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Final Call

Prologue

“Idiots!
Nothing but no-talent, pedestrian, second-class thespian wannabes!”  Faye McMullen stood center stage, her high-pitched shrieks echoing against the auditorium walls of the historic Winneshiek Theater in downtown Freeport. 

The cast of the current play stood transfixed on the stage, all staring at their leading lady. 

“You!” she screamed, pointing to an elderly woman near the edge of the stage. “Twice you have walked across stage in front of me when I was delivering my lines. If you do that one more time, I will push you into the orchestra pit.”

“And you,” she continued, turning towards a middle-aged woman sitting in a chair, stage right. “I don’t give a damn about your children and their needs.  If you can’t be at a rehearsal on time, with your lines memorized, you have no business trying out for a part in a play.”

She turned to a young man trying to hide his large girth behind the bureau that was stage left. “You, fatty,” she taunted. “Perhaps you could come to rehearsal without the smell of onions and garlic on your breath.

“And,” she paused for a moment. “It would be a real treat for the rest of the cast if you took a shower on occasion, so we don’t have to smell you before we even see you.”

“And you,” she sneered, bearing down on a young woman in her late teens. “I don’t know what misguided fool told you that you could act.  But, sweetie, if I were you, I’d think about changing my major.  Perhaps you ought to be someone’s secretary.  You can make coffee, can’t you?”

The young woman dissolved into tears and ran from the stage, the sounds of her footsteps running up the stairs to the Green Room echoing behind her. 

Faye turned back to the rest of the cast and crew. “Get out of my sight,” she screamed. “You all disgust me.”

The dozen or so men and women eagerly left the stage and followed the young woman upstairs.

Faye walked to the center of the stage. “I don’t know why I continuously allow myself to be subjected to such imbeciles.”

“Perhaps it’s her fun-loving, generous spirit,” Carl White whispered to Donald Saxer, standing next to him at the back of the auditorium watching the rehearsal.  

Donald forgot himself and laughed aloud.  

Wrath-filled eyes turned toward him.  “You dare laugh at me?” she seethed, “You think this is funny?  Perhaps your wife and three children will think it’s funny when you are dismissed from your job.”

He blanched as an equal feeling of resentment and fear filled his gut. He looked up at the woman on the stage. Nearly skeletal, she was the epitome of the saying, “You can’t be too rich or too thin.” Her bleached blonde hair swirled around her shoulders and looked out of place on the fifty-plus year old woman. She wore a silk caftan and flowing silk pants Donald knew cost more than a month of his paychecks.  Her fingers held rings with jewels worth a king’s ransom, her skin was perpetually tanned and her face had been tightened so many times, he was sure that if she sneezed with any gusto it would have split in half.  She was one of the wealthiest women in town and used her wealth and position like a yoke around the neck of the entire community.

“No, Faye. I mean Ms. McMullen,” he said. “I wasn’t laughing at you.  It was...”

“I don’t care what it was, moron,” she spat, “I will visit your employer on Monday morning.”

“Just a minute, Faye,” Carl interrupted, “you can’t destroy a man’s livelihood over a stupid amateur play.”

“And that’s the problem with you, Carl,” she said, walking to the edge of the stage, “You don’t take this art form seriously.  It doesn’t matter where the stage is, the only thing that matters is the art.”

“You can’t ruin a man because he shared a difference of opinion with you,” Carl argued. “Besides, it wasn’t his fault, it was mine.”

“Oh, so you think you can laugh at me too?” she asked, her pencil-thin eyebrows lifting over her sharp, piercing eyes. “What do you think your dear wife would say if she knew about the fling you had with our little rising starlet?”

Carl started forward toward the stage. “You bitch,” he yelled. “There is nothing between Amy and me.  It was all in your mind.”

She laughed at him.  “Actually, as I recall, she was all in your arms.”

“I never touched her,” he insisted. “I never once touched her.”

Crossing her thin arms in front of her, she lifted one pointy finger to her chin. “But not because you didn’t want to, right Carl?” she purred. “Was it because you were afraid?  How does it feel to play the part of the Cowardly Lion your whole life?  Too bad you never got a chance to play the part of a real man.”

“You nasty bitch.”

“Careful, Carl, you’re repeating yourself and that is so tiresome,” she lifted a hand to her mouth and patted it several times. “And I hate when you’re tiresome.”

“Listen, Faye,” Carl said, trying to fight the panic and nausea rising in his stomach. “I know this rehearsal didn’t go the way you had planned, but I think we can work things out.”

Faye crossed to stage left and stood beneath a spot light.  Turning to a mirrored bureau on the set, she preened for a moment and then spoke to him, watching her own reflection as she enunciated each word. “You’re right, Carl, it didn’t go well,” she replied calmly, smiling gently. “And as the director of this production, I hold you entirely responsible. The cast does not respect you and they certainly are not inspired by you.  We have three weeks until we open and most of your so-called actors are still on book.”

“I’m aware of that,” Carl replied. “They have promised...”

“Promised!  Promised,” she spat, turning back to him. “Their promises mean nothing. They have missed their blocking and their cues, stumbled over their lines and have made a farce of this entire drama.  They don’t take this production seriously, because you don’t take it seriously.”

“I assure you, Faye, I do take this seriously.”

She cocked her head slightly. “Oh, do you?” she asked. “Well, then, if you’re serious, I want you to replace Amy.  We both know she can’t act her way out of a paper bag.”

“She’s got a lot of potential, Faye, she’s just young,” he argued. “Besides, she needs to be in this play in order to keep her scholarship.”

Shrugging, she strolled across the stage, glancing at her manicured nails. “Well, I suppose that’s her problem, isn’t it?”

“You can’t do this.”

Turning and sinking gracefully into a chair, she smiled. “You’re right,” she said gaily. “I can’t, but you can and you will.  We don’t want me to talk about your little secret, do we?”

Carl looked anxiously around the room.  Donald had already left the theater through the lobby door.  “You promised,” he whispered.

“But I’m getting so old, Carl,” she said with a pout. “I often forget what I promise.”

She laughed lightly. “Oh Carl, I just love being me.”

“Faye, please, you can’t...”

“She’s upstairs in the Green Room,” she interrupted. “I’ll give you ten minutes.  If you haven’t done it by then, I’ll come up to share a few interesting facts with the cast and crew.”

She heard his heavy footsteps on the wooden stairs that led up to the Green Room and took a deep breath of contentment. She loved it when things went her way.

She walked across the stage to gather her props and put them in place for the next day’s rehearsal.  She, at least, was going to be a professional.

She laid her purse and scarf on the shelf backstage right, next to the large panel that held the electronics for the staging and lights.  On the wall next to the panel was a line of curtain riggings with thick hemp rope tied down securely. Each line controlled the movement of one of the curtains or backdrops. 

Faye stopped to look closer at the ropes.  There was something wrong. The end of one of the ropes lay loosely against the wall. Didn’t those amateurs understand that was a safety infraction? 

“Idiots,” she muttered, storming over to the thick hemp rope to tie it down.

The stage went dark and Faye froze. She counted to ten and waited for them to turn back on. She tapped her foot impatiently against the wood boards. Really?  Did they forget she was still on stage?  Another head would roll.

“Hello! I’m still on stage.”

She heard a noise behind her.

“It’s about time...” she began.

She gasped when she felt the rope against her neck. “Stop,” she cried, reaching up to pull it away.

Her hands were pulled behind her and bound. “Who are you?” she cried. “What are you doing to me?”

She heard the sound of the electric winch motor starting up and felt the rope tighten on her throat.  “No, wait, please,” she cried. “I can pay you.  I can give you things. Please don’t...”





  







 

Chapter One

“Just quit,” Stanley growled, as he maneuvered Betsey, his turquoise blue 1961 Chevy Impala 4-door sedan, through the narrow lanes of the snow covered side streets of Freeport, Illinois.  With four foot high drifts on either side of the road, it wasn’t an easy task.

Stanley Wagner was the fifth generation owner of Wagner Office Supplies in downtown Freeport. And although the sixth generation was now running the store, Stanley still arrived early every day to greet the customers and make sure his children, now in their forties and fifties, were doing an acceptable job. 

“I can’t quit,” Rosie explained, “I made a commitment and I’m not going to let some bully scare me off.” 

Rosie Pettigrew was a real estate broker in her early sixties who also worked in downtown Freeport.  She had been through about as many husbands as careers. She had been devoted and faithful, but now she was really enjoying being single and dating as many eligible men as possible. She was also part of a small group of friends, who shared some interesting experiences together. Mary O’Reilly, Police Chief Bradley Alden and Stanley had brought quite a bit of excitement into her life.

“She ain’t just any bully,” he replied. “She’s Faye McMullen and she can make your life pretty miserable iffen she takes a mind to.” 

She turned in her seat and looked at him.

“Would you let her run you off?” she asked.

“Hell, no,” Stanley replied. “No one runs me off.”

“So, why should I let her scare me?”

“Well, because I ain’t trying to sell real estate to some of her highfalutin friends,” he responded. “I ain’t trying to sell her nothing.”

“Well, really, I can’t believe that her friends wouldn’t buy a house from me just because she tells them,” Rosie said.

Stanley shook his head slowly. “It’s obvious that you haven’t been paying attention,” he said with disgust. “That woman farts and her friends rush over to tell her how wonderful she smells.”

Rosie laughed. “Oh, Stanley, I can’t believe it’s that bad.”

“If I ain’t disremembering, a while back the fashion was for ladies to wear those shorts all around town, like they was at the beach,” he said. “She comes into town wearing this pair of little shorts with a matching suit coat, all fancy and fine.  With her skinny little bird legs she looked like one of those Sandhill Cranes we got out by the river.”

Rosie scrunched her nose and shook her head. “That was probably not a good look for her,” she acknowledged.

Stanley nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed. “But the worst was yet to come. Once she wore those shortie shorts, all of the other ladies in town who wanted to be “in” started to wear them too. Made me wonder if all the mirrors in town had broke. Some of those ladies looked like five pounds of sausage stuffed into two pounds of casings. It weren’t pretty.  It weren’t pretty at all.”

Rosie giggled. “Poor Stanley, I bet it was awful.”

 “‘Bout poked my eyes out for the pain of it,” he replied. “But then those floppy shirts and bell-bottomed pants were the newest thing and my eyesight was saved.”

“Well, thank goodness for short-lived fashion trends,” she laughed.

“Point is, she made a bunch of normally sensible women behave foolishly because they wanted to be like her,” he said. “Things haven’t changed much since then.  If you’re on her bad side, you might as well leave town.”

“There’s got to be a way to get around this, Stanley.  There just has to be.”

“The only way she’s going to release her hold on the folks of Freeport is when they pry us out of her cold, dead hands.”

They pulled up across the street from Winneshiek and parked the car in one of the few cleared spots. “Looks like her majesty is already here,” Stanley said, motioning his head in the direction of her silver-grey Mercedes CL 500 coupe parked in front of the theater. 

“Well, darn. I didn’t think she had to be here until later,” Rosie sighed. “She’s probably going to sit in the front seat and criticize us while we practice.”

“We could go over to Mary’s house instead,” he suggested.

“No, we can’t. Besides, you promised that you would help paint the back drop and you’re not getting out of that.”

Stanley shrugged. “Don’t mind painting,” he said. “Just hate being around uppity people who think their poop don’t stink.”

Rosie nodded. “Yeah, me too.”

They walked across the street and Rosie entered the new combination of security numbers into the keyless entry lock.  Stanley peaked over her shoulder. “What’s the number?”

She covered the key pad with her hand. “I can’t tell you,” she said. “We sign a contract that says we won’t share the number with anyone.  I guess they’ve had some problems with some of the costumes and equipment walking away.”

“Well, how the hell am I supposed to be doing the painting if I can’t get in?” he growled.

“I’m sure Carl will give you the number,” she apologized. “I just can’t do it.”

“Silly if you ask me,” he muttered.

The lock buzzed open and Rosie pushed on the door.  The interior of the theater was only lit by the small security light on the stairwell.

“I wonder why she didn’t turn on the lights,” Rosie commented.

“She’s probably a vampire and the lights hurt her eyes,” Stanley retorted.

“Shhhh,” she whispered to him. “She might be standing nearby.”

Rosie climbed up the stairs, walked beyond the small pool of light and flicked the switch that illuminated a portion of the backstage. Stanley followed behind her, turning and looking around the area.

“Ain’t real fancy back here, is it?” he said.

The walls were either red brick or had bare drywall nailed over 2 x 4s.   The open steps up to the Green Room, Dressing Rooms and Control Room were constructed of bare wood and nails. Against one wall was a rough countertop filled with hardware used for constructing sets and the bare boards on the floor was smeared with remnants of different colors of paint. 

Rosie glanced around, trying to see it through Stanley’s eyes. “Yep, this is the glamour of show biz,” she teased.

She walked over to the heavy curtain that separated them from the stage.  “The lights for the rest of the building are across the stage on the far wall,” she explained. “I might as well turn them on, because we are going to need them.”

“I’ll go with you. Might as well get the whole tour.”

The curtain cut off much of the light and the stage area was dark. “This is creepy,” Stanley whispered. “Think this place is haunted?”

“They say that all theaters are haunted,” Rosie whispered. “They say the spirits are drawn to the creative energy of the actors.”

“You could have waited to share that with me.”

Rosie giggled. “Ghosts are not the scariest thing in this theater lately.”

They reached the opposite side of the stage and Rosie felt her way to the light box.  She flipped the switch for the house and stage lights and soon the area was brightly illuminated.  

Stanley walked over to the line of riggings. “What are these for?” he asked.

“Each line controls either a curtain or a backdrop,” Rosie explained. “They use pulleys and sandbags to counter balance them. The bar at the very top – like the curtain rod is called the batten.”

“Those curtains and things are pretty tight up there,” he replied, looking up towards the ceiling.  “I’m amazed they don’t all get tangled up together.”

She nodded; her focus on the riggings in front of her. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. There are all kinds of interesting names for things backstage.  For example, a line that’s not being used is called a dead end,” she began and then noticed he was not paying attention to her, but had walked down along the wall of curtains.

“Stanley, what’s wrong?”

He peered up into the shadows above the stage.  There was a colorful blaze of fabric amidst the burgundy curtains and canvas backdrops. He moved closer, trying to get a better view from a different angle.

“Hey, what’s this play about anyway?” Stanley asked. “Is it a Western?”

“No, it’s a drama,” she replied.

“How come you need a dummy hanging from a rope?”

She looked over quickly. “No one gets hanged in the play.”

“Sure looks like it. Up there.”

Rosie looked up to where he directed and saw the caftan and silk pants ruffling in the slight breeze of the theater twenty feet over the stage. “Oh, sweet heavens! Stanley,” she screamed. “That’s Faye!”





  







 

Chapter Two

Mary O’Reilly sat on the floor in her kitchen sorting through her junk drawer. She had a vintage Carpenters playing on her iPod and the soulful voice of Karen Carpenter was singing about rainy days and Mondays.

She picked up a small plastic knob and turned it around in her hand, wondering where it came from and why it ended up in the junk drawer. Shrugging, she began to toss it in the nearly empty garbage basket sitting next to her, thought better of it and put it back in the drawer.

Looking back down into the drawer, she sighed. It was still filled with a pile of miscellaneous junk and she hadn’t thrown anything out except a handful of expired grocery coupons.  “Okay,” she said to herself. “In five months if I haven’t used anything in this drawer, I throw it all away.”

She reached up and slid the drawer back into the cabinet and rested her chin in her hands.  

“Well that was a big waste of time,” she said. “Maybe I should sort socks.”

She leaned back against the cabinet, if something didn’t happen soon, she was going to go crazy. 

Mary had been a Chicago cop before she was shot in the line of duty. A near-death experience brought her back to earth with an extra talent; she could communicate with ghosts. Which, she had come to learn, was both a blessing and a curse.  She moved to the small town of Freeport, Illinois and set up a private investigation agency where she could solve cases involving clients, living and dead. 

During the past few months, Mary had been involved with a number of cases that also included working with Freeport’s Chief of Police, Bradley Alden.  Although their initial meeting had been a little rocky, they had gotten to know each other and, eventually, had fallen in love. The biggest obstacle in their relationship was Bradley’s wife, Jeannine, who had disappeared more than eight years ago after a break-in at their home. Bradley spent years trying to find Jeannine, with no luck. He came to Freeport to try and start his life over.

During her last case, Mary discovered that Jeannine Alden had died and was now a ghost.  She wanted to tell Bradley, but Jeannine had insisted on secrecy because she was not ready for Bradley to find out.

Now, half-way through the month of January, she hadn’t seen a glimpse of Jeannine since the early morning hours of New Year’s Day. Mary had been avoiding Bradley as much as she could, because she really hated lying to him and she had an obligation to comply with her client’s wishes. She took a deep breath and sighed.

“You’re making me depressed and I’m dead!”

Mary jumped and looked up to see Mike Richards fully materialize next to her on the floor.

“Mike, you scared me.”

“Duh, I’m a ghost. I’m supposed to scare people.”

She had met him during her last case. A former fireman, Mike had been poisoned by a mentally unstable woman who had a thing for good-looking law enforcement professionals.  

He looked over at her. “Is this some new kind of yoga position?” he asked, taking a moment to study her. “Let’s call it depressed woman.”

 She sighed again.

He shook his head. “Nope, that’s not acceptable,” he said. “My witty repartee cannot be met with a sigh. You have to giggle, laugh, guffaw or snort at the very least.”

Mary smiled.

“That’s better,” he acknowledged, “but not great. So, what’s making those brown eyes blue, Sweetcakes?”

“Sweetcakes?” Mary asked. “Really?”

He shrugged. “Worked when I was alive,” he said, placing his left hand on his heart and lifting his right hand. “I swear.”

This time she did laugh. 

He grinned. “That’s better. So, what’s up?”

She shook her head. “I haven’t seen Jeannine for two weeks,” she explained. “I can’t tell Bradley she’s dead until she gives me permission and I can’t keep lying to him.”

“Kind of caught between a rock and a hard place, aren’t you?”

She nodded, and then brightened. “You don’t happen to run into Jeannine, when you’re...” she waved her hands around, “In the other world place.”

“You mean at the hangout,” he said. “The one that kind of looks like the bar scene from Star Wars, but instead of aliens it’s filled with all of these ghosts, playing pool, drinking beer and eating peanuts.  

“Although, quite frankly, I wouldn’t touch the peanuts if I were you,” he added as an aside. “They fall right through us and then the barkeeper sweeps them up and puts them right back into the bowls on the bar. Disgusting if you ask me.”

“You’re lying to me, right?” she asked.

He nodded and leaned his translucent body back against the cabinets. “Yeah, babe, sorry,” he said. “No such things as an inter-dimensional hang-out.  We pretty much all do our own thing.”

Mary stood up and walked over to the sink.  She washed off her hands, and then turned, leaned against the counter and stared back at Mike who stayed on the floor. “Do you think she’s avoiding me?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No, nothing that deliberate,” he said. “She’s just somewhere else.”

“Somewhere else?” Mary asked. 

Mike stood and floated over to her. “Ghosts don’t do time very well,” he said, shrugging. “I suppose it’s because, really, we aren’t in any rush to get anywhere. So, we really don’t have a good judge of time passage.”

“How bad would you say it is?”

He smiled. “Most of the hauntings that go on for years are just one of us stopping by a favorite place and hanging out for a little while.  We have no idea of days, months, years and, sometimes, even centuries.”

Dropping her head, she moaned. “I’m never going to be able to tell him the truth.”

“No, she’ll be back soon, she doesn’t want to be floating.  She wants to move on.”

She heard the wistful note in his voice. “Does it get lonely?” 

He nodded his head, all humor gone from his face. “Damn lonely,” he said. “I guess that’s why our natural tendency is to want to move on.  There’s family on the other side, waiting for us.”

“I really want to help her,” she said. “The last time I saw her she looked so sad.”

“Well, she just learned her husband has fallen in love with someone else,” he said. “And no matter how much she wanted that to happen, it had to hurt a little when he chose you over her.”

Nodding slowly, Mary agreed. “You know, I hadn’t considered her perspective at all,” she said. “I wasn’t even thinking about how this would cause her pain.”

She turned to face him.  “And once again, it’s all about me,” she said. “We still haven’t figured out why you aren’t moving on.”

“I’m not in that big of a hurry,” he confessed. “Really, the only one waiting for me on the other side is my great-aunt and she’ll probably want me to wear one of the sweaters she made me for all of the Christmases when I was growing up.”

Mary grinned. “How bad were they?”

“We gave them to the Salvation Army and the homeless people returned them,” he said, his eyes twinkling with mirth.

Mary laughed. “You are such a liar.”

“Feeling better?” he asked, suddenly serious again.

Nodding, she realized she felt much better. “Yes,” she said, a little surprised, “much better.”

“Good,” he leaned over and placed a kiss on her cheek.

It felt like the brush of a frozen feather.

“Where are you going?” she asked, as she noticed him fading slightly.

“Ghost-clubbing.”

She snorted. “No. You are definitely lying about that.”        

“Ever hear of Studio Six Feet Under?” he asked.

She nodded, biting her lip to keep from laughing again. “Or how about the Coffin Club?” she added.

He chuckled and nodded, “Can’t forget the Spook Nook.”

She finally laughed out loud. “Spook Nook? I love it.”

He smiled at her and winked. “That’s better,” he said. “I’ll leave you with a smile on your lips. Bye, Mary.”

She watched as he disappeared. “Bye, Mike.”





  







 

Chapter Three

 

Bradley shoved open the back door of the theater and took the steps three at time. “Rosie, Stanley, where are you?” he called.

“Over here, Bradley,” Rosie’s quivering voice came from the seats in the theater.  

He pushed through the door from the backstage and saw Rosie and Stanley surrounded by his officers.  He glanced up at the stage and saw the new coroner and a group of paramedics standing at the edge of the stage and staring up at the body.

“What’s going on?” Bradley called. 

“Forensic Team is about 20 minutes out,” Joe Kelman, the new coroner, called back. “We don’t want to intrude on the crime scene until they have a go at it.”

Bradley nodded. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

Joe shook his head. “Thanks Chief, but we ain’t doing this for you.  If this is Faye McMullen swinging up there, you’re going to have reporters from all over the area swarming here trying to find out about her murder.”

“She dated Frank Sinatra, you know,” one of the young paramedics said. 

“No she didn’t,” the other countered. “That was just a rumor. She actually dated James Dean.”

“He was dead when she was a child,” the first countered. 

Bradley turned away from the stage and walked over to the crowd surrounding Stanley and Rosie.  The officers moved out of his way.  Rosie was sitting in a chair, a dainty handkerchief pressed to the corner of one red-rimmed eye. “Oh, Bradley,” she sobbed. “It was so awful.”

Stanley sat next to her, one of her hands clasped in both of us. “Just calm down, Rosie,” he coaxed. “It’ll be all right.”

“But, she’s…she’s dead,” Rosie cried. “How can it be all right?”

Bradley squatted down in the aisle next to Rosie’s chair and placed his hand on her shoulder. “You’re right,” he said calmly. “It’s not all right.  But I need you to be strong and try to remember everything that happened so we can find who did this.”

Rosie lifted her face to Bradley’s. “So, you don’t think it was an accident?”

“Not unless the old witch was riding her broom in the rafters of the theater and slipped,” Stanley grumbled.

Two of Bradley’s best officers turned away quickly to hide the smile on their faces.

“Stanley, that’s not nice,” she chided, dropping her handkerchief in her lap and turning on him. “A woman has been murdered.”

Stanley snorted. “Tweren’t twenty minutes ago you was telling me how she was making everyone’s life a living hell.  Now I don’t think anyone should die an awful death like that – but, sometimes folks reap what they sow.”

Rosie shook her head and sniffed. “Stanley, sometimes I don’t know about you.”

Stanley looked at Bradley. “I guess she’ll be able to answer your questions now that she not all slobbery and emotional.”

Bradley nodded, biting the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning. He pulled out a notepad. “Rosie, can I ask you some questions?”

She glared at Stanley, then turned and smiled at Bradley. “Yes, certainly. How can I help you?”

“Were you planning on meeting Faye here tonight?” he asked.

She nodded. “Faye was always here, every night,” she said. “Even if she wasn’t supposed to rehearse, she came to observe the other actors.”

“Was she the director?” 

She shook her head. “No, she...” she paused, “she was trying to be helpful. She just wanted to get the best out of each of us.”

Bradley looked up from his notepad and stared directly into Rosie’s eyes.  He could tell that she was trying to make things seem better than they were.  “You do realize that when you lie to be nice, it’s still a lie. And when you lie during a murder investigation, you make it even more difficult for us to find out what happened.”

She sighed. “The truth?
The whole truth?”

He nodded.

Rosie closed her eyes, pressed her lips together and nodded. She took a deep breath, opened her eyes and blurted out, “Faye was a mean, egotistical, and vain bitch; there were no two ways about it.”

“Well, that was brutally honest.” Stanley muttered.

“Okay,” Bradley said slowly. “Why don’t you tell me why you formed those opinions?”

“She was always criticizing everyone,” Rosie blurted. “No one was good enough. No one had her level of talent. No one had her expertise. No one was worthy to share the stage with her.”

“Was she right?”

“I don’t know,” she shrugged. “She was very good at being an actress; she was just terrible at being a human being.”

He tapped the edge of his pencil against the pad. “Other than being a bad human being, do you know of any reason someone would want to kill her?”

“She was rich,” Stanley interjected. “Someone’s bound to inherit when she dies.”

Bradley turned his attention to Stanley. “Do you know of a relative, or anyone who would gain by her death?”

Stanley shook his head. “Naw, don’t have a clue. Just saying it would make sense.”

“Rosie, can you give me a list of all the people who are part of the performance?” Bradley asked.

“Everyone?  Including the stage crew?”

“Anyone who would have been here at the theater with Faye,” he said.

When she reached for her purse, he saw her hands tremble.  Well, of course, idiot, he thought. She’s just seen a murdered woman up close and personal. Of course she would be shaken.

“Stanley, take Rosie home. She can put the list together there and she will probably think more clearly once she’s away from here,” he said.

“Best idea I’ve heard all night,” Stanley said. “Come on, Rosie, I’ll take you home.  But don’t think I’m going to fuss over you or nothing.  I’ll make you some tea, maybe, but don’t be expecting too much.”

“Do you want me to call Mary and have her meet you at your house?” Bradley asked. “She’ll want to know about this.”

“Thank you, Bradley, that would be lovely,” Rosie agreed, as she rose and allowed Stanley to help her with her coat. “I think Mary could be helpful, she’s more experienced with these kinds of things.”

“Why don’t you have her come over here first?” Stanley suggested. “Maybe Faye is still hanging around.”

“Stanley, the Freeport Police Department can handle a murder investigation without Mary O’Reilly’s help,” Bradley said. 

Stanley’s eyebrows shot upwards. “Course you can, Chief,” he replied. “No one ever said otherwise.  Come on, Rosie, let’s get you home.”

Bradley watched them leave the theater, while he rubbed the back of his neck.  Stanley obviously didn’t realize that things had cooled between he and Mary during the past few weeks.  He had no idea what had happened, but Mary was avoiding him.

He shook his head. Maybe he moved too quickly during the holidays. She was just recovering from being kidnapped. Suddenly, he decides it’s the right time to tell her he loves her.  Then, before they can even begin their relationship, he nearly dies and Mary has to rush in and save the day.  Yep, that was enough to turn any sane woman off.

He ought to just give her some space. 

The forensic unit entered through the back door and the rest of the group stepped back and let them do their work.  Within forty-five minutes the body of Faye McMullen had been lowered to the stage and placed on a gurney.

“I’ll get you the results of the autopsy as soon as I get them,” Joe said, as he followed the gurney across the stage.

“Thanks, Joe,” Bradley replied.

In another ten minutes, the rest of the group had left the theater, leaving Bradley to close things down and lock up.  He had purposely waited, perhaps the instinctive itch a seasoned law enforcement officer has when there is something there, just beyond the apparent. 

The yellow crime scene tape covered half the stage and blocked the stairs at stage right.  He walked slowly over, standing next to the orchestra pit adjacent to the stage stairs. An overhead spotlight cast an eerie glowing circle on the edge of the darkened stage, highlighting the area Faye’s body had rested.  

All of the house lights were now off, so the chairs behind him disappeared into the shadows.  At the back of the room, above the seats, was a small enclosed balcony that contained the light and sound control booth for the theater. Pinpoints of green and red glowing lights from the control boards shone through the Plexiglas windows that encased the balcony.  

The theater was silent. Bradley could hear the wind whistling against the emergency exit door on the side of the auditorium.  The backstage lights were off, only the dim security lights cast their yellowing pools of light. There was something else here, he was sure of it.

Bradley waited and listened.  He kept his eyes on the control booth, anticipating a shadow or a movement in the darkened booth.  A car drove by, casting a quick moving burst of light through the lobby windows. He stood motionless.

Then he heard the sound. A woman’s voice?  A faint cry? What was it?

He moved away from the stage, along the far aisle, towards the darkness of the theater.  Leaning forward, he strained to hear the sound again. He could feel the ice on the back of his neck.  He knew something was close.

Then he saw the shadow at the back of the theater.  He moved quickly, dashing up the aisle to reach the lobby door before the shadow could escape.

The spotlight turned off. The theater plunged into blackness. Bradley froze, reaching for his flashlight before he made another move. 

He fumbled with the switch, his adrenalin pumping. Finally, a clear beam filled the room. He moved toward the back of the theater again.

CRASH!

The sound came from the stage.  He jumped and turned as the main curtains crashed to the ground.  He dashed back down the aisle to the stage, pushed past the crime scene tape and looked down on the piles of velvet curtains. A long braided noose lay across the curtains and in the center of the yards of material was the distinct outline of a woman’s body.

Bradley reached for the holster on the left side of his belt. He unlatched it and pulled out his combination radio/cell phone.  Still looking down at the imprint, he pressed a speed dial number and waited for a moment.

“Hello, Mary, it’s Bradley. I think I’m going to need your help on a case.” 





  







 

Chapter Four

Mary was pounding on the back door of the theater within fifteen minutes, stamping her feet against the sub-zero temperatures.  Bradley opened the door quickly and let her in.

“I’m afraid it’s not a whole lot warmer inside,” he said, moving up the stairs in front of her. “I really appreciate you getting here so quickly.”

She smiled at him. “Who ya
gonna call?”

He laughed and nodded. “Yeah, I think I really am going to need a ghostbuster on this one. Did you know Faye McMullen?”

“I met her a couple of times,” she said, picturing the thin, pretentious woman in her mind, “Mostly at community functions. And since you mentioned her in the past tense, I have to assume she is no longer with us.”

 “Yeah, Rosie and Stanley found her a couple of hours ago,” he explained, “Hanging about twenty feet up in the air.”

“Oh, wow, not a pleasant way to die,” Mary said. “How’s Rosie doing?”

Bradley smiled, thinking of Stanley’s vow to not fuss over Rosie. “I’m sure she is being bullied into sitting down and drinking tea with a comforter on her lap. It would be great if you could stop by her place and talk to her.”

“Of course I will.  Rosie is such a dear, I’m sure this is very upsetting.”

Nodding, he led Mary to the backstage door into the audience.  “They found her on the other side of the stage. The coroner left with her body about thirty minutes ago. I think she must have been up there for at least twenty-four hours, but they’ll send me their findings in the morning.”

“So, what happened once they left?” 

The breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding released.  She knew him so well.

He explained what had happened while he was alone at the theater and then opened the door inviting her to follow him.  They walked down the stairs together and Mary touched his arm to stop him.

“Sorry, but if I’m going to be able to see anything, you have to stay here while I check out the crime scene.”

While working on a case together in Chicago, they had learned that Bradley’s presence blocked unknown spirits from contacting Mary. While it was great for Mary not to be bombarded by hundreds of spirits seeking resolution, it required Bradley to keep his distance until an initial connection with the spirit was formed.

Mary walked along the front of the stage and watched as shadows of long-dead actors and actresses slowly appeared and performed their favorite scenes.  Acts from plays that were performed in the 1930s shared the stage with acts from the following decades.  All shared a love and connection with the old theater. 

When she reached stage right, she saw the crime scene tape lying underneath the crimson stage curtain, saw the rope and, instead of merely the shape of a woman, saw the ghost of Faye McMullen.

The ghost opened her eyes and stared malevolently at Mary. “Who the hell are you?” she spat. “This is my scene. My death scene.”

“Oh, excuse me,” Mary answered simply. “Allow me to take a seat so I can better observe your talent.”

She moved back and sat in a seat directly in front of the specter. The ghost, pacified, lay back on the curtains and continued. Mary noted that her face was slightly disfigured from lying against the rope and her head lay in a slight angle, probably from her broken neck. 

Throwing her arm back over her head she moaned. “Oh, what a cold cruel world this is to cut down the life of such a promising, young ingénue…”

“Excuse me,” Mary interrupted, “but really, young ingénue?  I don’t think so.”

The ghost turned, eyes blazing, and hissed at her. “This is my scene; I can write it the way I want to!”

“Well, fine, but I think you are pushing the willing suspension of disbelief a little too far. You pushed me right out of the moment.”

The ghost pondered her comment. “Really? It pushed you out of the moment?”

Mary nodded. “Yes.  I was right there with you.  Feeling it,” she emphasized by patting her heart. “But that whole ingénue thing.”

The ghost sighed, deeply, and dropped her chin. “You’re probably correct,” she agreed. “I’ll rewrite it.”

Smiling, Mary cautiously walked up to the stage. “So, during the act before this one,” she said. “Do you recall who the villain is?”

The ghost’s face lit up. “Of course,” she said. “I know exactly who did it.”

Mary’s heart leapt. Well, this murder case will be a piece of cake. “Do you mind if I bring the Chief of Police over to hear what you’re going to say?” she asked.

The ghost nodded graciously, “Of course, the more the merrier.”

Bradley had been standing across the theater, watching Mary as she conversed with empty space.  A few months ago he would have immediately characterized her as a nut case or a con woman.  But, in the short few months he had known her, Mary had opened up a whole new, unbelievable world beyond this life to him.  

“Oh, Bradley,” she called. “Could you come over here for a moment please?”

Bradley hurried over to her side and Mary placed her hand on his.  Through some miraculous synergy, when Mary touched him, he was able to see the same spirits she could see. He looked up on the stage and saw the spirit of Faye McMullen reclining on the curtains.

“Faye is going to tell us what happens in the Act prior to this one,” Mary explained meaningfully. “She is going to let us know who the villain is.” 

“Well, I’d like that very much,” Bradley said. “Please, continue.”

Faye stood up and walked over to the side of the stage, carrying the rope with the noose. She slid her head inside the loop and slowly started to rise into the air, the rope straightening above her.

She looked down at the audience, her arms spread gracefully to the sides, her legs mimicking a ballet dancer on pointe. “This is my final call,” she said in a stage whisper. “This is my end. And as I take my final breath, I call out the name of my executioner.”

The rope tightened around her neck and she moved her arms, pointing to the audience. “Envy,” she choked out. “Insecurity.
Jealousy.
Ingratitude.
Stupidity.”

Her last words were gasped out, “These are what killed me.”

She took a deep shuddering breath, her body spasmed for a moment and finally hung limp.

Mary and Bradley stared at her and then turned to each other. “But…” Mary began.

“What did you think?” Faye’s voice rang out across the theater. 

They turned to the stage.  Faye still hung in the noose, her eyes wide, her face filled with pride. “Made you cry, didn’t I?” she crowed.

“But, you didn’t tell us who murdered you,” Mary said.

Faye shrugged, sending the rope swaying gently. “It doesn’t matter who, it only matters why.  They were all jealous of me.”

“It really does matter who,” Bradley insisted. “We need to catch your murderer.”

“Besides,” Mary added. “It makes the plot line so much more interesting.”





  







 

Chapter Five

Bradley walked Mary back to her car, their feet crunching in the crisp, frozen snow. “I’m sorry I dragged you out in this cold,” he said, taking her arm and helping over a high snow drift next to the curb. “This has been a total waste of your time.”

Mary could hear the polite distance in his voice and knew that her actions had put it there.  But, really, how could she have an honest, open relationship with him when she couldn’t be honest and open?

Mary pulled her keys out of her car and unlocked the Roadster, and then she turned back to him, leaning against the car. “Hey, no problem,” she said, trying to sound cheerful. “Besides, I don’t think it was a waste of time. When Faye realizes that being dead isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, she’s bound to get in touch with me.  You just moved that process along.”

Bradley leaned one hand against the roof of the car, blocking Mary in place. He looked down at her and she looked up, meeting his eyes. His breath mingled with hers in the icy air.  He lifted his other hand, encased in soft leather and slowly stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I miss you,” he said softly. 

Shuddering from his touch, she felt her eyes fill with tears. One single teardrop slid down her cheek and he gently wiped it away. “What did I do?” he asked, pain and confusion apparent in his gaze.

She shook her head. “Nothing,” she insisted. “Nothing.  It’s not you.  It’s me.”

He sighed. “Mary, will we ever be able to get back what we had?”

She nodded, her voice tight in her throat, wondering how he was going to respond when he discovered she had known that Jeannine was dead. “I really hope so.”

He stepped back away from her and the car. “So, are you going over to Rosie’s?” he asked, his voice friendly and impersonal.

“Yeah, I thought I’d head over there now.”

He paused for a moment. “I was going to go over there too. Will that be a problem for you?”

Mary felt her heart break a little bit more. “No, that won’t be a problem at all,” she said. 

He turned before she could add anything else. “Fine, I’ll see you there.”

Mary watched him walk back down the street to his cruiser, and then she opened the door to her Roadster and slipped inside.  Inserting the key, she listened as the engine purred to life. She fastened her seat belt and reached over to the gear shift to move it into reverse when she felt the hairs on the back of her neck raise. Slowly turning her head towards the passenger seat, she found herself face to face with a pair of non-corporeal eyes floating in front of her. 

She jumped, initially startled, and watched as the face around the eyes slowly began to materialize. He was an older African-American man, with a distinguished face and a nearly balding head.

“Sorry,” she stammered. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

The gentleman glanced around. “Where am I?” he asked, his face creased in concern.

“Well, you’re in my car, which is parked on Walnut Avenue, near Clark Street in Freeport, Illinois,” she replied. “Does that help?”

He shook his head violently. “No, no, that does not help, young lady,” he bellowed. “I was in the hospital, intensive care, my heart…”

Pausing, he lifted his hand and placed it over his chest. “It doesn’t hurt anymore,” he said in wonder. “There is no pain.”

Closing her eyes for a moment, Mary took a deep breath. She really hated when it happened like this. “It doesn’t hurt anymore because you died,” she said softly. “You’re a ghost.”

Whipping his head up to face her, he shook his head. “Oh, no, young lady, I’m afraid you have this very wrong,” he said firmly. “I am a minister. I am Reverend Hezekiah Johnson, a servant of God. There are no such things as ghosts.”

“I can understand how this might come as a surprise,” she began.

“Surprise, young lady? No, this is not a surprise, it’s blasphemy! I don’t know who you are, or how you got me here, but you will be lucky if I don’t press charges,” he growled, as he reached over and tried to open the door, but failed. “You let me out of there, or so help me…”

Mary reached in front of him and opened his door.  He slid out of the car and turned back to her. “You don’t look like the type who would pull a prank like this,” he said, his voice softer and a little more kind. “I would suggest you think about the company you’ve been keeping lately.”

She nodded. “If you ever need help,” she added quickly before he could walk away. “Please feel free to call on me.  My name is Mary O’Reilly.”

“I find that highly unlikely,” he sniffed. “But, I thank you for the offer.”

He turned and walked down Walnut Street towards Stephenson. 

Probably going back to the hospital, Mary thought. Well, perhaps he’ll be able to sort things out there.

Mary closed the door and once again shifted into first gear.  This time she was able to pull out of the parking spot and drive down Walnut without further interruption.

She started to turn towards Rosie’s house and thought of the ghost making his way back to the hospital.  He had been sent to her for a reason, even if he didn’t understand the reason. He might need her. She shook her head. Well, she had wanted to be busy.

She pulled out her cell phone. “Hi, Rosie, it’s Mary.  How are you doing?”





  







 

Chapter Six

 

She slowly followed Reverend Hezekiah Johnson down Stephenson Street to the hospital. She hadn’t realized how tall he was when he was sitting next to her in the car. He must have been over six feet tall and, although his body was carrying some excess weight, she could tell he had been an athlete by the way he carried himself as he strode down the street. 

He was wearing a long dark overcoat that flapped open as he walked, but he wouldn’t notice the cold, Mary thought. And, she added to herself, he wouldn’t notice that he wasn’t noticing the cold. 

He wasn’t floating yet, she noticed as he made his way around a group of people walking to their cars. He was still earth-bound, either by his own determination or his lack of acceptance of his current state.  He walked with purpose, not looking to the right or the left, but simply marching forward.

She thought he might have looked a little angry, not used to having things detain him from his usual routine. She thought back to Mike’s statement about how ghosts didn’t really worry about time anymore, she wondered if this ghost would be able to adjust.

As he entered the lobby, she found a parking space close to the door and settled down to wait for him. Rosie had understood when she told her she wasn’t sure how late she would be. But with Stanley and Bradley there, Rosie had plenty of people looking out for her for the time being.

Reverend Hezekiah Johnson entered the lobby and looked around. Where the he…, he stopped. What’s wrong with me? I can’t believe I nearly swore, he thought. That young woman had shaken him more than he cared to admit. Imagine, suggesting he was dead and, even worse, not admitted through the Pearly Gates to his eventual reward.  Why, for all the time and effort he’d put into his ministry, he was sure he would eventually be welcomed home with jubilation and celebration.  A ghost. No, sir! That was certainly not part of his future.

Pushing through the doors to the triage area of the Emergency Room, he noticed the duty nurse didn’t even look up from her computer to ask his name.  Really, things were getting lax at the hospital, he decided. Well, at least he wasn’t going to have to waste his time with explanations, especially since he didn’t have one.

He peeked around curtains to try to locate his family.  It was just like Lucinda, his wife, to get turned around in a place like this.  She was probably roaming the halls somewhere, he thought with a wry shake of his head. That woman couldn’t do anything without his guiding hand. 

The sound of weeping stopped him in his tracks. It sounded just like Lucinda. He turned and followed the sound down a long corridor and found himself in front of a room with a door that was slightly ajar.

“I’m so sorry Mrs. Johnson.” 

He recognized that voice; it was Dr. Polley. What had he missed?  Was it one of their children?

He rushed into the room and his heart filled with relief as he realized his entire family was there, standing around a hospital bed. They all looked fine.  

Moving closer, he craned his neck to see who was sick. Probably one of the beloved parishioners.  Elle Jones had been sick for quite a while now. 

Standing behind his wife, he peered over her shoulder and his jaw dropped. It was his body in the bed. He looked around the room at all of the people standing around.  His four children were sobbing. His dear Lucinda was holding his hand to her cheek and crying.

“Wait a minute here,” he bellowed at the top of his lungs. “I am not dead!  I forbid it.”

“I can just hear Daddy,” his eight year-old daughter, Vivian, said, sniffling back the tears. “He’s asking God for more time, telling him that he’s not ready to go yet.”

Sixteen year-old Rudy shook his head, “Oh, no, he would be demanding that God send him back. He wouldn’t be asking for anything.”

“Now, Rudy, Vivian,” Lucinda said softly. “You must still show respect for your father.”

Alvin, his fourteen year-old son cried. “I don’t want him to be dead. Mommy what’s going to happen to us?”

Lucinda put her arm around the boy and pulled him close. She placed a kiss on his forehead. “Don’t worry, Alvin, the Lord will provide.”

“No! No! No! No!” Hezekiah yelled. “I am not dead. This is just a mistake. I’m here, right next to you!  Tell me you can hear me.”

Rachael, his ten year-old daughter, looked around the room. “Momma, I thought I heard Daddy’s voice,” she said in a whisper.  “Could Daddy be a ghost?”

“Daddy said there’s no such thing as ghosts,” Alvin countered. “Don’t be stupid.”

“Alvin, be nice to your sister,” Lucinda reprimanded gently. “I think we’re all a little overwhelmed right now.”

Dr. Polley, who’d been standing at the back of the room, came forward. “He died quickly,” he said. “I don’t know if that makes you feel any better. He didn’t suffer.”

Hezekiah turned on the doctor. “How do you know whether or not I’m suffering?” he asked. “How do you know what I feel?”

Lucinda nodded and patted the doctor’s arm. “Thank you, Doctor, that does make it a little easier to deal with.”

 Dr. Polley placed his hand on hers. “If there is anything I can do…”

Lucinda smiled at him. “You’ve been very helpful, thank you.”

            “Tell him to bring me back,” Hezekiah yelled. “Tell him to take those damn defibrillators off the wall and bring me back to life.”

He realized he was swearing, but at that point, he really didn’t care. “I’m not dead! I can’t be dead! I’ve got too much to do!”

“I’ll have the nurse call Walker’s Funeral Home,” he said. “They’ll pick up Hezekiah’s body and then you can meet with them about the funeral.”

“Oh, no, don’t let them take my body,” Hezekiah pleaded. “Don’t let them bury me. I’m still here! I’m still alive.”

“Mommy, we can’t let them bury Daddy,” Rachael cried, “We can’t put Daddy in the ground.”

Lucinda hugged the little girl, tears glistening in her own eyes as she took a ragged breath. “Oh, darling, Daddy’s up in Heaven now,” she said. “He’s looking down on us from his reward in the sky.  His body is just what’s left once his spirit has gone on.  Just like the butterfly that leaves its cocoon. Daddy has moved on and is bright and wonderful in his glory.”

Hezekiah leaned back against the wall of the hospital room, tears streaming down his face. “I’m dead,” he cried. “Oh, dear Lord, I’m dead.”   

 





  







 

Chapter Seven

Mary saw the ghost stagger out of the hospital, a lost and dazed look on his face.  She jumped out of her car and hurried to meet him. “Are you okay?” she asked.

He turned to her and she could see the dark tracks of tears on his cheek. “I’m dead,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “I’m dead and I didn’t make it to heaven.”

“Well, that doesn’t mean you won’t,” Mary explained. “It usually just means you’ve got some unfinished business and God is letting you tie up loose ends before you leave.”

“Who are you?” he asked. “And why are you following me?”

“My name is Mary, Mary O’Reilly. I have a special gift; I can communicate with people who have died.”

“You one of those so-called psychics?” he sneered. “Nothing but the devil’s work in things like that.”

She shook her head. “I don’t tell the future and I can’t read your mind,” she said. “What I do is help people who are caught between this life and the next.  I help them so they can move on and go to heaven.”

He shook his head. “Seems to me you are talking to the wrong person. I know more about heaven and getting to heaven than you could even imagine. I am third generation minister and I know my place and my calling.  There has just been a mistake, that’s all.  God is going to be calling me home directly. See if he don’t.” 

Mary didn’t think God made mistakes, but she realized this gentleman was not in the right frame of mind for that kind of message.

“Well, perhaps you’re right,” she said, “I wish you well on your journey, then. But, if you do find you need to talk to someone, I’ll be happy to visit with you.”

She could almost feel the wall he was building between the two of them. 

“I thank you kindly, but I can tell you, you won’t be needed. Now, I’ve got to get back to the church because I know that’s where God is searching for me.”

“Best of luck,” she said, wishing there was something else she could do for him.

“Young lady, I don’t need luck. I’ve got the Lord,” he replied, turning away from her.

He walked a few steps and turned. “I’m a little new at this business,” he admitted sheepishly. “But I’ve got to believe I don’t have to walk everywhere I want to go.”

Mary smiled. “From what I’ve been told, if you can just picture a place in your mind, you can go there.”

He nodded. “Once again, thank you kindly.”

He closed his eyes, sighed with satisfaction and then faded away.  

Mary shook her head. “I wonder if I’ll ever see him again.”

Within ten minutes she had driven to Rosie’s home.  Both Stanley’s car and Bradley’s cruiser were in the driveway, so Mary opted to leave her car at the curb.

She looked up and down the quiet residential block.  Most of the Christmas lights that usually had been removed by fastidious home owners by this time of year were still blinking under several feet of snow. Between record high snowfalls and record low temperatures, most people hadn’t minded extending the holiday season a little longer.

Mary carefully walked to the front door, avoiding patches of ice, and knocked once before she let herself in. 

Rosie’s home looked and smelled like a cozy country cottage.  The scent of cinnamon and cloves assailed your nose the moment you walked through the threshold. Cheery overstuffed loveseats and chairs in bright floral prints, Thomas Kincaid prints, rag rugs on polished wood floors and glazed pots in primary colors with bright dried flower bouquets decorated the great room.  Flames from a gas fireplace put the finishing touch on the scene. As you walked from room to room, you could see the love and care that was put into each accessory and piece of furniture. It was like something out of a Country Beautiful magazine.

Mary loved Rosie’s home because not only did Rosie decorate with hearth and heart in mind, she also understood comfort. Mary hung her coat of the rack near the door and slipped off her boots. Rosie, Stanley and Bradley were sitting in a cozy corner of the room near the fireplace.

“Mary, dear,” Rosie called. “What happened?  What took you so long?”

Mary joined them, picking an ottoman closest to the fireplace to let the warmth seep through her cold body.  “I met a fairly confused ghost outside the theater,” she explained. “I didn’t feel I should leave him alone, so I followed him back to the hospital.”

“A confused ghost?” Stanley asked. “What’s there to be confused about? When you’re dead, you’re dead.”

“Well, yes, that’s true. But sometimes when you die, you don’t quite realize you’re dead,” she said. “And when you don’t go walking down that long passageway toward the light, like you’ve been expecting… Well, you can get confused.”

Bradley turned to her, his face unreadable for a moment. “Long passageway to the light?” he said, shaking his head slightly. “That reminds me of the dream I had about Jeannine.” 

Well, crap! Mary thought. He wasn’t supposed to realize it wasn’t a dream. Good thing I’m not with the State Department. Government secrets anyone?

“That’s right, you did mention that,” she said, then turned quickly to Rosie before Bradley could respond. “So, Rosie, tell me about what happened tonight.” 

“Oh, Mary, it was awful,” Rosie responded. “You know, I could feel something was wrong the minute I walked into the theater.”

“Funny, you didn’t mention that to me,” Stanley interjected.

Rosie turned and scowled at him. “I didn’t want to frighten you, unnecessarily.”

“Humph,” was his reply.

“Anyway, Mary,” Rosie continued in a soft voice, leaning toward Mary. “We entered the theater, with the threat of the unknown before us. I went first, being familiar with the theater and the mysteries of the unknown and the frightening.”

“That’s true,” Stanley interrupted. “She did own a beauty shop for quite a few years.”

“Stanley, that’s quite enough,” Rosie chided, biting back her own smile. “You’re ruining the story.”

Stanley stood up. “Well, why I don’t just get Mary something to drink while you finish up the story?”

Rosie smiled at him. “That would be lovely, thank you. Mary, Stanley made some wonderful hot cocoa, would you care for some?”

Mary turned raised eyebrows to Stanley. “You made…”

“I opened an envelope and added hot water,” he interrupted. “A trained monkey could do it.”

“But he also put whipped cream on the top,” Rosie said to Mary and turning to Stanley added, “I don’t think a monkey could have gotten the top off the whipped cream, it’s quite tricky. Besides, it probably wouldn’t have even thought of it.”

“She’s right, Stanley,” Bradley added. “Bananas maybe, but whipped cream, never.”

Stanley stared at Rosie and shook his head. “I meant…”

“I’d love some hot cocoa, Stanley,” Mary said, trying to keep the laughter out of her voice. “With whipped cream, if you don’t mind.”

“Fine,” Stanley grumbled and stormed out of the room.

Rosie watched him leave and turned back to Mary and Bradley with confusion written on her face. “I don’t understand why he’s so upset,” she said. “He volunteered to do it in the first place.”

Mary grinned. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have asked for whipped cream.”

Bradley chuckled. “Yes, I’m sure it was the whipped cream that did it.”

Shaking her head, Rosie sat back in her chair. “Why, isn’t that just the strangest thing?  I suppose I will never understand men.”

“So, Rosie, you were telling me about your experience,” Mary prompted. 

“Well, actually,” she admitted candidly. “I never did see too much of anything. Once we realized that Faye was hanging from the rafters, Stanley ushered me out of there and into the seats. I suppose he was trying to protect me.”

“Why would anyone want to kill Faye?” Mary asked.

“Why wouldn’t they is more the question,” Stanley replied, placing a big mug of hot cocoa and a plate of chocolate chip cookies next to Mary. “She was a piece of work, that one.”

Mary took a quick bite of cookie and then asked, “What exactly do you mean by that?”

“Well, from what I heard at the store today, last night’s rehearsal was a real doozy. She threatened to have Donald Saxer fired from his job, told Carl White that she was going to tell his wife he was having an affair with one of the gals in the cast and, just before that, tore into the entire cast like a bear into a beehive.”

“Not a very pleasant woman, was she?” Mary said. “So, do you think any of those people could kill her?”

Bradley sat forward and snatched one of her cookies. “Given the right motivation, anyone can kill.” 





  







 

Chapter Eight

 

Bradley ran his hand through his hair and sighed. All of these people had the right motivation to kill, he thought. Faye McMullen was not a nice lady, and that was putting it mildly. 

He looked down at the long sheet of suspects that had been called into the station that night. Mostly cast and crew from the play, but there were also a number of employees and friends. Bradley wanted to question them before word got out on the street about her death and people started sharing their stories.  Once that happened you were never sure what was real and what was hearsay.  

Most of the names had a red line through them, they had been interviewed.  There was only one name still waiting, Carl White, the director.  

Glancing at the clock, he saw it was already after midnight. He closed his eyes for a moment, and rubbed his temples, trying to ease away a tension headache. He would be very happy when this night was over. 

He lifted his phone to have Dorothy bring Carl in, when the door burst open and a young man in round horned-rimmed glasses, a tweed suit, white shirt, argyle vest, and bow tie strode into his office. Bradley thought he looked like a cross between a grown-up Harry Potter and the BBC’s version of Sherlock Holmes. Dorothy was following close behind, trying to catch the intruder. 

“May I help you?” he asked.

“I just received a call that my aunt has been murdered and you ask me if you can help me,” he raged. “Do you know who I am?”

Bradley looked past him to Dorothy. “I’ll take this one and I’ll buzz you when I’m ready for the next one.”

“Thanks, Chief,” she said.

Bradley calmly sat back in his chair, looked at the young man and pressed his hands together. “Actually, I don’t know who you are,” he said. “Perhaps you can take a seat and tell me.”

He motioned to the chair in front of his desk. 

“Don’t tell me to take a seat,” the young man said, absently sitting in the chair. “I won’t be told what to do. I’m in charge now.”

Bradley bit back a grin. “Well, why don’t you tell me just what you’re in charge of now, Mr...?”

“Rodney, Rodney McMullen and I’m in charge of McMullen Industries, of course” he said. “I am the heir.”

“Of course, the heir,” Bradley repeated thoughtfully, “And as such, you had the most to gain with your aunt’s death. Making you the number one suspect, don’t you think?”

Rodney blanched. “What? No! Of course not,” he stammered. “I need my lawyer.”

Bradley nodded, “Yes, I think you might,” he said. “Do you want to wait in the outside office while your lawyer gets here, or would you like to continue our conversation without legal counsel?”

“I didn’t kill my aunt,” he said. “I loved my aunt.”

Bradley sent him a look of stark disbelief.

Rodney shrugged. “Okay, I didn’t love her,” he admitted. “But I didn’t hate her.”

“Are we continuing the interview?” Bradley asked.

Rodney shook his head. “No, no, I’ll wait,” he said, getting out of the chair and walking to the door. “But it’s late and my attorney is not going to be happy about this.” 

“Please give your attorney my sincerest apology for waking him in the middle of the night,” Bradley said. 

“I don’t have to apologize to him,” he said. “I’m in charge now.”

Bradley nodded. “I’ll make a note of that.”

The door closed and Bradley dropped his head in his hands. He prayed the attorney got there quickly.  He took a deep breath and pressed the intercom button. “Dorothy, send in Carl White please.”

Almost immediately, Carl came through the door. His face was flushed and he had beads of perspiration on his forehead and above his lip. His glance went nervously around the room, before fleetingly meeting Bradley’s eyes and moving on.

Bradley stood and extended his hand. “Hello, Mr. White,” he said, once Carl had clasped his hand. “I’m Bradley Alden, Chief of Police; it’s nice to meet you.”

Carl’s hand was cold and clammy, just what Bradley expected. If physical signs of guilt were all it took to convict someone, they could clap the chains on Carl and haul him off to jail immediately.  

“Have a seat,” Bradley offered, motioning to the chair in front of his desk.

Carl shuffled forward and sat down at the edge of the chair. 

Bradley took a good look at Carl. He was in his mid to late thirties and of average height, a couple of inches under six feet. He wasn’t a large man, but his skin was flaccid and seemed to hang around his face, as if he had lost a lot of weight recently.  His complexion was pasty and his eyes seemed over bright. Was Mr. White addicted to drugs?

“So tell me about your relationship with Faye,” Bradley said, clicking on the recorder in front of him.

“Am I a suspect?” Carl whispered.

Bradley leaned forward and looked directly into his eyes. “Do you think you ought to be?”

Carl shook his head. “No, no, I didn’t kill Faye,” he said. “But...can I be honest with you?”

Bradley nodded, “Actually, I was hoping that would be the case.”

Carl’s eyes widened. “Oh, no, I didn’t mean,” he said. “I mean, damn, I can’t do this.”

He closed his eyes and covered them with his hands. “I don’t know what I should do.”

“Why don’t you let me ask you a few questions,” Bradley suggested. “And then we can go from there, okay?”

He sat back in the chair and grabbed on to either arm of the chair. “Okay, I’m ready.”

“Carl, you can relax, I just want to ask you some questions,” Bradley said, observing the white knuckled hold Carl had on the chair.

Carl smiled tightly. “I’m fine, really,” he lied. “Go ahead with the questions.”

“What happened after the practice on Saturday night?”

“Well, Faye called everyone together and read us all the riot act,” he said. “No one was doing a good enough job for her.”

“Is it common for Faye to act this way?” 

“Yeah,” Carl said, nodding. “She likes to think she’s the only one in town with any talent.”

“I heard she threatened both you and...,” he looked at his notes, “Donald Saxer. Is that true?”

Taking a deep breath, Carl sat forward in the chair, “There’s no way Donald killed her. Yeah, she threatened his job, but there’s no way he would have done it.”

“She threatened his job?”

“She told him she was going in to his employer and get him canned,” he confessed. “She would have done it too, nasty bitch.”

“Did she often do this kind of thing?”

Carl sat back again, his hands loosened their grip. “Yeah, she was always throwing her weight around,” he said. “She liked to keep people dangling on strings, pulling on them to watch them dance for her.”

“Why Donald?”

“Because he laughed at her and her majesty would not allow anyone to make fun of her.”

“I have to give you credit,” Bradley said. “I wouldn’t have been able to work with her for so many years, and yet, you did it year after year, as a volunteer director.”

Carl paused and looked up. “Yeah, I guess I’m just devoted to the theater,” he said stiffly, his hands tightening on the chair once again.

“Well, good for you,” he said. “I just have a couple more questions for you. As I understand it, all of you, the entire cast, left Faye on the stage and went upstairs. Then what happened?”

Shrugging, Carl seemed to relax again. “We, uh, we came downstairs and saw the backstage lights were off. I figured Faye turned them off in disgust, so we all just left,” he said. “I was the last one out, so I locked up.”

“Is there anyway someone could have entered the theater once all of you were upstairs?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Carl said, “If they knew the security code. We were all talking upstairs, so we wouldn’t have heard the door opening.”

“Who has access to the backstage lights?” 

“Anyone can turn them off from either backstage or the lighting booth, they both have a full set of switches,” he said.

“None of you heard Faye calling for help?”

“Unless you have the speakers on, it’s nearly impossible to hear the person on stage,” he explained. 

“Thanks for your time, Carl,” Bradley said, standing up and offering Carl his hand once again. “Do you mind if I call you again, if I have more theater questions?”

Carl shook Bradley’s hand. “No, no problem.”

Bradley walked him to the door, and as he opened it, saw Rodney McMullen and a man, Bradley assumed must be the lawyer, were waiting on the other side. 

Carl stopped and stared. “Rodney?” he asked. “What are you doing here?”

“Getting to the bottom of my aunt’s murder,” he spat. “What did you have to do with it, White?”

“You know as well as I do that I would have nothing to gain by Faye’s death,” he said, showing more backbone in that moment than in all of the time in Bradley’s office, “So just back off.”

“Listen, you bastard,” Rodney began.

“Rodney,” his lawyer interrupted tersely, gazing pointedly at Bradley. “I suggest you discontinue this conversation immediately.”

Rodney stepped back like a whipped puppy and turned to his lawyer, “Of course, Benjamin, how crass of me to be drawn into a public altercation.”

“Yeah, wouldn’t want you to be crass,” Carl said sarcastically. 

Bradley decided he wasn’t going to get any more information from the meeting and stepped forward. “Thanks for your time, Carl,” he said. “Rodney and...”

“Benjamin Middlebury, Esquire,” the lawyer supplied.

“Mr. Middlebury,” Bradley nodded. “Please come into my office.”





  







 

Chapter Nine

Mary rolled over and looked at the clock radio on her night stand. It was 12:45. The crash that had awakened her repeated. She groaned audibly and slid out of bed.  Grabbing her robe, she angrily tied the belt. “What, you can’t do this at a decent hour?” she muttered as she marched toward the stairs. “Even if you’re dead, there are such things as manners.”

She stormed down the stairs and nearly had her head taken off by a flying saucepan, winging its way across her kitchen to clatter in her dining room.

“What the...?” she asked, turning to where the object must have originated.

Faye McMullen stood in the middle of the kitchen, her hands filled with objects from Mary’s cabinets.  Breakable things.

“Oh, no,” Mary cried, “You can’t just come in here and tear up my house.”

A lovely ceramic mug sailed past her shoulder. “I’m dead!” Faye screamed. “I’m freaking dead and there is no upside to it!”

Mary dashed forward and rescued her favorite teapot from Faye’s grip. “You were expecting an upside?”

Faye exhaled heavily and nodded. “Yes,” she said. “At least a huge memorial service at the theater with all of my friends in attendance.”

Mary walked around the kitchen, closing the cabinet doors and hiding the other breakables. “Faye, I don’t mean to be so blunt, but you didn’t have any friends.”

Affronted, Faye looked around the room for another object to hurl. Mary stood in front of her, blocking the way to her dishes. “I had friends,” she screamed, trying to dodge around Mary. “I had lots of friends.”

Mary was glad Faye hadn’t realized she could walk right through her. “No, you had admirers and you had people who were afraid of you,” she said. “But, Faye, really, in order to have friends, you have to be a friend. Were you ever a friend?”

Faye placed her hands on her hips and scowled at Mary. “Of course I was a friend,” she snapped. “I was a great friend. I was an amazing friend. I…”

She paused and looked around. “I can be honest with you, can’t I?”

“Well, you’re dead. I mean, who would I tell?”

Stopping, she considered Mary’s comment. “That’s true. I can be totally honest with you because, really, who’d believe you?” she agreed eagerly. “And most of the people I know think you’re a couple donuts short of a dozen anyway.”  

“Thanks, Faye,” Mary replied, “You were saying?”

“Oh, right. I mean really, how could I be friends with most of, well, let’s be honest, any of the people who live in Freeport?” she said, rolling her eyes. “I mean, who lives in Freeport?”

Mary shrugged. “Well, you did.”

Slightly abashed, Faye paused. “Well, only because the family estate was here,” she explained. “Deep down inside I was made for the East Coast.”

Mary sat down on a stool near the kitchen counter. “Okay, we know that you didn’t have friends, because no one lived up to your standards,” she said. “Do you know how many enemies you had?”

“Women like me always have enemies,” she purred. 

“Women like you?”

“Wealthy, talented, intelligent, attractive…”

“Humble,” Mary muttered.

“Pardon moi?” 

“Was anyone, besides yourself of course, in love with you?”

“You can be a bitch when you want to be,” Faye said, sliding on to another stool. “I like that in a person.” 

Mary couldn’t help herself, she grinned. “Somehow I thought you might. Seriously, were there any relationships that had gone sour? Any unrequited love?”

Shaking her head, Faye paused and looked at Mary. “Why are you asking me all of these questions? All I want is a memorial tribute.”

“Well, most people are uncomfortable coming to a tribute when there’s still a murderer on the loose,” she replied. “We need to solve your murder first, and then, once the bad guy is caught, people will want to celebrate.”

Smiling brightly, Faye reasoned, “So, they do want to have a tribute, they’re just frightened.”

Mary wondered if anyone could really be as egotistical as Faye seemed to be.

Faye’s smile faded. “Those disgusting wimps. If they truly adored me, they would risk their lives to show the world how important I was to this entire community.”

Yes. Yes, someone could be that egotistical, Mary thought.

“Perhaps the big theater at the Masonic Temple was booked, and they’re waiting for a big enough venue,” Mary said.

Faye brightened. “Why of course, you’re right,” she trilled. “How silly of me.
Of course, a bigger venue.
Of course.”

She started to fade away. 

“Wait!” Mary called, jumping forward. “We still need to find the murderer, Faye.  The public won’t be satisfied until justice is done.”

She became more solid. “Well, I can’t be bothered with that right now.”

“Just give me a name,” Mary pleaded. “Someone I can start with. Someone who really hated you.”

She thought for a moment and then her eyes widened. “Of course, why didn’t I think of it before this? Dan Stevens. I’m sure he had something to do with it.  He’s always hated me. You find Dan Stevens and you’ll find my killer.”

Faye disappeared.  Mary looked around her kitchen. Pots and pans were strewn across the room. About a dozen dishes that used to be cups and saucers were now only broken shards scattered across the floor.

“I don’t think my homeowner’s insurance will cover this,” she sighed, grabbing a broom and dustpan. “I wonder if they have a rider for paranormal activity.”

She walked over to the corner of the kitchen and started sweeping the broken pieces away from the wall.  It’s the middle of the night and I’m sweeping up my best china because an egotistical ghost is upset she’s dead, she thought. What has happened to my life?

Leaning on the broom, she could feel the tears burning in her eyes.  She was supposed to help spirits with unfinished business, but was she supposed to let them wreck her whole life?  Was she supposed to sit back and let love pass her by because a ghost has decided to disappear?

“No! Dammit! No! I don’t have to let them ruin my life,” she announced aloud. “I don’t have to lay down and let them turn me into a doormat.”

With renewed determination, she swiftly swept the shards into a pile next to the kitchen table and bent over to move them into the dustpan. 

“My, aren’t we Suzie Homemaker, and at one o’clock in the morning, very impressive,” Mike teased.

Mary jumped up and nearly hit her head on the edge of the table. “You know what,” she snapped. “I don’t have to put up with smart-mouthed ghosts or egotistical specters who decide to pop into my house at all hours of the day or night.”

Mike lifted his hands in front of his body and stepped back. “Whoa there Mary,” he said. “I’m just an innocent by-stander. I really shouldn’t be getting both barrels full.”

Mary swept the pieces up. “Well, I’m a little tired of being manipulated by ghosts.  I’m tired of getting up in the middle of the night. I’m tired of having people think I’m a couple donuts short of a dozen…”

Mike floated closer. “So, you’re missing him, aren’t you?”

Mary stopped sweeping, looked up at Mike and the tears began to flow. She nodded, unable to speak.

“Oh, honey,” he said. “I’m so sorry you’re sad. But, it’s your own fault.”

The tears were quickly replaced by anger. “What?”

“We ghosts are pushy, self-centered and, quite frankly, don’t really care what you want,” he said. “And you let us walk all over you.”

“I do not!” she countered.

“Sure you do. We moan and you get up in the middle of the night. We throw a fit and you calm us down.  We decide not to show up and you wait for us.  You’re letting us drive, Mary. You’ve got to take charge.”

She shook her head. “How do I take charge?”

“We’re talking Jeannine here, right?”

Mary nodded. “Yeah, for the most part.”

He smiled at her. “Because, even though the rest of us annoy you a little, we’re not causing your heart to break, right?”

She sniffed and wiped the tears off her face. “Yes, you’re just slightly annoying.”

He laughed and she smiled. “So, don’t let her drive,” he said.

“What?”

“Go out and find her,” he said. “Don’t wait for her to come to you. Go to her.”

“But where should I look?”

“You’re the Private Investigator, remember?” he said. “Don’t ask me, I was a fireman, I always had people telling me where to go.”

She really liked the idea. Don’t be the victim. Be a take-charge P.I.  That’s what she did best.

“I like this,” she said. “I really like this.”

“So, I’m not so annoying?” he asked. 

She smiled brightly at him. “Not only are you not annoying, you are wonderful.”

He winked at her and started fading away. “Now, go get some sleep, so you can go out and get ‘em in the morning.”

“Thanks, Mike,” she said, as he disappeared. 

A few minutes later the kitchen was tidied up and everything was in its right place.  Her hands on her hips, she viewed the room with satisfaction. “I’m in the driver’s seat now!”

 

 





  







 

Chapter Ten

Bradley glanced at the clock before he sat down with Rodney and Benjamin and silently groaned; it was one o’clock in the morning. He sat down and looked across at the two gentlemen; he had to admit the lawyer looked pretty well put together for someone who had been pulled out of bed in the middle of the night. 

“Thank you for coming in,” he said cordially.

“I’ve instructed my client not to say anything until we know what charges are pending against him,” Benjamin said.

Bradley sat back in his chair again and said nothing, he simply studied the lawyer. Greying temples, bushy eyebrows and a set of jowls that made him look like an angry bulldog stared back across the desk at him.  

The moment stretched to a minute and Bradley could see Rodney twitch in his chair.  The lawyer merely stared back. Bradley leaned forward on his chair, placed his elbows on his desk and templed his hands. “Why would you assume there are charges pending against Mr. McMullen?” he finally asked. “Your client came into the station of his own accord and burst into my office demanding my time.”

Benjamin turned to Rodney who tried to melt into his chair. “Is this true, Rodney?” 

Rodney bobbed his head up and down. “I thought, you know, I should come down because,” his voice lowered slightly. “I’m in charge now.”

“You told me that the Chief wanted to question you about the murder of your aunt,” he said sternly.

“Once he insisted on coming in and telling me that he was the heir, I felt it would be judicious on my part to talk to him about his whereabouts during the past few days,” Bradley explained, “Especially since he had the most to gain by her death.”

Benjamin closed his eyes for a moment. He stood and put his arm around his client. “Rodney, let’s you and I have a private conversation.”

He pulled him away from Bradley’s desk to the furthest corner of the room. “Rodney, how long have I been your attorney?”

Shrugging, Rodney looked upwards for a moment. “I don’t know,” he said. “Since I was a teen-ager and Auntie Faye brought me to see you.” 

“That’s right,” he said. “And have I ever been wrong when I guided you?”

“No. No, you’ve always been right, Benjamin,” he said.

“So, Rodney, right now I’m asking you to let me handle this, okay?”

Rodney leaned closer to his attorney, nodding towards Bradley, he whispered, “But I told him I was in charge.”

“Yes, you can be in charge when I tell you, okay?”

Confused, Rodney shook his head. “But, how can I be in charge if you’re telling me what to do?”

“Because, Rodney, I am your advisor and advisors always help people who are in charge,” he said. 

“Okay, that seems to make sense,” he agreed.

“Now, Rodney, I want you to be very truthful with me,” Benjamin said, turning his client so he was facing him. “Did you kill your aunt?”

Rodney’s eyes opened wide and he shook his head. “No, no I didn’t kill Auntie Faye,” he said. 

Benjamin patted him on the shoulder. “Good boy, now you keep quiet and I’ll settle this up,” he said. 

He left Rodney in the corner and walked over to Bradley. He smiled at him, “I really appreciate your hard work, Chief,” he said, “And your thoroughness. But we both know that my client does not have the fortitude to commit murder.”

Bradley stood up and smiled back at him. “I’ve learned that murderers can surprise you every time,” he said. “And, as a representative of the law, you do understand I have to follow up on every possible angle.”

“Of course, of course,” he agreed smoothly, “but it’s late and I’m sure you’re tired and would like to get home.”

Bradley nodded. “No, really, I’m used to late nights. And I’d rather get this done tonight and continue my investigation tomorrow.”

The smile disappeared. “Fine,” he said. “But you will find yourself in a bad position if you decide to pick a fight with me, Chief.”

Bradley smiled down at him. “Funny, it almost sounded like you were threatening a law enforcement official,” he said. “You do realize you could be thrown into jail for that, right?”

“I’m sure you misunderstood me,” Benjamin growled.

“I’m sure,” Bradley grinned. “Now, I’d really like to speak with your client.”

“Rodney come over here,” Benjamin requested. “You need to answer some questions.”

Rodney swaggered over. “I don’t have to tell you anything,” he boasted, “Because I’m in charge now.”

Bradley sighed and looked at the clock. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning and, quite frankly, he was getting tired of the puffed-up spoiled brat.  “You’re right,” he said, pressing an intercom button. 

“Yes, Chief?” Dorothy’s voice came over the speaker.

“Is Ashley Deutsch still around?” he asked.

“Yes, she’s at her desk, shall I send her in?”

“That would be nice, thanks.”

Rodney looked at the intercom and then at Bradley. “What are you doing?” he asked. “What’s going on?”

Ashley Deutsch, a bright female officer, came into the room. “You needed me, Chief?”

“Yes, Ashley,” Bradley said. “This is Rodney McMullen. He is a suspect in the murder of his aunt, but he has decided that he doesn’t need to answer any questions. Rodney, this is Officer Deutsch.  She’s one of my top officers and she knows the law really well.”

Ashley walked over to Rodney, took his arm in her hand and clapped handcuffs over his wrist. She pulled his arm behind his back and handcuffed the other wrist. “Rodney McMullen, You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do can and will be held against you in the court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand these rights as they have been read to you?”

“What are you doing?” Rodney asked.

“We are arresting you,” Bradley said, “On suspicion of murder.”

“But...but I didn’t do it,” he yelled. “I want to answer the questions now. I’ll answer any questions.”

Bradley shook his head and turned to the clock. “Sorry, the last chance for answering questions was three minutes ago,” he said. “You are going to spend the night in jail and tomorrow morning, after I’ve had a couple of hours sleep, we can talk.  That is, unless you want to be in charge again and you decide not to speak with me.”

“Benjamin, help me,” Rodney said as Ashley led him out of the room.

“I’ll arrange for your bail,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you out.”

Benjamin turned on Bradley. “If anything happens to that young man while he’s in custody, I’ll hold you responsible.”

Bradley smiled and pushed the intercom button again. “Dorothy, tell Ashley to put Mr. McMullen in solitary for the night. Thanks.”

He walked across the room and opened his door. “Good-night Mr. Middlebury,” he said. “I look forward to seeing you in the morning.”

“You don’t know...”

Bradley held his hand up, “Once again, it sounds like you are starting to threaten me.  You wouldn’t perhaps want to spend the night with your client, would you?”

Benjamin stormed past him. “Good night, Chief Alden.”

“Sweet dreams,” Bradley called after him. 





  







 

Chapter Eleven

Mary woke just before her alarm clock went off. Usually she hated missing those last few minutes, but today she was excited. She had a plan.

Quickly showering and dressing, she grabbed a protein bar and diet cola on the way out the door. “Delicious and nutritious,” she commented as she stuffed them in her oversized purse. 

Her black 1965 MGB Roadster sat in the driveway with a thick coating of frost on the windows.  She opened the car, stored her purse on the passenger’s seat, started the ignition and pulled the scraper out of the back. 

“Hey, Ms. O’Reilly, where ya going?”

Mary recognized the voice as her ten year-old neighbor, Andy Brennan. She turned and saw he was dressed in several layers against the cold morning, giving him a multi-colored abominable snowman look.  From his stiff movements and arms extended in 45 degree angles, she knew the layers continued underneath his coat. She wondered in amazement how his mother managed to get his book bag on his back.

“I’ve got a little business trip today,” she said. “Where are you going?”

His freckled face fell. “I’m going to school,” he moaned. “We should have Holiday Break last until all the snow is gone.”

Shaking her head, she sympathized. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “They should have at least given you an extra two weeks to let you adjust slowly.”

He nodded. “Or a month,” he suggested with a grin.

“At least a month,” Mary agreed.

“You’re not going far, are you?” he asked, concern in his voice.

“A couple of hours away. Why?”

“Mom says there a big storm coming our way,” he explained. “Gonna dump up to ten inches on Freeport. She’s sure we’re gonna have a snow day tomorrow. So, I kinda don’t feel too bad about going to school today.”

“Is your Mom pretty good at picking out snow days?”

He nodded. “Yeah, my whole family knows my mom is better than the Weather Channel,” he said. “If Mom says there’s a snow day, there’s a snow day.”

She looked up at the bright blue sky. “Is she sure?”

“Yeah, it’s gonna start just before school lets out,” he said. “Less of course the ‘berry-merry’ pressure falls and it speeds up. Then it will be here by about two o’clock. That’s what Mom told Dad at breakfast.”

Mary bit back the grin. “You’ve got to watch that ‘berry-merry’ pressure,” she said. “So, two o’clock?”

He nodded seriously. “Yes. Mom’s going out to get bread and milk, so you know it’s gonna be real bad. And know what?”

“What?”

“She’s getting stuff to make oatmeal cookies too,” he added. 

“Can I come to your house and be snowed in?” Mary asked.

Grinning, he nodded. “Yeah, that’d be cool. If there’s too much snow, I can bring my sled and we can pull you to my house. My mom always says we have to watch out for our ‘olderly’ neighbors.”

Mary looked down at him and saw the glint in his eyes. “Yeah, well this ‘olderly neighbor’ is about ready to give her ‘youngerly neighbor’ a face wash in the snow.”

Delighted with his giggle, Mary darted towards him. She couldn’t contain her laughter as she watched his layered rotund body waddle down her drive way. She easily caught up with him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her head hanging over his shoulder.  His face was red and his breath was coming out in steamy gasps of laughter. 

“No fair,” he laughed. “I can’t run in my warm stuff.”

“You should have thought about that before you called me olderly.”

He giggled again. “I take it back,” he said. “You’re youngerly.  I promise.”

Mary leaned forward and placed a smacking kiss on his cheek. “And don’t you forget it,” she said.

The redness in his cheeks expanded to the rest of his face and he looked around quickly. “Did anyone see that?” he asked.

Can my self-esteem take any more of this? she wondered. 

“No, no one saw it,” she said.

“Then no one will ever believe me,” he said, his face downcast. “My brothers would be so jealous. They think you’re hot.”

She grinned. “You better get going or you’re going to miss your bus.”

He nodded. “Remember the berry-merry pressure,” he said as he continued down the street.

“I will, thanks, Andy,” she called, as she tossed the scraper into the back of the car, hopped in and watched him through her rear-view mirror. A small ache settled near her heart. She wanted children of her own.  She was ready for the joys, the worries, the long nights and the long days. She allowed herself to be melancholy for a moment, then flipped a CD into the player and let the determined strains of “It’s My Life” by Bon Jovi pump up her attitude. 

She pulled out of the driveway, humming along with the music and by the time she was on Highway 20 she was drumming on the steering wheel and singing at the top of her lungs, “Better stand tall when they’re calling you out, don’t bend, don’t break, baby, don’t back down. It’s my life...”  

A pickup truck passed her on the left and the passenger looked down at her. It was so obvious that Mary was singing in the car, the passenger waved and grinned. Mary grinned back. Yeah, today was going to be a great day. 





  







 

Chapter Twelve

 

Bradley grabbed his third can of Diet Pepsi for the morning and headed down to lock up. He had received about four hours of sleep and, he admitted to himself, he was tired and cranky. This was not going to be a good day.  They had already received emergency notifications the storm heading their way through Nebraska and Iowa was going to be intense.  He knew most of the afternoon and evening was going to be spent dealing with traffic accidents and other weather-related rescues.

“Hey Chief,” said Cory Jackson, a tall, powerfully-built African-American officer called out with a laugh. “I understand your going to interrogate the prisoner in solitary. Want me to go with you. Be your back-up?”

“Hey, Jackson, I was going to ask you, but I figured the kid would be too much for you and I’m trying to work on your self-esteem this month.”

Cory laughed. “Appreciate it, Chief,” he said. “But, if the kid overpowers you, just call out. I’ve got your back.”

“And that scares me more than you’ll ever know,” he joked.

He unlocked the door and found Rodney curled up on the cot sound asleep. The blanket was wrapped around his body and his head was tunneled under the pillow. The loud snoring coming from his pillow assured Bradley his prisoner was in fine shape.  Bradley lifted a foot and kicked the bottom of the cot. Rodney woke with a start and rolled out of the cot.

“What? What?” he yelled, trying to get his bearings.

“Rodney McMullen,” Bradley said. “Are you ready to answers my questions?”

Rodney nodded eagerly. “Yes, yes, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” he said.

“Fine, pick up your belongings and we’ll go upstairs to my office and wait for Mr. Middlebury.”

“I don’t need Middlebury,” Rodney insisted. “I can answer the questions on my own. I don’t need a handler.”

“I’ll need you to sign a release that I offered to wait for your attorney and you declined,” Bradley replied.

“No problem,” he said. “I know what I’m doing. I studied law, you know.”

They climbed the stairs up to his office. “So, you’re a lawyer?” Bradley asked.

“No, I studied law, business, archeology, accounting, and communications,” Rodney said. 

“What did you want to be?” Bradley asked.

“A policeman,” Rodney confessed, “But my mom thought it would be too dangerous.”

“Well, she was just looking out for you,” Bradley said. “Moms do that.”

“My mom does it especially well,” Rodney said. “So does Mr. Middlebury.”

“I’m sure they just want what’s best for you,” Bradley offered.

Rodney shrugged, “Why do so many people who want what’s best for me never ask me first?”

“Yeah, that can be a problem.”

Bradley led them into his office and handed him the release. Once signed, he offered him a seat.

“So, Rodney, where were you on Saturday night?”

“I was home,” he said. “I was watching television.”

“Was anyone home with you?”

Rodney chuckled. “You mean like a girl or something?”

“I mean anyone who could corroborate you were actually where you say you were.”

“Oh, well, no,” he said. “It was my usual Saturday night. I watch T.V. and eat pizza.”

“Do you get delivery pizza?” Bradley asked.

“Why are you talking about pizza? I thought you wanted to talk about me.”

“The delivery man could verify you were home,” he said.

“Oh,” Rodney said, a smile spreading across his face. “That’s really smart. Yeah, it was delivery. I got it at about seven o’clock.”

“Did you see anyone else that night?”

He thought about it for a minute. “No, I just watched the Lethal Weapon marathon. It was great.”

“How did you and your aunt get along?”

“Well, Auntie Faye never got along with anyone,” he said. “She thought I was stupid, immature, wimpy and...”

He searched for a word.

“Oh, yeah, worthless,” he finished with a smile. “She’d say that all the time.”

“That must have made you feel angry.”

He shook his head. “Nope, because I would just do what my momma suggested, I’d just remember all of the money she was going to leave me when she died. So, I would just smile and take it.”

“Did you have any money of your own?” he asked.

“Yeah, even though Mom didn’t get that much money when she divorced my Dad, we were comfortable,” he said. “And then, when I turned twenty-one, I got my inheritance.”

“When your aunt finally died, what did you plan to do?” Bradley asked.

“I was going to show them all that I could run the business,” he said. “I was going to make millions.”

“So, were you anxious to start your new position?”

He moved forward in his seat and put his hands on the desk.

“No, Auntie Faye put me in as a junior executive,” he explained. “She told me I needed to learn the ropes.”

“And how was that going?” Bradley asked.

“Great,” he said, his voice lifting with excitement. “I’m doing really well. I’m ready to be in charge now.”

“Tell me about Carl White.”

Rodney froze and his face lost its animation. “I don’t really know Carl,” he said.

Bradley leaned forward. “That’s funny,” he said. “It seemed that you knew him last night when you first entered the room.”

Rodney sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “We’re not really friends,” he said. “He’s not what everyone thinks he is.”

“He’s not?”

Shaking his head, Rodney lowered his voice. “He thinks people don’t know, but word’s getting out that he has some big secrets.”

“And what are those secrets?”

“I heard him arguing with Auntie Faye,” he said. “She was telling him that as long as he did what she wanted, she would keep his secret safe.”

“What secret?”

“I don’t know, but it must have been pretty bad.”

“Why would you say that?” Bradley asked.

“Because Auntie Faye said that he was a bastard.”





  







 

Chapter Thirteen 

 

“Listen, Sean,” Mary growled into her cell phone. “Just because you’re the head of the Special Victims Unit, does not mean you can tell me what to do.  You’re my brother, not my father.”

She turned the volume down on her Bluetooth ear piece as she listened to her brother’s tirade. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he yelled. “Now that you know definitively this was not just a break-in, but a murder, you need to turn the information over to the police.”

She changed lanes, passing a particularly slow moving vehicle on I-39, going south towards DeKalb and then moved back into the right lane. “I’m not trying to solve a murder,” she insisted. “And the information I just shared with you is privileged and I expect you to treat it as such.  Even Bradley doesn’t know that Jeannine is dead.”

There was momentary silence on the other end of the line. “You mean you haven’t told him his wife is dead?”

She could hear the astonishment and the judgment in his voice. “Do you think I didn’t want to?” she snapped. “Do you think I didn’t argue with Jeannine, telling her that he had a right to know?”

“He does have a right to know, Mary,” Sean said. “Dammit, Mary, she’s his wife.”

She sighed. “I know that,” she said. “But she’s also my client and she asked me...no, she told me not to tell him.  And then she disappeared. So, I’m not waiting any more, I’m looking for her. Then I can tell her that I can’t wait any longer.”

“So, you’re not trying to solve this one on your own?”

“Bradley would never forgive me for working on this case without him,” she said. “I wouldn’t do that to him.”

Another moment of silence on the line, but this time Mary could hear him shuffling through paperwork. “Okay, I’ll text you the address,” he said. “But be careful.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “Sean, this case is over eight years old. Do you think the murderer is hanging around the house waiting for someone to solve it?”

Mary exited on Hwy 64 and traveled east to Sycamore. She found it sadly ironic that the subdivision entrance for Bradley’s former home was off Peace Road. She drove along the quiet residential streets and gauged the demographics. This was an upper middle-class neighborhood. This was a place couples settled to raise a family. She wondered how many people had been home during the day Bradley’s house had been invaded.  As she pulled into the cul-de-sac, she wondered why no one had noticed a strange vehicle.  Why no one noticed someone taking Jeannine away from her home.  Why no one had come forward with any information to help find her killer.

She parked a few houses away from Bradley’s and looked around. The lots were not overly large, driveways seemed to delineate property lines and there was not much more than ten yards between one house and the next. From where she sat, she couldn’t tell if the backyards were fenced or not.  A perpetrator could have parked in one of the driveways behind the house and come through the back. She shook her head. That still wouldn’t explain why no one saw anything.  

Getting out of the car, Mary slipped on her gloves and pulled her purse out of the car.  Then she pulled a brightly wrapped package from her purse and started for the house. The sidewalks were clear, but the snow on either side rose up about three feet. 

“Jeannine,” she whispered. “Jeannine, I’m looking for you now.  You can’t hide away forever. I need to talk to you.”

“I’m sorry,” a male voice called out. “Did you say something?”

Mary turned quickly; she hadn’t seen the man bent over his snow blower in the driveway next door to Bradley’s former home. “Oh, you frightened me,” Mary exclaimed with a quick smile. “I was... I was talking on my phone.”

He looked puzzled, mostly, Mary decided, because she wasn’t carrying her phone in her hand. “Um, Bluetooth,” she said, pointing to the ear piece. “I always think people are talking to themselves too.”

He stood up and nodded. “Yeah, it gets tricky these days,” he said. “You never know who the nuts are.”

Grinning, she extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Mary O’Reilly, and I’m fairly sure I don’t qualify for one of the nut cases. But some people might disagree with me.”

He took her hand and shook it firmly. “Brian,” he said. “Brian Keller.”

“Hi, Brian. Maybe you can help me. I’ve been out of the area for years and at the last minute decided to take some time and come home for the holidays,” she said, lifting the package in her hand. “I thought I’d try to catch up with some long-lost friends. I’ve been trying to find a phone number, but it seems like everyone is unlisted these days. Do you know if Bradley and Jeannine still live next door?”

He shook his head. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. “They’ve been gone for at least eight years.”

“Oh, darn,” she exclaimed. “You don’t happen to have a forwarding address, do you?”

He turned, looked over at the house and then back at Mary. “They didn’t leave under the best circumstances,” he admitted. “The house was broken into while Bradley was at work; he was a cop you know. They had just about the whole police force here, searching for clues. Searching for Jeannine.”

“What happened to Jeannine?”

He shrugged. “No one ever knew,” he said. “Bradley went nuts looking for her. Last I heard he was crossing the country checking out every hospital, morgue or mental institution. Poor guy probably ended up in some kind of institution himself.”

“What do you think happened to her?” 

He glanced around, “Confidentially, I think she left him,” he said. “There were rumors that she had a special friend who would visit when Bradley was at work.  No one was really surprised when he couldn’t find her.”  

“What did he say when you told him about the rumors?” she asked.

“Yeah, right, tell a guy who wears a gun for a living that you think his wife was cheating on him and ran off,” he said shaking his head. “I don’t think so.”

“Yeah, I can see what you mean,” she said, inwardly wondering if this piece of evidence could have helped Bradley solve the crime years ago. “So, did anyone know who the guy was?”

He shook his head. “No, every so often, we’d catch a glimpse of him through the window,” he said. “Nothing real clear. But we knew it wasn’t Bradley.  Besides when a woman looks like Jeannine, you know she would never be satisfied with just one man.”

Okay, well, now we can see where the rumors started, Mary thought. 

“That’s a real surprise,” she said, “I always thought they were pretty devoted to each other.”

“Devotion only last as long as pre-nuptial agreement requires,” he snickered at his own joke. “That’s how I got the house. My ex didn’t read the fine print on our contract. She messed around before our third anniversary and I got it all.  Course, I never told her I set her up. Bye, bye baby.” 

“Well, wow, good for you, I guess. Thanks for your help,” Mary said, slowly backing away from him. “Happy New Year.”

“Yeah, to you too,” he said, going back to his snow blower.

She walked back to her car and sat in it, looking at the house for a few minutes. “What an ass.”

“That’s what I always thought too.”





  







 

Chapter Fourteen

Mary turned to see Jeannine sitting in the passenger seat of her car. “Where have you been?” she asked.

“What? Are you my mother?” Jeannine replied. 

Torn between relief and anger, Mary took a moment before she spoke. “No, I’m the person whose life has been on hold while you take some kind of extraterrestrial vacation.”

Jeannine shrugged and absently looked out the window. “I had to visit someone.”

She started to respond when she saw the tear trail down Jeannine’s translucent cheek. 

Well, good going Mary, she thought. Pick on the murdered wife. I bet her life right now isn’t a piece of cake, either.

“I’m sorry,” Mary said. “You’re right; I’m not your mother...”

“I visited her and my dad too,” Jeannine interrupted, turning and looking at Mary. “I decided, you know, since it was the holidays, I’d like to see them.”

She looked out the window again. “They’ve gotten so old.  They don’t smile, they don’t talk to each other,” she whispered. “Mom vacuums and dusts my old bedroom every day. And every time the phone rings...”

Her voice cracked and she inhaled a deep shuddering breath.

“Every time the phone rings, they jump up and run for it, they want it to be me.”

She turned to Mary, tears running freely down her face now. “And it will never be me,” she said. “I’ll never see them again.”

“Jeannine, you know as well as I do that you will see them again. It’s just not going to be in this life. You’re going to have to wait a little while, but you’ll all be together some day.”

She nodded and wiped the tears from her face. “But what about...”

“They do need closure, though,” Mary interrupted. “They need to know you won’t be calling them and you won’t be walking through the door.  They need to be able to grieve for you and then move on.”

“How do we do that?”

“We solve your murder. We find your body.”

“I can’t remember what happened anymore,” she said anxiously. “I don’t know if I can help. And it’s been eight years.”

“That’s okay,” Mary insisted. “We already know more than we did when Bradley was searching for you.”

“You know I’m dead.”

Mary nodded. “And we know the neighbors thought you ran away with another man, so they didn’t tell the truth.”

“There was no other man, Mary,” she said. “I was never unfaithful to Bradley.”

She lifted her hands to her mouth.  “Bradley,” she whispered, “you’re going to have to tell him about me.”

“I think we both should tell him about you,” Mary said. “I think he has a right to see you.”

“I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” she agreed. “And he does need to know.”

She looked at Mary and saw the regret. “You think he’s going to hate you for not telling him.”

Yes, that’s exactly what I think, Mary thought. 

“Well, I can’t worry about that,” she said. “If our relationship isn’t strong enough to last through this, then we really didn’t have much of a relationship in the first place.”

Jeannine looked into Mary’s eyes and spoke carefully. “He chose you, you know,” she said. “When he had the chance to come with me or stay with you, he chose you.”

Mary gave Jeannine a half-hearted smile. “He was fighting for his life,” she said. “He’s a warrior.”

Shaking her head, Jeannine gently smiled at Mary. “No, he didn’t realize his life was at stake,” she said. “He wanted to get back to you.”

Sighing, Mary turned on the ignition. “Well, that’s something at least.”

“No, Mary, that’s everything.”





  







 

Chapter Fifteen

“Well, crap!” Mary exclaimed as, white-knuckled, she slowly plowed through the snow-covered intersection at Winnebago corners and pulled into the gas station on the corner. 

Since leaving Highway 39, the snow had continued to fall in record amounts and, once again, the Roadster reaffirmed it was not made for winter driving. The normal drive time between the Highway and the gas station was less than fifteen minutes; it had taken Mary more than forty-five to travel the distance.  She slid across the lot and stopped near enough to the convenience store that Mary decided to not even try for a closer parking spot. She put the car into “park” and rested her head on the steering wheel. “I am not going to drive again until June.”

She took a deep shuddering breath, reached for her cell phone and called Bradley’s number. “If he says one thing about my driving,” she muttered, “so help me...”

“Mary, where are you?” he asked before she could speak. “I’ve been worried sick.”

A warm glow replaced some of the tension. “Bradley, I’m at Winnebago Corners and I just can’t drive anymore,” she admitted. “The roads are just too slick.”

“Mary there are semis up and down Highway 20 that have slid off the road because of these conditions,” he said. “The storm has been upgraded to a blizzard. I’m amazed you made it as far as you did.”

Okay, that felt a little better, Mary thought. 

“Well, it’s been a white-knuckler,” she said. “I should have listened to Andy’s mom.”

“What?”

“Berry-merry pressure,” she replied. “The berry-merry pressure must have dropped.”

“Mary, were you in an accident?” he asked, “Did you hit your head.”

She giggled, relief making her giddy. “No, I’m fine,” she replied. “Bradley, am I going to have to spend the night in my car?”

“No, I’ll get you home tonight,” he promised. “Just let me make a couple of calls.”

“Thanks, I really appreciate it,” she said. 

“Can I just ask? What in the world was so important that you had to go out in a snowstorm?”

“Well, it wasn’t a snowstorm when I left,” she replied. “But, it was important, very important. And I want to talk to you about it tonight, if you’re not too busy with the storm.”

“Mary, I’ll make time to see you if it’s important.”

“Thanks. That would be great.”

After saying goodbye, she put her cell phone in her purse and hiked through the snow to the store.  Her first stop was the woman’s rest room. She tried the door, it was in use.

Good grief, it’s the middle of a snowstorm, she thought, why is it that the woman’s restroom is never empty? 

Once she was able to use the facilities, she felt much better. Needing a little reinforcement from the storm, she bought an extra-large hot chocolate, a dark chocolate candy bar and then she added a Diet Pepsi, just in case. You just never know when you’ll need a diet caffeinated beverage.

She fought through the blizzard to get back to her car, which had become covered in snow during the short time she had been in the store.  She yanked open the door and crawled inside.  

No sooner had she pulled the keys from her purse, she heard a knock on the window. She looked up to see a burly man, dressed like an Eskimo standing outside her door. Cracking the door open, she yelled. “Can I help you?” 

“You Mary O’Reilly?” was his muffled reply.

She nodded in the affirmative. 

“I’m your ride, Joe Jasper, my friends call me J.J. and that there’s the Ice Queen,” he said as he motioned over his shoulder. 

She looked past him to the mammoth snowplow parked at the edge of the lot. “A snowplow?” she asked in wonder.

He chuckled. “Yeah, the Chief called me up and told me you was stranded. I just happened to be going in your direction. You ready to go?”

Grabbing her things, she locked up the car and followed him to the snowplow.  Climbing into the cab she looked down at the ground. “You’re pretty high up in these things,” she said.

Unwrapping the scarf from his neck and pulling off his cap, he agreed with a laugh. “Yeah, it keeps us from running over little foreign cars,” he said, giving the Roadster a cursory glance.

“It’s not foreign if you speak the same language,” Mary protested. 

“It’s foreign if it ain’t made in the U.S. of A,” he replied. 

“Yeah, I know,” she admitted. “But I just love it.”

He grinned. “Except when you’re driving in the snow.”

She nodded. “Exactly.”

They pulled out of the gas station and waited at the Intersection for the left turn arrow.  From her new vantage point, Mary could see a number of vehicles had slid off the road into the ditch. She shivered.

J.J. glanced in her direction. “Yeah, it’s a bad day to be driving,” he said. “This storm caught us pretty much unawares.”

Everyone but Mrs. Brennan, Mary thought. 

“So, how many inches are they expecting?” she asked.

“One of the guys was saying ten or twelve inches,” he said, driving forward at the signal change. “Looks like a snow day tomorrow.”

J.J. maneuvered the large vehicle into the right lane and lowered the plow.  The snow skimmed the steel surface and flew into the ditch. 

“This is really nice,” she said in awe.

“Yeah,” he agreed with a smile. “It gets you where you need to go.”

“So, how’d you meet the Chief?” she asked.

“Actually, my son met the Chief first,” he chuckled, “And put the fear of God into him.  Did our family a big favor and put Joey Junior back on track. He’s a good guy.”

“Yeah, he is.”

“So, how’d you and the Chief meet?” he asked.

“I was working on a case and I needed to involve the local authorities. So, we worked together, solved the case and became friends.”

“Hey, yeah, that was the case about the mayor, wasn’t it?”

She nodded.

“Pretty tricky business when your boss is the bad guy.”

“Yeah, it was,” she agreed. “And he was a real bad guy.”

“I never liked him.  Didn’t vote for him once.”

She laughed. “You’ve got good instincts, J.J.” 

“So, I heard that you do some weird paranormal stuff, like those guys on T.V.,” he said, glancing sideways towards her. “That the truth?”

“Well,” she paused, trying to decide what to say. “I’m not exactly like those guys, my experiences are more personal, more one on one, a ghost talking to me or appearing to me, so I can help them.”

He drove for a few moments before saying anything. “My dad came to me after he died,” he finally said softly. “Damndest thing. I was only fourteen when he died and I was pretty devastated by it. Drunk driver blew a red light and plowed into Dad’s car.  I was mad at God, I was mad at my Dad, hell, I was even mad at my Mom.”

He efficiently pulled around a car sticking out of the ditch with a red sticker on it, displaying the State Patrol had already checked it out for stranded occupants. 

“So, I was lying in bed,” he continued. “Tired, but not sleeping yet, when I felt the hairs on the back of my neck go up. I sat up slowly and looked. There was Dad, sitting on the edge of my bed.”

“Were you frightened?”

“You know, I should have been. I mean, damn, there’s a ghost in my room. But it was my Dad and...I really missed him,” his voice cracked and he swallowed before he continued. “So, I waited for him to say something deep, you know, something an angel would say to me.”

“What did he say?”

“He looked at me, straight in the eye, and said, ‘J.J. get over yourself. Your mom needs you and I need you to look after her. I’m in a good place here. Don’t worry about me.  Worry about being the best son a man could ever ask for.’”

Tears slipped down his face and he briskly wiped them away.

“It’s what I needed to hear,” he whispered, “Exactly what I needed to hear. It changed my life.”

“Sounds to me like your dad knew he could count on you.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I guess I did okay.”

He pulled the plow into the parking lot of the Stephenson County Visitor’s Center and plowed a path from the drive to the front of the building where Bradley’s vehicle was waiting. 

He turned to her. “I never told no one about my dad visiting me.”

“Your secret’s safe with me,” she replied.

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “You ever find yourself in a fix, you call J.J., capiche?”  

She grinned. Thanks J.J., I’ll remember that. Thanks for the ride,” she said, climbing down from the cab.

“Hey, no problem, sweetie,” he replied. “Take care of yourself.”

Bradley was standing next to the door of the cab to help her down. He put his arm around her shoulder to shelter her from the blowing snow and peered into the cab. “Thanks, J.J., I appreciate it,” he called. 

J.J. grinned. “You got yourself a fine lady there, Chief,” he said. 

“Yeah, I know,” Bradley agreed.

“Be safe,” Mary called as Bradley pushed the plow’s door closed against the buffeting winds. 

He turned her to face him. “Welcome home,” he yelled into the wind, snow pelting his face.

She smiled, lifted up on her toes and pressed a brief kiss against his lips. “It’s good to be home,” she replied.

The force of the wind nearly had them doubled over as they made their way back to the cruiser.  Mary couldn’t see more than four feet ahead of her. Bradley yanked the passenger door open and Mary crawled inside, immediately grateful to be out of the wind and cold.  A moment later, Bradley was getting in on the other side and putting the vehicle into drive. 

“Ready to go?”

“More than ready!”

Even the four-wheel drive vehicle had to work to get through the snow. Bradley was grateful for the path J.J. had plowed for them.  They turned onto Highway 20 and headed into Freeport. The wipers were moving at their highest rate, and still the windshield became obstructed with snow.  Mary sat silently as Bradley maneuvered carefully down the road, avoiding vehicles that were stuck in drifts or had slipped into the ditches along the side of the road. 

She breathed a sigh of relief as the exit sign for Freeport appeared and Bradley drove the cruiser off the highway and onto South Street.  The roads in Freeport weren’t much better than those on the highway, but the buildings in town blocked some of the wind, so you were able to see further down the road. 

“How bad is it?” she finally asked.

“The Weather Channel is sending Jim Cantore out here tomorrow,” he teased.

Mary knew Cantore was the forecaster generally sent out to cover the worst weather situations. If Jim Cantore was coming to your town, you’d better batten down the hatches.

She laughed. “Wow.  Freeport is finally going to make it on the map,” she said. “Even if it’s only a weather map.
So, how bad, really?”

“We’re setting up a bunch of shelters in the schools,” he said. “Power’s been out in some places since early afternoon and it’s too cold for most people to be safe. The ComEd guys are doing their best, but it’s not safe for them to be up on poles in weather like this. We’ve got Red Cross and Salvation Army working on a soup kitchen and we’re keeping the library open all night so the homeless don’t have to go out tonight. Highways 20, 26 and 75 are pretty much impassible and the snow isn’t supposed to let up until sometime tomorrow.”

“I’m really sorry I added to your worry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to add an additional problem to your list.”

He turned to her and smiled with a warmth that made her insides melt. “You are never a problem,” he said firmly. “I actually like being able to help you out. It feeds my knight-in-shining-armor complex.” 

“Thanks, anytime that complex needs nourishment, you let me know,” she said. “Speaking of nourishment, I do have food at my place. Are you hungry?”

She paused for a moment. “Well, I guess I should see if I have power before I make that offer,” she added. “But we could always cook hot dogs around the fireplace.”

Laughing, he nodded. “That’s the best offer I’ve had all day,” he said. “I’ve been surviving on granola bars and Diet Pepsi.” 





  







Chapter Sixteen

 

Although it was still daylight, the thick cloud cover and continuous barrage of snow gave the day the feeling of an early twilight.  Bradley pulled into Mary’s driveway and had to fight through the drifts to reach the top. “The Roadster would have never made it this far,” Mary sighed. “I hope she’s okay.”

“Albers Towing is going to pick her up with a flatbed as soon as the storm lets up,” he said, turning off the cruiser and turning to her. “She’ll be fine.”

Mary smiled at him. “So your knight-in-shining-armor complex extends to my car too?”

He shrugged. “Just figured it would make you feel better.”

She felt an overwhelming surge of gratitude and love for him.  In the past few weeks she’d done everything to put distance between them and yet, as soon as she needed him, he was there, taking care of her. She knew when she told him about Jeannine things would change forever, for better or for worse, nothing would be the same.  So here in his car, sheltered from the winds and snow, could be the last time she could show him how much she loved him. Sighing, she leaned forward in the car and placed a tender kiss on his lips. “Thank you,” she said.

He caught her before she could move back. He took a moment to study her face, saw the love in it and then slid his hands over her face and into her hair. He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her lightly once, then once again before finally crushing his lips against hers. 

She moaned softly as he deepened the kiss. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she moved as close to him as she could get, lying over the gearshift in the middle of the cruiser. 

With a muffled oath, strong arms lifted her and she was nestled in his lap, crushed against his chest. He continued his onslaught, as if he couldn’t get enough of her. She melted against him, giving back as much as he was offering.

Finally, he lifted his head and inhaled deeply. He looked down at Mary, cuddled securely against him, love shining from her eyes, lips swollen from the kisses they shared and cheeks pink with emotion. He gently ran his hand over her hair. “You really don’t hide the truth very well,” he teased softly. 

He felt Mary stiffen in his arms.

“What do you mean?” she asked, the rosiness fading from her cheeks.

“Hey, it’s no big deal,” he comforted, placing a soft kiss on her forehead. “It’s just that you don’t hide your emotions very well.  I can see love glowing from you.”

She smiled up at him, but her eyes didn’t seem quite as happy this time. “I do love you, Bradley,” she said. “I hope you will always remember that. No matter what.”

He grinned. “That sounds so serious,” he teased.

“It is serious,” she replied and this time, he could see she meant it.

“Okay,” he said. “I promise I will remember that no matter what, you love me.”

She smiled and it sounded to him that she breathed a sigh of relief. Then she looked around the interior of the cruiser. “Um, Chief Alden, we seem to have steamed up the windows,” she giggled. “What will the neighbors think?”

He leaned down and with his lips just inches from hers whispered, “That I’m the luckiest guy in town.”

He lowered his lips and kissed her again, he started to deepen the kiss when Mary shivered in his arms. He pulled back and realized the interior of the car was cold. “Why didn’t you mention you were getting cold?” he asked, zipping up her jacket and wrapping her scarf more securely around her neck.

“Actually, I didn’t notice,” she replied honestly.

Chuckling, he lifted her over the gear shift and put her back in her own seat. “In case the neighbors are watching,” he said, with a twinkle in his eye. “It would cause all kind of talk if you and I got out of the same door.”

She giggled. “That’s very considerate of you, Chief.”

“I live to serve.” 

They slogged through the knee high snow and hoisted their way up Mary’s snow covered steps.  Once inside, Mary reached for the light switch and, to her delight, the lights worked.

“Bonus!” she said. “We have power. How about some food?”

“That would be great,” he said.

“Why don’t you start a fire in the fireplace, while I make dinner?” she suggested. “I can make bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwiches and tomato soup, does that work for you?”

“Perfect,” he said. “Quick and it will hit the spot.”

She unbuttoned her coat, threw it on a chair in the kitchen and pulled the bacon out of the refrigerator. She turned and found Jeannine standing on the other side of the counter waiting for her.

“There’s really no point in putting this off,” Jeannine said. “You need to tell him.”

“He needs to eat first,” Mary insisted. “At least let me make him something to eat.”

Jeannine shook her head. “Mary, he has to know and the sooner the better.”

Mary placed the bacon on the counter and slowly nodded.  Taking a deep breath, she walked back into the front room.  Bradley had taken his coat off and was kneeling in front of the fireplace, starting the fire. His broad shoulders stretched the material of his uniform as he hefted a large piece of wood into the fire. She fought the fear and casually made her way to the couch.  “Bradley, remember you asked me why I needed to go out today and I told you it was important?”

He continued lighting the fire. “Yes,” he replied. 

“I went to Sycamore,” she said and saw his shoulders tense. “I went to your old house.”

He put the match down and turned to face her. “Why would you do that?” he asked, confusion written on his face.

She looked over at Jeannine who had entered to room and was standing only a few feet away from Bradley. She stood and knelt down in next to him. “I was looking for a client,” she said, “A client who came to me on Christmas Eve and asked me to help her.”

“I’m still confused,” he replied.

She reached forward and took his hand in hers. She could feel the tears forming behind her eyes. “A client who made me promise not to tell anyone about her existence,” she added, pleading with her eyes for his understanding. “A client who has finally agreed to let me tell her husband that she’s dead.”

Bradley kept his eyes glued on Mary. He shook his head as understanding and fear filled his eyes. “No,” he whispered.

The tears behind her eyes slipped forward and she nodded mutely. His grip tightened on her hands and he pulled his eyes away from hers and slowly searched the room. 

She felt his hands jerk and tighten on hers when he finally saw Jeannine.

“Jeannine,” he whispered. “Oh, God, Jeannine.”

He dropped Mary’s hands and moved towards his wife, only to have her disappear. He turned back to Mary, anguish evident in his tightened jaw and silent plea. She quickly stood and walked with him to Jeannine. He placed one hand on Mary’s shoulder and was, once again, able to see his wife.

He lifted his hand to caress her cheek, but it went through her. He dropped his hand and balled it into a fist.

“Jeannine,” he choked, “I don’t understand.”

“I died, Bradley,” she explained. “I died a long time ago.”

“But, I never found...I had always hoped...” he stuttered. 

“I know you wanted to find me,” she said. “Mary told me how many years you searched for me. How many years you put your life on hold for me.”

She smiled at him and lifted her hand, stroking his face. He could feel nothing but cold. He lifted his free hand and tried to place it over hers, but couldn’t. 

“Mary told you?” he repeated. “Why did you go to Mary?  Why didn’t you come to me?”

She smiled sadly. “I tried, but you didn’t want me to be dead, Bradley. So you never saw me.”

“If you had just tried again,” he insisted. “If you had trusted me...”

He turned and looked at Mary, his eyes distant. “If you had both just trusted me.” “Bradley,” Mary began, and then stopped. 

She could feel his grip on her shoulder lighten, as if he was loathe to continue touching her, but caught, because he needed to see Jeannine.

“There’s nothing you can say, Mary,” he said through clenched teeth. “Nothing.”

He took a deep breath and turned back to the ghost of his wife. “Who killed you?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “And I can’t rest until he’s found. Mary already has some clues that might help us.”

He turned back to Mary and she felt her heart break inside her chest. The distance and disappointment in his face were apparent. “I find myself in the difficult position of asking for your help,” he said woodenly. “I hope that you’ll be willing to help. Of course, I’ll pay you for your time.”

Mary closed her eyes for a moment, forcing the tears back. She nodded. “Of course I’ll help you,” she replied with a shuddering breath. “And payment will not be necessary.”

He shook his head. “No, I insist that this is strictly a business relationship,” he said, he paused for a moment and then added, “And I also insist on complete honesty.”

She took a sharp breath, wounded by the jab. How many times can a person’s heart break? Mary wondered. 

“Of course,” she said, masking her emotions. “I can assure you that won’t be a problem.” 

“Bradley, this isn’t Mary’s fault,” Jeannine said. “I insisted...”

“Jeannine,” he interrupted. “I will do everything in my power to find the person who killed you. I swear.”

“But, Bradley,” she began again. “You don’t understand.”

He shook his head. “I understand that I failed you once and I’m not going to fail you again.”

Jeannine sighed. “Oh, Bradley, you haven’t failed me...yet.”

She started to fade away.

“Jeannine wait,” he called desperately. “Don’t go.”

She stopped and stared at him, disappointment in her eyes. “Bradley, I’ll come and see you again when I think you can deal with it.”

Then she disappeared.

He looked at the space she had occupied for a moment and then he stepped away from Mary. He scooped up his coat and headed to the door. “I’m sure you’ll understand if I don’t stay for dinner,” he said, without turning towards her. 

The door slammed shut and Mary slowly sunk to the ground. She placed her head in her hands and started to cry. 

“Are all men that stupid?” Mike asked, appearing next to her on the floor. 

The box of tissues on the coffee table levitated in the air and floated to him. He grabbed it and offered one to Mary.  

“New trick I just learned,” he explained, when she lifted an eyebrow in his direction. “It’s amazing the things I can do now.”

She blew into the tissue, took a deep breath and tried to smile, but failed. 

“Sorry, kid, I can’t fix broken hearts.”

Grabbing several more tissues, she broke out in a new bout of tears. 

The refrigerator door opened and several bars of dark chocolate floated in her direction. “Chocolate?” Mike suggested.

She shook her head. 

“Not even chocolate,” he sighed. “You really do have it bad.”

She wiped the tears away with impatient movements. “I don’t have it bad,” she protested. “He was mean. He was rude. And he was thoughtless. And I don’t deserve to be treated that way.”

Mike nodded. “I agree. And he just got the shock of his life. All of his greatest fears stood before him.  He didn’t save his wife – she died.”

Mary froze in the midst of her tirade and sighed. 

“And he was an idiot, but, men tend to do idiotic things when they are confused and feeling guilty.”

“Why in the world would he feel guilty?”

“Well, one – because he didn’t save his wife. Two – because he didn’t solve the case and find out she was murdered. And three,” his voice softened and he moved closer to Mary. “He realized that he doesn’t love his wife as much as he loves you. That’s a hell of a lot of guilt.”

“But, if he loves me so much, why did he hurt me so badly?”

“Because he’s a stupid man.”

She grabbed two more tissues, blew her nose vigorously and took a deep shuddering breath. “You’re right,” she agreed. “He’s stupid and I’m...I’m...I’m still in love with the jerk.”

Mike grinned. “You show him, tiger.”

Mary couldn’t help it, she smiled. “Shut up and pass me the chocolate.”





  







 

Chapter Seventeen

Bradley floored the accelerator pedal on the cruiser and nearly drove into a snow bank. He took a deep breath and tried to get a grip on his emotions.  Jeannine is dead. He waited for the pain, for the sharp clenching in his gut.  But, all he felt was sorrow and guilt.

The radio crackled. “Chief, this is Dorothy, come in, Chief Alden.”

He pressed the button of the walkie-talkie and was connected to Dorothy, his administrative assistant. “Dorothy, it’s Bradley,” he said. “What’s up?”

He listened as Dorothy precisely listed the calls they’d received, the responses to the calls and the status of every officer on duty.  

“Great job, Dorothy,” he replied. “It sounds like things are slowing down a bit.”

“Yes, I think most folks are home and planning on staying put,” she said. 

“Okay, I’m heading to my place to get some work done,” he said. “If you need me, don’t hesitate to call.”

He suddenly realized that Dorothy had been manning the phones all day and, because of the roads, might be stuck in the office all night. He really didn’t want to drive her home, but he sure didn’t want her to take her two-wheel drive car to her house. 

“Dorothy, do you have a ride home?”

“I’m not going to even try to make it down our country road,” she said. “The plow drivers tell me it’s really bad out there. So, I’ve got a room at the Hampton.  I’ll walk over in a few minutes.”

“Put it on the Department’s account,” Bradley said. “And add a nice dinner for yourself too. You would have made it home safely if you hadn’t stayed and helped out.”

“Thanks, Chief,” she said. “That’s very nice of you.”

“Just want you to know that I appreciate the work you do for the department.”

“You’re a nice man, Chief,” she said.

“Thanks,” he replied shortly. “Call me if anything comes up.”

Pressing the garage door opener, he put the cruiser in four wheel drive low and barreled through the snow into the secure confines of his garage. The door closed behind him, leaving him feeling separated from the rest of the world. He reached in his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. Flipping past the credit cards and cash, he found what he was looking for. The photo was worn at the edges and slightly creased in the middle. It showed a younger version of himself with his arms wrapped around Jeannine. They were standing in front of their home in Sycamore.  He remembered they had just signed the papers and the house was theirs.  Their real estate agent had taken the picture.  

He studied Jeannine’s face. She was laughing up at him with love in her eyes. And trust. She trusted him and he let her down. She had been murdered and he hadn’t solved the case. 

With a curse, he placed the photo back in his wallet, put it back in his pocket and left the car. He pushed open the door between the garage and his kitchen. He strode through the house to the bedroom he used as an office. Whipping off his coat and tossing it aside, he opened a file cabinet and pulled out a group of thick manila files. He sat at the chair, turned on the overhead lamp and opened the first file. 

Four hours later Bradley realized all he had for his efforts was a headache and a stiff neck.  He got up and walked into the kitchen, poured himself a glass of water and washed down some pain tablets. 

Looking around the room, he saw that his windows were covered with a layer of frost.  The picture window that looked out on his deck from the dining room was half-frosted over. Realizing that the house was actually pretty cold, he turned up the thermostat.

The rumbling emitted from his stomach reminded him he hadn’t eaten in quite a while. He opened the cabinet above the kitchen counter, grabbed three Oreo cookies and a glass for some milk. It wasn’t the most nutritious dinner, but he was on the verge of starvation, so it was a good start.  

He scanned the cabinet for other options and spied a can of ravioli. Looks like I’m having Italian for dinner, he thought, not as appetizing as BLTs and tomato soup. 

He shook his head. No, I am not going to think about her. 

Sighing, he suddenly remembered another set of eyes that had looked up at him with love. He remembered the way she had stiffened when he told her she wasn’t good at hiding the truth. He should have realized something was wrong from her reaction.  But, no, he was so locked in her spell, he couldn’t think clearly.

An inner voice told him he wasn’t being fair, but at that moment, he really didn’t care. He had trusted Mary and she betrayed him.  Who knew how long she had kept things from him? Who knew how many other secrets she kept hidden away?  

“She’s done nothing but lie to me,” he said aloud. “I can never trust her again.”

A slight scratching had him turning around and facing the picture window. Something had been scratched into the frost. He moved closer until he could make out the message. 

You are an idiot. She is a treasure.

Sincerely, 

Fireman Mike

 

Chapter Eighteen

Dan Stevens,” the voice on the other end of the line announced, “Who loves ya baby?”

“Hi Dan,” Mary said. “It’s Mary O’Reilly.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line.

“Yeah, Mary O’Reilly, I remember, the private investigator with something extra,” he said slowly, although he knew exactly who Mary was. “You wouldn’t let me write an article about you.” 

“Yes, that’s right,” she acknowledged, with a chuckle. “I was just a little concerned it might bring me some unwanted attention.”

The return laughter was warm and engaging. “I think your exact quote was, ‘It would bring the crazies out of the woodwork.”

“Something like that,” she giggled. 

“But it would have made a hell of a story,” he replied. “So, what can I do for you, Mary?”

Mary glanced out the window before answering. The snow had stopped falling that morning and now, at two o’clock in the afternoon, it was bright and sunny and most of the roads had been plowed.

“I was wondering if you were planning on being in Freeport today?” she asked, knowing Dan’s paper and his offices were located in the small town of Lena, about fifteen miles away.

“Yeah, I had a couple people I needed to meet,” he replied. “Why?”

“Well, I’d like you to meet me at Winneshiek Theater,” she answered. “It’s regarding a case I’m working on.”

“Sure, I can be there at three-thirty, that work for you?”

“Perfect. See you then.”

“He’s a lying bastard.” 

Faye’s voice came from right over Mary’s shoulder and she jumped. “Faye, it’s not polite to listen to private phone conversations,” Mary said, breathing deeply to help slow her heart.

“I’m a ghost, I don’t give a damn about polite,” she sneered, rolling her eyes. “As a matter of fact, when I was alive I didn’t give a damn about polite.”

“Well, there’s a surprise.”

Faye walked around and faced Mary.  Her head was still hung in the angle caused by her death. It made Mary want to cock her head too, to look into Faye’s eyes, but she resisted the temptation.

“You don’t like me very much,” Faye accused.

Shrugging, Mary leaned back in her chair, “I don’t have to like you, I just have to help you.”

“Why in the world don’t you like me? I’m rich, I’m popular, I’m intelligent, I’m well-dressed and I know people who can help you move up in the world.”

“You’re a bully,” Mary said simply. “I just don’t like bullies.”

“I’m not a bully,” Faye protested.

Mary stood and walked up to Faye. “Sure you are. You use all of those things you just mentioned, money, intelligence, and power, to intimidate the people around you,” she said. “You were blessed with so many gifts and instead of using them to help people; you use them to help yourself.”

“Well, I didn’t do that all the time,” she blustered. “There are some people who love me.”

“Name one.”

Faye stopped and thought for a moment. Several times she started to speak and thought better of it, and closed her mouth. “This is like a bad rendition of A Christmas Carol, isn’t it?” she finally said.

Mary nodded sadly. “Except, in this version, the redemption is not going to come in this life.”

Faye sat down limply on the couch. “Well, damn, this is not what I planned for my life.”

She looked over at Mary. “I really did want people to like me,” she confessed. “But it was much easier to have them fear me. I really made a mess of things.”

Sighing, Mary sat down next to Faye. “Well, it’s not cast in stone yet. You still have some time here on the earth to alter some things you did while you were alive.”

“Rewrite my last scene?”

“Something like that.”

Faye stood and floated across the room, her arms outstretched. “I’ll do it! I’ll change my life! I’ll make amends! I’ll change the world! People will love me.”

“Faye, you don’t have a lot of time. Perhaps you ought to just start with trying to undo some of the damage you’ve caused.”

Faye stopped floating and looked over at Mary, glaring. “You really know how to take the joy out of a final scene,” she said and quickly disappeared. 

Shaking her head, Mary went back to her computer.  She had a list of things she still needed to do. Tapping her fingers against the table, she realized she really ought to let Bradley know that she was going to be meeting with a suspect, even though she doubted Dan had anything to do with the murder. 

Call her a coward, but she really didn’t want to talk to him. As a matter of fact, she decided, if she never spoke with him again she felt her life would be much better. Weighing her options, she went over to her computer and accessed her e-mail.  She typed Dorothy a brief note.

Dorothy – I’m meeting with Dan Stevens at Winneshiek this afternoon for a follow-up on the Faye McMullen case. Just FYI. Mary O’Reilly.

There, she nodded at the e-mail before she pressed “Send,” now no one can say I didn’t tell anyone what I was doing. 

An hour later, the tow truck still hadn’t delivered the Roadster yet, and, she decided, she really didn’t want to take it out in the snow again.  She dressed in layers and prepared for the two mile trek to Winneshiek. She stuffed a notebook into her oversized purse, slipped on woolen mittens and left her house.  

She hadn’t gotten further than two steps off her porch when she heard the cry of warning. “Duck, Miss O’Reilly!”

She dropped back, the snowball missing her head by inches, and turned in the direction of the cautionary voice. 

“Gosh, I’m sorry, Miss O’Reilly,” Andy said, his cheeks even brighter red than usual. “I was aiming for my brother, promise.”

Mary smiled. “Well, from where I was standing, it looked like a great snowball,” she said. “Thanks for the warning.” 

“No problem, cause it would have been my fault,” he said. “And my mom would have been really mad. I’m not supposed to cream our neighbors.”

Mary couldn’t help it, she grinned. “Well, that’s always a good rule to live by.”

He considered her reply and nodded. “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he said earnestly, then his eyes lit up, “Hey, you want to go sledding with us? Krape Park has the best sledding hill.”

“When are you going?” she asked.

“In a few minutes, cause we have to be back ‘fore dinner.”

Mary sighed. “I have to work, so I can’t go.” 

She was genuinely disappointed. “How about tomorrow?”

He shook his head. “Naw, tomorrow we can’t, ‘cause it’s gonna be a school day. Mom says.”

“Well, I will never disagree with your mom about weather.”

“Yeah,” Andy said, seriously considering her words. “Dad says she’s a psycho about the weather.”

Mary’s smile nearly cracked her frozen cheeks. “Perhaps you meant psychic?”

Andy nodded, “Yeah, that’s what I meant. Psychic.”

“Well, thanks for the invitation,” she said. “Have fun.”

“I’ll ask you another time, okay?”

“I will look forward to it.”

Mary continued down the street, in a much better mood than before. 





  







 

Chapter Nineteen

Winneshiek Theater was not very impressive from the outside.  The boxy architecture and soft grey siding did not advertise the true beauty of the small auditorium and its history in Freeport.  Before arriving, Mary had made a call to Deb Deutsch, Ashley’s mom, who volunteered as the building manager. Deb not only provided her with the security code for the door, but also shared the secrets to staying warm in the drafty old building. 

Mary fixed the door, so the lock wouldn’t catch and Dan could get it without the code. Then she climbed the stairs to the stage level and immediately turned up the thermostat. The furnace sprang to life.  The late winter afternoon only cast shadows through the few windows available, so Mary went to the wall of lights and switched on enough to illuminate the backstage area as well as the auditorium.

She slipped through the plain wooden door that separated backstage from the audience, reality from fantasy, and picked a seat in the second row. Making herself comfortable, she enjoyed the relative quiet while she waited for Dan. The snow surrounding the building muffled the noises from the occasional traffic outside, and Mary enjoyed casually listening to the sounds and footsteps coming from upstairs in the Green Room. She had often heard theaters were places that drew ghosts because of the creative energies the actors produced, but it was only in the last few years she had found it to be true.  She had met ghosts in all of the Freeport theaters, from the high school to the Masonic Temple, and all were fairly harmless spirits who loved dropping in for a good show.

She started when she heard the door open and laughed at herself. Yeah, humans scare you. 

“Hey, Mary, are you in here?” Dan’s voice called out from backstage.

“I’m in the theater,” she called back, not bothering to move from her vantage point.  She had discovered you learn a lot about a possible suspect by the way they reenter a crime scene. 

Dan pushed through the door, a cell phone pressed against his ear and, after a quick glance around to find her, nodded at Mary.  He was a large man, looking more like a professional football player than someone who made their living sitting behind a desk and tapping on a keyboard. And even though some of the muscle had grown a little soft, he was still an intimidating figure.

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” he said. “But if you want the ad to run in next week’s paper, I need you to be paid up by the end of the week.”

Mary really admired Dan.  He was a newspaper man, in the best sense of the title.  He understood the importance of the fourth estate, telling the story and letting the reader decide without letting opinion enter in. Dan was the editor, publisher, salesman and reporter for a very successful paper that was distributed throughout the small towns surrounding Freeport.  He was up on all the county news, village news and school board news. If you wanted information, call Dan Stevens. 

Of course, even though he didn’t let it show in his news articles, Dan had a definite opinion and let it run rampant in his editorial column.  With a quick wit and small town perspective, Dan’s Points to Ponder had not only won national recognition, it was the must read at most of the small diners throughout the region. 

But the reason Dan was walking down the theater stairs to meet Mary had little to do with any of those traits. After college, Dan had decided to follow his heart and try for a career on Broadway.  Mary tried to visualize the big man in A Chorus Line and shook her head, “Nope, can’t do it,” she said aloud.

She peeked up to be sure Dan hadn’t heard her. He was still on the phone.  He really did look at home up on that stage. But, for whatever reason, Dan decided treading the floorboards wasn’t for him and turned to journalism. He never forgot his love for theater.  Dan’s paper was the only paper in the area that reviewed local performances and paid as much attention to the high school dramatics and speech teams as most papers paid to high school sports.  He was a hero to many aspiring teen-aged thespians. 

Of course, not everyone loved a critic.

“So, Mary O’Reilly, what can I do you for?” he asked, shoving his cell phone in his pocket and walking down the stairs to the theater.

“I wanted to talk to you about Faye McMullen,” she replied.

He rolled his eyes. “Oh, please,” he responded. “She talks enough about herself that no one needs to say a word.”

“She’s dead.”

Dan sat down. “Well, damn, I hadn’t heard,” he said. “She’d died so many times on stage, I guess it was inevitable. How’d it happen?”

“She was murdered.”

“No joke?”

Mary shook her head. “No, she was found hanging from the curtains.”

Dan wiped his hand over his face. “Oh, wow,” he said. “I’ve been out of town; the storm kept me away a day longer than I wanted to be gone. I haven’t caught up yet…”

“Can you prove that you’ve been out of town?” 

His eyes widened. “I’m a suspect?” his voice raised. “I’m a suspect. Who the hell would consider me a suspect?”

Mary shrugged.

“Wait, wait,” he said. “I know how you work.  Faye? Faye! She said I killed her?”

Mary shook her head. “No, she said you hated her.”

Dan stood up and started pacing in front of the stage. “I hated every part she ever played. I hated all the dialogue that came out of her mouth. I hated the way she tried to hog the spotlight from the other cast members,” he explained. “But did I hate her personally?  Hell, I didn’t even know the woman.”

“So, do you have any idea who would hate her enough to want to see her dead?”

Pausing, he turned back to her. “You don’t think I killed her, do you?” he said, certainty in his voice.

Mary shook her head and smiled. “No, it was too clichéd,” she said. “You would have been much more original.”

He ran his hand through his hair. “Well, that’s a relief. I’ve been accused of a lot of things, but never murder.”

“You know the theater community,” Mary said. “If you think of anything, anything at all, give me a call. Okay?”

She got out of her chair and started toward the stairs.

“Hey, Mary,” Dan’s voice stopped her.

“Yes?”

“Okay, I don’t want to sound melodramatic,” he said. “But make sure you watch yourself, okay?”

“Why should I worry?” she asked.

“You’ve done enough stuff around town that most people realize you’re the real thing,” he said. “If people don’t already know, they’re going to find out you’re helping the police with this case.  Whoever did this might get a little nervous and want to cover all their bases.”

Mary felt a cold chill run up her back. “Thanks Dan, I’ll keep that in mind.”





  







 

Chapter Twenty

Mary watched Dan’s car pull away from the curb. Although he tried to insist on giving her a ride home, she really felt the walk would give her time to think.  At the corner of Clark and Walnut she prepared to cross the street. The streetlights were beginning to glow and she knew within a half hour the sky would be dark. 

“There you are young lady; I’ve been looking for you.”

She turned to find Reverend Johnson standing next to her.

“Hello Reverend, how are you doing?”

He shook his head. “Not well, not well at all,” he exclaimed. “They’re having my funeral tomorrow and I’m not dead.”

“I beg your pardon, Reverend,” Mary insisted. “But you are indeed dead.” 

“I know I’m dead,” he blustered. “What I meant is that I haven’t moved on, gone to my righteous reward.  A man should go to his reward before his body gets laid in the ground.”

Mary started to shiver in the cold wind. “Excuse me, but can we walk as we talk? I’m getting cold.”

“Of course, my dear,” he said, “How thoughtless of me.”

They continued up Walnut toward Stephenson Street. The sidewalks were shoveled with only a narrow path, but the Reverend floated next to Mary, not bothered by the drifts of snow.

“Have you thought about anything that might be keeping you here?” she asked, “Any unfinished business?”

“Can’t be that,” he said sharply.

“Why not?”

“I’ve always done all I was supposed to do in a timely and efficient manner,” he said. “I pride myself on my organizational skills.”

Mary waited on the corner as a snowplow drove by on Exchange Street. “How do you get it all done?” she asked. “Do you have a large congregation?”

He smiled and nodded. “I have one of the largest congregations in the community. Other churches have had to close because their flocks have decided to listen to my message.”

“You must be a powerful speaker.”

“Young lady, power is not the only part of being an excellent speaker.  You have to take the time to perfect your sermons and you have to practice. I practice several hours a day in order to be sure the right words have the right emphasis.”

They turned onto Stephenson and walked away from the downtown area, toward the hospital.

“I’m confused,” Mary said. “If you spend so much time perfecting your sermon, when do you have time to take care of those in your congregation who are in need?”

“My wife sees to those cares,” he explained. “I feel that I can reach more people, spiritually, with my sermons. So, she takes care of the day to day nuisances.”

“Like what?”

He raised his arms. “I don’t know, she takes care of them.”

“But when you meet together and talk about the members of your congregation…”

“I don’t meet with my wife,” he said. “She knows the duties of a minister’s wife and she does them without any complaint or conversation. That’s what makes our marriage work so well.”

Mary nodded her head slowly. “And your children, do they help as well?”

“Of course, they know I expect them to be examples to the other children in the congregation,” he said. “Those other children don’t have the advantage of being my children. They need to be offered an example. My children offer that example.”

“How do they feel about being an example?”

“Why are you asking such absurd questions? Of course, they are honored to be examples. They are honored to have a father who holds such a high position in the community.”

“Reverend, I have a suggestion for you,” Mary said. “Why don’t you go home and be with your family.  Perhaps your final influence is what they need and then you can move on.”

He thought about her suggestion. “That’s a very good idea, young lady,” he finally concluded. “I’m sure it’s going to be difficult for them once their role model is gone. Excellent suggestion.”

He slowly faded away and left Mary walking alone on the darkening streets of Freeport. 

Crossing Stephenson, she walked down West Street until she came to Reed Park.  She peered down the paths; they were shoveled and, from the myriad of tracks in the snow, had been well used during the day.  But now as Mary stood at the entrance, the park looked fairly deserted.  The partial moon reflected light against the snow. 

Mary exhaled, her breath appearing in a puff. If she cut across, she would easily save ten minutes of walking and she was getting cold. But Dan’s warning had her feet hesitating. 

“Dan was a drama major,” she reminded herself. “Get a grip.”

She walked into the park. Giant old trees coated in snow lined the paths.  Streetlights reflected off the ice at the skating rink.  Thick icicles hung like a mouthful of jagged teeth from the arch of the stone bridge.  The administrative building was dark, the parking lot empty.  Mary moved toward the center of the park. 

She looked ahead.  Shadows from the trees and large bushes lay across the path and made the way seem threatening. She looked to either side, the streetlights seemed to be dimmer tonight and the traffic noise from Empire Street even further away. All of the residents of Freeport were safe inside their homes, warm and cozy. 

She took a deep breath. What is wrong with me? She wondered. I’m an ex-cop, I’m a private eye and I can kick butt if I need to. And no one is going to intimidate me!

She stepped forward onto the path and started to walk briskly in the direction of her house.  She could hear the snow crunch beneath her feet, feel the wind raw against her cheeks, and breathe in the fresh scent of snow and pine. She was energized. She was pumped.

A twig snapped behind her.

She was freaked!

She broke into a run, her boots clomping against the path, her eyes tearing in the wind.  She jumped small snowdrifts and ran around larger ones. She used the playground as an obstacle course for anyone following, veering around each piece of equipment and zig-zagging across the grounds.  She dashed past the Little League diamonds, using the dug-outs as shelters and she dashed through the bleacher section of Little Cubs Field, the Freeport replica of Wrigley Field, before finally reaching the edge of the park.

Winded, she placed her hands on her knees and took several deep breaths.  She lifted her head and looked behind. Nothing stirred in the park. Not a soul was in sight.  Feeling more than a little foolish, Mary decided to make the best of things and jogged the rest of the way home.

Once she was out of sight, a lone figure stepped out from behind the closed concession stand at the far end of the Little League fields, looked in her direction for a few moments and then turned and walked away





  







 

Chapter Twenty-one

Hezekiah reappeared in the living room of his home. The parsonage was not showy, but it had been their home for fifteen years.  It was the only home his children had ever known. He looked around it with pride. This was the home he had given his family. This was his legacy. 

“Momma, why do we have to move?” Vivian asked. “Why do we have to leave our home?”

Lucinda carried a box across the room and began to pull books from the shelves. “Well, sweetie, it’s because the church is going to want a new minister and he and his family will want to live here,” she said. “This house doesn’t belong to us, it belongs to the church.”

“But Daddy always said this was our house,” Alvin argued. “He always said we had it because of the sweat of his brow.”

Lucinda sighed and sat down on the edge of the sofa. She looked tired, he thought, there were bags under her eyes.  He’d bet she wasn’t sleeping.

“Alvin, what your daddy meant was the house was ours because he did so much for the church,” she explained.

Rudy walked over with an empty box and set it next to his mother’s. “Mrs. Baker says the church should just hire you. She said that you did more for the congregation than Daddy ever did.”

Lucinda placed her hands on her cheeks and shook her head. “No, no, I did no such thing,” she cried. “Your father was a good, strong man who did wonderful things for this church.”

Rudy shrugged. “Mrs. Baker says all he ever did was flap his jaws on Sunday, all the good works were done by you.”

“Well, God bless her, I know she means well. But she does no honor to this family by spreading those disparaging remarks about your father.”

Hezekiah was shocked.  Mrs. Baker was one of the members of the board.  She was a learned and powerful woman. Rudy must have been mistaken.  Mrs. Baker loved his sermons. Rudy must have been mistaken.

His thoughts turned to the board members and suddenly he found himself back in his church, outside the board room.  He slipped through the door and was not surprised to find the members meeting together.

“A great asset to the church,” Mrs. Baker agreed.

“I’ve never witnessed a better example of Christ-like behavior,” Mr. Busch, the senior board member added.

“I’ve received dozens of calls today,” Miss Williams, another board member, said, “All supporting this idea.”

Hezekiah smiled. This was more like it.  The board and congregation were acknowledging what he’d done for the members. Perhaps they were thinking of erecting a memorial for him. He thought about what he’d like to have named for him. The Hezekiah Johnson Memorial…he paused, contemplating his options…Third Baptist Church. Yes, renaming the church after him. That would be something. 

His attention was drawn back to the conversation. “Although it’s highly unusual, I think it’s a perfect solution,” Mrs. Baker said.

“Let’s take a vote,” Mr. Busch suggested.

The entire membership of twelve voted in favor of the proposal.  Hezekiah waited with excitement for the official proposal to be read for the minutes. 

“The board of the Third Baptist Church…,” Miss Williams read.

“Soon to be known as the Hezekiah Johnson Memorial Third Baptist Church,” Hezekiah inserted.

“…has voted by unanimous agreement that we extend the position of minister to Lucinda Johnson. That we continue to pay her at the salary her dead husband, Hezekiah, received, and that we pay for her to continue her education to receive a degree in Ministry.”

“What?” Hezekiah shouted. “No! Lucinda can’t be the minister. I’m the minister. I’m the one – not her.”

“How much more education is she going to need before she receives her degree?” Mr. Busch asked.

“I called the college where both she and Hezekiah were students.  She was a year behind him in school and left school in order to marry him and help him build his career,” Mrs. Baker explained. “The dean remembered Lucinda and said she was one of his brightest students. He confidentially added that her grades were much better than her husband’s.”

“Lucinda was a good student? Why hadn’t I known that?” Hezekiah wondered.

“The dean had already made some calls with some very prominent churches, setting up an assistant ministry for Lucinda,” Mrs. Baker added. “He was surprised when she turned them down.”

“She turned them down?” Hezekiah shook his head. “She had great opportunities and she turned them down for me?”

The board, done for the night, congratulated each other for a job well done and left the board room.  The last one out turned off the light. Hezekiah was left standing alone in the dark. 





  







 

Chapter Twenty-two

Mary jogged to the corner and took a deep breath. She could tell she wasn’t in the same shape she’d been in last fall when she would run to Krape Park every morning. An ache near her heart, that had nothing to do with her physical prowess, grew as she remembered her early morning runs with Bradley, racing him through the park.  In the span of a few moments he’d tried her, judged her and convicted her. 

She turned the corner and walked toward her home. Well, there was nothing she could do about it now, she decided. The next move was his.

As though her thoughts became reality, Mary saw the cruiser parked in front of her house. Her stomach dropped; she really didn’t want another confrontation today. She took a deep breath, Well, looks like I’m in for another fun night. 

The cruiser’s door opened as Mary neared her house.  Bradley stepped her out and met her at the porch.

“Bradley,” she nodded at him.

“Miss O’Reilly,” he replied curtly.

Okay, that’s it! This is stupid.

She stormed past him and jogged up the steps.  She unlocked the door and left it open, walking through the front room and stopping at the closet.  

He followed and closed the door behind him.

Mary tore off her scarf, mittens and hat and threw them in the closet. Her coat followed. Then she turned on him. Her eyes were filled with fire, her hands placed solidly on her hips.

“Listen to me, Chief Alden,” stressing his name sarcastically. “You may not like the decision I made regarding Jeannine.”

“I don’t want to talk about Jeannine,” he said.

“Too bad,” she tossed back. “I did what I thought was right, ethically.  You might not agree.”

She paused. “No, you obviously don’t agree and I’m sorry, but not for what I did. I did what was right. So, if that ruined our relationship for you, fine, I can take that. I think it stinks, but I can take it.”

She stormed over to him and poked him in the chest. “But if you think you can play these asinine games like we haven’t known each other, worked with each other and cared for each other for the past four months, you can get yourself another consultant, because I quit.”

She turned around and started to move away when he caught her arm and turned her back to him. 

“I can’t trust you anymore,” he said.

She winced, but didn’t back down. “That’s your choice.”

“You betrayed me,” he argued.

“No, I didn’t,” she said. “I told you as much truth as my client would allow.”

“I asked you on New Year’s Eve if you had seen her,” he yelled. “I asked you and you lied to me.”

She put both hands on his chest and pushed him back towards the door. “Get out of my house,” she said through gritted teeth. “I won’t be called a liar in my home.”

She pushed him again and he stumbled back. “Fine, I’m going,” he shouted, and slammed out the door.

Mary sniffed back the tears, but it was useless, they overflowed onto her cheeks. She slowly lowered herself to her couch. “I’m such an idiot,” she said, wiping away the tears.

“Actually, I think you were great,” Mike said, appearing next to her on the couch. “An Irish spitfire, who would have thought? He’s lucky you didn’t punch him in the nose.”

“I thought about it,” she admitted.

“So, do you think he’ll remember you told him the truth about Jeannine on New Year’s Eve?”

“I hope so,” she said. “I hope he remembers in the middle of the night and he can’t sleep.  I hope he’s plagued with guilt. I hope he’s miserable.”

“Still love him, huh?”

She nodded, wiping away a few more tears. “Yeah, it stinks.”

Mike laughed softly. “Yeah, it does.”

She sighed, dropped back against the couch and rubbed her hand against her chest. “Why didn’t anyone ever tell me that being in love hurts so badly?”

“Because when the good parts happen you forget about the bad parts.”

“That’s not fair,” she said, shaking her head. “There ought to be a warning label. I mean, really, there’s a warning label on a cup of coffee, for heaven’s sake. Why isn’t there one for love: Danger, can cause emotional highs and lows, bouts of depression, binges of chocolate consumption and irrational behavior.”

Mike nodded. “And should you experience an erection for four or more hours, you should call your doctor.”

“Shut up!” Mary choked, laughter breaking through the tears. “You are so rude.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I am. Feeling a little better?”

Sitting up she turned to him. “You really are a good friend.”

“Mr. Watson to your sexy Sherlock Holmes,” he reminded her. 

“Okay Watson,” she replied. “Let’s get some work done.”





  







 

Chapter Twenty-three

Once she accessed her Internet, she found that Bradley had sent her the notes from his interviews with all of the suspects.  She cross-referenced those names with the list Dan sent her and found they had covered most of their bases. The saddest part was, there were so many people in the community who had a good reason to see this woman dead. 

“I can’t believe this woman,” Mary said. “What in the world makes someone act like this?”

“You’d like to believe it was something traumatic in their childhood, right?” Mike asked her.

Nodding, she had to admit that’s where her thoughts were leading.

“Sometimes, Mary, people are just nasty and they like power,” he said. “No reason, no cause, they just like to be bullies.”

It just didn’t ring true to her.  People weren’t born bad or nasty. Something occurred somewhere in their lives that taught them to protect themselves with hard exteriors, so they weren’t hurt again.

“I just don’t believe that,” she said. “I believe all people are basically good and circumstances change them.”

“And that’s one of our biggest differences,” he replied. “Well, other than the whole I’m dead and you’re alive thing.  You see the good and I see the realistic.”

“I think realistic is just another word for cynical,” she said.

“Yeah, well, try being a fireman for a little while,” he said. “You’ll be amazed at what people try to hide under the cover of a house fire.”

She turned away from her computer and faced him. “Tell me,” she said.

“I don’t think…” he began, and then he met her eyes. “Okay, but it’s not pretty. Couple of years ago, maybe going on four now, we get a call for a house fire. Nice residential neighborhood. We rush over and the place is engulfed in flames, I’ve never seen a house fire burn so hot so fast.”

He stopped talking for a moment and rubbed his hand over his eyes. “So, I put on the air mask, grab my ax and I’m going in,” he said. “I mean a house like that has gotta have kids inside. I take out the front door and run up the stairs. It’s like ten o’clock on a school night, so I figure they’re upstairs in bed.”

“That makes sense,” Mary said.

“So, I’m fighting flames the whole time going up the stairs. It’s weird because it seems like the fire started up and most house fires start downstairs in the kitchen or utility room,” he continued. “I get to the first room. I remember it’s all pink and white, a little girl’s room. And there she is all tucked in for the night.”

“You found her, before the fire got to her,” Mary exclaimed.

“Yeah, before the fire,” he repeated sadly. “So, I grab her and she’s limp. I think smoke inhalation, but the smoke wasn’t bad enough in her room. So, I pulled my mask and gloves off to take a better reading…”

His voice cracked and he took a moment, just staring across the room.

“That’s when I see the bruising on her neck,” he whispered. “Bastard of a father decided he didn’t like paying child support any more. Figured that not only would the fire cover up the murders, he’d get a nice settlement from the insurance company.”

“Oh, God,” Mary gasped, covering her mouth. “How...how many?”

“Three kids and his ex,” he answered. “The youngest was two.”

There were no words. Mary couldn’t think of anything to say. She just sat at her desk and stared at Mike. 

“Don’t tell me that he did this because he was mistreated as a child,” Mike whispered. “Don’t tell me he is good on the inside.”

She shook her head. “No. No, I can’t. I am so sorry, Mike.”

He nodded and started to fade. “One of these days I’ll take you over there,” he said. “Just to be sure the kids got home safely, okay?”

“Mike, are you okay?”

He turned to her, his eyes filled with sorrow. “Sometimes when I’m with you,” he said softly, “I miss being alive.”

Once again, as he faded from her view, there was nothing she could say. 





  







 

Chapter Twenty-four

Her cell phone rang and she jumped.  She’d been staring at the computer screen, willing an answer to appear, but nothing was happening.

“Mary O’Reilly,” she answered absently, without looking at the caller information.

“Well, who else would be answering your phone at 11:30 p.m.?” her brother, Sean, asked.

“Hi Sean. What’s up?”

“I just e-mailed you the information you wanted about Faye McMullen,” he said. “Not a lot of history. She’s led a pretty tame life. But she was loaded when she died.”

Mary perked up. “Really? I knew she had money, but loaded?”

Sean named an amount in the high eight digits. “Wow,” Mary exclaimed. “Now that’s money worth killing for.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he said. “There’s an angle you and Bradley should investigate.”

“Yeah, we should,” Mary agreed shortly.

“What?”

“What do you mean, what?” she asked.

“Mary, I’ve known you all your life, something’s wrong. What?” he repeated.

“Okay, you asked for it, I’m having a really heavy period this month,” she began. “It started out as usual...”

“Oh no you don’t,” he said. “You can’t scare me off with womanly issues. That wasn’t a womanly issue response. That was a Bradley’s a big fat jerk response.”

How did he get to be so smart?

“I told Bradley about Jeannine. No, actually, I showed him Jeannine,” she said.

She heard Sean’s sharp intake of breath. “Didn’t go so well, huh?”

“Well, if being branded untrustworthy and a liar is the basis of a good relationship, then things are just ducky.”

“When you explained...” he started.

“An explanation would require that someone was interested in listening to what the other person has to say,” she interrupted. 

“Want me to drive up and break his knees?”

Mary chuckled and wiped a couple of stray tears. “No,” she sniffed, “I’ll be okay.”

“He made you cry? That jerk made you cry?” he thundered. “I’m on my way.”

“No, you made me cry by being a caring big brother,” she said. “Thank you.  It’s kind of been an emotional couple of days.”

“You need to find someone else,” Sean said. “Show him that he can’t push an O’Reilly around.”

“Well, the difficult part is that I’m still in love with the idiot.”

Sean sighed. “Yeah, that can be a problem.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll get over it,” she said. “Besides, I’ve got a couple of ghosts to keep me busy.”

“Where would you be if not for your ghosts?” he asked.

“Living in Chicago and bugging you,” she replied quickly.

“Thank goodness for ghosts,” he teased. “That reminds me...”

She could hear him shuffling some paperwork around. 

“Why are you at the office so late?” she asked.

“Just finishing some things up,” he said. “I’m taking tomorrow off. Pop and I are surprising Mom with a new washer and dryer, we have to get it set up while she’s at work.”

“Hey, it’s not Valentine’s Day. Why such a romantic gift?” she teased.

He was quiet for a moment. “Well, remember the case I was working on last week,” he finally said. 

“Yeah, where you thought there was forensic evidence in the peanut oil from the fryer.”

“So, Dad and I thought...”

Mary giggled. 

“I haven’t even told you, what are you laughing for?” he asked.

“Any sentence that starts with ‘Dad and I thought’ is bound to be funny,” she replied.

“So, Dad and I thought if we could separate the oil from the parts, we could get the lab to run tests on them.”

“Don’t they have special machines to do that?”

“Yeah, well, it was broken and with budget cuts and all, it wasn’t on the schedule to get repaired for six months,” he said. “So, we figured the spin cycle on Mom’s washer...”

“You put peanut oil and dead body parts in Mom’s washer?”

He sighed, long and loud. “Yeah, she wasn’t too thrilled about it either.”

“So, are you grounded?” she laughed. 

“Yeah, until I’m forty-two,” he responded. “Oh, hey, here’s what I was looking for.  We’ve got this thing, a partnership, with the University of Chicago.”

“Wow, good school,” she said.

“Yeah, they’ve been doing some special research through the department, we supply them with raw data and they share the analysis with us,” he said. “It’s been a really good deal. Anyway, they, the University, also have a relationship with the University of Edinburgh. Like sister colleges.”

“Okay,” Mary said. “Why are you telling me this?”

“I’m getting to it,” he replied. “Just be patient. So, the University of Edinburgh has this fellow who just happens to be a Fellow, you know, someone who does special research for the university.”

“Yes, I know what a Fellow does.”

“And this Fellow is coming to the University of Chicago to work with them on a study of Criminology,” he said.

“Interesting.”

“With an emphasis on Paranormal Phenomena and Criminalistics,” he stated pointedly.

“Okay, even more interesting.”

“So, the University of Chicago called the Police Superintendent and he called my boss and my boss called me. And this Fellow is assigned to my department for six weeks. And I think it would be interesting for him to work with you for a great deal of that time.”

“So, you want me to babysit some Professor from Scotland?”

“Exactly,” Sean said. “I have too many cases and, really, you deal with more paranormal activity in one day than we have in years.  Besides, I’d have to hire you as a consultant and pay you the going fee.”

Mary smiled. “Now you’re talking! So, when is this kindly professor from the University supposed to show up?”

“In a couple of weeks,” he said. “So, we can talk about it later, when it gets closer. You willing to do it?”

“Yeah, but, he’ll probably have to stay at my place because most of the action is here,” she said. “Should I put together a bedroom on the first floor, or do you think he can get up and down stairs?”

“I think he can make it up the stairs, Mary,” he said. “But make sure the railings are nice and secure so he can pull himself up.”

“Okay, you’ve got a deal,” she said. “And thanks.”

“For what?”

“For keeping my mind off Bradley for a little while.”

“Don’t worry,” Sean replied. “I have a feeling things will work out fine in the end. Just trust your big brother.” 





  







 

Chapter Twenty-five

Bradley looked over at the clock and shook his head. It was nearly four o’clock; he really needed to get a little sleep before he went into the office.  He closed the file and ran a hand through his hair. He couldn’t find anything that pointed to a murderer.  He’d gone over everything with a fine-toothed comb and there were no clues, no eyewitnesses and no suspects.  People just didn’t disappear without someone seeing something.

“Mary already has some clues that might help us.”

He heard Jeannine’s voice in his mind. “How the hell does Mary get clues in one afternoon when I searched for eight damn years?” he growled.

“Jealous?”

He turned, but even before he saw her, he knew that voice, had dreamt about that voice. “Jeannine?”

She was standing in the middle of the room, her arms clasped together, watching him.  He stood up and took a step closer. “How can I see you without Mary?”

“Bradley, we’re connected,” she said sadly. “You could have seen me without Mary long ago if you were willing to look.”

“I wanted to find you,” he insisted.

“You wanted to find me alive,” she replied. “You didn’t even want to consider the fact that I might be dead.”

He walked to her. “I didn’t want to fail you,” he said. “I was a cop; I was supposed to protect you.”

She sighed. “You did all you could do,” she said. “Did you think I wanted you to throw away your life for me?”

He lifted his hand and tried to touch her, but it went through her. “I want to touch you,” he whispered. “I want to hold you again.”

She smiled and held out her hand. “Come to bed, Bradley,” she said. “You can hold me in your dreams.”

He followed her into his bedroom. Her body glowed in the darkness of the room. “Lie down, Bradley,” she said. “Lie down and sleep. I’ll be waiting for you.”

He climbed onto his bed, fully dressed, and stretched out on top of the blankets. He closed his eyes and drifted to sleep.

The house was sunny and bright. That was one of the things they loved about it when they first saw it, the southern exposure and the big windows. He walked down the hallway, looking for her. “Jeannine, honey, I’m home,” he called. 

“I’m in the kitchen,” she responded. “I really need your help.”

He rushed down the hall into the kitchen. Jeannine was standing at the sink, her hands at her hips, looking down at a turkey in disgust. “Do you realize where you’re supposed to put the stuffing?” she asked. “Up it’s...”

“Yes, I know,” he interrupted with a laugh. “Haven’t you ever stuffed a turkey before?”

She glared at him. “No, remember, you married me for my looks, not my cooking skill,” she said. “Good thing, because I’m not putting my hand up there.”

He hugged her. “It’s okay,” he said, breathing in her familiar scent. “If we want a turkey dinner, I can make it or we can order in.”

She rested her head against his shoulder. “I was trying to be domestic,” she admitted. “I didn’t think cooking would be that hard. It looks easy on T.V.”

He swallowed back the laughter and stroked her back. “Hon, you don’t have to prove anything to me,” he said. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

“Yes, but what will the baby think when we eat Thanksgiving Dinner at McDonalds?”

He froze. Taking a step away from her, he searched her eyes. “The baby?” he said slowly.

She smiled up at him. “The baby.
Our baby. The test results were positive.” 

“Jeannine!” 

He picked her up, swung her in a circle and held her in his arms, suspended above the ground. “Oh, sweetheart, that’s the best news...”

She grinned down at him. “So, I take it you’re okay with the news.”

He let her slowly slide down his body and finally covered her mouth with his. He held her and poured all of his love for her into the kiss. A few minutes later he loosened his hold.

“Well,” she purred. “If we already weren’t pregnant, I could guarantee that we would be in the next few minutes.”

He grinned at her, anxious to get her off her feet, when a thought occurred to him. “Are you supposed to...I mean, can you still have...”

“I am perfectly healthy, although my hormones are acting a little funny,” she said. “I seem to have a voracious appetite for a certain activity.”

She reached up and nipped his ear lobe. “Quite voracious.”

Bradley scooped her up in his arms. “Never let it be said that I allowed my pregnant wife to go hungry,” he murmured, nuzzling her neck. “If nothing else, I’m an excellent provider.”

She laughed and threw her arms around him. “Take me upstairs and provide already.”

He carried her up the stairs and into their bedroom.  He carefully sat her on the edge of the bed and bent down in front of her. He slipped one shoe off her foot and massaged it, moving up from the heel to the ankle and finally to the calf. Then he repeated it with the other foot.

“Oh, Bradley, that feels so good,” she moaned. 

He leaned over and kissed her mouth again. “Just getting you ready for the main event,” he promised. 

He started to unbutton her blouse when the door opened behind him. 

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Bradley turned to see Mary standing at the bedroom door. “Mary, what are you doing here?” he asked.

Looking around the bedroom, she shook her head and shrugged, “I haven’t the foggiest notion. But this is your dream, so you tell me.”

Bradley sat up in his bed. Light was streaming through the windows, so he knew it must have been after seven o’clock. He placed his head in his hands. “I’m going out of my mind.”





  







 

Chapter Twenty-six

Her office had just begun to warm up, so Mary decided to turn down the portable heater she kept under her desk for mornings like this.  Although Alber’s Towing had returned the Roadster to her driveway, she was still more comfortable walking to work when the roads were so snow packed.  So a toasty heater at her feet had been just the thing. 

Of course, as soon as she bent underneath her desk, the phone rang. Mary had learned that fate had a really bad sense of humor.

She blindly reached around the desktop for the phone. As the phone rang for the third time, she was able to grab the handset and bring it to her ear. “O’Reilly Investigations,” Mary said, trying to not to drop the phone as she got out from under the desk. “How can I help you?”

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll let Faye McMullen rest in peace.”

The phone went dead.

Mary checked the caller I.D. and saw it was hidden.  She knew the call was too brief for a trace, but she had too many years as a cop to not at least report the incident. Taking a deep breath, she called the last person she wanted to speak to that morning.

“Alden,” Bradley answered his phone.

She was silent for a moment, hurt and anger stealing her voice.

“Hello?” Bradley asked.

“Bradley, this is Mary,” she said, shortly. “I just wanted to officially report I received a threatening call regarding the McMullen case.  The call was too short for a trace and there was no caller I.D. left on my phone. I didn’t recognize the voice, although it did sound male. I don’t feel threatened, I just wanted to follow procedures and report the incident. Do you have any questions?”

She heard him sigh. “Yes, I do,” he said slowly, “Lots of questions. Can I come over to your office?”

Mary felt her stomach tighten.  She really did not want to do this again, she had work to do. “I’m really quite busy, Bradley,” she said. “Perhaps you could send me an e-mail with all of your questions.”

“Please?”

Crap. 

“Fine, I’d be happy to meet with you,” she said with forced politeness as she flipped open her calendar. “What time would be convenient for you?”

“I’ll be over in five minutes,” he said, then hung up so she couldn’t disagree.

“Well, thanks so much for making sure you fit into my schedule,” Mary said yelled into the dead connection. “No, really, it’s my pleasure. Why don’t I save you the trouble and beat myself up for you.”

“You okay, girlie?” Stanley asked, poking his head around the door. “I thought I heard you yelling at someone.”

“Stanley, your store’s next door, but there are two thick brick walls between us, how could you hear me?”

“Well, I couldn’t have if I’d been in my store,” he said with an unrepentant grin. “But I was worried about you, so I’ve been standing right outside your door.”

“Well, that makes sense,” Mary replied dryly. “Stanley, I’m a big girl now, I can take care of myself.”

He let himself in and sat in the chair on the other side of her desk. “Well, of course I know that,” he said. “But, you know, we old coots like to feel needed, so we nose our way into other folks business.”

“You’re not an old coot.”

“So, tell Stanley what’s got your eyes so sad.”

“I had to let Bradley know that his wife, Jeannine, isn’t alive anymore,” she said. “I showed him her ghost.”

“Well, that must have been a relief for him,” he said, “Now he can have some closure and move on.”

Mary shook her head. “No, it’s not that easy,” she explained. “Jeannine was murdered and I’ve known since Christmas.”

“Why didn’t you tell him then?”

“Because she told me not to, she didn’t think he was ready.”

“And now?”

“Well, I kind of forced the issue because I didn’t like keeping it from him anymore.”

“Yeah, that sounds just like you,” he said, “Too honest for your own good. And how did Bradley take it?”

Tears formed in her eyes and she brushed them away. “About as I’d expected,” she said. 

“So, our Police Chief ain’t as smart as I thought.”

“He’s smart,” she replied. “He’s just hurt and confused.”

“Yep, so he comes out attacking the people who love him and care for him. That makes sense.”

“It’s his wife, Stanley.”

Stanley stood up and leaned over the desk. “Little girl, if you gave me the chance to see my sweet wife one more time, I’d be singing your praises, not condemning you. The man’s a fool.”

The bell over the door rang and Bradley stepped inside. Stanley looked over his shoulder and shook his head. 

“Well, speak of the devil,” he muttered. “Course the devil would be a might more welcome in my opinion.”

“Stanley, behave,” Mary whispered.

“Hello Stanley,” Bradley said. “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine, just fine,” Stanley said, getting up and walking to the door. “Least I still got some common sense.”

Stanley turned back to Mary. “See that you take care of yourself, hear?”

She smiled and winked, “Thanks, you old coot.”

Bradley waited until Stanley was out the door before taking the chair he’d vacated. “So, what was that all about?” he asked.

Mary shrugged. “He’s just looking out for me,” she replied coolly, as she pasted on a professional smile and folded her hands together on top of her desk. “And what can I do for you today, Chief?”

Bradley sat back in the chair. “Okay, I deserve that,” he said. “Obviously there is some tension between us and I might have let my emotions get in the way of my job.”

Mary sat still, listening to him. Her stomach was churning and she felt like she was going to be sick. 

“You aren’t going to say anything?” he asked.

“Well, agreeing with you would be rude,” she replied. “And, contrary to popular belief, I don’t tell lies.”

He leaned toward her. “Mary, this isn’t easy for me.”

Mary pushed her chair back and stood up. “Well then, Bradley, let me make it easy,” she said. “You and I have to work together. We not only have to solve Faye’s murder, we also have to try and figure out what happened to Jeannine.”

He started to say something, but she raised her hand to stop him.

“I am not working for you,” she said clearly, “I’m working for Jeannine; she is my client. So, you have no say in the matter. And, if you don’t want to work with me, that’s fine, I’ll do it on my own and I’ll share any information I find.”

She leaned over; her hands braced on the desk and faced him squarely. “However, I really can’t handle the emotional drama of dealing with you on a personal basis. So, if you don’t mind, let’s go back to being professionals and nothing else.”

Bradley sat back in the chair, amazed by the intensity in her voice. “Mary, I realize that perhaps you didn’t mean to lie,” he said. “And I’m sure that eventually we can be friends again.”

She nearly screamed, instead she took a deep breath. “No, you don’t understand,” she explained slowly. “I have to do this for me. Cops are supposed to trust each other. Cops are always supposed to know their partner has their back. Without that trust, you can’t do your job. Without that trust, you’ve got nothing.”

She looked directly at him. “Bradley, we don’t have that trust,” she said. “Maybe because emotions got in the way, I don’t know. But, we don’t have that kind of trust.”

“So, we have nothing,” he repeated.

She nodded. “But, when the emotions weren’t there, we had a good working relationship,” Mary added. “So, that’s where we need to be.”

He nodded. “Okay, I can be there,” he said. “Because I agree we need to work together. And, I am not upset you are going to be working Jeannine’s case with me, I’m grateful.”

She nodded. “I’m happy to help. If you’d like, we can talk over the case tonight.”

“Should I come to your place?” he asked. 

Not in a million years, she thought. 

“Let’s meet downtown at Nine East,” she said, naming an upscale café and coffee shop. “I’m sure Brenda will let us use a table in the back.”

Bradley tried to keep the disappointment out of his voice. He had been so comfortable in their old relationship; this moving back was going to be hard. “That’ll be great. I’ll bring my files.”

“Speaking of files,” she said, pulling out a manila folder. “This is your copy of the information I’ve gathered about Faye.”

She pushed the folder across the desk and Bradley opened it, scanning the contents. He let out a slow whistle. “Wow, she was loaded,” he said. 

“Yep, she was pretty comfortable,” Mary agreed. “I don’t know if it’s the reason for her murder, but it’s an awfully big motivator.”

“Have you spoken with her lately?” he asked.

“No, not since she realized her life was like a bad rendition of A Christmas Carol.” 

When she saw the question in his eyes, she smiled. “She wants redemption and is trying to use these last days on earth to do good deeds.”

“Ah,” he nodded. “I get it now. So, other than the phone call this morning, any other threats?”

She shrugged. 

“What?”

“I got creeped out on my way home from Winneshiek the other night,” she admitted. “But I think it was mostly overactive imagination.”

“Why would someone be threatening you in regards to Faye’s death?”

“According to Dan Stevens, people in town are beginning to realize that I’m not a charlatan and can actually use my abilities to help solve crimes,” she said. “I have no idea why I’m suddenly legit.”

“Well, damn,” Bradley said, dropping his head into his hands. “I hadn’t even thought of this angle.”

“What angle?” she asked. “What did you do?”

“I asked the City Council for a line item in my budget to hire you as a consultant,” he said. “I told them that I’d worked with you and the Chicago Police Department also called you in on special cases, and we should pay you for the time you spend helping the city.”

“Why in the world did you do that?” she asked.

“I figured with the extra money you could buy a car that actually runs in the winter,” he said. “And...”

He looked uncomfortable.

“And...” Mary prompted.

“And I was damn tired of the people in town who looked at you like you were a kook, when you were risking your life to save their butts.”

Crap. He could be so sweet when he wasn’t such a big jerk.

She sighed. “First, thank you, that was very nice,” she said. “And if I get killed because of it, well, it was worth it.”

He looked up sharply and she laughed. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

“Not funny, O’Reilly.”

“Second, I really don’t need the money,” she said. “I have this fairly large bank account with my pension and disability. Unfortunately, even though Gracie Williams, the top psychologist for the City of Chicago and I agree that I’m not crazy, the official stance of the city is that anyone who thinks they see ghosts is nuts and needs to be on disability. I mailed the checks back to them for the first year, but they kept returning them.  Then, they went to automatic deposit, so I just accept them.”

“You have money?”

“Well, not as much as Faye,” she admitted. “But I could retire tomorrow and be pretty comfortable.”

“Then why do you drive that British soup can?”

“Hey, it’s a classic. And I like it,” she said. “And I decided after I died that I wouldn’t worry about practicalities all the time. That I would take time, smell the roses and drive a Roadster.”

“You really are crazy,” he said.

“Yeah, well that leads me to my third point,” she said. “No matter what you say, some people are going to think I’m crazy, because they just can’t bring themselves to believe in ghosts.  That’s too scary.  So, rather than believe in something unknown, it’s easier to decide I’m a kook.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“Doesn’t matter if I’m okay or not,” she said. “It just is. I can spend hours worrying about it, but it won’t change a thing.”

“For a kook, you’re pretty smart,” he admitted. 

“Yeah, well just don’t let anyone know,” she said. “Who knows what will happen.”





  







 

Chapter Twenty-seven

Mrs. Phoebe Baker parked her car in the driveway of the pastor’s home, made her way up the neatly shoveled walk and rang the doorbell.  The door was answered nearly immediately by one of the Johnson girls. Was that Vivian or Rachael? She could never keep them straight. 

“Hello, Mrs. Baker, would you like to come in?” the little girl asked.

Such well-mannered children, she thought, Lucinda had done a wonderful job with her family too.

“Yes, I would like to come in,” she said. “And I need to speak with your mother.”

Rachael led her to the front room. “Please sit down,” she said. “I’ll get my mother. Daddy’s already here, if you need to speak to him. But he’s a ghost, so people can’t see him.”

Phoebe was a little startled with the comment, but really, so soon after her father’s death a little imagination was understandable.

Hezekiah was just as surprised at Rachael’s announcement and a little disconcerted when the child passed by and waved a shy hello to him.  But, he couldn’t let that distract him.  He had to find out what Mrs. Baker was going to say to Lucinda, and, more importantly, what Lucinda would think of their outrageous plan.

He watched Lucinda as she entered the room.  She was dressed in a black suit and pillbox hat. Why was she so dressed up?  Who was she trying to impress? Then he remembered today was his funeral. 

Lucinda came forward and took Phoebe’s hands. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting, I’m just trying to get the children ready...”

“Yes, of course, the funeral,” Phoebe said. “And I know this is a bad time, but I had hoped to bring you some news that would ease your mind a little.”

“Yes?” Lucinda asked.

“Can you sit with me on the couch for just a few minutes?”

“Of course,” Lucinda agreed, perching next to Phoebe. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, my dear, I’m sincerely hoping this is something I am able to do for you...and your family.”

Lucinda shook her head, “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“The board met last night about the future of the congregation.”

“Oh, Phoebe, Mrs. Baker, I assure you that we are packing and trying to get the house ready for the next minister,” she said quickly. “I don’t want to be a burden on the church.”

Phoebe smiled at her. “Honey, don’t you worry about that,” she said. “I came here with good news. We voted last night that we want you to stay and continue as the minister for our congregation.”

Lucinda was speechless.

“Yeah, what do you think of that?” Hezekiah said. “Going behind my back.
Getting the board to vote for you. Getting what you always wanted I’d say.”

“You can’t mean this,” Lucinda said, pulling her hands away from Phoebe. “I am not worthy to take my husband’s place.”

“You said it, woman,” Hezekiah added. “Takes more than baking pies and visiting nursing homes to be a real minister.”

Phoebe reached forward and patted Lucinda’s arm. “Now, I know this is not the best day to talk about it,” she said. “But think about how much this would help your children. You wouldn’t have to move. You wouldn’t have to worry about how to support them.  You would have employment with people who love you.”

“Okay, she does have a point there,” Hezekiah agreed. 

Lucinda stood up and paced across the room. “But I can’t allow the church to offer my family charity of this magnitude,” she argued. “You need a true minister of God to guide the congregation.”

“That’s true,” Hezekiah agreed. “Not just anyone can take my place.”

“This is not charity, I can assure you, Lucinda,” she said. “This is what is best for our congregation. You are who and what we need.  We will be happy to pay for you to complete your degree and we spoke with your dean, he is willing to have you finish your degree while you are on the job.”

“You spoke to my dean?”

“Yes, he said wonderful things about you, Lucinda,” she said. “He said that he knew you would make a wonderful minister.”

“That man couldn’t preach his way out of a paper sack,” Hezekiah muttered. “And he never liked me.”

Lucinda shook her head. “I appreciate your offer, but I can’t, I just can’t,” she cried, shaking her head and wiping away the tears.

“Yeah, she can’t,” he said, and then he turned to Lucinda. “Why can’t you?”

Phoebe stood and went to her. She put her arms around her and gave her a hug. “Listen, I know this is a shock,” she said. “And with this being Hezekiah’s funeral, it’s probably too much for you to deal with. I’m going to give you a few days to think about it. Then I’ll come back for an answer.”

“Thank you, Phoebe, but I don’t think I’ll change my mind.”

Phoebe stepped back and smiled.  “You take a couple days and consider it; perhaps you’ll have a different point of view.”

Lucinda nodded. “Alright, I will. Thank you.”

Hezekiah watched Phoebe let herself out of the house.  Lucinda walked unseeing to the couch and sat down. Tears filled her eyes; she buried her head in her hands and wept.

Hezekiah floated over to her. “Oh, now, there, Lucinda,” he said. “I know you miss me and I know you realize you can’t take my place. But, there’s no need to carry on so. So, just take a deep breath and pull yourself together. Woman, you got a funeral to attend.”

As if she’d heard him, Lucinda lifted her head, dried her tears and took a deep breath.  She stood and walked to the hall.

“Vivian, Rachael, Alvin, Rudy,” she called, “It’s time to go over to the church.”

Vivian came down the stairs, dressed in a somber skirt and blouse. She walked over and placed her hand in her mother’s. “Momma,” she said. “Are we saying good-bye to Father today?”

Lucinda nodded and quickly wiped away a few more tears. “Yes, dear, we are.”

“Is Father going to miss us?” she asked.

“What do you mean, dear?”

“Well, Father never seemed to want to be with us when he was alive, so I wonder if he’s going to miss us now that he’s dead.”

Lucinda knelt down and gathered the little girl in her arms. “Yes, my dear, I’m sure your father misses you very much,” she said. “I’m sure the only thing he’s thinking of right now is his wonderful children.”

Hezekiah felt an odd burning in his chest. He hadn’t thought of his children at all. He hadn’t worried about their well-being. He hadn’t thought about missing them. All he had thought about was himself.

The rest of his children joined their mother in the foyer.  They put their coats, hats and gloves on over their church clothes and prepared to leave the house.

“Mama,” Rachael said as they were leaving the house. “Is Daddy coming too?”

Lucinda nodded. “I’m sure he will be there with us,” she said. “Just to be sure we are all fine.”

Rachael glanced back at her father. “Well, then he better hurry or he’ll be late.”





  







 

Chapter Twenty-eight

Mary let herself into Winneshiek Theater. She flipped on the lights and walked backstage.

“Faye,” she called. “Faye, I need to speak with you.”

“I’m not here.”

The voice echoed throughout the theater.

“Well, that’s too bad,” she said, “Because I’m thinking of offering you the part of a lifetime. Excuse the pun.”

Faye appeared next to her. “Really, the part of a lifetime?”

Mary nodded. “I’m still working on the script, but I need some input from you.”

“Will I get a writing credit?” she asked.

“Yes, as matter of fact, you can be a co-writer.”

She seemed to consider it. “Are you any good?” she asked. “I really can’t have my name associated with dribble.”

Mary took a deep breath. Count to ten, Mary. 

“I’m award-winning,” Mary said, neglecting to add that it was a Distinguished Service award.

Faye smiled. “Well then, I’d be happy to collaborate with you.”

Mary sat down at the edge of the stage and pulled out a notebook and a recorder. “I want to be sure my notes are correct,” she explained to Faye, “Because I want the Faye McMullen story to be perfect.”

“The Faye McMullen story,” Faye repeated, clasping her hands to her chest. “It’s bound to be an Oscar winner.”

“At the very least,” Mary agreed. “So how do you see the main character?”

Faye floated across the stage, “As a lonely misunderstood woman, unlucky in love, despised for her wealth and beauty, and only wanting to do what’s right for all the little people.”

Mary jotted down some notes.  “Okay, let’s focus on the unlucky in love portion,” she said, “because people really love romance.”

Faye nodded, “You’re right, romance and tragedy,” she said. “A single woman pregnant with a married man’s child. She knows he’ll never leave his wife and...”

She turned to Mary and shrugged.

“Quite frankly, she really didn’t want to marry him; she was just looking for a distraction.”

Mary couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Faye had been pregnant?  Faye had an affair with a married man?  

“So, what does she do?” Mary asked.

“Well, she went to Europe of course,” she said. “That’s what all the wealthy girls in her situation did.  They went overseas and took care of their problem.”

She glided over to Mary and placed a hand on her abdomen. “Except, for some reason, when she got there, she couldn’t quite bring herself to take care of the problem the way most of the other girls did,” she said. “She felt the baby move and something odd happened. She actually found something she could love.”

“What did she do?”

“She stayed in Europe, in Tuscany, and pretended she was a widow,” she said sadly. “She was all by herself. Her parents were not only disappointed that she had been foolish enough to get pregnant, they were beside themselves that she hadn’t seen reason and ended the pregnancy.”

“The baby was born,” she said, her voice grew soft. “He was beautiful.  He was tiny and pink and perfect.”

She sighed and Mary shivered at the intense sadness of the sound. 

“But, even though she was foolish enough to give birth to the baby, she knew her parents would never allow her to keep him,” she explained. “So, she contacted the faithful family retainer and gave him the charge to discreetly contact the father and let him know he had a son.”

“She didn’t put him up for adoption?”

“No. She wasn’t unselfish enough to never see the baby again,” she explained. “She made the father promise to adopt the child, or she would tell his wife about the affair. And because his wife had the purse strings, he felt it was an equitable trade. Besides, he and his wife had never been able to have children of their own, so it was perfect solution for everyone.”

Mary thought about it for a moment. “Perfect for everyone except the sad young woman who had to give up her baby.”

Faye smiled sadly. “Well, she grew up to be a cold, demanding bitch; so it turned out well for everyone.”

She turned to Mary. “How’s that for drama and tragedy?” she asked, and then faded away.





  







 

Chapter Twenty-nine

Hezekiah entered the back of the chapel. He was pleased; the turnout for his funeral was quite large. The casket sat at the front of the room, a lovely flower arrangement on top of it.  The choir entered from a side door and made their way up to the altar.  The organist began playing and the choir and congregation sang a moving rendition of “Amazing Grace.”

Hezekiah sang along, enjoying the timbre of his deep bass voice. He had always felt he had the best voice in the congregation and it was a pity he couldn’t both preach the sermon and sing a solo for the choir. But, he reasoned, he had to let others have a chance to serve.

The eulogy was given by one of the senior members of the congregation.  He slowly walked down the aisle of the church and pulled himself up the rail to the speaker’s stand. He was wearing a slightly worn suit, but it had been cleaned and pressed for the occasion.  Hezekiah glanced around, looking at the younger men with their expensive suits and their positions of prestige and power in the community.  He would have chosen one of them, because they were better suited to speak about him.  But, well, there was nothing he could do about it now.

“Hezekiah Aloysius Johnson,” the elderly man began.

Hezekiah shook his head with distaste, he hated his middle name. What was his mother thinking?

“Hezekiah Aloysius Johnson,” the man repeated. “Was born on a beautiful September morning forty-two years ago.  His parents were Hezekiah Joshua Johnson and Rachael Francine Miller Johnson.  He was their only child.  He was named after his father, Hezekiah, and his grandfather, Aloysius.  Both of these men were great ministers of God.”

Hezekiah shrugged. They were good, but they weren’t great. They didn’t get out of the their small towns.  In a couple of years I would have been out of this town and moving to greater places.  I would have had a television show. I would have had national exposure. I would have been great. 

“They were great preachers,” the man continued, “not because of the size of their congregation or the brilliance of their sermons. They were great preachers because they walked with God every day of their lives.”

A chorus of “Amen” erupted throughout the congregation.

“They didn’t seek for the glories of men. They only sought the approval of their God.  They were humble, they were hard working, and they loved the people they served.  They understood that the job of a minister did not mean you wore a crown on your head, but instead you carried a shovel in your hands.  You were a servant of the people and just as Jesus Christ served his followers, they lived to serve their congregation.”

Hezekiah remembered all those afternoons as a teen-aged boy going out with his dad and his grandfather and performing those menial tasks for the congregation.  Spending hours weeding the gardens of the widows or patching a roof for an elderly man.  He remembered bringing food to a family that was sick and cleaning up their house. It was demeaning. It was below their stature.  They paid people minimum wage to do jobs like this.

“Some might think service like that wasn’t something a minister should do,” the man said. “But they would be forgetting the second greatest commandment, ‘To love your neighbor as yourself.’ And you know you can’t love someone until you serve them.”

Another refrain of “Amen” filled the room.

“Now our Hezekiah followed in their footsteps. He went to the finest schools and was taught by the best teachers. He learned to study the scriptures, he learned to speak with the trump of angels and he learned to present the Word of God as something to be desired.  And when he stood and spoke from this pulpit, you could feel the power of the Word. He might not have known your name or guided you through your individual hardships. But you knew if you came to church on Sunday, you would hear a sermon that would stay with you for the rest of the week.”

Hezekiah looked around the room. He realized that he didn’t know the names of many of the people sitting in the pews. His father and grandfather knew every name and which child belonged to which family and who their people were.   

“And then we can’t forget the greatest gift Hezekiah brought to our congregation,” the man said.

Yes, here it is, thought Hezekiah, here is where they sing my praises.

“His lovely family. His wife, Lucinda, who has served our congregation tirelessly and exemplified Christ-like service in everything she does, and his wonderful children who take the time to show love to the members of this church.”

What the hell? Hezekiah thought, without regard to being in the church. What is wrong with you people?  I was the minister. I brought the people here to listen to my sermons. I grew this congregation to what it is today.  

Hezekiah stormed out of the chapel before the intermediate hymn and glided downstairs to the fellowship hall.  The tables had already been set up for the funeral luncheon and several ladies from the congregation were in the kitchen making final preparations. He knew if you really wanted to find out what was going on in a church’s congregation, you ask the ladies in the kitchen.

“Don’t you want to be upstairs to listen?” one of the women asked.

“Child, I’ve heard enough hot air from that pulpit to last me a lifetime,” another answered with a chuckle. 

“It wasn’t that bad,” the first said, and then laughed. “Okay, yes, it was. It was that bad.”

“I don’t mean to speak poorly of the dead, but that man had no idea what it was to serve God,” a third added, as she scooped potato salad into serving bowls. “He was all about showing his congregation how great and smart he was. That man had an ego that was larger than the whole building.”

“I don’t know how Lucinda could stand being married to the man,” the first one offered. “She did all the work and he took all the credit. He actually told me once that the growth of the church was due to his inspiring Sunday sermons.”

“No. Really? He didn’t say that,” the second one said, as she wrapped silverware with napkins. “You are making that up.”

“No, he stood right in front of me and told me it was so,” she said. “Couldn’t have been more than three months ago.  I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling him that it was his wife who people were coming for.”

“Do you think she’ll remarry?” the third one asked. “She’s still young and beautiful.  And she deserves a husband who loves her.”

“I love Lucinda,” he shouted.

“I don’t think she ever will,” the first one said. “Once I caught her alone in the chapel after choir practice.  She’d been at Mrs. Walker’s all day, helping her harvest things from her garden and then bottle them up. Then she hurried home, showered and came over to direct the choir for two hours. Once choir had finished, Hezekiah cornered her in the chapel and told her he was disappointed to find that the only thing she had prepared for their supper was sandwiches and soups and that a man of his stature deserved a little better supper than that.”

“No, he didn’t say that?”

“She didn’t tell me, I overheard it myself.  Then he walked out. She just leaned her head against the pew and cried,” she said. “I went in there and hugged her. And in a moment of weakness, she told me that no matter how hard she tried, she had never been a good enough wife for Hezekiah.”

Hezekiah remembered the situation very clearly.  He hadn’t known she had been busy helping others all day. He just remembered coming out of his study and being disappointed he didn’t have a hot meal waiting for him.  

“He was a pompous ass,” one of the ladies said.

And Hezekiah finally agreed with what they were saying.





  







 

Chapter Thirty

The walk to Nine-East Café was short, but cold. Mary entered the small restaurant and was instantly assailed by the scent of hot coffee, fresh pastries and cinnamon cookies.

“Hi Mary,” Brenda, the owner, said. “Bradley’s already in the back. What can I bring you?”

“Hot chocolate,” Mary said.

“Whipped cream?” Brenda asked.

Mary lifted her eyebrows and Brenda laughed. “Yeah, why do I even ask,” she said. “Whipped cream and dark chocolate shavings, coming up.  I just pulled some cranberry muffins out of the oven, are you interested?”

“You know, you are a dangerous woman,” Mary replied. “And, yes, I am very interested.”

“Okay, you get settled in and I’ll bring you your order in a few minutes.”

Bradley stood up when he saw Mary coming. “So, how was your meeting with Faye?” he asked.

“Well, much more enlightening than I thought it would be,” she said, putting her briefcase on the table and slipping off her coat. 

She and Bradley sat at the table. Mary glanced around to ensure they could speak confidentially without anyone hearing them and said, “Did you know that Faye had a child when she was younger?”

Bradley shook his head. “No, there’s no record of it.”

“Nope, the faithful family retainer took care of that,” she said, “And blackmailed the father of the child, who happened to be happily married to someone else, to adopt him.”

“Hmmm, I wonder how long Benjamin Middlebury has been the attorney for the family,” Bradley mused. “I think I’ll pay the illustrious attorney a visit tomorrow and see what I can dig up.”

“I felt so sorry for her,” she said. “I can see why an experience like that could make you bitter.”

“Or it could make you stronger,” he said. “You get to choose your attitude. She chose anger.”

Mary shrugged. “Yeah, well, I can’t judge her. I don’t know what I’d do if I was in that circumstance.”

Brenda came over with her order. “Do you need anything else for now?” she asked.

Mary shook her head. “No, this looks great, thanks.”

“Chief, you need a refill?” she asked, looking at Bradley’s empty diet soda glass.

He shook his head. “No, I won’t sleep tonight if I drink anymore caffeine, but thanks.”

Mary took a sip of the hot chocolate and felt the warmth seep through her body. “This is just what I needed.”

Bradley sat back and just watched Mary for a moment. He missed their closeness.  Missed holding her. Could he have been wrong? 

She broke off a piece of muffin and popped it into her mouth.  She looked up at Bradley, who was staring at her. She stopped chewing. “What? Do I have whipped cream on my nose?”

He chuckled. “No, sorry, I was just thinking.”

She nodded and pulled a file from her briefcase and opened it. “Okay, this is all I have so far about Jeannine,” she said. “When I went to your old house, I met one of your former neighbors, Brian Keller. Do you remember him?”

“Yeah, as I recall, he was a bit of a jerk,” he said.

Mary laughed. “The term I preferred was ass, but jerk will do.  Anyway, I pretended I was an old high school friend looking for you and Jeannine.  He told me about the break-in and how he didn’t know where either of you were anymore.  But, he did fill me in on something interesting.  He said all of the neighbors thought Jeannine was having an affair, so they didn’t share a lot of information with you.”

“What?” his mouth dropped open. 

“Jeannine wasn’t having an affair!” he exclaimed.

“Well, of course she wasn’t,” she replied, shushing him. “That’s ridiculous. But, that was the perception of the neighbors, which is why you never got good information from them.”

“But why would they think she was cheating?”

“Well, did some of the other cops drop by to check on her for you?” she suggested, “Dad used to have his buddies check on us when he was working weird hours.”

Bradley shook his head. “You know, I really can’t remember, but we had a lot of friends who stopped by,” he said. “But an affair...”

Mary reached over and placed her hand over his. “Bradley, I already asked Jeannine, she never had an affair,” she said. “She was in love with you and only you.”

He turned his hand over and clasped her hand. “Thank you,” he said.

Mary felt the jolt of electricity from the contact. She pulled her hand out of his grasp and busied it by breaking off another piece of muffin. But this time the delicious treat tasted like sawdust in her mouth. 

“So, what have you been looking at,” she asked, interjecting cheerfulness into her voice.

Bradley pulled out his file. “I’ve been looking through some of the old photos, trying to find something I missed the first time through.”

He opened the file and Mary looked at the photos of the home in Sycamore. Furniture was overturned, pictures on the walls were askew, books were ripped from bookcases, photo albums...

She paused and looked down at the photo albums. “Do you have any close ups on the photo albums?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think so,” he said, picking up the file and flipping through the photos. 

Finally, he stopped. “Here these are all the close shots taken of the crime scene.”

Mary slowly examined each photo, nodding to herself.  Then she laid them out on the table in front of Bradley. “Look at the pictures in the albums,” she said.

He looked at them and shrugged. “They’re all ripped,” he said. “Someone destroyed all the photos.”

She shook her head. “No, look again,” she said. “And this time, notice whose face is in all of the photos.”

He was a little confused, but did what she suggested. Each photo, either on the floor or in the album only had his picture left. The part of the photo that had held Jeannine’s image had been torn away.

“Jeannine’s missing,” he said, finally seeing it for the first time. “Every photo is missing Jeannine’s image.”

Mary nodded. “And I would venture a guess those pieces of photos were never recovered,” she said. “That you never found the other half of your photos.”

He shook his head. “There were no other pieces of photos in the house,” he said. “They were only in this room.”

“So, someone wanted to rip you and Jeannine apart,” she said.

“And he wanted to keep Jeannine to himself,” he said, as the idea coalesced in his mind. “This was a kidnapping that was meant to look like a break in.”

“This was a murder that started with kidnapping,” she reminded him. 

He looked up at her. “Thank you. This sheds a whole new light on the investigation.”

Mary sat back in her chair, not quite trusting where the conversation might be heading. “And now?” she asked.

He ran his hand through his hair. “Mary, I’ve studied these photos for eight years,” he said, his voice strained. “And you look at them and see something I never even considered. I know I’m asking for a lot, but would you be willing...?”

“I told you that Jeannine is now my client,” she said, interrupting him. She didn’t want her work on this investigation to be considered a favor or anything that could be construed as return to their former relationship. “You are not asking me for anything. It makes sense to work together. I’m glad a fresh pair of eyes can add new insight.”

Taken a little aback by her business approach to the investigation, he gave himself a mental shake.  He had been so delighted with her assessment, he had wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her. Obviously their new relationship didn’t allow that kind of behavior.

“Well, it will be great getting your professional insight,” he said. 

“Thank you,” she said, scooting her chair back. “It’s late, I’d better get going.”

“Mary you walked here,” he said. “Let me give you a ride. Professional courtesy, that’s all.”

“Thanks, I’d appreciate it.”





  







 

Chapter Thirty-one

“Will you let me know what you find out tomorrow when you speak with Middlebury?” Mary asked. 

“Yes, I’ll let you know as soon as I can get in to see him,” he replied. “Are you going to be in the office tomorrow?”

“Oh, crap,” Mary said. Suddenly remembering her computer was at the office.

“What?” Bradley asked.

“Oh, nothing, I left my laptop on my desk in the office,” she said. “I guess I’ll get it tomorrow.”

Bradley turned the cruiser around without a comment. “It’s not a big deal, Mary,” he said. “We’ll be at your office in less than five minutes.”

“Thanks.”

True to his word, they pulled up in front of Mary’s office in the old brownstone on Main Street in downtown Freeport a few minutes later.  Mary jumped out of the car.  “I’ll just run in,” she said, “I won’t be a minute.”

Dashing across the sidewalk, she had her key in hand, ready to quickly unlock the door. Surprised when she found it unlocked, she wondered if she was that distracted today that she left her office without locking her door?

She cautiously entered the building, just in case someone was already inside. For a moment she considered alerting Bradley, and then shook her head.  No, I probably just left it open and really, I don’t want to make a bigger deal out of this than it should be. 

The streetlight outside lit the interior of the office and she could see no one else was inside. Her computer sitting on her desk verified that her fears of a break-in were unfounded. If anyone had been in the office, they would have certainly taken the computer. She breathed a sigh of relief. 

Hurrying forward, she moved the mouse, to see what she had left open on the screen. Saving the opened documents, she shut down the computer and reached over to unplug the computer from its base.  

The sleeve of her coat caught on a glass of water, tumbling it sideways onto her desk.

“Crap!”

She quickly moved the laptop out of the way and saved the paperwork around the spill.  Then she grabbed a handful of tissues and blotted up the water.  In a few moments, the mess was cleaned up and Mary was left with a handful of sopping wet tissues. 

She carried the tissues into the little bathroom off her office area.  She was surprised to find the light on in the bathroom.  What was she thinking about when she left that afternoon?

The toilet cover was up, so Mary decided to try a three-point shot from the doorway. She aimed, tossed and splash! Just a little rim, but she wouldn’t count it. She was just turning away from the bathroom, congratulating herself on her basketball prowess, when the power of the explosion knocked her off her feet and back into the office.

Bradley not only heard the explosion, but felt it rock his car.  He felt the same panic he experienced when he’d received the call so many years ago that his house had been robbed. He rushed into the office building, screaming her name without even being aware of it.

The wall between the bathroom and the office was nearly gone. Bits of the toilet littered the room.  He searched desperately for Mary, but couldn’t see her at first. “Mary,” he yelled. “Mary where are you?”

A soft moan sounded from underneath the bathroom door that now lay on the floor. He rushed over, moved the door to the side and knelt down next to her. He laid his hand on her throat and checked her pulse, it was strong.  He looked over her body for cuts, but her heavy winter coat and the bathroom door had shielded from most of the damage.  She had a scratch on her forehead that was bleeding, but for the most part, she looked okay.  Bradley exhaled a shaky breath of relief.  He stroked her cheek. “Mary, can you speak to me?”

“I hit a three-pointer and the toilet exploded,” she moaned. “That’s never happened before.”

“Good thing it was only a basket toss and you weren’t sitting on it...” his voice froze. 

She blinked her eyes open. “I could have been killed,” she whispered. “If I’d been sitting there, I would have been killed.”

When she shivered, he gathered her into his arms and held her tightly for a moment. To hell with the new rules.  

She let herself enjoy being held in his arms again for a few moments, then put her hands against his chest and gently pushed him away. “We really need to turn the water off before my office and any evidence gets washed away,” she said.

He nodded and helped her into her desk chair. “You sit here and call this in,” he said. “I’ll turn off the water in the basement.”

A few minutes later, the Freeport Police Department was cataloguing anything that could possibly hold clues and Bradley was on the phone with the regional Bomb Squad. 

Mary had discovered, to her relief, that her computer had not been damaged in the explosion.  She had packed it up, along with any other pertinent files and now waited impatiently as the Paramedics checked her over. 

After patching her forehead, they had run her through a series of tests to be sure she hadn’t experienced a concussion.  If they shine that damn flashlight into my eyes one more time, she thought. 

“I’ll take Miss O’Reilly home now,” Bradley interrupted her threat. “If there are any problems I’ll bring her into the ER.”

He helped Mary to her feet, grabbed her gear and walked her to the door.  Spying the keys still in the lock, he pulled them out and threw them to one of his officers.  “Lock up after you’re done and bring the keys back to me tomorrow.”

“Why the quick rescue?” Mary asked softly.

“You looked like you were going to take one of the paramedics out,” he replied. “I was rescuing them, not you.”

She smiled. “I don’t like being treated like an invalid,” she said. “I’m not a weakling.”

“No one would ever confuse you for a weakling,” he assured her.

He helped her into the car and drove her home. She was a little leery when she saw the lights on in her house. “Bradley,” she said, grabbing his arm. “I know I didn’t leave the lights on at home.”

He patted her hand calmly. “No, you didn’t,” he said. “I’m sorry, I should have told you. I called Rosie and asked her to meet us here. You’re not supposed to be alone tonight, because of your possible head injuries and considering our...”

Mary smiled sadly. In the past Bradley would have been the one to stay with her and make sure she was fine. But now...

“Thank you,” she said. “That was very thoughtful of you.”

He helped her up the stairs, which were pretty slick from the snow and ice.  She ached all over, but she didn’t think her injuries were any worse than that and didn’t know if the warmth from Bradley’s arm around her waist was helping, or in the end, hurting her even more.

Rosie gathered her in her arms once she came through the door. “Bradley told me your toilet exploded,” she said. “You know I’ve been telling you for months you needed to have a better diet. More regular. The Surgeon General now says that fiber is an important part of your daily routine, if you know what I mean.”

Mary caught the laughter in Bradley’s eyes and smiled back, both trying not to laugh.

“You silly goose,” Stanley said, walking out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel. “It wasn’t that kind of explosion. Someone put a bomb in Mary’s toilet.”

“Oh, a real bomb,” Rosie repeated. “Oh, Mary, how frightening.”

“Well, I checked the toilets in the house,” Stanley said. “Everything’s working just fine and dandy.”

“Thank you,” Mary said. 

“No problem,” Stanley said, glaring at Bradley. “You’ve got to have some men in your life you can count on.”

“Stanley,” Mary chided, “be nice.”

Bradley stepped away from the group. “I’ll call you in the morning,” he said. “And give you any updates.”

“Okay, thanks, Bradley,” she replied.

“Well, if you need anything,” he said, standing at the doorway.

“Iffen she needs anything, she’s got plenty of friends she can call on,” Stanley said. 

Bradley stiffened, “Well, good night then.”

The door closed with a sharp snap.  

Rosie was confused. “We don’t like Bradley anymore?” she asked. 

“No,” Mary said. “We like Bradley a lot. It’s just...”

“It’s just that he’s got the brains of a snowball and he hurt our Mary’s heart.”

“He hurt you?” she asked. “But I thought he loved you.”

Mary made her way slowly to the closet to take off her coat. “Well, he thinks I lied to him,” she said. “And he’s going through a rough time.”

“Why would he think you lied to him?” she asked.

“Because I did,” Mary replied.

“Oh, well that makes sense,” Rosie said, biting her lower lip. “It does doesn’t it?”

“No it don’t,” Stanley growled. “Mary didn’t lie, she just didn’t tell him something because she promised someone else she wouldn’t. So it weren’t a lie.”

Rosie nodded. “But you still love him and that’s the problem.”

Mary sighed. “Yes, that was the problem.”





  







 

Chapter Thirty-two

The children were finally asleep and the house was quiet for the night. Lucinda walked through the darkened hallways and listened to the sounds of the night.  This house had always been a peaceful, safe place for her family and now they were going to have to leave it.

She entered the kitchen, put on the kettle and took a cup from one of the cupboards. She walked across the room to the pantry.  There on the door frame they had marked the heights of the children as they had grown.  Little pencil marks with dates and heights. A history of their little family and someone else would paint over it.

Hezekiah stood next to her, looking at the marks on the frame.  He had forgotten about those marks. He looked at the first one with Rudy’s name on it and remembered how he had toddled up to the mark every day and asked, “Is I bigger now?”  Next to that one were a dozen more, just centimeters apart to show Rudy’s progress through the following weeks and months. He recalled he had been impatient with the boy. “You didn’t grow overnight,” he had said. But Lucinda had taken the time to measure him and reassure him each and every day.

Lucinda brushed her hand over those marks and a tear slipped down her cheek. “Dear Lord,” she prayed out loud. “Help me to know what to do.”

He turned to her and tried to catch the tear in his finger, but it slid through him. 

She walked over to the table and sat down in a chair.  Clasping her hands together, she bowed her head and prayed. “Dear Lord,” she said. “I don’t know what to do.  I don’t know if I have the courage to take on this calling, but I have to think of my children’s welfare too.  I want to do Thy work and fulfill whatever calling Thou would see fit to offer me. But, Lord, we both know that I am an imperfect servant.”

“No, Lucinda, you weren’t imperfect, I was,” he said.

“Lord, I tried to do thy will. I tried to be a proper helpmate for my husband. I tried to honor his work and support him, but I failed time and time again.”

“No, you never failed,” he cried. “You never failed me.”

“How can I take on the needs of the congregation, when I couldn’t even take care of the needs of one man?” she wept. “How can I show Christ-like love, when my own husband never loved me?”

“Oh, Lucinda,” he sobbed, tears flowing down his cheeks. “I did love you. I did. You were the best thing that ever happened to me, but I was too stupid to see it.”

“Lord, you need a woman capable of inspiring love,” she sniffed. “And I’m afraid I just can’t do that. So, Lord, I’ve made up my mind and tomorrow I’m going to turn down this job. I pray, Lord, that you will help me and direct me to find some way to take care of my family.” 

“No Lucinda, you need to take this job,” he said. “The congregation needs you. The children need to stay here. And, I need a chance to beg you for forgiveness.  Lucinda, please, you’ve got to change your mind.”

Lucinda stood up, walked over to the stove and turned off the kettle.  Then she walked across the room and stopped in front of Hezekiah.  She wiped the remaining tears from her cheeks and took a deep breath. “Lord, if you want me to stay here,” she said. “Please send me some kind of sign. I just need a sign.”

She stepped forward, walking right through Hezekiah. She shivered and hugged herself against the sudden cold. As she left the room, she reached over and turned off the light.

Once again, Hezekiah was left standing in the dark. But this time he knew what he had to do.  He thought about the young lady, Mary O’Reilly, who said she helped ghosts. If there was ever a ghost who needed help, it was him. 

Mary lay in her bed, looking up at the ceiling wondering how she was going to deal with the future.  Her body hurt, her head hurt and, most of all, her heart hurt. It was fairly obvious things weren’t going to be easy between Bradley and herself.  She was beginning to understand that you really can’t go back.  They couldn’t just pretend nothing happened between them.  Couldn’t pretend they didn’t say they loved each other.  Couldn’t change the past few months. So, what’s next?

“Young lady? Uh, Mary,” the voice seemed to be coming from far away.

Mary sat up in bed and winced. “Hello, Reverend,” she called, “I’m here.”

He slowly appeared next to her bed. “I beg your pardon,” he gasped. “I had no idea I would be coming to your private quarters.”

“No, you’re fine,” she said. “I have company and it would be better to discuss whatever you need to talk about in here.”

He started to speak and then stopped.  She could see the tears welling in his eyes and his struggle to get the words out. “Lucinda,” he said, his voice cracking. “Lucinda doesn’t think I love her.”

“Why would she think that?” Mary asked.

Tears fell freely now. “Because, fool that I am, never told her,” he said, shame written on his face. “Never took the time to appreciate her.  Only thought of myself.”

“And why is Lucinda knowing you loved her so important now?” she asked. 

“Because she won’t take the job as minister,” he said. “She’s a much better minister than I ever was, ever could be. And she won’t take the job because she feels she failed our relationship.”

“So what would you like me to do?”

“Go to her. Tell her I love her.  Tell her I was a fool.  Do whatever you have to do to convince her that I was wrong,” he said.

“Reverend...”

“Hezekiah, please,” he interrupted. 

“Hezekiah.  Why would she believe me?” she asked. “I’m a stranger.  Why would she think I would know your feelings better than she would?”

“There has to be a way,” he said. “I can’t have been led this far without being able to repent of my pride.”

He wiped his tears and then looked up at her. “Rachael,” he said. “My daughter, Rachael can help you. She seems to have your gift.”

“That just might work,” Mary said. 





  







 

Chapter Thirty-three

It was seven o’clock the next morning and Mary parked her car down the street from Hezekiah’s home. 

“Okay you remember what you’re supposed to do,” she asked Mike who was sitting beside her.

“Well, let’s see, you’ve only repeated the instructions four times in ten minutes,” he said. “So, maybe you ought to tell me one more time just in case.”

She nodded, clearly distracted. “Okay, I’ll go up to the house...”

“Mary, I was being sarcastic,” he said.

“Oh,” she said with an apologetic glance at him. “Sorry.”

She slipped an envelope into her coat pocket and carefully stole up the street.  Following his directions, she snuck to the side door of Hezekiah’s home and tapped lightly.  The door opened a crack and a beautiful little girl with dark brown eyes and a wide smile looked at her. “My Daddy said you’d be coming,” she said. “I’m Rachael.”

“Hi Rachael, I’m Mary and this is my friend, Mike,” she said. “Can you see Mike, just like you can see your daddy?”

Rachael poked her head out the door and peered behind Mary. She smiled and nodded. “Yes, I can see him,” she giggled. “He’s cute.”

Mary chuckled. “Shhhhh, if you tell him that, there’s no living with him.”

The little girl giggled again.

Mary took the card out of her pocket and handed it to Rachael. “Okay, here’s the card,” she said. “You and Mike do your job and I’ll wait a few minutes and then knock on the front door. Okay?”

Rachael nodded eagerly. “And I’m not s’posed to know you, right?”

“Exactly right,” Mary said.

“Okay,” she said, shutting the door on their faces. 

“Good thing I can walk through walls,” Mike teased and followed Rachael into the house.

Mary moved quietly back down the side of the house and hid in the shadow of the house for a few minutes.  Finally, when she felt she had given them enough time to accomplish their job, she walked up to the front door and rang the bell.  She could hear rustling noises inside the house as she waited for the door to be open.  A lovely African-American woman with large, soft eyes and caramel-colored skin answered the door. “May I help you,” she asked in a quiet, calm tone.

Mary smiled. “Hello, I’m Mary O’Reilly and I’m a friend of Hezekiah,” she said. 

Lucinda’s eyes saddened. “I’m sorry, perhaps you hadn’t heard. My husband passed away recently, we just had his funeral yesterday.”

Mary nodded. “Yes, I knew the funeral was yesterday, I’m sorry I was unable to come,” she replied. “But I wondered if you would allow me to come in and visit with you for a few minutes.”

Lucinda hesitated. “I really hate to be rude,” she said. “But we are very busy today. We are in the midst of packing up our belongings.”

“You asked God for a sign last night,” Mary said. “Don’t you want to take the time to hear it?”

Eyes wide with shock, Lucinda stepped back from the door, opening it wide. “How did you know...”

“I’d love to tell you. May I come in?”

Mutely, she nodded and led Mary into the front room.  Mary followed her to the couch, sitting down and facing her. “I am going to tell you something about myself that many people can’t accept,” Mary said. “But if you can just keep an open mind, it will make the rest of what I’m going to say so much easier.”

Lucinda nodded.

“Several years ago, when I served as a cop in Chicago I was caught in a cross-fire and I got shot.  The doctors did the best they could, but I died on the operating table.”

She met Lucinda’s wide stare. “No, I’m not a ghost or an angel,” she said with a chuckle. “I got a choice on my way to Heaven.  I could continue, or I could go back, but my life would be changed. I’d have a different mission.”

“So, you came back,” Lucinda finished. 

Mary nodded. “And my new gift was that I can communicate with spirits, some people call them ghosts.  I can help those who have unfinished business to settle before they can move from this world onto the next.”

“I have no trouble believing that,” she said. “If we believe in angels, why wouldn’t we believe in other spirits?”

“Thank you for having an open mind,” she said. “I met your husband last Saturday night.”

“But that’s impossible, he died...,” she stopped. “You met his ghost?”

“Yes, I met his ghost,” she said. “He discovered that he had some unfinished business to take care of before he could move on.”

Lucinda shook her head in wonder. “Rachael said she’d seen him.”

Smiling, Mary nodded. “Yes, he mentioned that Rachael could see him,” she said. “He was a little disconcerted about that, seeing that he didn’t believe in ghosts himself.”

Lucinda laughed. “I can see that could have posed a problem to him.”

“I have a message from him to you,” Mary said. “He wanted you to go to the bookshelf and take out the big Bible; he said you would know which one.”

“Excuse me for a moment, it’s in the study,” she said and left the room. 

She came back carrying a large leather bound Bible. No wonder Hezekiah said Rachael would need help. Lucinda placed it on the coffee table before them.

“He wanted you to turn to 1 Corinthians, Chapter 13,” Mary said. “There is a message there for you.”

Lucinda turned the pages and found the chapter. 

“He said there would be a section highlighted and he wanted you to read it,” she said, praying Mike and Rachael had been able to accomplish the task.

Lucinda began to read the passage, “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal. And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing. Charity suffereth long and is kind, charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up. Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. Charity never faileth.”

She looked up and Mary could see the questions in her eyes. “He also left you a note,” she said, “In the front of the Bible.”

Lucinda turned to the front and found the envelope Mary had given Rachael that morning. It had taken Mary half the night to learn how to replicate his handwriting and the other half was spent on Hezekiah deciding what he wanted to say.  

Lucinda opened it and read the letter.

My dearest Lucinda,

Throughout our marriage and our partnership as we worked together for the Lord, I have been the sounding brass and the tinkling cymbal and you have been the angel of charity.  In everything you do, in everything you say, the true love of Christ is exemplified in every action. I realize now that I was so caught up in my own pride, in my own desires, that I neglected the real needs of my congregation, my children and, most importantly, my wife.  

I want you to know that I respect you, admire you and pray that our children will follow your example. But most of all, I want you to know that I love you. You have been the iron rod, the steadying force in our relationship. You have been ever selfless, ever supportive and ever patient.  I don’t know why God decided to give me an angel as a wife, but I will be grateful to him for eternity.

Lucinda, please pick up the standard that I foolishly let fall because of my own ego. Please take care of these good people. They need you.

Yours forever,

Hezekiah

She placed a hand over her mouth to stem the emotion. “He wrote this?” she asked.

“Yes,” Mary replied. “He wanted to let you know how much you meant to him and to apologize for not taking the time in this life to be sure you knew.”

She wiped a tear away. “He really loved me?”

“He loved you so much, that he stayed here until he could tell you.”

“He’s here? In our home?”

“Mommy, Daddy wants to know if he can come in and see you,” Rachael said, rushing into the room.  

Hezekiah stood in the hall peering into the room.

“Hezekiah, are you really here?” she asked.

The large man moved forward and knelt at his wife’s feet. Lucinda turned to Mary. “I think I can feel his presence,” she said. “It feels warm.”

“He’s almost ready to go,” Mary said.

“I love you, my sweet Lucinda,” he said. “And I love our family.”

“Daddy says he loves you, Momma,” Rachael said. “He says he loves us too. He looks so sad.”

“He’s only sad because he’s going to miss you while he waits for you to all be together in Heaven someday,” Mary said. 

“I love you, Hezekiah,” Lucinda whispered. “And thank you for letting me know you love me.”

She placed her hand on her heart. “It’s what I needed to hear.”

He stood and bent over, placing a kiss on her cheek. She lifted her hand to her cheek and rubbed it softly. “Thank you, dearest.”

Rachael ran over to her mother. “Kiss me too, Daddy,” she said.

Hezekiah bent over and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Daddy,” she said.

He turned to Mary, tears flowing freely down his cheeks. “Thank you, young lady,” he said. “You saved my family.”

Mary shook her head. “No, you saved your family,” she said. “I only helped a little along the way. God Speed, Hezekiah.”

He smiled at her. “God Bless you, Mary O’Reilly.”

Then he faded into the light.





  







 

Chapter Thirty-four

“Well that was a great way to start a day,” Mike said, as they walked back to the car. “And it’s not even eight o’clock yet.”

Mary grinned at him. “Yeah, that was nice, wasn’t it?”

“Kind of reinforces your belief in love, doesn’t it?” he asked.

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” Mary replied. “Love works for some people and for others it’s just not meant to be.”

“Whoa, Mary O’Reilly is becoming cynical and bitter,” he said. “I think you’ve been spending too much time with Faye McMullen.”

Mary got in the car and started it up. “I don’t think I’m quite that bad.”

“Not yet,” he said, appearing in the passenger seat next to her. “Why don’t you just run away with me to a deserted tropical island? I would spend my days worshipping you.”

She turned and smiled at him. “Well, you are cute,” she said. “All the ten year-old girls think so.”

“I’ve often felt that ten year-olds have discriminating tastes in men,” he said. 

“Well, I’m tempted, really,” she said. “But, it’s kind of hard to kiss a ghost.”

He wiggled his eyebrows. “Not if I come to you in your dreams,” he said. 

She stopped at the corner and turned to him. “Really?” she said. “In my dreams?”

She put the car in gear and headed to Galena Street. 

“Yep, in your dreams,” he said. “I could fulfill your greatest fantasies.”

“Really,” she said. “My greatest fantasies?”

“Yes,” he said softly. “You could have whatever you’d like.”

She thought about it for a while, as she drove down Galena towards the downtown. “Anything?” she asked.

“Anything, Mary, you just name it,” he whispered seductively.

“A pony,” she said. “I always wanted a pony.”

“A what?!?” he exclaimed.

“A pony. I always dreamt of having a pony.”

“Mary these are supposed to be ‘adult’ fantasies,” he said, using his hands to create quotation marks.

“Oh,” she said, emphasizing the word. “Adult fantasies. Now I understand.”

He sat back against the seat in the car. “Good. Finally.”

“In that case, I want a horse, because really, a pony would be much too small to ride.”

He turned to her. “You think you’re funny, don’t you?” he asked.

She grinned. “I think I’m pretty freaking hysterical.”

He shook his head, trying to bite back the grin. “That’s it, I’m outta here.”

He faded away. 

“Bye, Mike,” she called, laughter filling her voice. “Have a nice day.”

She pulled the Roadster up in front of Winneshiek. “It’s a beautiful day,” she said. “I think I’ll go inside and try to wake the dead.”

She punched in the security code and entered the building, closing the door securely behind her. She didn’t want to have another unexpected surprise. “Hello,” she called out. “Faye are you here.”

“Mary get the hell out of here,” Faye yelled. 

Mary laughed, “Why Faye, that’s no way to talk to a guest.”

Mary jogged towards the stage, a spring in her step and a smile on her face. 

“Mary, look out!” Faye screamed.

Mary turned, but it was too late. The heavy sandbag careened into her and everything went black. 





  







 

Chapter Thirty-five

Bradley had a hunch and decided it wouldn’t hurt anything to have him follow up on it.  He heard a knock on his office door, eight o’clock straight up, just on time. He walked to the door and opened it. “Come in,” he invited.

Carl White walked through the door. 

“Thanks for coming back.”

“Well, when the Chief of Police asks you to stop in, you really don’t want to turn him down,” he said.

“That’s always a good policy,” Bradley replied. “Can I offer you something to drink?” 

“No, I’m good,” he said. “So what did you want to ask me?”

“Why don’t you have a seat,” Bradley suggested, motioning to the small round table in the corner of the room. “I’m waiting for one more person to show up.”

A moment later, there was another knock. “Ah, I’ll bet that’s him,” Bradley said, opening the door. “Benjamin, come in and have a seat. Now we can get our little meeting going.”

Benjamin and Bradley joined Carl at the table. 

“Do you two know each other?” Bradley asked.

Carl shook his head. “No, I’ve never had the pleasure,” he said. “I’m Carl White.”

Bradley watched the older man pause and then extend his hand.

“Benjamin Middlebury,” he said, “Pleased to meet you.”

Bradley sat back in his chair. “Now, I’m guessing that you both have met before, but Carl you were just too young to remember and Benjamin, you were working on behalf of a client.”

Benjamin squirmed in his seat and Carl sat forward. “You were the one?” he asked. “You were the one who brought me to live with my father?”

Bradley was taken aback. “You knew?” he asked. “You knew you were Faye McMullen’s son?”

Carl nodded. “Yeah, talk about winning the booby-prize.”

Benjamin sat forward in his seat. “Wait. You didn’t want to be her son?”

“No. No way,” he said. “I’m perfectly happy being Carl White, son of Charlie and Delores White.”

“How did you find out?” Benjamin asked.

“Faye told me a couple of years ago,” he said. “She needed someone to direct one of her plays and had run out of victims. She produced a birth certificate and told me the story.  She said unless I did what she wanted, she would let my mother know that her son wasn’t just an adopted orphan, but her husband’s flesh and blood.”

Bradley shook her head. “She was a real piece of work. So, that’s why you volunteer so much.”

“And that’s why she accuses me of sleeping with younger women,” he said. “She keeps seeing my dad in me and insists I’m just like him.”

“You never wanted her money?” Benjamin asked, amazed by the turn of events.

“What money?” Carl said. “She never had money.”

“She was changing her will and leaving you quite a substantial sum,” he replied. “I thought you were behind it. That you were blackmailing her.”

Carl laughed. “That lady had me so twisted around her finger, it wasn’t funny,” he said. “I had to loose thirty pounds, because she decided I was too fat and unhealthy. I had to take special vitamins because I wasn’t eating right. I was jumping through hoops just to protect my mom.”

“Do you really think she would have told your mother?” Bradley asked.

Carl shrugged. “Probably not,” he said. “You know, once I got to know her, she wasn’t half bad.  She was pushy and she was a bitch, but somewhere deep down inside she had her own unique way of taking care of the people she loved.”

“But you’re the heir,” Benjamin said. “You have legal proof, you’re the heir.”

“Yeah, and if I claim it my mother is devastated. No thank you,” he said. “Rodney can be the heir.”

“So, how did you happen to meet Rodney?” Bradley asked. “It seemed there was no love lost between the two of you.”

“He came to my office, about a month ago,” Carl said. “He threatened to have me fired if I didn’t stop my relationship with his Aunt.”

“What did you do?” Bradley asked.

Carl chuckled. “I told him that I would be very happy to stop the relationship. He just had to get his aunt to agree to it.”

Benjamin leaned forward and put his head in his hands. “This is all my fault,” he said. “All my fault.”

“What do you mean?” Bradley asked, his stomach tightening. “What’s all your fault.”

“I told Rodney that I thought Carl was blackmailing Faye,” he said. “I told him that Carl was trying to usurp him as the next heir.”

“Why would you do that?” Carl asked.

“Because Faye was changing her will, isn’t that right, Benjamin,” Bradley said. “And you already knew you’d be able to control Rodney, but you had no idea what kind of loose cannon Carl would be.”

“Why didn’t you just come to me?” Carl said. “Why didn’t you just ask me?”

“So how did Faye leave her will?” Bradley asked.

“She had me draw up the new one,” Benjamin replied. “I had it messengered to her place on Saturday night. All she had to do was sign it and it would replace the old one.”

“Quite a coincidence that she was killed on Saturday night before she could sign it,” Bradley said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because the only people who knew were Faye and me,” he said.

“Are you sure Faye didn’t tell Rodney?” Bradley asked.

Carl sat back in his seat. “You know, I do remember Faye speaking with him just before practice,” he said. “He was pretty angry, but that wasn’t unusual if you were talking to Faye.”

“I can’t believe that Rodney could kill Faye,” Benjamin said.

“Could you believe that he could place a pressure bomb on the seat of a toilet?”

Carl chuckled. “Hey, that sounds like a scene right out of Lethal Weapon.”

Bradley froze. “Lethal Weapon.”

He jumped out of his chair and ran to his desk. “Dorothy I want an APB out on Rodney McMullen. Send a squad to his home, search the city for his car, and consider him armed and dangerous.”

Benjamin jumped up. “Chief, I think you’re over reacting.”

“Someone planted a bomb on the office toilet of O’Reilly Investigations.  Mary just happens to be investigating Faye’s murder,” Bradley said, as he pulled on his jacket and tucked his gun into its holster. “Rodney told me he spent Saturday watching a Lethal Weapon marathon.  I’m not going to take any chances.”





  







 

Chapter Thirty-six

Mary woke when water was tossed in her face.  She sputtered awake and realized she was freezing cold and hanging by her arms in the basement of Winneshiek Theater. 

She looked around, there was a light shining directly on her and the rest of the brick basement was in shadows.  Water was pouring from a hose placed directly above her, flowing down her body. She could tell someone was standing, just beyond the light.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.

Rodney stepped forward, a strange grin on his face. “I’m in charge,” he said in a sing-song voice. “I’m in charge and no one is going to stop me.”

“Fine,” Mary said. “I don’t want to stop you; I just want to dry off.”

He sighed heavily. “But you did want to stop me,” he said. “You were talking with Auntie Faye and you were trying to stop me.”

Mary felt even colder. “You killed Faye McMullen.”

Faye appeared. “Rodney!  Rodney killed me? He’s got more guts than I gave him credit for.”

“She gave me that stupid job,” he said. “Junior Executive. She told me I had to learn the ropes.”

He giggled. “I guess I showed her I learned the ropes all right. I snuck in and waited for just the right time. Then I tied her arms together and put the noose over her neck. She begged me to stop. Begged me to let her down.”

“I didn’t beg,” Faye emphasized, “I bribed. There’s a big difference, I never beg.”

“Why would you want to kill your aunt?”

“Because she wasn’t going to let me be in charge,” he whined. “No one ever lets me be in charge. Not my mother, not Auntie Faye, not Mr. Middlebury, no one has ever let me be in charge, so I decided to take charge.”

“Oh, what a whiner,” Faye said. “Rodney let Mary go, you are being troublesome.”

“Rodney, your aunt is here with us,” Mary said. “She wants you to let me go.”

He looked around the basement. “I’m glad she’s here.  She can watch what I’m going to do to you. I’ve been waiting for you, Mary,” he said. “First I put a bomb on your toilet and then I came here to wait. Just in case.”

“He put a bomb on your toilet?” Faye exclaimed. “Well that’s just disgusting!”

He chuckled again. “She’s going to see how I can take charge with you. Get it? Charge?”

“No, I don’t get it. What are you planning on doing to me?” Mary asked.

“Have you ever watched Lethal Weapon,” he asked. “No, of course, you haven’t because girls don’t watch those kinds of movies.”

He moved closer and grabbed the front of her shirt, a fistful of material in each hand and tore it open. Her skin was exposed from the waistband of her jeans to her bra. He touched her stomach and she tried to pull back. “I just wanted to be sure it was nice and wet,” he said, running his hand over her abdomen again. “Nice and wet.”

“In the movie they hang Riggs by his arms, like I did to you,” he explained. “Then they have water dripping over his head, just like yours. Then they have battery cables attached to a charger and they touch them to his wet body because they want to torture him.”

“Mary I’m so sorry,” Faye said. 

He looked up at Mary. “I don’t want to torture you; I just want to kill you.”

“Well, that’s a comfort,” Mary said, trying desperately to figure a way out of this mess. “But aren’t you afraid I’ll haunt you for the rest of your life?”

He shook his head and smiled at him. “I was hoping you would,” he said. “I’m pretty lonely and I’d like the company.”

He turned away from her. “Now where did I put that charger,” he asked himself. “Oh, there it is.”

He rolled a charger forward from the corner of the room. Mary’s heart raced as she watched him attach a large sea sponge to the positive clip of the charger. “They did it just like this in the movie,” he explained. “On this side, I can just slide it on your skin, wherever I want the pain to go. And the negative side gets clipped to your skin.”

He looked down at the jaws of the negative clip. “It’s probably going to leave a mark,” he said. “But really, since you’re going to die, it shouldn’t matter.”

“So, how did Riggs get out of the situation?” she asked, looking around the room. “Since there was a movie marathon, I have to assume he survived.”

The flowing water was creating a puddle and Mary hoped that the cold concrete and water would cause the floor to be slick. 

Rodney giggled. “Do you think I’d tell you?” he said. “Do you think I’d give you a clue how to survive?”

“Seems like the sporting thing to do,” Mary said. “After all, I survived the exploding toilet.”

“Yes, you did,” he said, dropping the clips to each side of his body. “I have to say you impressed me. Even Murtagh had to have Riggs help getting out of that one.” 

“Can I tell you a secret,” Mary said with a smile.

Rodney was intrigued, he moved closer. “Sure,” he said.

Mary leaned forward and whispered. “You know, those movies, Lethal Weapon,” she said.

He came even closer. “Yes?”

Mary lifted her legs, grabbed Rodney’s head with her knees and swung him to the side with all her might. “I saw them too,” she yelled. 

Rodney slid backwards and nearly tripped, but regained his footing on the slick concrete floor. “That wasn’t nice,” he yelled, “that wasn’t nice at all.”

He rushed her, the two ends of the charger outstretched. Mary twisted her body, but he was able to make contact with the clips and a sharp pain coursed through her. She screamed and twisted again, kneeing him in the nose. He jumped back, wiping the blood from his face with his sleeve.

“I’m going to make you pay for that.”

Panting heavily, Mary gathered her strength. Another jolt like that and she wouldn’t have a whole lot of fight left.  

“Mary the hose,” Faye called out. “The hose is behind you.”

She twisted slightly and discovered she could just about reach the hose. 

Rodney moved in, slower this time, the clips in his hands stretched forward.  Mary swung herself toward him and kicked him in the arm, forcing herself back towards the hose.  She tried to grab it with her legs, but it slid out of reach.  

“My turn again,” he yelled, clipping the negative side to her waist and jabbing her with the sponge.  She screamed again, kicking out blindly.

She kicked the charger and it wobbled, Rodney jumped back to catch it before it fell.  “You nearly ruined it,” he yelled. “You’re not supposed to do that.” 

He approached her again, circling from the other side. Her breath was coming in gasps and her body throbbed with pain.  She twisted to face him.  

“Come on Mary,” he said. “If I do it from the back you won’t know what hit you.”

“I’m not a coward like you,” she spat. “I can face it.”

“I’m not a coward,” he yelled.

“You’re worse than a coward,” she said. “You’re a spoiled brat and a momma’s boy. You never earned anything in your life.”

“I did, I did earn it,” he said. “I’ll show them and I’ll show you.”

He ran towards her. Mary pulled her legs together, lifted them and aimed for the middle of his chest. His momentum swung her back far enough to grab the hose with her leg.  She swung around, the hose spewing a strong stream of water, catching Rodney in the face. He screamed and stumbled back against the charger. The charger tipped and Rodney fell with it into the large puddle on the ground. Mary heard the snap of electricity and heard Rodney’s cry of pain before the power went out and she was left hanging in the dark.

 





  







 

Chapter Thirty-seven

When he couldn’t reach her on her cell phone, Bradley sped to Mary’s house.  It was only eight-thirty in the morning.  She had to still be home.  He dashed up the stairs and threw open the door. “Mary,” he yelled. “Mary, where are you?”

“Well, Bradley, good morning,” Rosie said, standing next to the kitchen table in her house robe. “I don’t think we were expecting you.”

“Where’s Mary?” he asked.

“She’s gone. She left early this morning,” Rosie said. “She took the Roadster.”

Bradley pulled out his phone and pressed the walkie-talkie button. “I want an APB out on Mary O’ Reilly, last seen driving that damn Roadster of hers,” he said. 

He closed the phone and was ready to leave when he noticed Rosie had a strange look on her face. “Rosie are you...?”

He followed her gaze and saw the dining room window was fogging up. Then an invisible finger started to write. W-I-N-N

“Winneshiek,” Bradley called. “Got it, thanks Mike.”

Lights flashing and sirens blazing, Bradley drove toward the theater.

Mary’s couldn’t stop shaking, whether from the cold or the shock, spasms coursed through her body.  Her arms were going numb and she didn’t know how much longer she was going to be able to remain conscious.  

She tried to listen to hear if Rodney was moving around.  Was he unconscious?  Was he dead?  Or was he just waiting for another opportunity to strike?  

A light began to glow in the corner of the room. Mary held her breath waiting for the next terror to befall her.  “So, Mary, just hanging around?” Mike asked, as his glowing spirit appeared next to her.

“I really hate your sense of humor,” she stammered, her teeth chattering. “But I’m really glad you’re here.”

“Oh, honey, you look rough,” he said. “Just hang in there, er, sorry again. The Calvary is just around the bend.”

He looked around.  Although is abilities were limited, there had to be something he could do.  He spied a wooden crate lying against the wall.  Concentrating with all his might, he was able to slide it along the floor and up next to Mary.  “There sweetie, will that help?” 

Mary stepped on to it, her legs were shaking, but she was able to retain her balance.  “Oh, Mike,” she stuttered. “That’s so much better. Thank you.”

He stood next to her, looking at the bruising on her face and her stomach.  There was an angry red burn at her waist line and he felt like murdering whoever had done this to her. 

“Do I look that bad,” she shivered.

He shook his head. “No I was just admiring your outfit,” he said, looking at her soaking clothing and ripped shirt. “Although I have to admit it’s a bit obvious for my taste.”

“Yeah, and I’d prefer something a little warmer,” she stuttered.

They both heard the pounding on the door. “I don’t think the electronic lock works when the power is out,” Mike said. “This isn’t going to be pretty.” 

Mary heard a loud crash and the splintering of wood. “I don’t think Deb is going to be very happy about this,” she said.

“Mary,” Bradley yelled. “Mary are you here?”

She tried to stop the trembling enough to catch her breath, but she couldn’t gather the strength. “Down...here,” she stuttered softly, “In the basement.”

She turned to Mike, her frustration evident. He saw a large metal pipe on the wall and pushed it so it clattered loudly down the stairs. 

“Thank you,” she breathed.

The bright beam of a flashlight hit Mary squarely in the eyes, and she turned away.

“What the hell?” Bradley exclaimed, rushing to her. “Mary, what did he do to you?”

 “Electric shock treatment,” Mary supplied her voice shaking with cold, “From Lethal Weapon One, seems it was one of his favorite movies.”

He moved the flashlight around the floor, finally resting on Rodney’s body, still and stiff on the floor. 

“I guess he misjudged his opponent,” he said.

Mary sighed. “They always do.”

“Is there enough room on that crate for two?” Bradley asked.

Mary slid over and nodded. Bradley climbed up next to her to cut her arms down. She felt warmth emanating from his body and leaned against him. Just for survival, she told herself. 

 “Where’d you get the crate?” he asked, murmuring into her hair as he worked through the rope.

“A present from Mike,” she said. ‘He arrived just a few minutes ago.”

“Mike’s a good guy,” he said. 

Finally, cutting through the rope, he slowly lowered her arms and then rubbed her wrists to get the circulation going again. “Ouch, that hurts,” she complained.

“Yeah, I bet it does.”

He climbed off the crate and held out his hand to help her down. She shook her head. “I don’t think I can do that,” she stammered. 

He lifted his flashlight again and took a good look at her.  Her lips were blue and her skin tone was pale white. He saw the bruising and the burns Mike had seen earlier. Then he turned her and saw the angry red puckered lines of old scars crisscrossed on her back.

“Exit wounds,” she said softly. “Killed my chances at winning any swimsuit competition.”


He looked up at her and saw her embarrassment.  “If you were in a bikini, I don’t think they’d be looking at your back.” 

She blushed slightly and he was glad to see a little color return to her face. He took off his coat and wrapped her inside it. “Lean towards me, sweetheart,” he whispered and scooped Mary up in his arms. “I know you hate hospitals, but this time you have to go.”

She shook her head. “No, please,” she could barely speak; the tremors were getting so strong.

“They have a big, hot Jacuzzi bath,” he promised. “And they will warm you up and take care of your burns.”

“I don’t have burns,” she said. “I’m too cold.”

“Can you just trust me?” he asked.

“That was never the problem, Bradley,” she stammered, as her eyes finally closed in exhaustion. “You just never trusted me.”

He carried her upstairs. “We’re going to need a paramedic downstairs and a forensics crew before we turn the power back on.”

An ambulance was waiting outside the door. “She stays with me,” he said, climbing into the back with Mary still in his arms. 

The crew closed the door and climbed in the front, leaving Mary and Bradley alone for the short ride to the hospital.  He gathered her closer, trying to stop the trembling and tenderly pressed a kiss on her forehead.  “What the hell am I going to do about you?” he whispered.





  







 

Chapter Thirty-Eight

The next morning Mary woke in a hospital bed.  

“I hate hospital beds,” she murmured. “People die in hospital beds.”

Faye appeared next to her bed, her angled face sad and wistful. “Well, yes, but people die in theaters too,” Faye said. “And you’re not going to stop going to plays or movies are you?”

Mary smiled. “No, I guess not.”

“I’m so sorry Rodney did this to you,” she whispered. “I had no idea...”

“I don’t think anyone knew he was this troubled,” Mary said. 

“If I hadn’t pushed him, taunted him,” she said. “Maybe he would have been a different person.”

“Or maybe he would have cracked earlier,” Mary reasoned. “Besides, he didn’t just mention you when he was ranting about people not letting him be in charge.  And you gave him a chance.”

Faye glided across the room and looked out the window. “Will you stop being nice to me,” she said. “I don’t think I can take it.”

“I have a confession to make,” Mary said.

“Do I look like a priest?” Faye grumbled.

Mary laughed. “No, you don’t, but you’re going to hear it anyway. I like you Faye McMullen. I’d like to be your friend.”

Faye sniffed back a tear. “Oh, sure, easy to say to the dead person,” she replied.

“Well, in my line of work, dead does not necessarily mean gone,” Mary reminded her.

Faye moved back to her bedside. “It kind of sucks that I learn to be a human being after I’m dead,” she said.

“I think you were a human being before you died,” Mary said. “You just had your own unique way of doing it.”

This time Faye laughed. “I like the way you phrase things, Mary.”

She started to slowly pace across the room. “I need you to make a call for me,” she said. “I need you to call Benjamin and tell him to bring my will along with him. I think I still need to make some amends before I can move on.”

Within an hour, the meeting was set up in Mary’s hospital room.  She had also called Bradley to be an additional witness.  He arrived first, carrying a bag under his arm. “I brought you some contraband,” he said, pulling out a bottle of Diet Pepsi.

Mary grinned. “Much better than flowers.”

Benjamin arrived a short time later, briefcase in hand. “I must say, Miss O’Reilly, I find this request for a meeting most unusual,” he commented.

“Well, Benjamin, you ain’t seen nothing yet,” she replied. “But before we begin our meeting, I have one question for you. Do you believe in ghosts?”

“Ghosts, Miss O’Reilly?” his eyebrows raised along with the pitch of his voice.

“Ask him about the time we went to the Adirondacks for a company retreat and he forgot his suitcase and ended up borrowing some of my clothing,” Faye suggested with an evil snicker. “That ought to bring him down from his high horse.”

Mary smiled. “Benjamin, whether or not you find this believable, I need to let you know that Faye McMullen is in this room with us. To verify her presence, she asked me to remind you about the time you went to the Adirondacks for a retreat and you borrowed some of her clothing.”

“It was nothing but a pair of sweats and she knows it,” he said, a blush spreading across his face. “Leave it to Faye to put me in the worst possible...”

He stared at Mary.  “Only Faye would know about that,” he said, and then he looked around the room. “Faye, are you really here?”

“No, I’m on a beach in St. Croix, you dunderhead,” she snapped.

“Faye wants me to assure you that she is, indeed, here,” she said.

This time Benjamin smiled. “Miss O’Reilly, if you truly want me to believe that Faye is here, you need to repeat what she says without translating it to polite conversation.  I’ve dealt with Faye for too many years to be put off by her comments.”

Mary sighed. “She said, ‘No, I’m on a beach in St. Croix, you dunderhead.’” Mary repeated.

Benjamin’s eyes widened in awe. “She really is here,” he said. “What does she want me to do?”

“Tell him to pull out the will,” Faye said. “We’ve got a lot of changes to make before I can rest.”

An hour later, the will had a list of bequeaths for many of the non-profit organizations in town, including a new performing arts scholarship for the local community college. “Make sure Amy is the first recipient of that one, Benjamin,” Faye had requested. 

It also had listed Carl White as her major heir. “He’s not going to be happy about this,” Benjamin said. “He’s a man who sticks to his principles.”

“He really didn’t seem to want any money,” Bradley agreed.

“I’ll handle him,” Faye said and Mary repeated to Benjamin and Bradley.

Finally, it was time for the attorney to leave.  At Faye’s request, he left a copy of the changed will in the hospital room and took the original with him.  “I want you to know, Faye  McMullen, that I figured you out a long time ago,” he said. “You’re as tough as nails on the outside, but you have a soft heart.”

“Tell him he has a soft head if he thinks that,” she snapped, her eyes misting with tears.

“She said thank you, Benjamin,” Mary said.

Benjamin chuckled. “Miss O’Reilly, you’re doing it again.”

He looked around the room once again. “Faye, I don’t know where you are. But I want you to listen. First, I do not have a soft head...”

Faye laughed.

“And second,” he continued. “You will always be considered a cherished friend.  God Speed, Faye.”

He left the room after saying good-bye to Mary and Bradley.  Faye glided to the window to hide her tears. “Well, isn’t this a red-letter day,” she sniffed. “The dead girl makes two friends in one day.”

A knock on the door prevented Mary’s response. “Come in,” she called.

Carl White came into the room, a bouquet of flowers in his hand. “I heard about Rodney and I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am,” he said. “If I had known he was unstable...”

“No one knew,” Mary said. “And this was not your fault.”

“Nevertheless,” he said, placing the bouquet on the table next to her bed. “I’m sorry.” 

“Thank you.”

“Ask him what he thinks of me and don’t you dare let him know I’m here in the room,” Faye said.

“So, tell me, Carl, how did you feel about Faye?” Mary asked. 

Carl walked over to the window and Mary marveled at how his movements mirrored Faye’s.

“She was a tough lady,” he finally said. “And she wasn’t above using blackmail to get her way. But, at least where I was concerned, most of the time, the things she wanted to happen were good for you. I think her pushiness was her way of showing love.”

Faye wiped a tear that had slipped down her cheek.

“Of course, God knows she would never be a diplomat,” he laughed. “And she would have never won Miss Congeniality, but I think she was fair, if harsh, and devoted to the things that mattered to her.”

He turned to Mary and Bradley, astonishment on his face. “I actually think I loved her,” he said.

“Damn,” Faye said, wiping at more tears. “He’s nothing but a wimp. I should have been meaner. Tell him about the will, that’ll make him mad.”

“Carl, we were just meeting with Mr. Middlebury, Faye’s lawyer,” she said. “And Faye made some changes to her will that affect you.”

“I already said I didn’t want any of her money,” he said.

“She left you twenty million dollars,” Mary said.

Carl immediate sat in the closest chair, his face mirroring his shock. “Twenty million?”

“Twenty million?” he repeated.

“Ha, let’s see him turn that down,” Faye crowed.

Carl dropped his head into his hands. “How do I turn that down?” he asked. “That could change my life, the lives of my children. How do I walk away from that?”

“She added some stipulations to the will about this bequeath,” Bradley said. “You are required to purchase enough stock in McMullen Industries to make you a voting member of the board and, if you choose, you can have the position of CEO.”

“CEO?” he asked. “But I’m just an accountant.”

“A large portion of the money will be held in a trust fund for your children,” Mary said. “It will be held in a blind trust and Mr. Middlebury will take care of it for you.”

“And finally,” Bradley said. “An actor will be hired to come to your house and announce that you have won the money, so no one will ever be suspicious that Faye McMullen was your birth mother.”

“Damn,” Carl said, wiping his eyes. “She really did love me, didn’t she?”

Faye stood at the window, her tear-filled eyes on her son and nodded. “Yes, she really did.”

“Yes,” Mary repeated. “She really did.”

Faye glided over to Mary. “I think it’s time for my final curtain call,” she said. “Thank you for your help.”

“Good-bye, Faye,” Mary whispered. 

Faye walked past her son and placed a kiss on the top of his head. “I love you,” she whispered and then she faded into the light.





  







 

Chapter Thirty-nine

The sun reflecting off the snow and shining through the kitchen window was so bright it almost hurt Mary’s eyes.  She took a moment and stood next to the window with her eyes closed, feeling the sun warm her face.  It felt so good to soak it up. 

A heavy thump on her front door brought a smile to her face and, without a shred of regret; she hurried from the window to answer the door.  Andy Brennan and two of his older brothers stood on her porch, their sleds at their sides.

“You ready to go, Miss O’Reilly,” Andy asked.

Mary nodded. “I just have to grab my coat and mittens,” she said. “I ended up with a bunch of chocolate frosted doughnuts I can’t eat.  Would you boys mind eating some while I run upstairs?”

“Cool!” Andy said, dropping his sled on the porch and clomping through her front room with his heavy boots, leaving a trail of snow in his wake. 

His brothers hesitated, looking at the mess on the floor.

“I have to mop my floor later anyway,” she said to them. “It really doesn’t matter if you track a little snow in.”

They grinned and headed for the kitchen table.

Mary went upstairs slowly. She still wasn’t fully recovered from her experience at Winneshiek, but she certainly wasn’t going to let a few bumps and bruises get in the way of sledding on a perfect winter day.  She gathered her hat and mittens and was about to leave her room when her phone rang.  She flipped it open to answer it. “Hello?”

“Mary, it’s Bradley. I was wondering if I could come over today so we could go through Jeannine’s case.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I can’t,” she replied. “I’ve already made plans for the day. But I would be happy to meet with you on Monday, if that would work for you.”

She didn’t dare tell him she was going sledding, she just knew he’d call Rosie and they would bully her into going back to bed. 

“Yeah, sure, that would be fine,” he replied, wondering what her plans could possibly be on a bright, snowy Saturday.

“We’re done,” the combined voices of the Brennan boys called from below. It was almost harmonic, Mary thought, the two older boys in that funny stage when their voices vacillated between sounding like men and sounding like squeaky toys and Andy’s alto. She placed her hand over the mouthpiece. “I’ll be right down,” she called back.

Bradley thought he heard the sound of a man’s voice in the background. Did Mary have a date?

“I’m sorry, Bradley,” she said. “I really have to go now.  I’ll see you on Monday.”

Three hours later Mary dragged herself up the porch stairs and threw herself against her front door.  She had very nearly paid the Brennan boys to pull her back from the park on their sleds; however she decided she had a little more dignity than that – but it had been close.  She’d forgotten how much energy boys at that age had.  If they could somehow harness that energy, the world’s fuel problems would be over.  

They would have still been there if a phone call from their mother to the oldest boy’s cell phone hadn’t called them home.  Mrs. Brennan said another storm was brewing and this time it promised freezing rain.  

Mary looked at the container of salt sitting in the corner of the porch and thought about tossing some on the steps, but the freezing rain would defeat the purpose she decided.

She entered her house and made it as far as her recliner. “I’ll just rest for a moment,” she said, sitting down and relaxing still dressed in her coat, hat and boots. “Then I’ll take off my coat.”

She sat back in the chair, lifted the foot rest, closed her eyes and slipped into oblivion.  

Mary opened her eyes, everything was dark and she was really warm.  It took her a few moments to realize that she was still in the recliner in her coat and boots. “Wow, I must have been really tired,” she said, sitting up in the chair. 

She pushed herself out of the recliner and took off her coat and boots and put them away. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and while placing it on the counter in the kitchen, she chanced to look up at the clock. It was after ten o’clock.  She’d been asleep for seven hours. 

She opened the refrigerator, pulled out the milk and brought it to the counter. Then she saw those lovely Brennan boys had left two chocolate frosted doughnuts. “Sounds like a nutritious dinner to me,” she said, as she poured a tall glass of milk.

“Ah, Sleeping Beauty has finally awoken,” Mike said, appearing on the other side of the counter.

“I can’t believe I slept that long,” she said.

“With the life you’ve been leading lately, I can’t believe you’re awake,” he countered.

She smiled. “I had the greatest time today,” she said. “I went sledding with the boys down the street.”

“Sledding? How old are you, Mary O’Reilly?” he teased.

Her eyes twinkled. “I know, you’d think I’d know better,” she said, taking a huge bite of the doughnut. “But I suppose I’ll never grow up.”

“You’re going to make a great mom someday,” Mike said.

Mary looked wistful. “I’d like to be a mom,” she said. “But I don’t know if it’s in the cards for me.”

“Why not?  Is this because Bradley is being so obtuse?” 

She shook her head. “No, I mean, yes, he’s being obtuse. But that’s not it. When I got shot, it messed me up pretty bad inside,” she said, “The doctors weren’t sure what kinds of problems the scar tissue would cause. So, I just don’t know.”

“I think that whether or not you’re able to give birth, you will still be a great mom someday.”

“Thank you,” she said, with a wide smile. “That’s very nice of you to say.”

He leaned over and placed a kiss on her forehead. She could feel the waft of cold air. “You are a very nice lady,” he said, “Even when you tease me.”

“And you are a very good friend,” she said, “especially when you tease me.”

He laughed. “So, do you want to go clubbing with me?”

He demonstrated a dance move made popular by John Travolta. 

“Wow, that was very impressive,” Mary laughed. “But I think I’m going to take a shower and go to bed.”

“You are such a party animal,” he said, as he started to fade away. “Sweet dreams, sweetcakes.”

She giggled. “Good night, Mike.”





  







 

Chapter Forty

Mary woke from a deep sleep.  Something was making noise. She heard her doorbell ring. That’s strange; ghosts don’t use doorbells, her fuddled mind reasoned. It took another ring of the bell for her to realize that she needed to get up and answer the door.

Grabbing her robe, she glanced at the clock on her way down the stairs; it was nearly two o’clock in the morning. Not even the witching hour. Something was definitely off.

Having the presence of mind to look through the peek hole before opening the door in the middle of the night, Mary was even more confused by what she saw.  A tall man, with thick blonde hair, broad shoulders and one of most handsome faces she’d ever seen was standing on her doorstep.  Did angels ever need help?

She cracked the door open. “Can I help you?”

He smiled and her stomach did a little flip. Wow! Nice smile. 

“Mary?  Mary O’Reilly” he asked. 

She nodded. “Yes, I’m Mary.”

“I’m Ian, Ian MacDougal,” he said, and when he didn’t see a flare of recognition in her eyes added, “Your brother Sean said you’d be expecting me. I’m from Edinburgh.”

He had a lovely Scottish brogue to go with his great looking body. Mary sighed inwardly and leaned against the door. There was something about an accent just melted her insides. 

She looked up to see him staring at her questioningly. 

Get a grip, Mary, and wipe the drool off your mouth, she chastised herself.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, pulling the door open. “I suppose I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”

Ian didn’t enter the house. “No, I should apologize then,” he stammered. “I can’t believe I woke you in the middle of the night, you not expecting me at all. What a bounder you must think me.”

She smiled and shook her head. “No problem, in my line of work I’m always getting up in the middle of the night. Come in.”

He carried a suitcase in each hand and a computer case strapped over his back.  He was wearing a thick black overcoat that was unbuttoned and hung open, so she could see the faded blue jeans and cream cable-knit sweater that were stretched over his well-formed body.  This was not the body of any professor she ever had. 

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

She gave herself another mental slap.

“No, everything’s fine. Sorry. Come in, could I get you a cup of tea?”

“I don’t want to be a bother?”

“Tea’s no bother,” she said. “Besides, while you drink it, I’ll make up your room.”

He put the suitcases down, shrugged out of his coat and looked around. “I had a bit of a problem coming up your stairs,” he said. “The ice is coating everything out there.”

“It’s a typical Midwest winter,” Mary said, “I guess you’ll have the pleasure of getting to know it quite well.”

He grinned. “Well, lucky me.”

He stood with his coat in his hand and looked at her questioningly.

“Oh, the closet is over there,” Mary said, “and the downstairs bathroom is around the corner, in case you want to freshen up.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I’ll be just a minute.”

Mary put the kettle on the stove and then grabbed her cell phone.  She looked at her text messages and sure enough, there were several messages from Sean. He knew she never looked at her text messages.

Mary, Ian is coming in tonight.  Got my days mixed up, sorry.

Mary, Ian’s plane has been delayed; he’ll arrive at O’Hare about midnight.

Mary, Ian’s not quite as old as I led you to believe.

Mary, if it’s after midnight and you are reading this, it’s too late to call me. 

“So, what fine trick did Sean play on you?” Ian asked from across the counter. 

She looked at him and saw the humor in his eyes. “Well, you were supposed to be an elderly professor from the University of Edinburgh. So old, in fact, I reinforced the banister so you could pull your way up the stairs.”

A grin spread across his face and into his clear blue eyes. “Ah, so you have a boyfriend who might have a problem with our arrangement then?”

Bradley’s image came to mind, but she pushed it away. “No, no boyfriend to worry about.”

Ah, so she’s not acknowledging the dolt Sean told me about, he thought.

“Well, I’ve a bonnie sweetheart back home who would tear my eyes out if she got a look at you,” he confessed. “Good thing there’s an ocean between us.”

Mary laughed. “Do you have a picture of her?”

He pulled out his wallet and flipped it open.  On the very top was a photo of a gorgeous redhead, her arms wrapped tightly around Ian. 

“She’s beautiful,” Mary said. 

“Ah, and a more than a wee bit jealous,” he said, with a sparkle in his eyes. “We’re to be married in the summer.”

“That’s lovely. You’re in love,” she said, feeling a little bit jealous.

“Aye, I’m sunk, she’s got her hooks into me well and good.”

“And you wouldn’t have it any other way, right?”

He nodded. “I am a right willing prisoner.”

“Who’s a prisoner?” Mike asked, appearing behind Ian.

Ian turned around and his face went a little pale. 

“You’re a ghost,” he said.

“You can see me?” Mike asked.

“You can see him?” Mary asked at the same time.

Ian nodded, still staring at Mike. “I’ve been able to see ghosts since I was a laddie,” he said. “I nearly died when I was three, since then, the other world’s been an open book to me.”

He looked over his shoulder to Mary and then back to Mike. “Your brother mentioned you had psychic encounters regularly, I suppose I didn’t expect them to be so...”

“Damned good-looking?” Mike asked.

“Bothersome?” Mary suggested.

“Corporeal,” he stuttered.

“Did this guy just call me a fish?” Mike asked Mary.

“No, he just admired your body,” she said.

“Hey, buddy, I don’t swing that way.”

Mary choked and Ian laughed.

“What I meant was your ghostly body is easily discernable, you’re not a hazy cloud wafting over the moors.”

“Okay, I can live with that,” Mike said. “Excuse the pun.”

“Do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

“No, go for it,” Mike agreed.

Mary poured Ian his tea and handed it over to him. “I’m going to run upstairs and make up your bed,” she said. “I’ll let you two get acquainted.”

They both waited until Mary was upstairs and couldn’t hear them. “You mess with her, I’ll haunt you for the rest of your life,” Mike said firmly.

“Already been warned off,” he said. “Have you met her brother, Sean?”

Mike shook his head. “No, but I’ve heard her side of conversations. I think I’d like the guy.”

“So, tell me about Bradley.”

“Why?”

“Sean seems to think he needs a reminder that our Mary shouldn’t be taken for granted.”

Chuckling, Mike made himself comfortable on the sofa. “Well, Professor, let me tell you a story.”





  







 

Chapter Forty-one

Bradley was back at the house in Sycamore. He parked his police car in the drive and walked to the front door.  The sun was shining and the lilac bush in front of the house was in full bloom. He stopped for a moment to inhale the sweet fragrance.

As he got closer, he could smell dinner. That was a surprise, Jeannine rarely cooked. She preferred take-out to home cooked. 

He let himself in through the front door, placed his jacket and computer case in the hall closet, opened the gun safe in the wall and carefully locked his gun away.  Jeannine was a stickler for gun safety.  She wanted to be sure they were never careless about his weapon, especially now that the baby was coming.

He inhaled deeply as he walked toward the kitchen. It smelled like pot roast. How did he get so lucky?

He saw her standing next to the sink, peeling potatoes. She had done her hair differently, he thought, as he moved closer. She still looked trim and tiny from the back, even though he knew she was eight months pregnant in front. A rush of love filled his heart. How could a man be so lucky?

He moved up behind her, placed his hands on her waist and kissed her on her neck. She leaned back against him with a satisfied purr. He slid his arms around her and held her against him, his head lying on the top of hers. “A beautiful wife, a home-cooked meal and soon, a new baby,” he murmured, “What more could a man ask for?”

She turned in his arms and linked her arms around his neck. “How about a welcome home kiss?” Mary asked.

Mary?

Bradley looked down and found his arms filled with a very pregnant Mary O’Reilly. 

He glanced around the room. This was his kitchen, but now that he paid attention, there were subtle differences. 

“Bradley, is everything okay?” she asked.

“Mary, you’re pregnant,” he stammered.

“I’m eight months pregnant,” she said. “This is not a news flash.”

“But, whose...I mean am I...,” he stopped and shook his head. “I seem to be confused.”

“Did you get hit in the head at work today,” Mary asked, running her hand slowly up his skull.

Shaking his head, he stared down at her. “I must have because I’ve just entered an alternate universe.”

She laughed and moved closer to him. “Let me see if I can bring you back home,” she whispered, sliding her arms around his neck again and pulling him down to her for a passionate kiss. 

“Mmmmmm,” she moaned after a few minutes, “That was nice. Welcome home. Bradley.”

He placed his forehead against hers, took a deep breath and tried to analyze the situation. Her kiss felt right. Her body fit perfectly in his arms. And when she was pressed up against him, he felt their child move against him. He was home, but it wasn’t right. Where was Jeannine?

“I’m dead Bradley.”

He looked up and saw Jeannine sitting at the kitchen table. No, it wasn’t Jeannine, he corrected, it was her ghost.

“Jeannine, what are you doing here?”

Mary turned and smiled at Jeannine. “Jeannine and I were visiting,” Mary said easily. “I’m trying to talk her in to staying for dinner.”

“But, she’s dead,” he said.

Jeannine looked at Mary and shrugged. “I’ve been dead for about ten years now,” she said. “I think Mary’s right; you must have hit your head at work.”

He shook his head. “What’s happening to me?” he asked.

 “I think it all goes back to New Year’s Eve two years ago,” Jeannine said. “When you asked Mary if she thought I was dead. Do you remember that Bradley?”

He nodded.

“Do you remember the conversation?”

“I wondered if you were dead. Then I said if you were, she would have seen you and, of course, she would have told me,” he said slowly, remembering the exchange. “And she said that of course she would tell me, unless you were already a client and had sworn her to secrecy.”

“And you laughed at her response,” Jeannine said. “Mary told you the truth, as much as she could ethically tell you, and you laughed at her response.”

He turned to Mary, “You told me the truth.”

She shrugged, “I really try to always tell the truth,” she replied. “I thought you knew that much about me, Bradley. I thought you trusted me.”

“She saved your life,” Jeannine added, standing up and walking over to him. “She saved your life and you threw her under the bus.”

“I was confused. I was in shock,” he said, trying to justify his actions. “I didn’t know what I was saying.”

The beep of a car horn interrupted him. “Oh,” Mary said brightly, moving out of his arms. “That’s my ride.”

“Your ride?” Bradley asked.

She pulled off the big white apron that had covered her clothes and hung it on the pantry door. “It was nice seeing you again.”

“Wait, you have to stay,” he said. “You made dinner.”

“Oh, it will be done in a few minutes,” she said, “I hope you enjoy it.”

“But where are you going?”

“To my home and my husband,” she said. “Remember, you chose Jeannine.”

He shook his head. “You don’t have a husband!”

She smiled up at him. “Of course I do, I married Mike, the fireman.”

He tried to grab hold of her, but his arms wouldn’t work.  He moved to run after her, but his legs were suddenly leaden and he couldn’t move them forward.  She was leaving him.  She was going with Mike. She was going to have someone else’s baby.

“But, he’s a ghost,” he yelled, his words coming out slowly.

Mary stood at the doorway; the light was streaming in behind her, outlining her every feature. She smiled back at him, but there was sadness in her eyes. “So is Jeannine,” she said, and then stepped out of the house and closed the door.

“No!” 

Bradley sat up in his bed. His heart was pounding and his blankets were scattered on the floor all around him. 

A dream, he thought, it was a damn dream.

He sat back against his headboard and put his head in his hands. She told him the truth. She never lied, she never manipulated, she was honest, ethical Mary and he was a jerk. 

Remembering the look in her eyes when he called her a liar, he realized he was more than a jerk, he was a full-fledged ass.

He looked over at the clock on the nightstand. It was two o’clock in the morning. He couldn’t go over at two o’clock in the morning. Could he?

Jumping out of bed, he pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. He grabbed a pair of slippers, put them on and headed downstairs. His keys and wallet lay on the dining room table, picking them up he saw the remnants of the message scratched in the frost. “You’re right, Mike,” he said out loud. “I was, am, an idiot. But no way in hell am I going to let you marry her.”

He drove down the deserted streets, practicing what he would say to her when she opened the door. “Mary, I know I’ve been a fool,” he said, “But really, if you’d just reminded me...”  

No, that was not the right approach.

“Mary I don’t want you to have some other man’s baby,” he tried and shook his head.

Too confusing.

“Mary,” he said, as he pulled up in front of her house and noticed the lights were still on and there was a strange car in her driveway, “Why are your lights on at two o’clock in the morning?”

He pulled the cruiser to the curb and jumped out the car. His slippered foot was immediately encased in a snow drift and he jumped back. “Damn!”

He stepped gingerly around the car, looking for shoveled spots. The snow inside his slipper was slowly melting beneath his foot.

He stepped onto Mary’s porch steps, nearly falling on his face as the slipper’s smooth bottom provided no traction on the icy treads. He grasped the railing with both hands and slowly pulled himself upwards.  

Cautiously, he placed his foot on the deck of the porch. It felt pretty stable. He put his weight on it.  His foot immediately slid forward. Bradley threw his arms around the corner post to keep from performing his own rendition of the splits. He slowly pulled himself up with his arms, his feet sliding back underneath him so he could stand.

Frantically looking for a solution, he spied a container of salt a few feet away.  With one arm grasping the post, he stretched forward to reach it, but was a few inches short of his goal. Now what?

He realized that if he laid down, he could reach the salt.  But, once he was down getting up could be a problem. He stared at Mary’s door and thought about the prize that lay behind it.  He could imagine Mary slipping into his arms and tenderly forgiving him. Yeah, it was worth it.

Lowering himself to the deck, Bradley lay down on the icy boards.  His sweatshirt slipped up and warm skin was exposed to frosty wood. “Damn,” he shivered.

He tried to ignore the cold and continued stretching himself forward, wedging his feet against the banister. He realized in this position, the front door was actually closer than the salt.  He pushed off from the banister and slid forward. Unfortunately, he didn’t slide as far as he needed.  Bradley was stuck in the middle of Mary’s icy porch. 

He was almost to the door.  All he had to do was inch ahead, bringing his knees slowly up and then pushing forward. He tried it and it worked. It seemed the fabric of his jeans had more traction than his slippers. 

He was nearly there, his knees forward, his bottom slightly raised in the air and his arms outstretched when the door opened.

“Hello. What do we have here?”

That was a man’s voice. A man with an accent.  Jeannine had once told him what men with accents did to women. Bradley looked up quickly, causing his knees to slip and his body to drop with a loud thump onto the wood planking.

“Ouch, that had to hurt.”

A strong hand grasped his forearm and helped to pull him forward and up. A man with an accent and muscles, this was not good. What the hell was a strange man doing answering Mary’s door?  Was his the voice he’d heard earlier that day?

“Who the hell are you?” Bradley growled.

The man sent him a sideways look. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that question, considering you were sliding across the porch in the middle of the night?”

“I’m the Chief of Police,” he said.

Ah, the dolt, Ian thought. I should have known.

The man nodded slowly, “Sorry, in Scotland most law enforcement officials wear a uniform. Nice baffies, by the way.”

“Baffies?”


“Slippers,” Ian explained, leaning against the doorjamb. “Are they regulation?”

“You have an accent,” Bradley blurted out the first thing that came to his mind, “A Scottish accent.”

“Ah, now then, I can see why they made you Chief of Police; you’ve a great mind for discerning truth. Scotland Yard could use a man of your skill.”

Bradley was cold, confused, aching and angry. All he wanted to do was have Mary accept his apology so things could go back to the way they were. “Where’s Mary?”

Ian paused for a moment and then met his eyes. “She’s upstairs, getting ready for bed,” he said. 

Bradley felt sick to his stomach. “Getting ready for bed,” he repeated, “with you here?”

Ian smiled widely and nodded, “Aye, I was just on my way upstairs when I heard you on the porch.”

“But, she’s getting ready for bed,” he said, shaking his head. 

Ian could almost feel sorry for the man, but then he remembered what Mike had told him about Bradley. “Aye, it’s been a long day. I dinnae think she was expecting you, we were both looking forward to bed.”

“You were both,” he choked, “both looking forward to bed?”

“Aye. Would you bide a moment whilst I fetch her?” he asked, nodding his head in the direction of the stairs.

Bradley slowly shook his head. “No,” he said. “It seems that it was later than I thought. Much, much later.”

He turned and slowly slid across the deck to the post.

“Could I tell her who called?” Ian queried cheerfully.

“No one,” Bradley replied, grasping the banister and climbing slowly down the stairs. “No one at all.”

Ian closed the door softly and securely locked it. He saw the question in Mike’s face. “That’s in case the braw bonnie Police Chief decides to come back and fight for the honor of his lady.”

Mike floated across the room. “Well done,” he said. “You looked like you enjoyed it.”

“Well, I have to admit, I felt a wee bit of sympathy for the man,” he said. “These lassies can tie you up something fierce. But, he’s a lesson to be learned and if it comes too easy, it’s too easily forgotten.”

“Are you going to tell Mary he was here?”

Ian looked at Mike and they both grinned. “Who was here?”

“I’m going to like working with you, Professor,” Mike said, as he faded away. “Pleasant dreams.”

Ian peeked out the window and watched Bradley’s car pull away from the curb just as Mary came down the stairs.

“Your room’s ready,” she said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t prepared for you. I suppose I misunderstood Sean.”

Ian smiled at her. “Isn’t that odd,” he said. “Because I feel I understood Sean just perfectly.” 
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