary about anything.”

Bradley whipped around. “Jeannine?”

Jeannine stood only a few feet behind him. His heart jumped.

“Jeannine!” 

He ran to her and pulled her into his arms, holding her close. “I can’t believe it,” he cried. “I can’t believe I’ve finally found you.”

He slid his hands up and cupped her face. “I missed you so much,” he whispered. He kissed her tenderly on her mouth and then rained kisses on her cheeks, her forehead and her eyelids. “Oh, it feels so good to have you back in my arms again.”

He hugged her again, just holding her close, his head resting on hers. 

“I knew I’d find you. Where have you been?  How are you?”

“I’ve been great, Bradley,” she said. “I’ve missed seeing you, too.”

He stepped back, sliding his hands down her arms and clasping her hands. He looked into her eyes. “Did I do something to hurt you? Was there something I said that made you leave?”

She shook her head sadly, “No, it was nothing you did,” she assured him. “Things just happen sometimes. Things that neither of us wanted.”

“So, where do you live, now?” he asked, pausing and looking around again. “And where are we?”

“I don’t have a permanent address yet,” she said. “But I’m working on it and I’ll let you know as soon as I do.”

Bradley was confused. Jeannine didn’t seem as happy to see him as he was seeing her.  He didn’t quite know how to continue. “Well, great. If you need a place, you could stay with me,” he said, not trying to be pushy.

“How would Mary feel about that?” she asked with a melancholy smile.

Bradley’s heart sank. “Oh, Jeannine, I’m so sorry,” he said. “I fell in love. I waited for the longest time and tried to find you, but then, I met Mary and...”

“And you couldn’t help yourself,” she finished.

“Yes, it just happened.”

She stepped back and let go of his hands. “If you could go back and be with either me or with Mary, which would you choose?”

Bradley ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. “The thing is, Jeannine, there’s no going back.”

She chuckled, a sad melancholy sound. “Actually, Bradley, there is,” she said. “You need to turn around and go the other way down the tunnel.”

“Can’t I see what’s up there, and then go back?”

Shaking her head, she explained. “Once you see what’s up there, you won’t want to leave. Besides, it will always be there and the next time you come, I’ll give you the grand tour.”

“But...”

“Dammit Bradley, get back here,” Mary’s voice echoed in the tunnel.

“Mary’s waiting for you Bradley.”

He nodded, “You’re right, I should go.”

Stepping forward, he hugged her again. “It was so great to see you,” he said.

“You too,” she said. “Now go, hurry, you don’t want to keep Mary waiting.”





  







 

Chapter 41

Mary knelt down next to Bradley and felt for a pulse. She thought she felt something, but it was so weak it almost wasn’t there.  She started to remove the straps when she heard Mike call out, “Incoming.” 

“Get your hands off my fiancé,” Angela cried, running into the room, a large knife in her hands.

“Do you honestly think you are going to kill me with that thing?” Mary asked.

Angela lunged at Mary and Mary feinted to the side, knocking Angela against the wall. Angela screamed and dove again; Mary countered and grabbed her arm, twisting it behind her until the knife dropped to the floor.

“He’s mine,” she screamed. “You can’t have him, he’s mine.”

Mary twisted Angela around and pushed her up against the wall. “You’re going to tell me what the antidote is,” she said. “And you’re going to tell me now.” 

Angela moved her hands behind her body, feeling around for the small wooden rung between the two by fours. Finding it, she ran her hand over the top and found the small hammer she’d left there. 

“Tell me!” Mary shouted, twisting the front of Angela’s dress in her fist. 

“It’s too late,” she said with delight. “He’s already dead.”

When Mary turned to look at Bradley, Angela pulled the hammer out and brought it down towards Mary’s head.

“Duck,” Mike screamed, and Mary pulled away, but not fast enough to avoid being hit altogether. The hammer hit her shoulder and dropped her to her knees. 

Angela kicked Mary in the chest, sprawling her backwards on the ground. She dashed across the room, picked up the knife and then stood next to Bradley the knife at his throat. 

Mary’s blood ran cold. “Angela, don’t do this,” she said. “Don’t hurt Bradley.”

“Daddy says I can have him once he’s dead,” she said. “Don’t matter to me if he’s got a little blood on him.”

“Your Momma would be sad if you killed him,” Mary said. “She would blame herself.”

Angela tightened her grip on the knife and fisted her other hand in Bradley’s hair, yanked his head back, further exposing his neck.  “You lie,” she said. “My Momma ain’t been around since she died.  She left me.”

“She never left you,” Mary said. “She’s been here all the time; your Daddy wouldn’t let her get close to you. But she thought you were making love potions, not the poison she made to kill your Daddy.”

“How did you know about that?”

“She told me.  She told me that she was sorry she wasn’t stronger and she didn’t protect you more,” Mary said. “She said that once she died, your Daddy hurt you.  She should have protected you.”

“She didn’t love me,” Angela said. “That’s what Daddy told me, she didn’t want me.”

“He lied to you,” Mary said. “She loved you.  She still loves you.”

The door flew open and Angela’s father glided into the room. “You’re lying to my baby,” he said. “You’re just a lying bitch.”

He lunged forward, his eyes blazing red and his hands outstretched.  Mary, with no place to go, prepared for the impact. 

“Interception,” Mike shouted as he plowed into the side of Angela’s father and sent them both careening through the wall. 

Mary turned to see Angela staring at the corner behind her. 

“Momma?” Angela said. “Is that really you?”

Angela’s mother glided forward. “Yes, angel, it’s me,” she said. 

“Mary wasn’t lying?” she asked. “You’ve been here all along?”

“Yes, baby, I’ve been here all along,” she said. 

“You were never here,” Angela’s father screamed, appearing next to his wife. “You were a lousy mother and wife.”

Angela’s mother started to fade away. The knife was still tight in Angela’s hand and she still had Bradley’s head in her grip. 

“You need to be strong,” Mary told the mother. “He can’t hurt you now.” 

She solidified and faced him.  “I was never a lousy mother or wife,” she said. “You were just never satisfied. You enjoyed being a bully.”

“You were worthless and you raised a worthless daughter too,” he yelled.

“I thought you loved me, Daddy,” Angela sobbed.

He turned on his daughter, his eyes blazing. “Why would I love you?” he asked.

Angela’s mother glided over to face him. “Your daughter was the only thing you did good in your useless life. You are nothing. Not to me, not to Angela.  You are worthless.  That’s why I killed you.”

He lifted his arm to strike her and she blocked him. “You will never do that to me again.”

She stood up and looked him in the eye. “Leave now; you have no power over us anymore.”

Angela’s father shook his head. “No, you’re afraid of me.”

“Not anymore,” she said. “I see you for what you are. Leave, now.”

He shook his head. “No, I’m powerful,” he cried, his voice diminishing, as he became smaller before their eyes. “I need you to be afraid.” 

Then he completely faded away.

“I’m sorry, baby, don’t mind him,” Angela’s mother said.

“I did what you told me to do, Momma,” she said with a sad smile. “I got rid of those worthless men. I gave them your special medicine.”

“But honey, I didn’t mean that all men were bad,” she explained. “Just your Daddy, because he was hurting us.  These men, they don’t deserve to die.  They’re good men.”

Angela shook her head. “There ain’t any good men,” she said firmly. “They hurt us, Momma. They hurt women.”

Her mother shook her head. “No, honey, there are lots of good men,” she said. “Your grandpa was a good man, but your Daddy killed him too.”

Angela looked down at Bradley. “But, Daddy said Bradley had to die.  That was the only way.”

“No, baby, Daddy lied to you,” her mother said. “He’s nothing but an evil murderer.”

Tears fell down Angela’s face and she cocked her head to the side. “But, Momma,” she said sadly, lifting the knife in the air. “I’m nothing but an evil murderer too.”

Angela brought the knife down viciously.

“No!” Mary screamed, racing forward, but she knew it was too late.

Angela stood behind Bradley, blood darkening her white wedding dress. The knife was buried halfway up the blade, in the middle of her chest.  She looked up at Mary. “Bad people have to die,” she whispered.

Her mother glided forward. “Oh, baby, no,” she sobbed.

Angela’s body crumpled to the floor, catching the chair her father’s corpse was tied to and bringing it crashing down with her.  The mummified body crumbled into pieces and the skull rolled across the room.  

Mary knelt down next to Angela and she grabbed Mary’s hand, “Milk Thistle Tincture...on my...desk...for Bradley...Milk Thistle Tincture.”

Then she was gone. 





  







 

Chapter 42

Mary laid Angela’s hand on her chest and gently closed her eyelids. Angela’s mother turned away from the body lying on the floor and looked upward. “Baby, I’m coming with you,” she said and she faded away.

Hurrying over to Bradley, she felt his pulse again.  It was weak, but still there. “Come on, Bradley,” she said. “Hang on for just a little longer.”

 “Here’s the tincture,” Mike said, appearing next to Mary and handing her a small dark bottle. “I found it on her desk upstairs.”

She cradled Bradley’s head against her body and took the cork out of the top of the bottle.  Laying the bottle against his lips, she slowly poured the tincture into his mouth. “Come on Bradley, swallow,” she pleaded. 

He lay there, not moving and not breathing.  Mary felt he was slipping away. With tears rolling down her face, she held him to her.  “Dammit Bradley, get back here,” she whispered to him. 

He swallowed. 

Mary poured more tincture down his throat and he swallowed again.  His breathing was steadier and his skin tone appeared normal. 

“Damn, it worked,” Mike said.

Looking up at Mike through tear-filled eyes, Mary nodded. “Yes, it worked,” she said. “Thank you.”

Mike shrugged. “Hey, that’s what was keeping me here...”

He stopped and cocked his head to the side. “Mary, I’m still here.”

“What?”

“Angela’s dead. Case closed. Dead guy should be seeing the light, right?”

“Right.”

“So, how come I’m not with a bunch of angelic babes right now?”

“I don’t know,” Mary said. “Maybe you have more unfinished business.”

He shrugged. “Well, I guess I could hang around hoping to get a glance at you in sexy lingerie.”

“Mary,” Bradley whispered. “Who the hell is the guy who wants to see you in lingerie?”

Mary laughed, bent over and kissed Bradley on the mouth. “It’s a long story and thankfully you have plenty of time to hear it.” 

Mike winked at her and wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “See you, Mary.”

Then he faded away.

“Welcome back,” she said to Bradley. “I was a little worried there.”

Bradley straightened in the chair and looked down at Angela’s body on the floor. “She was so troubled,” he said. “I can’t understand how a person who was so bright and talented could be so messed up.”

“Yeah, well, you would have understood it better if you had met her parents,” Mary said, removing the straps from the chair. "How are you feeling?”

He waited a moment to evaluate. “Good, actually, I’m feeling pretty good,” he said, and then he paused. “Okay, I just got déjà vu. I remember thinking or saying that same thing. That I was feeling pretty good.”

“Well, that’s weird,” Mary said and added sarcastically, “And nothing weird ever happens in our lives.”

Bradley chuckled. “I know, it’s rough to have such a boring life.”

“Okay, I’m calling 911 now,” she said. “Do you want an ambulance?”

“No, I’d rather just catch a ride with you,” he said. “I think I can walk.”

Mary placed the call and as she spoke to the dispatcher, she moved out of the shadow from behind his chair.  It was the first time Bradley had seen the extent of Mary’s injuries.

 “Mary,” he said, reaching for her hand and pulling her to him, “What happened?”

She shrugged, “It’s been a really long day.”





  







 

Chapter 43

“You are a very lucky man,” Dr. Thorne said, standing next to his hospital bed. “The active ingredient in milk thistle seeds is silymarin, which not only supports the walls of liver cells and prevents more toxins from entering, but it also aids in the regeneration of liver cells. That tincture saved your life.”

“So, I can go home?” he asked hopefully. 

“Not on your life,” Dr. Thorne replied. “You are going to be company of Freeport Hospital at least overnight.  And then we’ll talk.”

She turned to Mary. “Although you look as though you’ve been through the losing end of a prize fight, most of your injuries are superficial. Your shoulder is badly bruised, but I don’t see any muscle or tendon damage. However, I am worried about the choking.”

“Choking?” Bradley asked. “You didn’t tell me about a choking.”

“It didn’t seem relevant at the time,” she replied. 

Dr. Thorne rolled her eyes. “You might experience some soreness in your throat,” she said, “And that’s normal.  But, if it’s more than minor soreness, or if you have trouble swallowing, I want you back here immediately.”

“She gets to go home?” Bradley asked.

“Yes, she does,” Dr. Thorne answered. “Straight home.”

Mary nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

As she drove down Highway 26 she wondered how she could explain straight home via the Thompson Farm to Dr. Thorne. “I just won’t think about it,” she decided.

She turned down Buckeye Road and within a few minutes she was pulling into the farm’s driveway.  Yellow police tape had cordoned off several areas of the farm.  Mary could see the large equipment tire tracks heading into the back woods. She had been told they uncovered Peggy’s body that afternoon. 

Mary walked to the back door, knocked and then entered. “Hello, Paul,” he called. “It’s Mary O’Reilly.”

“I’m in here,” he called in a low voice, “In the front room.”

He was sitting on the couch with the wedding photo from the mantle in his hands.  His eyes were red-rimmed and he looked exhausted.

“Hi,” she said, sitting next to him. “How are you doing?”

“Why didn’t she tell me he was hitting her, Mary?” he abruptly asked. “Why didn’t she trust me?”

Peggy appeared in the room and glided over to Paul. 

“Paul,” Mary said. “When I left I told you that I would come back and explain how I knew the things I knew.”

He turned to her. “Yes?”

“When I worked as a police officer in Chicago, I got caught in a crossfire. I got shot. They rushed me to the hospital and performed emergency surgery. Sometime during that surgery, I died,” she said. “I remember walking down a long white tunnel.  About half-way down the tunnel someone called my name.  He told me that I had a choice. I could keep walking up the tunnel or I could turn around and return to my family.”

“You talked to God?” Paul asked.

“I don’t know if it was God,” she said. “But the voice was loving and kind. I looked back down the tunnel and I could see my family gathered together, crying over me.  My dad looked so old and my mom looked so sad. So, I decided to go back.  But, I came back with a special gift.  I can see people who have died. Especially those who are troubled and haven’t left this world.”

“Are you telling me that you see ghosts?”

“Yes,” she said. “I see ghosts and on Christmas Day Peggy came to me.”

“She talked to you? She told you that Luke had killed her?”

“She came to me, but she didn’t tell me who had killed her,” she said. “I had to find that out on my own.”

“You,” Paul said, his eyes widening. “You stole the snowmobile.”

“I prefer to think of it as borrowing,” she said, shrugging. “Yes, Peggy told me that she had been buried and I wanted to find out what happened.”

“Why didn’t she come to me, Mary?” he whispered. “Did she think I was like Luke?”

“Oh, no, never,” Peggy said. “I just never wanted you to be disappointed in me. I couldn’t bear you not loving me anymore.”

Mary sighed. “She loved you and she didn’t want to disappoint you,” she said. “She was so afraid of losing you that she put up with Luke’s abuse.”

“How do you know?”

“She’s here, in this room with us.”

“Peggy,” he called out, tears filling his eyes. “Peggy I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

“I know, Luke was very careful about how he hurt me,” she said.

“She said that Luke was careful to not to let the abuse show,” Mary said.

“I would have helped you, Peggy,” he said. “I love you.  I would have never been disappointed in you. I love you too much.”

“I should have trusted you more,” Peggy said. “I will always love you.”

“She said she should have trusted you more,” Mary said, wiping away a stray tear. “But she loves you.”

“I love you too, sweetheart,” he said, openly crying. “Forever.”

“Forever,” Peggy whispered, beginning to fade away. “I’ll love you forever.”

“She’s gone,” Mary said. “She said she’ll love you forever too.”

Paul pulled out a large handkerchief and blew his nose. “How do I go on?” he asked. “How do I survive this?”

“You go on because you know she would want you to,” she said. “And because you want to be sure that when your time comes, you’re good enough to be with her forever.”

He nodded, wiping his eyes. “Yeah, you’re right.  Thanks.”

A few minutes later Mary let herself out of Paul’s home.  He would eventually be fine, but he needed some time to grieve. 

She walked to the SUV, the cold ground crunching beneath her feet.  She was ready to go home and take a hot bath. 

“Mary, wait.”

She turned to see Shirley gliding towards her. 

“I just wanted to say thank you,” she said. “They’ve recovered all of my bones and Paul is going to bury me in the family cemetery.”

“I’m so happy for you,” Mary said. 

“I can finally rest,” she said with a smile. “Thank you, Mary O’Reilly; you saved me from being forgotten.”

Shirley leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on Mary’s cheek and slowly faded away.

She placed her hand over her cheek and nodded. Sometimes hard days had good endings.

She opened the door to the SUV and climbed inside. 

“Straight home?” Mike said, seated in the passenger’s seat again, “Liar, liar pants on fire.”

Mary pulled the door closed and turned on the ignition. “I had things to do,” she said, pulling out of the drive.

“Yeah, I heard,” he said. “You do important work, Mary.  You make a difference in people’s lives.”

“I do what I’m supposed to do,” she said, casually. “It was part of the deal.”

Mike chuckled. “Yeah, I’m sure that part of the deal was to drive twenty miles out of your way with a mild concussion, a collection of bruises and bumps and a headache that feels like your head is going to split in order to comfort a man who just lost his wife, and to be sure that they both had a chance to say good-bye.”

“What else could I do?”

He smiled at her. “Nothing else, because you are who you are.”

Mary suddenly realized something. “How did you get here?” she asked.

“I just thought of you and poof,” he replied.

“No, I mean, I thought you could only connect with me if the places related to Angela.”

He looked around the farmyard. “I guess I graduated.”

“But, what does this mean?” she asked.

“Maybe I’m your new back-up,” he suggested. “Maybe I’m Watson to your Sherlock.”

“Watson never flirted with Sherlock.”

“Sherlock wasn’t a babe like you,” he replied. 

“I work alone,” she said.

“Maybe working with you is my unfinished business,” he argued. “Maybe the only way I can move on is to help you for a while.  You wouldn’t deny me, would you Mary?”

Mary sighed. “Fine. You can work with me. But there will have to be rules.”

He leaned closer. “Mary, I love rules,” he said. “Do you know why?  There are so many wonderful ways you can figure out how to break them.”

He grinned at her. “Bye, Mary.”

And faded away.






  







 

Chapter 44

The giant crystal ball began its descent and the crowd at Times Square went crazy.  “Never did understand the point in standing in a crowd in the cold for hours just to watch that dang ball drop to the ground,” Stanley muttered. “You get a better view from your own living room.”

“It’s the excitement of being in the crowd when the New Year is being rung in,” Rosie said. “It’s romantic.”

“Well, you’d know all about romantic,” Stanley said, wiggling his bushy eyebrows.

Rosie giggled and blushed. “Oh, Stanley.”

Mary and Bradley, cuddling on the couch together, turned to each other with questioning looks. 

Rosie jumped up and ran to the kitchen. “We need the sparkling cider,” she called. “Stanley can you help me.”

“Sure enough,” he said, hurrying over to Rosie.

He picked up two of the champagne flutes filled with cider and handed them to Mary and Bradley. He and Rosie each picked up a glass. They counted down the final numbers together.

“Ten. Nine.
Eight.
Seven.
Six.
Five.
Four.
Three.
Two.
One.”

“Happy New Year.”

They all toasted each other and took a sip. 

Bradley turned to Mary. “Happy New Year,” he said and kissed her tenderly.

She placed her glass on the end table and wound her arms around him and kissed him back. “Happy New Year,” she whispered a moment later.

“Well, we should be going,” Rosie said. “It’s getting late.”

“Yeah, I’ll give Rosie a ride home,” Stanley said. “Crazy drivers on a night like this.”

“Yes, we don’t want to be in the way,” Rosie added.

“But, don’t you want to wait for a while?” Mary asked. “We could play some games...”

Stanley yawned widely, stretching out his arms. “Sorry, Mary, I’m pretty tired,” he said. “How about you Rosie?”

Rosie covered her mouth with her hand and yawned prettily. “Oh, me, too. Goodness. Long day.”

Mary started to get up. “Oh, no, Mary,” Rosie said. “Just sit, we know our way out.”

Within a minute, the two had said their good-byes and were out the door. “Well, that was odd,” Mary said.

“Yeah, they really wanted to leave us alone,” Bradley grinned, slipping his arm around Mary. “Not that I mind.” 

She leaned back against Bradley’s arm and sighed. “I guess I don’t mind either.”

“Well, before you two get too cozy, you’ve got to give a man a chance to say good-bye.”

They looked up at Sam Rogers standing in the middle of the room. 

“Sam,” Mary said. “Thank you for your help.”

He shook his head. “No, thank you, for solving our murders,” he said. “There’s a whole group of us going home tonight and it wouldn’t have happened without you.”

“Well, I had a little extra interest in this one,” she said, taking hold of Bradley’s hand. 

“Lucky for us the new Chief knows how to pick them,” Sam said with a chuckle. “Where would we all be without Mary O’Reilly?”

He started to fade. “Well, I’ve got to go,” he said with a brilliant smile. “My wife’s waiting. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” Mary and Bradley said, as they watched him fade from view.

Bradley put pulled Mary into his arms. “He’s right. I don’t know where I’d be without you in my life,” he said softly, cupping her face in his hands.

He kissed her softly, lightly brushing his lips across hers, once and then once again. He trailed kisses along her jaw, the late-night stubble on his face gently abrading her sensitive skin.  She moaned softly. He slid his fingers into her hair, angled her head slightly and then crushed his lips against hers. 

Mary wrapped her arms around his neck, sliding her fingers into his soft, thick hair. Pouring all the love she felt for him into her kiss, reveling in his instant response. The world disappeared, there were only the two of them, and no one else mattered.  

He lifted his head. “I love you.”

She sighed happily. “I love you too.”

“When I think about what could have...”

She placed her hand gently on his lips. “Let’s just not talk about that,” she replied.

He kissed her fingers. “You’re right,” he said with a wicked smile. “There are much better things we could be doing.”

A little while later with Mary wrapped in his arms and the television announcing the New Year in Chicago, Bradley kissed the top of Mary’s head and sighed contentedly. “You know, I had the weirdest dream when I was drugged and tied up at Angela’s,” he said. “I was walking down this long white tunnel. In front of me it was really bright and behind me there was a lot of activity and I thought I could hear your voice.”

Mary was instantly alert. “What happened?”

“Well, Jeannine was in the dream,” he said. “She looked great. I told her that I wanted to go to the bright place.  Then we were talking about you.  I told her I had fallen in love with you.”

“What did she say?”

“She said that I needed to go back and not visit the bright place,” he said. “And she promised that someday she would give me a guided tour.  I was about to argue with her when I heard your voice.”

“Was I softly calling you?” she asked.

“No, you were yelling at me,” he chuckled. “I remember it so clearly.  You said, ‘Dammit, Bradley, get back here.’ How could I refuse?”

Mary reached up and kissed him. “You’re a very smart man to listen when I call,” she said.

“It got me to thinking about Jeannine though,” he said. “What if she is dead?  What if Jeannine has been dead all this time?”

He shook his head. “Why am I even worrying about this?” he asked. “You’d tell me if Jeannine were a ghost, wouldn’t you?”

Mary turned and hugged him. “Of course, I would,” she said. “Unless she was a client and I was sworn to secrecy.”

Bradley laughed. “Yeah, what are the odds that would happen?”

Mary turned and saw Jeannine standing at the top of the stairs. “Yeah, what are the odds?”





  







 

A note from the author:

The National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (NCADV) offers these sobering statistics:

One in every four women will experience domestic violence in her lifetime.

An estimated 1.3 million women are victims of physical assault by an intimate partner each year.

85% of domestic violence victims are women.

Historically, females have been most often victimized by someone they knew.

Females who are 20-24 years of age are at the greatest risk of nonfatal intimate partner violence.

Most cases of domestic violence are never reported to the police.

Witnessing violence between one’s parents or caretakers is the strongest risk factor of transmitting violent behavior from one generation to the next.

Boys who witness domestic violence are twice as likely to abuse their own partners and children when they become adults.

30% to 60% of perpetrators of intimate partner violence also abuse children in the household.

If you are caught in a circumstance of domestic violence or know someone who is being abused, get help.  There are many wonderful organizations that can help victims of domestic abuse and their children. 

A portion of the sale of this book will be contributed to VOICES (http://www.voicesdv.org) the local domestic violence shelter and advocacy group in Freeport, Illinois.  If this book has made you think about domestic violence, I would encourage you to seek out your local organization and see how you can help them. 
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