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  About This Book: 


  Each tale of The Hauntings of Kingston is a standalone novel that takes place in the enigmatic city of Kingston, Ontario. 


   


  The promise of a new life destroys a family. And the curse lives on and on. 


  “Mommy I’m scared.” 


  Five-year-old Sarah doesn’t understand why she’s afraid. But she is. Frightening things are going on in their new home, and she’s mixed up. 


  Their new home has a history. 


  A century earlier, a servant girl with dreams of fame and fortune collided with the house’s mistress--a British aristocrat bent on securing her place in proper society. The tension between these women began with small things, builds to prickly pressure and then explodes into raging mayhem, ripping through the entire household.  


  Fury, vengeance, and hatred infuse the very walls of Crawley House. 


  Sarah shouldn’t be afraid. She should be terrified of what is in store for her and her family. 


   


  As reviewers have said: 


  “Crawley House, a suspenseful and dramatic ghost story with some nice twists.” 


  “Good storyline with well-defined characters. One of the better ghost stories that I’ve read in a long while.” 


  “Clever, creepy haunted house story. Very well written.” 
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  Included in this eBook is a free copy of Legacy.  
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  Before we begin, a word… 


  Please feel free to join my mailing list. I’ll keep you updated about new releases and special offers of my works. In fact, if you take me up on this offer, I’d like to give you one of my books for free— The Haunted Hideout. It’s been a strong seller for me and I think you’ll enjoy it! 
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  Kingston, Ontario 
  1928 
   
   


  
 


  Chapter 1 
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  Melanie Crawley perched on the edge of the chair waiting. Her fingers gripped tightly to stop the trembling. It was a struggle to maintain the cool composure a lady must always exercise and she was losing the battle.  


  She wanted to scream.  


  The door to the office opened and Doctor Evans entered. He held a file folder in one hand and a smoldering cigarette in the other. There was a grim smile on his ruddy face when he took a seat behind his desk.  


  Melanie leaned closer to peek at the file folder he opened. But she didn’t need to see it to know what the missed monthly’s meant. Her breath caught in her chest. The bubble of joy at the prospect of carrying Kevin’s son was about to be burst by the man sitting across from her.  


  Doctor Evans tapped the ash from his cigarette and turned back to scan her patient record. “My wife instructed you on the use of those feminine napkins, Mrs. Crawley?” 


  “Yes she did, Doctor.” 


  “And you know the signs to look out for?” 


  “Spotting in the morning larger than a shilling, and I’m to telephone you straight away.” 


  He lifted his hand and made a small circle with his thumb and forefinger. “I said a quarter.” 


  She nodded. “And I’m more familiar with the size of a shilling, Doctor.” With a weak smile she held her fingers in the same position.  


  He snorted. “Melanie, you’ve been here in Canada for almost five years—don’t you think you should start being more familiar with our currency?” 


  “My husband handles the finances in our home, I don’t have much opportunity.” 


  “Very well, as long as we’re in agreement on that part anyway. And for the second part?” His chin lowered and gray eyes peered at her above the spectacles. 


  “But Doctor, I have two children at home! How can I care for them from my bedroom?” Her hands knotted as she tried to calculate the additional expense of a live-in maid. Kevin had said that having Mrs. Dowd and Bridget part time was stretching the household finances as it was! 


  Doctor Evans leaned across his desk. “Mrs. Crawley… Melanie… I’ve known your husband since The Great War. It’s a wise man who keeps his cards close to his chest with respect to his finances. But take my word for it—your husband has no vices other than a cigar and brandy every now and then. What a major earns as salary isn’t a pauper’s wage. I’m confident you will be able to afford the extra help.” 


  “How can you be so sure, Doctor?” She and Kevin never discussed the household’s financial affairs. He insisted it wouldn’t be “ladylike.” As if an Irish lad from Canada had the slightest idea of how things were done in such a home. Her mother, Baroness Darcy, knew where every ha’penny in the estate came in from. She also knew what it went out for. Melanie had to admit, it was a relief not having to be concerned about such matters in her own household. Until now.  


  “Melanie dear, every other major stationed here in Kingston has at least twice the number of household staff as you.” He tapped his desktop with his index finger. “Full-time help, I might add.” 


  She cringed inwardly at the doctor’s familiar use of the word ‘dear.’ Keeping her expression neutral, she replied, “I sincerely hope you’re correct, Doctor.” And the correct term, Doctor, is ‘servants’ not ‘staff.’ Generals have staff; ladies have servants. 


  “Bed rest it is, then. Doctor’s orders. No more than four hours a day on your feet.” When she sighed in response, his tone grew sharp. “Mrs. Crawley. This is serious business. When you delivered your daughters, I told you additional pregnancies would be a trial for you.” 


  She stamped a foot on the floor in frustration. “My Kevin deserves a son!” 


  The doctor sat back in his chair, the squeak of the springs underscoring his annoyance. “Damn it, woman; he has no title to pass on! This isn’t England!” 


  She sat forward. “But he has a name to pass on, Doctor! When Agnes and Alice marry, they’ll take their husband’s names. Should Kevin’s name go into the ground with him when he’s gone?”  


  “That will not be for a long, long time, Melanie. Kevin’s barely thirty years old.” Doctor Evans smiled as he said it.  


  “He’s the most remarkable man I’ve ever known, Doctor. He’s—” 


  Doctor Evans cut her off with a wave. “I’m quite familiar with your husband’s heroism, Melanie. I was over there during most of his exploits.” He sighed. “He’s the most remarkable man I’ve ever met as well.” Shaking his head slowly, he continued. “No other soldier ever went from a raw private to his station and rank before.” He looked up at her with a twinkle in his eye. “And for an Irishman like him to win the heart of a baron’s daughter… What a tale.” 


  “He had his pick of the London Season I assure you, Doctor. I’m the fortunate one.” Five years after their wedding, and two children at home, and she meant every word. Good Lord she loved that man so! She could and would give him a son! 


  “I assume he knows you’re expecting?” 


  “I wanted to wait until I was further along to say anything. I’ll tell him tonight.” She wouldn’t have even then, except for the bed rest order.  


  Stubbing his cigarette out in the ashtray, Doctor Evans concluded the consultation. “If he has any questions or concerns Melanie, I’m at his disposal.” 


 
 *** 


  As the taxicab drove away, Melanie paused in the walkway to examine her dormant rosebushes. They survived the winter easily this year because of dear Kevin’s work at triple wrapping them in burlap last fall. Growing up in England, she loved her mother’s rose gardens, and had planted bushes as soon as the house was built. But here in Canada, a great deal more work was required to ensure survival from season to season. These bushes were her second attempt.  


  Hitching up her skirts, she climbed the steps to the veranda and opened the broad front door. It wasn’t a double door as in her parents’ home, but it was a sturdy, solid door nevertheless. Also unlike her parents’ home there was no front door servant to greet her. Her mouth was set firm. Kevin Crawley was not now, nor ever would be a lord with a manor, but that was just fine.  


  Were they back home in England, no Irishman would ever, ever stand a chance of entering her social circle. But Kevin had been a member of the Canadian Expeditionary Force; despite his brogue, he wasn’t technically an Irishman. His Majesty King George V himself had hung the Victoria Cross on him, and then shook his hand! Even the Times published an etching of the ceremony, captioning the picture “Majestic Heroism.” That single gesture opened the door to every home and salon for Major Kevin Crawley in the empire, let alone London! 


  And he chose her. From the first instance of their meeting, neither of them could tear their gaze from one another. She had taken the rule book of proper decorum for a young lady and absolutely shredded it! That memory of six years ago caused her to grin like a schoolgirl. And he, the charming and debonair “Warrior of Ypres,” “Conqueror of The Somme,” “The Victor of Vimy Ridge” and “Lion of Passchendale” to quote the tabloids, was a stuttering schoolboy in her presence.  


  To this day, they both laughed at how shy they were with each other when they were introduced. 


  “I survived bomb blasts and explosions, Melanie,” he had said later that same evening. “But none of them prepared me for the thunderbolt which is you.” 


  To his surprise, and her astonishment, she kissed him right then. The wedding took place six months later. Her mother insisted they wait an acceptable time. It was the most difficult six months of her nineteen years. 


  And the last five years have been the most joyful anyone could ever imagine. 


  Her lips broke into a smile so large it hurt her cheeks. 


  By God, she’d follow Dr. Evans’ orders to the T and give her Kevin the son he deserved! 


  From the foyer she could hear the twins chattering at Mrs. Dowd in the kitchen. Agnes must have done something quite saucy, because Alice’s laughter tinkled over Mrs. Dowd’s scolding, which transformed into a chuckle. She quickly strode to the rear of the house. 


  Entering the room, she saw Alice standing on a chair in the kitchen, an apron covering her dress like a smock, to her feet and Agnes beside Mrs. Dowd, both of them with flour on their faces, laughing. 


  “Mummy!” They yelled in unison and ran to her, one on each side, burrowing their faces in her skirt. 


  “Mrs. Dowd’s making baked apples and she’s letting us help!” squealed Agnes. 


  “And Agnes wiped flour on her nose!” Alice giggled. “She’s baaad and Mrs. Dowd is going to bake her with the apples and bake the saucy right out of her!” 


  Melanie couldn’t help but laugh. She looked to Mrs. Dowd who was trying to look stern, but couldn’t quite seem to manage it. She smelled the apples baking in the oven. Like the sweet and cinnamon scent, joy and laughter permeated the kitchen.  


  “A cuppa tea, ma’am?” the woman asked. Her words carried a brogue similar to Kevin’s, but heavier. She prepared the pot and put the kettle on. 


  “Thank you, Mrs. Dowd. That would be wonderful.” She bent over and gave the twins each a hug. Letting them go, she shooed them out of the kitchen for a while to the backyard so she and Mrs. Dowd could speak privately. 


  “May we play on the swing, Mummy?” asked Agnes. 


  “Yes, but don’t push your sister too high, dear.” 


  They raced out the door squealing and laughing. 


  The two women looked at each other in silence for a moment. 


  Mrs. Dowd sighed and folded her arms. “Well?” 


  Melanie sat in one of the kitchen chairs and stared at the tabletop. “No more than four hours on my feet a day.” She looked up at the older woman. “That’s a bad sign, isn’t it?” 


  “No, darlin’ ‘tis not. A bad sign is bed rest all day. The worst sign is they admit you to the hospital. I’ve seen both happen.” The kettle began to whistle and she filled the teapot. “Four hours on your feet means you must take care, yes.” 


  “But I’ll have the baby?” 


  “Most likely,” she added a nod. “I’ve had five of me own without any problems, aye.” She creaked her back. “Lord a’mighty, and my youngest now eighteen!” She crossed over and rested a thick hand on Melanie’s shoulder. “My sister Moira has four children, and had to spend six months in the bed all day for each of them.” She gave Melanie’s shoulder a pat. “So yes, most likely indeed, ma’am.” 


  Melanie felt her chin tremble. “Are you telling me truly, Mrs. Dowd?” 


  “I am, ma’am.” The woman nodded as Melanie’s eyes filled. 


  She dropped her head composing herself while Mrs. Dowd prepared the tea and placed a cup before her. “Thank you, Mrs. Dowd.” 


  “Ye’ll be needing all day help now, ma’am. I can’t do it, not all day with the wee ones ye have.” 


  She nodded. “Any suggestions?” 


  “Aye. Bridey’s here one day a week to do the household laundry. She’s familiar with the home, and the girls like her.” 


  “She hates that name, Mrs. Dowd. She prefers Bridget.” 


  “She’s Bridey to me, ma’am. And to Mister Crawley. We’re all off the boat, and she’d be best to know her place.” She huffed. “Although ye wouldn’t know it to hear her speak, how she’s worked at trying to get rid of her accent.” 


  “Kevin has as well,” Melanie smiled. “I think it’s a charming way of speaking, frankly, unlike the plum in my mouth which was drilled into me.” She giggled. “Three drams of Jamesons though, and he’s an auld sod once more!” She tilted her head side to side like a schoolgirl. “Quite dashing if you ask me!” 


  “An English lady calling an Irishman dashing!” Mrs. Dowd shook her head with mock grief. “What is this world coming to?” 


  “But you think Bridey can work out?” 


  “Aye. I’ll keep an eye on her. I’m here every afternoon to do the cooking anyways. If she’s here all the time, perhaps you can cut back on my hours. I can easily find other homes to fill in the gap.” 


  “She can cook?” 


  “I’m sure! The eldest daughter in a family of seven? I’m positive! If ye pay her a fair wage, why she’ll jump at the chance.” She turned her head gazing around the kitchen. “A fine house as this, with her own room and central heating? She’ll jump through hoops for the position.” 


  Melanie clapped her hands. “That’s wonderful, Mrs. Dowd! I’ll offer her the position when she comes tomorrow! Oh, what a worry off my mind!” 


  She would barely live long enough to regret those words. 


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 2 
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  Bridget Walsh was a block away from the Crawley home. She should have been there by now, but she’d overslept that morning. Her head was still a little fuzzy, despite dipping her face into the cold water in the basin before dressing. Her stomach was still rolling too; all she could get down was a single cuppa.  


  Blast that Martin Meara! He knew she had work this mornin’ when he bought her those two jiggers of Jamesons! She smiled to herself though. He had his scheme for her of course. Every man who purchased a lady a drink in the Ladies’ Public Room at the Royal Oak had a plan.  


  Her plans certainly did not include snogging with a ‘prentice blacksmith on a Thursday night in a dark corner of a public house! So she drained both glasses quickly and immediately took her leave. Thank God she did; the whiskey hit her hard as soon as she got home. If she had stayed ten more minutes, who knows what would have happened? 


  The look of shock on his moon face when she said “Thank ye fer the drink, lad; and I’ll be takin’ meself home now,” was priceless. He could have been in one of Charlie Chaplin’s moving pictures, he looked so funny! 


  Settling down with the likes of Martin Meara was not in her plans at all; and she would put her plan in motion within a year. She had to. She was already twenty-one and had to get out to Hollywood before she was too old. She had been told too many times she was as lovely, as pretty as any of those famous Hollywood actresses on the covers of her Photoplay magazines. Even Ma had said she had a face that would break hearts. She’d been practicing in her bedroom mirror when she had the privacy, rare as that was in a house of seven children and Ma and Da. She could pout like a waif, smile like a princess and laugh like a flapper girl.  


  She’d make a name for herself, she would; as sure as her name was Bridget Walsh.  


  But now she was payin’ the price. And a week’s worth of wash facing her. It wasn’t yet eight a.m. and her arms already felt worn out. Bless the Lord ‘twas Friday though. She’d not go out tonight, and had no other homes to look after till Monday.  


  Still, the Crawley family was her easiest washing. Only two bairns in the house. All of her other clients had at least four children, and many had a grandparent or two as well, livin’ with them. His money was good for the work—a dollar and a dime for the day.  


  Aye, her easiest day, for sure. Even so, ‘twas backbreaking work. The hauling of sheets and pillowcases, britches and shirts, tea towels, dish towels, table napkins by the score! Soaking and scrubbing the underwear stains, collar stains, and armpit stains in every article of clothing was but the beginning.  


  Even though they had one of those newfangled, Thor automatic washing machines, ‘twas a beast in its own right. She had to fill and empty its water with buckets. The only thing it did was churn the stinking mess for fifteen minutes. Getting that blasted beast—and electric motors terrified her—while she wrung out the previous load, was a burden. Each and every cycle—wash then two rinses—meant more filling and draining bucket after bucket!  


  Not to mention the delicate work to be done on the precious twins’ dresses! And the dresses and blouses and underskirts and chemises of the ‘English Crumpet’, Melanie Crawley! 


  And after everything was washed and every stain removed, her work would be but half done! Then the hauling of the wrung-out slop to the lines and hanging everything to dry while the next damn load was being done. And all that work was mere preparation for the blasted ironing! 


  She was already exhausted when she turned up the drive to the side entrance. 


  She gritted her teeth and corrected herself. The major called it the side entrance. The ‘English crumpet’ called it the servants’ entrance! Only the blessed and highborn were permitted to use the front door of her little palace! All shanty Irish to the side door.  


  She had been in the employ of the Crawley’s since the major had the home built. God bless Mrs. Dowd for securing her the position, even if the old bat was strict. They paid her well, and when she had been with them for three months, the offers and pleas from other fine homes came pouring in and she had her pick. Everyone who was anyone in Kingston wanted their underwear washed to proper British standards! Working for a woman who was an actual baroness or whatever she was, had its advantages.  


  Even if the work was chafing her hands raw.  


  She pulled open the side door—yes, the side door, damn it!—entered the mudroom, took off her boots, and hung up her coat and hat. She took a pair of shoes from the carpetbag along with her apron and cap. Properly turned out as the household laundress—her mother could call herself a washerwoman, but not her!—she stood at the bottom of the three steps which led to the kitchen door. 


  Through the door she could hear the twins yammering in the kitchen, arguing over their game of jacks above the sound of the bouncing ball. Silly girls—almost five years old and trying to play a game meant for older children. Agnes’ grating voice let out a shrill laugh, and through the door she could hear that battle-ax of a housekeeper, Mrs. Dowd, gently admonish the child. Better she gave her a clitther on her gob, but alas, that was not for the princess daughters of the ‘English crumpet’!  


  Oh sweet Jayzus, a cuppa would be a grand thing to take before setting to work! But from the day she started in her position it had been made very clear she was to only enter the household proper when summoned. She’d take her afternoon meal down in the cellar; any tea she would have would have to come from her own lunch bucket.  


  She knocked on the door and called out in her sweetest voice, “I’m here, Mrs. Dowd, and I’ll be getting to work now!” 


  “Bridey!” the twins cried in unison. She heard them scramble to their feet, flinging the door open a second later. 


  Agnes held the door in one hand, in her other she had a fistful of steel jacks. “We’re playing jacks, Bridey, and I’m winning!” 


  Bridget held her tongue and stared at the child who returned her gaze with an air of defiance. 


  “Mummy told us to address her by her proper name, Agnes,” her sister said quietly. “That’s not nice.” Alice turned to face her. “Good morning, Bridget, how are you today?” she said as kindly as she could. 


  Flitting her eyes from one child to the other, the thought crossed her head for what had to be the millionth time, how two small girls, mirrors of one another, could be so different? One as gentle as a spring morning and the other as loathsome as any demon.  


  “I am very well, Alice, and how are ye?” she said. 


  “It’s ‘you’, not ‘ye’ Bridey!” Agnes’ voice chirped, ending in a small laugh. 


  Mrs. Dowd had finally lumbered to the doorway. “Off with ye girls, Bridey has work to be doing.” She glanced down, “A wee bit behind your time today, lass?” Her gaze was steady. 


  “Yes, Mrs. Dowd. Me own ma needed help with one of the children.” She lowered her eyes as demurely as she could. 


  “Don’t be making a habit of it. Off with ye now,” and she closed the door. 


  Bridget turned and opened the door leading down to the cellar.  


  She sighed. Put in her place by a four-year-old, and Mrs. Dowd let her get away with it. 


 
 *** 


  With her stomach rumbling for her supper, she glanced up from the ironing when Mrs. Dowd appeared in the laundry room. She was wearing her coat and hat, purse in hand. She folded her arms and looked Bridget up and down. 


  She glanced up from the shirt and back down to it. It was one of the major’s uniform shirts; and like every stitch of clothing that man wore, she was attentive that every crease and seam be perfect. “Is something the matter, Mrs. Dowd?”  


  “How much longer till you’re finished, girl?” 


  “Not too much.” She lifted the iron and pointed it at one of the baskets in from the line. “One more shirt after this, and my day is over, thank God.” She bent down to her work. “Why so curious, Mrs. Dowd?” 


  “I’m leaving for the day, Bridey. The missus will be seeing you in the parlor when you’re done down here.” 


  She looked up sharply. “What’s the matter? What’s wrong? She never sees me unless it’s my birthday or Christmastime.” Her pay was always left by her boots at the end of the day. 


  “Just make sure you’re as presentable as ye can be, lass. You’re a sweaty wreck right now, and I thought fair warning’s a fair thing.” 


  “Mrs. Dowd, what is it? Am I sacked?” 


  “No, child.” She shook her head from side to side slowly. “Just be as proper as ye can when ye go on upstairs, alright?” With a nod, she turned to leave. 


  “Mrs. Dowd!” 


  “‘Tisn’t me tale to tell,” she said over her shoulder and left. 


  Burning with curiosity and apprehension, Bridget bustled through the remaining clothing. Oh dear, summoned by the missus with no warning! What on earth was the matter? Raising one arm, she sniffed her armpit and wrinkled her nose.  


  Oh dear! 


  She nicked one of the washcloths and hand towels from the basket and went to the laundry sink. She slipped out of her apron and blouse. She rubbed soap into the drenched cloth and wiped herself down, patting herself dry with the hand towel.  


  She would keep her apron and cap on, that way she wouldn’t have to worry about her hair. 


  When she came through the door to the kitchen, she saw the twins playing on the swing outside. When she called out a ‘halooo,’ she was summoned to the front of the house. 


  Melanie was seated on the chesterfield and waved her into the room. There was a tea service on the table before Mrs. Crawley. But only a single cup.  


  “Please, take a seat, Bridget,” she said, gesturing to a thickly padded gray chair beside the sofa.  


  Bridget sat and perched on the front of the cushion just like she saw the fine ladies do in the moving pictures. She tilted her head at Mrs. Crawley. “Ma’am?” 


  “I have some news I’d like to share with you, and a proposition.”  


  “Ma’am?” She made sure to keep her aching back straight and rested her hands on her lap. 


  Melanie’s heart-shaped face blossomed into a smile. “I’m having another baby, Bridget!” 


  Bridget let her face show a smile, shielding what she was really thinking. ‘Oh for the love of God! That was her big news? Jayzus, there wasn’t a day gone by in Lowertown where one woman or another didn’t have a bun in the oven!’ With her brightest, happiest voice, she said instead, “How wonderful, ma’am! I’m so happy for you!”  


 
 *** 


  An hour later, Bridget entered her childhood home closing the door behind her. She sniffed the air. The smell of old cooking aromas, unwashed bodies and shitty diapers filled her nostrils. It would not be hard to say goodbye to this place. She immediately went upstairs to her bedroom, carrying the two bushel baskets she had managed to wheedle out of the vegetable monger down the street. The chiseler charged her a penny a piece for baskets he would be throwing into the trash! 


  Oorna, her twelve-year-old sister was lying in her own bed reading one of Bridget’s older editions of Photoplay. Her dark eyes widened in curiosity when she saw Bridget go to her pasteboard dresser and begin loading clothing into the baskets. 


  “What are ye doin’ Sis?” 


  “Moving on to bigger and better ‘ting’s Oorna.” She kept her eyes on her work at hand.  


  Oorna hopped out of bed in a flash. “Ye’re leaving home? Are ye goin’ to California?”  


  Bridget gave a small laugh. “Nooo… just over to the better part of town! I’ve got a live-in position with the Crawley family!” 


  Oorna’s eyes opened wide. “The war hero major? The family ye’ve been doin’ the wash for?” 


  “Aye.” She finished filling the first basket and went to the wardrobe where her coat and two dresses were hanging. “The missus is having another bairn, an’ wants me to look after her two girls and the house.”  


  Tipping her nose into the air, she strutted across the room in her best La-Di-Da fashion . “It would seem that her delicate and ladylike constitution is not conducive to the act of childbearing.” She turned and faced Oorna, fists on her waist. “So the weakling English crumpet needs me help and is paying me a good penny and room and board!” She clapped her hands. “I’ll be able to save almost all of me pay!” 


  “But…” 


  She spoke in a torrent of words to hold back the water flooding her sister’s eyes. “And then I’ll be able to afford to go to California after the babe’s born! I’ll become a big star in the moving pictures and send for ye, and we’ll live by a swimming pool in the wintertime! Isn’t it grand, Oorna?”  


  “But ye’ll be leavin’ us, Bridey? Ye’ll be goin’ away?” Oorna burst into tears and was swept up in her sister’s arms.  


  “Shhh…. Shhh… craitha’… I’ll be only a short ways away…” She placed her hands on Oorna’s shoulders and looked in her eyes. “‘Tis only over on Harvest Street!” 


  Oorna’s eyes brightened, but just for a moment, looking down to the floor she said, “And then it’s off to California…” 


  “Not for some time, darlin’!” 


  Hugging Bridget, Oorna’s said in a soft voice, “Maybe ‘ting’s will change for the better and ye’ll never leave.” 
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  Kevin Crawley closed the textbook on his lectern. He closed his eyes and took a breath. Opening them he looked out over the thirty uniformed cadets in the lecture hall. He despised this part of his guest lectures. “And now, I’ll take any questions.” Thirty hands flew up. With a sigh he pointed to a student in the front row. 


  The boy snapped out of his seat at full attention. “Major sir! This cadet is grateful for your instruction today and hopes that you can share with us some of your personal experiences in battle. While the textbook is a worthy source of information as to troop dispersals, objectives and resources applied, it lacks any sense of the human experience in such circumstances.” 


  With a slow nod, Kevin bade the student to be seated. Another request for war stories. These boys were so eager to hear of the glory and fighting. They’ve gotten their tales from story books as far as he was concerned. No report, not any account, neither his nor any other man’s could ever prepare one for the roiling hell of battle when the first shot is fired and the trench commander blows his whistle.  


  He took a deep breath. “Gentlemen, it is my fervent prayer that not one of you ever has need to rise from a trench to attack the enemy.” He folded his arms. “But should that be your duty, show no mercy, grant no quarter until told to do so by a superior.” 


  “Keep killing until told to stop, like you did in the trenches, sir?” 


  Kevin nodded. “Killing a man face-to-face with a mounted bayonet is different than shooting at him from a hundred feet away, cadet.” 


  “You would know that, sir. They called you Terror of The Trenches, didn’t they?” The rest of the class sucked in their breath. 


  “Where did you hear that term, cadet?” 


  “It was in the newspaper, sir, after the battle of The Somme.” The lad shook his head slowly. “I never forgot the story.” 


  Kevin’s voice became low as he looked past the students to the rear wall of the classroom. His memory’s gaze continued across the Atlantic to the fields of France on that bloody, vicious day. “There is no time to think, nor reload your rifle. And the more of the enemy you kill, the fewer of your own lads would die…” he refocused his gaze on his class. “And the sooner peace will come.” He sighed. “At the end of that day, the mud in the trenches had thickened from all the spilled blood.” 


  “But not yours, sir.” 


  He shook his head. “By the grace of God not mine, no.” He wondered when God would call in that debt.  


 
 *** 


  The best part of giving the guest lecture that day was he was able to go home early. He left the lecture hall and walked to the field where automobiles were parked. The chilly March winds whipped across his clean-shaven face as he crossed the field. He rubbed his chin ruefully. He had tried to grow a beard after he returned home to Canada, but sad to say, it came in thin and scraggly. Perhaps in eight years when he turned forty, he would try again.  


  When he got to his automobile, Colonel George Larsen was waiting for him, leaning against the passenger side door, one foot up on the running board, and a cigarette between his fingers. 


  He snapped off a sharp salute to the man when he got within arm’s length.  


  The colonel lazily returned the salute. “Enough of the decorum, Kevin—let’s get a move on, I’m dying of thirst!” 


  “Parched, eh, George? It’s only March and you’re acting like it’s the dog days of August.” He got behind the steering wheel and started the car as George got in the other seat.  


  “It’s a Friday afternoon, and we’re done till Monday. That’s good enough for me. Onward major! The Prince George Hotel forthwith, before they run out of beer!” 


  “Yes, sir!” Kevin put the car in gear and began navigating toward the highway which would take them across the bridge and to the colonel’s favorite watering hole on Ontario Street. It had been their Friday afternoon tradition. Kevin would drive his friend to the bar dropping him off there and continue home to Melanie.  


  George twirled his mustache as he looked over to his friend and protg. “Heard some interesting scuttlebutt at lunchtime mess today, Kevin.” 


  “Oh? You’re going to take a wife?” 


  “Perish the thought!” He arched an eyebrow. “Even so, my scuttlebutt may improve your bride’s disposition.” 


  “Oh really? My Melanie’s a happy enough woman as it is.” He looked over. “You do have me curious though. What’s the news?” 


  “Your wife’s dream may soon come true. There’s talk of transferring you to Ottawa for a bit, and then shipping you and your family back over to London next year.” 


  Kevin slammed on the brakes in surprise. “You’re joking!” 


  “Now don’t breathe a word of it to your lovely wife, Kevin. It’s not set in stone. But… the conversation was that your presence in London would be an asset in England supporting them for giving Ireland its independence. There’s a lot of squalling from the other side, and to have an Irish hero decorated by the king himself could calm frayed nerves. A gentle push to our cousins across the sea toward peace.” 


  “I’d be part of the diplomatic staff?” 


  George nodded. “Their parliament was open to the idea of Irish independence considering how awful it went for the Russians since the Great War. If they let the Irish make their own way, there’d be no risk of a civil war, you see.” He gave a rueful smile. “But there’s second thoughts a brewing and the thinking is someone like you can nip that in the bud.” He sighed. “Everyone’s tired of war.” 


  Kevin shook his head. Melanie’s dream was to leave Kingston for Ottawa, the nation’s capitol. She missed terribly a large city since emigrating as his bride. But to be able to go home to London! She’d be in seventh heaven! 


  Kevin eyed his friend and mentor sideways. “Who introduced this possibility at the meeting?” 


  With a snort, George replied, “You even have to ask?” 


  His voice like a schoolboy’s Kevin replied, “But Colonel, sir! Were I to go to London, who would be your protg?” He said it with a smile at the end, but was in fact more than a little curious. 


  “I’m going to be retiring, Kevin.” George flicked his cigarette butt out the window. “I was informed that I won’t be rising any further in rank.” He gave his head a shake. “In fact, were I to stay on after my thirtieth year, I’d be transferred to the most remote command they can find for me.” He gave a small smile. “I’ve gotten a little too long in the tooth for this young man’s job.” He held his hands apart. “Thusly and therefore old boy, I called in every favor, every connection and every smidge of goodwill to begin this next chapter in your life simmering.” Turning to his side, he clapped Kevin’s shoulder. “God could never give me a better son than you, old boy.” 


  Kevin gave a slight nod. In a low voice he said, “I’ll ensure your trust isn’t misplaced, George.” 


  “When you’re over there, just don’t kill any more Germans, all right?” 


  Kevin’s head twisted to look at his friend and he took his foot from the accelerator. George was staring at him silently. “For the love of God, George, it’s been done with for years!” 


  “Ten years, Kevin.” He held a hand up. “Let’s not forget though, how much you enjoyed the killing. You were first over the trenches on our side so you could be first into their trench line.” He leaned in, gently resting a hand on the man’s upper arm. “I’ve never told a soul about those ears you took.” 


  “I was young and full of bloodlust, George. Those days are long past.” The automobile had come to a stop on the roadway again as Kevin stared into George’s eyes. He turned his head and the car started moving again. “Trust me, any Hun I meet in England will be safe.” 


  “Good!” In spite of his satisfied tone, George still looked at Kevin as they continued on their way. 


  “Oh, and one more thing, old boy. You’d be kicked up a rank as well. Couldn’t have a lowly major hobnobbing in embassies and so forth, wot?” George had a sly smile. 


  “George you should change your name to Nicholas! Saint Nicholas! This is like Christmas!”  


  The bridge traffic was quite light that afternoon and he pulled to a stop in front of the Prince George Hotel.  


  Opening his door, George said, “Now mum’s the word to the missus, Kevin. You know how these things can get bollixed up at the drop of a hat, all right? Wait until the orders come through. It won’t be until the end of the year at the earliest anyway.” He raised a finger. “You best make sure to come to the May twenty-fourth garden party this year though, my friend. The governor general is coming from Ottawa and would care to look you and your family over.” 


  Kevin grimaced. “Oh? Sort of like an audition?” 


  George smiled. “I think he wants to ogle your beautiful wife if you want the truth. She’s a smasher and you know it.” He shrugged and held up his hands. “The court of St. James’ is about as high class as you can get, you know. So for the love of God, don’t be picking your nose or farting, all right?” 


  With a smile, Kevin shook his fist at his friend. “I’ll just make sure I’m at your side through the entire affair. Next to you, a gorilla would look like a lord!” 


  George stepped out of the car. Just before he closed the door, he said, “The party’s not for another two months, and by that time we should have a good idea if this is still a live plan. If it is, you’ll be able to give Melanie fair warning.” 


  “Fair enough George. Thanks for the news!” 


  “Remember, mum’s the word for now, Kevin.” With a small wave, George turned and went in the side door to the men’s tavern at the St. George Hotel.  


 
 *** 


  The front door to his home opened when he reached for the doorknob. Kevin’s eyes widened in surprise to see Bridey Walsh holding the door for him. She was wearing a black dress, long white apron and maid’s cap along with a bright smile. 


  “Welcome home, Major!” she said. 


  “Bridey… what…?” 


  “Mrs. Crawley would be seeing you right away in the parlor, sir. Let me take your coat.” 


  He slipped his uniform coat off, handed it to the girl and went to the parlor. 


  Melanie was on the settee waiting for him. Tea for two was laid out on the table before her. She was wearing a quite-smart, orange dress trimmed in a blue which matched her eyes.  


  “Come in, darling and have a cup of tea. The girls are up for a nap.” She gave a nod to Bridey, who pulled the sliding doors to close them. 


  “Melanie, you look lovely.” He took a seat beside her as she poured. He shot a look toward the parlor door. “Bridey’s in a maid’s uniform?” 


  “Yes, dear. I’ve taken the liberty yesterday to hire her on, full time.” 


  “Oh? Without consulting me?” He ducked his head and looked at her. “You must have a good reason for this I assume.” 


  Melanie’s lips formed a perfect Cupid’s bow in a smile and she nodded. She turned to him. “I do, indeed. I’ll need her help full time, you see.” 


  He inhaled sharply. “Why is that? Are you ill, darling?” Oh God, please no! 


  “No… well, only in the morning. And that will pass in a short while.” The bafflement on his face must have been too much for her to take. She burst out laughing. “I’m expecting another baby, Kevin!” 


  “What!” 


  She nodded. “The doctor confirmed it this week.” 


  “Oh my love…” he scooted over, took her in his arms and kissed her gently. “That’s wonderful news!”  


  “And yes, Kevin, you get to choose the name of this new baby as we agreed!” She rubbed his hair. 


  “Then it will be Eamon if it’s a boy, and Sarah if it’s a girl!” 


  “What? Sarah? Not Agatha or Annabelle?”She gave a small laugh. 


  “No. Sarah… for my baby sister back home who died of the consumption.” He had a wistful look. I loved that child with all me heart.” 


  “I know, Kevin, so you told me.” She rubbed his arm. “And so you’ll love Sarah as strongly then!” 


  He nodded, smiling. Then a shadow crossed his face. “Wait. You had a terrible time delivering the twins! What has the doctor said?” 


  “That’s why I hired Bridget. I’m to rest in the afternoons, so she will look after the girls. I’ve given her the bedroom at the front of the house. She’ll be here full time with Saturdays off and evenings free when the girls are down for the night.” 


  “But I thought you were going to have an English girl, dear. I thought you wanted to have a proper nanny.” 


  She nodded. “This came up so quickly that I needed to secure someone right away.” Her hand rose in a small, dismissive wave. “Besides, Bridget will probably be moving on in a year or so—then I can engage a proper nanny.” 


  “A proper English nanny, you mean.” 


  “Of course, dear.” She arched an eyebrow at him and in an affected brogue said, “Or would ye be havin’ ye’re bairns soundin’ like ‘da washerwoman, laddie?” 


  They both burst out laughing and Kevin raised his hands in mock surrender. 


 
 *** 


  On the other side of the parlor door, Bridget’s face flamed scarlet with embarrassment. She turned and walked softly to the kitchen where Mrs. Dowd was preparing the evening meal. 


  “Is there anything I can do to help, Mrs. Dowd?” she asked in the sweetest voice she could manage. 


  “Aye, Bridey. Keep stirring this soup for me while I get some more spuds from the pantry.” 


  She watched the woman go to the closet. When Mrs. Dowd’s back was turned, Bridget spat into the bubbling pot.  
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  Bridget settled into her position after that. Spitting into Melanie’s soup and sauce became a daily ritual. She would start each morning by spitting into ‘Her Majesty’s’ tea while filling the pot with water. ‘Twas good practice. She was able to keep her resentment to herself while being sweet whenever she was in the presence of the English crumpet.  


  But Lord, the workday was long! She had to be up in the morning to have Major Kevin’s breakfast ready for him by six. As soon as he was out the door, she had to tidy up the home and every other day wash some clothing. The Crawleys felt she had the spare time to continue to look after the wash if she did a load or two every day or so before Melanie and the twins woke. 


  Mrs. Dowd’s housekeeping hours were cut back as well. “You’re here night and day, Bridey,” she told her. “Ye’ll be busy enough!” 


  She had to prepare luncheon for Melanie and the twins, and then start supper to have it on the table when the major arrived back home at five.  


  Melanie had asked her if she wouldn’t mind too much, taking her own supper in the kitchen. 


  “It’s the only opportunity for us all to be together as a family, Bridget. I hope you don’t mind?” And what if she had? As if that would matter. 


  Busy enough? She was exhausted! Awake at five and not a minute’s peace until the twins were down for the night at seven! Her belief that becoming the housekeeper for the family would be a step-up, faded in the first week. While ‘housekeeper’ did sound more polished than ‘washerwoman,’ her days never ended! Thank God she had Friday nights and Saturday mornings off!  


  When the major’s motorcar left the drive, she went to the mudroom and picked up a basket of clothes to get started on before making the morning tea for Melanie. Turning on the light for the cellar, she headed down. 


  At the bottom of the stairs, she jumped. She was so startled she dropped the basket of clothes. 


  On the opposite side of the landing was a rat! 


  She let out a squeal and flew back up the stairs. From the top, she saw the creature sit back on its hind legs, pawing and sniffing the air. Its long, pink tail curled around its body, the tip twitching while it watched her with black, beady eyes.  


  “Shoo! Shoo, ya disgustin’ beast!” 


  The brazen vermin tilted its head watching her until she grabbed a shoe and flung it down the stairs. It dodged the shoe easily and scampered away into the shadows.  


  Bridey leaned against the doorframe. Would she be held responsible for this infestation? Was there an infestation? Oh God! Were there more down there? Oh dear God in heaven, what was she to do?  


  She had no doubt somehow she’d be held to account for this happening. She’d have to take care of this and quick! 


  That afternoon, she told Mrs. Crawley she needed to go to the market for some items while the twins napped.  


  “Very well, Bridey, although this is my own quiet time as well.” Melanie inhaled slowly. “Leave my bedroom door open so I can hear the girls if they wake up.” She passed Bridey a small stack of papers she had on the bed which were covered with sketches of the girls. 


  “Yes, ma’am.” Bridget glanced down at the sketches. “These are quite good, ma’am!” 


  “Thank you, Bridget. I had a flair for art as a girl, and Mr. Crawley felt this time of bed rest could be an opportunity for me to renew my endeavors. It’s simply a hobby for me now.” 


  Bridget leafed through the pages. With the faintest of lines and economy of strokes of the pencil, Melanie had captured the girls completely. She held up one sheet. “Agnes?” she asked. 


  Melanie clapped her hands. “Yes! How could you tell?”  


  “Of the two, she’s the one with the habit of smiling with only half her mouth.” Bridget thought it was an insolent smirk but kept that opinion to herself. She took the papers and placed them on the dresser. “I’ll be back in a jiffy, ma’am.” 


 
 *** 


  She didn’t know the first thing about getting rid of rats and wasn’t about to broadcast her problem to the local merchants. Luckily enough, there was someone in the town she could approach. Wicker basket in hand, she opened a gate which led into an overgrown front yard at the far end of Lowerton. 


  She wasn’t halfway up the walk when the weathered front door opened, and a rail-thin woman in a black dress stood in the doorframe. 


  “Bridey Walsh, as I live and breathe!” Deirdre O’Toole said with a smile, her gray eyes glittering like diamonds. 


  Bridey stopped in her tracks and stared at the woman. The last time they clapped eyes on each other, she was but a child of six. In fifteen years, she had never seen the woman once, and yet she knew her by sight? She tilted her head in wonder. And in fifteen years, not as much as a line on her face nor a gray hair on her head.  


  Despite the warmth of the April sunshine, Bridey felt a chill. When she stepped toward the house, a pressure without weight closed in on her. She stopped at the foot of the steps leading up to the front door. 


  “I’m… having troubles with rats,” she said. 


  “Four or two-footed rats, Bridey?” The woman’s chin lifted and her eyes narrowed. 


  She inhaled sharply. “Vermin. With tails and whiskers.” The words came out in a rush. She inhaled deeply. It was hard to take a breath, but there was no humidity. 


  “Very well. When you were last here your hands were covered by warts and I charmed them from you for a penny. Do you recall?” 


  She nodded silently. She had been too terrified to enter the house, and it was done right there on the steps.  


  “Now you’re a young woman, and my help won’t be charity to a child. My help and my silence will cost you a dollar.”  


  “That’s quite dear!” It came out like a gasp and she inhaled again, deeply. A low buzz began to hum in her ears. 


  Deirdre waved a hand at her. “Then off with you.” She turned back to the doorway. 


  “No! Stop! I’ll pay!” Bridey gasped, and the woman turned, a sly smile on her lips. 


  “Very well.” Deirdre reached into her dress pocket and withdrew a small packet and held it out. “These are castor beans. The slightest peeling, like you would take from a carrot, mixed with a smidge of cheese or peanut butter will end your problems in a trice.” She held out the packet. “Make sure you wash your hands three times with lye soap after handling these, Bridget. ‘Tis a deadly poison. Half a bean will end the life of a two-footed rat, no matter his size or build!” Her eyes glittered above a wide, toothy grin.  


  Bridey took the packet and dropped it in her basket. She kept her eyes on the woman as she pawed at her purse. Deirdre’s teeth seemed to grow in her mouth when she smiled. She held out the dollar bill, and when Deirdre snatched it away, their hands brushed. 


  Deirdre’s hand was like ice. It was so cold Bridey let out a yelp of surprise. 


  “I think you should leave, Bridey,” the woman said. “Take care—that’s a deadly poison!” Her grin expanded, filling up her entire face but for her eyes. Bridget could see no nose, nor hair; just a floating smile below two glittering eyes, shining like diamonds.  


  “Oh!” She turned and fled down the walk, hearing the door slam behind her. 


 
 *** 


  Back down in the cellar, Bridget squatted down in front of the area she had seen the rat run off to. For some reason, having her poison ready gave her the courage. She had taken just a dusting of shavings and mixed them with a dollop of peanut butter which she spread onto the end of a fireplace match. 


  “Here ratty, ratty…” she said in a singsong voice. “Come for your luncheon now.”  


  When the rat peeked around from behind the furnace she was surprised at how calm she was. It looked up at her, whiskers twitching as it approached the peanut butter on the end of the stick. Slowly, she laid it on the floor and watched. 


  The rat kept an eye on her as it sniffed at the offering. Its ears perked, and it opened its mouth wide, showing two front rat teeth and took a nibble from the dollop. It chewed and swallowed and returned to its meal. 


  Before it could take another taste, its entire body trembled. Its head lifted and it looked into Bridey’s eyes. 


  “I poisoned, ye, ya vermin,” she said quietly. “Now show me how long till ye die.” 


  Its head shook from side to side, whipping back and forth. A quivering paw rose and then dropped, the rat rolling onto its side. Still staring at Bridey, it began to foam at the mouth while its dark eyes twitched and then closed shut. It kicked but once and deflated onto the floor as life left its body. 


  It was the first time Bridget had ever seen a creature die. She picked up the wooden stick and nudged the rat’s paw. It flopped right down, no movement at all. 


  “Dear God in heaven,” she breathed. Deirdre wasn’t lying at all. A deadly poison indeed! She went to the dustbin and retrieved some old newspapers. Careful now, she wrapped the dead creature and the matchstick within a thick wad of paper and put the mass into the trash can. 


  At the laundry sink she scrubbed her hands with lye soap after retrieving the knife she had made the bean shavings with. She carefully rewrapped the other beans and tucked them in the back of one of the shelves in the cellar.  


  She didn’t know how quickly she would be back for more. 
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  Melanie Crawley sat at the dinette maintaining an expression of perfect composure while the general’s wife mocked and scolded her. Since it was only the two of them seated there, at least it wasn’t an out-and-out public thrashing, but it was a thrashing nevertheless. The rest of the officers’ wives had left the garden tent to watch the magician perform some illusion, on the meadow leading down to the lakeshore. 


  Up until that moment, the May twenty-fourth, Victoria Day celebration had been wonderful. All along the meadow, small tents had been set up. Long tables with linen tablecloths were manned by a cadre of cooks who passed out a scrumptious luncheon. The guests ate buffet style at the tables scattered both inside the tents and on the grass, while a string quartet provided background music.  


  After luncheon, they were preparing the two largest tents for a sit-down supper to take place just before the evening fireworks which Kevin had said would be a dandy this year. The interim hours had been filled with games for the children and various entertainments. Several performers from the local theater sung the latest ragtime melodies, accompanied by a jazz band! 


  It had been such a jolly time until Mrs. Abbot, the wife of General Abbot—the commandant of Kingston—tapped her on the shoulder and asked for a word. Melanie accompanied the woman to the back of the tent. Once seated, Mrs. Abbot placed her liver-spotted hand on her wrinkled cheek, piercing the younger woman with her eyes.  


  The jazz music finished. Melodies from the string quartet once again drifted over them providing a stark contrast to the damage the old harridan was doing to Melanie’s pride. The bitch was enjoying herself tremendously! Her diatribe had started with criticisms of the twins’ postures, their clothing, and then she closed in for the kill. 


  “Honestly, Melanie, I cannot believe the language your daughters have used today! Is this how they speak at home?” 


  She managed a small smile, when she replied, “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re referring to.” 


  “Your daughters called another child a bloody blaggard’!” Mrs. Abbot sucked in her breath, expanding even further her considerable bosom. “Where, Mrs. Crawley, if not at home, did they learn such language?”  


  Melanie’s jaw dropped in shock. “You’re joking!” 


  “I certainly am not!” She leaned across the table. “In front of many of my guests, including members of the royal family!” 


  Melanie couldn’t say anything. Her jaw muscle clenched and unclenched. Meeting Princess Mary, the king’s daughter, and her two children had been such a treat. Princess Mary had greeted Melanie with a surprised squeal on the receiving line. They recalled their time spent together as children. Melanie’s father had been a regular guest at Buckingham Palace and although Princess Mary was several years older, their friendship had been a bright part of her childhood.  


  No wonder the old woman sitting across from her wanted to take Melanie down a peg or two. Seeing Melanie’s face flush brought such a triumphant smirk to the woman’s face. She leaned across the table, her large eyes glinting. “My husband was passed over in favor of yours to take that post in London, young lady!” She waved her hand back at the garden party on the field. “Why, I haven’t the slightest idea!” She paused, catching her breath. 


  ‘Probably because they didn’t think either of you old windbags would survive the voyage!’ she thought to herself. She kept silent. Kevin had been unofficially notified of his upcoming transfer to London, but it wasn’t set in stone. They were to leave the following year; after she had given birth. The woman before her was a dangerous enemy. And, as the wife of the general—a formidable one. 


  Kevin would characterize her next action as a strategic retreat. She needed to regroup and plan her next moves, carefully. She stood, and a weak smile formed on her lips. 


  “Thank you so much for your guidance, Mrs. Abbot. I appreciate your concern for my daughters’ well-being and behavior.” She put the back of her hand to her forehead. “Oh dear! The warmth of the day is having a terrible effect on me! I’m dreadfully sorry, but I believe I need to leave. My physician has warned me I should take care, in my current condition!” She gave the old bat another smile and nod. “Good day to you and thank you for the wonderful time, Mrs. Abbot. I’ll be sure to inform my dear friend, Princess Mary of your generous hospitality.” 


  That last comment took the smugness right out of the bitch’s face. Good. 


  She turned to collect Kevin and the girls. 


 
 *** 


  Bridget was enjoying her free day. With the major and ‘the crumpet’ and the girls away at the Victoria Day celebration, she indulged herself. 


  Because of the holiday, the Landmark Cinema had put on a matinee double feature. The latest Douglas Fairbanks film and the latest Charlie Chaplin comedy! Watching Mr. Fairbanks woo Mary Astor was thrilling, and she laughed herself to a coughing fit as Charlie Chaplin navigated a gold rush. 


  When she came out of the theater, she decided to visit the Ladies’ Room at the Royal Tavern. She’d have a cocktail and head back home, and return to the lakefront park for the fireworks display. It should be a magnificent one that year—the local paper had said they were going all out! 


  As she took her first sip of the vodka gimlet, feeling quite wicked for having a drink before six p.m., a man’s voice behind her spoke, “May I buy you another?” 


  She carefully placed her glass on the bar and turned around slowly, forming a small smile on her lips which she hoped was worldly. 


  His pale, light gray eyes peered at her underneath a shining head of bright, red hair. He had a small smile as well. 


  “I’ll need to think about it, sir, as we’ve never met before.” She blinked slowly at him. 


  “Well, let’s take care of that, shall we? My name is Devlin Griffin.” His head dipped in a slight bow. 


  Returning his nod, she said, “I’m Bridget Walsh. How do you do?” 


  The Ladies’ Room was doing a bustling business, but when Devlin raised his hand, Danny Boyle appeared as if by magic. 


  “What may I get you, Mister Griffin?” he asked. Bridget had never heard Danny Boyle address any man using the term ‘mister’. She looked frankly from the bartender to her new companion. 


  “I’ll be having what the lady’s having,” replied Devlin.  


  “Right, sir! And that’s a vodka gimlet, right Bri—” he shot a look at Devlin and back to Bridget—”Miss?” 


  “Yes, thank you, Danny,” she purred. As he scuttled away she turned and looked at Devlin with newfound respect. “He’s never called me ‘miss’ before. It’s always been either my first name or ‘dear’. What an influence you have on the man!” 


  With a lazy smile, he replied, “He’s smart enough to know what’s good for him.” 


  “Oh really?” She looked down the bar to watch Danny rummage with ice and mix to prepare Devlin’s drink and turned back. “I’ve seen him bash drunken men twice your size, sir.” She appraised his perfectly tailored seersucker suit. “Why would a man such as you be a threat to his well-being?” 


  Danny returned and placed the drink down, carefully centering it in front of Devlin. “Will there be anything else, sir?”  


  “No. Thank you, Danny; I’ll let you know.” 


  “I’ll keep an eye, sir.” He departed to look after other patrons, but kept glancing back every so often until Devlin took a sip and nodded in his direction. 


  “You didn’t answer my question, Mister Griffin.” 


  “Devlin, please.” 


  “Very well, you may call me Bridget.” 


  He gave a small smile. “Not Bridey? We both have a brogue, you know.” 


  She closed her eyes. “I detest that name.” 


  “Very well! Bridget it is!” She opened her eyes to see his smile. His lips smiled, yet his eyes watched her like a cobra sizing up a mouse. “I hail from Dublin itself. And you, Bridget?” 


  “My family’s from the coast. County Kerry.” 


  “You certainly don’t look like a fisherman’s wife…” 


  She replied with a shudder. “Not everyone in Kerry is a fisherman, nor a fisherman’s wife, Devlin.” 


  “Is it safe to assume you’re no man’s wife?” 


  “‘Tis. A simple housekeeper am I.” She took another sip and looked at him. “I’m still curious as to the nature of your influence on our Mr. Boyle. His serving you so well, in such a crowded saloon… how is that—’what’s good for him’?” 


  Keeping the same watchful expression, he answered, “You said our Danny was good at ‘bashing’ large men, yes?” When she nodded silently, he added, “There are things far worse than a bashing… and Danny knows enough about meself that he’s cautious, is all.” 


  Her eyes widened and her voice dropped to a whisper. “You’ve killed people!”  


  He gave a slight shrug. “Since the Great War, many men in this city can claim such a thing.” He nodded in the direction of the military base, where at that moment Melanie was directing her husband and children to their family automobile.  


  “Oh. So you’ve been in the war then?” 


  His face grew serious. “I’ve never worn a uniform.” His lazy gaze took in the lounge where they stood. The noise level had grown with holidaymakers enjoying themselves. “Let me put it this way… Danny works for the owner of this establishment, a man named Isaac Cohen. Mister Cohen and I have a business together. He has contacts that distill whiskey, and there’s a great thirst for such a product in New York.” 


  “You’re a bootlegger!” 


  He gave his head a small shake. “No. I’m the man who solves the problems that bootleggers occasionally run into.” He gave that smile again, with his cobra-like eyes. “Do you understand now?” 


  She nodded, wide-eyed. “But… what’s it like…?” 


  His voice low, he said, “To kill a man? Killing’s easier than people think, Bridget. Once done and done, ‘tis nothing to do again. Aye, the first time’s the hardest, but the others come easily… you’d be surprised.” 


  As she watched his face, a thrill went down her spine. She believed every word he spoke because of how Danny Boyle acted in his presence. An actual hired killer! She was surprised at how she wasn’t afraid of him. 


 
 *** 


  A while later, she was walking up the drive to the Crawley home. She stopped short when she saw the car in the drive. The major and the crumpet had said they were planning to stay until after the firework display. What were they doing home so early? 


  She heard sharp words and loud voices coming through the open window of the parlor, and carefully crept forward. 


  “Goddamn it, Melanie! What do you expect of me!” It was Kevin, shouting at ‘the crumpet.’ Bridget smiled and crouched beneath the window. 
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  Bridget squatted down beside one of the rosebushes smiling gleefully as the storm raged above her head. 


  “What do I expect of you, Kevin? I expect you to side with your family!” 


  “What a terrible thing to say! Of course I side with my family!” 


  Melanie’s voice took on a more reasonable tone. “Then why, darling, is this even a question? Why, dearest, are we arguing? She can continue on elsewhere as a washerwoman. I absolutely refuse to have her in our home any longer!” 


  Bridget’s ears perked up. They were arguing over her! Her position in the household! She eased closer to the window. 


  Kevin’s voice took on a gentling tone. “Darling, don’t you think you’re being hasty? The twins love her.” 


  “I wouldn’t be so certain about how Agnes feels about Bridey, Kevin. And as far as Alice is concerned, the entire world is her friend—the child doesn’t have a mean bone in her body!” 


  “Oh really?” 


  “Don’t you ‘Oh really’ me, Kevin Crawley! You weren’t the one having to sit there while that ogre of a woman chastised your children’s language! Thank God I had been friends with Princess Mary when I was a girl! She said to me as I was leaving that she and her parents—the king and queen mother I might add—were looking forward to seeing me again when your transfer goes through! That took the wind out of the general’s wife’s sails for now, but Mary returns to England in a fortnight, and that ogre of a Mrs. Abbot will be spinning her webs until your transfer is official!” 


  “It sounds to me that our future is firm, Melanie.” 


  “No it’s not! When I give Bridey her notice, I’ll be making a special visit to Mrs. Abbot and I’ll act sooo grateful for her counsel over the girls’ behavior. Only then will she be nullified!” 


  “I don’t understand…” 


  “I’ll be doing that at the Officer’s Wives Luncheon. They have them monthly. I’ve not gone before, but by God, I’ll be a regular attendee until we kick the dust of this town off our shoes. I’ll butter up Mrs. Abbot in public. When word of that gets around, she won’t be able to say another word against me to General Abbot nor anyone else in position to harm your career.” 


  “Melanie, I’m terribly impressed by your skills at intrigue.” Kevin’s voice had taken a light tone. And in that light tone, Bridget felt her own future slipping away. She grasped a handful of branches of the rosebush, crushing them in her hand. 


  “My father, the baron, had spoken to me many times of matters such as this, Kevin, that’s all.” Melanie’s voice was closer to the window; Bridget froze and kept her head down, facing the ground. Thank God she had worn her brown dress and black cape. 


  Kevin’s voice had drawn closer too. They had to be standing together at the window. “So you’re quite sure your mind’s made up?” He sighed. 


  “Yes, Kevin. Absolutely.” There was a rustle of her dress as she must have turned to face him. “What I fail to understand is your advocating so strongly for this… this commonplace girl. I understand you share a heritage with her—you’re both from Ireland—but really, is that enough?” 


  “I just think you’re being harsh on her. You had already planned to hire a proper governess after you have the baby.” 


  “That was until I was so humiliated today, Kevin. I need to demonstrate to Mrs. Abbot a certain strength; terminating Bridey is just the ticket.” 


  “So, a sacrificial lamb, eh?” Bridget wasn’t sure if she heard a smile in his voice or not, until she heard Melanie’s chuckle. 


  “I suppose so. But it’s worth it.” There was a pause. “But really, Kevin; you took that girl’s side so strongly!” Another pause, and Melanie asked in a voice Bridget could tell was forced lightness. “Should I be threatened by this girl? Does she have you under some sort of spell?” 


  “Of course she does. She’s a Druid, I suppose—wise in the ancient pagan ways of the Irish before St. Patrick!” It must have been a stunned look on Melanie’s face which caused Kevin to let out a guffaw. “No darling! There’s no hold she has on me! It’s you I adore!” 


  “You’re a terrible tease, Major Crawley!” Bridget heard the slap of Melanie’s hand on Kevin’s breast. They had to be right at the edge of the sill! One look to the side and she’d be caught out! She stopped breathing. 


  “All joking aside, Kevin—why did you defend her so strongly?” Melanie’s voice was tender in its curiosity. 


  He let out a sigh. “I see a lot of me in her, I suppose.” 


  Melanie’s laughter tinkled into the evening air. “Really! Forgive me, but I fail to see a single common thread between you! An exalted war hero, handsome and dashing, on his way to pay court to the king of England and a common, horse-faced, walleyed, washerwoman!” 


  Horse-faced? Walleyed? Bridget’s hand on the branches of the bush twisted in silent rage. 


  “Well, I’m not surprised, my dear. But there are aspects of Bridey I recognize. Like I did when I was young, I had a dream of becoming a soldier, and she has a dream of Hollywood and fame. Were you to traipse the back alleyways of Lowerton, you’d see clearly the obstacles in her upbringing she had to overcome to simply get a position here in our home; let alone fan the flame of such a dream as she has.” 


  “Dream? Kevin, the girl’s delusional! Do you really think she has the looks of a moving-pictures star? Really! With that lantern jaw, broad cheeks and those eyes which go everywhere but straight?” Melanie ended her evisceration of Bridget’s pride with a light laugh. 


  “Well, her chin’s not nearly as pert and delicate as yours of course, and it’s just a lazy eye. She’s not walleyed, Melanie. She’s a sturdy young lass who will be a good wife for a man.” He sighed. “And in America, who knows what she could become? After all, there are women who fly aeroplanes down there you know.” His voice became more distant; they must have stepped back from the window. “When will you give her notice?” 


  “Not for a week at least; I want to put an advertisement in the newspaper and get some applicants before I let her go. So mum’s the word, Kevin.” 


  “Of course, darling.” 


  They must have been leaving the parlor, because the last thing Bridget heard was Melanie’s voice, and her laughter. “Bridey Walsh, the washerwoman movie star!”  


  Bridget twisted the branches until they snapped off in her hand. It wasn’t until she flung them to the ground that she realized the thorns in the rosebush had left her palm bloody. She stared at the crimson stain in her opened hand, rage obscuring the pain. 
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  Bridget woke with a start, drenched in sweat. Devlin Griffin’s voice in her dream was still ringing in her ears, and echoing through her mind. “God helps those who help themselves, Bridey.” She threw the covers off and sat up, planting her feet on the floor.  


  “Oh God, no! Sweet Mother of God, help me!” She panted, arms clutched around her stomach, she bent over at the waist. The very idea was too horrible to contemplate! Like a small mouse trying to fend off a cat, her mind fought against the other statement of Devlin Griffin’s. “Killing’s easier than people think, Bridget… you’d be surprised.” 


  “No it ‘tisn’t! ‘Tis a mortal sin!” she whispered hoarsely. “I’d burn in hell forever!”  


  She slipped from the mattress to her knees. Clasping her hands together, elbows on the mattress, she prayed with the fervency of Jesus in Gethsemane. “Oh God, don’t let me do such a thing! Take this temptation from me! I beg of ye, Lord, help me ta be good!” 


  She stopped breathing. She squeezed her eyes shut, so tight her lids hurt as she awaited an abatement of her black hatred, a sign from the Almighty. 


  With a whoosh, she sucked in a breath. Panting and gasping, she steadied herself and stood on shaking knees. She turned on the overhead light, and stepped to her dresser. She peered into the mirror. She couldn’t see anything abnormal about her eyes at all, thank God. But wait…  


  She recalled earlier in the year when Photoplay Magazine ran a ‘star search’ contest. She had gone to Mr. Hyfund the photographer to have a picture done to send in. He had insisted that a profile of her would be the best. She thought nothing of it; after all, he took photographs of people every day. So she had a profile photo done of the left side of her face and sent it in. It was a disappointment to read about the winners six months later, but at the time she resolved to enter every year. 


  But now the question was, why did the man cajole her into a profile photo? She gazed at her right eye, but saw nothing.  


  She opened the top drawer of her dresser and took out her hand mirror. Staring into it, she gazed at her image in the dresser mirror from an off-angle. 


  “Oh my God!” she hissed. Her right eye was at an odd angle, floating almost to the top of her eyelid! Putting the mirror down, she clutched the edge of the dresser top, her knees watery.  


  She could get an operation! And what sort of surgery, Bridey? And pay with what money? There had to be exercises she could do! And if there were, don’t ye think your mum would have had it done then, girl? She had to do something! She was going to be a movie star! Oh really? Ye think so, lass? 


  A white-hot pain skewered Bridget’s head from behind her eye. She shut her eyes, tears of agony trailing down her face. Tilting her chin down, she could barely breathe, huffing for air like she was suffocating. The pain didn’t let up; instead it wrapped itself around the back of her neck, a white-hot brass rod. She pulled her lips back, her teeth clenched almost to the point of cracking. Huffing for air, she expelled snot and spit with each explosion of breath. 


  As quickly as it had come, the pain left—nothing but a memory of the agony she had just went through, not an ache nor a twinge remained. 


  She lifted her face again to gaze into the mirror. That flaming bitch! Damn her, damn her, damn that woman! 


  “Killing’s easier than people think, Bridget… you’d be surprised.” 


  No, not really… she wouldn’t be surprised at all. Of course. 


  She left her room, and quiet as a mouse, padded down to the cellar. 
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  The poor major looked as guilty as Judas. He couldn’t look Bridget in the eye no matter how many times she tried to make conversation with him when he came down in the morning. She prattled on lightly about how enchanting the fireworks over the lake had been the evening before. When she learned that the Crawleys had missed them by coming home early, she cooed with sympathy. 


  “I’m doing all I can, Major Crawley, but I’m worried over the missus,” she said. 


  “Oh? What do you mean, Bridey?” Funny, when he called her by that name, it was as sweet as chocolate to her ears. 


  “I’m no doctor, sir, but her color gets quite bad every day now. Just the other day she had a fainting spell, and it was the third one in the last week!” She knitted her hands together. “I know it’s not my place, sir, but I’m worried for her health. She gets these… ‘spells,’ I suppose. They’ve been going on for the last two weeks and have been more and more frequent!” 


  “What!” He jumped to his feet. “What are you saying!”  


  She stepped back. “I’m sorry, sir! She’s gotten strange! She’d begin to tremble, and then she’d start shakin’ or something so she’d have to sit down! Once…” she furrowed her eyebrows, “No, twice last week, she collapsed to the floor!” 


  “Why didn’t you tell me!” 


  “I wanted to, sir! But when I mentioned them to the missus, she swore me to silence! She said it ‘twasn’t me place to discuss this!” She began to cry. “She said it’d be me job were I to tell ye!” She clutched her hands together and put them under her chin. “But sir! She’s carryin’ a bairn and has two wee ones! If she’s not taking care and I know but not be tellin’, I’d be guilty of murder!” 


  “Murder! For the love of God, woman, you’re looking out for her!” He collapsed back into his chair at the kitchen table. Staring at the table top, he muttered, “More than she you, I’m afraid…” 


  “‘Tisn’t the missus’ place to look out for me, Major Crawley! Don’t be cross with her over that. And if she decides to let me go for speaking out of turn, I wouldn’t blame her in the slightest.” She started to sob again. “I’ve betrayed me missus’ trust! I din’t know what to doooo!” 


  “Bridey, Bridey…” the major rose from his seat and crossed the kitchen to where she was standing. He took her by the shoulders. “You spoke on behalf of a greater good, Bridey.” 


  “She’ll hate me for it, sir! But I don’t care! I’m healthy and strong! I’ll be able to find another position as long as she’s well.” She cast her eyes to the floor. “I will miss the twins… that’ll be a hole in me heart a long time to fill back in…” another tear dropped from the corner of her eye. She looked back up to the major. “What will you do? Isn’t today that big meeting with the King’s son?” 


  The major shut his eyes. “Blast! It’s his son-in-law, actually, but you’re right!” 


  “‘Tis all ye’ve talked about all last week, sir!” 


  The major nodded. “Yes.” He released her shoulders. “Come with me.” Going into the parlor, he went to the secretary’s desk which was beside the fireplace. He took a key from his pocket, unlocked the door and folded it down to become the writing table. Grabbing a pencil and paper from the work surface, he scratched out a note. Folding it, he handed it to Bridey. 


  “Give this to Mrs. Crawley when she wakes up, Bridey. I’ll be home after luncheon and I’ll have made an appointment with the doctor for her.” 


  “Yes, Major Crawley,” she held it in both her hands, eyes downcast and gave a slight curtsey. 


  “Don’t do that, Bridey. Do not ever again curtsey to me. Let that remain an English tradition, all right?” She looked up and noticed the fleeting, harsh look in his eyes. 


  “Aye, Major.” She smiled brightly behind her glistening eyes.  


  He took her chin in his hand. “My wife is fortunate to have someone such as you supporting her, Bridey. I’ll make sure she knows that. You have a long future in this home if you want it.” 


  She held his gaze. “As long as I’m wanted and needed, I’ll be here, Major Crawley.” 


  They held each other’s gaze for three seconds too long and stepped apart. The major headed for the foyer. Before leaving the house, he said, “Make sure she gets that note immediately.” 


  “Yes, sir,” she replied with a smile. When the door closed, she read, 


  I’ll be home after luncheon. We have to talk. 


  After luncheon. She’d have to move fast now. 
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  Bridget opened the bedroom door and struggling with the tray, came through into the master bedroom. The English crumpet was already awake and ensconced among her cushions. 


  “Good mornin’, missus,” Bridget’s voice was soft as she put the breakfast tray on the top of the dresser. 


  “It’s morning Bridget. You really must work on finishing each word.” 


  “Yes’m.” 


  Melanie sighed, and gave her head a small shake. “Why is my tray on the dresser? Could you bring it to me, please?” 


  “Of course ma’am. May I have a word first?” She stood eyes downcast and her hands clasped before her. 


  “Yes, of course. What’s the matter?” 


  “I’ve learned I’m to be dismissed, ma’am.” 


  Melanie’s eyes flew open wide. “What! How—” Then her eyes narrowed. “My husband has spoken out of turn, Bridget.” 


  “Then ‘tis true, ma’am? Ye’ll be lettin’ me go?” Her hands knotted and tears sprang to her eyes. “What will I do, ma’am? I’ve done the best here anyone could!” 


  Melanie held up a hand. “Now calm down, Bridget. It’s not as bad as all that.” Maintaining eye contact, she continued, “Your work is satisfactory, and that will be stated in the strongest of terms in your reference.” 


  “Then what, ma’am! What have I done that was so wrong, I’m to lose me job?” A_TOCShe clasped her hands to the sides of her face, eyes wide in panic. 


  “Bridget, it’s not your work.” She inhaled and blew out a strong breath. “It’s your language and demeanor.” 


  “I’ve never once swore nor cursed under this roof, ma’am!” 


  “No, Bridget… it’s… it’s the way you speak. The girls are picking up your speaking habits and it’s proving to be a terrible embarrassment to the family.” 


  “But ma’am! It’s only how I was brought up! I didn’t have the advantages the good Lord gave ye! I’ve been at work in one form or another since me twelfth year!” 


  “I understand, Bridget… but you see—”  


  “The twins love me, ma’am! And I them!” 


  “I understand, Bridget. And were the major earning a greater salary, we’d keep you on as housekeeper and have a governess to look after the children. But we aren’t able to afford such luxuries.” Her voice took a steely edge. “And for my daughters to speak and deport themselves in the manner you exemplify, their opportunities would be greatly lessened.” 


  “I don’t understand ma’am! Ye need ta tell me in plain language!” 


  Melanie clapped her hands together sharply. “Bridget! I won’t have my daughters talk and act in the common, shanty way you do!” 


  The two women stared at each other. 


  Bridey sniffed. “May I stay on until ye find someone else? Or shall I leave today?” 


  “I’ll be putting an advertisement in the newspapers shortly, and I’d appreciate you staying on until I can find your replacement. After that, you may go back to doing the laundry one day a week here if that is your wish.” 


  “Yes ma’am.” She gave a short curtsey and turned to go. 


  “Bridget! My tea, please.” 


  Bridey whirled in surprise. “Oh! Sorry ma’am! Me head’s a million miles away!” She placed the tray before Melanie and left the room. 


  Closing the door behind her, she folded her arms and leaned against the wall. 


  And smiled.  
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  Melanie doctored her tea with the milk and sugar and took a sip. Her lips pursed. The milk must be on the verge of turning. Bollocks! Well, she’d have just the one cup now and get fresher milk from the kitchen for her next one. It wouldn’t take long; with the caterwauling from Bridget, the pot had cooled off a great deal. 


  She sat back onto her pillows and took another deep sip. Poor girl. She felt somewhat badly for Bridget’s plight, but the simple fact was she didn’t belong in this household at all. Her influence on the girls would only lead to further embarrassments at best, and public humiliations at the least. The new girl would have impeccable manners, no matter the cost. Her daughters would be visiting Buckingham Palace and there was a mountain of work to be done, for them to be presentable to the royal family.  


  She drained the cup and as she placed it on the tray her arm took on a life of its own. It clutched the teacup’s handle instead of releasing it and as she watched horror-struck, it lashed out in front of her going from left to right. 


  Oh dear God, what was happening?! Her other arm began to tremble, but while she still had control, she flipped the serving tray from her lap and tried to get out of the bed. Her legs moved like oaken trunks and she couldn’t feel her feet! When she tried to cry out, all that came out of her mouth was a guttural croak.  


  Oh God! What was the matter?! 


  Her body slid off the bed and flopped to the floor, her nightgown twisting around her legs. She rolled side to side, trying to get to the door when it opened. Oh thank you, Jesus! 


  Bridget stepped into the room, head tilted to the side, watching her intently. 


  Melanie tried to speak, but only grunts came out. She couldn’t even open her mouth! 


  “My God, Dierdre was right!” Bridget said in whisper. Her eyes filled with wonder. She stepped up to Melanie and bent at the waist. Her eyes narrow and glittering like diamonds. “I’ll be watching ye die, ye flamin’ bitch! I begged you for me job, but nooo… ‘Missus Oh-So-Special-La-Di-Da’ needs a proper lady to look after her little wretches!” She spat each word like an accusation. 


  All Melanie could do was blink her eyes. She goggled them at Bridget and began to gasp. Her chest was getting tight. She’s killed me! She’s poisoned me! She felt her child in her womb begin to thrash as the poison worked its way to it. Oh God in heaven, my baby! 


  “Aye, ye’re bairn will be goin’ to limbo an’ ye’ll be goin’ to Purgatory, ‘English crumpet’! Not so ‘Mrs. Fancy-That’ now, are ye?” Her eyes were black crystals, but shining brightly like polished stone. She squatted down and ran a finger down Melanie’s cheek. Lord, her finger was like ice! 


  “And that’s not all, Melly. I’ll be havin’ the major’s heart as soon as he’s over ye; and I’ll be makin’ it me business he forgets ye soon enough!” 


  No, no, no… Kevin! 


  Bridget gave a small laugh. “Yes, Kevin will be my Kevin!” Her face took on a dark, loathsome cast. “But don’t worry, I’ll not be tryin’ to replace ye in the heart of your twins! Oh no, ‘dat wouldn’t be proper now would it?” Her voice softened almost to a singsong. “Nae, I’ll not be replacing ye in their hearts, girl.” She tapped the side of Melanie’s face, then gave it a sharp, stinging slap. “I’ll be sending them ta join ye as soon as I’m able!” 


  Alice! Agnes! No, no, noooo! Oh sweet Mother, not my girls! No! Her chest froze and she felt her child within, go still. She stared at Bridget as a buzzing filled her ears. The edges around Bridget began to darken, first a thin gray, then a deeper charcoal until the edges became black and began to grow in toward the center. I’ll not leave the twins with you! I’ll not leave! 


 
 *** 


  Bridget watched and waited until there was a long while since she saw a last breath. Deirdre wasn’t the only one who was right. Devlin was right as well. 


  Killin was easy peasy. She smiled and whispered, “Of course.” 
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  Good things come to those who wait. Bridey bided her time.  


  She became indispensible to Major Kevin since the day of Melanie’s tragic seizure. She summoned him home right away, and when he came in the door she wailed and keened in grief and sorrow, blaming herself for not informing on the missus earlier. Had she done so, she would be alive today! 


  She completely lost control and began to tear at her clothing in grief and guilt. The major at first seized her by the shoulders in an effort to calm her, but she would have none of that. She shoved him away, and began to tear at her hair, crying over and over that she had killed the missus! 


  She took care to not grab fistfuls, but enough wisps of her dark hair to highlight her own grief and guilt. 


  “I’ve killed her! She’s dead because of me cowardice! Oh would the Lord take me instead!” She bent at the waist, pulling out the hairs. 


  “Bridey! Stop!” The major again seized her by the shoulders and straightened her up.  


  She looked at him wild eyed, her grief and guilt slipping to madness. When she let a trickle of drool slip from her mouth as she keened again, he slapped her. 


  “Come to your senses, woman!!” he roared. “We need you sensible!”  


  She wailed in response and he slapped her again. “Bridey!” 


  His fear for her mixed with his grief and shock. She went still and stood straight, feeling a trickle of blood escape down the corner of her mouth. 


  “Thank you Major Crawley. I needed to be brought to me senses.” Her voice was shaky, but her tone steady. “What do we do now?”  


 
 *** 


  From that moment on, every waking moment of Bridey’s life was filled with the singular determination to be the helpmate Major Crawley needed. His daughters were heartbroken at the loss of their mummy of course, but children were more resilient. Keep them fed, warm and entertained and their memory of Melanie would fade soon enough. No, it was Kevin who needed the help and support, and Bridey was determined he would have it. 


  Her first opportunity showed itself a month after the funeral. She had put the children to bed and came into the parlor where the major was sitting by the front window. He had in his hand a sheaf of papers. From the look of the impressive letterhead, she knew it had to be official business. 


  “Excuse me, Major Crawley, the girls are in bed, and I’ll be saying goodnight.” 


  He glanced up at the clock in the room and back to her. “So early, Bridget? It’s just seven now.” 


  “Aye, sir. I have a novel I’m reading, but to tell the truth, I’m tired.” 


  “Am I working you too hard?” 


  She gave her head a small shake. “No, sir, ‘tis just the burdens, sir.” She glanced down at her feet and lifted her head to him. “Ye and the children aren’t the only ones missing Missus Crawley, sir, that’s all.” She gave a sigh. “I know it will pass in time, aye; but the road to that is a hard one…” 


  “Aye Bridey, ‘tis.” His voice was soft and forlorn. He gave a small start. “Excuse me, I meant to say, Bridget.” 


  “No, Major Crawley, ‘tis music to me ears to hear it from your mouth. When you say it, your Irishness comes out a wee bit; soft and steady. Reminds me of home and a favorite teacher from back then.” 


  “Then Bridey it shall be, henceforth.” He gave a small nod which she returned.  


  The silence hung in the room and she turned to leave. 


  “Wait, Bridey, I would like your opinion on something.” 


  She turned back and cupped her hands before her at the waist. “Of course, Major.” 


  He held the sheaf of papers before him. “My orders have come through for my departure to London.” 


  “I see… how may I help?” 


  He fingered a small note fastened to the top of the sheaf, held by a paperclip. “With them came a personal note from General Abbot. In it, he states that while he feels I’m most suitable for the task at hand, if I would instead prefer to withdraw my name, he would go in my stead.” He sighed. 


  “Oh? I don’t quite understand, Major. Is the general’s offer genuine?” 


  Major Crawley gave a snort of laughter. “Oh, it’s quite genuine indeed! He would be over the moon to take my place! His wife craves him to have that position quite strongly.” He tapped the papers on the table. “And I must admit to you, that since Melanie’s death my own enthusiasm has faded…” 


  “What can I do, Major?” 


  “Tell me, should I go or not.” 


  “I think ye’ve already answered that question, Major. My opinion would be for different reasons, but supportive.” 


  He blanched at her. “What is that supposed to mean?” 


  She kept her hands at her waist, but began knitting them. She again looked down to the floor. “I believe you don’t wish to go, and I would support that decision because I think it’s the correct one.” She lifted her head and looked him in the eye from across the room. “I also don’t want you and the girls to leave, sir. That’s what I meant.” She turned to the open door. 


  “Bridey, wait.” When she stopped, she kept her back to him. “Why do you say you don’t want us to leave?” 


  She wouldn’t turn to him. Hoe this row gently, Bridey, ‘tis only been a month! “Because, sir, I would miss the twins terribly!” she said in a hoarse whisper. “I know it’s not me place and all that, but I’ve grown to—they’ve become quite dear to me, sir.” 


  “I see.” 


  Now she turned back to him. “I don’t know anything at all about your career and whether or not this move to England would help or harm it, sir. England’s not ye’re home; ‘tisn’t the girls’ home neither. An’ with Missus Melanie not by ye’re side, how welcome would an Irishman be there?” 


  He cast his eyes downward. “Her family blames me for her death you know. Their letter arrived in the post this week.” 


  “Major Crawley, you don’t want to go then, do ye?” 


  He gave a small shake of his head. 


  “And the general is chomping at the bit for this?” 


  He nodded.  


  “So the power rests with ye?” A small smile curled her lips. 


  “Yes.” He leaned forward in his chair. “Bridey, what is this leading up to?” 


  “The general wants something badly… perhaps you can make this work for ye. Missus Crawley had mentioned ye would receive a promotion were ye to go. Is that so?” 


  He nodded. “A real jump in the ranks. I would bypass being a lieutenant colonel and go directly to the rank of colonel, yes.” 


  She brightened looking at him. “Then tell the general you’re willing to pass on this mission providing he promotes you anyway, and allows you to finish your career here!” Her hand rose to clap softly the side of her face, mouth open slightly. “I’m sorry, sir if I’m being impertinent, but why not at least try?” 


  The major grinned. “What a devilishly clever idea, Bridey!” 


  “Do you think he’d go for it, sir?” 


  He gave his head a shake. “Absolutely! A colonelcy! Here, in Kingston! Of course, he’d do it! High command would jump him in rank before sending him—to demonstrate to our English cousins the high value we place on this mission. So he would be most open to the idea of sharing his good fortune with the man who opened the door for him! Yes! It could work!” He shifted to rest his arm on the arm of the chair. “It would take a bit of maneuvering, of course… dangle the bait out to him, get him all worked up in a lather, then strike when he’s most excited!”  


  “You must be a fantastic fisherman, Major,” she said. 


  “Why thank you, Bridey!” He was smiling as she took her leave. 


  ‘So am I, Kevin. So am I…’ 


 
 *** 


  For a full year, Bridey played the role of competent housekeeper and warmhearted nanny. The Christmas holidays were particularly difficult for the now Colonel Crawley. The happiness and joy of the season were dampened by his seeing how quickly his daughters adapted to the new state of their lives. While he cried on Christmas Eve after putting them to bed, they awoke greatly excited to see what was under the tree. Bridey had asked permission to give them each a gift from herself, as if she needed to! When they opened them they were greatly pleased at the small silver medals.  


  The girls held them in the palms of their hands. 


  “Who is the man?” asked Alice. 


  “He’s St. Jude, dear,” said Bridey. While the colonel was sitting in a wing backed chair watching the children go through their presents, she stood by the door in her maid’s uniform as proper as could be. “He looks out for people, like all the saints do.” She wasn’t going to tell them he was her favorite saint. “Now look on the edges and tell me if ye find anything else.” 


  The twins bent their heads down to their medals, eyes focused. 


  “Yes!” said Alice. “A and C!” she looked over to her sister and pointed out the engraved initials. 


  “That’s right,” said Bridey. “For Alice and Agnes Crawley.” 


  “St. Jude, eh, Bridey?” said the major. “Patron saint of lost causes, if I’m not mistaken.” 


  She turned her head to him. 


  He leaned forward in his chair. “And what cause or hope might you be harboring that you would need such help?” His voice was soft and gentle. 


  The moment of silence between them drew out. As she felt his eyes on her she bit her lip and made herself blush as she had been practicing. 


  In almost a whisper she said, “I’ll be starting breakfast now, Colonel,” she said, and stepped from the room. In the hallway she paused and inhaled deeply.  


  ‘Just a slight dangle of the hook in the water for now, Kevin. I’ve all the time in the world.’ 


 
 *** 


  That springtime, she cajoled the colonel to put a swing up in the garden. 


  “It would be such a help to me, Colonel. They could frolic and play on it while I get the flowers in,” she told him. He put up a sturdy one, with thick rope and an oak seat, making it wide enough that he could swing on it with each of his daughters beside him. She made sure to keep her back to him as she listened to the squeals of delight and his own laughter. He was beginning to come out of it now… 


  “Sing us a song, Papa,” said Alice. 


  “Yes, please, Papa… it’s been so long!” 


  She kept her back to him, yanking the weeds when he began. 


  Oh Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling 



  From glen to glen, and down the mountain side 



  The summer’s gone, and all the flowers are dying 



  ‘Tis you, ‘tis you must go and I must bide. 



   


  She turned slowly to him, and watched his eyes boring into hers. She put down her trowel and stood, listening. When he came to the final verse, she joined him in song: 


  And I shall hear, tho’ soft you tread above me 



  And all my dreams will warm and sweeter be 



  If you’ll not fail to tell me that you love me 



  I’ll simply sleep in peace until you come to me. 



   



  I’ll simply sleep in peace until you come to me.  



   


  The twins’ eyes flitted back and forth between the two of them as their voices faded, leaving the air thick. 


  “Bridey…” There was a catch to his voice. 


  She blinked three times at him then turned and fled into the house. She flew up the stairs to her room and slammed the door, her back to it, panting for air. 


  Moments later she heard his footfalls on the staircase and down the hallway. She could hear him on the other side of the door, his breath labored.  


  She could feel and hear the soft tap of his knuckles on the wooden door. 


  “Leave me be, sir…” she said weakly. “Please!” 


  “Bridey…” 


  “Didja’ leave the girls all alone in the yard below?” 


  Her question hung in the air. 


  “Aye, and I did.” 


  “Please, sir, go now to them. There’s cold meat in the icebox ye can have for supper. I’ll be down in ‘da mornin’.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve been foolish, and I’m too embarrassed to show me face tonight!” 


  “Bridey, you’ve been anything but foolish!” 


  “Please, sir!” 


  She didn’t respond again when he called her name. She bided her time until she heard him go back downstairs. 


  She smiled when she did. 


  ‘The line’s now cast, Kevin. Will ye be a good fish now and have a nibble at the bait?’ 


 
 *** 


  She made sure that on the anniversary of ‘the crumpet’s’ death the bottle of sherry the colonel would be drinking had been fortified a fair bit with some poiteen she had gotten the last time she was down to Lowerton. It was a powerful moonshine and she made sure not to add too much. She hummed a little ditty as she doctored the sherry: 


  ‘… and the juice of the barley for me…’ 


  The colonel didn’t join them for supper. Instead, he slid the doors of the parlor shut while they ate. When it was time for their bedtime, Bridey lied and told the girls he had to go out in the evening for some special soldiering duties but would be home in the morning. She watched them carefully for any sign that they knew what day it was; but there was nothing. The colonel had decided that since they had no other family but their household, an anniversary Mass and commemoration would not be necessary, although he had gone to the seven o’clock daily Mass at St. Mary’s that morning.  


  She crept back down the stairs and sat in the living room, across the hall from the parlor, listening to the tink of the bottle against the glass as the night wore on. She sat primly, listening to him sob.  


  ‘Not yet, Bridey. Patience, and just give him a nibble…’ 


  She waited until the caterwauling ceased and heard him refill his glass twice more. Lord Almighty, he could hold his liquor! Any other man would have been asleep by now. 


  Standing, she went to the door to the parlor and gently pulled it open. 


  He sat in a wingbacked chair, his hair disheveled and looked up at her with owl’s eyes.  


  “Time for ye to get some sleep, Colonel,” she said in her softest voice. 


  His face crumpled. “I loved her with all me heart, Bridey! I miss her so!” 


  “As ye should,” she stepped to him and put a hand beneath his arm, helping him to his feet. “A finer woman never lived, sir. She was like a sister to me. The older and grander sister I never had!” The sharp intake of his breath was better than she expected. 


  “You’re a kind and ignorant girl, ye know that, Bridey?” He sputtered as they began to climb the staircase. 


  “I’ll take that as the backhanded compliment it was intended to be, sir.” He staggered on a stair and she righted him before things got worse. She gave a soft laugh. “Ye’re drunk as a sailor!” 


  “A sister to ye, she was, eh Bridey?” He wheezed at the top step. 


  “Aye, sir. Kind and good ta me every day.” 


  When they got to the bedroom door, he weaved on his feet. He turned the knob and swung it open. “She was planning to sack you, Bridey.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Sack you for your Irishness!” 


  “‘Tis the drink in ye, talking, sir. I’ll be hearing none of it!” She turned him around and marched him to his bed. 


  He took her hand. “I’d like a son very much, Bridey. I’d like a son very, very much…” He kissed her hand sloppily. 


  ‘A good nibble there, just tug it away now before he strikes.’ 


  “And ye’ll be having many sons, sir! You’re a young man in ye’re prime!” 


  “Oh? With who, Bridey? Who would bear my sons?” He grasped at her again. 


  She caught him by the wrists. “They’d be lined up outside the house if you gave them half a chance, Colonel!” She smiled sweetly to him. “And make sure ye pick the best of the lot!” 


  With a shove, she tumbled him onto the bed. 


  “Bridey, Bridey… don’t be leavin’ me in such a state…” he muffled into a pillow. She hoisted his legs up onto the bed and scurried to the door. 


  She stepped outside and spun around to peek through the opening. “I’ll not be leavin’ ye Colonel, don’t you fret,” Softly, she pulled the door shut. 


  ‘Pulled it away, but dangled it back for a last lookie-loo!’ 


  She went to bed smiling. 


 
 *** 


  The next morning, she had his tea and breakfast prepared for him when he came down the stairs. She made sure to act as bright as a new penny in the face of his chagrined behavior. Each time he tried to “discuss last night” with her, she shooed him away from the topic by mentioning the weather, new shoes for the twins and her plans for the upcoming weekend. 


  “More tea, Colonel?” she asked, holding the pot for him. 


  “Sit down, Bridey.” 


  She replaced the teapot on the tabletop and sat down, perching on the edge of the kitchen chair. Keeping her face impassive, she asked, “Am I to be sacked now, Colonel?” 


  He dropped his eyes to the table. “I’m sorry I told you that.” 


  “I don’t believe ‘tis true, Colonel. I don’t understand why you would say such a thing about Mrs. Crawley.” 


  He let out a deep breath. “It is true, Bridey.” 


  “Was that your wish as well? Did you plan to sack me, sir? Because if that’s the case…” she willed her eyes to fill with tears. 


  “No! No Bridey, not at all!” He reached across the table and took her hand. “I was going to give her a chance to get over it, and then advocate keeping you on!” 


  She pulled her hand away from his. “Very well, sir. I believe you.” She gave a quick smile which was almost a grimace. “‘Tis water under the bridge anyway, Colonel Crawley. Is there anything else?” 


  “Yes. I would like you to stop addressing me as ‘Colonel Crawley’. It’s far too formal for my taste.” 


  “Sir?” 


  “I call you Bridey. I would appreciate it if you were to address me by my given name.” 


  She let the silence hang in the air and tilted her head at him. Speaking slowly, enunciating every word, she said, “You wish me to address you as Kevin?” When he nodded, she gave a small laugh and said, “No, no, no. I’m afraid not, sir! Wouldn’t be proper, you see.” 


  His face fell to her satisfaction, but she became a wee bit concerned when it began to turn pink. Embarrassment? Or Anger? Not wanting to make the wrong choice, she stood quickly and smiled brightly, her eyes sparkling. 


  “How about a compromise, sir?” She stepped around the table to be beside him, with just enough sway of her hip to cause her floor length skirt to whisper. “Could I call you ‘Colonel Kevin’? I would like that very much.” 


  His eyebrows furrowed with a look of disappointment. Men! When they try to look stern, more often than not, they take the face of a pouty boy! In spite of the urge to chuckle, she formed her face into an expression of anxious longing, biting her lower lip, eyes serious as he gazed into them. 


  With a cough, he regained his composure and said, “If that’s what you feel is most appropriate, then I shall concede the field, Bridey.” 


  She nodded. “Thank you, Colonel Kevin.” When she turned away, he grasped her wrist gently. 


  “For now,” he said, before releasing it.  


  ‘Just one more dangle and tug and he’s mine!’ 


 
 *** 


  All week long she caught him from the corner of her eye, watching her, dewy-eyed as a twelve-year-old. When she told him at breakfast on Friday that she would be going out with some friends that night to go dancing, he couldn’t hide his unease—envy, actually—despite his effort to appear jovial about it. 


  “Now don’t go falling in love with some lake boat captain, Bridey!” he said with a weak grin. 


  “Ah, Colonel Kevin, a dance card request is a long way away from a wedding!” she said with a giggle. “I won’t be heading out until later in the evening after the girls are abed.” She made a solicitous face. “‘Tis an important night for one of me girlfriends. May I have the use of the bath this evening?” 


  She had always taken her baths during the day when the twins were napping and he was at work. “Uh… of course!” She thought he was actually going to splutter at the idea, knowing she was going to be naked in a bathtub.  


  “Thank you, Colonel Kevin,” she said with a smile.  


  Later, she came downstairs with her cape over her shoulders. She had a flapper’s feather in her hair, held in place by a satin, burgundy headband. She went to the front door and looked to see the taxicab waiting for her. She opened the door to wave at the driver and went to the parlor where Colonel Kevin was seated, his sherry decanter open and a glass poured. The sherry was again doctored with poiteen for his ‘nightcap.’ 


  “I’ll be leaving now, Colonel Kevin; I won’t be home too late.” 


  “Do I get the opportunity to admire your outfit, Bridey?” 


  ‘He likes the bait and is taking his last nibble at it…’ 


  She pulled her cape about her. “Oh Colonel Kevin, it’s quite daring! It’s fine for dancehall wear, but for your living room…?” 


  He sat forward onto the edge of the chesterfield. “I’d like to very much, Bridey…” 


  She waited in silence. 


  “Please…” he said. 


  She rolled her eyes. “Now don’t be getting any foolish ideas, sir! ‘Tis a party, after all, and it is the Roaring Twenties!” She turned her back to him and undid the buttons holding her cape closed. Spreading it open, she turned around and dropped it at her feet, hearing his gasp suck all the air out of the room. 


  It was a rich, burgundy satin overlaid with jet black beads which ended in a series of pointed fringes above her knees. She gave a little spin, the hem of her dress floating out, right to the edge of wanton and dropping back down again. She knew Colonel Kevin caught the briefest glimpse of the black velvet garters holding her silk stockings up.  


  The kohl eye shadow and eyeliner, along with mascara made her eyes sparkle like jewels. When she smiled with her wet, red lips she thought he was going to have a stroke. 


  He’s taken the bait! Let him run the line while she was away. He’d be ready for reeling in by the time she was back. She’d well and truly set the hook when she got home. 


  She bent down and picked up her cape. With a small wave she left the desperate man to stew in his own juices. 


 
 *** 


  She came back home in the light of the full moon. As the taxi pulled into the drive, she noted the light was still on in the parlor. She only stayed for three hours—enough to dance up a nice sheen that which the perfume scent she had put on at the start of the evening. She hung her cape on the coat hook along with her clutch purse. She had checked herself in the ladies room mirror at the dancehall just before leaving and had freshened her makeup. 


  Entering the parlor, she noted the bottle of sherry was not even half gone. 


  “Back so soon, Bridey?” he asked. His tie was off and two buttons undone. “Did you have a good time?” 


  “Yes, I did, actually! My girlfriend Daphne is always so much fun!” 


  He was watching her carefully now. “Did you have enough dances?”  


  She gave a small shrug. “I suppose… but I turned down more offers than I accepted…” She wandered into the room as coy as she could manage. 


  “Oh? Why is that?” 


  “Oh, I don’t know…” She fingered her evening gloves, pulling them smooth and gazed at the floor. “The men there were rather childish, actually; not very sophisticated.” Her eyes rose. “Not elegant at all.” 


  “I see…” He stood and picked up two glasses of sherry. “Share a drink with me, Bridey?” 


  “Are you sure, sir?” She smiled as she took it. He stepped behind her and flicked a switch. The Victrola that had been unused for over a year came alive with music.  


  “May I have this dance, miss?” He bowed and held out his hand as “Love Me or Leave Me” glided out of the speaker. The big band behind the woman’s singing were strawberries and cream to the ear. 


  She took his hand and rested her head on his shoulder as they stepped and swayed in time to the music—not quite a waltz, but slower than a Charleston. His hand glided over her back, up and down, from her waist to the bare shoulders, sending a thrill right down through the soles of her feet into the floor. 


  “Ah… Bridey,” he murmured, his breath hot in her ear, causing another thrill to jolt through her. 


  ‘Play this one with care, Bridey! This trout could become Moby Dick in a flash and sink ye for good!’ 


  She wrapped her fingers through his as the song ended and another began in the same rhythm. She turned her head into his neck, breathing into the hollow of his throat. His own intensified response urged her other hand to caress his neck. 


  “Ohhhh…” With a groan, he took her chin in his hand and turned her face up. Their eyes sparked and he bent to kiss her. He kissed her long and deep, and her own knees began to knock. She clasped his head to hers as they clutched at one another. 


  Releasing her, he bent down and swept her up into his arms and deposited her on the couch as lightly as he would a child. He dropped to his knees beside her and began to kiss her again. 


  When his hands began to wander and fondle, she backed away. Still attached to her mouth, his hand began slipping and sliding on her legs, working up beneath the hem of her skirt. 


  She clutched at his face and nuzzled into his neck. “Oh Kevin! Please don’t! I’ve never been with a man!” It took no effort for her eyes to tear up. “This is for a marriage bed! Please Kevin! I’m so tempted now!” As his hand delved higher she gasped. “Please Kevin! Stop! ‘Tis for me husband! I’m to be a man’s wife one day!” she wailed. “I’m to have me husband’s sons!” 


  “Have my sons!” he growled. He whipped his head back to look into her eyes. His eyes were black and dangerous. “You’re to be this man’s wife, Bridget!” His voice was a rasp on concrete. 


  ‘Yank that line girl! Set that hook, now!’ 


  She cupped her face in her hands. “Don’t say things ta make me bend to your lust, Kevin Crawley! Be a better man than that!” 


  He took her wrists in his hands, enveloping them. “Marry me, Bridget! Be me wife, lass! I’ll make ye as happy as an angel on Christmas morn!” 


  Her eyes flew open wide. “Is that your promise of honor, Colonel?” 


  “Bridget Walsh, will you marry me and be my wife to our dying day?” His face was smooth and open. 


  “Yes! Oh yes Kevin! I’ve loved ye for ages!” She reached up and pulled him to her, making room on the couch as he climbed on. 


  ‘Now reel him in quick as ye can!’ 


 
 *** 


  It would be a year until her killing rage boiled again… 
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  From that first night, Bridey took to Kevin’s bed and didn’t leave it until the day she died. They went to the priest that very week, and were married in a month. Good thing too, because Eamon came into the world eight months after. 


  When she told him she was expecting, he took the news rather matter-of-factly. Not the excited schoolboy way he had dealt with Melanie’s last and final pregnancy.  


  “Very good,” was all he said when given the news. He either didn’t see or else didn’t care about the hurt look in her eyes when he then kissed the top of her head. “And if it’s a girl, we’ll be naming her Sarah, and if it’s a boy, his name will be Eamon,” he said. 


  “Oh, Kevin? Do I have any say in the matter?” 


  “Certainly. You may choose the middle name.” 


  She looked up at him levelly. “Eamon’s a fine name. If it’s a girl, we’ll see.” 


  As it was, that was a battle which never took place. 


 
 *** 


  On the day Eamon was born, the delivery was simple-simon, no complications at all. Bridey felt rather smug as the midwife took her leave. Kevin wanted her to give birth in Kingston General Hospital and she would have no part of such an unnecessary expense. They had only one row over it, when she was in her eighth month. She vanquished him easily; it had to do with ‘woman’s things’ and as far as he was concerned, the less he knew the better he felt.  


  “And no doctors either, Kevin! With their knives and their drugs! Women have been birthing bairns throughout history and Mary McGuire’s the finest midwife in the city!” 


  Before she left, Mary McGuire had cleaned Bridey up with a sponge bath and brushed her hair. She put on a bit of lipstick before allowing him to enter. When she was ready, she called out to him. He had stationed himself just outside the door. 


  She almost burst with pride when she handed Eamon to his father for the first time. He cooed at the bairn and nuzzled into the boy’s face and fingers like he were to eat the baby up, his love was so strong.  


  “You’ll be having your hands full now with three of ‘em, Bridey,” he said to her, eyeing her over Eamon’s swaddled body. 


  “I’ll be up and about in no time, Kevin, don’t ye be worryin’ over me!” He was kind to be concerned though, and she appreciated it.  


  Handing the babe back, he said, “I’m not worried for you, Bridey. You’re as strong as an ox,” he held his hand up seeing the fire in her eyes. “And in as fine fettle as a minx! But darling, three children and this house! We have the money, let’s spend it on some help for you!” 


  Eamon babbled for a moment and fell back asleep as she rocked him in her arms. “No!” she said, her voice a tight whisper. “We’ll not be spending your hard-earned money on a worker who wouldn’t do as good a job as I, and work I should be doing in the first place!” She tilted her head at him. “A dollar’s not an easy thing to come by as ye well know.” 


  He smiled broadly and sat beside her on the bed. Reaching over, he stroked her hair, still damp with sweat from the birthing. “I’m astonished at how well you’ve come out of it already, Bridey,” he said with wonder in his voice. Neither of them spoke of Melanie’s frailty. 


  “Mrs. Dowd will feed and bed the girls down tonight, Kevin, and I’ll be up and about tomorrow.” She looked at him slyly. “Wouldn’t mind getting another bun in the oven as soon as we can, I can tell ye!” She held up her hand. “Not right away, mind ye… but soon enough!” 


  He bent over and hugged her. “Let me bring in the girls. They’re dancing a jig wanting to meet their brother.” 


  She held the bairn to her face so her scowl remained hidden. ‘Tis only half brother! “In a wee bit, darlin’… I’d like a nap if you don’t mind?” 


  Sitting back, he said, “Of course, of course… before they go to bed, perhaps.” 


  She leaned over and put Eamon into the bassinet beside the bed. It was one luxury she insisted on having custom made. It was at the exact same height as the bed, with a side which folded down so she could slide the babe in and out without any fuss.  


  “Thank you dear, just a nap and the girls can come in then…” she feigned a yawn. “Oh! I must not be quite the ox ye thought!” 


  He plumped her pillows and fussed with her comforter before quietly leaving the room.  


  When he left, Bridey lowered the side of the bassinet and whispered into Eamon’s ear, “Those two curs will be keepin’ their distance from ye Eamon, don’t ye fear!” With a smile she glided her hand over the snoring form of her first son, then closed up the side and slipped into sleep herself. 


 
 *** 


  A week later, she was back to being a wife and a mother to the twins. It was springtime and she had taken Eamon out for a walk. The twins were with her as well. 


  “May we push Eamon, Bridey?” asked Agnes, putting her hand on the bar beside hers. 


  She flew around and slapped the girl’s mouth. Agnes let out a yelp and Alice gasped. 


  “Now, I’ll be tellin’ ye for the once and for the all, ye bloody blaggard! Call me Bridey one more time, one more time and I’ll skin ye both alive!” 


  “But… that’s what Papa calls you!” Alice spoke quietly. She had taken her sister’s hand and they were both standing together. 


  “I’ve told ye time and again what to call me!” She was furious. What did these two expect, for her to get down on her hands and knees and beg? “Haven’t I? And what has ye’re father said about it?” 


  Agnes was rubbing her cheek where she had been hit. “He said we’re to call you Mother.” She dropped her hand and stared defiantly. “But our mother’s dead! You’re not our mother!” 


  The defiant wretch! She resisted the urge to slap her again; Kevin would draw the line at bruising. “I’m the only mother the likes of ye will be havin’! And it’s high time ye be giving me the respect!” 


  “Agnes,” said Alice quietly, her voice quivering, “we won’t call her ‘Mummy,’ all right?” She tilted her head to her twin, their foreheads touching. “We’ve never called Mummy ‘Mother,’ so it’s all right.” She looked back to Bridey. “Please don’t hit her anymore…” Her face shadowed, “Mother.” 


  Bridey turned from one to the other. “And for ye?” 


  Agnes’ face was tear streaked, but the anger in her eyes was unmistakable. “I’ll address you properly… Mother.” 


  Bridey watched them both. They had better. Now that Eamon was here, their father’s son, their star in his eyes was fading. And would fade more as she brought more children into the world. Though they were but five years old, ‘twas time they began to help with the housework. She’d have them scrub the kitchen floor when they got home. 


  “Very well,” she said. “And no, missies, ye leave Eamon to me, is that clear?” She directed them to walk before her so she could keep an eye on them. She’d be giving Kevin a piece of her mind when he came home about his saucy daughters! 


  At the end of their outing, she noticed the rosebushes beginning to bloom along the walkway. 


  Melanie’s rosebushes. 


  She had a head full of memories of Missus La-di-da Crumpet tending the three bushes along the walkway back when she was but the once-a-week washerwoman for this house. Melanie had pointed to them with pride telling how she had planted them herself. As if being able to dig a hole and drop in a root ball was some sort of accomplishment! 


  The smell of these bushes would be wafting in the house before long. And when that happened, Kevin would become maudlin and tiresome in grief. He did so the first year after Melanie died, and the new blooms of spring told her that it would happen again.  


  Well, she’d be having none of that! She sent the girls to the backyard and went to the small shed at the side which held all of the gardening tools. Without too much effort, she found garden shears and a small bow saw. Still in her dress and hat, she set the brake on the perambulator and set to work.  


  It went quicker than she expected; the bushes were denuded down to the earth, their branches stacked alongside the house. Lord it was getting warm! The branches cut was only half the job. She’d root these bushes out for once and all. She returned to the shed for more tools, coming out with a pickax. 


  Lord, she should have done this last fall! She took the pickax and swung it down into the center roots of the first bush, impaling the point in the mass. She bent the handle back until she heard a soft crack under the earth. She repeated the action four more times. 


  “That’ll do ye in good,” she muttered as she wiped the sweat from her forehead with her sleeve. 


  She took off her hat, laying it upon the awning of Eamon’s carriage. Grunting and chuffing she repeated the same destruction on the remaining bushes. One more memory of the crumpet for the fire. She’d enjoy burning the woody debris in the fireplace. 


  She expected her husband to notice right away. When Kevin asked why she had done so, she’d tell him she found terrible leeches and vermin infesting them. She’d say that on her walk today, she had seen one of the neighbors taking their own bushes down and asked about it. She would say she learned this fungus was terribly poisonous—should the children so much as prick themselves on a thorn, it could kill them! 


  She was more than a little surprised when she shooed the girls into the house and put Eamon down that the scent of roses wafted through the entire downstairs. It was a warm afternoon, and all the windows were open. Her nose wrinkled at it. Certainly many people found the aroma of roses appealing, but to her it was the smell of weakness and snobbery. 


  Thank God it had faded by the time Kevin came home.  


  He didn’t say a word about them all evening. She watched him carefully for the telltale signs she had been able to pick up of him being annoyed, but there wasn’t a one. He discussed the happenings at the base as usual, inquired about the children, as usual, and that was that. A normal evening at home.  


  The following morning she went to collect the mail and her heart stopped. 


  Each of the bushes she had torn out had been replaced. 


  And were in full bloom. 


  “How in the name of God had he done it?” Her eyes were wide as saucers. She strode down the walkway. Not a spot of dirt was on the paving stones. She bent down. And the earth was fully packed. She looked to each bush, finding the same thing. On one of the bushes she found a strange thing—while all the blooms were shell pink, one bloom had gone wayward and was pure white.  


  “Well, Colonel if it’s a battle ye want, so be it!” She marched to the garden shed and got the clippers, bow saw and pickax again. “I told ye I was not afraid of workin’!” 


  Being the second time doing, it went faster, and the scraps were piled up where she had put the original detritus. Why in the world Kevin had cleaned up so thoroughly, she had no idea. Except he hadn’t been out of her sight all evening. He must have called some gardeners in to do the job while she was cooking supper. Sneaky, clever man. How much did he pay them to do the work overnight? And so quietly? She hadn’t heard a sound. 


  Again, the house was filled with the bouquet of fresh- cut roses when she returned to start supper. The twins were down for naps in their room, and Eamon was in a cradle in the living room. She went into the kitchen to prepare dinner, fuming at the man and his waste of money. For heaven’s sake, they could plant other flowers! 


  When she heard the motor car pull into the drive she scampered outside. They’d have it out now! 


  “Meeting me at the car, Bridey? How romantic!” he said with a smile when she came through the side door. His second comment died on his lips. “Darling, what’s the matter?” 


  She was bent over at the waist, her mouth gaping open, her face white. As white as the single wayward bloom on the rosebushes along the walkway.  
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  A weaker woman would have thought she was going mad and Bridey did give into that temptation for a short bit. She took to her bed immediately, but didn’t dare try to sleep until Kevin joined her later that night. She explained herself by saying she had some sort of cramps, but should be all right soon.  


  She had no confidence in that being the case when she finally fell asleep, hearing Kevin’s deep breathing beside her.  


  She was surprised to wake the next morning fresh as a daisy. She was sitting in the kitchen with a pot of tea as she considered these strange events. Kevin was off to work and the children were still abed. He had been puzzled and concerned by her taking ill so suddenly and yet completely recovered in the morning. She calmed his worries by telling him she had tried too hard to be a good soldier yesterday and it was just a bit of overwork. He made her promise that she would at least consider hiring some help if only for a short while. 


  As if she’d let that happen! 


  She filled her teacup again, mulling over the strange occurrence of the day before.  


  Perhaps she was going mad; but she didn’t feel insane! Shouldn’t a madwoman be agitated? Shouldn’t she be traipsing around the house singing lullabies or opera arias? Dressing in the oddest of clothes and eating raw food or something? She ought to be yammering to herself like a maniac were she mad, right?  


  Or else a quiet madness then—she should be sitting in a chair, huddled under blankets and coats maybe. Or hiding beneath her bed perhaps, drooling and pissing herself like some lump of flesh! 


  But no, she was having none of those experiences. She could recall the events of each of the last few days in order, from waking to sleeping. She could remember what she prepared for supper each and every night of the last week, what dress she wore to church on Sunday, and what clothes she laundered three days ago! 


  No, her mind was clear as glass.  


  So if she was able to recall that she had washed and ironed Agnes’ pink jumper and Alice’s gray one two days ago, then her memory of destroying those rosebushes was accurate as well. 


  Her eyebrows drew tight and her lip curled. “Well, then Melanie dear, I think three will be the charm!” she said aloud. 


  She rose from her chair and went out the side door into the drive. Hearing the noise of a motorcar’s gears grinding, she looked down the street to watch a truck pull up to the Ashton home. Rose Heating was painted on the side. Two men got out, and as she watched, they opened the large rear doors of the truck and began to unload tools and equipment. Of course. Mrs. Ashton had told her just the other day they were going to have central heating installed. She hoped the racket wouldn’t wake Eamon. 


  One of the men noticed her watching and stopped. He put his hand above his eyes shielding them from the bright morning sun and smiled.  


  “Bridey Walsh as I live and breathe! Is that really you?” he called out. 


  She sighed. Jackie Morrison was a regular patron of the Royal Tavern on Fridays after work. He had tried several times to chat her up when she had visited the Ladies’ Room. 


  “It’s Mrs. Bridget Crawley now, Jackie Morrison!” she called back. “I’ve married me a colonel in the army almost a year ago!” 


  “And so you work there?” he spoke, gesturing at the home behind her. 


  Shaking her head she looked over with a rueful smile. Pointing at the brass plaque mounted beside the front door she said, “Now Jackie, I know ye weren’t the brightest light when we were in school, but were ye to look beside the front door, ye’ll see the name Crawley, will ye not?”  


  He tilted his head, his gaze following her finger. “Crawley,” he said in a low voice. Turning back to Bridey, he added, “Aye and I do.” 


  She folded her arms, thinking of the shanty where he had lived, in Lowerton. Probably living in a hovel not much better these days. “Me husband and I are the owners of this home.” 


  The smile fell from Jackie’s face. “You sound pretty proud of yerself, Bridey.” 


  “‘Tis Missus Crawley to you, sir!” She gave a wave like brushing away a mosquito and walked back up the drive. Her drive. She went around it to the side of the house, the noise of the two men resuming their labor fading as the structure came between them. 


  She didn’t bother with the pickax this time. She planned to limit her efforts to the one bush which had the white bloom. She’d just cut its branches down and see what happened. She squatted down with the garden shears in hand. 


  “Well, Melanie dear, shall we try again?” she said aloud, and lopped off the branch. 


  With the crunch of the branch being cut, the world went still. The thuds and clangs of Jackie Morrison and his man down the street stopped cold. She glanced down the drive. They had just arrived and were now taking a break? She’d make sure not to hire that company if they were ever in need! 


  Looking down the driveway gave her a bit of a start. The world was different somehow. It was still. Not only had Jackie and his man grown quiet, but there wasn’t a sound from the birds in the trees. Just a moment ago they had been peeping and squeaking to beat the band. Gazing into the branches, she didn’t see a single one. Not only that, but she couldn’t hear any more of the rustle of the leaves in the morning breeze.  


  There wasn’t any breeze at all. 


  Nor a sound. 


  She looked down the drive toward the backyard. Everything seemed normal. 


  Or did it? 


  The day was as bright as ever; no sudden rising of storm clouds… but it was different. She looked about her. It was as if someone had turned up a gas light in a room too high. The light was stronger, almost washing out the color of her dress, and the green of the leaves on the branch she held in her hand.  


  “Oh sweet Jesus,” she muttered in shock. The white rosebud positively glowed in her hand! She put her finger on it. It felt as cool as any flower that was freshly picked.  


  She walked down the drive to the street with the pace of a condemned man going to the gallows.  


  She rounded the side of the house and stopped. 


  Holy Mary, mother of God! The street was deserted. Jackie Morrison’s truck was gone. She looked up and down the street. Not a soul. She peered into the park across the way to see it empty as well.  


  The air itself was dead. And was pressing in on her. 


  Just as it had when she visited Deirdre’s a lifetime ago! 


  Her eyes flew open and a gasp emptied her chest. She spun and heaved in a lungful of that dead, dead air. 


  “Eamon!” she screamed. She flew up the drive to the side door. She flung the clippers and branch from her hand and yanked on the door. The instant it opened, she heard a loud clang from across the street and Jackie Morrison’s bray of laughter telling his man to be careful or he’d lose a toe. 


  She froze in place, staring into the mudroom. 


  Stepping back out, she looked to the side. Lying on the ground to her right was the garden shears, but when she looked to the left, the branch she had tossed was gone. She closed her eyes and drew in a long breath and stepped back down to the drive. 


  Waving at her in the morning breeze was the white rose in full bloom, back on the bush.  


  Her knees became oatmeal and she collapsed onto the steps. 


 
 *** 


  If Bridey Walsh was anything, it was pragmatic. All right, she was also a cold-blooded murderess; she had to admit that to herself. Even so, it wasn’t an angel of judgment sent by the Lord above. This was no Michael the Archangel sent to her home. 


  This was a haunting by the spirit of Melanie Crawley. 


  “Very well, Melanie,” she said as she collected herself. “Ye may keep ye’re bloody roses!” She collected herself as best she could and went about her day. 


  That night in bed, Kevin was feeling rather randy. 


  “Kevin, dearest, it’s been only a short while since I birthed Eamon,” she said. “I’ll be needing a wee bit more time.” Didn’t the man realize how exhausted she was at the end of the day? 


  The look of disappointment on his face would break the heart of a marble statue. “Of course, darling,” he said, “I’m sorry for trying to impose myself upon you so soon.” 


  “Thank you, dear.” She stroked his face, trying to wipe away his ardor. As she did so, the scent of roses washed over them both. She saw his nostrils flare in recognition… and a twinge of grief perhaps? 


  ‘Damn you, Melanie. He’s mine now!’ 


  She gave an impish smile. “You’ve been a gentleman to me, Colonel Crawley,” her voice husky and smooth. “And it has been some time since ye’ve enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh, has it not?” 


  “Twelve weeks and three days, but who’s counting?” he said.  


  She touched his shoulder and pulled him back when he went to roll over. “Well now, that’s quite a long time, isn’t it? Let’s see what else we can do as a…” she wiggled her eyebrows at him, “consolation.” 


  He gave a little gasp. “Oh! Mrs. Crawley! Console me indeed as best ye can!” He closed his eyes and crossed his arms beneath his head. “You’re… giving me great… great comfort in my moment of need…” 


  As she tended her husband, the aroma of roses faded as quickly as they came. 


  ‘Tis me bedroom now, Melanie. 


 
 *** 


  “Ye’ll come when I call ye, Agnes Crawley!” Bridey gave the child a swat on her behind. “Don’t yell back to me ‘What’ ye heathen!” She gave the five-year-old another swat, eliciting an “Oww!.” 


  It was two days later, and Bridey had been in the kitchen. Kevin and she were having the Ashtons over for supper and cards that evening and she was harried. When she had called out to Agnes from the kitchen to come and dry the dishes Alice had finished washing, the child’s reply of “What?” had been the last straw. That girl had been flip and nervy all day! She took the child by the ear, quick-marching her to the kitchen. 


  As they went from the living room to the dining room, she heard the rattle of her favorite vase on the shelf. She looked over to see it dance on the shelf like a marionette. Her sisters had given it to her as a wedding present! 


  Oh really, Melanie? Ye don’t like your precious daughter being punished? Let’s see about that! 


  She scooped the child off the floor, and plopping into a chair at the dining room table, she put Agnes over her knee and gave her three quick cracks on her bum.  


  “Break that vase, and the child pays!” she said aloud, watching it. 


  The vase stilled. The only sound in the room was Agnes’ soft sobs. 


  She hauled the child off her lap and stood her upright. “What will you say to me the next time I call ye, Agnes!” 


  “I’m coming?” 


  “Good. Now into the kitchen with ye and dry those dishes like a good girl.” She gave the girl another tap on the bum and sent her packing. 


  Alone in the room, she said out loud, “We better be having a truce here, Melanie. Ye can’t hurt me nearly as much as I can hurt the twins. If ye could, that vase would have conked me in the head! So leave me be, and all will be well, understand?” 


  When she smelled the roses, she knew she had won.  


  The truce held until she discovered Kevin’s Last Will and Testament.  


   


   


   


   


   


  
 


  Chapter 14 
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  Bridget was able to put her battle with Melanie behind her in short order. As she regained her strength from childbirth, the entire episode began to fade in her mind as if it were a dream. She knew it wasn’t true; it was simply easier to not think about it. As long as Melanie didn’t try to assert herself, Bridget saw no reason to do anything other than live her life.  


  Her situation changed in a single evening. 


  Kevin was at the secretary desk with his exchequer book open, paying the bills. Invoices from the food market, the dairy man, the coal company and others were arranged in a neat pile on his desk. He would write the cheque for each bill and leave Bridget the money for the postage to mail them the next day. For most of them, Bridget simply kept the few pennies and dropped the payments off when she was in the downtown area.  


  She was setting the table in the dining room when she noticed him reading through a sheaf of papers. 


  “And what’s that ye have there, love?” she said. 


  “Nothing you need to worry about, my dear. Just some papers from the lawyers.” 


  “The lawyers?” She straightened up from her task. She would set the plates and glasses, and would have the twins put out the cutlery. “What do they want?” To her, anything having to do with lawyers was never a good thing, and certainly was something to be concerned about. She stepped over to where Kevin was seated. 


  He folded the papers up and replaced them in an envelope. “Just paperwork settling the land and title to the house is all.” He looked up at her. “Legal mumbo jumbo, that tells us we have a home to live in.” He gave a small smile as he tucked the envelope into one of the pigeon holes which ran above the writing surface. 


  “Well, I could have told ye that!” She returned his smile and went back to the table. 


  He closed up the desk and put the month’s bills and cheques on top of the desk. “You’ll look after these, dear?” 


  “As I do every month, your lordship!” 


  He stepped to her and took her in his arms. “Lordship now? I’m now a grand lord, eh?” 


  “Ye are to me, Kevin Crawley!” She pecked his cheek and went back to the kitchen. She took the roast out of the oven and put it on top to cool and called the twins in from the backyard to finish setting the table. 


  She knew he was lying the second the words came out of his mouth, but she wasn’t going to make a fuss yet until she found out what was in those papers. 


 
 *** 


  The next morning, after she put Eamon down for a nap she went to the desk. She had never bothered with the bills and papers of the house. Taking care of three wee ones was work enough, and Kevin seemed to have all that well in hand anyway.  


  But why wouldn’t he mention correspondence from lawyers? Anything that involved those shysters cost money, and more importantly, had to do with laws and judges in one form or another. Although Melanie was cold in the ground, she had nevertheless murdered her. So yes, she was quite interested in any communication from lawyers, thank you very much.  


  She ran her hand over the front oak panel. She would need to put a coat of furniture wax on it soon. It had been in the house from when she had started working there. It looked so small when Kevin sat at it, but he was a large man.  


  She pulled the knob on the panel, folding the cover down so it became the desk’s surface. The thin squeak of the brass fittings told her that some oil was also going to be needed. Tucked among the pigeon holes across the top were a series of different papers—old bills, some letters Kevin had replied to from his brother who lived in Lanark, and some forms from the army.  


  The envelope in question was at her fingertips. She looked aside for a moment feeling a twinge of guilt for spying on her husband. Ha! She smiled. It was her home too, was it not? She opened it and took out a sheaf of papers. 


  Oh! Last Will And Testament was emblazoned across the top page. Under it, in calligraphic handwriting was ‘Kevin Anthony Crawley’. His will! Now why hadn’t he told her about this yesterday? These were very important papers! Back when she was a washerwoman, one of her clients had said they kept important papers such as insurance policies and wills in boxes at the bank! 


  She opened it up to read the mumbo jumbo and soon discovered why he had been so evasive. 


  A discovery that led to a murderous rage. 


   


   


   


   


   


  
 


  Chapter 15 
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  Devlin Griffin was seated in a booth in the Royal Tavern when Danny Boyle approached him. 


  “Excuse me, Mister Griffin, but there’s someone to see ya,” he said quietly. 


  As usual, Devlin sat with his back to the wall. He scanned the room to see who was making eye contact and saw no one. Keeping his eye on the other men in the room, he said, “Well then, send him over, Danny.” His right hand drifted to his vest where he kept a derringer pistol. He palmed it into his hand. It only held two bullets, but that would be enough to give him time to draw the larger pistol under his jacket.  


  “Well, that’s the thing, sir, it’s a lady, and she’s waiting for you in the Ladies’ Room. He leaned down. “It’s Bridey Walsh, Mr. Griffin; you’ve met her before.” 


  He lowered his head to think. The name did ring a bell, but… He smiled and his chin rose, to look at Danny. Ahhh… ‘Bridget’ Walsh! He hadn’t laid eyes on her in a long, long time—well over a year. She was a different sort of girl, if he recalled correctly. And a real looker, too. With a glint in his eye, he stood. “Let’s not keep the lady waiting then.” 


  He gathered himself and walked toward the Ladies’ Room. His leg wasn’t acting up at all today, so his limp was only slight. His step and pace was more like a man with a pebble in his shoe rather than a man who had been shot through the leg with a rifle three years earlier. That shooter had died screaming and begging for death. 


  Bridget was in the farthest corner of the room, away from everyone. She was sitting perched on the edge of a chair at a small table. Her skirt almost went to the floor, and matched her short jacket. Her cloche hat was pulled low, almost to her eyebrows. When he approached, she gave him the oddest smile; welcoming, yes, but was there a hint of fear as well?  


  “Miss Walsh… it’s been some time,” he said with his own smile. 


  “It’s Mrs. Crawley now, Devlin. I’ve been married a year.” 


  He sat back in his seat. There was a… a different sort of attractiveness about this woman. She didn’t have the good-time girl allure of a flapper of course. Her high cheeks became almost apples when she smiled, but it was the intensity of her eyes. Light brown, yes; but when they looked at you, you were the absolute center of her world. One of her eyes was just a tiny bit off center, but to him that made her face more… exotic or something. Just as a beauty mark did, this small flaw made her that more enticing.  


  “Well,” he said, tapping his hat against his leg, “although I’m not the marrying kind, it is a disappointment.” 


  She gave that smile again.  


  “What can I do for you, Mrs. Crawley?” 


  She tilted her head at him. “When we first met, you told me that men were afraid of you.” 


  “Yes, I did, didn’t I?” 


  “Do they still fear you?” 


  “I hope so, for their sakes.” 


  She sat with her hands on her lap and never taking her eyes off him. “Have you ever done freelance work?” 


  “You mean have I killed for hire.” 


  She didn’t so much as flinch. “Aye, that’s exactly what I’m asking.” 


  “Bridget…”  


  Before he could finish his sentence, she leaned into the table. “I have a frank question, Mister Griffin—do you enjoy your labors?” The smile she flashed was a flirty smirk. 


  “Why is that important?” 


  “Because when I committed murder, I felt an incredible exhilaration.” 


  He knew as soon as she said it, she was telling the truth. The woman across from him had taken the life of another human being. And, just like him, was strong enough to admit the passion of it. More importantly, the look in her eyes, the satisfaction and zest in the words of her confession screamed in his mind a single message. 


  He was sitting with his soul mate. He nodded. “Yes; it is exhilarating.” 


  “There’s something about acting on our blackest and darkest natures, isn’t there, Devlin?” 


  “I’m not sure what you mean.” 


  She leaned across the table and took his hand in hers. “The purer the victim… the more innocent and good they are—taking such a life is a powerful drug, don’t you agree?” 


  A lesser man would have found this conversation chilling. Except she was right. To be so utterly and completely evil was intoxicating. He nodded. “I completely agree.” He covered her hand with his own. “And in the spirit of such honesty, I want to tell you that having this discussion is acting like an aphrodisiac upon me.” He squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back. 


  “Me too, Mr. Griffin.” 


  “I have rooms upstairs, Bridey.” 


  She stood. “I thought you’d never ask.” When she smiled, her lips glistened. And her eyes glittered like diamonds. 


 
 *** 


  Two hours later Bridget entered the front door of her home. 


  “I’m back, Mrs. Dowd!” she called out as she hung up her coat. “I’m sorry I took so long, but there was quite a series of lineups!” She headed to the kitchen. Her timing was perfect, as Mrs. Dowd was alone. 


  “A series, Bridey?” 


  She nodded, her eyes downcast. “Yes. The doctor said he ‘found something’ and I had to go for a few tests.” 


  “Oh dear Lord!” Mrs. Dowd came from the stove where she had been working. “Bridey, whatever is the matter?” 


  She gave her head a small shake. “I’d rather not talk about it, Mrs. Dowd, but would you mind if I took a bath before the children get up?” 


  The woman looked at her with sad eyes. “No, not at all! Go on up with ye, girl. Everything’s under control here.”  


  “Thank you so much, Mrs. Dowd.” She put a hand on the woman’s shoulder.” And not a word to my husband until I find out the results of my tests, all right?”  


  “Of course not.” 


  In the bathtub she withdrew the thingamajig she had purchased at the pharmacy earlier in the day. There was no way she would bear Devlin Griffin’s child! She rinsed it off under the faucet and after drying it replaced it in its holder and stretched back in the tub. She’d hide it someplace safe later. There was a shelf downstairs by the washing machine she had used before to hide secrets. 


  That betrayal was to repay yours, Kevin Crawley. To leave half of your estate to your two daughters and not all of it to your wife? She smiled in satisfaction as she washed the dirt of the day off of her.  
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  It was a beautiful summer’s afternoon and Alice Crawley was on the swing in her backyard. Agnes was pushing her, trying to frighten her by pushing her higher and higher. Alice wasn’t afraid at all—her sister wouldn’t hurt her for all the world. She enjoyed the lurch in her stomach when the swing went as high as it could and then dropped back down. 


  The rush of the breeze in her hair kept mussing up the bow, but she didn’t care. As long as Bridey didn’t take notice, it was fine. Unlike Agnes, she was able to keep Bridey’s name in her head, and ‘Mother’ for the out loud. Agnes let ‘Bridey’ slip out every so often though. But whenever she did, Papa was always present to rescue her. 


  She skidded her feet on the ground and brought the swing to a stop. “I think it should be your turn Agnes.” 


  “No, that’s all right! I like pushing you!” Her sister was wearing the identical outfit; the only difference was that the bow in her hair was on the opposite side. They did that on purpose, because then when they faced each other it was like looking in a mirror.  


  Alice giggled. “You hate pushing me! But you hate going up in the air more than pushing me, scaredy cat!” 


  “Don’t call me that! You’re the one who has to climb into bed with me when you have a bad dream!” 


  “Well, that’s different. Those are dreams—this is only a swing!” 


  “Hmph. You can’t fall off a dream and crack your head.” She looked up at the ropes holding the swing. “I only get scared when you push me too high.” 


  “Ohhh-kaayy… I’ll only push you a little bit.” 


  Agnes jumped onto the large oaken seat and grasped the ropes in her hands. She began to rock back and forth. “Okay then! Let’s go!” Her sister began to push her gently. “You know, when you go slow like that, it’s almost like floating.” 


  Alice gave her a more solid push. “I like going up high in the sky!” 


  “Not too hard now.” 


  The kitchen door at the back of the house opened and Mother Bridget stepped out onto the landing. She was wearing a light jacket and she had her hat on. 


  “All right, girls, let’s go down to the lake now!” she called. 


  Alice brought Agnes’ swing to a stop.  


  “I don’t like that stupid lake,” Agnes said quietly. 


  “Shh! She’ll get upset if she hears you!” Alice whispered. “Mother! Will we be picking berries again?” she called out. 


  Mother Bridget tilted her head to the side and held up three wicker baskets. “Yes, we will. Now let’s hurry along, Mrs. Dowd can only stay for another hour, and your brother is still napping.” 


  “He’s not our brother, Alice, he’s our half brother!” Agnes whispered as they crossed the yard to where Bridey was waiting. 


  “Shh! He’s a good baby and I love him!” Alice hissed back. 


  “Hmph! You love everyone!” 


  Alice took her sister’s hand. “And you most of all.” 


  Mother Bridget handed them each their basket, and taking a hand from each of them, walked down through the park to the lakeshore. 


  “Do you think there will be any berries left?” she asked the girls. 


  “Well, they weren’t ripe at all last week,” said Agnes. 


  “Nor the week before,” said Alice. “I hope they shall be ripe this week!” 


  “Well, said Mother Bridget, “three’s the charm now, isn’t it?”  


  Alice looked up at her stepmother when she said that. She wasn’t sure why, but there was something in her voice that was scary.  


 
 *** 


  Mother Bridget had taken them deep into the berry bushes. She had been right, though; they were perfectly ripe! Alice’s face was smeared with blackberry juice and her tummy was full. She was getting a little tired though. 


  “Mother, I’m rather tired, may we go home soon?” she asked. 


  Mother Bridget looked at her with a funny expression. “Oh, you’re raw-ther tired, eh missy? You sound quite like the proper Englishwoman, don’t you?” 


  A chill went up Alice’s spine. She wasn’t being saucy or anything, but Mother Bridey was annoyed for some reason or another. 


  “I’m terribly tired too, Mother,” Agnes spoke up. Mother Bridget shot her a nasty look and then smiled.  


  “Ted-dib-lee tired, little one?” she asked. Her eyes looked funny. 


  “Yes, ma’am,” Agnes said.  


  “Well, we can’t be having you English princesses overtire yourselves, can we?” She gestured to the two girls. “Come here and we’ll take the path down to the water’s edge and sit for a moment. Then we’ll head home, all right?” 


  The two girls picked their way out of the nest of blackberry bushes, holding their baskets high. When they got to the pathway where Mother Bridget was waiting, she folded her arms and looked at them sternly. 


  “Ye have mouths all purple and ye’ve stained ye’er dresses!”  


  Alice looked down the front of her dress in horror. Oh no! She looked over to see Agnes’ frock to be even more stained. 


  “And I’ll be having to work me fingers to the bone to try to get those stains out!” Mother Bridget clucked her tongue. Suddenly, she stopped with a jerk of her head. She gave her hand a wave, and her anger dissipated. “Oh well, ‘tisn’t the end of the world. Ye’ll be too big for those dresses before long anyway, right?” She gave a strange smile to the girls. 


  Alice’s blood ran cold. She should run away! Something was wrong! She looked over to Agnes to see fright across her sister’s face too. 


  “Now come along down to the shore, then we’ll go home. Mrs. Dowd has ice cream for ye today! 


  “No she doesn’t,” said Agnes. 


  “Agnes Crawley, are ye tellin’ me I’m a liar?” Mother Bridget still had that terrible smile. 


  Agnes replied with a shrug. 


  “Well, never mind. Ye’ll be learning the truth soon enough!” She took each of the girls by the hand and they went through a break in the hedges and were at the shore of the lake. Bridey tugged at their hands, pulling them along. Alice almost tripped as she was led to the shore.  


  “Quite soon enough,” Bridey repeated in a low voice. She gazed down on each of them and said with a smile, “Of course.” 


  There was a rowboat beached on the lake. A man almost as big as Papa was sitting on the gunwale. Mother Bridget walked right up to him. 


  “Hello, Bridget,” he said quietly. 


  “Were you waiting long, Devlin?” She smiled. 


  “No, not at all.” 


  “Did anyone see you?” 


  The man shook his head ‘No’. 


  “Then we have a job to do.” Alice watched Mother Bridget’s face as she talked to the man. The skin had drawn tight to her teeth. She looked down at Agnes. Slowly, she turned her face to Alice’s. Her eyes! Her eyes were all shiny, like pieces of broken glass were stuck in them! She was crushing Alice’s hand in hers. Alice heard her sister squeal in pain as well. 


  The man gave a snorting grunt. “We have work to do? You mean me.” Quick as a snake, he whipped out a black thing from his back pocket about the length of one of Papa’s socks. He slapped it down on top of Agnes’ head, the sound like a book being dropped. Agnes immediately fell to the ground and Mother Bridey released her hand. 


  The man spun to Alice and she looked up at him, her mouth open in astonishment. The last thing she saw as he raised that black thing again was his eyes. They were just like Bridey’s! She started to let out a terrified scream. 


  He brought his truncheon down upon her head before a sound could escape her throat. 
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  THE KINGSTON WHIG STANDARD 



  “MISSING CHILDREN RECOVERED FROM LAKE ONTARIO, ABDUCTOR BELIEVED DROWNED AS WELL” 



  The twin girls abducted two days ago in the heinous attack along Lakeside park have been recovered in the most tragic way imaginable. 



  The bodies of Agnes and Alice Crawley, daughters of Colonel Kevin Crawley were found on Lake Ontario by searchers. They were tangled in ropes that were attached to a capsized rowboat halfway across the lake.  



  The police believe that the children must have attempted to escape their monstrous captor and their activity resulted in the boat tipping over.  



  “We believe that we will recover the body of the perpetrator of this horrible kidnapping in the near future,” said Chief Benjamin Hornsby of The Kingston Constabulary. The rowboat was discovered in the shipping lanes, a tremendous distance for someone to swim.  



  The children were reported missing two days ago by their mother, Bridget Crawley. They had been attacked by an unseen and unknown assailant as they picked the first ripened blackberries of the summer.  



  Mrs. Crawley was attacked from behind. The vile monster seized her, covered her eyes and bashed her head into a tree without warning, leaving her unconscious as he escaped with her children. She is still in hospital suffering the after effects of the brutal assault and the shock of the loss of her two daughters. 



  The police have notified towns all across the shore of Lake Ontario to be especially watchful for any suspicious persons lurking about. 



  Funeral arrangements have yet to be made, but a death notice will be published when they are finalized.  
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  For six months Kevin Crawley trudged through the endless trenches of his grief. He had only survived the deaths and funerals of Alice and Agnes because of shock. Had he been more in his right mind, he would have ended his own life, then and there. 


  What sort of animal would do such a thing as steal two babeens from their mother and let them die so? What sort of a world was it that such a monster could be allowed to exist by a loving God? Father O’Shea at St. Mary’s vainly tried to give him some comfort; but the stupid, stupid man could not so much as venture to give any sort of reason.  


  You couldn’t fault the man; he had made an attempt to bring comfort. But his weak and stupid clichs were lost on Kevin. All Kevin could do, during the entire two-day wake was stare at the two coffins. 


  Sweet Jesus, they were so small! White boxes of enameled hardwood, with brass handles and—oh sweet Mother—hinges. The girls rested within on beds of pure, white satin. It had been an open-casket wake, and he kept praying to God to wake his babeens up; call them from their slumber, oh Lord, as you had called Lazarus! For two days and nights he was on his knees with his rosary, beseeching an uncaring God. For two days. 


  He screamed. He screamed himself hoarse when they closed the caskets. Forever and ever his tiny little girls would be in darkness below the earth! He tried to stop them, he fought and wailed and cried and begged them all to let him just take his little girls back home! 


  Oh please… oh please, oh please…. They would be so cold below the earth! Winter was coming and how, oh how would they ever, ever be warm again below the earth?  


  They were so afraid of the dark! You couldn’t leave them in darkness forever! 


  ‘Twas Bridey who called to him from the edge of madness. 


  “We’ll have a lamp for them, Kevin,” she said. “We’ll have a lamp made for them, and they’ll keep it filled with oil, and every night we’ll light the lamp beside them and they’ll have the light.” He had fallen to the floor before the coffins, Father O’Shea and Mr. Thompson shushing the rest of the guests and letting her talk him back to reason.  


  “A lamp…” he sat on the floor between the two white coffins, a hand on each. He was wild-eyed and his mouth hung slack for want of sleep. “A lamp…” he looked at Bridey, his eyes bleary. 


  “Aye, and they’ll be resting with their beloved mother, Kevin. Right beside her so she will watch over them forever and ever…” 


  His eyes flew wide, a new pain skewering his shattered heart. “Oh sweet Lord… Melanie…” he whispered. He hid his face in his hands.  


  On her knees beside him, Bridey cradled his shoulders. “Aye, Melanie will be with them forever, Kevin. Forever and ever in the arms of their mother in heaven.” 


  His voice was a groan, “Beside them… forever….”  


  He keened himself to exhaustion and endured the funeral and grave service. Bridey was relentless with the men at the cemetery. Both coffins would stay above ground until everyone had gone; then and only then would they lower them into the earth.  


 
 *** 


  He was inside a bell jar for six months. He could see the world, and hear it, but everything was muffled. When people spoke to him, their words barely made sense. His sleep was constantly broken; he would awaken in the middle of the night in tears, with no memory of what dream had come. Everything about his life was as if it were draped in a veil. He could make things out, but not the details. Not that he cared much anyway.  


  He could barely let himself look at his son Eamon. It broke his heart to do so because he could see Alice and Agnes in the baby’s eyes and the timbre of his babbles when he’d try to speak. Each moment with the baby was a knife to his heart, twisting in the grievous wounds.  


  He dared not take a drink; not a drop. Were he to, he would kill himself and be done with it all.  


  All he could do was soldier on. He let one day bleed into the next, putting his head down on the bed at night to rise in the morning, go through some foggy motions of living to put his head back down again at night. 


  He never spoke unless spoken to; and when he was, his response was as short as humanly possible. If a grunt would suffice, so it did. Bridey had taken the message well, and looked after the bills and running of the household in its entirety. When a workman needed to be hired, she did so. When the automobile needed repairs, she made arrangements with the garage for it to be picked up and returned.  


  On Sundays she would take Eamon to Mass, alone.  


  Through fall and winter, he would be found either in his bed asleep or sitting on the couch in the parlor, staring out the front window at nothing.  


  He didn’t think any thoughts, he merely waited to die.  


  It was the worst the following May, on the day of the anniversary of Melanie’s death. He had decided in a muddled manner, that were he to throw himself from the bridge which connected the military base with the city proper, he’d drown. There would be enough money for Bridey and the boy to start a new life for themselves. She could sell this cursed house and perhaps move out west. Or further east, should that be what she wanted.  


  The decision made, he poured a glass of sherry and toasted Melanie’s memory and went to bed. 


  And for the first time in months and months he dreamed. 


  It was a beautiful dream. 


  Melanie and he were walking by the lake. He had one of the girls’ hands in each of his and they were chattering like magpies. He couldn’t understand a word they said, but their happiness and joy of all of them finally being together was a warm shower to one who had spent the last months trudging through the roiling mud in the trenches of heartbreak. 


  He looked to Melanie and saw in her eyes eternal love. He looked down to his perfect, perfect daughters who returned his gaze with such love his heart would burst with happiness.  


  From behind him, Melanie placed a hand on his arm. “Now Kevin Crawley, you must put those foolish thoughts from your head.” He turned to her again, to see a smile of such love and woe together. “You will not open that circle, Kevin Crawley. You must live in the world for the sake of your son.” 


  “I want to be with you, Melanie… I’m sorry if I’m disloyal to Bridey, I truly am; but I want to be with you!” He felt her hand tighten on his arm. 


  “Bridey Walsh is the mother of your son, Kevin. You bedded and wedded her,” she tilted her head. “I was unable to warn you from her.” Her gaze dropped. “I should have though,” she said softly. 


  His heart was so light until those words. “What do you mean, love?” 


  She gave her head a small shake. “We’ll not speak of it, my dear… for Eamon’s sake if for nothing else.” 


  Agnes tugged on his hand. “We’re so happy to be here with you, Papa! We can’t come into the house though. We’d like to go back up to our room and play there, but we’re only able to get to the swing in the back.” 


  “Well then, my dears, I must spend more time in the backyard!” He began to spin in a circle, holding each of the girls’ hands until they lifted off the ground shrieking and laughing. As he spun he watched Melanie. Again, joy and sorrow competed for expression on her face. 


  As he slowed down, setting the girls back onto the ground, she gave him a small wave. 


  “You’ll know me by the roses, Kevin. By the roses…” 


  A pleasant golden glow, a warm late summer afternoon filled his senses… 


  The joy of his dream carried him awake. He opened his eyes to the new day. 
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  Those six months after the death of the twins passed quite differently for Bridget Crawley, thank you very much. Kevin had made an absolute fool of himself at the wake and funeral; she had lost all respect of the man for his weakness. 


  He was but their father after all! He hadn’t carried them for nine months, and then endured the fear and pain of bringing them into the world. He certainly didn’t bath them, or wipe their snotty noses. He didn’t wash their underwear nor cook for them nor clean up after them. What in the world was he losing by their deaths?  


  He was being cowardly. 


  She remembered when the influenza had struck just as the Great War was ending. It took her youngest brother and sister with it, along with Granny. In a flash, they had gone from sniffles and coughs to corpses laid out in the parlor; one after another. Yes, of course Ma was beside herself—two bairns gone as well as her own mother. But Da was made of stone through it all, a rock to be leaned upon. Yes, he was sad for a few days, but had gotten over it. There was work to be done and other mouths to feed and that was that.  


  She and Da were cut from the same cloth. She had felt badly, but life goes on. Leave the wailing and keening for others, and let the dead take care of the dead. 


  She had been forced to take over all of the household’s business affairs. Now it was she, not the great Colonel Crawley who sat at the desk in the parlor sorting bills and bank statements. Oh well, at least she had ‘found’ his will. He didn’t express a single word of remorse nor offer an explanation to her, his wife! Nevertheless, she made him draw up a new one to bestow what rightfully should have been hers in the first place. She kept a copy of the previous one as a reminder of what his actions had driven her to.  


  She had to look after hiring workmen when the roof needed repair. While the carpenters were doing the work, she had them close up the stairway to the twins’ bedroom. Kevin neither noticed nor cared.  


  Day in and out, week in and out, month after month the man was pitiful in his grief! He’d get up, go to work, come home and sit in the parlor on the couch, staring off into nothing for hours on end until she sent him to bed. Not a word of conversation, not a question after the health of his son. A bump on a log, day after day after bloody day! 


  In the mornings he would drag himself from bed, splash water from the sink and call that a bath. His face bore constant stubble from missed strokes of his razor. The only comb his hair would see was his wet fingers run through it. He would wear the same uniform day in and out, until it would be stained and stinking. 


  This was the great war hero? Bah. She was sick of him. Sick, sick, sick of him and his long face! 


  Was this to be her life now? Just two years ago she was going to go to Hollywood and become a famous actress. She was going to live in Hollywood Hills in a house with a pool and servants of her own. She was going to attend lavish parties, and give even grander ones. Handsome and powerful men would have vied for her attention. It was going to be such a magnificent life. 


  And now, here she was trapped with a man wallowing in self-pity. He was a shadow of what he had once been; less a man and more a ghost… 


  A ghost. 


  By God, then why not put the truth to it? She had her whole life before her—why should she spend it in a mausoleum? Why should her house, her home, her very life be spent in this shell? If Kevin missed his twins so much, he could very well join them! 


  It would be a mercy. 


 
 *** 


  She found herself at the gate of Deirdre O’Toole’s home once again. Once again, the front door opened and the rail-thin woman stepped onto the porch. 


  “Bridey Walsh, as I live and breathe!” she said, smiling as she had before, her eyes glittering. 


  “‘Tis Crawley, now, Deirdre, or haven’t ye heard?” 


  “I’m aware of ye’er marriage, lass. And of ye’er son Eamon. Ye may wish to be known by the name some man has imposed on ye, like a slave bought in a market.” She kept her eyes steady on Bridget. “But not meself. Ye’er name’s ye’er name, for once and for all.” 


  Bridget had come to the bottom of the steps leading up to the porch. She looked up to the woman unafraid. With a slow smile, almost a sneer, she said, “Ye sound like a suffragette, Deirdre. Did ye be marchin’ for the vote back during the war?”  


  “Do ye want to be giving me cheek, darlin’? Do ye think that’s wise?”  


  Deirdre’s smile made her blood run cold. It was the same smile Devlin had when he bashed the heads of the twins. No—comparing Devlin’s expression to the one before her was like saying a puff of wind was a hurricane. 


  She shook her head. “No. I’m sorry, ma’am.” 


  Deirdre returned to normal. “Now that’s a bright lass.” She tilted her head at Bridget. “More killin’ to do?” Holding up her hand to silence Bridget’s denial while it was still in her throat, she continued, “I warned ye about breaking open circles of life, girl.” 


  “I need the beans, ma’am.” Her reply was a whisper. 


  Deirdre smiled again, and once more it blocked out the rest of the world, with only her glittering eyes above her lips. Blackness surrounded everything. Not darkness nor deep shadow; no, a pure and deep black. All that existed in Bridget’s world were Deirdre’s grinning maw and, sparkly shining eyes. “For raaaats.” The words came out in a long rasp. The smile ended and the world collapsed back to normal. Bridget staggered under the stretch and snap of all about her.  


  The pain shot through her head. She had endured that stabbing agony for a month after the twins’ death. Devlin had taken her by the hair and smacked her into the trunk of a tree after putting them into the rowboat. She had endured the agonizing headaches for a month; they would come from nowhere, crush her in a vise and vanish as quickly. She lurched to one of the posts of the porch to keep her balance. 


  The spear left her brain, and she gasped for air. Again it was gone, leaving her chilled to the bone. She looked up to Deirdre, wide-eyed. 


  “Been some time since you had one of those spells, darlin’? And how concerned for ye has your Colonel Crawley been when ye’ve had them?” 


  She shook herself like a wet dog, shaking off her fear. Leaving only the disgust for Kevin. “As you probably know, Deirdre. He’s never noticed.” She reached into the pocket of her skirt and held out a dollar bill. 


  When they made the exchange and she took the packet of beans, touching Deirdre’s icy hand didn’t frighten her this time.  


  Deirdre stepped back to the door of the house. As she was closing it, she said, “Take care, Bridey; many circles have been broken in your home.” 


  “Stop calling me Bridey!”  


  “There are other things I can call you… and I would, were I to ever see you again.” She shut the door. 


  When Bridget got home, she left the packet in the kitchen, behind some canisters over the sink. She’d put it in his tea in the morning. That way she’d have a good night’s sleep and energy to go through the day’s tumult. Poor man would have died of a broken heart. Pity… he had once been a light in her life.  


 
 *** 


  She woke even earlier the next day. She needed to shave the beans into his tea and have her hands washed before he awoke. She had the teapot steeping and was waiting for him to come downstairs. She made sure all else was in order; a normal day which would be visited by yet another tragedy to the Crawley household.  


  What needs to be done ‘tis best done quickly. Of course. 


  Kevin bounced down the stairs fresh as a daisy. His hair was combed neatly, and not a spot of beard showed on his face. He was wearing a fresh uniform, his shoes gleaming with polish.  


  And for the first time since the twins died he kissed her good morning.  


  He held her by the shoulders, looking into her eyes brightly.  


  “Good morning, darling,” he said with a smile which was almost shy. 


  She stood stiffly, teapot in hand. “And good morning to you, Kevin.” 


  He still held her by the shoulders, but gently. “I feel as if I have come out of a dungeon, Bridey.” 


  “Oh?” She held the teapot between them. It was quite warm in her hands.  


  “Yes… it was a terrible tragedy…” He looked down at the floor for a moment, then back up to her. “We’ll never forget the girls, will we?” 


  She gave her head a slight shake, a lock of hair falling away. 


  He pushed it back into place, gently. “Ohhh Bridey,” he said softly, almost in wonder. “You still bear the scar of that day, on the crown of your head!” His finger stroked her scalp at the hairline where Devlin had left his mark.  


  She closed her eyes and nodded. 


  “Does it hurt still?” His eyes were filled with concern. 


  She dropped her head a bit. “Once in a while, but less often as time passes.” 


  He kissed the scar tenderly. “Less often as time passes. It’s been hard on ye too. You loved them so.” His voice caught. “And I’ve been but another burden for ye to shoulder.” 


  Her face tilted to look up at him and he kissed her. When the kiss broke, she bit her lower lip, staring into his eyes. “And now, Kevin?” 


  He sighed, but it was a soft one. “And now ‘tis time for the dead to bury the dead, love. The girls are with their mother in heaven, and I have a son to look after here on God’s earth.” 


  He gestured to take the teapot from her hands, and she backed away. 


  “No, Kevin, there’s a smell from it I don’t like. I was about to pour it down the sink.” She gestured to the dining room. “Bring me the good teapot, the one we use for company, from the china closet. We’ll have a fine cuppa this morning before ye go to work.” 


  She dumped the pot of tea down the sink and made a fresh one, using the other teapot. 


  The sun’s bright morning rays bathed them in the kitchen as they shared a pot of tea for the last time.  
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  Alas, Kevin was somber again at dinner. When he came home, he dandled Eamon on his lap for half an hour, the first time he had done so in months. He did talk about the goings-on at work somewhat as well. But when they sat down to supper and Eamon was abed for the night, a cloud came over his face. 


  She would have none of it.  


  “What’s the matter?” she asked. ‘If he slipped back into his ways…’ 


  “I had a telephone call from Sergeant Hornsby of the police today.” He played with his food. “And I’ve been debating whether to inform you of it.” 


  A tingle of fear skittered down the back of her neck. She forced her voice to remain calm. “Why should you debate informing me? Am I in trouble? Did I shortchange a clerk at the grocer’s yesterday?” Her smile was weak as dishwater. 


  Still staring at his plate, he gave his head a small shake. “No, nothing of the sort.” Raising his gaze to meet hers, he said, “They have a promising lead on what happened to the girls.” 


  The tingle of fear became a block of ice. “Oh?” 


  He nodded vigorously. “Yes, and it’s a strong one. It seems that Sergeant Hornsby, on his own time, had continued to go about the shore of the lake making inquiries.” 


  “They did that when…when it happened?” She could barely take a breath, her body frozen to the chair. 


  “Yes and no. They asked at every home and business along the shore, yes, but not the people on the beaches, with any consistency. They stopped visiting the beach and questioning people there, within two weeks. They had hoped the reports in the newspapers would bring out anyone who had been on the beach and had seen something.” He sighed. 


  “And to no avail.” 


  “Until now.” He still had his knife and fork in his hand, heavy silver cutlery given as a wedding present by Melanie’s godmother. His fingers turned white clutching them. “Sergeant Hornsby reported that he spoke to a man who had been on the lake that afternoon and saw a man in distress on a boat. This witness was out bird-watching and so had a pair of field glasses. He saw the man stand in the boat, toss his hat and coat into the water. He then stood and rocked the boat from side to side until it rolled over.” 


  “Oh!” She couldn’t think of anything else to say. 


  “The witness watched the man swim to shore, and as he did, the boat must have been in a current on the lake, because by the time the man reached the shore a mile down the beach, the boat had traveled quite far… too far for a man to swim back from.” 


  “What will Sergeant Hornsby do now?” 


  “Bridey, the man swam back to Kingston. Sergeant Hornsby is going to move heaven and earth to find him.” Bridey watched as the fork in Kevin’s hand bent in two. “The hunt is on for a man my height, with bright red hair and who walks with a limp.” 


  Devlin Griffin to a T. Oh God.  


  “Tomorrow, Sergeant Hornsby will be mobilizing a house-to-house search for this man, and putting up roadblocks.” He smiled. “We’re going to find him, Bridey! And the bastard will hang!” He looked down at his fork in wonder and quietly laid it aside.  


  “I’m off to bed now, darling. I’ll be up at dawn to meet with the sergeant. I’ll be bringing a company of volunteer soldiers to assist the police as they go house to house.” He gave a snort. “The men will be lined up ten deep, fighting each other to be given the opportunity to help!” 


  If Devlin was anywhere in the city he’d be captured immediately! Her hands trembled as she stacked the dishes. She’d have to get word to him, but how? She looked into Kevin’s eyes. “So with the help of God, this can be put behind us then,” she said. “Sleep well, Kevin; I’ll be up as soon as I have these done.” 


  She stood at the kitchen sink filling it with water for the dishes. Oh dear God, what was she to do? She couldn’t go down to the tavern to warn him—what if she was seen? But if he was captured, he’d spill the beans about her in a trice; she knew that because if the shoe were on the other foot, she’d do just the same.  


  She couldn’t even pray for his escape. As if God were to heed her prayers! 


  The soft knock at the back door startled her. 


  She felt dizzy for a moment as she dried her hands, and went to open it, knowing who was there. 


  Dressed all in black, with a knitted watch cap pulled down covering his hair, Devlin gave her his most winsome smile. 


  “Time to go, Bridget.” 


  She blinked at him in utter confusion. “What do you mean?” 


  “I have a car parked one street over. We’ll make a run for the border and put all this behind us. I have friends in New York City who will help us get a fresh start.” 


  She looked behind her to the steps leading up to the open kitchen door. “I’m not going anywhere!” She hissed in a whisper.  


  “We’re two of a kind, woman, and you know that!” 


  “Keep your voice down, Devlin! The colonel’s only just now headed up to bed!” 


  “I don’t give a fiddler’s damn about the colonel, Bridget! Get your coat and let’s make a run for it!” He looked over his shoulder onto the darkness. “If the police don’t have me identified already, they’ll know me and all my business by morning. As terrified of me as people are, I’m sure Danny Boyle from the tavern will connect the dots for them.” He gave an impish smile. “Danny remembers you going up to me room, Bridey.” 


  Her stomach lurched in her mouth, her supper trying to come back up. She stepped back and Devlin entered the mudroom. “They’ll be coming for you before lunchtime, you can count on that!” 


  Oh God! He was absolutely right.  


  “I’ll get the baby and we’ll be away.” Her voice was a whisper. 


  “No, leave the bairn with his Da. We must travel light, you fool!” 


  “I’ll not leave me son!” 


  He slapped her suddenly, a taste of how her life would be forever with him. 


  He grabbed her by the arms. “Listen to me! We can’t be saddled with a babe! We’re not out of the woods, and if we’re captured over the border, they’ll put the baby in an orphanage!” He calmed down and smiled at her as he patted her flaming cheek where he struck her. “We’ll go to New York first, then Chicago and then out to California.” 


  California. Hollywood at last. Her heart broke at the irony. She dropped her head in surrender. “I’ll get me coat.” 


  Devlin stepped up into the kitchen, taking off his watch cap. “I’ll pack some food to eat on the way. We’ll have to drive all night if we want—” 


  “What’s going on here?!” They both froze at Kevin’s shout. He stood in the doorway of the kitchen half dressed. 


  “Damn it!” Devlin’s teeth gritted. 


  “Bridey, what in the name of—” Kevin saw Devlin’s bright red hair. “You!” He stepped into the room, hands outstretched to Devlin. 


  Like magic, a revolver appeared in Devlin’s hand. “Uh, uh, Crawley! That’s plenty close enough!”  


  Kevin froze in his tracks and turned to Bridget, his mouth hanging open.  


  “We’ll just be on our way in a moment.” Devlin nodded to Bridget. “Find some rope so we can tie him up and be done with it.” 


  “There’s a hank of it just in the cellar.” Averting her eyes from her husband, Bridget scurried out of the kitchen. 


  “Ye killed me daughters, you animal!” Kevin’s hands were clenching and opening. 


  Devlin tilted his head at Kevin. “I was hired to do a job, boyo.” He smiled. “And she threw up her skirts and gave me a bonus for a job well done, I’ll tell you.” 


  “You liar!” 


  “Not this time, Crawley. A woman of dark and tasty passions is your wife. Something about a will, and you cutting her down by half to favor your girls or something.” He shrugged. “Didn’t matter to me what her reasons were. I was happy to bed her ‘tis all.” 


  Kevin’s eyes narrowed and looked past Devlin. “Is that true, Bridey? You plotted the death of the girls?” 


  Bridget blew out a rush of air at the doorway to the kitchen. “Oh Devlin, you couldn’t have kept your gob shut, could you? You’ve destroyed my life here now.” 


  “Don’t worry, Bridey.” Devlin kept his eyes on Kevin. He pulled something from his pocket and tossed it to Kevin. “Catch, boyo!” he said. 


  Kevin snagged the St. Jude medal out of the air and looked at it. 


  Devlin gave a chuckle. “I always keep a memento from my… err… ‘projects.’ That had been around the neck of one of the girls, you see.” When Kevin took a step toward him, he raised the gun. “No, no, boyo. Not yet.” 


  “Devlin!” hissed Bridey. “What are you doing?” 


  “Muddying the waters, my dear. I know that only one of the girls had a medal on them when they were pulled from the lake. The police believe the beast who drowned the tykes would have that medal in his possession! So we leave it here with the famous colonel, and the police will be so happy to deduce it was a case of a mad father murdering his children.” His eyes slid over to Bridey. “We’ll be home free!” Darting his gaze back to Kevin, he added, “We just won’t leave him alive, is all.” 


  With a sigh, she replied. “Of course. No, we can’t, I suppose. I’m sorry Kevin.” She stepped closer to Devlin. “Can you do it quietly?” 


  “Aye. I just put the muzzle to his chest and aim upward; you’ll see.” Devlin stepped to Kevin. “Now relax boyo; you won’t feel a thing, I promise.” 


  In the trench fighting, Kevin Crawley had confronted many an enemy holding pistols at him at point-blank range. None of them survived. As soon as Devlin was within arm’s length, he snapped a hand down and away from him in an arc, grasping the gun by the barrel. Devlin fired a shot, the report deafening everyone in the room.  


  Kevin did not let go. He heaved the barrel back up and over Devlin’s wrist, a lever now which sprained the man’s hand, breaking his grip. The gun was now his own. Without stopping his movements, he grasped at Devlin’s throat with his free hand, and using the pistol as a hammer, pounded its handle into the man’s face. The first blow broke Devlin’s nose, the second crushed his brow above his eye. By the tenth blow Devlin was on the floor, his head a misshapen mess, the sound of each blow now a dull crunching noise. 


  Bridget stared in frozen horror. 


  From his position on the floor kneeling over Devlin’s corpse, Kevin raised his eyes to her, black with fury. “You murderer.” His voice low, he began to rise.  


  She ran from the room in blind panic. She had to get Eamon and run away! She flew up the stairs to his room at the back of the house. She could hear Kevin’s feet pounding behind her as she threw the door open. When she got to the baby’s crib, Kevin’s fist seized her hair. 


  He spun her around, his hands clenching her throat. 


  “You murdered my babies!” he hissed. 


  She struggled for breath, gasping, “Don’t hurt Eamon, Kevin! For the love of God, the boy’s innocent!” 


  “As were the twins, ye whore!” He leaned into her, disregarding the scratches she was leaving on his face. “I’ll kill him as soon as I’m done with ye!” 


  She knew by his eyes, she was done for. She knew Eamon’s life would end soon too. She faded to the floor, feeling the world slip away. Something burst behind her eyes, leaving only red and black, and a red and black rage boiled over in her heart. 


  In her dying words, she croaked out, “Kill all of ye! I killed your English Melanie, and your half-breed daughters! I’ll kill all of ye if given half the chance Crawleyyyy…” He wrenched her neck, silencing her with a crack of bone. 


  He knelt over the body of his wife, the murderer of his children. A sorrow and grief filled his heart. How could he be so blind? Panting, he got to his feet and looked to Bridget’s son, stirring now in the crib. 


  “Kevin Crawley! Leave the babe alone!” 


  He jerked at the sound of Melanie’s voice. She called to him again from the bedroom. 


  He crossed the hall and into the bedroom. There she was, lying on her cushions in the bed. 


  She was aglow; lit from within by an oil lamp it seemed. He could see through her. He ran to her, tears streaming, to take her in his arms. 


  But all he could grasp were the cushions and bedding. 


  “You’re a ghost, Melanie.” The only surprise he felt was at his lack of terror. God he loved her so; ‘twas a blessing to see her face again, faded as it was. 


  “I cannot stay, Kevin… it takes all my strength to call out to you. Let the baby live… for the sake of your daughters, let him be…” 


  And like an oil lamp being turned down, she faded from him, leaving only the scent of roses. 


  He fell to the bed in tears, kneeling at it. 


  “Papa!” the twins’ voices rang out from the back of the house. He ran back to Eamon’s room but didn’t see them. Oh God… were they trapped upstairs in their room? He went to where the wall had been closed up, and heard them call again. They were outside! He flew to Eamon’s room again and looked out the window. 


  There in the yard, Alice was on the swing, Agnes behind her. They both glowed like their mother had. They blew kisses at him and smiled with such love his heart broke again. When he saw them also begin to wane, he threw open the window. 


  “No! Don’t leave me like this! No my darlings, don’t go!” 


  But they were gone. He collapsed at the windowsill, crying the most bitter of tears again. The pain in his heart was unbearable. He had brought Bridey into his home... 


  He had brought Bridey into his bed! He went back to the crib and looked down at the boy, his blue eyes gazing up at him. He still had the St. Jude medal in his hand. He set it around the neck of the babe and kissed the top of its head. He loved and loathed that child. He stood up and left the room. 


  They would find the child once they found him.  


  Seeing the spirits of Melanie and the girls gave him the courage. 


  Without coat nor hat, with a note he scratched out at the desk in the parlor tucked in his pocket, he walked out of his home for the last time. He was as guilty for the deaths of his wife—no, his wives—and children as the two corpses behind in his home. He walked alongside the park with Harvest Street at his back. He was heading toward the county courthouse. In his hand he held the hank of rope Bridey had retrieved from the cellar. 


  He walked up West Street to Court Street, his path taking him past the front of the massive limestone courthouse building. The darkened windows looked down on him as he passed the gilded fountain in front. He wound his way along Court Street to Barrie. Off Barrie Street was a driveway which led into the city jail. The building had a light on over the entrance. He crept past quietly.  


  Off to the side was a structure which had been in disuse for years. Standing atop a group of posts more than six feet in height was a wooden platform. Nowadays, young boys would sneak in and climb the stairs to do a jig on the surface of the platform to impress their friends with their daring deed before being chased away by the jail’s guards. One of these days they would have to tear down that hangman’s gallows. 


  He crept up the stairs as silently as he could, pausing at each creak of the weatherworn wood. He reached the top of the platform. Two more posts rose from the top of the platform, joined together by a lintel overhead. He uncoiled the rope in his hand.  


  He’d be doing a jig as well, but he wouldn’t be running away.   
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  Interlude… 
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  The elderly man walked with tentative steps down the sidewalk of the residential street, leaning on his cane. His ‘Arthur-i-tis’ was bad today, despite the springtime warmth. In addition to the daily ache of ninety-year-old hips and knees, the soles of his feet were burning. He was almost there. Just this short sojourn and he could return to his room in the nursing home.  


  A liver-spotted hand ran through the fine wisps of hair on his mottled scalp. What a doddering old fool he was. Day after day, for the last twenty-five years, without fail, he would walk to this street and stand across from that house. Every day, for twenty-five years he had been drawn to this tree-lined street like a moth to a flame—or a gawker at a car crash. 


  And he didn’t have the slightest idea why. He only knew that if he didn’t make his daily visit, he would pay for it at night with horrible dreams—and upon waking—feel a sense of such forlorn longing, that he would begin his day crying like a baby. So yes, he came day after day. 


  Stopping finally—thank God—he took his station across from the house. He knew from painful experience to remain on the opposite side of the street. Just like the moth and the flame, were he to draw closer, he would suffer for it.  


  As it had been every day, his gaze was drawn to the dark, wooden door and he would wonder what was behind it. He lifted his head to stare at the bedroom windows on the second floor. Above them, like a jewel in a tiara, was the attic window, a half-moon shape, set just below the roof’s peak. Every time his gaze was drawn to that top window his heart would ache; why, he did not know.  


  The house was old, older than himself he was sure. For another day, all the windows were dark. The vines of ivy at the top window spread outwards, clinging to the pitted brick, curling over the veranda and across the upper eaves. The house was being slowly swallowed up in it. The only other plants were the rosebushes out in front and up the side of the wide driveway. 


  His lips twitched in a sardonic smile. The last set of tenants were three male university kids swaggering in their yellow leather jackets, streaked with purple. They too were gone now. Engineering students, they lasted longer than most, a testimonial to their devotion at the altar of science. Still, that had proven to be no protection. No one who moved into that place ever stayed long.  


  He turned his head and his gaze swept up and down the street. The sunlight glared down, a steel brightness which faded the color of the grass and sky. And as always, the street was empty and silent. Not a whisper of a breeze in a tree. Not a single bird calling. Not even a barking dog. The street would remain still until the new tenants moved into the house. They would be the only people he’d see, until they too would leave. It had been so for twenty-five years.  


  “The circle must close.” he muttered the mantra he’d murmured every day for years. He would wait. He would abide. Abide to who or what, he didn’t know… and it didn’t matter. He would abide.  


  His homage complete, he turned to leave knowing he would come again tomorrow. He would come as long as he was able. A sharp pain skewered his heart and he gasped. Staggering, he stabbed the ground with his walking stick to maintain his balance. 


  “No…” he croaked. Not yet. The pain was gone as quickly as it appeared, leaving him shaken from its memory. No… not yet… but… 


  The circle was groaning. It was stirring. It was preparing to close. 


  He sighed, and resumed his trudging gait. The tip of the cane clonked the ground next to him as he retraced his steps. Turning the corner and entering the park he saw the spring sunlight now filtering through the budding branches, patterning the sidewalk like lace under his footsteps. The burning in his feet ebbed away as he walked through the park back to the nursing home. 
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  Sarah’s eyes flew open and she jerked upright in bed. Gasping for air, her heart raced so fast it hurt. 


  “Owww!” A tear rolled down her cheek as she strained forward, her fingers spread over her chest. Where was Mommy, or even Nana? 


  The pain was gone in just a second, leaving her cold as a popsicle. She hugged herself but it wasn’t enough. Throwing the top blankey aside, she popped onto the floor. She’d been coloring in her book, and never meant to fall asleep. At five, she was too big for naps, even Mommy said so.  


  Everything got fuzzy for a second, so she rubbed her eyeballs with the heels of her hands. Oh no! 


  “Grandpa?” Had that been Grandpa in her dream? Nana showed her pictures of him once, when Mommy was out. Nana had promised that one day, he was going to come to Mommy’s place and they’d go for ice cream. He’d always been too busy to come, and Nana always told her he sent his biggest love and hugs. 


  Nana was telling fibs when she said that. You weren’t supposed to tell fibs.  


  Her forehead tightened when the dream—once more—flashed in her mind. Grandpa... he was in a barn, laying down on the ground! And his heart was hurting! It was hurting bad! Real bad! She ran from her bedroom to the living room where Nana sat reading. 


  Mommy was there too! She was home from work? The question flitted and was gone because… 


  “Grandpa’s sick! He’s in the barn and his heart’s hurting, Nana! His heart’s hurting right here!” She slapped her hand over where her heart was. “He’s sick and he’s lying down on the ground! We have to help him!” 


  Mommy and Nana were still as statues looking at her. They were scared. She scared them, she could tell.  


  “Hurry! He’s in the barn!” 


  Mommy scooped her up. “Good Lord! Sarah, you’re cold as ice!” She turned her head, “Mom, Sarah’s got one heck of a chill, and it’s got to be eighty degrees in here!” 


  Nana stood up and walked over to them. She put her hand on Sarah’s forehead. “Oh dear…” 


  Sarah batted Nana’s hand. “Listen! Grandpa’s sick!”  


  Nana’s brown eyes became wide. “Sarah McDougall!” 


  “Easy, moppet,” Mommy was holding her tight. Mommy felt so warm. “Why don’t you give him a call, Ma? He keeps his cell on him, right?” 


  Mommy and Nana look at each other for a long, long time.  


  “Call him, Nana!”  


  They both whipped their heads around to look at her.  


  “Call him now! He’s sick!” She squeezed her Mommy’s arm and turned to her grandmother. “He’s dying, Nana!”  


  Nana didn’t move. She was like a statue again! 


  “Okay, that’s it, missy.” Mommy plunked her down onto the floor and grabbed her phone off the table. She looked at Nana. “First time I’ve called him in more than five years.” Her voice was low as she tapped her fingers on the small screen. She took a deep breath and held it to her ear. “It’s ringing.” 


  A cloud of sadness shrouded Sarah. She sniffed. “He won’t answer, Mommy. Grandpa died.” She looked at Mommy, then at Nana and started to cry. “He’ll never take me for ice cream now.” 


 
 *** 


  Nana drove really, really fast. Mommy had barely finished buckling her into the car seat, when Nana wheeled the car out of the driveway. The tires squealed. 


  “Slow down, Ma! You’ll get us killed!” Mommy was scared, yelling from the backseat.  


  Nana didn’t pay her any mind. The car sounded like a lion on TV as it roared down the street and out of town. Nana was hunched over the steering wheel like she was trying to push it with her hands to go faster. 


  “Ma, you’re scaring me,” Mommy gripped the seat ahead of her. Sarah’s lip quivered. 


  “Call 911, Gillian.” 


  “Ma, we don’t even know what’s going on!” 


  “Call them, dammit!”  


  Nobody said anything about Nana using a bad word. This was really scary.  


  Mommy patted her pockets. “Oh shit, I left it at the house!”  


  Mommy said a really bad word, and nobody said nothing again. Tears welled in Sarah’s eyes and she sniffled. 


  “Ma, you gotta slow down! You’re scaring the baby!” Mommy put her arm around Sarah and held her tight. 


  She looked up at Mommy. “Are we gonna have a axe-ci-dent, Mommy?” 


  “Shush baby. Just hang on. It’s only a few more minutes.” 


  Nobody said anything else as the car raced forward. After a few minutes, it slowed coming to a dirt road with big green fields on each side. 


  “He’s got the cows in, Gillian! He is in the barn!” Nana turned hard on the steering wheel and the car squeaked really loud and jiggled as it turned onto the road. Sarah peered out the front window. There was a big house—bigger than their house back in town. There were a bunch of other buildings near it.  


  “ Maybe he’s in the house, Ma! Would you slow down!” 


  Sarah saw the big, brown cow barn. It had to be the cow barn because there were cows around Grandpa when she saw him in her head. And even though Grandpa was dead, she felt him there too. 


  She pointed her finger. “He’s in the cow barn, Nana!” She and Mommy strained forward when the car came to a skiddery, bumpy, stop by the big doors. 


  “Stay in the car!” Nana jumped out and ran to the barn. She hauled open a door at the side and disappeared inside. 


  “Like hell,” Mommy’s face was tight. She leaned over the front seat and turned the key and the engine stopped. Her fingers shook undoing the buckles of the car seat. “Let’s go, Sarah.”  


  Sarah held Mommy’s hand until they got inside the big barn.  


  The cows were mooing really loud. There was a long row of heads sticking out of some sort of thing that looked kinda’ like monkey bars at the park. There was hay and stuff in front of them, but they were looking at her, the whites of their eyes showing.  


  Sarah took one look at Nana, kneeling down on the floor next to a man and thought the cows were crying like Nana was. She held the man’s head in her hands, brushing back his hair.  


  Mommy had stopped running and walked slowly over to Nana. She had let go of Sarah’s hand. 


  “Is he…” 


  Nana nodded a bunch of times. “He’s so cold, Gillian.” She looked up at her daughter. “Your Daddy’s gone, sweetheart.” Mommy was on her knees next to Nana and they both started crying. 


  Sarah stared at them. Why were they crying? Grandpa wasn’t just lying on the floor of the barn, he was standing over all of them, right by Nana’s side. His hands were tucked in the pockets of his blue overalls and his lined face was so sad looking down at Nana and Mommy. He took his hands out of his pockets and one hand lifted up the green ball cap on his head and his other hand pushed back his gray hair. 


  “Mommy—” 


  “Shhh Sarah! They won’t understand!” Grandpa’s finger crossed his lips. 


  Sarah gulped back her words and tilted her head. He kept his finger on his lips and walked around Mommy and Nana over to where she stood at the door. They didn’t even look up at him. 


  He took her by the hand. “Stay quiet as a mouse, sweetie, and we’ll talk outside.” 


  She walked out of the barn with her hand in Grandpa’s.  


  “We don’t have much time, sweetie,” he said. “I’m very sorry this is the only time we’re going to meet.” He looked down at Sarah, with teary eyes.  


  “Why don’t you like me, Grandpa?” She had always hid it from Mommy, but she knew Grandpa didn’t visit because he never wanted to. 


  He squatted down on his heels, eye level with her. “Because I was a stupid, stupid man, sweetie. I thought your mother was too young to be a mommy, and I was too thickheaded to admit I was wrong.” 


  Sarah’s lips curled in a small smile. “Nana tells Mommy that she’s thickheaded too.” 


  “She gets that from me.” He stood up. “Now come along, sweetie. I don’t have much time and I have to make sure you do something.” He held out his hand again and Sarah took it. His hand felt different from holding Mommy’s or Nana’s. It felt thinner sort of. Like if she squeezed it too hard it would smoosh through her fingers like Playdough.  


  At the front door he asked her to open it. It was only a screen door which was closed, and she was able to get it open standing on her tippy toes. She held it open for him and they went inside and up the stairs to a bedroom. 


  Grandpa stood by a bureau. “In the top drawer here, is a medal that I want you to have, sweetie.” He bent over and picked her up. Holding her, he said, “Now you have to open the drawer.” 


  She looked up at him. There wasn’t any Grandpa smell. When Mommy would pick her up, she could smell Mommy’s makeup if she was wearing any, or the smell from her shampoo. When Nana would pick her up, she could smell something different, a smell which was just Nana. But Grandpa didn’t have any smell at all. And his arms felt like they were smooshy too.  


  She shrugged and took hold of the two handles on the top drawer and pulled. One side came out a little, but the other side didn’t move. 


  “It’s stuck, Grandpa, help me,” she said. 


  “I’m afraid not, darlin’. I can hold you and touch you because we’re blood relatives and you have a gift. But I can’t touch or hold anything else. You’re going to have to jiggle it out, okay?” 


  That sounded silly, but she tugged at one handle and it pulled out a little, then the other and it came out some. Back and forth she tugged and pulled until the drawer was finally open. 


  “Good job, Sarah. Now you see that silver chain and the silver thing on the end?” 


  She nodded.  


  “That’s called a medal. It’s a St. Jude’s medal.” 


  “Like medals soldiers have?” she asked. “From being in wars?” 


  Grandpa shook his head no. “Soldiers get those as sort of prizes. This medal is to help remember.” 


  “Remember what?” 


  “I’m not sure. Your nana’s mother gave it to me when we got married, and I want to make sure you have it.” He nodded his head at the medal lying in the drawer. It had a thin silver chain and a delicate medallion. She picked it up and looked at it. There was a man with a beard and some writing on it. 


  “What’s it say?” she asked. 


  “It says, ‘St. Jude, pray for us.’ And on the back are the letters ‘A and C’.” 


  “Who’s St. Jude?” 


  “He was a man from a long time ago who helped doctors and nurses.” Grandpa sighed and made a funny kind of smile. “He’s better known for being the patron of lost causes…” 


  She brightened. “Mommy’s going to be a nurse! She just found out that she got…” Her face screwed up. 


  “Accepted?” 


  “Yes! Ack-septed to a school for nurses!” Her face fell. “We’re gonna hafta move away.” 


  Grandpa nodded. “Yes. And that’s why you have to put this medal on and wear it all the time for me, okay?” He put her down, and she looped the medallion over her neck. “That’s a good girl.” Now his face looked sad. “Darlin’ I’m very sorry that I was so…” 


  “Thickhead?” 


  He chuckled. “Yes, thickheaded. Tell your mommy how sorry I am when you get the chance, okay? And when you move away, make sure you always wear that medal.” 


  “Okay.” 


  “Promise me, Sarah. You know how to make a promise, right?” 


  She looked at him. He was starting to fade away. Her eyebrows knit together as she watched him trace his finger over his heart. She copied his gesture.  


  “Now say, ‘Cross my heart’.”  


  When she did, he nodded and kissed her forehead. She closed her eyes just for a second when he kissed her. His lips felt really smooshy. 


  When she opened them, he was gone. 


   


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


  Chapter 22 
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  The smell of bacon drifted up the stairs and into Gillian’s old bedroom. Her eyes creaked open, flitted past the bedside table to the pale roses etched in the wallpaper and then to the shafts of the August sunlight streaming through the window. How many mornings had she woken up, here in this room? It had been the room of her childhood she left behind years ago. It had been, since Dad’s death, her ‘old room’ for the last few months. Of her twenty-three years on this planet, she had spent more nights in this room than any other. Well, last night was the final one. 


  She pushed the comforter away and sat up. Sarah’s melodic voice and her mother’s laughter sounded from the kitchen below. Gillian smiled. That was good, the two of them making breakfast—but more importantly—her mother laughing.  


  She listened as the laughter continued. Mom’s laugh was fuller bodied, rolling and throaty while Sarah’s danced along the edges, sparkling and light. Gillian dropped her head with a smile of gratitude. She hadn’t heard Mom laugh like that since before she got pregnant with Sarah. She didn’t realize up until that moment how much she had missed her mother’s belly laugh. She would take the laughter bounding up the stairs and filling her room as a good omen.  


  God only knew, they were overdue for a good omen after the last three months… 


 
 *** 


  Mom had fallen apart when they found his body in the cow barn, and Gillian had to take over, hustling everyone back into the house so she could call the police.  


  She had to go back out to the barn to get the milking done; the poor cows were ready to burst. It was surreal for her, setting up the milkers with her father’s body lying in the middle of the floor. But he would have been proud of her making sure the animals were looked after. She’d made herself do the milking; it was her penance for being thickheaded. 


  When Terry Foiles arrived in his patrol car, he was gracious. He actually gave her a hand finishing up with the cows before starting his report. After that, it was just waiting for Hanson’s Funeral Home to come and fetch Dad. It was then she learned he had a heart ailment for the last three years. Terry had phoned Dad’s doctor and they didn’t need to do an autopsy.  


  She had an idea of everything else which needed to be done. She had been fourteen when Grandpop died and remembered what Dad and Mom had done then. Joe Hanson was a lot of help too. He ought to have been, for the money they paid for the funeral! 


  Grandpop had lived on the farm with them all her life. There was no extended family to call when he died. For the three generations of the farm’s ownership, it had been passed down to the only child—always a girl, who had married a man from far away. Grandpop had been from Canada, Dad was from Maine. She didn’t know much about the original founders or anything. Like Grandpop’s, Dad’s funeral was a small affair. Which was sort of a blessing as Mom was barely able to function. 


  Who could blame her? Forty-seven and a widow? With no employment history for the last twenty-five years? She hadn’t worked outside the home since she and Dad married. The farm had been profitable enough for them to live a snug life; Mom could milk a dollar for value as good as Dad could coax a cow’s udder. 


  The farm community had rallied around. Mister Duffy from across the way had a herd of his own and did the morning milking for the first month after Dad’s death. Manny Killaloe from the spread down the line had looked after the evening milking. 


  Manny had a crush on Gillian when they were in elementary school together, and Mom’s hopes were high that things would click between them—until she learned he was engaged to Lori Anders from Sparkill. Oh well.  


  Gillian and Sarah had moved in to be with Mom—the three of them against the world. She had taken over the milking and all the chores during the first month or so after Dad died. She had done them before when she was growing up, so she knew the ropes. Now, after being gone from the farm for five years, she’d get used to it again, she supposed.  


  But all that changed when Dad had been gone six weeks. 


 
 *** 


  She had come into the mudroom and ripped off her Wellingtons, kicking them into the wall as usual. She took off her shirt and pants as she had done every night and stuffed them into the hamper. Putting on a robe, she went into the kitchen. Mom was there with her laptop and a bunch of papers. 


  “Take your shower and come right back down, dear,” she said. “We need to talk.” 


  “What’s for dinner?” 


  “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll have a pizza or something.” 


  “Where’s Sarah?” 


  “I took her over to Mrs. Duffy’s for the night. Now scoot and get that smell you hate off, off you.” Mom had a sad smile. 


  “What’s wrong, Mom?” 


  She pointed to the ceiling. “It’ll keep. Now go shower.” 


  When she came down from her shower, having sluiced off cow stink as she had done every day, Mom had a frozen pizza in the oven. She was sitting at the table with papers and her computer. 


  “Mom, what’s wrong?” 


  “Gillian, when does school start for you?” 


  She gave a short snort of a laugh. “Beats me. I asked for a deferral back when Dad died.” 


  “Okay, we’ll deal with that later. I’ve made a decision.” 


  “What?” 


  “I’m selling out.” 


  “What?!” 


  “And you’re going to nursing school in September.” 


  “What!” Gillian looked around the kitchen. “You’re getting rid of the place? But—” 


  “But I have to, Gillian. You hate dairy farming. And you’re not letting any of the single farmers in three counties so much as take you on a date. You don’t see yourself here; you’re just going through the motions, biding time.” 


  “It’s only been six weeks, Mom. You’re not supposed to make any major decisions for a whole year as a widow! This is a stupid idea!” 


  “Now Gillian…” 


  She slapped her hand onto the table. “Don’t ‘now’ me! You’re not asking my opinion or advice, you’re telling me! What do I look like, a child?” 


  “Gillian…” 


  She leapt to her feet, fuming. “And furthermore, did you ever think of me? This is all I have of him! Ma! This is all I have! We never made up!” She burst into tears, covering her face. 


  Maureen watched Gillian cry and her own eyes leaked tears, but a fire of anger flashed in her. “Don’t you think I know that, Gilly? For the last five years of his life, and the years of Sarah’s—both of you standing apart, arms folded, stubborn as a pair of jackasses. And for what?” She jabbed a finger at her daughter. “You had to win!” She held her hands up, encompassing the room. “He had to win!”  


  She sat back in her chair, spitting out the rest. “For four years each of you raked at my heart with your icicle silences about the other!” Shaking her head, she continued, “No, young lady, it’s over. Your father’s dead and you both can carry your guilt. Life has to move on. I contacted Queen’s University and you simply need to phone them yourself and reactivate your acceptance.” 


  “But this was my home!” Gillian’s hands fell below her chin, clasped forlornly. “Mom, it’s my home!” 


  “How dare you, Gillian McDougall!” Maureen ignored the wide-eyed shock on Gillian’s face. “I have spent every one of my forty-seven years in this home! You moved away to the village five years ago and didn’t set foot here until your father died! How dare you even imagine your loss can compare to mine!” 


  Gillian dropped her hands and hung her head. “You’re right…” 


  Maureen rose from her chair and crossed to her daughter, taking her in her arms. “Daddy’s gone, Gillian. And it’s time we move on with our lives.” Nestling her daughter’s head to her shoulder, she stroked her back. 


  Gillian had been brave for the last six weeks. She had been strong for Mom’s sake, and for Sarah’s sake. She had misted and teared up, and a sob or two had escaped her throat during the service for her father, but the harrowing grief, the scraping, snarling beast which shreds one’s heart with ragged talons of love, loss, and the finality of death rose from her feet to her throat. 


  “Daaadeee!” She clutched at her mother, holding on to keep from being pulled down and into the beast’s hungry jaws. Crying out again and again she held on, the pain and sorrow never ending. It just went on and on and on… 


 
 *** 


  The laughter from downstairs stopped and her chest grew heavy as she rose from the bed. 


  She grabbed the T-shirt she’d worn the day before and the jeans which were draped over the wooden chair. She would shower and get ready to take Mom to the lawyer later. This morning was a time for saying goodbyes. Her eyes began to sting and she blinked a few times to clear them as she thrust her feet into the legs of her pants. Clean pants that would stay that way—no more milkings. 


  She bounded down the stairs, showing a lightness that she was far from feeling. But Sarah needed to see her smile as much as Mom needed it. When she entered the kitchen, Sarah raced over, her arms high in the air, eager to be picked up. “Mommy! Nana made pancakes.” 


  Gillian squeezed the tiny tyke’s body close and kissed her cheek. “She did, huh?” She looked over at her mother, standing in front of the stove, a spatula in her hand. “Don’t tell me. I bet she made it in the shape of a letter ‘S’.” 


  Sarah’s eyes were like blue marbles, her lips wide, grinning. “Like my name. ‘S’ for Sarah!” 


  “That’s right!” Gillian kissed her again. “My little Einstein.” She walked over to the table and set Sarah on the chair. “Would you like some juice or milk?” 


  “Milk, please. Can we visit the cows one last time before we leave? I want to say goodbye to Bessie.” She squirmed forward on the chair, barely able to contain the excitement. 


  Maureen’s eyes met her daughter’s and the smile on her face faded. 


  Gillian grabbed the carton of milk and a glass, filling it as she walked back to the table. “Sure. I want to say my goodbyes too.” She set the glass in front of Sarah and turned around, walking back to the counter. 


  “Hey! The cows are just like us! They’re going to a new home, too.” Sarah’s small hands closed around the glass and she took a long sip. She set the glass down and swiped the mustache of milk from her upper lip. “Tell me about the place we’re moving to. I’m gonna have my own room, right? And you’re getting me a kitten!” 


  Gillian glanced at her mother and continued pouring coffee. It was in the slump of her shoulders as she flipped the pancake over, her eyes misty as she stared down at the frying pan—the end of an era. It had to be killing Mom to be leaving this home, where she grew up. Where she’d loved and lived with Mike, raised their daughter, the surprise and joy of birthdays, Christmas days filled with wonder. 


  “Sure thing, Sarah.” Gillian stepped to her mother’s side and put her arm over her shoulders. “We’re going to be all right, Mom. You made the right decision. You moving to Kingston with us... It will be healthier in the end. The memories here...” She sighed and squeezed her mother’s arm. 


  Maureen sniffed and shook her head slightly, looking up at the ceiling for a moment. The wisps of silver hair framing her face fell back, and her lip trembled as she struggled to maintain control of her emotions. She inhaled slowly and her fingers plucked strips of bacon from the paper towel where they were drying. She placed a couple on a plate and slipped the pancake next to it. 


  “Doesn’t mean it don’t hurt.” There was just a hint of a smile when she turned and handed the plate to Gillian.  


  Gillian grabbed the bottle of maple syrup from the fridge and poured it over the pancake before setting it down on the table. She took a seat across from Sarah, watching her bite into the crispy bacon strip. As she sipped the coffee, her eyes focused on her mother. Her chest filled with love and admiration watching the older woman’s brave attempt to focus on the upside. 


  “Do we have any family in Kingston, Mom? I wonder if there’re many McDougalls or Crawleys there? McDougall’s a pretty common Irish name.” Gillian sat back in the chair, glancing from Sarah to her mother. 


  Sarah swallowed hard and her eyes were round when she looked at Gillian. “What’s a Crawley? Is it a worm or a snake? I don’t like snakes.” 


  Maureen laughed while she ambled over to Sarah and mussed her pigtailed hair. “It’s our family name. It’s my family name from long ago, moppet. Not some wretched creature. Sort of like a maiden name.” 


  Sarah brushed her hand away and looked up at her grandmother. “What’s a maiden name?” 


  Gillian gulped her coffee and stood up. “I’ll explain later. You better finish your breakfast now, if you want to see the cows and say goodbye to Bessie. The truck will be here soon to pick them up.” 


  She turned to her mother. “Will you be okay while we’re out in the barn? We won’t be long.” 


  Maureen tapped her daughter’s shoulder. “Go on. Take as long as you need.” Her eyebrows rose high. “Actually you’ve only got an hour. We need to get ready to go to the lawyer’s office. I’d better clean up the breakfast things. I know you said the moving company will take care of everything, but I’m not leaving dirty dishes.”  


  Sarah shoved the last bite of pancake in her mouth and scrambled from the table. “Wait for me, Mommy!” Darting to the door, she nudged past Gillian and opened it. She raced forward, tugging her mother behind her. 


  Outside, the temperature was already in the eighties, the sun warm on their faces as they stepped off the wide veranda and onto the flagstone walk. Sarah ran ahead, the gray soles of her sneakers flashing high, while her arms reached forward, the ends of the braids bouncing against her shoulders. She disappeared, rounding the toolshed and Gillian hurried to catch up. 


  Past the shed, Gillian’s footsteps slowed and her mouth fell open watching her daughter at the barn door. She was tugging the thick, heavy slab by the handle to no avail. She stopped, tilting her head, and she smiled. She put both hands on the handle and pushed down on the catch. Now, holding the handle with both hands, she backed up, pulling the door open wide enough to enter. She tilted her head, again looking up and giggled before darting inside. 


  Uh oh, thought Gillian. If she walks behind the cows she might startle them and get kicked!  


  “Wait! Sarah!” 


  But Sarah had disappeared into the dim interior. 
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  Gillian’s feet pounded on the dusty path and she lurched through the open doorway. She flipped the switch, flooding the barn with light, and peered ahead, craning her neck, looking for Sarah. Where was she? 


  She heard a rustle of hay from the far end and the soft murmur of her daughter’s voice. Gillian trotted down the row and there Sarah was, standing in the low mound of hay, her hand extended offering the giant cow a handful of straw. In her other hand was a pancake from the kitchen. 


  Bessie was gently nibbling the pancake.  


  Sarah looked up at her mother. “She always likes pancakes, doesn’t she, Mommy?” With a last slurp, Bessie polished off the pancake and turned to the silage Sarah held in her other hand. 


  Gillian remembered giving Bessie pancakes when she was a little girl and nodded her head. “Yes, she has, sweetie.” It was probably the last pancake Bessie would ever eat though, and her heart pulled at the thought. 


  “Mr. Hawkins is going to give her one every morning whenever he has them for breakfast.” Sarah looked into Bessie’s eyes and stroked the animal’s huge snout.  


  “You’re sure about that?” Gillian couldn’t remember which cows Hawkins had purchased. He was taking half of the thirty-head herd. He knew he was buying well-cared-for animals, and apologized that he didn’t have room for them all. 


  “Yep!” When Bessie took the rest of the feed from Sarah’s hand, she licked the palm and dropped her head to forage what was on the floor. Sarah let out a giggle and wiped her hand on her pants. Turning up to her mother’s face, she said, “Bessie has eyes like Nana—big and brown. Mr. Hawkins will be as nice to her as Grandpa was.” She giggled when Bessie lifted her head and her fleshy mouth nudged her fingers. 


  “How do you know that?” 


  Sarah rolled her eyes at her mother. “He told me!” She suddenly clamped her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide. “Oops! That was supposed to be secret!” 


  “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything, honey.” Mr. Hawkins was nice, and to tell Sarah, that was sweet of him. Gillian smiled and rubbed the hard patch of skull between Bessie’s eyes. “This one was always Dad’s favorite.” 


  Sarah scooped up another handful of straw and held it out to the cow. “I know.” She looked up at her mother and wrinkled her nose. “It sure stinks in here.” 


  “You sure got that right.”  


  She sighed and looked around at the other cows waiting, their feet shuffling from side to side while their tails swished. The stalls and waste troughs weren’t as clean as when her father had done it. The hired hand who had been looking after the herd for the last week wasn’t as thorough as she had been, but what could she do? Once the deal for the property had finalized, she and her mom had been a whirlwind packing and sorting three generations of possessions.  


  Well, that was all over now. The cows had been auctioned off and would be picked up this afternoon by the broker. At the lawyers, they would drop off the keys, sign some papers and that would be that. Soon enough, this would be another subdivision, jammed with houses. The surveyors had already been by, leaving their orange stakes all over the fields. She huffed a sigh. Dad would have hated seeing houses built on this land. He had loved the spread at first sight, just as he had fallen in love with Mom.  


  Well, that was all over now. “We’d better go. Finished here?” Gillian placed her hand on Sarah’s shoulder. 


  There were tears in her daughter’s eyes when she looked up. “Yeah.” She turned back to the cow and stroked its nose. “Bye Bessie.” 


  Gillian took her daughter’s hand and they walked across the concrete floor to the door. Sarah turned her head and whispered, “Bye Grandpa.” She reached into the neckline of her shirt and pulled out the St. Jude medal. Clutching it, she nodded silently, her eyes closed. 


  Gillian looked down at Sarah while she shut the barn door. That girl and that medal. She found it on the day Dad died, prowling and poking around in Dad and Mom’s bedroom. Sarah hadn’t taken it off ever since—not even when taking a bath. 


  Taking Sarah’s hand, they headed back up to the farmhouse. Gillian would be happy to leave the farm again. These little strange things with Sarah were making her uneasy. She didn’t realize at the time they were, but thin, threatening clouds on the horizon—harbingers of a tempest. 
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  The next morning, Gillian walked along the waterfront from the hotel, heading over toward the university. She had left Mom and Sarah back at the Radisson Hotel on Ontario Street where the three of them had spent the night. Mom and Sarah were going to hit the supermarket for some cleaning supplies while she picked up the keys from Jeremy Sloat, the rental agent.  


  The sky was overcast, with muddy gray clouds looming over the lake, threatening to downpour any second. She tugged the collar of the light, nylon jacket up in the face of a sudden gust of wind. It was only five more blocks to reach the house.  


  The house they had rented was incredible. Hard to believe that you could get a four-bedroom house with a backyard, even a swing on a maple tree, for five hundred a month! The online, room-to-room tour had sold them both. It was the deal of a lifetime! 


  The street ended at the yacht club and she was forced to turn right walking away from the lake. As she passed the sailboats tied up there, the plaintive whine of the breeze thrumming the ropes on the high masts filled her ears. A few sprinkles of rain trickled along her forehead and nose and she walked faster. 


  She crossed the street and entered a wide, walkway of a park. The age of the city was evident in the size of the trees, their thick limbs branching high, providing a canopy of leaves giving some shelter from the rain. She left the park’s walkway, waiting for a break in traffic to dash across to Harvest Street and check the numbers on the houses. The campus was only a few blocks away, an easy walk for her, once she was settled in, and the playground and park nearby was perfect for Sarah. What a find. 


  There it was, number eight, looking more elegant than the pictures posted online could ever do justice to. Like the houses next to it, the exterior was brick and there were two floors. A half-moon-shaped window peeked out from the trails of ivy gathered at the peak.  


  As she mounted the steps to the veranda, the heavy, dark front door opened and a tall, gangly man stepped out. His fingers were threaded together, clasped in front of his chest and he leaned forward, peering at her.  


  “Ms. McDougall?” He seemed to glide across the floor and then perch on the edge. 


  “Yes.” Stepping onto the porch, Gillian nodded, her hand extended. “Mr. Sloat? Pleased to meet you.” 


  His hand was limp, barely gripping hers when they shook, and it was clammy. A dead-fish handshake, her dad would have said. 


  “Yes, yes. Please come in. You’re right on time.” He stepped back and pushed the door open wide. 


  Entering the house, her eyebrows rose high. Oh my. An enormous oak set of stairs dominated the center of a wide hallway. The banister was thick and worn above intricately carved spindles and the steps were at least four feet across.  


  “Impressive, isn’t it? They don’t build staircases like that anymore.” Mr. Sloat sidled past her, gesturing down the hallway. “Let’s start down here, shall we? I’m sure you’ll want to see the kitchen.” He took a few steps down and looked over his shoulder at her. 


  Gillian stood stock-still gazing at the staircase. She had known this place was the deal of a lifetime, but seeing it for real amped it up like crazy. Who had built this house? What kind of family had lived there? But more puzzling was, why was it vacant? Who wouldn’t want to live here, especially when the rent was so cheap? 


  “Mr. Sloat—” 


  He clucked his tongue while shaking his head. “Please, it’s Jeremy.” His gaze went past her, over her shoulders. The guy couldn’t look her in the eye. She couldn’t help but think if he was this shy, he shouldn’t be in the people business, dealing with tenants and such. A thought tickled the back of her head—what if he wasn’t shy, but instead had something to hide? She shook it off. 


  She shrugged. “Okay, Jeremy.” He turned and she followed him into the kitchen. Dust motes flickered in the natural light streaming through the window at the back of the room. “I’ll be honest with you. It seems like a lot of house for the low rent you’re asking. What gives? I mean, not that I’m complaining but...”  


  He smiled and walked over to the counter, running his finger along the dark surface. “Take my word for it, the university is not in the business of fleecing tenants, especially when they’re students. The house was bequeathed to Queen’s and we rent it out, but actually it’s listed for sale as well. Being a landlord is not a primary objective for us. The university’s mandate is dedicated to higher learning.” 


  The guy should have gone into politics with non-answers like that. Plus his answer was a crock; she knew the university owned a slew of houses they rented out. She stopped herself from saying anything though. The rent for that entire house was less than what she’d been paying for her one bedroom back in the village of Lanark! 


  Gillian walked to the cabinets pulling them open and peering inside.  


  Jeremy opened the fridge and turned on a couple of burners on the stove. “As you can see, the appliances all work. Actually, we replaced them all just a couple of years ago.” 


  The coils on the stove were already turning orange and the fridge motor kicked in. Gillian nodded and he turned the stove off again. “There’s a microwave, which is also new.” He flitted around the kitchen, again never making eye contact. 


  Gillian wandered over to the window and looked out into the backyard. She smiled seeing the large maple tree; the swing suspended from a thick lower branch. Sarah would love that. The yard was bordered by a high, wooden fence, and a few clumps of white daisies struggled to keep aloft in the now steady rain. Mom could coax some life into the garden, maybe even plant a few tomato plants. 


  There was a fieldstone patio area next to the house and a hulking BBQ unit. “The BBQ was put in recently too, I guess.” There. She beat him to the punch. 


  He smiled and nodded his head. There was a door next to him which he opened, dipping his head out before darting back quickly. “I’d take you out and demonstrate the BBQ, but it’s raining cats and dogs.” 


  She gave a small smile. “That’s okay; I’ll take your word for it.” Mr. Sloat failed to hear the irony in her voice. 


  Sloat stepped back and opened another door in the kitchen leading to a set of three steps going to a landing. Holding his hands out from his side, he said, “The mudroom, of course.” Turning, he opened a second door which led to the basement. Leaning in, he flipped a switch and his hand swept in front of him. Glancing over his shoulders, he said, “The electrical panel is down here. It was updated when the kitchen was redone.” He stopped down onto the first step and turned to her. “Don’t worry, there aren’t many spiders down here… I hope.” 


  She followed him, her eyes watching for anything creepy-crawly. Hah! She stifled a chuckle at the thought. Wouldn’t Sarah think that was funny—creepy-Crawley. Probably her mom wouldn’t, but it was still funny. 


  The entire cellar was finished, after a fashion. The floor was cement, and the foundation stones she could see had been painted at one time. The furnace didn’t look too old and had been set on a slab of concrete. The light hanging from the ceiling wasn’t the brightest, leaving the corners of the room in dank shadow.  


  She walked past the furnace following Jeremy to the electrical panel. As he explained about tripped breakers or something, her gaze went around the room. Washing machine hookups and an old wooden counter lined one wall.  


  She wandered over to them while Sloat returned to the bottom of the stairs. Without warning, a chill went up her spine and she shuddered. No freaking way was she going to have the washer and dryer set up down here. The kitchen had plenty of room for them, thank God. The cellar made her uneasy… there could be rats or something equally disgusting! There was no way she’d ever go down to the basement unless she absolutely had to. She turned and scampered up the stairs, suppressing another shudder. 


  Going now to the front of the house, Jeremy strode by her and his hand swept the air. “The dining room. The wall sconces are original, antiques actually.” He stepped next to the archway leading out to the hall and flipped a switch. 


  The room seemed to glow golden from the amber glass in the wall lights. A light scent crossed her nostrils and she sniffed. Roses? She looked over to Jeremy, but he didn’t seem to notice it as he continued playing tour guide. 


  “Across the hall is the living room or as it was probably referred to once, the parlor.” He led the way past the large stairway and into the other half of the house. With a flourish, he waved his arm at the room and stepped back, so she entered first. 


  “Oh my.” Gillian stared down at the room which ran the whole length of the house. The floors once more were hardwood and there were windows at each end of the room casting a dull grayish light into the space. In the center, set in the far wall was a fireplace. It was framed with a thick mantel at the top and two wide oak boards down the sides. An iron grate sat in the tiled cove, flanked by a large metal poker. 


  How nice would it be to set a couple sofas near it, the fire blazing while the three of them sipped hot chocolate.  


  “Well?” said Sloat. 


  “We’ll take it!” she replied. She jumped at the loud bang, like a gunshot. It had come from the back of the house. She looked at Jeremy; he was stock-still looking toward the back of the house. “What the hell was that?” 


  Sloat sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. Opening them, he looked over at her. “Probably just the wind blowing a door open. I’ll check.” He was back in a minute or two. “Just like I said. It is a fairly old home, built in the early twenties, I think. The door didn’t latch properly. That sort of thing happens.” He reached into the pocket of his sports jacket and pulled out a set of papers and a pen. “Ready to sign your life away?” 


  She took the paperwork and pen, and walked over to the fireplace mantle. ‘Sign my life away’? What an odd way of putting it. But then again, Sloat was a little odd.  
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  About ten minutes later, Maureen drove into the wide driveway which ran down the side of the house to the fenced-in backyard. She and Sarah stepped onto the front porch and Gillian appeared in the open doorway, bounding across the veranda. “Isn’t this place something else? I can’t wait for you to see it!”  


  Sarah ran past her mother into the house. “I want to see my room!” She raced up the steps and into the house. 


  “My, oh my…” Maureen’s mouth fell open, when she stepped into the foyer and saw the grand staircase. 


  “And that’s just the start!” Gillian pointed to the parlor. “There’s a working fireplace! Isn’t that great?” 


  Maureen smirked. “Sure, as long as you’re the one hauling the wood in February!” 


  Gillian returned the smirk. “At five hundred bucks a month rent, it’s going to be Duraflame logs for this girl!” 


  Sarah called from the top of the stairs. “Nana! Come see, come see!” 


  The two women headed up the stairs. Sarah stood in the open doorway, her eyes bright above a wide grin. Maureen followed the child into the room, already sizing the space up for the bed, dresser and desk. It was plenty big enough to accommodate everything, with lots of room left over. She wandered over to the window and looked down into the backyard. 


  “I asked the guy about painting and wallpapering. They are totally fine with it, as long as we don’t paint a really dark color.” Gillian stepped into the room and swung Sarah up and onto her hip. “What do you think moppet? What color would you like your room?” 


  “Pink! It has to be pink.” She hugged her mother and then squirmed to be let down again. 


  “Look at those baseboards. They don’t make trim the way they used to, back when this house was built.” Maureen glanced at the walls and ceiling, looking for cracks or any sign of damage. “Pink would be an improvement to the bland off-white.” 


  “Let’s take a look at your room, Mom,” Gillian said. “It’s on the other side of the hall.” They stepped out and down the hall to the room which overlooked the street.  


  “There’s a ton of space in here.” Gillian’s head pulled back from peering into the closet and she wandered over to the window. “And the street is quiet. Plus the park across the way is pretty.” She gave a cheesy grin. “Just like country living, but in the city!” 


  Maureen forced a smile. Gillian was trying to sell her on the room, hoping she’d like it.  


  “I think the room’s a good size and the view is great. But I agree with Sarah, it needs some color and life.” She smiled and ruffled Sarah’s hair as the young girl bounded by. 


  “Show her your room, Mommy!” 


  Gillian’s lips spread into a wide grin. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like the master bedroom. It will work out better for studying. You two can watch TV downstairs and I won’t be distracted or nagging you about the volume.” 


  Maureen patted her daughter’s shoulder. “This move is for you, Gillian, finishing your education. Of course I don’t mind.” Gillian smiled and walked out of the room. “The bathroom is nice. It’s got a big old clawfoot bathtub and shower.” Maureen followed Gillian, poked her head in the bathroom, taking in the beautiful old tub and the newer fixtures of the toilet and sink. It was actually a lot more up-to-date than the one at the farm. 


  She walked down the hall and into the spacious bedroom which would be Gillian’s. Wow! It was half again as big as the one she would have, tons of room for a desk, queen-sized bed and dresser. The window overlooked the street and the park.  


  She paused for a moment, and looked around. “Gillian, what about the top floor? Where are the stairs going up there?” 


  Gillian put her hands on her hips and her head bobbed forward, a frown on her face. “Yeah. I asked the guy about that. He said it’s been closed off for years and years. They never reopened it for some reason. He wasn’t sure why; I think it had something to do with insurance.” She wandered into the hall and tapped a spot on the wall. “I think the stairway is behind this wall.” 


  “That doesn’t make much sense. You would think using every room in the house would be important. After all the university had rented the house to students.” 


  “Yeah, you’d think so, but Mr. Sloat just left it at that.” Gillian shook her head and shrugged. “Whatever. We’ve got plenty of space without it and we’re just renting it anyway. Hopefully they won’t sell it before I’m done school in four years.” 


  Maureen sighed. “I hope we won’t have people traipsing through, looking to buy it. That could be a nuisance.” She walked out of the room, following Sarah. “Let’s see the rest of it and then have lunch. I picked up some burgers and fries.” 


  Her hand trailed over the thick wooden banister as she walked down the stairs. It was a period home, that was obvious and the craftsmanship of the woodwork and stairs was impressive. For sale, huh? Maybe she’d have to think about that. 
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  Fine! Nana wouldn’t let her help her wash the floor in her bedroom and now Mommy was mad.  


  ‘I’m not too little to help. I could help her sweep the floor. But she won’t let me.’ 


  Sarah watched her mother push the dirt onto the dustpan. Her eyes were narrow and her arms crossed over her chest. Couldn’t Mommy see how mad she was? 


  “Hmph!” 


  Mommy looked over and rolled her eyes. Sarah hated it when she did that. She pushed her lower lip out and huffed a sigh. 


  “Look Sarah, I know you’re bored. Nana and I need to get this done before the furniture arrives. Why don’t you get your coloring book out?” 


  “I don’t want to.” She spun around and jerked her shoulders lower. Now she was facing the window. Outside, the swing was swaying slightly. The rain had ended and the sun was shining. “Can I go outside and play?” 


  Mommy set the broom down and came over to stand next to her. She leaned forward and looked out the window. “As long as you stay in the yard, I’m okay with that.” She took her hand and led the way to the back door. 


  Sarah squirmed her hand free and raced to the swing. After giving the seat a good swipe with her arm to clear the water drops off, she turned and popped up onto the seat. “Can you push me?” 


  Mommy walked next to the house, tested the wooden gate and strode over to stand behind her. “I’ll give you some pushes but you’ve got to learn how to pump your legs forward and back to keep yourself going. I’m sorry honey, but I’ve got too much to do to stay out here with you.” 


  Her hand was on Sarah’s back shoving her forward.”Stretch your legs out when you go up!” 


  Sarah tried doing that, holding the rope tight. 


  “Bend your knees each time you come back and when you start to go forward again, stretch your legs out.” Again, she gave Sarah a big push. 


  After four more big pushes, she walked around to face Sarah. “Keep practicing. Remember, don’t leave the yard. I have to go back inside now.” With that, she turned and went back into the house. 


  The next few times the swing went forward, weren’t as high as when Mommy had pushed her. She swung my legs out but it didn’t seem to be helping. After a few minutes, she was barely moving. “Hmph!” This was no fun. 


  She looked at the ground where her feet didn’t quite reach. She kicked her legs back and forth, leaning over, staring at the ground. Darn it. It wasn’t working. 


  There was a firm touch on the small of her back, pushing her forward. Her head spun around to see. 


  Two little girls stood behind her, their hands over their mouths hiding the giggles which shook their shoulders.  


  “Who are you? How’d you get in here?” Sarah kept watching them, as the swing fell back and one of them pushed her again. They looked alike, same short blonde hair, same bow at the side and the same dresses. 


  “I’m Alice.” The one closest pushed her again and the swing went higher, sailing forward. 


  “I’m Agnes. We’re sisters. Do you like the swing?” The other girl, her hand on the tree trunk, leaned forward, grinning at her.  


  “I’m trying to learn how to make myself go higher. Mommy said to pump my legs.” They hadn’t said how they got in the yard. They sure didn’t come in the gate next to the house. She would have seen that. “Where do you live?” 


  Agnes spun around and cupped her hand next to her sister’s ear, whispering. They both smiled and their gaze followed Sarah, swinging back and forth. 


  “We used to live here.” Alice’s smile faded and her blue eyes looked down for a moment. “Our papa put up the swing for us.” 


  “You lived in my house? Where was your room?” Sarah looked at the house and then back to where they stood. 


  Alice’s hand rose and she pointed, her hand held high before her. “See the top window? That was our room.” 


  Sarah looked up at the roof of the house and noticed the window tucked in, just below it. She hadn’t seen it before. “Oh. My room is under that, I think. I didn’t see that room when Mommy took Nana and me around. I wonder why she didn’t show it to us. I might have wanted it.” 


  Agnes’ hands were behind her back, making the puffed sleeves at her shoulders look like small balloons. Her skirt ended at her knees, almost touching high, white socks. She had shiny, black shoes. It was like she was dressed up for church. Sarah had seen pictures of Nana when she was little and she’d had the same kind of dress and socks and shoes. 


  “Are you going to a party? Where are your sneakers? Does your mommy let you play outside in dresses? Yours is pretty. I’d like a dress like yours.” Sarah gripped the rope harder when Alice once more gave her a big push. 


  “We’re going out in a boat later. Mommy died and Bridey—” 


  “You’re not supposed to call her that! Remember? It’s ‘mother’ not Bridey.” Agnes gripped her sister’s arm and shook her. Immediately, Alice looked at the ground and she sniffed. 


  Sarah’s stomach seemed to sink down into the flat board. Poor Alice. Their mommy died? She turned to look at the house, hoping Mommy would look out the window. She wasn’t going to die, was she? 


  “Would you like to play jacks?” Agnes reached for the rope and tugged it back, making the swing stop. 


  “What’s that? I don’t know what jacks is.” Sarah slid forward on the swing and her feet touched the ground. 


  Alice turned to her sister. “We can’t play that. The jacks are in the house. Let’s play tag.” She tapped her sister’s arm and raced across the yard, calling “Hurry, Sarah!” 


  There was a tap on Sarah’s shoulder and Agnes laughed. “Tag! You’re It, Sarah!” Her shiny shoes flew behind her as she raced toward her sister. 


  Sarah grinned watching them crouch next to each other, ready to run at any minute. They laughed and the bows at the sides of their heads looked like they were ready to fall off. This was way better than coloring! Friends! She’d made new friends! 


  As the children scampered around laughing and squealing, Sarah never noticed that in the bright sunshine, neither Alice nor Agnes cast a shadow.  
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  Maureen stood up and leaned back to stretch the cramp in her side. Time for a break.  


  She wandered out of the bedroom and into Sarah’s room. Just a sweeping to get rid of any dust bunnies was all that room needed. Sunlight streamed ribbons into the room and she sauntered over to the window. In the yard below, Sarah darted one way and then raced the opposite, a big grin on her face. 


  Sarah suddenly stopped, and there was a scowl on her face. She shook her head vigorously. Maureen could hear the child’s raised voice through the glass of the window. “Did not!” she exclaimed. “You’re still it!” Sarah folded her arms and stamped her foot. She flipped her head to the side and cocked it, as if she was listening, then smiled and nodded. In a flash, she spun and ran weaving and ducking to the back of the yard and back, laughing all the while.  


  Maureen smiled watching her granddaughter’s antics. What the heck was she doing? Was this some sort of game? Whatever it was, she looked like she was enjoying herself. At any rate, she was blowing off energy. The poor kid had been antsy since they started cleaning.  


  Gillian appeared in the doorway. “I’m done in my room. I want to give the kitchen cabinets a wipe down and then I’ll take Sarah to get some groceries. She’s probably bored as anything.”  


  Maureen chuckled and beckoned her daughter over. “I think she’s keeping herself busy.” 


  Gillian bent closer to the glass and shook her head. “What the hell is she doing?” 


  Maureen chuckled. “Haven’t you ever heard of imaginary friends?” 


  Gillian leaned into the glass. “Isn’t she a little old for that?” 


  “Don’t worry, hon. The girl’s a little lonely, that’s all. It’ll all go away when she starts school.” 


  “You sure?” Gillian’s eyes were wide in concern. 


  “Yes, I’m sure.” Maureen laughed. “You have the same expression on your face I must have had back on the farm when you were her age! You had your ‘make-believe buddy’ until you started school, don’t you remember?” She jerked her head back. “Scared the heck out of me, you being so alone on the farm and all, back then.” She put her arm over her daughter’s shoulders and pointed at Sarah. “Don’t worry– it runs in the family.” 


  “For real?” 


  “Yes. For. Real.” 


  “All right, Ma, if you say so.” Gillian grimaced. “Still looks weird.” She glanced at her watch. “We’ve still got three hours until the truck arrives. I’d say we’re doing pretty well for time.” 


  Maureen nodded and took the broom from Gillian’s hand. “I’ll finish up on this floor. You go down and tackle the kitchen.” 


  Gillian turned and bounded down the stairs while Maureen set the broom aside. There was just one thing left to do—get the bucket of soapy water from her bedroom at the front and pour it down the toilet.  


  She wandered over to the window and peered out, meeting the gaze of an elderly man standing in the park across the street. What was he doing staring at the house like that, just standing with his hands on a cane, not moving a muscle? She bent to the window to get a closer look. Elderly wasn’t accurate. The guy was ancient! 


  Silently they stared at each other. The expression on his face didn’t change; he just stood there impassively staring at a point above her head. All that was above her was the peak of the roof and the half-moon window in the closed-off room upstairs.  


  She watched as he took in a deep breath and held it. Like he was waiting for something to happen. Her mouth twitched. What made her think of that? After what seemed like an hour but was really no more than a minute, his lips moved like he was saying something. Then, he turned and walked up the street, almost hobbling, he was moving so slowly.  


  Maureen bent and picked up the bucket of water. She had better things to do. 


  But boy, that old guy sure creeped her out.  
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  The old man was surprised to see the car parked in the driveway of the house. His bushy, gray eyebrows drew together and his jaw worked overtime, grinding his dentures as he stood quietly on the sidewalk. Movement in the second-floor window caught his eyes and he blinked. 


  A woman stared back at him. She was too old to be a student. The hair that framed her jaw was silver. It was obvious she was watching him, probably curious as to why an old fella would be standing there gawking. If she asked him that question, he wasn’t sure he could give her a reasonable answer. Not that it mattered. Like all the others, she’d be gone soon. 


  He returned his gaze to the sorrowful half-moon window just below the peak of the roof.  


  He’d only missed a few days over the last twenty years, when there was an ice storm, or he’d picked up some flu bug. It always played on his mind to the degree he was never able to sleep until he resumed the daily visit. There was something about the house which drew him back, every day. 


  He never understood why he moved to Kingston after he retired. He grew up on a farm, went to war, came home and spent his working life out west in the oil fields. But when it was time for him to retire, the only place he considered was Kingston. Not Victoria, and not even Florida. He never lived in Kingston until he became an old man. And with the universities and colleges in the city, it was more a city for youngsters, really.  


  And here he was now, living in a nursing home. The high point of his day was this daily sojourn; a walk through the park to gawk at that house. He couldn’t explain it. He was drawn to the place, and yet at the same time repelled by it. Watching it from across the street was fine; but if he tried to cross the streeet, he’d get dizzy and feel very, very odd. He was a moth, and that place was a flame—he had to come near it, but too close and it would hurt him.  


  Still staring at the curved window, the sadness sharpened and took his breath away. He gasped and went still for a moment.  


  Finally, he said his daily mantra. “The circle must close.” He turned away and ambled through the park, making his way home. 


  But make no mistake... he’d be back tomorrow. 
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  Gillian finished cleaning the kitchen and peeked out the window to check on Sarah. She felt guilty watching her daughter straddling the seat of the swing, rocking sideways. It had been a lonely afternoon for Sarah but she would make it up to her... Maybe buy her some art supplies, something a bit more challenging than just coloring. 


  She opened the back door and her eyes narrowed peering at the child. She was talking to herself. “Sarah?” 


  The young girl looked up and grinned. She swung her leg over the seat and ran toward Gillian. “Hi Mommy!” 


  “Were you talking to yourself?” She leaned over and kissed the top of her daughter’s head. 


  Sarah drew back and her eyes were round staring at her mother. “I was talking to Alice and Agnes. They’re my new friends. They’re sisters.” She turned to look at the swing, then turned back to Gillian, her face puzzled. “Where’d they go? They were right there!” 


  Gillian looked from the swing to the fence bordering the yard. “Well, I guess they just had to go home or something.” She sighed and reached for her daughter’s hand. Mom was probably right; better to not make too much out of this. “Would you like to go shopping with me? I’ve got a surprise I want to get you.” 


  Sarah’s face lit up and she tugged at Gillian’s hand. “A surprise? What is it? Tell me!” She started bouncing on her toes. 


  Gillian could only smile at the sudden about-face, the excitement in Sarah’s eyes. “If I tell you, it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it? You’ll have to wait till we get there.” She opened the back door and led her daughter into the house, ignoring the whining protests to tell her what it was. 


  Maureen’s footsteps sounded on the stairway and a minute later she walked into the kitchen. “So you two are off now to get some groceries? Would you like my debit card? It’s bound to be a big list of things to buy.” 


  “No, that’s okay, Mom. I’ll get it this time. Anything special you’d like me to pick up?” Gillian grabbed her purse and smiled at her mother. 


  “Actually, why don’t you pick up a bottle of that wine like we had last night at the hotel? Let’s christen our first night here with a glass or two.” Maureen walked to the front door with Gillian and Sarah. She peered out but the old guy who’d been in the park staring at her, was gone. 


  Gillian held her arm up and grinned. “Twist my arm.” 


 
 *** 


  It was ten o’clock that night when Maureen and Gillian trudged up the stairs. With a few glasses of wine coursing through their veins, easing the tension from overworked muscles, they were more than ready to call it a day. The moving truck had arrived on time, furniture placed, beds made and most of the boxes unpacked. 


  Maureen patted Gillian’s shoulder and said, “goodnight,” leaving Gillian standing in the doorway of Sarah’s room. The night-light cast a soft glow in the room, revealing the small body curled into a ball under the comforter. Gillian stepped closer to the bed and checked her breathing like she did every night since Sarah had been born. 


  The easel she’d bought that day was set up in the center of the room, displaying Sarah’s drawing. Gillian bent over to see what her child had created. There was a big tree, a swing and three little girls playing next to it. The figures were crude, as any drawing a five-year-old would create but she’d put dresses on two of them. The third one was in shorts and her hair was braided. That had to be Sarah. 


  “Hello Agnes. How do you do, Alice?” she whispered with a soft smile. “School will be starting soon, so you’ll be moving on I guess.” She bent over Sarah’s sleeping form and kissed the top of the child’s head before heading to bed herself. She was beat to a snot. 


 
 *** 


  A few hours later, the floorboards in Maureen’s room creaked. She woke with a start and sat up. Someone was watching her! What was that? The room was pitch black. The window was covered with a dark towel. The shopping trip to get curtains would happen the next day. After that old guy ogling her, there was no way she was getting undressed in a room without some kind of covering on the window. 


  Creak. There it was again! It was those floorboards in the center of the room. Her heart pounded in her chest and she held her breath, straining to see. “Gillian? Is that you?” Her voice was a fast whisper. 


  Silence was the only answer. But there was something there. The hair on the back of her neck rose, as the feeling grew. Someone was watching her! “Sarah?” 


  Again, silence. 


  She leaned to the side and reached for the chain on her bedside lamp. Immediately, light flooded the room. There was no one there. But she’d heard something. It had been loud enough to wake her from a deep sleep. She glanced at the clock. Twelve minutes past one. Oh my. She’d only been asleep a few hours.  


  She took a few deep breaths, willing her heartbeat to resume its normal pace. Old houses creaked sometimes. That was all it was. Maybe the temperature outside had dropped, or maybe the barometer, and the house was feeling that.  


  But what about that sense of someone watching her? She shuddered. Actually, that feeling was still there.  


  The light gave some comfort. There wasn’t anyone in the room. It was just her mind playing tricks on her. So much had happened over the past couple of months. Mike’s death. Leaving a home where she’d always lived. The last three months had seen more changes in her life than ever before. 


  She settled down into the bed and pulled the covers tight. One thing was certain though... the bedroom light was staying on. 
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  The next afternoon... 


  Another day and they were too busy to play or take her to the park. And they made it clear; she was too little to help put up curtains. They wouldn’t let her hold the ladder, Nana scolded her when she picked up the pliers, and Mommy gave a big huff when she said she was bored and told her to go to her room and work on her drawing. Sara stomped out of Mommy’s bedroom and down the hall to her own. Not fair! 


  Standing in front of the easel, she picked up the black pencil from the tray on the front. All of a sudden the room smelled really nice, like flowers. Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply. She kept her eyes closed even when she felt a smooshy pressure all over. It was like she was all wrapped up in warm bread and soft fur at the same time. It felt so nice she shivered a little. Her hand moved around the easel for a few seconds and then everything went away. 


  She opened her eyes. The picture on the easel was… prettier or something. She saw that Agnes and Alice looked… realer somehow. And both girls were smiling, happier too. 


  Sarah’s eyes sparked. “Maybe they’ll come and visit again!” Putting the pencil down, she scooted back to where Mommy and Nana were working. 


  “Can I go out and play in the backyard?” 


  Mommy was at the top of the ladder fooling with the curtain. She glanced over and said “Sure, sweetie.”  


  The day was hot and humid, making the strands of hair which escaped her braids, stick to her neck. She raced over to the swing and hopped up onto the old wooden seat. Her legs strained out in front of her and collapsed quickly. This was the way Mommy had said to pump and go higher. It still wasn’t working though.  


  “Hi Sarah!” The voices of the twins spoke in unison.  


  Sarah grinned and turned her head to see them, her eyebrows knotted. That was weird. They were wearing the same clothes as the day before and their hair ribbons were still slipping off at the side again. Mommy always made her change her clothes every day. 


  “Hi Alice. Hi Agnes. How come I didn’t see you come in the gate?”  


  “No silly, we were already here! We were hiding! Want to play tag again?” Agnes reached for the rope, pulling Sarah closer. 


  “Okay. That was fun yesterday. But aren’t you hot in those dresses and socks?” Sarah popped down off the swing and turned to look at her friends. 


  “No. We’re fine.” Alice tapped Sarah’s arm. “Tag! You’re it!” She grabbed her sister’s hand and they raced around the thick tree trunk, with a flurry of lacy slip and black leather shoes flying high.  


  “Wait! Let’s get a drink of water first. I’m thirsty.” Sarah started toward the house and stopped midway there, turning to see if they were with her. “Hey! Come with me. I’ll show you my drawing and my room.” 


  The two girls stood on each side of the tree and their smiles faded. 


  “We can’t.” Agnes looked down at her feet, while Alice shook her head from side to side, her lower lip pushed out. For just a moment it looked like they were going to cry. 


  “What’s wrong?” 


  “We have to go out on the boat later…” Alice’s voice was low.  


  “Alice! Now you shush!” Agnes said sharply. “The circle’s still open!” 


  Alice turned to her sister, holding out her hands like a plea. “But Sarah’s little, like us!” 


  “What circle?” asked Sarah. The twins whipped their heads around to her. Their eyes looked a little funny. Sarah felt a little scared and took a step backwards. 


  Alice’s face got funny, like she was gonna start to cry. “I don’t know!” she said. 


  Agnes put her arm around her sister’s waist. Still looking at Sarah, she said, “It just is.” She gave a sad sigh and her eyes looked okay again.  


  “You’re talking all mixed up,” Sarah shook her head a little.  


  Alice stared at the door to Sarah’s house. “It’s Bridey, Sarah. She insists we go to the lake,” her voice was just above a whisper. 


  “And she forbids us to go inside the house,” added Agnes.  


  “Forbids? What’s that mean?” 


  “It means we’re not allowed,” said Alice.  


   “How come? It’s okay. I’m really thirsty. My mommy won’t mind.” Sarah took a few steps toward them and crossed her arms over her chest. Bridey sounded mean. “Is Bridey your mommy?” 


  “No!” they said together.  


  “We told you! Our mummy died and Bridey married Papa,” said Alice. 


  “She’s your stepmother? Like in Cinderella?”  


  They nodded.  


  Agnes clasped her hands in front of her tummy. “We’ll wait here for you, Sarah. Then we’ll play on the swing and play tag and have such jolly fun!” She smiled, but it wasn’t a for-real smile, Sarah could tell when people didn’t smile for real.  


  “Please, Sarah, let’s not speak of this anymore,” said Alice. “Fetch yourself a drink of water and we’ll wait here for your return.” She took Agnes’ hand. “While you’re inside, I’ll cheer up my sister, don’t you worry.” 


   “Okay. I’ll be right back.” Sarah spun around and raced to the back door. When she got there, she turned before going in. Were they still there? Yesterday they ran away when Mommy came outside. 


  The sisters waved their hands and smiled at her, standing side by side holding hands. Agnes’ face wasn’t as sad anymore. Sarah turned and went into the kitchen. Thank goodness she had her real mommy and not a mean stepmother like that Bridey lady.  
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  “Whew!” Maureen flopped down onto her bed and wiped her brow. What a day to be climbing up and down a stepladder; it was way too hot and muggy.  


  Gillian appeared in the doorway, taking in the newly hung rose-colored curtains and the matching bedspread. “This looks pretty nice. It’s starting to feel like home.” Handing a glass of ice water to her, she said, “Would you mind watching Sarah for a while this afternoon? The university emailed me that there’s an orientation tour that I’d like to go to.”  


  “Sure. I haven’t really gone into the backyard to see what’s what out there.” 


  “Thanks Mom. I’ll only be a couple hours.” She stepped away and her footsteps sounded in the stillness, thudding quickly down the stairs. 


 
 *** 


  An hour later, Maureen held Sarah’s hand coming back from the playground in the park. Her back had felt a little stiff and they’d abandoned the gardening in favor of a trip to the nearby playground. As they approached the house, she looked at all the ivy clinging to the brick around the front door. She’d read once that the foliage could damage the brick and knew that spiders liked to hide there too. There was just too much of it; it needed to be cleaned up. You could hardly read the house number. 


  They crossed the street and Maureen looked down at Sarah walking beside her. “I’m going to snip some of those brambles off the front of the house. Why don’t you get your drawing book and pencils and work on that while I’m working on the veranda?” 


  “Can I play on the swing instead?” 


  Maureen fished the front door key from her pocket and slid it into the lock. “Sure, go ahead.” As she rummaged in the kitchen for garden shears, she heard the back door open, a giggle of laughter from Sarah before it closed behind her.  


  Clearing the ivy at the front wouldn’t take that long. She tugged the branch of ivy that was threatening to cover the house number, and sliced through it cleanly. She tossed it aside and tackled another gangly twig, pulling it out and snipping it off. 


  She discovered a brass plaque above the house number, covered in thick brambles.  


  Suddenly, she stopped and looked over her shoulders. The air was filled with fragrance from the rosebushes which lined the front and side of the house. She inhaled deeply, feeling the fresh scent fill her head. What a special aroma.  


  Turning back to her work, she tugged at the stem and set of leaves which covered and clung to it. More tendrils of the ivy had curled under the plate and resisted her first tugs. Her fingers coiled around it and she pulled harder against the gnarled vines and finally it gave.  


  A large embossed ‘C’ could be seen on the plate but the rest was still hidden. Once more, she attacked the growth, tugging and slicing until finally clearing the plaque of the overgrown coverage. 


  The brass plaque was almost black with age, the letters on it difficult to make out. She wiped the surface with her hand. Reading the word, her mouth fell open, gazing at the letters on the sign. She stopped breathing.  


   ‘Crawley.’  


  In silent astonishment her eyes and her fingers glided over the letters. Slowly, she exhaled. This couldn’t be. The coincidence was too unreal. Crawley? Her family name?  


  “What are you doing, Mom?” Gillian’s voice interrupted, bringing her back to the heat and brightness of the day. “What’s that you’ve found?” 


  Maureen turned to look at Gillian, still unable to speak. She pointed to the plaque. 


  Her daughter’s brow furrowed and she strained forward to read it. Her eyes grew wide and her head jerked back. “Crawley? What the hell?” 


  Maureen felt her head get light and she caught herself from swooning. Her hand rose to grip Gillian’s arm. “Don’t you see? We were meant to live here!”  
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  The following evening as they were preparing supper, Gillian looked over at her mother. “The more I think about it, the idea of buying this house makes sense. Chances are, I’ll stay in Kingston when I graduate. There’re lots of employment options for nurses here.” She brushed her hands together. “You’re sure you’re going through with this then?” 


  “Absolutely.” Maureen opened the oven door and took the meatloaf out. She set it on the counter and then turned to face her daughter. “This house was built by a Crawley. It just seems right that a Crawley own it again. Our home in Lanark would never have worked out. You weren’t interested in farming and I’m not getting any younger.” She gave her daughter a smug look. “And when I gave the university a really low offer, they jumped at it. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime deal if you ask me!” 


  “Well, it’s your money; and if you’re happy, I’m happy.” 


  A loud thud vibrated the ceiling above them. 


  Gillian and Maureen jerked back and their eyes were round staring up at the ceiling. 


  “What in God’s name was—” 


  “Sarah!” Gillian raced out of the room and her feet flew on the stairs. 


  Maureen’s voice called after her. “She’s outside on the swing, Gillian.” 


  Gillian’s hand rested on her chest and she sighed with relief walking into her daughter’s room. The bed hadn’t broken and the desk and bookcase were still upright. Even the easel in the center of the room was the same... 


  Her eyebrows drew together. Except it wasn’t. The drawing which Sarah had made of the three girls was different. The children were no longer stick figures. Sarah had fleshed them out so they more closely resembled actual people—showing a talent for depth and proportion beyond her years. 


  “Gillian? Did something fall over? What made that racket up there?” Maureen’s voice, calling up the stairwell, interrupted her daughter’s thoughts. 


  Gillian peeked into the bathroom and her bedroom. Again, nothing was amiss. She strode down the hallway and opened the door of her mother’s bedroom. The room was tidy, the comforter on the bed smooth and straight and the dresser and upholstered chair tucked neatly against the wall. She sighed and walked across the room to peer out the window. The noise had to have come from outside. Street repairs? 


  She turned and started to retrace her steps when the corner of a thick book caught her eye. It was half hidden behind the door and she’d missed it at first glance in the room. She picked it up. The family Bible? She shook her head and propped it up on the shelf, next to the ancient photo album which her mother cherished.  


  She walked out of the room and peered at her mother’s face as she stepped down the stairs. “One of your books fell off the shelf.” 


  “Which one?” 


  “The family Bible. No wonder it made such a thud, huh?” Gillian cocked an eyebrow at her mother. “The holy book scared the bejesus out of me,” she said with a half smile. 


  “Har-dee-har-har, such a punster.” Maureen shook her head. “How about giving me a hand with supper?”  


  “Sure.” 


  When dinner was just about ready, Gillian headed out to the backyard.  


  Sarah raced over and held her arms high, pressing her body against Gillian’s thighs. “Are you coming outside to play with us?”  


  Gillian scooped her daughter up and balanced her on her hip. She gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Hungry moppet? Dinner’s just about ready.” She walked to the doorway and stepped up into the house. Her head tilted to the side and she looked into her daughter’s eyes. “Hey, I noticed your drawing. You’re really getting good at it.” She tickled her daughter’s waist. “Did Nana help you with it? 


  Sarah laughed and pushed her mother’s hand away. “Nope.” She looked over her mother’s shoulder back at the tree and smiled and waved. “See you tomorrow!” 


  “Who you talking to?” 


  Sarah looked at her like she was too stupid to live. “Agnes and Alice, silly!” 


  “Who?” Gillian turned around to the backyard. “Sarah, there’s nobody there.” 


  Sarah giggled. “I know. They go home really fast!” She shrugged her shoulders. “They were with me on the swing, but left when you came out.” She gave a small pout. “They’re shy I guess.” 


  “Shy, huh?” 


  Sarah nodded. 


  “Shy like in make-believe?” 


  Sarah looked off to the side and spoke slowly. “I don’t think sooo...” 


  “But maybe…” 


  Sarah shrugged. “I like them! They’re nice!” 


  Before it got any further out of hand, she gave Sarah a kiss on the nose. “Well, you’re nice too!” She’d have to talk about this with Mom later on. “Let’s head in.” 


  When Gillian stepped into the kitchen she peeled Sarah away from her body and set her down. “Would you get the cutlery and set the table, moppet?” She smiled when Sarah raced over to the cabinet and pulled the drawer out. 


  She finished tossing the salad and watched her mother mash the pot of potatoes. Once more she was reminded how much weight Maureen had lost and how the lines on her face seemed deeper. “Mom?” 


  “Hmm...” She glanced up and her eyes met Gillian’s. 


  “In a few weeks Sarah and I will be in school. I was thinking... After you go to the lawyer’s office and get the paperwork going, why don’t the three of us take a vacation?” 


  “Go on a holiday while I’m buying a house?” Maureen’s eyebrows lifted in puzzlement. 


  “Well, you’re paying cash, and there’s only been two other owners since it was built from what Jeremy Sloat said.” She held up her fingers one at a time. “The guy who built it, the second owner who then gave it to the university. I don’t think it should be very complicated.” 


  Maureen shook her head. “Yeah, I’ll be a real big shot, on the phone with my lawyers from poolside at a hotel.” 


  Gillian nodded. “That’s right, but nothing exotic and expensive. Maybe a week in Niagara Falls. We’ve never been there and Sarah would enjoy it. By the time we get back, the deal ought to be pretty much done!” Giving a cheesy grin she added, “After all, we’re already moved in, right?” She folded her arms. “What do you think?” 


  Maureen’s hands stopped and a slow smile brightened her face. “It’s been years since I’ve been there. That sounds wonderful. God knows, when you start school, there’ll be no time for anything like that.” 


  “Great! I’ll pack while you visit the lawyer.” Gillian picked up the salad and set it on the table. She ruffled Sarah’s hair. “What do you say, moppet? Would you like to go to Marineland and see the Falls?” 


  Sarah was carefully placing the cutlery on paper napkins. She looked up at her mother and then stared out the window at the swing for a few moments. “Can Agnes and Alice come? They play with me in the backyard all the time!” Sarah looked down at the floor and a dark look came over her face. “Bridey probably won’t let them though…” she added in a soft voice. 


  “Your friends from the backyard?” The hair on the back of Gillian’s neck stood up. What the heck was this now? Her imaginary friends had a mother named Bridey? “Who’s Bridey, honey?” The expression on her daughter’s face was disturbing for some reason. Gillian wiped a wisp of hair which fell forward behind Sarah’s ear.  


  “Their stepmother. She’s not very nice…” 


  “Oh?” Gillian tried to keep her voice light. “How do you know Bridey’s not nice?” Who in the world are these people? She glanced over to Maureen asking the question with her eyes and got a shrug and a headshake reply from her mother.  


  “Alice and Agnes told me.” Sarah was still looking intently at her toes. “They said it’s a secret.” 


  “Well, the next time you see your friends, let me know, and I’ll ask their mommy, okay?” 


  Sarah’s head whipped up. “She’s not their mommy!” Her face was defiant; her lips pulled tight against her teeth and her hands had balled into fists. 


  “Sarah!” Maureen said, her own hand flying to her mouth, shocked at the little girl. 


  “Well, she isn’t! She’s mean and… and…” looking to her Nana and Mommy, Sarah burst into tears. Gillian scooped her up in her arms, and Sarah clung to her neck like a drowning man. She stared wide-eyed at Maureen to see the same expression returned. 


  “It’s okay, baby, it’s okay,” she said, rocking the child.  


  “I think Bridey’s bad, Mommy. I think she’s bad, bad!” Sarah had nuzzled into her neck at this point. Gillian held her, rocking her back and forth. In a few moments, Sarah’s breath had evened out. Gillian kept gently rocking the child. 


  “Gillian,” whispered Maureen. “She’s asleep!” 


  “What’s happening, Mom?” 


  “I think she’s just overtired.” The look in Maureen’s eyes showed she was anything but certain of her diagnosis.  


  “Hey… hey moppet…” Gillian rubbed Sarah’s back as she cooed. 


  Sarah’s head rolled in the crook of Gillian’s neck. She leaned back, blinking her eyes open and smacked her lips. “Hi Mommy,” she said. “Was I having a nap?” She smiled, thank God. 


  “Yes, moppet, you dozed off for a bit. Feeling better now?” 


  Sarah looked puzzled. “Sure! I feel great! What’s for dinner?” 


  Neither woman mentioned Bridey, nor Agnes, nor Alice that evening.  
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  Time flew, and before she knew it, Maureen had shook hands with the lawyer and stepped out of the office to join Gillian and Sarah in the reception area. She felt light, like she was floating on air walking over to them. In her hand was the folder containing the deed and survey of 8 Harvest Street. 


  Gillian looked up from the magazine she’d been perusing. “All done?”  


  Maureen smiled and nodded her head, not trusting her voice to answer. Her insides were quivering with excitement and she wanted nothing more than to race out of the building and get home as fast as humanly possible. The time spent in Niagara Falls had been fun with Gillian and Sarah. They had spent the days wandering around, seeing the sights and attractions with no timetables to meet.  


  When they returned home, they all decided not to do any more fixing up on the place until the deal had closed for once and for all. Now that the house was officially hers, she had plans.  


  “C’mon Sarah. Let’s go home.” Gillian tapped her daughter’s knee and rose to her feet. 


  Sarah closed her coloring book and poked it and the box of crayons, into her knapsack. She scampered up to her grandmother and took her hand. “Nana? Now that you own the house, can I get a dog instead of a cat? I think I’d rather have a dog.” 


  Sarah’s big blue eyes, and hopeful smile tugged at Maureen’s heart. She chuckled and turned to Gillian. “Did you put her up to this?”  


  Gillian’s eyes widened. “No!” She glanced down to her daughter. “This is news to me, Mom.” 


  Maureen gave a little snort. “Must run in the family then. I had my first dog when I was five, we got you Clifford when you were five, and now here’s moppet keeping up the family tradition.” She turned her gaze down to her granddaughter, but continued addressing Gillian. “You’re okay with it?” 


  “It’s your house, Mom,” Gillian said with a crafty smile. “But I think it’s a good idea. Sarah’s old enough, and the company would be good for her.” She gave a little nod to Sarah who was watching the exchange between the two women. “Having a real life companion would be a good thing, don’t you think?” 


  Maureen looked askance at her daughter. “It’s our house, Gillian. Our house, okay?” She put her hand on top of moppet’s head. “If it’s fine with your mother, I think it’s a wonderful idea, Sarah.”  


  “Now? Can we get it now?” The little tyke turned and pulled at her arm, her grin as wide as any jack-o’-lantern’s. And just as toothy. She had lost her first baby tooth while they were away.  


  “Tell you what. Drop me off at the house and you two go to the pound together. Don’t get something too big—” 


  “Gee and my heart was set on a Great Dane!” 


  Maureen shook her head. “It’s your daughter, and her dog; you think I’ll be cleaning up accidents?” 


  “Ick.” Gillian’s eyes almost crossed. “Maybe not so much a Great Dane.” 


  Maureen laughed at the expression on her daughter’s face. 


  Ten minutes later, Maureen got out of the car and walked up the steps to her house. Yes, her house. She gazed at the bronze plaque with the name ‘Crawley’ embossed on it. She was going to polish that plaque and gussy it up nice. She had even put that off until the deal was done, in fear of jinxing anything. Her mouth twitched for a second. Would she have bought the house if not for that plaque? Probably not. But there were no second thoughts that she’d done the right thing. 


  She slipped the key into the lock and turned it slowly. She dropped her head, a wound in her heart opened up with the realization that Mike wouldn’t be carrying her over this threshold. With a small shake of her head she banished the pain to the back of her mind. She’d probably shed a few tears in bed tonight. Again. 


  “Sure you don’t want to come with us to pick out a dog?” Gillian looked up at her mother. 


  Her hand rested on the doorknob and she turned her head to answer her daughter. “Actually, I’d like some time alone in the house. I’ve never done anything like this before... I mean, buying my first home. It must sound silly but—” 


  “It’s not silly, Mom. This is something you wanted to do and I agree with you. We’ll be back in an hour or so. Enjoy the quiet while you can!” Gillian went back to the car and left.  


  Maureen pushed the door wide and gazed around at the foyer and entrance. Yes, it was good to be here, to own this home. When she turned to close the door, she stopped for a moment. That old man was back. He was across the street, on one of the park’s footpaths. He was standing still, his hands resting his cane, watching her intently.  


  Who was he and why did he stare at the house like that? And he was watching the house, not her. The first time she saw him, she was behind the curtains at a window; even so, he had stood in that path, gazing at the building. Her eyebrows drew together and she exhaled slowly. Should she confront him, find out what the heck his problem was or just leave it be?  


  He looked ancient. He could just be senile or something. He wasn’t any sort of threat… was he? Not at that age—he looked like he could barely stand, let alone hurt someone. Maybe he was just being neighborly or something. When they made eye contact, she lifted her hand in a small wave. Yes, I see you, mister. She felt a sense of relief when he nodded back.  


  Closing the door behind her, she smiled and took a deep breath. Yes, it was her house. Gillian would probably inherit, but it was her name on that bloody deed! She could at least be honest about that to herself.  


  Standing in the hallway, she turned her head like a princess taking in her dominion, a kewpie-doll smile forming on her lips. Her eye wandered up and down the oak stairs, and turned to first the dining room, then the living room. ‘No, ye eejet, it’s called the parlor!’ echoed in her head. 


  She nodded with a small smile. Of course.  


  The only sound breaking the stillness was the click of the grandfather clock.  


  The heels of her sandals echoed when she walked into the living room. Dust motes, caught in the rays of the late afternoon sun, flecked the air beside the wide front window. She wandered over to the fireplace, and ran her fingertips over the mantel. It would be beautiful when a fire was burning in it… 


  She looked at the coved ceilings that curved into the plaster walls as she walked to the end of the room, pausing to glance out the window into the backyard. The flower beds lining the fence would need work but that was something she preferred to do herself rather than hire the job out.  


  The swing’s gentle movement caught her attention, and her eyes hooded. ‘That should be cut down and burned in the fireplace!’ sounded in her mind out of nowhere. She nodded to herself.  


  Of course.  


  The back of her neck tingled, and she blinked her eyes a few times. She was more tired from that vacation than she’d thought.  


  She walked through the rounded archway, past the back door and into the kitchen. She glanced at the swing again as she passed by the window, and exhaled softly seeing that it was now still. At the counter, she emptied the kettle to pour fresh water and make some tea—the first cup of tea to christen her new home. 


  While she waited for the kettle to boil she decided to make good use of the time. Upon entering the dining room, a faint floral scent drifted into her nostrils. She paused and sniffed again. Yes, not just floral but roses. The sweet scent was unmistakeable. She gazed around the room trying to find the source. Perhaps Gillian had left a potpourri or scented oil on the hutch or cabinet. ‘It was smashing how well the scent complemented the room.’ A soft, gentle voice lilted in her head.  


  Maureen rolled her eyes. She was talking to herself in her head in two voices! One as rough as canvas, the other smooth as French satin. She chuckled to herself.  


  She trudged up the stairs, walked down the hall and opened the door to her bedroom. She’d have time and the peace now to catch up on any email or reading on her laptop. She hadn’t had it with her while they were away.  


  Her head jerked back and she stopped short. The family Bible was laying on the floor in the center of the room. How did it get there? She always kept it in the bookcase by the door. Could Sarah have been in her room, looking at the book? She’d have to ask her. The book was old, a family heirloom which Sarah needed to be careful with. 


  The high-pitched whistle of the kettle downstairs caught her attention. She picked up the book to put it back in its rightful spot.  


  At the kettle’s insistent whistle, she hurried down the steps to go into the kitchen and unplug it. A few minutes later she settled at the dining room table with her mug of tea and opened her laptop. As the computer booted up she took a sip, her gaze above the rim of the cup flitting around the room. Aside from a fresh coat of paint, this room was fine. In fact it was her favorite room in the house. She sniffed. Pity, that sweet aroma had faded away. 


  The thump of a car door, followed by the squeals of her granddaughter could be heard outside. When she opened the front door, Sarah and Gillian were coming up the walk. A small, fawn-colored dog was straining at the leash in Sarah’s hand, scrabbling toward the house. Sarah was laughing and giggling as she was being tugged along. 


  It got to the top of the steps, looked up at Maureen and promptly sat down, cocking its head. 


  “Oh my God, what an ugly dog,” she said under her breath. She looked up to Gillian. “You got a boxer?” 


  “No, silly!” squealed Sarah. “She’s a pug! This is Pearl the pug! Isn’t she cuuute?” 


  Cute? Maureen’s mouth opened for a split second and she closed it again. Pearl was still sitting patiently at her feet, her large eyes watching her. Maureen squatted down to look at this creature more closely. 


  When she crouched, the dog perked its ears. Her large brown eyes were soulful as they peered at her from the folds of her coat. When Maureen held out her hand, the dog leaned forward, sniffing with its pushed-in, black snout. After a few quick sniffs, it gave her hand a lick and tilted its head up to her. Pleased to make your acquaintance. 


  Maureen’s heart melted. Cute was an understatement. Pearl was adorable. “Yes… I think she is very cute.” 


  “So ugly, she’s pretty,” said Gillian. 


  Maureen nodded in agreement. 


  “She’s not ugly! She’s cute!” Sarah said. 


  Gillian had a bag of dog food and another white plastic bag in her hand. She followed her mother into the house and shut the door. 


  “I’m going to show Pearl the house!” Sarah raced up the stairs, the dog two steps ahead. 


  Maureen turned to Gillian and smiled. “It is pretty cute and Sarah obviously adores it. I made a pot of tea. Would you like a cup?” 


  “Sure. I’ll put the dog stuff away and join you.” 


  Maureen led the way down the hall and into the kitchen and took a mug from the cabinet. “I’ve got a few plans for the house.” 


  Gillian walked over to the counter and took the mug of tea from her mother’s hand. “Oh yeah? What are you thinking?” 


  They walked into the dining room and took a seat. 


  “Well, the fireplace for one. I want to get it checked, make sure everything’s in working order and that room in the attic. Maybe we’ll—” 


  A loud thud was followed by barking and a low growl. The women jumped and Maureen looked past the archway to the stairs. Gillian was already on her way, bounding up the stairs, two at a time. 


  Maureen was right behind her, her heart thudding fast when the yapping became downright ferocious.  


  At the threshold of Maureen’s bedroom, Pearl stood, snarling into the empty room, wild-eyed. Sarah had her arms around the dog’s neck trying to comfort it and pull it back to the hallway. She looked up to the two women. 


  “I was showing her the house and when we got to your room Nana, there was a thump when I opened the door and Pearl got scared!” She hugged the dog to her chest. 


  Pearl was having none of it. She was scrabbling at the floor and broke free of Sarah. She bounded into the room and let out a piercing yelp. With her tail tucked, she leapt out of the room into Sarah’s arms, now whining, ‘Aaarrroooo!’ 


  Sarah was still on the floor and clutched at the dog. “It’s okay, Pearl, it’s okay.” The dog began to lick Sarah’s neck and ear. Sarah turned her face up to the women. “Close the door! Close the door!” 


  Maureen reached into the room grabbing the knob. As she pulled the door closed, she saw the Bible again on the floor. 


  “It’s a banshee, Mama! Pearl saw the banshee!” Sarah’s eyes were like diamonds, staring up at them. She stood, cradling Pearl who was still howling. “She sees the banshee!” she cried out again as she stumbled to her room. 


  Maureen looked over to Gillian and the two women stared at each other goggle-eyed. 


  “Mom, what’s wrong with my child?” Gillian said in a whisper.  


  “I don’t know…” 
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  Maureen sat bolt upright in her bed. Her eyes peered around the room while her heart thudded fast in her chest. She glanced at the clock on the bedside table. Twelve past one. She sighed. That was the same time she’d woken up before, when the floor had creaked. 


  She pulled the cord on the lamp and tugged the comforter close around her neck. The only sound now was the ticking clock. She must be the only woman in the city who used a windup clock in the bedroom. Since childhood, she had always had one, and wouldn’t be able to sleep without its monotonous ticking.  


  She jumped at the sound of the loud creak from the center of her room, inhaling sharply through her nose. The stench in her nostrils made her start to cough. It smelled like something died under her bed! 


  She puffed her cheeks and blew out a blast. Great. As if Sarah’s meltdown wasn’t enough! She didn’t know who was more frightened by the child’s outburst. It was the second one now. And like the first time, after her outburst, Sarah cried, dozed off and woke up fresh as a daisy. What was wrong with that girl? 


  And now she had goblins in her own bedroom? Goblins who really could use a shot of air freshener? This was too damn much. 


  She sniffed the air again. The smell had gone. What the hell? And any presence she felt—or rather thought she had felt—was gone too. She exhaled slowly and gave her head a small shake. This was crazy. It had to be all the stress. Leaving the farm, then buying this place, all in such a small space of time. Small wonder she was going crazy.  


  With a sharp toss of her hand, the comforter landed on the side of the bed and she stood up. A cup of tea or hot chocolate... She sighed. No. She’d have a glass of wine. That would do the trick. 


  She stood up, grabbed her housecoat and the family Bible. She was going to leave this in the living room where she could keep an eye on it. She’d found it too many times in the center of her bedroom; she’d put it in a spot where Sarah couldn’t get at it.  


  Making her way down the hall, she peeked in at Sarah, and her gaze softened watching the child’s peaceful face, Pearl curled up at the foot of her bed.  


  The dog lifted its head and hopped off. She turned to go down the stairs, a small smile on her lips watching the dog step in line behind her. Even with only a dog for company, it was better than being alone in the night. 


  A nightlight lent a yellowish glow to the kitchen. She took a glass from the cabinet and when she’d filled it with wine, she wandered into the living room and sank down into the cushiony sofa. With the heavy book propped onto her bent knees, feet digging into the cushions, she took a long sip. The dog hopped up on the sofa and nestled in at her feet. She plucked the crocheted afghan from the back of the sofa and settled in. She’d have her wine and hopefully get drowsy enough to go back to bed and fall asleep.  


  It was an enormous book, the size of a large old-fashioned photo album, but much heavier. Each time it had slipped off the table in her bedroom, the thud it had landed with, was as loud as if a concrete block had been thrown to the floor. No wonder; each page was a hardy vellum stock. Resting it on her lap, her fingers traced the embossed, gold edged title which read ‘Holy Bible.’  


  She certainly didn’t lug it all the way downstairs for nighttime reading. She hadn’t given much thought or respect to the idea of God or Jesus since she was a young girl. She didn’t even know what the illness was which took her Nan away. It must have been some sort of cancer though. When Nan took to her bed in the family home, Maureen had bloodied her knees beside her bed beseeching God with prayer to spare the woman. 


  As Nan worsened, she pled with God for at least a peaceful death. Her poor grandmother had wasted away so much, the last time she came home from the hospital, she’d known there was no hope. But even a peaceful death wasn’t meant to be; the shrieks and keens of agony from Nan when her morphine drip ran out were agonizing. That a woman of such indomitable will and spirit, reduced to a slobbering husk, was a condemnation of God. When Father Carson spoke to Maureen at the wake how her death was a blessing, she’d laughed in his face. It made more sense to realize God didn’t exist than to try to figure out how such a being could be ‘the first mover’ of such a chain of agony.  


  Ever since, she would describe her spiritual leanings as ‘I’m an avowed agnostic.’ One day, she would tell Sarah the stories of Nan she recalled from her own childhood. Life everlasting? Not at all; but she’d do all she could for Nan’s memory to live on. 


  Leafing through the gilt-edged pages, she had to admire the craftsmanship. On the inside of the front cover was inscribed the reason she had kept the foolish thing. Nan’s own mother’s name was at the top, Eileen Marie (O’Hanlon) Crawley. Below that was written ‘Bestowed to Mary (Crawley) O’Neill, daughter. That was her dear Nan. A cascading chain down the cover showed the Bible being then ‘bestowed’ to Marie Aileen, her own mother. And below that was written ‘Bestowed to Maureen Mary’, which was herself. She would see Gillian’s name below that before she died, and Gillian would inscribe Sarah’s name when it was time.  


  In a way, it was the family tree. Going all the way back to Eileen Crawley at the top of the page, the family had survived through the birth of ‘only’ children—all daughters. Not that she and Mike hadn’t tried to have more kids; both of them were bawdy lovers with healthy appetites.  


  She grimaced a little at the ironic thought ‘God didn’t bless us with any more.’ Still, from the first time she thumbed this book open as a child, she could not understand why it also bore a name off to the side of the page in parentheses—‘Eamon Crawley.’ Who was he? And why was a single line drawn through that name with a different pen? His name was inscribed in the timeline between the matriarch, Eileen’s and her Nan’s own name. Who was that guy?  


  Not for the first time had the mystery of Eamon intrigued her. She talked about this mystery entry with her own mom a few times but had hit a brick wall. Even when she was alive, her Nan wouldn’t discuss him. Neither woman knew anything about the mysterious Eamon.  


  She rubbed her finger over the name inscribed in the vellum and the hair on the back of her neck stood up. ‘T’was a sweet name’ whispered in her head. ‘He will guard the riches of this house forever! Eaaaamonnnn.’  


  Her eyes took on a diamond glitter.  


  “Of course,” she whispered.  


  The pug at her feet stirred, then sat up suddenly with a soft whine, snapping her out of her reverie. 


  Maureen sighed and tossed the afghan aside. “Do you need to go out?” She set the book on the floor and tramped after the small pooch, down the hall to the back door. She flipped the deadbolt and opened it, clutching her robe tighter to her throat. 


  The dog darted by her leg, and scampered to the edge of the patio where it hunkered down to do its business. Mission accomplished, it darted back into the house and she closed the door and bolted it shut. When she turned to go back into the kitchen, the dog was at her feet, the hackles on its back standing high and stiff. She bent down and scratched behind its ear. “It’s okay, girl. You’re okay.”  


  She went back into the kitchen and topped up the glass of wine. Instead of setting the bottle back in the fridge, she took it into the living room and set it on the coffee table. The first glass of wine had settled in and her muscles were beginning to feel heavier and much looser. She snuggled into the sofa, pulling the afghan over her, and reaching for the Bible.  


  She finished the bottle of wine and climbed the stairs to go back up to bed. The wine and the reading had done the trick, making her drowsy enough that creaking floorboards and the wailing wind outside wouldn’t keep her from passing out. She glanced at the clock. It was almost three in the morning. If she was lucky, Gillian and Sarah would let her sleep in. 
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  The patter of Sarah’s bare feet in time with the click, click of the dog’s toenails on the hardwood floor intruded on Gillian’s sleep. The door opened and Sarah rushed over and hopped up onto the bed, snuggling in next to her, the dog right behind. Gillian’s arm curled over her daughter and she kissed the top of her head. “Hi moppet. How’d you sleep with Pearl on your bed? Did she keep you up?” 


  Sarah sat up and hugged Pearl to her chest. “She was quiet as anything, Mommy!” 


  Pearl began wagging her tail and straining forward to lick Sarah’s face. Gillian’s hand drifted to its head and scratched behind its ear. The dog hadn’t been there twenty-four hours yet, but already it was right at home. 


  “She probably needs to go outside for a pee. I’d better get up.” She stretched her arms above her head and yawned loudly. The wood floor was cool on her feet when she swung her legs over the side of the bed. 


  When Gillian rounded the newel post of the stairway, she glanced across at her mother’s room. The closed door told her Mom was still asleep. By the time Gillian was down the stairs, Sarah was on tiptoes, straining to reach the deadbolt latch on the back door. Gillian smiled and ambled down the hallway to help her. 


  When the door flung open, the dog rushed out but stopped at the edge of the patio. It turned and raced back into the house, hackles raised, letting out a low whine.  


  Gillian’s eyebrows drew together as she bent down to pat the dog’s head. The poor little thing’s eyes were huge and its tail was between its legs.  


  “What’s out there, girl?” She stepped down onto the patio and looked around. The yard was still. Pearl was at the door, hunkered down on her belly watching her. She walked down toward the end of the backyard, and when she got to the swing, from the door the puppy let out a yip. Scanning the rest of the yard from the maple tree, she didn’t see anything out of place.  


  Maybe the dog hadn’t settled in as fast as she’d first thought. Returning to the house, she scooped Pearl up and carried her into the kitchen, rubbing its head. Sarah had the bag of kibble under her arm, scooping some out to put into the dog’s dish. 


  “Maybe after breakfast, we should take Pearl for a walk in the park. Dogs need exercise for them to do all their business.” Gillian wandered to the counter and poured a cup of coffee from the gurgling machine.  


  Sarah sat crossed-legged on the floor petting the dog as it snuffed and snaffled at its food. “You mean for them to poop, right?” 


  “You got it.” Gillian opened the fridge door and reached inside for the carton of coffee cream. Her mouth gave a slight upward twitch when she saw the empty space where the bottle of wine had been. Sleeping in or sleeping it off, Mom? 


 
 *** 


  An hour later Gillian and Sarah, led by the dog entered the front door of the house. Music drifted from the kitchen followed by the beeping sound of the microwave finishing its cycle.  


  Sarah grinned up at her mother. “Nana’s up.” She raced down the hall with the dog bounding after her. 


  When Gillian walked into the kitchen her mother was sitting at the table with a mug of coffee set in front of her. Gillian’s eyebrows drew together. “Hi. Did you just get up? That’s late for you, isn’t it?” There were dark circles under her mother’s eyes and her skin looked kind of pasty. 


  Maureen nodded and took a long swallow of coffee watching Sarah fill the dog’s water bowl at the sink. “I didn’t sleep well last night. I got up and had a couple glasses of wine.” 


  Gillian laughed and took a seat across from her. “Yeah, from the look of you I didn’t think you had a cup of warm milk.” 


  Maureen set the mug down and sighed. “I feel like I’ve been hit by a Mack truck. Gosh, I’m tired.” 


  “That’s ‘cos you’re hung-over,” Gillian said, with a smug smile. “You’re not a regular drinker, and there was a fair bit of wine in that bottle.”  


  Maureen nodded. “Guilty as charged. I’ll feel better after a shower and something to eat.” 


  “Why don’t you take it easy today? Sit and read a book or surf the web or something. I’m going out to pick up some paint for Sarah’s room. She can come with me and we’ll be out of your hair for a while.” 


  Her mother exhaled slowly and her eyes were kind of hollow when she looked across the table. She turned her head when her granddaughter took a seat at the table. “Sarah, if you look at the old book which is on my night table, you have to be very careful. It’s really old and you can’t just leave it lying around on the floor.” 


  “I didn’t do that. I don’t go in your room.” 


  Maureen’s eyes narrowed and she sat forward. “Oh? So it jumps onto the floor by itself?”  


  “I don’t like your room, Nana! Even Pearl doesn’t like your room!” The little tyke’s lips were pursed together and she looked straight into her grandmother’s eyes. 


  Maureen slapped the tabletop. “Enough of ye’er brass! Ye and that filthy cur stay out of me room ye bloody blaggard!” 


  Sarah’s eyes widened and filled with tears and Pearl let out a soft moan from her dog dish. “Nana…”  


  “Hey, Mom…” Gillian said softly. “Take it easy…” ‘What the heck’s a blaggard?’ she wondered. 


  Maureen shook her head and took Sarah’s hand. “I’m sorry, Sarah… I’m not feeling too good this morning.” She turned to Gillian. “If it wasn’t her, then who was it? You? Me? C’mon, Gillian…” 


  “I won’t ever, ever go in your room, Nana! I promise!” Sarah was on the verge of tears. Maureen reached over and gave her arm a squeeze.  


  Watching them, Gillian knew Sara was telling the truth. She was always able to tell when Sarah fibbed or didn’t tell the whole story. This wasn’t one of those times. Gillian sat up straighter in the chair. “Mom, remember that day we heard the loud bang upstairs? And we found your Bible was laying open behind your door? Sarah was down here when that happened.” 


  Still stroking Sarah, Maureen waved her hand. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. I’ve put it up on the top shelf in the living room bookcase anyway.” 


  Gillian nodded. This wasn’t worth making things worse right now. Mom’s hangover was giving her temper an edge, so she decided to let it slide. “Is it okay if we leave the dog with you while we’re out? We’ve taken her for a walk so she shouldn’t be a bother.” Gillian rose to her feet and walked to the counter to get her cell phone from the charger.  


  “It’s fine.” Her mother went back to sipping her coffee. 


  Sarah looked up at her mother, her eyes wide and solemn. Gillian ruffled her hair and winked at her before picking up her purse. 


  “Will you pop into the liquor store and pick up another bottle of wine? It helped me get to sleep last night.” Maureen rose and refilled her mug with coffee. 


  “Sure.” Gillian turned and took Sarah’s hand, leading her down the hallway. “We’ll see you later!” The words were more cheerful than the lump of worry in her gut. 


  When they were outside, Sarah tugged at her arm and looked up at her, the usual smile on her face no longer there. “Nana’s wrong. I didn’t touch her book, Mommy.” 


  She leaned over and kissed the top of her daughter’s head and pulled her in tight to her body in a swift hug. “I know, moppet. Sometimes grown-ups make mistakes and forget things. I think that’s what happened today. She made a mistake. But remember, she loves you.” 


  “Very well, I suppose.” Sarah looked up at her mother, her eyes like diamonds. “She was quite wroth with me. She was as frightful as Bridey.” 


  Gillian stopped dead in her tracks. 


  “What did you say?” 


  Sarah blinked twice. “I said I didn’t touch her book.” 


  “No, after that, about being wroth.” 


  Sarah tilted her head. “What’s a wroth?” 


  Gillian huffed a sigh. “It’s an old-fashioned word.” Taking Sarah by the hand, she said, “Let’s go get the paint.” Skip it. Imaginary friends, a hungover mother and she had a room to paint. It was going to be a long day. 
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  Later that day, Sarah sat on the swing in the backyard. She could see her mother through the window in her room, rolling pink paint onto the walls. Nana was in the dining room looking at her laptop. She’d been kind of quiet when they’d gotten home. It seemed like she was still a little mad about that book. 


  Pearl sat next to the back door, her head turned up watching it. No matter how hard she’d coaxed, the dog wouldn’t leave the patio area. The dog shivered even though it was a warm day and once or twice she’d let out a soft whiny sound. 


  “Hi Sarah.” 


  Sarah jumped and had to grab the swing’s rope tighter to keep from falling off. Agnes’ face appeared right next to her own, her eyes narrow and laughing. “Hi Agnes. Where’s Alice?” 


  “Boo!” Alice popped out from behind the tree, her dark shoes landing next to Sarah’s feet. 


  The dog let out a louder whine and scratched at the door, her tail curled between her legs. 


  “Is that your dog? I don’t think it likes us.” Agnes took a few steps closer to the patio, and giggled when the dog began to scratch and whine louder.  


  Sarah was about to run over to let the dog in when Alice spoke. “Agnes! Come back here! Hurry!” 


  Agnes spun around, and grabbed Alice’s hand. Together they darted behind the tree. 


  The back door opened and Maureen appeared, casting a nasty look over at Sarah before the dog scampered inside. 


  Sarah slipped forward off the swing’s seat and scampered round the tree. “Why’d you do that?” 


  “Do what?” Alice’s fingers slipped inside the collar of her dress and she scooped out a silver chain. A ray of sunshine glinted off the metal she held between her fingers. 


  Sarah leaned forward and her mouth fell open. “I have one like that.” She fished the St. Jude medallion from the front of her T-shirt. “See?” 


  Agnes stepped closer and reached for it. “That’s mine.” Her eyes were narrow and her lips were a pouty line. 


  Sarah jerked back at the same time as Alice spoke. “No Agnes. It’s Sarah’s. Don’t be mean. You scare me when you act like that.” She turned and like flipping a switch, her face brightened into a wide grin. “Mine is engraved on the back.” She twisted it in her fingers and leaned closer to Sarah. 


  “A. C.” Sarah recognized the letters on the medallion. Her eyes grew wide and she smiled. “Mine too! That’s what mine says!” 


  “Of course it does.” Agnes’ arms crossed over her chest and her shoulders jerked low. “The man stole it from me. Now you have it. That’s not fair!” 


  Alice turned to her sister and cupped her hands over her twin’s ear, whispering something. Whatever it was, made Agnes smile and nod her head. 


  She turned to Sarah and her hand reached out to grip Sarah’s forearm. “Can you keep a secret?” 


  Sarah’s eyes lit up. A secret! She loved secrets even though she knew she couldn’t keep one if someone tickled her. “What is it?” There she hadn’t lied. 


  Alice pointed to the top floor, to the half-moon window tucked under the eaves. “If you were to make that your bedroom, we could visit you there.” 


  Sarah’s mouth closed and she thought. She had a Berenstain Bears book about Sister Bear having friends over for a sleepover. Was that what Alice meant? In the book it had been lots of fun even though Brother played tricks on the girls. 


   “A sleepover? Your mom would let you stay the night? I’m sure my mommy wouldn’t mind. She’s really nice. So is my nana usually, but not today. Today she’s mad at me. She thought I was playing with her book when I wasn’t. Honest.” 


  “We know.” Agnes reached for Sarah and put her arm over the tyke’s shoulders. 


  Sarah’s eyebrows drew together. “How did you know that?” 


  Alice looked down at the ground for a moment and her blue eyes were sad looking at Sarah. “She’s in Bridey’s room, silly!” She rolled her eyes when Agnes poked her in the ribs. “I mean Mother’s room.” 


  Agnes squeezed Sarah’s shoulder. “You sleep in the nursery. It’s a nice room.” 


  Sarah took Alice’s hand so the three of them were joined. “I wish you’d come inside and meet my mommy. I told her about you but I can tell she thinks I’m making it up.” 


  The twins looked at each other, and their lower lips extended in a small pout. “We can’t.” Alice kicked at the ground with the toe of her shoe. 


  “If I move into that room at the top... you can then?” Sarah’s voice was hopeful and her eyes were round as dinner plates. 


  Agnes nodded. “Let’s play hopscotch.” 
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  Maureen sighed and rose from her chair at the dining room table. The dog’s scratching at the door was not only a distraction but it was probably ruining the door with its nails. The smell of fresh paint drifted into her nostrils as she walked down the hall. At the foot of the stairs, she called up to her daughter. “Gillian? Would you please open a window and close the bedroom door?”  


  There was no way anyone would be able to sleep up there with that reeking stench! She opened the back door and the dog scurried into the house. A ridge of raised hair darkened the center of its back and its tail curled down between its legs. Across the yard her granddaughter’s gaze met her own. What had the child done to the poor dog? Her lips were tight when she closed the door. 


  A throbbing ache began behind her eyes. She stopped in the kitchen and took a couple aspirin with a glass of water. Maybe the stink wasn’t as bad in the living room. She picked up her laptop and settled on the sofa. She smiled and reached down to pet Pearl.  


  Today she had decided, one way or another she was going to find out the history of this house. Considering she’d never done genealogy before, perhaps a more useful tack would be going to sites specializing in that. After she typed ‘researching my family tree’ there were a number of sites offering help. 


  The next few hours flew by like they were minutes. When Gillian appeared in the living room later, Maureen was startled.  


  Her daughter smiled and flopped onto the chair across from her. “I thought you were going to take a nap.” There was a smudge of pink paint on her jaw and the cuticles of her fingers were stained as well.  


  Maureen swung her feet off the sofa and sat up straight. She’d learned so much from her research! “I think I’ve found out, who built this house. If the records in my family Bible are correct, and I’m pretty sure they are, then it was a great-uncle, Kevin Crawley.” 


  “What are you talking about?” 


  “This.” Maureen got the family Bible off the shelf and opened it to the back of the book. There, in swirly handwriting were the names of the parents and brothers and sisters of both Sean Crawley and his wife, Eileen. Sean had just one brother, and Eileen had come from a family of eight children.  


  “Look!” Maureen pointed to Sean’s side of the family. “His brother was Kevin. Kevin Crawley!” She took a deep breath and went on in a rush. “Crawley was my great-grandfather. I came across an online entry which mentioned a Kevin Crawley living in Kingston. I have to go to the newspaper and check their archives to find out more, but I’ve got a good feeling about this.” 


  “So?” 


  “That’s right around when my great-grandfather settled in Lanark. I think they may have come over from Ireland together, and settled down at around the same time in different regions.” 


  “That’s a real stretch, Mom. What you’re saying is that there are two guys named Crawley who lived in Ontario at around the same time, and were some relatives of ours?” 


  “Yes!” Maureen’s head nodded in excitement.  


  Gillian’s eyebrows drew together and she leaned forward in the chair. “You’re really interested in this family stuff, aren’t you?” 


  “Well yes! It makes buying this house all the more meaningful, don’t you think? It’s history, right here at my fingertips.” The clock in the dining room chimed five times and Maureen’s eyes flew open wide. “Oh my! I’ve spent the whole afternoon doing this?” 


  Gillian nodded and rose to her feet. “Pretty much. It’s time to start dinner.” She headed out of the room. “Waste of time, if you ask me,” she said in a low voice. 


  “Gillian McDougall! How dare you!” 


  Gillian stopped and turned around facing her mother. “Excuse me?” She put her hands on her hips. 


  “How dare you be so flippant about this!” 


  “You’re saying I’m flippant,” she gave a small snort. “I think you’re becoming obsessed, to tell you the truth.” 


  “What!” 


  Gillian folded her arms over her chest. “What’s the big deal? So what if this house was built by some great-uncle, Whozis?” 


  Maureen’s jaw dropped. “I can’t believe this! I gave up my family home in Lanark to move here. I sunk my life’s savings into this place! Now to find out there could be a family connection? You don’t think that’s fantastic?” She shook her head. “What’s the matter with you?” 


  “What’s the matter with me?” Gillian’s eyes flashed wide.  


  “Yes! You don’t think it’s great that this could be our new family home?” 


  “Ohhh! I get it! Our family home!” Gillian’s eyes narrowed. “Just like the old farmstead back in Lanark, huh?” 


  “Yes!” 


  “The old farmstead back in Lanark I had to leave when I got pregnant? That old family home?” 


  Maureen waved a hand at Gillian. “Nobody asked you to leave! That was your decision!” 


  “Oh yeah! It sure was! The silent treatment was deafening! Dad didn’t say two lousy words to me for four months! And you could barely look at me either!” 


  “It wasn’t like that!” 


  “It certainly was!” Gillian stepped up to her mother, jabbing a finger at her. “Sure! I was eighteen years old, six months pregnant and on welfare in a one-bedroom apartment in town! That was sooo much easier that living in my childhood home! You and Dad were ashamed of me and forced me out!” 


  “We did not! We loved you, Gillian!” 


  Gillian sighed and rested a hip on one of the arms of a nearby chair. “Not enough to ask me to come home, Mom. Not enough for Dad to ever come around.” Her chin quivered. “Look—if this ‘family connection’ is important to you, fine. I got better things to do with my time.” She stood up. “Like start supper.” She stalked out of the room.  


  For a moment Maureen sat there in a daze. That had been harsh. Her daughter had snuffed out any excitement she’d felt a few minutes before. She snapped the laptop shut and set it on the coffee table. Gillian’s and Sarah’s voices drifted in from the kitchen, too far away to hear what they were talking about.  


  She got up and marched out of the room to join them. Sarah was sitting on the floor, tossing a rubber ball across the room that the dog raced to capture. Gillian was peeling potatoes at the counter. 


  For a moment it was like she was an outsider, intruding on their time and space. It didn’t help when Sarah looked up and stayed silent—no joy in her eyes seeing her nana. Even the dog was too engrossed with the ball to even notice that she’d entered the room. Well, like it or not she lived there too and it was time they showed a little gratitude. 


  Her back straightened and she strode over to the fridge and opened it. “I thought we’d have chicken. I defrosted some earlier today.” She pulled the package of chicken breasts from the shelf and set it in the sink. 


  “That’s fine. What about vegetables? Want me to make a salad?” Gillian’s voice was cold and she didn’t look up from her hands gripping the potato.  


  “No. We should use up the broccoli before it goes bad.” She peeled the wrapping from the package and ran cool water to rinse the pieces of meat. “I’m going to call a contractor tomorrow to start work here. I want to open up that stairway so we can use the attic room.” 


  Sarah scrambled to her feet. “Can I have that room for my bedroom?” She took a step closer and tugged at Maureen’s shirt. 


  Maureen’s eyes were narrow when she stared down at Sarah. She counted silently to ten before she spoke. “No!” Sarah’s face recoiled as if she had been struck. She took her hand away from Maureen’s shirt.  


  Gillian wiped her hands and turned to her daughter. “Honey, I’ve just finished painting your room. You said you liked it. You picked out the color and you even picked that bedroom. If you’re thinking of a bigger space, then when Nana moves upstairs, maybe we’ll make her old room a playroom.” 


  Maureen’s heart had quickened and her mouth became dry at Gillian’s words. “No! Stay out of that room!”  


  Sarah’s face twisted in defiance. “I wouldn’t step foot in that room! I hate that room, Nana!” 


  “Hey, hey… what’s up with you two?” Gillian asked softly. Their heads pivoted to her, showing fire in their eyes. Gillian held her hands up. “Hey… we’re all on edge today, aren’t we? Let’s all just take a breath, okay?”  


  Supper that night was eaten in total silence. 
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  Sarah’s eyelids were heavy when Gillian rose from the bed. Before turning off the light, she once again looked at Sarah’s drawing. It had been filled in with even more detail. She shook her head and turned the light off. There was just enough light in the room from the night-light to see Sarah tucking the bunny close and Pearl the Pug on the bottom of the bed. As she started to shut the door, Pearl raised her head. Goodnight pooch.  


  Her footsteps were soft on the stairs when she walked down to join Maureen. When she went into the kitchen, there was no sign of her and the bottle of red wine on the counter was only half full. She put her fingers to her mouth staring at it. Her mother had drank that much? Since supper? In all the time growing up, she’d only ever seen her mother drink at special occasions. Now she was making up for lost time. 


  She left the room and wandered down the hall to join Maureen in the living room. Once more, the laptop was open on her mother’s lap and a glass of wine in her hand, as her eyes focused on the screen.  


  “Hey Mom.” Gillian flopped down into the chair across from her mother.  


  Maureen glanced over at her. “Is Sarah settled for the night?” Her voice was a monotone.  


  Gillian ignored the slight slur in her mother’s voice. “Yeah, I thought of letting her sleep with me but the paint fumes have pretty well faded.” Gillian watched her mother empty the glass of wine and set it on the coffee table. It was probably too soon to have that conversation with her. She’d had a rough night, so see how it went when things settled into a routine. 


  She asked her mother, “Have you noticed Sarah’s drawing?” 


  Maureen’s eyebrows drew together and she glanced over at Gillian. “What about it? You used to like drawing at her age. You gave it up when you discovered boys.” 


  “Really? I can’t remember.” She tucked her legs under her butt and leaned against the arm of the chair. “It’s pretty good—Sarah’s drawing. There’s three little girls, one of which I’m sure is a self-portrait with the braids and shorts. The other two girls are in dresses, old-fashioned dresses. But it’s the depth and realism in their faces that’s kind of amazing--I mean that a five-year-old drew it.” 


  “Your drawings were pretty good. At least your dad and I thought so.” Maureen lifted the glass and held it out in front of Gillian. “Would you mind getting me another glass?” 


  Gillian sighed. “Are you sure you want another glass? You’ve had a few already.” 


  “Never mind. I’ll get it myself.” Maureen set the laptop on the table and rose to her feet. She took a step and stumbled. 


  “Mom!” Gillian jumped to her feet and grabbed her mother’s arm. “You don’t need any more wine, you’ve had enough.” 


  Maureen’s arm rose and sloughed Gillian’s hand away. “Don’t tell me what to do! If I want a glass of wine, I’ll have a glass of wine. It’s my life and it’s my house!” Her eyes were narrow slits.  


  “Fine! Do whatever you want. I’m going to bed.” Gillian stormed by her mother. 


  “Thanks, but I don’t need your permission!” 


  Gillian’s feet stomped fast on the stairs. Her mother was being a total jerk—had been all day. She was hung-over all day today, and would be again tomorrow. 


  Great.  
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  Maureen’s hand quivered pouring the last of the wine into her glass. She watched as a few drops splashed onto the floor. So what?  


  She took a gulp, feeling it burn the back of her throat when she swallowed. That bloody Gillian! The nerve of her telling her what she should do! She’d sacrificed so much to be with her daughter, help her out with her kid and this was the thanks she got?  


  How could Gillian understand what she’d gone through? She was too self-centered! As for Sarah, she was becoming a spoiled brat... and a little liar to boot. Maureen drained the glass of wine, feeling it warm her stomach.  


  She tossed the glass into the sink and smiled when it shattered. Let the ‘English crumpet’ Gillian, and her precious babeen Sarah clean that up! It was time for bed. 


  She tottered out of the room and clutched the banister as she walked slowly up the stairs. She’d sleep tonight, by hell! No creaking was going to wake her up, not tonight. Her hand skimmed the wall as she made her way down the hallway and into her room. 


  The bedside lamp cast a dim light, not daring to penetrate into the corners of the room. Maureen looked around the room, her body weaving, every piece of furniture blurring into duplicates. She flopped down onto the bed and kicked her slippers off. Her back fell onto the soft surface and she closed her eyes, not even bothering to get undressed. Her hand drifted in the air until it bumped on the lamp and she flipped the switch off.  


  A few hours later, she snorted and her eyes opened. Oh God no. That damned squeaking board. To hell with it. She closed her eyes, hoping to drift back into her dream. It had been nice; Mike was in it and they were driving into town in his truck. He was taking her to church, with Gillian as a child sitting between them. 


  But it wasn’t a truck. It was a motorcar. And Gillian was wearing her lovely, summer dress with the large bow in her hair. Maureen felt somewhat uncomfortable in the fairing heat, with the layer upon layer of clothing she wore herself. Her chemise and pantaloons, under petticoats, and finally her dress itself. Thank goodness for the breeze in the air! She looked over at her husband, so proud of his new motorcar. She was baffled now. That wasn’t Mike… it was someone else! He turned to look at her and smiled, his teeth white. But his teeth kept growing and growing…! 


  Her eyes opened, startled awake. She pulled the covers over her head shivering. It was cold, so cold in her bedroom. 


  That disgusting smell from the other night had returned. She hunched in the bed, breathing shallowly through her mouth. What the hell was wrong with her? The rancid stench took on a deeper layer of putrid. Rotting meat and now death itself flowed through her nostrils and into her brain. 


  She pulled the comforter from her eyes when she felt the pressure at the foot of her bed. Someone was sitting on her bed! 


  She blinked through her drunken haze at the shimmering face before her. It was a woman, her eyes piercing out from under a furrowed brow and her lips pulled back showing small white teeth. 


  “Oh!” Maureen shook her head and clenched her eyes shut. When she risked a peek it was gone. As was the stench in the room. 


  She jumped out of bed and raced down the hall to the stairs. The door to Sarah’s room was open and the dog gave a soft whine from its place on the bed. Sarah was curled into a ball and sound asleep. Gillian’s bedroom door was shut and no light shone from under it. She looked back at her bedroom, her heart pounding. Since she’d been in the house, she had hardly spent a single peaceful night in that room! 


  She crept down the stairs to the living room, her knees wobbly. She had never felt such dark and total hatred directed at her before. It was like a wave that crashed over her. She couldn’t remember a single feature of that face… except those teeth! 


  She turned on one of the lamps in the living room and bundled the afghan around her. If it came again, drunk or no, she’d scream. 


  She clutched to the thread of that thought. She was drunk, thank God! Oh Lord, if that were to happen to her when she was sober!  


  Huddling onto the couch, the next thought came to her. Was she that drunk? She had to be. Otherwise she was losing her mind. 
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  Gillian finished in the bathroom and went downstairs to put the coffee on. The dog followed at her heels, wagging its tail and giving small yips. “Sorry Pearl. Let me finish this and I’ll let you out.” She got the coffeepot and turned to the sink to fill it. 


  Her head jerked back. Shards of glass and the stem of the wine glass sat in the sink. What the heck? Her mom had busted the glass and just left it? She shook her head and sighed, setting the pot on the counter. 


  The dog continued prancing and yipping at her feet.  


  “Okay. Let’s go.” She walked to the back door and let the dog out. It would be okay outside on its own for a few minutes. She went back into the kitchen and picked the pieces of glass from the sink, muttering to herself. What if Sarah had reached in and cut herself? 


  She’d just begun to fill the pot with water when the dog began barking and scratching. 


  “Give me a minute,” she said out loud. She still needed to get the can of coffee and fill the basket. 


  Pearl was having none of it. She began to ‘Arrroooo’ and was pounding on the back door. 


  “Sheeesh!” Gillian strode to the back door and flung the door open. Pearl was a fawn-colored blur on the floor shooting past her, toenails scrabbling on the hardwood floor as she shot for the stairway. Gillian heard her head for Sarah’s room. 


  What the hell spooked that dog so badly? She stuck her head out the doorway checking out the yard. Nothing. Go figure. Closing the door she glanced up at the ceiling hearing Sarah’s laughter. Just as well, the girl should be getting up anyway.  


  She finished making the coffee and wandered into the hall while she waited for it to drip through. Entering the living room, her eyes closed for a moment and she took a deep breath. Maureen was passed out on the sofa, snoring softly. She didn’t even bother to go to bed? Just stayed up drinking and passing out down there? Oh God. 


  She spun around and stomped back into the kitchen. She flipped the cupboard door open, grabbed a coffee mug and slammed it soundly. Taking the lid off the sugar bowl, she clattered it onto the top of the stove. After she added her sugar and cream, she clattered the spoon onto the stove as well. Mom better get her act together. School was starting soon for Sarah, and her own classes were about to begin. This was two nights in a row she’d gone to bed drunk! 


  Sarah entered the room holding Pearl in her arms. “Where’s nana?” She set the dog down next to its dish and turned to her mother. 


  Gillian’s fingers gripped the box of cream tightly and her eyes narrowed, but she kept her voice light. “She’s still asleep, but I think she’s getting up soon. How about after breakfast we take the dog for a run in the park?” She took a sip of coffee and smiled at her daughter. “What do you think?” 


  Before Sarah could reply, Maureen appeared in the doorway, rubbing sleep from her eyes. Her hair was totally disheveled and the dark bags under her eyes seemed even worse. She glanced at the two of them before walking silently over to the coffeepot and pouring a cup. 


  Seeing the wide-eyed puzzlement in Sarah’s eyes, Gillian sighed and turned to her mother. “Would you like something to eat, Mom? I was thinking of making bacon and eggs. Sometimes grease is the perfect cure for a hangover.” 


  Maureen looked down and muttered, “Sometimes you should mind your own business.”  


  “Oh?” Gillian reached in the fridge and grabbed a juice box. She plucked a chocolate granola bar from the cabinet and handed both items to Sarah. “Can you play upstairs or outside for a little while, moppet? Nana and I have to talk about some things.” 


  When Sarah disappeared outside and she saw her heading for the swing, Gillian turned and faced her mother. The older woman leaned against the counter, the mug of coffee clasped in both hands. “Mind my own business, huh?” 


  Maureen took a sip of coffee. “I’m fine, Gillian.” 


  “Fine? You’re anything but, Mom!” Gillian ran her hand through her hair. Things between us were fine when we went to Niagara Falls, sure; but since we’ve come back, you’ve been…” she blew out a blast of air. 


  “I’ve been what?” 


  Gillian’s eyes darted to the side, then back to her mother. “You’ve been… well, acting odd.” She ticked off her fingers. “You’re obsessed over this family history thing, you’ve been snappy at Sarah more than once, and good grief, you’ve passed out drunk twice in the last two days!” 


  “Oh, so now I can’t have a drink in my own house? Is that it?” 


  “I’m trying to figure out what the hell’s going on with you, Mom! Is this some kind of grief thing or something?” 


  “You leave your father out of it! As if you gave a damn about that man!” 


  The words struck Gillian like a blow. She staggered back and wiped her mouth. “How. Dare. You! What a rotten thing to say to me! He was my father!” 


  “He was my husband! And ye shamed him so!” 


  “Ashamed! Ashamed? Better I should have gotten an abortion? That would have made everything better?” 


  Maureen waved her hand in the air. “I didn’t say that, Gillian.” Dropping her hand, she took a sip of coffee. “But you have to admit, things would be a lot less complicated today…” 


  “Mom! What a crappy thing to say!” 


  Maureen’s eyes were steely when she looked at her daughter. “It’s true and you know it, Gillian.” She took a deep breath. “I wish your father hadn’t died. I wish I was never fool enough to buy this place.” 


  Gillian shook her head, dumbfounded. “Just yesterday we had a fight over you being sooo in looove with this Crawley place. Now you wish you never bought it? Mom, what’s the matter with you?” A sense of dread threaded across her heart. What the hell was with this woman? This—on top of Sarah acting weird—was too much to take.  


  Maureen looked at her daughter silently for a few moments. Her eyebrows drew together and she opened her mouth to say something, but then shut it firmly. “I didn’t sleep well last night. I tried sleeping upstairs but then I got up and came down here. I know I’ve been on edge, but I’m exhausted.” She sidled past Gillian. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m going upstairs to lie down in Sarah’s room.” 


  “In Sarah’s room? Why not your own room?” 


  Maureen turned and faced her daughter. “They’re all my rooms, Gillian. This is my house.” She pushed past her daughter and went back up the stairs. 


  As she climbed them, she called back to her daughter, “Maybe I should have raised my voice to you years ago. I was too lenient with you. Maybe you wouldn’t have had a baby when you were a child yourself and created this mess we’re in.” 


  Gillian stood in the kitchen stock-still, her mouth hanging open in shocked silence. 
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  The screaming match between Mommy and Nana rang through the air in the backyard. Sarah sat on the swing staring down, tears rolling off her cheeks onto the ground below her. It was all her fault. She shouldn’t have asked for a dog. She shouldn’t have asked for the room in the attic. Nana and Mommy were yelling at each other because she had done something wrong. 


  Her shoulders trembled as she clung to the ropes. At the light touch on her arm, she choked back a sob and lifted her head. Agnes and Alice stood at her sides, their eyes soft and welling with tears. They were still in the same dresses and the bows in their hair were still almost falling off. Sarah noticed, but was too upset to say anything about that.  


  “It’s okay, Sarah.” Alice rubbed Sarah’s shoulder. 


  “No it isn’t. It’s all my fault that Nana and Mommy are yelling at each other.” She twisted in the swing sloughing off Alice’s hand. 


  Agnes stepped toward the house and stood staring in the window. Her hand rose and she pointed inside. “It’s not your nana, Sarah. It’s Bridey. I hate her.” 


  Sarah walked over to Agnes and shook her head watching the two women inside the house. “Where? I don’t see her. There’s just Nana and Mommy.” She rose on her tiptoes to see more of the room, almost to the entrance of the dining room. It was definitely Nana and Mommy and they were still banging around in the kitchen, their voices loud. 


  A small hand closed over her fingers and squeezed. Alice was now next to her. “She’s there, Sarah.” 


  Agnes slipped her hand over Sarah’s. “She wants you to leave.” 
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  Maureen was waiting at the kitchen table later that afternoon when Gillian and Sarah came in the front door. They both eyed her stiffly as they hung up their coats. She couldn’t blame either of them; that morning blow-up between her and Gillian had been horrendous. As her daughter and granddaughter puttered around the kitchen and put some food down for the dog, she rolled her mug of tea in her hands. 


  Still looking down, she said, “I’m sorry.” 


  Gillian paused and looked at her. “It’s okay, Mom.” Her voice was flat. 


  Shaking her head slowly, Maureen said, “No, honey, it’s not okay. I said some terrible things to you this morning.” She still couldn’t look her daughter in the eye, she was so ashamed. “And about Sarah, too… I was horrid.” Her voice hitched. “I don’t know what came over me… I’m sorry, girls.” She looked up, her eyes welling with tears. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she whispered. 


  Gillian crossed the kitchen and bent over hugging her. “You’ve been through a lot, Mom. And I was out of line too. I should have held my peace yesterday when you were talking about Crawley’s and such.” She gave a short laugh. “Maybe we’re just trying to catch up with our lives or something? This has been one hell of a set of changes you know.” 


  Maureen pressed into her daughter’s arm. She’d raised a good woman. She glanced over to Sarah, who was on her knees petting Pearl as the pooch tried to eat. Sarah was watching the two of them. She gestured, and Sarah stood and flew into her other arm. The three of them stood gathered into each other.  


  “Let’s order a pizza, what do you say?” she said when Sarah and Gillian smiled and stepped away. 


  “Sounds good to me.” 


  After Gillian placed the order, Maureen said, “Someone’s coming tomorrow to open up that third floor.” 


  “Well, don’t complain about the heat bill this winter, Mom. That’s got to be a pretty big area up there.” Gillian grinned. 


  “Do I get that room, Nana?” asked Sarah. “If you want it, it’s okay though… I don’t want you to get mad…” 


  Maureen tousled the child’s hair. “Someone’s got to sleep up there. We’ll figure it out.” 


  “What’s the rush, Mom?” asked Gillian. 


  “Well, I slept in Sarah’s room after I went back upstairs this morning, and I woke up feeling like a million bucks. I don’t know what it is about me and my bedroom, but I don’t…” she glanced away for a second. “You’d think it was haunted or something, maybe.” She gave a snort. “Anyway, maybe the feng shui or something about that room is just bad for me—I don’t know.” 


  “More painting for me, huh?” Gillian said, smiling. 


  “Probably both of us. My old room will be a guestroom—” 


  “For company we don’t like!” said Gillian with a smirk. “If you hate the room, they won’t stay too long, eh?” 


  Maureen gave a short nod. “Yeah, something like that. Anyway, we’ll get the other room opened up tomorrow and figure out what needs to be done.” 


  “Okay.” 


  Maureen tilted her head at her daughter. “It was sort of funny when I was calling for a handyman. I was just going through the phone book, I spoke to two different guys—each time they seemed willing to come and do the job until I gave them the address.” 


  “Oh?” 


  “Yeah. The first guy, when I told him where, said, ‘Sorry, lady; something’s come up. I won’t be able to help you’, and he hung right up.” 


  “Pretty rude, huh?” 


  “Yes, but then it got strange. When I was speaking to the second fella and told him the address, he tried to beg off too!” 


  “What?” 


  “Yeah! It was pretty weird. I told him I was a widow and really needed help with this house… and if he wouldn’t do the work, who should I call?” She gave a small smile. “I laid it on pretty thick, trying to get this guy to come over, you know?” 


  “So, he’s coming?” 


  Maureen shook her head. “No… He gave me the name of a third guy—he’s in the phone book too. He said that they used to work together as repairmen for the university looking after their rental houses, and that fellow would do the work.” 


  “Mom, this is pretty damn odd, you know.” 


  Maureen nodded. “Well, I phoned the third guy and left a voicemail. He called back just before you guys came home. He didn’t sound too excited for the work either.” She gave her head a small shake and her eyebrows rose high for a moment. “But he said he’d come by tomorrow when I told him it was a simple job of just popping open the plywood covering the stairway to the third floor.” She shrugged. “He knew what I was talking about, and said it wouldn’t take him any more than fifteen minutes.” 


  Gillian sat back, looking at her mother. “You’re not having me on here, are you?” 


  Maureen shook her head. “No, I’m not. Scout’s honor.” 


  Gillian shivered. “That gives me the creeps.” She looked around the kitchen. “What did we get ourselves into when we bought this place?” 
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  Maureen was home alone when the handyman showed up. Gillian and Sarah had to be out for most of the day. Sarah needed to be registered for kindergarten, and Gillian wanted to get the jump on her orientation next week by going through the campus. They packed a lunch and were planning on having a picnic on the shore of Lake Ontario when Gillian was finished.  


  Maureen was waiting in the kitchen, finishing another cup of tea. She had moved some pillows and blankets to the living room last night and slept there. She woke up this morning the most relaxed and refreshed since they’d moved in. Her mouth twitched in a small smile—having nothing to drink for the last day and a half had nothing to do with that! Nooo… Pearl the pug was curled up under the table softly snoring and performing foot-warming duty at the same time. 


  She heard the truck pull into the driveway and the steps on the veranda before the doorbell rang, so she wasn’t startled. When she moved her feet to get up, Pearl rose, stretched and yawned, and ticked after her as she went to answer the door. Maureen looked over her shoulder at the dog. Stranger at the door, doorbell buzzing and hardly a peep from her. But put her in her bedroom or out back and the dog would go bonkers. 


  “You’ve got to work on your security skills, Pearl.” 


  Pearl just looked up at her, eyes asking for a treat. 


  With a sigh, Maureen crossed the foyer and opened the front door. 


  “Mrs. McDougall?” the man asked. “I’m Jeff Comstock.” He wore a red ball cap, and had a goatee flecked with gray. She felt the hard calluses in his hand when they shook, her fingers almost lost in his paw. She tilted her head and smiled. He was an overgrown teddy bear. 


  She took him right into the kitchen and bade him to take a seat. 


  “Would you share a cup of tea, Mr. Comstock?” she asked. 


  “It’s Jeff, but sure.” 


  “I’m Maureen,” she said with a smile, pouring him a cup.  


  He looked at her from the corner of his eye as he added his milk and sugar. “Wait till you get my bill, then we’ll see if I stay on a first-name basis, huh?” He smiled as he said it. 


  She gave a small wave of her hand. “You’re on the clock now, Jeff. I need a room upstairs opened up which the previous owners closed off.” 


  “Sure, I know what you’re talking about. I’ve been in this house lots of times.” 


  She put her elbows on the table and leaned across to him. “And that’s another thing. It took me three phone calls to find a workman willing to come here!” 


  His chin jutted out. “Those guys are pu—” he stopped. “Pansies. There’s a bunch of handymen, especially in this part of town, who won’t come to this address.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Any chance you spoke with Allan Alder?” 


  “Yes! He was the first person I called! He hung up on me when I gave him the address!” 


  Jeff nodded. “Yeah, his listing’s first in the phone book. I’m thinking of changing my listing to ‘AAA’ Home Improvements or something. We worked together doing jobs for the university on a lot of the houses on this street.” His gaze went to the ceiling and walls of the kitchen. “He’s scared to come here because of the stories his grandpa told him about the place, when he was a boy.” 


  “What stories?” 


  Jeff leaned over the table and lifted his teacup taking a long slurp. “Ahhh! You make a good cuppa, Maureen.” 


  “What stories, Jeff?” 


  He sat back in his chair, interlacing his fingers on his rotund stomach. “I don’t really know, to tell you the truth. That sort of stuff gives me the willies, so I stay away from it.” 


  “What sort of stuff?” 


  “You know,” he brought his hands up beside his ears waving his fingers. “Booga-Booga-Boo kinds of stories.” 


  “Like ghost stories?” 


  “Yeah. Hauntings, spooks, things going bump in the night… stuff like that.” He shook his head a little bit. “I never went for those kinds of movies or TV shows. Casper the Friendly Ghost was scary enough for me.” He tilted his head at her and drummed his fingers on the table.  


  “What?” 


  He looked over his shoulder to the door leading to the backyard and peered through the window. He turned back to Maureen with a strange look. “It’s still there…” 


  “What is?” Maureen leaned over the table to look out the window over his shoulder. 


  “The swing on the maple tree.” 


  “What about it?” 


  “It’s got a creepy story.” 


  “Oh?” 


  He nodded and silently took a sip of his tea. Placing his cup back on the tabletop, he said, “I don’t know if it’s true or not, but I’ve heard you can’t get rid of the swing, nor cut the tree down.” 


  “You’ve got to be kidding.” 


  He held his hands up, palms out. “Hey, it’s just what I heard!” He looked away from her gaze, and said, “I was told that by a guy who tried three times to take the swing down. Each time he did, it was back up the next day. And when he tried to cut the maple tree down, the first two times, his chainsaw wouldn’t work, and then his ax broke.” He shook his head. “I always thought Alan Alder was pulling my leg.” 


  “The handyman who hung up on me.” 


  “Yeah. He said it happened to him.” Jeff tilted his head at Maureen. “He told me the other stories too.” 


  “What other stories?” 


  Jeff pointed toward the side and front of the house. “The rosebushes. Same thing. You can pull them out all you want, chop them to pieces, whatever.” 


  “And the next day…” 


  “Yeah. They’d be right back the way they were.” 


  They both stared at each other in silence. What frightened Maureen the most wasn’t the stories. What scared her more was how they somehow made sense.  


  “Well… Allan grew up in this part of the city; just a couple of blocks from here to tell you the truth. So he’d know all the old tales and whatnot. But it’s the third story that’s the creepiest.” 


  “Oh, I can’t wait to hear this one.” Actually she could; but there was no way Maureen was going to stop now. 


  “Yeah… well… It seems the guy who built this house… murdered his wife here.” 


  “What?!” 


  “Yeah, happened years and years ago—sometime between the First and Second World Wars. They had some kind of fight or something, and he chased her all around the house and killed her upstairs.” 


  “In that room? Is that why the room is closed off?” If that was the case, she was going to bunk in the living room from now on. 


  “No... I don’t think so.” 


  “Why not?” 


  “Well, I’ve done work in this house, you know. That bedroom at the top, it’s been closed off as long as I can remember. They wanted to open it up for more bedrooms, but weren’t able to. Some kind of regulations about fire codes; it’s on the third floor with no fire escape, so it stayed closed off.” He shrugged. “It’s too bad, because I’m pretty sure it’s a huge room up there.” He drummed his fingers again. “No… I think the murder occurred in a bedroom at the back of the house.” 


  Maureen grew very still. “Why do you say that?” 


  “Nobody likes sleeping in it.” His gaze went to the staircase. “Tenants who slept in it said it stank at night.” He shook his head with a small laugh. “I never smelled anything in that room, and I checked it out a bunch of times.” He made a gesture with his fingers pinched before his lips. “I think it’s a case of college kids overdoing the wacky tabacky if you ask me.” 


  “A bad smell.” 


  “Yep.” 


  “Any bad smells in the room that’s closed off?” 


  He shook his head. “Nothing that I had heard about.” 


  When Jeff headed out to his truck for his toolbox, Maureen sat there shaking her head smiling at the absurdity of it all. She bought a creepy house, no question about it. At that moment, it dawned on her that not one of their neighbors had knocked on their door since they moved in. Not. One. In fact, aside from that old codger who walked past the house every day and stopped to stare at it—which, as far as she was concerned was a little ominous in and of itself—she had never seen anyone on the block they lived on. Nobody coming or going to work, no mailmen or deliveries… nothing. 


  It was as if the neighborhood was holding its breath, waiting. 


  She jumped, startled when Jeff came through the front door carrying his toolbox. Pearl barely yapped at him, and he bent down and scratched her behind the ears. 


  “I’ll have that open in no time flat, Maureen,” he said. Will you want me back to install a door?” 


  His matter-of-fact tone, going about his business, anchored her to the present. “Yes, any chance you can do that today?”  


  “Sure; we’ll head up to Home Depot after I get this done. You can pick one out as well as the hardware.” 


  “Sounds like a plan, Jeff.” She waggled her fingers beside her head. “Watch out for spooks!” 


  “That’s the ticket,” he said with a snort. Hitching up his toolbox, he left the sun-bathed kitchen and Maureen refilled her teacup. 


  Minutes later his body was spread at the bottom of the stairs with blood seeping from his head. 
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  Maureen watched from the veranda as Jeff hauled himself into his truck, started it and backed into the street, driving one handed. His right arm was bent at the elbow and resting in his lap. Neither of them were sure if his wrist was sprained or broken; he was going to the ER at Kingston General Hospital and have it looked at. 


  Neither of them knew what had happened upstairs which caused Jeff to tumble down.  


  He was out cold when Maureen reached him. He was prone on the staircase, as if he had gone body surfing down the steps. There was a cut over his eye which was bleeding. She shook him, calling his name until his eyelids fluttered open. 


  “Ow-wow-wow-OW!” he said. He began to gather himself together, sliding his legs from the stairs down onto the landing. 


  “Jeff! What in the world happened?” 


  He looked at her, blinking his eyes slowly. His hand went to the cut and he rubbed the blood away and looked at it dumbly, before looking back up at Maureen. 


  “Wha—wha—happened where?” he said, squinting his eyes at her. He pushed his face up toward hers and squinted again. “Maureen, right?” 


  “Yes! Don’t move!” She leapt to her feet and ran into the kitchen. She grabbed the roll of paper towels and a dish towel. She ran the dish towel under the faucet, soaking one end of it and flew back to where Jeff was. By this time he was sitting up on the stair landing. She bent forward and wiped the blood from his eyebrow gently. The bleeding was already slowing down, but he was going to have one heck of a bruise. He sat there quietly as she cleaned him up, then grabbing the newel post, he struggled to his feet. 


  Maureen stepped into him to help him up but he brushed her away. 


  “If I can’t stand up on my own, I’m in really bad shape, Maureen.” When he got to his feet, he let go of the post. He wobbled for a second. “Can we sit down in the kitchen for a minute?” 


  When they got to the kitchen table, he put his hands on the tabletop to support himself as he sat down and let out a yelp of pain. 


  “Oh man, that hurts like a bitch!” he said. Tenderly, he rubbed his wrist with the opposite hand. 


  “Oh dear, Jeff… is it broken?” 


  He moved his fingers and sucked his breath in through his teeth. “I don’t think so, but it’s taken a hell of a shot,” he said, his voice husky. He turned to Maureen. “What the hell happened?” 


  Her eyes flew open wide. “I don’t know! You headed upstairs to start the job and the next thing I know I hear you tumbling down!” She took a seat at the table and looked into his eyes. There was something in books she read that the pupils of his eyes should look strange if he had brain damage, but she didn’t have a clue what she ought to be doing right now. “Let me get you a glass of water,” she said, getting back up. 


  “What’s that supposed to do?” he asked. 


  “I don’t know! I’ve got to do something, don’t I?” 


  “Just give me a minute to catch my breath, okay?” He twisted his hurt hand in front of his face, his teeth drawing back in a hiss. “I think I need to get this looked at.” 


  “What happened?” She was filling a glass at the sink. 


  His eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t know… I went upstairs… and went to where the room was sealed off…” He lowered his head and closed one eye. “I remember tapping along the wall to make sure I was in the right spot. I put down my toolbox…” He looked up at Maureen. “And that’s it. The next thing I know, you’re shaking me.” He shook his head from side to side slowly. “I was out cold.” He picked up the glass of water and took a long sip. As he put the glass back down, he said, “I’ve never been out cold before in my life.” 


  “My car’s out front, let me run you to the ER.” 


  He gave a short wave. “No, no. That’s okay, Maureen. I’m okay. I’ll take my truck up there and see a doctor or something.” He finished the glass of water and stared at the glass in his hand. “I’ve never lost time like that though…” he said, his voice growing quiet. 


  No matter what Maureen said, he refused to let her accompany him to the hospital. Mike had been just as headstrong that time he broke two ribs falling off a ladder. But with Mike it didn’t make any difference—she was his wife dammit, and so they had gone together. But she wasn’t anything but a customer of Jeff’s, and so had no rank to pull. She extracted a promise that he’d call her and let her know how he was later that evening, but that was all she could get from him.  


  After he started the truck, he rolled the window down and motioned to her.  


  When she stepped up to the truck, his face was pensive. She rested her hand on the edge of the doorframe. 


  “I’m not the kind of guy who buys into all that spooky crap, Maureen.” 


  She nodded, silently. 


  “Two guys I’ve worked with think this house of yours is creepy. One of them thinks its haunted.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes, and she again kept her peace. “Something just happened in there.” His gaze rose from the steering wheel and he turned his head from side to side. “I don’t get it. It’s a beautiful, sunny day, but it feels odd right now.” 


  She felt it too. “Close. It feels close.” 


  He shot a look at her. “Yeah, like it’s really muggy or something… but it’s not hot, right?” He rubbed the bandage above his eye. “I mean, I can breathe and everything… but it feels like I should be gasping for air or something.” 


  She felt it too. The air was pressing in on her like a heavy winter coat. “I feel it too, Jeff.” 


  When she said that, his eyes went wide and he gaped around again. “It looks so… so normal…” Turning back to her, he said the last words in a whisper, “but it’s not.”  


  She whispered back. “No. No, it isn’t.” Her gaze flitted up and down the street. It was completely empty. And completely still.  


  “What the hell is going on here?” For the first time since he walked in the door, he sounded frightened. 


  The hair on the back of her neck stood up when she replied. “Something did happen here, Jeff. And I’m going to find out what.” 


   


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


  Chapter 45 


  [image: ~Chapter Flourish copy.jpg] 
   


   


  “I get to go to school too, don’t I, Mommy?” 


  Gillian and Sarah were walking home from the university. They had been there for a couple of hours while Gillian finalized her schedule and completed the registration process. There was an orientation week which was going to begin right after Labor Day, but she didn’t think she’d be a part of it. From what she read about orientation week at Queen’s University, it looked more like some sort of glorified daycare for eighteen-year-olds than anything a twenty-four-year-old single mother would be interested in.  


  “Sure, moppet, you’ll be starting Kindergarten right after Labor Day, and I’ll start classes the following week.” 


  Gillian was holding Sarah’s hand, while they walked through the park, a shortcut to their house. 


  “Will Alice and Agnes be going to school too?”  


  A chill went down her back when her daughter mentioned their names. “Well… maybe if you ask them, they can tell you, okay?” She had to admit it to herself—this imaginary friend stuff was bothering her.  


  Since Sarah had started talking about her two companions, Gillian had kept an eye on her, looking for—well, more like feeling for—any other signs of five-year-old psychosis or something. The ‘drawing prodigy’ was overshadowed by Sarah’s two outbursts during the past week. She had been so normal before they moved here, but now her kid was getting—strange. She’d see how Sarah handled starting school before she’d get all worked up over it. 


  The path took them to the corner of the street their house was on. They paused before crossing and Gillian saw that old man standing across from the house. She shook her head. Mom had pointed him out to her just the other day saying the old fart came and watched the place from the opposite side of the street every day.  


  Get a life, Grandpa, you’re weirding me and my mom out. And we’ve got plenty of weird already, okay? 


  He looked harmless enough from where she stood, so she decided to walk right past him and check him out up close. Then they would just cross the street and go inside. They crossed the street from the park onto the same sidewalk where the man was standing sentinel. Glancing at the driveway, she saw the car was gone. Mom was probably doing some errands or something. 


  He turned slowly when they approached. The guy was older than dirt! He was a head taller than Gillian, and had wisps of baby fine white hair sticking out in tufts from his scalp. His eyes had that common cast all really old people had—watery, like they were facing a breeze and forgot to blink; and the edges of his eyelids were soft pink.  


  As they approached, his face broke into a beautiful smile. She felt Sarah’s hand tighten in hers. 


  “Hello,” he said. The guy might be as old as the hills, but his voice was strong and even. 


  “Hi!” Sarah looked up at him and smiled. 


  He nodded to Sarah, and looked straight at Gillian as he raised a hand to point at her house. “You live there, right?” 


  She bit her lip. Well, he’d know soon enough one way or another by watching them go inside. She nodded. 


  “We just moved in a couple of weeks ago and Nana bought it!” Sarah piped up. Gillian tightened her grip on Sarah’s hand when she felt the child begin to squirm away.  


  “Stay with Mommy, Sarah,” she said. Turning to the old guy, she said, “Is that important to you?” 


  The old guy scratched his earlobe and said, “Well, I guess it is.” 


  “Why?” 


  “Beats me!” he said, and smiled again. “I’ve been living here in Kingston ever since I retired… been about twenty-five years now. And ever since the first time I passed this place, I had to walk past it every day.” He shook his head and glanced at the ground smiling. “I don’t know why, but any day I don’t go past the place, I feel out of sorts or something.” He lifted his gaze up to Gillian’s. “Most of the time it’s vacant. And when people did live there, it was always students.” 


  “So?” 


  “You’re the first family who’s lived there for the last twenty-five years.” He gave a short nod. “That makes you special.” He pressed his lips together and nodded again, like he just made some kind of important pronouncement. 


  Her inclination to laugh was overruled by curiosity. She cocked her head and arched an eyebrow. “What an unusual thing to say…” 


  He gave a short laugh. “You’re telling me!” He ran his hand through his hair, fighting with his cowlicks and losing. “It sounded strange to me coming out of my mouth, but I just know I’m right.” 


  “You feel the house, mister, don’t you?” Sarah’s voice chirped up. Gillian glanced down and a chill went through her. Sarah’s eyes were like diamonds, glinting again. “And you can’t cross the street to get closer to it, can you?” 


  “No…” he said, looking down at her. “No, I can’t.” 


  “The circle isn’t closed yet, but it will be, don’t worry!” She smiled up at him, her face shining. 


  “Okay… when, young lady?” 


  “Soon!” 


  Gillian watched the two of them as their gazes locked. Ancient old and a sprout. She gave a small tug on Sarah’s hand. “What circle?” 


  Sarah turned to look at her mother. “I don’t know, Mommy. I just know, that’s all.” 


  Gillian closed her eyes for a second. Now that makes all the sense in the world. She opened them and gave her head a small shake and looked back to the old man. “I guess you don’t know what that circle thing means either, do you?” 


  “No… I only know the young missy here is right,” he said, studying Sarah. He flitted a glance to Gillian. “She’s special, isn’t she?” 


  “I think she is.” 


  He looked back at Sarah. “So tell me, young miss; do you like your new house?” 


  “Oh yes! Nana sold her farm and she bought it!” Her face fell. “My grandfather died, so Nana decided to move away too.” 


  “I’m sorry, young miss. That must have made you sad.” 


  Sarah looked sideways at her mother. “Well… I never really met him when he was alive…” 


  “You never met him, moppet…”  


  “Yes I did! He told me to make sure I got this!” She reached into the collar of her shirt and pulled out the St. Jude medal. It twinkled in the afternoon sun as it rocked at the end of the chain. 


  “Oh my God…” the old man whispered. He bent down and slowly extended his hand to Sarah, palm up. “That’s a St. Jude medal, isn’t it?” 


  “Yes it is! Alice has one just like it!” Sarah said. “They even have the same letters on the side!” 


  “A.C., right?” the old man said. His hand trembled as he touched the medal. 


  “That’s right! How did you know that?” she asked. 


  “That medal used to be mine,” he said. “I gave it to my baby sister when I left home…” His eyes looked very far away. 


  “No, Agnes says it’s hers!” She tucked it back inside her shirt. “She says its okay I have it now, but it was hers.” 


  The man’s voice was almost a whisper. “I don’t know an Alice or Agnes. But I wore that medal my whole life growing up. My father made sure I always had it; but he wouldn’t tell me anything about it.” He straightened up slowly, his eyes wide with wonder. “Before I left for the war, I put it on my baby sister.” His eyes filled with tears. “When I came back from the war, my dad had passed away and my mother remarried.” His voice hitched. “She turned me away at the door…” He covered his eyes with his hands and sobbed. 


  Gillian’s heart ached for the poor man. She stepped to him and rested her hand on his shoulder. “What a terrible thing. Why would she do that?” 


  Through his hands, he whispered, “She said I wasn’t her child, that my father adopted me and made her raise me.” He took his hands away, reached into a pocket, drew out a handkerchief and wiped his face. “She said I was a demon seed and to leave Lanark and never show my face again!” 


  “Lanark?” 


  “Yes, it’s a small town over—” 


  Gillian’s hand began to shake. “I know where it is. I grew up there…” 


  “Really?” His face brightened. “I grew up on a dairy farm there, back during the depression and before the war. I left when I was sixteen; my parents signed papers so I could join up as soon as I was old enough.” 


  “A dairy farm?” 


  He nodded. “It was a long, long time ago… and when I was turned away from home, I went out west to work on the oil rigs.” He shrugged. “When I retired, I moved here to Kingston.” He looked around, up and down the street. “It’s a nice enough city, don’t you think?” 


  “Yes, yes it is… Mister… what is your name?” 


  “I’m sorry. How rude of me. My name is Eamon. Eamon Crawley.” 
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  At that same moment, Maureen sat frozen in a seat at the Kingston Public Library’s main branch. She had gone there as soon as Jeff’s truck left her driveway and had been going through archived newspapers on microfilm for the last two hours. Her face was bathed in a green hue the microfiche reader emitted, tucked back in the corner of the main reading room. She sat with her hand to her mouth. 


  “Oh my God…” she whispered. 
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  At the same time Gillian and Eamon were chatting on the street, Maureen was sitting in the archives room of the local newspaper. She leaned closer to the screen of the microfiche and read the article. 


   


  THE KINGSTON WHIG STANDARD 



  MURDER-SUICIDE 



  MAJOR KEVIN CRAWLEY 



  In the early morning hours of Thursday November 1, the body of Colonel Kevin Crawley of 8 Harvest Street was found hanging from the old gallows behind the provincial courthouse. A staff member of the jail, John Bannister, arriving for his shift came upon the gruesome scene and contacted the police. 



  When Constables Gerald Waters and James Dunleavy visited the victim’s home to notify the family, they came upon a horrific crime scene with two more corpses. The first body has been tentatively identified as Mr. Devlin Griffin; found in the home’s kitchen bludgeoned to death. Continued search of the home turned up further mayhem. Major Crawley’s wife, Bridget Mary (nee Walsh) was found in an upstairs bedroom, dead of a broken neck. Further searching turned up the Crawley’s son, a baby boy, unharmed. 



  The police recovered a note from the body of Colonel Crawley. It contained the name of his brother Sean Crawley of Lanark who was to be contacted regarding the baby, Eamon. It also contained a confession of guilt, ‘I killed them all. It’s my fault. God forgive me.’ 



  Neighbors of the Crawley family, the Ashtons, were acquainted with the Crawleys for the past five years and commented on the family’s tragic history. It was not the first time death had visited this home. The first wife of Major Crawley, Melanie Anne (nee Forsythe) born in London England died of complications in pregnancy, two years ago. Two twin daughters, Agnes and Alice, five years of age were kidnapped and drowned earlier this year. Until now, Crawley had not been under suspicion for their deaths. 



  Now, the police are no longer investigating circumstances surrounding the deaths of the other family members, given the admission of guilt in the letter. 



  An unidentified source at headquarters has stated “It appears that the Major’s thirst for blood was only whetted by his experiences in the Great War. His confession and suicide strongly support the theory of a man with a disturbed mind. What a monster to murder your wives and children! It’s a miracle the baby survived at all.” 



   


  Maureen clutched the edge of the desk to keep from falling sideways from the sudden dizzy spell. She exhaled slowly, unaware she’d been holding her breath. Good Lord. All of that had happened in that house—her house.  


  And Eamon Crawley... the mystery name in the family Bible. He was the baby, raised by an uncle in Lanark. Raised by her grandfather. She closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head. So much death! 


  What sort of man had Kevin Crawley been? What kind of monster? The ‘unidentified source’ in the article believed him to have been a child murderer. His own children! In all likelihood this animal murdered his first wife too! Then he killed his second wife! What a sick and disgusting man! There was death and sadness in that house, death at the hands of Kevin Crawley. 


  She was related to him. The realization made her head spin. Thoughts flitted through her head like fireflies. She and Gillian had been brought to the Crawley house for some reason. She knew in her bones their being at this house was no coincidence.  


  Her eyes widened and she gasped. Not just her and Gillian—Sarah! The two little girls, Agnes and Alice. Her hand flew to her mouth. Those were the names Sarah called her imaginary friends. Oh no! Not imaginary at all! 


  A shiver scuttled up her back and her shoulders shuddered.  


  Not imaginary. 


  Ghosts. 


  The ghosts of the twin girls were still in the house! Sarah had no way of knowing about them, yet she’d seen them. To her, they were just regular kids! But they weren’t. Not at all.  


  Her stomach knotted. Had she been sleeping in the same room where Bridget had been murdered? The memory of that frightful night when she felt she was being choked flashed in her mind, making her shiver again. Had that been Bridget? No, that was Bridget. And she was pissed!  


  What in the world was she supposed to do? 


  She pressed the buttons beside the monitor and the article hummed out of the attached printer. She shoved it into her purse. She had to get home and tell Gillian! She flew out of the library and raced home.  


  When she walked into the house, she did a double take at the sight of her daughter sitting at the dining room table with the family Bible spread out before her. She rushed into the room. “Where’s Sarah?” 


  Gillian glanced up briefly and went back to looking at the entries in the Bible, the family-tree section. “She’s out in the backyard with the dog.” 


  Maureen ran to the back door and looked out. Sarah and the dog were playing, wrestling with a stick on the grass. She went back to the dining room. 


  She pulled out a chair and sat across from her daughter. “Gillian, you’ll never guess what I’ve found out at the newspaper archives.” Instead of waiting for a reply, she continued. “The man who built this house was named Kevin Crawley. He murdered his wife—no, two wives, and his daughters, leaving their baby boy orphaned.” Her eyebrows drew together and she leaned forward. “What are you doing with the Bible out?” 


  Gillian’s eyes were wide staring into her mother’s. “The baby boy was named Eamon.”  
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  Maureen jerked back and her mouth fell open. “How did you know that?” 


  Gillian looked at her mother and smiled. “He and I had a chat right across the street.” 


  “What?!” Maureen reached out and clutched at her daughter’s arm. 


  “Yeah. You must have noticed the old guy standing in the park staring at the house? Well, he asked about us. We got to talking and he introduced himself. You could have knocked me over with a feather when he told me his last name was Crawley.” She dropped her head slowly shaking it from side to side. “This is too weird, y’know?” She lifted her eyes back to her mother. “When he told me he’d been raised in Lanark, I knew he had to be some distant relative of yours.” She glanced off to the side. “Of ours.” 


  “Oh my Lord, he has to be ninety years old! I’ve always wondered about his name in my Bible. How is it that he came back to Kingston?” Maureen’s mouth opened and closed like she was totally gobsmacked. 


  “He grew up on a dairy farm but he never liked it.” Gillian gave a rueful smile and patted her mother’s arm. “Kind of like me, I guess.” She shook her head sadly. “No, that’s not fair…it was worse for him than ever for me.” 


  “More than you realize, Gillian. He didn’t grow up on a dairy farm; he grew up on our dairy farm.” 


  “You’re kidding!” 


  Maureen shook her head. “He’s my mother’s cousin, Gillian. His father strangled his mother, and my grandfather took him in as a baby.” She opened her purse and took out the copy of the newspaper article and handed it to Gillian. 


  She read it quickly, and nodded. “Now it all makes sense.” She looked up at Maureen. “He said he loved his father but his mother always acted strange when she was around him. When the war broke out, he enlisted. While he was fighting in Europe, his father died. After the war ended, he went back to Lanark, but his mother—his aunt by marriage, actually— she turned him away. She had remarried and so he moved out west. He didn’t come to Kingston until he retired.” She tilted her head. “He had a St. Jude medal… the one Sarah’s been wearing… it’s his medal.” 


  “My mother had that from when she was a baby. My grandma, my Nan never told her where it came from.” Maureen chewed her lip. “My mom gave it to your father when we got married; she said Granny never liked her to wear it.” 


  “How did Sarah get hold of it?” 


  “From your father’s dresser. She told me he wanted her to have it.” Maureen’s eyes widened. “I thought she meant she felt your father would want her to have it…” Her voice faded and she looked over her shoulder to the back door. “But now… maybe he did tell her…” 


  “Now you’re sounding crazy, Mom, Dad never laid eyes on Sarah from the day she was born!” 


  Maureen dismissed Gillian’s rising ire with a wave of her hand. “I think Sarah has seen those two girls who drowned. She calls her imaginary friends Agnes and Alice, right?” She pointed to the line in the newspaper article wordlessly. 


  Gillian’s eyes followed her mother’s finger. “Agnes and Alice…” she looked up at her mother. “Holy shit…” 


  “Where is he, Gillian?” she asked quietly. When she started to tell her, Maureen shushed her. “Whisper it to me,” she said softly. “The walls may have ears.” 


  “Now you’re sounding crazy.” 


  “Just do it.” 


  With a shrug, Gillian leaned across the table and whispered the name and address of the nursing home where Eamon lived. It was just two blocks away. Maureen rose, and picked up her purse. “I’ll be back right away. We’re going to have some company.” She took her coat and left by the front door. 


  Listening to the car leaving the driveway, Gillian shook her head. Mom was getting pretty weird, that was for sure. And the whole whisper stuff was just too much. She leaned back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling. 


  “Is there anyone there?” She looked around the room. “Can you give me a sign? Anything?” The room was still. Almost too still. “If you can hear me, I got some news for you.” She folded her hands behind her head and leaned her chair back on two legs. “We’re going to have some company, what do you think about that?” She looked around the room, feeling like an idiot. “And the guest who is coming over is—” 


  The door to the backyard slammed shut and Sarah came running into the house screaming. “Mommy! We have to open the wall to the twinses room! We have to open it now!!” She flew through the house to the staircase and began to scramble up on all fours like a puppy. 
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  While Maureen and Gillian were comparing notes in the dining room, Sarah was out in the backyard playing with Pearl. Suddenly, the puppy jumped up, and whimpering, ran to the back door with her tail between her legs. She stopped at the door and turned to look at Sarah, softly whining. 


  “I know you’re right behind me,” she said. “You always scare poor Pearl!” Hearing the twins’ giggles, she turned around. Agnes and Alice stood there, dressed as always, covering their mouths with their hands. 


  Alice’s hand dropped from her face. “I don’t know why your puppy is scared of us, Sarah. We’ve never done anything to her.”  


  Sarah looked from one Alice to Agnes. “I think it’s cos you’re not like regular kids,” she said quietly. 


  “What is that supposed to mean?” said Agnes, her lips were thin and eyebrows furrowed.  


  “I’m not trying to be mean,” Sarah replied. “It’s just that… you know…” she held her hands out, palms up. 


  “Know what?” Agnes crossed her arms over her chest. 


  Sarah sighed. “I like you! I like playing with you! But… my mommy and nana have never seen you, even though you’re here all the time! And…” she pointed at the twins one at a time, “and you wear the same dresses every day and they never, ever get dirty, no matter what game we play!” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “And you’re both afraid of Bridey, but won’t tell me why. And I’ve never seen your mother!” She turned her head from side to side, taking in the fenced-in yard. “I’ve never seen you come into the yard, and I’ve never seen you leave the yard, but you’re here every day to play with me!” 


  “Because we like you, Sarah!” Alice’s eyes filled with tears. “It’s been ever so long since we’ve had a friend to play with!”  


  Agnes stepped to her sister and put her arm around her shoulders, trying to shush her. “You don’t want to be our friend anymore? Is that it?” Her eyes were angry, but her chin was trembling a little. 


  Sarah blew out a puff of air. “No silly! We’ll be friends forever and ever! It’s just that…” She tilted her head at the twins. “It’s just that… you’re not really little girls.” 


  “Oh? We’re not?” Agnes picked at the skirt of her dress. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 


  Sarah bit her lip and glanced to the house. “I mean… I think you’re ghosts.” 


  “Are not!” Agnes shoved Sarah, knocking her backward. 


  “Agnes Crawley!” said Alice. “Shame on you!” She went over to Sarah. “I’m sorry, Sarah, Agnes is just—” at that moment, Pearl the pug ran down the steps barking and yapping at the twins. She was snarling as she raced across the yard. With open jaws, she leapt at Agnes. 


  And passed right through her, landing on the other side. She stopped and blinked. With another growl, she snapped at Agnes’ ankle, but her snout passed right through. Like two images on a television screen, Pearl’s snout and Agnes’ foot passed through and over each other.  


  “Pearl! Be good!” cried Sarah, wagging a finger at the puppy.  


  Pearl sat down and cocked her head at each of the girls, her large eyes even wider in confusion. Sarah scooped the puppy up and held it in her arms. 


  “See?” she said. 


  The twins nodded, and Agnes burst into tears. Alice took her sister in her arms. Sarah set Pearl down and her arms rose to encircle both of her friends. 


  “I don’t want to think about it, Alice! It was so scary! She shouldn’t have said that!” hiccupped Agnes. She burrowed her face in her sister’s shoulder. 


  “What was scary, Agnes? I’m not scared of you. I should be… I mean, you’re ghosts! But you’re my friends!” 


  Alice was patting her sister on the back. “No… it’s not that, Sarah. Agnes is talking about…” Her eyes filled up with tears. “About when Mister Griffin hurt us.” She began to softly cry. “We don’t like to think about it. We never talk about it, because it was so scary.” 


  Sarah immediately understood. She put her hands on each of the girls’ shoulders. “Did it hurt? To die? Does it hurt?” She was getting kind of scared talking about that, not a lot, but a little bit. 


  Alice shook her head. “No. Mister Griffin hit us on the head, and we floated up in the air over him when he took us out to the lake and put us in the water.” 


  “Why did he do that?” asked Sarah. 


  Agnes yanked her head from Alice’s shoulder. “Because he’s mean! He’s bad and he’s mean and Bridey made him do it!” She pushed Alice’s soothing hand away and marched to the back door of the house. “Nasty, mean Bridey Walsh! Mean as mean can be! Bad, bad Bridey!” She stood at the back door shaking her chubby fists at the house, consumed with rage. 


  Sarah and Alice ran up to her. “I’m telling my mommy!” said Sarah. “She’ll tell on Bridey!” She opened the door, just as Maureen was whispering in Gillian’s ear at the dining room table. 


  “Sarah!” The twins spoke as one. “Sarah! Stop!” They each grabbed an arm and stopped her from crossing the threshold. They yanked her backwards onto the patio. 


  “Did you feel it, Agnes?” said Alice. 


  “Yes!” 


  “Feel what?” said Sarah. “What are you talking about?” 


  “Oh no!” They turned their heads, looking into the hallway and back to each other. The twins’ eyes grew huge in horror. “Oh no! Oh no! NO!” they said at once. They whipped around to Sarah. “Sarah!” screamed Alice. “You have to open the door!! Eamon’s coming! And if he comes here before we get back inside, Bridey will kill you all!! She wants the house for Eamon! Open the doorway, Sarah! We have to stop Bridey!” 


  “You can’t stop her, Sarah! If we get inside, we’ll be with our mummy! She can stop Bridey!” Alice was screeching now, her hands to her face. “Open the doorway Sarah! Now!!” 


  Sarah threw open the back door, and like a bullet from a rifle, shot for the staircase, screaming at the top of her lungs. 
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  Maureen parked her car right in front of the doors of Providence Care, ignoring the signs which promised all sorts of fines, penalties and doom from a wrathful bureaucracy. She wasn’t going to be parked long, just long enough to fetch Eamon. Her footsteps crunched on freshly fallen leaves as she strode to the front door. The evening breeze was chilly. Fall was coming early this year.  


  She found him almost immediately, sitting in the common room watching the evening news. She recognized him as the man who had watched the house since they moved in. He was in one of those ‘old people chairs’ she had seen at nursing homes before. First Nan, then each of her parents had that type in their rooms. It was a large armchair, upholstered in a green vinyl. Eamon was sitting back on it, his cane between his knees, watching the TV screen intently. 


  She hesitated. What in the world would she say? ‘Hi, I just learned your mother was murdered by your father?’ She stood in the entranceway to the room; arms folded, chewing on a fingernail. 


  As if he woke up from a doze, Eamon’s head gave a small jerk, then tilted. He adjusted himself on the chair and slowly turned around to face her. He smiled and waved her over. 


  They had never met, but he acted like he was expecting her. Maureen nodded to herself; just another oddity in a lengthening list.  


  “Hello Eamon,” she said.  


  He looked up at her, smiling. God, he was old. It showed the most in his skin. It was paper thin, the surface crinkled and wrinkled with the passing years. His eyes had that watery—just finished crying look—so common among the aged. But behind the film, he was watching her intently.  


  And with a kindness she had never experienced before. It emanated from him like an invisible wave, a gentle pastoral sonnet she couldn’t hear, but felt. She squatted down to the floor, and knelt next to his chair and placed a hand on his arm. He covered it with his, and for a long, tender moment, they were just company.  


  “It’s been a long, long time that I’ve waited for this, Maureen,” he said, breaking the silence. “It is Maureen, right?” 


  She nodded. 


  “You’re the vision of Katie,” he said. “My dear, dear baby sister Katie. I can see so much of the woman she must have become in you, girl.” He lifted a hand and cradled her face. His touch was dry and gentle. Tears leaked from her eyes when he raised her chin to him.  


  “I’m so sorry for what Nan did to you after the war,” she said softly. “Did you ever see your sister again?” 


  He shook his head. “No, just that once, and she was but a sprout of five. The war had ended, and I stayed on during the occupation for a while. When I came home, Ma turned me away. She told me I wasn’t her son, only my father’s nephew.”  


  He shook his head with a sadness and grief she prayed to never, ever feel. A loss of a lifetime which never healed. “Before I left, I went to Katie and gave her my medal.” He raised his eyes staring off to his past. “I had worn it all my life, as a boy, and through the war. I loved that child with all my heart, Maureen. To me she was my sister, not my cousin…” He looked back to Maureen. “When I saw it on Sarah, I knew the circle will be closed.” 


  She took his hand in hers and kissed it, gently. “I’m here to take you back home, Eamon.” 


  “I know.” He moved forward in his chair and stood up smoothly. Bending, he offered his hand to Maureen. “We must hurry, dear. The circles need to be closed, and this is our only chance.” She took his hand and he lifted her to his feet. This fellow brought new meaning to the word ‘spry’! 


  She looked into his eyes. She saw determination borne of certainty which gave her comfort. Truth be known, she didn’t have the slightest idea what was going on. He broke their gaze and looked to the entranceway and sighed.  


  “Are you alright, Eamon?” 


  He began walking to the entrance. Keeping his voice low, he said, “Never better, but we must hurry. Sarah’s in danger!” 


 
 *** 


  The car stopped with a jerk at the curb in front of Crawley House. She and Eamon got out at the same time and stared at each other over the roof of the car. It was so still! Not a leaf stirred on the trees and the street was empty and silent. The only lights on were those in the house before them. She watched as Eamon craned his neck, looking up and down the avenue taking it all in. He closed his eyes for a moment, inhaled deeply and looked to Maureen. 


  “It’s time.” 


  When he placed his foot on the first step going up to the veranda, lights as bright as the sun in every color of the rainbow erupted from the windows of Crawley house. 


  And the screaming began. 


  “Eaaaaamon!!” 
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  Gillian’s chair thudded to the floor when she leapt up.  


  “Sarah!” From the bottom of the stairs she saw her daughter scamper down the second floor hallway.  


  “We have to open the room!” Sarah was still crying out. 


  “Come down here! Right now! You scared the hell out of me!”  


  “No!” 


  She heard the sounds of a hammer beating and flew up the stairs.  


  Sarah was at the wall which had been closed off. In both hands, she was holding the hammer the carpenter had left, beating at the barrier. The guy Mom had hired had gotten as far as peeling away the drywall, exposing the plywood underlayment. Sarah was pounding on it with all the might a five-year-old could muster. 


  “Sarah McDougall, you stop that right now!” She marched down the hallway. 


  Her daughter looked over to her wild-eyed. “No!”  


  Oh dear God, her eyes had that funny look about them again, glittering and sparking like diamonds. She turned back to the sheet of wood, dropped the hammer and began to pull at the seam where the wood had been nestled into the adjoining wall. “Help me Mommy! Eamon’s coming and we have to close the circle!” 


  She had no sooner finished her sentence when the house—pulsed. The walls, floors, the air itself, suddenly expanded and contracted as if filled with a blast of air and emptied out. Light, coming from nowhere and everywhere burst and pulsed, almost blinding her. 


  A thick, hoarse grating whisper filled Gillian’s ears. Like two plates of thick, rusty steel grinding on each other. 


  “Eaaamon!!” 


  Gillian covered her ears as she stumbled down the hallway toward her daughter. Sarah shrieked in pain and covered her ears as well.  


  “Mommy! If we don’t open the door, Bridey will kill us! Just like she killed the twins! Help me, Mommy! Open the door!” Sarah turned back to the edge of the plywood, yanking on it. Her fingers were already bloody. 


  A…a pressure fell upon Gillian, knocking her to the floor. It wasn’t a wind; it was a shove. One that pushed every atom of her body and threw her down. She saw her daughter driven by the same force, flung down the hallway. 


  “Leave that be, ye wretch!” shrieked in her ears. It was followed by an animal panting, and at the same time the force vanished. Sarah jumped to her feet and ran back to the doorway, scrabbling at it with renewed fury. 


  “Sarah!” Gillian got to her feet. When she tried to pull her away, the child bit her forearm. Hard!  


  “Help me Mommy! I’m not strong enough! We have to close the circle!” 


  The panting sound picked up pace, like a wild dog about to leap. Gillian grabbed the hammer from the floor and jammed the claw into the crevice as deeply as she could. Once set, she heaved on the handle. 


  With a piercing squeal the board began to come away from the wall. 


  “Nnnoooo!!” They were again buffeted by the force. Again the light burst all around them, and again they heard the shriek, “Eaaammmon!!” Gillian was driven to her knees and Sarah was swatted flat to the floor, screeching in anger and fright.  


  “Screw you!!” yelled Gillian. She let go of the hammer, and with both hands, grasped the edge of the plywood. Splinters pierced her hand, but she didn’t let go. She braced her feet onto the wall beside it and heaved again. Another squeal and the opening widened. 


  “I’ll be killin’ all ye blasted Crawleys!!”  


  The shriek thundered in her ears, and she saw Sarah’s figure rise from the floor. She began to spin around like a pig on a spit. 


  “Sarah!” Gillian reached one hand out and grabbed at her foot, clutching onto the ankle. She kept her other hand on the plywood, and yanked at it again. She only knew she had to get this passage opened! The force began to pull Sarah away—to the top of the stairway! 


  “Die, God blast ye, die!!” 


  The force began to spin and yank at Sarah, but Gillian held on with a might fuelled by desperate adrenalin. Her hand grasped at her daughter’s ankle like a steel vise and she pulled it back toward her. The struggle and pressure, Gillian clutching the panel in one hand and her daughter’s leg in the other stretched her like a piano wire. 


  The panel squealed open even more. She glanced back at it to see the gap just inches wide.  


  The evil force spun Sarah around again. Gillian felt, then heard her daughter’s ankle snap. 


  “Sarah!” Her fingers opened letting go of Sarah’s ankle. Even after the break, Sarah didn’t make a sound.  


  “Nowww!” Three feet off the ground, Sarah flew through the air down the hall. Gillian let go of the door and sprinted.  


  At the top of the stairs, the house rumbled, like a loud grunt. Sarah was launched headfirst down to the first floor. Gillian leapt at her and missed, crashing to the floor at the top of the stairs. 


  Time slowed to a crawl as she watched her daughter get hurled down the stairs like a javelin. The split second passed like five minutes; in her memory she saw Sarah take her first step, say her first words, and struggle with learning to zip up her winter coat all by herself for the first time. In the split second before her daughter’s head cracked open on the landing, neck shattering, she began to grieve. 


  Please no… 


  The entire house pulsed again. This time a radiant, white light throbbed in the air. 


  In that eternal instant, Sarah stopped falling. She hovered in midair a foot above the steps. And gently, like an infant put down for the night, she floated onto the bottom landing. 


  The scent of fresh roses bloomed around Gillian and she stared in wonder. Sarah’s eyes opened and she began to cry. 


  From behind her, Gillian heard the voices of two children crying out. 


  “Mummy!” 


  She whipped her head around to the doorway. Two sets of tiny hands writhed at the edge of the plywood.  


  She struggled to her feet and staggered back down the hall. She pulled on the panel again. The gap widened and their faces peered out at her, wide-eyed. With a final yank of outraged fury, she wrested the opening wider.  


  The children, mirror images of each other scuttled past her, their arms outstretched. 


  “Mummy! Mummy!” they cried, their voices as forlorn as a train whistle on the prairies at midnight. 


  They froze in their tracks when the house throbbed again. A purple blackness bloomed in the hallway. The smell of rotting meat filled the air, making Gillian’s hand rise to her mouth blocking the wretched gag which rose in her throat. 


  The twins screamed when the purple blackness roiled over them. As the children disappeared inside, blood-red flashes flared within.  


  “I’ll shatter ye’er bloody souls!” The banshee howl knocked Gillian to the floor. She clawed at the plywood, pulling herself to her feet and stumbled at the roiling image, her arms outstretched. 


  And passed through it, bouncing into the railing at the top of the stairs. She felt frozen to the bone, and her heart was black with despair from the encounter. She looked down to her sobbing child at the bottom of the stairwell. 


  Another vision bloomed in the stairwell. A rolling blossom of white, streaked with gold grew and rolled up the stairwell like a wave. It flowed over Gillian overwhelming the despair in her heart with hope and love, warming her chilled bones. It merged into the black roiling apparition like cream into coffee. 


  In the blink of an eye both clouds vanished, leaving four figures. 


  A slight young woman in a cotton nightdress knelt on the floor, clutching the two children to her. Across from her, hands outstretched like claws stood a more solidly built woman, dressed from bygone days. Hatred blazed from her eyes. 


  “I’ll murder all ye Crawleys!” she hissed. But her voice was faded, as if she was calling from across a wide field. 


  The slight woman looked up at her. Each girl’s arms were around her neck, their faces nuzzled into her. “It’s over, Bridey. We can move on now.” Her voice held a delicate English lilt. 


  “I’ll not move on without me son! If ye are to have your bairns, where’s me boy!” 


  “I’m here.” Gillian had seen the old man enter the house with her mother. He had been leaning over Sarah. She handed him the medal she had been wearing since Dad’s death. Holding it in his hands, he ascended the stairs. He was at the top, grasping the newel post and huffing from the climb. “I’m Eamon.” 


  The four figures turned to him. 


  “Eamon, it is you!” one of the twins said. 


  Bridey flung herself at the old man, wrapping him in her arms. “‘Tis you! Oh Eamon, how I’ve pined for ye all these years!” 


  He pulled her arms from his body and looked at her with forlorn sadness. “Oh Ma… what you’ve done…” 


  “T’was all for you!” she said. She tried to caress his face, and he grasped her by the wrists. “You were me only dream! Me only love!” She looked at him with such fading joy, that Gillian felt pity. 


  “It wasn’t just for me, Ma.” Eamon looked over at Melanie and the twins. They returned his gaze in silence and he turned back to his mother. “I don’t know how I know this, but Ma, you murdered them all! And drove my father to his death!” His eyes were wide in dismay. “How could you?” 


  “I…” Bridey’s mouth opened and closed. He released her arms and they dropped to her sides.  


  He stepped over to where Melanie and the twins stood and got down on one knee. Reaching out with his hand, he glided a finger down a cheek of each of the girls’ faces.  


  “I’m Alice…” she said quietly. 


  “And you were always kind,” he said back. “I was but a babe and I was always your brother first,” he said softly. 


  She nodded, and he turned to her sister. 


  “I’m Agnes,” she said, eyes large. 


  “And you’ve always been strong,” He took the St. Jude medal in his hand and looped the chain over her head. “And your strength got me through a war, and times of great sorrow.” He took her by the shoulders. “I am now and have always been, your brother.” He kissed her cheek. 


  He turned his head up to Melanie. “The circles once opened are closed,” he said. “All my life, that phrase was in my head. I never knew what it meant until now.” 


  She nodded softly as he stood. His eyes suddenly widened and his hand went to his chest. He looked over to Gillian, his face twisting in pain. “Thank you…” he gasped, and fell to the floor. 


  Except he didn’t. His body lay in the hallway, but it was as if he was duplicated, because just as real, he continued to stand with Melanie and the girls. Numbly, he stared down at his own form on the ground and raised his eyes to his mother as he comprehended his own passing. 


  Bridey began to cry as she faded. “No, Eamon… don’t leave me again…”  


  He gestured to the twins. “These are my sisters, Ma. You’re free of Crawley House now. I’ll be waiting for you on the other side when you’re allowed to come the rest of the way.” He sighed. “When you’ve repented for what you’ve done…” 


  “Eaaaaamonnn…” and like a light being dimmed, Bridey Walsh faded away. 


  The old man looked down at the twins.  


  “You look like Papa,” Alice said. Agnes nodded. 


  “So I might,” he said. His gaze lifted to Melanie.  


  She had a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s leave here and say hello to him. He’s been waiting.” He smiled shyly at Melanie, and back down to the twins. 


  Whereas Bridey had faded, the four of them began to glow again; white and golden hues pulsed from within them. With each surge, the colors grew brighter as their images faded. 


  Until all that was left was the color, then that too was gone. 


  “Holy Toledo,” whispered Gillian, awestruck. 
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  “Holy Toledo is right!” The whites of Maureen’s eyes showed and her hand clutched her chest. “Did you see what I saw, Gillian?” 


  “Yeah.” 


  Maureen and Sarah ascended the staircase slowly. Maureen’s forehead furrowed. “Eamon… is he…” 


  “Yeah.” Gillian looked at her daughter. “Are you okay, moppet? Is your foot alright?” 


  Sarah nodded. “Alice and Agnes’ Mommy kissed it and made it all better.” She got to the top of the stair and saw the still form of Eamon lying on the floor. “Is he dead?” 


  Gillian turned to look down at Eamon. His face was peaceful and still, and she could see the pasty white of his skin. Just to be sure she laid her fingers under his neck searching for a pulse. Finding none, she nodded to Sarah. “Yes, I’m afraid he’s passed away, Sarah.” 


  “Well, he’ll meet Grandpa then, and he is with the twinses,” she said. Her face got sad. “He was nice. I hope his Mommy can come over to him soon.” 


  “We’re going to have to phone the police,” said Maureen. 


 
 *** 


  It didn’t take long for everything to be settled. When the police arrived, they notified the nursing home, who took care of everything. Eamon had been quite old, and the surprise of learning this had been the home he had been born in, must have been too much for the poor man.  


  When the funeral hearse arrived, Gillian went to the front door to let them in. She stepped out onto the porch and for the first time since they moved in, saw neighbors. A man her father’s age wandered down the sidewalk toward her. 


  “Hi, I’m Dennis Doyle,” he said. “I guess you’re the new tenants?” 


  “No, we purchased the place.” 


  “Really?” He adjusted his eyeglasses and rubbed his beard. “Welcome to the neighborhood.” He gestured at the police car and funeral home vehicle. “Is everything all right?” He gave his head a shake. “Sorry. Of course it’s not. Why else would the police be here?” 


  She came down the veranda steps to him. “That’s okay. Thanks for asking. We had a visitor who was very old and got very sick suddenly. He passed away.” 


  “Oh. I’m sorry. Some housewarming event for you.” Dennis looked up at the house. “I didn’t even notice when you moved in; was it today?” 


  Gillian tilted her head at the guy. There had been a truck, their car, and all that stuff weeks ago. “Uhh… no, we moved in a while ago.” 


  “Really?” Dennis looked down the street to his house and back to Gillian. “I didn’t notice anyone living here or anything until just now.” He cracked a wan smile. “Guess I’m getting old.”  


  Gillian gave a shrug. “No, I guess we just live quietly, that’s all.” 


  “I guess so.” He stuck out his hand. “Like I said, welcome to the neighborhood. You’ll probably have people from the block knocking on your door saying hi and all that. My wife Corliss will probably be over during the weekend to say hello. She’s at work right now.” He shook his head with a smile. “She’s going to be pretty surprised to learn you people have been living down the street and she hadn’t noticed.”  


  The front door opened again, and two men wheeled out a stretcher with Eamon’s earthly remains. She and Dennis stood aside as they loaded him into the back of the vehicle and left. 


  Dennis kept his head bowed as the vehicle pulled away. “Did you know him well?” 


  “No, we had only met this afternoon. He had always walked past this house, and I said hello to him.” 


  He lifted his head. “The old fella? I think his name’s Eamon.” 


  “Yes, that’s right,” said Gillian. “Turns out he was a distant relative.” 


  “Oh. Then I’m sorry for your loss.” 


  “Thank you, but it’s okay.” She turned her head watching the hearse drive down the now active street, slowing down for people crossing down at the corner. “He died a happy man.” 


  Back in the house, Maureen and Sarah were in the kitchen heating up a frozen pizza. That was a good idea—she was hungry as anything. She plopped down at the kitchen table and Sarah hopped up onto her lap. The three of them sat quietly, eyes flitting from one to another. 


  “Is it just me,” said Maureen, her eyebrows making a question mark. “Or does the house seem… I don’t know… peaceful or something?” 


  Gillian turned to Sarah. “What do you think, kiddo?” 


  Sarah’s eyes rose and scanned the ceiling. She craned her neck and looked all around her and turned back to the women. “It’s not mad at us anymore.” She tilted her head. “And it’s not sad anymore… and it’s not scared anymore,” she said with a nod. She turned to Gillian and put her arms around her mother’s neck. “It’s our house now.” 


  “You don’t know how right you are, Sarah,” said Maureen. When her daughter and granddaughter looked over to her, she continued. “I just remembered something I was told when I was about your age, Sarah.” 


  “What, Nana?” 


  She drummed her fingers on the kitchen table. “It was my own grandfather and grandmother who bought the family farm in Lanark. Sean Crawley.” 


  “Yeah, Eamon’s uncle and Colonel Kevin’s brother.” 


  Maureen nodded. “Yes. But here’s the thing—when I was a little girl, I remember being told my grandpa was able to buy the farm when his brother died. He came into some money and a house.” She pointed a finger above her head. “This house. And from the money from Kevin’s estate and the sale of this place, my Grandpa was able to buy the family homestead. Up until then, he was only a farmhand.” 


  “Wait a minute,” said Gillian. “You mean this place made our home possible?” When Maureen nodded, she continued. “And selling the farm back in Lanark made buying this place possible?” 


  “Yes.” 


  Gillian leaned across the table. “Ma, that’s a circle.” 


  “And now the circle is closed.” 


   


  The End 
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  DAMN! THE DOORS OF THE CAR SLID SHUT just as I reached the bottom of the stairs. If I hadn’t stopped for that latte, I could have made it and managed to get in at least half of the class. The squealing of the subway’s wheels as it left the station went through my already aching head like a cold knife. Argh! Why did I let Cerise talk me into those last two gimlets last night? The alcohol was probably still oozing out of my pores.  


  I probably should have flagged a cab but it was near the end of the month. If I hit Mom up for an advance again, it would be the third time this semester. Her lectures had gone from disappointment to nagging; if I ask for more money one more time she’d be well and truly pissed. Nope, taking the subway was the wiser move, in spite of the stench.  


  When the hand touched my arm from behind I let out a squeak and jumped away. Spinning around, I backed up three steps as I pushed my shoulder bag behind me.  


  A filthy panhandler, his eyes more bloodshot than mine stared at me obsequiously, his hand held out, palm up. “Spare some change?” 


  I sighed as I rubbed the sleeve of my jacket where he touched me. Shit, now I was going to have to Purell my hand. I shook my head in resignation as I opened the flap of my bag and dug around while keeping an eye on him. Cerise would have laughed at my bleeding heart. Just last night when a beggar on the street asked for some change, she asked if he could break a fifty.  


  There were precious few bills in my purse but I managed to find a few coins to drop into his gnarly hand. It was then that the stench of his B.O. hit me and my stomach convulsed; it was still pretty queasy from last night’s vodka and his smell brought me right to the edge of hurling. Ewww! 


  “Blessings ma’am.” He shuffled off down the platform as I dug out the Purell and spritzed my hands, watching his back.  


  I wish I had turned away, but I didn’t. He was wearing a jacket he probably got out of the dumpster at the Salvation Army, but that’s not what made me stare. It was his feet.  


  He had some kind of beat-up sneakers, but he didn’t have any socks. His pants were too short and I saw how thin his ankles were. They were beyond thin—he was so skinny. My breath caught in my chest. 


  “Hey!” I called out to him. “Hey, mister!” I pawed back into my purse sighing. Maybe I could put the squeeze on Dad without Mom knowing, I thought to myself as I pulled out my last five and ten.  


  The guy had turned around. I gulped a lungful of air and holding the two bills up in my hand stepped up to him.  


  “I want to give this to you, but you have to make me a promise.” I didn’t inhale yet. 


  “Huh?” Okay, this guy wasn’t a genius. 


  “Look,” I said, “If I give you this extra money, you have to promise me you’ll buy food with it.” I leaned forward a little. “And only something to eat. No booze or drugs. You gotta eat something, mmister.”  


  He cackled. “You just called me ‘mister’.” He grinned, and after looking at the mess his teeth were, I wish he hadn’t. “Been a long time since I been called that.” He reached out for the money. 


  I snatched my hand back. “No. You have to promise me. A real promise.” 


  His eyes were riveted on the money. “Sure. Cross my heart, hope ta die, alright?” He even did the thing with his fingers across his chest, and held out his hand again. 


  I shook my head no. “I want a real promise. Swear on…” I paused and looked into his eyes. “Swear on the memory of the person you’ve loved the most.” I have nooo clue where that came from, okay? But it had an effect. 


  His head rocked back like I had slapped him. “Dorothy?” he said. “I gotta swear on Dorothy?” His eyes misted. “I ain’t thought of her in a long time, ma’am.” 


  “Swear on Dorothy, and get something to eat, okay mister?”  


  He kept his eyes downcast. “I swear on Dorothy LaRussa that I’ll use this money only to get something to eat.” He lifted his head. “Promise.” His eyes were filled with sorrow and loss. Looking at his face broke my heart. 


  “I believe you. Here.” I passed the two bills to him and they disappeared.  


  He cackled at me. “Maybe I’ll buy bourbon balls at some chocolate shop, huh?” He waved a hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll eat pizza.” He then smacked his lips. “No! There’s a White Castle just a few stops down!” His eyes got soft. “I ain’t thought about Dorothy in a long, long time, ma’am.” The forlorn expression was replaced by a smile. Sure, it was wistful and bittersweet, but it was a smile. “God, I loved her.” He tipped me a two-fingered salute, “Thank you for that memory, ma’am,” and turned away. I watched him approach his next victim, a well-heeled corporate woman in a black silk Donna Karan jacket. 


  Just as the next train’s doors closed and pulled out of the station. Damn. I almost laughed. No good deed goes unpunished.  


   ‘Ma’am!’ Did I look that old? Sure, I didn’t have time to put any makeup on but how many ma’ams wear Zara leggings with three-inch stilettos? I pulled out my Clinique compact and flipped open the mirror. Yeah, I looked like hell. But not like a ‘ma’am,’ okay? I looked like your average, hungover, twenty-three-year-old student in a rush to get to class. That’s all.  


  If it was really bad, a visit to one of the doctors up in midtown could straighten it out, no problem. I’ll worry about that after I finish school and start auditioning. By then I’d have an agent who would tell me flat out if I needed some work done or not. I was still checking for crow’s-feet and laugh lines—none!—when the next train pulled in with its screeches and clatters.  


  Twenty minutes later I entered the brick brownstone which housed the American Academy of Drama and took a deep breath to clear my head. My heels tocked-tocked on the terrazzo floor, while the sounds of voices raised in reciting scripts drifted from the rooms I raced by. I had only gone two steps up the broad stairway when a voice stopped me cold. 


  “Ms. Swanson?” 


  Oh damn. I knew that voice. I’d sat across from the director of the school just last week. With my heart in my throat, I turned and managed a small smile. “Yes, Mr. Morris? Can I see you later? I’m late and I really have to—” 


  “No. I’m afraid we need to talk. Now. Follow me, if you would be so kind.” He pushed the thick-framed glasses up his aquiline nose and spun on his heels, the overhead light casting a glare on his bald head as he strode down the hall. 


  For a moment all I could do was stand there clutching the handrail and blink. This couldn’t be good. The last time I’d sat in that office, he’d given me the lecture about how privileged I was to be attending this exclusive school, and the whole Meisner spiel that “acting was living truthfully in an imaginary world.” And of all the times for him to be roaming the hall, it just had to be when I was running late! Shit! 


  I trudged down the steps and walked down the corridor into his office, just in time to see him pluck a wilted leaf from the ivy plant on the windowsill. His smile was tight under flinty gray eyes which zeroed in on me like a bird of prey. He pulled out the chair in front of the desk and with a slight gesture indicated for me to take a seat.  


  My muddled mind kicked into high gear. “I’m sorry I’m late for class today. My roommate’s mother was in a car accident and I was up late with her at the hospital.” Please God, let the acting classes pay off enough for him to buy it. I sat down into the seat and leaned forward, giving my best wide-eyed, innocent look. 


  “Miss Brady. While it is tragic about your roommate’s mother...” With fingers steepled, he placed his forefingers across his lips, and cleared his throat. “Keira, why exactly did you enroll in this school? What is it you want from this program?” 


  Duh. It was hard not to roll my eyes. “I want to be an actress, of course.” Something he was preventing right now, with this crap in his office. I should be in class, or anywhere, but right there. 


  “And how do you see yourself in that profession?” He genuinely looked perplexed as if he had no idea what his school was all about. 


  My lips twitched in a smile. This was so obvious, it was dead simple. “Successful. Maybe in Hollywood getting millions for every picture, or a sweet gig on a successful TV series.” I shrugged, because it really didn’t matter which one. “Either way, my...” I arched an eyebrow, “profession would encompass glamour, followed by fans and stalked by paparazzi.” I twirled a lock of hair around my finger and shrugged again, already seeing myself on the cover of People magazine. Movies or television, I wasn’t picky.  


  His eyebrows rose above the rim of his glasses, making an accordion of his forehead. “Like a Kardashian, perhaps?” 


  The grin now spread across my lips. I’d give my eyeteeth to be a household name like them. “Well, they are pretty famous and rich.” 


  His hand slapped the desk, making me pop back in my chair. 


  “Wrong! The world doesn’t need another Kardashian! The correct answer would have been a reference to the craft, your passion to become another person on the stage.” He sighed and pushed the glasses up onto the top of his shiny dome. “Do you know how many students applied for the program this year? We turned hundreds of applicants away. You wouldn’t be here except for your parents. I accepted you as a favor to Richard and Susan.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. 


  My heart was in my mouth but my words rushed past it. “But, Mr. Morris, I do like to act. I mean... like I might not have said it right awaaay... but it’s true.” Even to my own ears it rang hollow. There were too many early morning classes, too many scripts to memorize. It was grittier and tougher than even the photography program last year. But if I didn’t finish this, what would I do? 


  He huffed a chuckle and shook his head. “Keira, that’s probably the best performance I’ve seen in a while. I’d like to think that you learned that acting skill here, but even I’m not that delusional to buy it.” 


  Ignoring his sarcasm, I plodded ahead. “Please Mr. Morris. Give me another chance. I’ll prove to you I can do this.” 


  He just shook his head and his eyes were downcast. “I’ll send a partial refund of the tuition to your parents.” He stood up and extended his hand, ending the session. 


  Oh no. That was the final shot. Mom and Dad would know and then there’d be hell to pay. I pushed myself up and my hand was numb shaking his. “I wish I could say this has been a pleasure but...” My mouth pulled to the side and I tugged my shoulder strap higher. 


  “Good luck, Keira. I’m sorry this didn’t work out for you here.” He stepped from behind the desk and his hand rested on my arm for a moment. He actually did sound like he regretted all this, but it was probably having to give the money back to my folks. 


   “Sure.” I shrugged and my face hurt when I smiled. “What is it they say? One door closes but another opens?” The hangover was the least of my problems now. I walked out of his office and down the hall looking at the doors of the classrooms where I’d been just the day before. I wouldn’t miss the early mornings or getting chewed out for flubbing my lines anymore. Screw it. 


  Outside, the morning sun streamed gold across the sidewalk. A monarch butterfly swooped by and landed on the wrought-iron railing next to me. It perched there, gently waving its bright wings as I stepped down the stairs. I stopped and watched it for a few moments and then smiled. It was a harbinger of something better. I just knew it.  


  As far back as I could remember, I always saw a monarch just before something special would happen. When I was seven years old I saw one on my way home from school, came through the door to find out Mom and Dad were taking me to Disney World.  


  “I hope you got something for me, Mister Monarch,” I said. “Because I’m having a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.” 


  It flapped its wings twice then fluttered away.  


  The vibration of my phone in my bag was followed by my favorite dance tune. I scooped it out, almost running into a jogger who was racing by.  


  The screen showed Cerise, my partner in, if not crime, then for sure, drunken debauchery. I smiled when I held it to my ear, remembering the hotties who hit on us the night before. 


  “Hey girlfriend.” 


  “Hey yourself. How you feeling today? I think I’m still wasted.” Her words were a little slurred.  


  “Think you got it bad? I just got kicked out of school... again!” It felt good to have a shoulder to cry on. God only knew, my parents wouldn’t be sympathetic. 


  “What? No. Way! Why’d they give you the boot?” Her voice blared and I had to pull the phone away. The hangover was starting over again and between her baying and the air brakes of the buses stopping next to me, the pounding in my head came back full force. 


  I sighed and for a nanosecond tears flooded my vision. “I don’t know. Morris caught me coming in late. He reamed me out about this not being the thing for me, my motivations... yadda, yadda.” I stood at the corner waiting for the light to change, watching businesspeople in Brooks Brothers’ suits scurry by like mice on a treadmill. 


  “What the hell does he know? Sounds like he was bullying you. Maybe you should get a lawyer and sue his sorry ass right to hell and back. He can’t just kick you out. You paid a shitload of tuition.” 


  “I wish.” I jerked to the side when the person behind me, some Goth teenager in a black hoodie, bumped into me.  


  “Hey jerk! Watch where you’re going! I’m walking here!” he barked at me.  


  I shook my head, glanced at the green light and continued walking. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll figure out something. There’s got to be more to life than getting up at the crap of dawn and putting up with their bullshit.” 


  “That’s the spirit! Hey! We should go out tonight. Console you with multiple vodka gimlets. Alcohol therapy’s the best.” 


  My stomach rolled at the thought of anything other than soda crackers and maybe marshmallows... big fat, monster marshmallows on top of juicy melon chunks. Still, Cerise had a point. After the first drink, whatever vestige of a hangover I would have would disappear. Maybe those guys would be there. “I’m in. The Underground again?” 


  “For sure! Catch up with you there at ten-ish?” 


  “Absolutely! Ciao, baby!” I clicked off and headed down the stairs to the subway, leaving my cares on the street above. I could pick up some Chinese and then pass out for a few hours. If those guys were there, I wouldn’t have to worry about buying drinks. 


  I’d think about what I was going to do with the rest of my life tomorrow. 
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  WHEN THE PHONE RANG THE NEXT DAY, I groaned seeing my mother’s name on the display. News traveled fast, it seemed, especially if it was bad. 


  “Hi Mom.” I wandered into the narrow galley kitchen, rummaging in the fridge for anything edible. This was going to be a call which required some fortification. I wedged the phone between my ear and shoulder and peeled the lid from a container of yogurt. 


  “Keira! I just heard from Alex Morris. You were kicked out of school, again!” Her words were like bullets from a machine gun piercing my ear. 


  My eyes closed for a moment and I slumped down into the kitchen chair. “Yes. I showed up late and he threw me out. Can you believe that? I was doing so well and—” 


  “You weren’t doing well! His email contained a progress report from the instructors there. Keira, you missed fourteen classes! There’d only been fifty six at this point in the curriculum! You blew off a third of your classes!” Her voice was cutting my head in two. Hangovers two days in a row were painful.  


  “No! That isn’t right. Maybe I was late but I didn’t miss them entirely. He’s exaggerating. I swear, he never wanted me there. It’s—” 


  “Enough!” There was silence for a moment or two followed by a sharp sigh. “You need to come home. Be here tonight at six thirty.”  


  “Tonight’s not good. I made plans with Cerise to go to the new Star Wars movie. Maybe, on the weekend?” Actually, it was a lie but there was no way I was getting together with Mom, not until she calmed down. Give her a few days and she’d be all right. 


  “This isn’t a request, Keira. It’s a family meeting. Your father and I need to talk to you. And just so you know, the credit card and bank account we set up for you is canceled. I’m afraid it’s going to be a little hard for you to go out with your friends without money.” 


  My mouth fell open and the Kiwi yogurt slid off the spoon which was halfway to my lips. No money! Holy cow, this was serious. “You can’t do that. My name is on those accounts.” 


  She let out a bitter chuckle. “I just did, Keira. And another thing... pack your things. I’ve contacted your landlord and your lease is officially broken. You need to be out of there in three days time for the new tenant.” 


  I leapt out of the chair, striding across the kitchen. She couldn’t do this to me! “Does Dad know about this?” My words were short and clipped. 


  “I know.” It was my father’s low voice breaking through the blinding rage in my head.  


  “What? You know?” My eyes opened wide. He was my only ray of hope. Surely he’d take pity on me. I was his little girl, after all. My tone became softer, wheedling even. “Daddy, please. Give me a break, will ya? What am I going to—” 


  “Just be here, Keira.” His voice was followed by a soft click.  


  The disappointment in his voice brought tears to my eyes. Or was it the fact I’d lost him as an ally? My mother’s voice broke through once more. 


  “I’ll expect you at six thirty—sharp.” Sharp, just like her tone. 


  My jaw tightened. “Oh yeah? How am I supposed to get across town without money? Huh? How’s that gonna work out for you?” 


  “I don’t know or care. Walk, if you have to.” There was a click, not so gentle this time. 


  I tossed the phone onto the counter and my hands scraped through my hair. This couldn’t be happening! What the hell was wrong with them!  


  I looked around at my kitchen. Sure it was small and the countertop was ancient and cracked but it was mine! I’d put the cute little fridge magnets on the old white appliance to jazz it up. Now the yawning jaws of the hippopotamus seemed to be laughing... at me. The loopy-necked giraffe cast a knowing sneer my way. Even the sunflower on the tea towels seemed to wilt and fade.m 


  It had taken weeks to find this place! Even though it was a basement apartment, it was in the heart of Greenwich Village. What about the coffee shop down the block, and the organic grocery where they knew me by name? 


  Tears ran down my face as I went into my bed-sitting room and looked around. All of the things I’d bought to imprint me on this place would be gone soon. The bright yellow throw cushions, the blue paisley comforter, the rug from Mexico. I fell down on the oversized bed and buried my head in the plush pillows.  


  I hadn’t even had time to find my true calling after the acting disaster and I was being forced out? This was all my mother’s doing! I’d always been a disappointment to her. Not everyone was cut out to get an MBA like her! And she was one to talk! She didn’t even use her education! What a waste. No, she and Dad had that phony restaurant which they supposedly ran. How many people can afford a Maserati, and a home in the Upper East Side on income from a greasy spoon? It was a hobby at best. 


  Why did I need a job anyway? I was going to inherit their millions, some day. I should be free to pursue my own interests... like them. This was bullshit... that’s what it was. She was being totally unreasonable.  


  I got up and went into the kitchen for my phone. It was almost four o’clock. I only had two and a half hours to come up with a plan—something I could sell them to buy me some time to figure this out. I hit the speed dial for Cerise.  


  Before it connected, I hung up. She wouldn’t have any ideas which would help, who was I kidding? I headed back to my bedroom like a condemned man walking the last mile.  


  I let out a sigh. I needed to look presentable. The yoga pants and sweatshirt weren’t going to cut it with Mom. I rifled in my closet and found a decent silk top and jeans which were clean. I topped off my look with a conservative black wool sweater. Not my favorite, but it would have to do. I dug in my purse for any money for cab fare. I’d ride almost to the house and then walk a few blocks. Let her think I’d walked the whole way. Maybe she’d feel guilty about that one! And so she should!  


  I sniffed and yanked the top from the hanger. 


 
 *** 


  The brownstone home was a sturdy sentinel standing shoulder to shoulder with its contemporaries. How many times had I bounced up the six steps and gone through that set of oak doors? The windows on each side, a cross hatch of panes topped with a stained-glass panel peered down at me, the lights inside casting a warm glow. And higher, the set on the right-hand side on the second floor where my room was, now darkly curtained. 


  I gave a couple of raps and then used my key to enter, leaving the freedom of the street behind. Taking a deep breath and squaring my shoulders, I called, “Mom? Dad? I’m here.” I was right on time and slightly sweaty from the walk, a fact I hoped wouldn’t go unnoticed. 


  My mother was the first to step into the hallway near the door, her feet soundless on the marble floor. Blue eyes, like hard sapphires pierced me, peering from an ivory, smooth complexion, her ruby lips a tight unsmiling line. Her arms folded over her chest and she paused. She was a rock of granite standing straight in her Armani top and tailored pants. 


  My heart slowed somewhat when I saw Dad appear behind her, still in his golf shirt. He towered over her five-foot frame, with an athletic ease but she was the real power in that marriage. He managed a smile and stepped forward to kiss my forehead.  


  “Hi Keira. Thanks for coming.” 


  I looked up at him through my eyelashes and gave a short nod. As if I had a choice on being there. “Hi Daddy.” This was the term I used when I was really in Dutch and needed him on my side. When he looped his arm over my shoulder, drawing me in and steering me down the hallway, it showed some kind of promise.  


  “We’ll have dinner in a little while. First, we need to talk.” Mom spun on her heels and strode into the living room.  


  This was a bad sign right from the start. Normally, she’d lead the way into the kitchen, puttering and making me something to eat or drink. The fact we were meeting in the living room, like I was some kind of sales person or something, wasn’t good. It would take all of my persuasive skills to turn her around this time.  


  They were already seated side by side on the Chippendale sofa. I sat in one of the two matching chairs facing them. The battle lines were drawn.  


   “Keira.” 


  My face was a mask, waiting for my mother’s opening salvo. I kept my hands clasped together on my lap, so they wouldn’t notice the slight tremble there. 


  “It seems academic life isn’t for you.” Her eyes flashed to Dad’s and she continued. “Have you got anything to say for yourself?” 


  I kept my face impassive. “I think Mr. Morris was being unfair. I actually liked acting when I got a chance in class.” It wasn’t my best comeback but I wanted to see where this was heading. 


  “Well, you see, if you actually attended class the way you were supposed to, then perhaps you could have developed that talent.” Mom leaned forward and laced her fingers together on her knees. 


  “Maybe another school... maybe one where I could take evening classes? I could get a job.” Already, I could see it. I’d work in a boutique and get discounts on clothes and cosmetics. Evening classes could work. At least I wouldn’t have to get up at ungodly hours. 


  “To get a job, you need to show up, Keira—something that’s not really in your forte. As far as evening classes... how well did that work out for you in the photography course? Or even in the social worker classes? The only job you’ve ever had was in the dry cleaning store and you couldn’t even keep that!” A line formed between her manicured eyebrows and her nostrils flared. Yep, Mom was pissed. 


  “One personal call on my phone and the old bat running the place had a conniption. She just didn’t—” 


  “Keira!” Dad hunched forward and slapped the table in front of me.  


  I jerked back, staring at him with wide eyes. He never lost his temper. I’d never seen him do anything like that before.  


  “Your mother and I are concerned for you. Believe it or not, we don’t enjoy this any more than you do! But, something’s got to be done. You’re like a leaf floating in the breeze without purpose or direction. You’re twenty-three and you’ve never held a job, never completed any course except high school and you squeaked by on that. It’s not brains. You’ve got plenty of that! You just don’t have discipline.” He sighed, but what was worse was the look he shot Mom. He looked defeated.  


  Mom leaned forward and placed her hand on my knee. A film of tears covered her eyes. “We have a plan for you. You’re going to visit your grandmother in Canada.” 


  I looked at Dad. “When did Grandma move to Canada?” 


  “No,” Dad said, “not Grandma.” 


  “It’s my mother. “ Mom spoke softly 


  “Your mother? But isn’t she dead?” I gave my head a shake. “You told me she was dead. You said she passed away years ago...” 


  Mom looked away. “I lied.” 
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  “THIS ISN’T VERY FUNNY, Mom. What kind of stupid joke is this?” 


  Dad was the first to break the silence. “We’re serious, Keira.”  


  I stared at my mother as if seeing her for the first time. In all the years I’d known this woman, there’d never been any talk of her mother. When I’d asked about her parents, she’d led me to believe they were dead, and that it was a painful subject she’d rather not talk about. And now, the truth was out. 


  “Wait a minute. This is the first I hear about my grandmother and you expect me to just up and leave, go to another country to live with a woman I never even knew existed! Are you on drugs?” My heart was going ninety miles an hour and it was all I could do to just sit there. I wanted to throw something at her—at them, for springing this on me now, of all times, when my life was in tatters! 


  “Keira! That’ll be enough. Don’t talk to your mother with that tone of voice.” He put his arm around Mom and pulled her close. “This is hard on her as well.” 


  A tear trickled from the corner of her eyes and she sniffed. “Look, I’m sorry I never told you about your grandmother. There were reasons, which I’m not going to get into with you right now.” She patted Dad’s knee and continued, “She lives in Kingston, a small city just north of the border. She sent me a telegram and—” 


  “What the hell is a telegram?” 


  Ignoring me, she sighed. “She needs someone to assist her. It’s her health.” Her hands rose to swipe the tears which welled in her eyes. 


  Part of me wanted to reach out to comfort her but I was shell-shocked from all this. “But why don’t you go? It’s your mother, after all!”  


  “She specifically asked for you, Keira.”  


  I continued staring at my mother. “How does she even know about me? I mean, I’ve never even met her. She never once visited or sent a card on my birthday. Why me, right out of the blue?”  


  Mom was openly crying now which only made me more confused. She was taking this revelation pretty hard. Wait a minute. I’m the one who had been lied to for twenty-three years. I should be the one crying! What the hell was going on here?  


  While I stared at her, Dad got up and strode over to the liquor cabinet. “Anyone else need a drink?” The clink of the bottle against the glass followed. 


  Mom blew her nose and then pocketed the used tissue before taking the brandy which Dad extended to her before he sat back down. “She knows all about you, Keira.” 


  “What? How?” 


  Mom’s face took on a new shade of guilt and she looked at Dad. “I told her all about you.” 


  “When?” 


  Mom smiled wanly. “On my seasonal shopping trips with my girlfriends.” 


  I closed my eyes and held out my hand. “Wait. You mean you and your bunch of friends who go on shopping trips four times a year? Your ‘Four Seasons’ gang?” Now I was starting to get mad. “You and your girlfriends would go and visit your mother? But you wouldn’t take me?” I stared at her. “You know, that’s pretty heinous.” 


  “Take it easy, Keira,” Dad said. He leaned forward on the couch and put a hand on my knee. “There never was a ‘Four Seasons’ club. It was a ruse to enable your mom to get out for a few days every few months without raising your suspicion.” 


  Now my anger faded under this new surprise and my mouth hung open. “No ‘Four Seasons’ club?” 


  “That’s right.” 


  “No shopping trips to Chicago.” 


  “That’s right.” 


  I looked over at Mom. “You never went to LA and Rodeo Drive.” 


  She nodded silently. 


  I looked over from my mother to my father and back again dumbly as it sunk in. “For all those years?” I said quietly. 


  Mom’s voice was a whisper. “Yes.” 


  “You lied to me? FOR ALL THOSE YEARS?” My hands went to my head and I scrunched my hair in my fingers. My mother had led a double life, not even bothering to let me know about my grandmother! And Dad had known all about it! But why? Why keep this from me? I had a right to know. 


  “You didn’t think that maybe, just maybe, I would have liked to meet her? Why did she never come here? You said yourself, it’s just north of the border, not half way around the world, for God’s sake!” Dad hadn’t bothered to get me a drink but I needed one. I got up and went over to the cabinet and poured a stiff one. 


  “She had her reasons. That’s all I’m going to say. You’ll find out more when you meet her.” My mother took a long swallow of her drink, eyeing me over the rim of her glass. She had collected herself and was once again all business. Every blond-tipped hair on her head was perfectly coiffed. The casual bangles on her wrist tinkled below the cuff of her top. It was all so cut and dried, her pronouncement, just like her everything about her. 


  “I’m not sure I’m going.” I wandered back to the chair, being careful to not spill the drink on her gleaming floors. “I mean, she didn’t bother to try to contact me before this and now that she’s ill, she wants to get to know me? That’s cold.” 


  “Keira—she’s not well.” Mom’s composure faltered again and her chin quivered. She’s very, very old and she’s asking for you now.” She looked over at Dad and some silent message passed between them and they both nodded and faced me again.  


  “So I’m supposed to just pack up and go... to Canada and freeze to death and be her nursemaid?” 


  “Keira, it’s June!” 


  “It’s Canada!” 


  Now they both started laughing at me, and that got me even madder. “I’ve been there! When we went skiing at that Mt. Tremblant place! That’s in Canada! It was freezing! And the snow was like really deep!” 


  “That was a ski resort! There’s always deep snow! And it was February!” She wiped her eyes again, but this time from laughing. “The weather’s just like here for the most part.” 


  Mom was laughing. At me. Oooh! I folded my arms. “I don’t know anything about taking care of old people. Doesn’t sound like something I’d want to do, taking care of someone I don’t know.”  


  “Oh? I would think you’d jump at the chance. This is not only a lifeline for her, but it’s one for you as well.” Mom’s eyes narrowed and she leaned forward, peering at me. 


  “A lifeline? Nursing an old woman who never cared enough to even meet me?” I shook my head and snorted.  


  Dad leaned forward and held up his hand. “Hold on, Keira. It’s not that simple. And, have you considered your other options?” His mouth pulled to the side and he looked at me with sad eyes. “There aren’t any. You don’t have a job. Don’t have money. You don’t even have a place to live after the end of the month—which is three days from now.” 


  My mouth fell along with my stomach. “What? I can’t stay here until I figure this out?” 


  He shook his head and my mother sighed. “Nope. I need the keys to the townhouse back. If you don’t agree to help your grandmother, you’re on your own.”  


  This time, it was my eyes that filled with tears. How could they do this to me? My whole world had slipped off its axis. 
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  THE NEXT COUPLE OF DAYS PASSED IN A HORRID NIGHTMARE. My apartment was packed up and cleaned out and now consisted of bulging boxes in the basement of the townhouse. ‘The last supper’ was a solemn affair with none of us terribly talkative. I was still fuming over the trip north the next morning and my parents were probably feeling a little guilty about this whole affair. At least I hoped they were. 


  It was Mom who drove me to the airport. That was no surprise as Dad didn’t do well with emotional goodbyes. The streets flew by as she handled the Maserati like a race-car driver. It was probably futile but I had to give it one more shot. 


  “Mom, I think you’d be better to go see Grandmother and take care of her. I mean, you know her, whereas I’m a total stranger. Considering her age, maybe that would be easier on her. I can look after Dad and put out some resumes to find a job while you’re gone.” We were only five minutes out from LaGuardia and time was slipping away too quickly. I looked out the car window at the city skyline and traffic, already missing them. What would greet me in Kingston? It couldn’t be anything like this. 


  She chuckled. “Nice try, Keira, but you’re going. She specifically asked for you.” She flipped on her turn signal and entered the merge lane heading to the airport. 


  “But what’s she like? Is she going to be a cranky fusspot who’s in full-blown dementia? God, she’s over ninety. What will we talk about?” I could picture it now, me carrying bedpans and watching her drool soup from the corner of her mouth. Gross. 


  She smiled and glanced over at me. “My mother was... I mean has always been one of the smartest women I’ve ever met. She’s sweet but she can be stubborn. I remember once, we were staying at a hotel in Chicago. She took it into her head that she wanted to hear the blues singer playing in a club just down the street. We were late getting there and the place was packed. I wanted to just go back to the room and call it a night. We’d shopped all day and had a big dinner, but she insisted.” 


  “What’d you do?” It was so like Mom to want to crash early and read a book with her feet up.  


  “The old devil slipped a hundred dollar bill to the bouncer and said she was a friend of the singer, some old blues legend. Then she turned to me and told me to go back to the hotel.” She shook her head and laughed. “She rolled in at around four the next morning. Turned out she did know the singer and they partied until all hours.”  


  I couldn’t help but laugh. “How old was she then?” 


  “That was only a few years ago. She was eighty-eight.” Her eyebrows rose but there was a small smile on her lips. She leaned forward and peered out the front window looking for the entrance to the parking lot. “You remind me of her in a lot of ways. I’m glad you’ll finally get to meet her.” 


  I turned to look out the window, trying to picture what she’d look like. From the sounds of it, she might not be as dotty as I’d originally thought. Which brought me to the question I hadn’t dared to ask. Even I had my limits being insensitive. How long would I be banished to the hinterland in Canada? Until she died?  


 
 *** 


  We didn’t stop at one of the terminals, instead followed a service road around to where hangars were for smaller companies. Dad had made all the arrangements, chartering a plane to take me directly to the airport in Kingston. We entered the office at the front of one and Mom went to talk to the clerk behind the counter while I wandered over to see what plane I’d be on. I hoped it would be the Lear we took a few times, but if it was a Gulfstream I’d suffer through it. After all, the flight would only take a short while. I had checked on Google and Kingston was less than 300 miles away—an hour and a half tops in a jet. 


   There was only one plane parked out front and my eyes almost popped out on my cheeks when I saw it. What the hell? It was tiny! No first class, champagne flight for me. If you could call it a plane! It looked more like an oversized mosquito. It not only wasn’t a jet, it only had one engine. I could tell because there was only one propeller sticking out the front.  


  Good grief, the boat Cerise’s father had was bigger, and it didn’t have to go up in the air!  


  Some random guy around my age came out of an office behind the counter and shook Mom’s hand. She pointed to me at the window and he gave a wave. Uh-oh, from the stripes on the epaulets on his shoulder and the wings pinned to the chest of his blue jacket, I realized this guy was going to be my pilot. He did have a cute smile, but I wanted someone Dad’s age to be behind the wheel or whatever you call it in a plane. I wandered over and Mom introduced me to Roy. 


  “How long have you been a pilot?” I asked. 


  He chuckled. “Longer than you!” 


  “Keira, Roy’s licensed on a lot of different aircraft and he’s very capable,” Mom said, her voice edgy. “Your father specifically requested him.” She tilted her head at me. “Do you think for one second we’d entrust your life in the hands of someone with less than a five-star rating?” 


  “Okay, okay!” I said, waving my hands. I looked back at Roy. “You just look... so young.” 


  He gave a smiling sigh. “Don’t worry, I get it all the time.” Tilting his head toward Mom, he added, “Your mother’s right though. I am wicked good.” He smiled again. It didn’t give me much comfort, but he seemed okay.  


  Mom bent over and gave me a quick goodbye hug. My eyes started tearing up. Sure, I was taking a chartered plane and the pilot was cute, but I was still basically being kicked out of my home. I hugged back stiffly. 


  I was still teary-eyed from leaving Mom at the gate, but even through the film on my eyes, the plane still looked miniscule. As we approached it, it seemed to get smaller and smaller somehow. He opened the door on the passenger side, taking my suitcases and setting them into the cramped rear. There were only four seats on this plane, counting the two up front at the controls.  


  “You’ll ride up front with me,” Roy said. “It’s the most comfortable seat on the plane.” 


  My eyes were saucers as I slipped into the seat and looked around at the instrument panel and gadgets. The pilot and I were going to be shoulder to shoulder. 


  “This won’t take long. We caught a break in the traffic. It looks like we’ll be in the air in ten minutes.”  


  To the right of me, in the main section of the airport, large airliners were taxiing down the runway lining up for their take-off. At least it was a clear day with blue skies and hardly any clouds to break the vista. I could be thankful for that at least. 


  He settled in next to me and placed a set of headphones on his cropped, blond head. His head jerked from side to side and he closed his eyes. “Roxanne, you don’t want to put on the red light.” His singing voice was no threat to whatever band had played that tune! 


  I could only stare, openmouthed when he started to laugh. 


  “Just kidding. It never gets old for me, seeing the passenger’s face when I do that.” He started flipping buttons and checking instruments. 


  “You’re hilarious, all right. I hope you can fly this plane better than you sing.” I tugged the seat belt over my lap and snapped it shut. Dad, I’m going to kill you if I don’t crash first. 


  “Relax. I graduated top of flight-training class.” Again his grin, the glare from the pearly whites flashing, “Of course, there was only me in the class but that doesn’t matter, right?” 


  Seriously? I was about to take my maiden flight in a small plane and a Jerry Seinfeld wannabe was the pilot? Going to see a grandmother I’d never met in some hick town wasn’t bad enough? This was a nightmare. I shook my head and looked out the side window again. 


  “Okaaay. I see this is going to be a loooong flight.” He flipped a few more switches and the motor whined to life. 


  The vibration seemed to go right through me. I’d been on commercial flights before but seeing the propeller twirl so close at the front of the plane made my stomach clench. I clasped my hands so tight together on my lap that my knuckles were ivory. 


  Beside me, Roy leaned forward and slipped the navy jacket off his shoulders and loosened his tie. There was a small smile on his face and for the first time, he looked professional. We might just make it.  


  The plane started forward, every crack and dip in the runway registering in my gut. When I looked out the side window, at the wing of the plane, and saw it fluttering, my breath caught in my throat. The wing was so flimsy. Was it gonna fall off?  


  But surely that was normal. I mean, how many planes actually crashed considering how many were in the air? Not that I would know these statistics, considering the only source of news in my world was Facebook and Google. 


  He mumbled something into the microphone next to his lips and the plane began to accelerate. I swallowed hard and stared dead ahead, noting the small lights bordering the black tarmac speeding by, faster and faster. I barely dared to breathe as the end of the length of runway closed in. The hum of the tires became softer and then was gone. I looked out and saw the dark surface below me. We were up! 


  Roy looked over at me and smiled. “There. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 


  As I was about to answer, the plane rocked on some turbulence and I clutched the arm rests. “We’re not there yet.” I muttered.  


  Higher and higher we went until the clouds drifted by like cigarette smoke. Still the plane seemed to be hitting potholes, bumping and bouncing. What happened to the clear, blue sky? This was more like riding waves in a small boat.  


  The breakfast of sausage and eggs churned in my stomach. My mouth watered and I covered it with my hand, staring wildly at Roy. 


  He reached down and handed me a wax paper bag. It almost didn’t open fast enough before my entire breakfast was deposited inside. My eyes watered and my mouth tasted horrid. When I glanced over at him, he smiled and shook his head. 


  “Don’t worry about that. It happens to the best of us.” 


  I tried swallowing and my free hand dug in my purse for a tissue and gum. I wasn’t sure what to do with the soiled and smelly bag. A hot flush crept up my neck. Despite what Roy said, this was embarrassing. “How much longer will this turbulence last?” 


  “Another three hours, thereabouts.” He nodded toward the bag. “You might want to keep that handy.” He grinned. “Can you crack the window a little?” Again the chuckle. “Just kidding.” 


  I closed my eyes and sighed. This was going to be an ordeal. 
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  I WAS A WET DISH RAG stumbling out of the plane three hours later. My knees were limp noodles, and my hair was plastered on my cheeks soaked with sweat. I wasn’t sure if undergoing a root canal would be worse than riding in that cramped tin can next to Roy whose joke cracking hadn’t let up. 


  The fresh air felt good on my skin. The sun was still high in the sky, pouring down like honey as I scurried across the tarmac in Kingston.  


  “This is where I take my leave.” Roy nudged me as he set my suitcases on the tiled floor. “The Customs desk is right over there. Good luck to you, Keira.”  


  “Thanks Roy.” I managed to make a small smile. “It was a real experience but at least I’m here in one piece.” 


  He put two fingers to his forehead and with a slight nod he saluted me and then sauntered down the corridor. A jaunty whistle of the tune he’d sung just before takeoff followed him. Who the hell was Roxanne?  


  “CANADIAN CUSTOMS” emblazoned the high counter just ahead, where a dark-suited, middle-aged woman sat. When I walked over I handed my passport to her and smiled. She glanced at the photo and eyed me suspiciously comparing the two. 


  “How long will you be in Canada?” She typed on a keyboard while her eyes flitted to me, daring me to lie. 


  “I’m here visiting my grandmother who isn’t well. So, I’m not sure.” Why did I suddenly feel like a criminal, like I was trying to hide something? I hated how these serious bureaucrats could do that to people. Yet if she refused entry into this backwater, would that be so bad? 


  “Any drugs, alcohol or firearms in your possession?”  


  I chuckled. What would she do if I said yes? For a moment I was tempted. “No, ma’am. Left my forty-five at home, right next to my stash.” 


  She leaned forward, placing her meaty elbows on the counter. “You do realize I have the power to do a strip search, don’t you?” 


  Oh my God. From the glint in her eye, she’d probably enjoy it! “Sorry. I crack jokes when I’m nervous. Seriously, I haven’t anything but my clothes.” 


  She sniffed and lifted her chin. “If you stay any longer than three months, you must check back with Customs.” She handed my passport back and turned to her screen, dismissing me. 


  When I left her station and picked up my bags from the scanning machine, an elderly man who’d been sitting on a bench strode forward. His gaze was steady from an ancient-lined face as he extended his hand to take mine. 


  “Keira?” 


  I nodded and felt his hand close over mine, noting the dry parchment of his grip. 


  “I’m Lawrence Brady. Your grandmother sent me to pick you up.” He towered over me even though his shoulders were stooped with age. There were laugh lines at the corners of his eyes and his nose was slightly curved, like a hawk’s. There was the flash of a smile before he reached and grabbed my suitcase. 


  “Are you a friend of my grandmother’s?” I had to walk fast to keep up with him as he strode across the terminal. He was lanky and more spry than I would have thought for someone so old. 


  “I like to think so. I’ve worked for her for a long time. A very long time.” He paused and gestured for me to precede him through the glass doors which slipped open to reveal the warm summer day. 


  My forehead rose. If he was there looking after her, then why did they need me? “How is she? I mean, I’ve never met her, but Mom told me she was ill?” 


  For the first time a genuine smile formed on his lips. “How is your mother?” He stopped at a mammoth black car which—even I could tell—was a classic. He slid the key into the lock and the back hatch silently rose up.  


  “She’s good. You know her?” I watched him hoist the suitcase and place it gently in the cavern at the rear of the Sherman tank. The sun’s ray cast a glint on the lettering above the chrome bumper—Cadillac. 


  “Know her? I should say so. I practically raised Susie until she went to boarding school.” He slammed the lid shut and tossed the keys in the air, catching them swiftly in his gnarled hand. “Let’s go.” 


  Susie? I watched him round the car and yank the driver’s door open wide before my legs kicked into gear to go to my side of the asphalt yacht. Mom hadn’t said anything about this guy, other than to say someone would be there to pick me up at the airport. And yet, he’d raised her?  


  I climbed into the front seat and sank down into plush leather. I glanced to the side at his profile as he started the engine. He’d evaded my original question, avoiding telling me anything about my grandmother’s health. My hand scrambled to the side of the seat searching for my seat belt. Maybe that was part of the code for butlers or whatever he was, that they didn’t talk about their employers out of turn.  


  He pulled out of the parking lot and I turned to gaze out the side window at the sparkling blue lake we skimmed by. I had known the city would be small after the hustle of New York but I hadn’t expected the quiet vista before me. A few sailboats dotted the expanse of water which the road hugged, winding its way along the small curves. We passed by subdivisions of houses and then the outer limits of the city as taller buildings came into view. 


  “It’s not very far to your grandmother’s home. I would give you a tour of the city but I hate to leave her alone for any length of time.” He glanced over and his smile was tight. “After New York, Kingston might seem pretty bland. There’s a lot of history in this city though. Did you know it was the first capital of Canada? 


  Did he know I couldn’t care less? I just nodded. 


  The highrise condos on the outskirts gave way to squat limestone and old clapboard homes as we drew closer to the city center.  


  He pointed at a large domed building. “That’s city hall,” he said. A gray limestone building spanned the whole block, topped by a pretty cool dome. For a city hall, it looked kind of small, I thought.  


  He pointed to the opposite side where there was the cutest park and a marina behind it. “And that’s Confederation Basin.” 


  “Confederates?” I said. “Were you guys involved in the Civil War?” 


  He chuckled and just shook his head no.  


  I stared out the window taking it all in, wondering when the actual city was going to appear. Where were the stores and nightclubs? 


  I could hardly believe it when we passed over a bridge and the land became greener and buildings sparser. That was it? It seemed more like a small town than a city. I wouldn’t be missing much being stuck in the country with my grandmother. 


  Fifteen minutes later, Lawrence flipped the turn signal on and we drove even slower than the plodding pace he’d maintained since we’d left the airport. A silver mailbox with the name “York” emblazoned in blue script marked the start of the driveway. 


  “We’re here.” Lawrence’s eyes lit up and he hunched over the steering wheel, smiling out at the row of trees which bordered the gravel lane. 


  My stomach clenched tight as I looked ahead at the stately stone structure. The dark gray door perched above a wide set of stone steps, while windows on each side of it, and above, formed a line on the second story. Black shutters framed each window. There was even a row of windows jutting up from the deep slate of the roof. The place was massive for just two people! Surrounding the house was a wooded lot, thick with trees and shrubs of all kinds. 


  Two Grecian urns filled with a profusion of red flowers and ivy, flanked the steps, welcoming me as I stepped from the car. I gulped, looking up at the house. In New York City this home would be behind a wrought-iron fence with armed security.  


  At the sound of the trunk lid banging shut I turned and watched Lawrence, my heavy suitcase stretching his arm as he marched forward. The butterflies in my stomach took flight when I followed him up the steps to the imposing entry. 


  He pinned me with his steely eyes before turning the gleaming brass handle of the door. “It’s just three-thirty. Your grandmother needs to rest at four o’clock. Mind you don’t keep her from that schedule. She’ll join you at six for a cocktail before dinner, which is at seven, sharp.” 


  My head jerked back and I stared at him. I wasn’t even in the door and the orders were being barked at me. “Fine. I’m kind of tired anyway. I could stand a rest myself.” It was the truth, and I wasn’t letting him have the last word. 


  Inside the house, I paused looking at the spacious hallway and the wide staircase which curved around to the second floor. The entire foyer was airy, going up to the ceiling on the second floor. A row of golden wood spindles before the expanse of the upstairs gallery gleamed in the light of the chandelier hanging down from the high ceiling above. 


  At a clatter to my right, I turned and for the first time saw my grandmother. With a hand clasping a black cane with a carved ivory handle, she stood with her chin high; her posture perfect and straight. My eyes opened wide. It was like staring into a mirror, except this version of me was like, a hundred years older! The same dark blue eyes, the nose thin and straight above a mouth which curved up in the corners. But it was her cheekbones that dominated her sculpted face, high and defined even in the soft lines of her skin. She smiled and it was like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. 


  “Keira.” Her hand rose to swipe a tear from her eye. “You are even lovelier in person.” Her gait was stiff and slow as she walked toward me. 


  “Grandmother.” My voice was flat. This was the woman who’d never bothered to meet me before this. If she expected me to rush over and gush, she had another think coming. 


  “Would you like some tea or lemonade, Pamela, before I take Keira’s bags up?” Lawrence set the suitcase on the floor and stepped over to her side, placing her hand in the crook of his arm. 


  The expression in her face as she looked up at him was warm before turning her gaze once more on me. “Keira? Would you care for anything after your long trip?” 


  “Just a glass of water. Thanks.” I was starving and parched but there was no way I was going to ask for anything more. 


  Grandmother turned back to Lawrence and smiled. “Would you mind bringing a ham and cheese sandwich and a soda for Keira, dear? I’ll have a glass of iced tea. We’ll have it in the sunroom.” She patted his arm and then watched him leave, a smile still playing on her lips.” It faded a little when she turned to me. “Come along. I’m looking forward to a chat with you.” She winked. “I’ve waited a long time for that, don’t you think?” 


  She adjusted the high neck of her ruby silk tunic and turned. Her cane tapped lightly on the dark hardwood as she walked past the set of stairs to the back of the house.  


  I took a deep breath and squared my shoulders before following in her wake. If she had expected me to be all warm and gushing, she was mistaken. In fact, it was more puzzling than ever, why I was even there. Sure she was old but she could get around and she had Lawrence. I stepped up beside her and glanced over, noting the white hair, perfectly coiffed in a loose French roll, the ruby earrings swaying gently against her translucent skin.  


  “Mom told me you haven’t been well, Grandmother.” She looked fine to me, even if she moved as slow as a turtle. 


  “I’m well enough, thanks. “ She stepped through the open doorway into a bright room which was a lush jungle. Chest-high green plants formed a wall, while abovem the sun beamed warmth through the glass dome. In the center of the space were high-backed wicker chairs and a small glass table. She eased down into the closest one and sat back. 


  I took my time, gazing out the glass at an expanse of lawn which flowed down to the lake, where a short dock jutted out. Beds of roses, and what looked like a vegetable garden, marked the boundary of the property on each side. 


  “It’s gorgeous, isn’t it? You don’t get this kind of privacy and peace in many places. I’ve lived all over the world, from Scotland to Singapore.” She smiled up at me and her eyes sparkled brightly as she leaned forward and patted the seat next to her. “Sit down and tell me about yourself, dear.” 


  For a moment I was tongue-tied. Where would I start? She was a perfect stranger to me, even if she was my grandmother. I took a seat and perched forward, resting my hands on the table. “I’m a Libra. Born October sixth at one twelve in the morning. I like going out partying with my friends and I hate peas.” 


  Her eyes narrowed but she chuckled. “Not to mention you’re a total smart-ass and you’ve tried your hand at social work, photography, and yes... your latest whim was acting.” 


  I sat back and folded my arms over my chest, glaring at her. If this was going to be another lecture— 


  “You also love animals. Dogs in particular. But they shy away from you when you come near. You always drop coins in a beggar’s hand and you have to watch every calorie you eat. You actually tend to obsess over your hips, truth be told, but you’d rather stick pins in your eyes than exercise.” Her eyebrows bobbed. “That rhymes. Pretty good for an old doll, right?” 


  My mouth fell open. “How do you know these things? Did Mom tell you?” But in truth, the part about giving coins to the homeless was something I never told anyone about. You cancel the karma, if you do that. 


  “Exactly. When it comes to charity, never let the right hand know what the left is doing. I’ve done my share of handouts too, Keira.” She reached for my hand and pried it from my chest, clasping it tightly. 


  I was still trying to make sense of her statement. It was as if she read my mind. She held my hand in both of hers, smiling over at me. It was the oddest sensation. My fingers tingled and a sense of calm seeped into my bones.  


  “You haven’t found your calling yet, Keira. That’s something I hope will change after you’ve been here a while.” She turned when Lawrence appeared in the doorway, a tray of food and glasses in his spotted hands. He focused on my grandmother holding my hand and the smile on his lips vanished. 


  Grandmother sat back and patted my wrist before her hands dropped to the table. “Thank you, dear. What would I do without you dear Lawrence?” She smiled up at him as he set the sandwich and glasses down. 


  When he left, I took the linen napkin and spread it on my lap. “Which brings me to the question, Grandmother...” I looked over at her. “Why am I here? You have Lawrence and to be honest, you look pretty healthy. Mom and Dad made it sound like you were dying or something.” 


  She took a sip of her iced tea and then set it down softly. “What you really want to know is why this is the first time, you’ve ever met me. Isn’t that so?” 


  I nodded and then bit into the sandwich, waiting for her answer. Once more, she’d hit the nail right on the head. It hadn’t been a money issue, since she was obviously doing pretty well.  


  “It’s the same reason I sent your mother away to attend boarding school when she was nine. The nature of my work...” She looked down at her drink for a few moments. “Let’s just say, it was for her protection and with you... the need was even greater.” Her eyes were soft gazing at me. “I was there the day you were born. I held you and I knew right away how special you really are.” 


  “I don’t understand. Protection from who? And why? Who were you protecting me from?” I pushed the plate containing the other part of my sandwich away. Suddenly, my appetite was gone. Either she was making this up... the delusions of an old woman or everything was a sham. Growing up in New York, my life had been pretty normal. Loving parents, a nice home, school. And this woman was making it sound like I was in the witness protection program. 


  She had to be senile. But what about Mom? She’d sent her away to boarding school and for sure Grandmother had been a lot younger. Maybe she was some kind of paranoid schizophrenic. 


  “Let me assure you I’m totally sane.” She got up and wandered over to the wall of tropical plants, plucking dead leaves away and straightening the arrangement. Her face was set and she took a deep breath. “You’ll just have to trust me on this, Keira. It’s a lot to take in and I don’t want to overwhelm you with detail.”  


  “But Grandmother! You uprooted me from my home! You owe me some kind of an explanation!” I clasped the sides of the chair, trying to keep from jumping up and shaking her! This was so unfair to be banished to another country with some bullshit story about protecting me. 


  “And you will get that explanation... in time.” She wandered over and her fingers stroked my cheek as she gazed down at me. “Such a feisty girl. That’s good. But Keira, I wish you’d call me Nana. Grandmother sounds so formal and cold. I want us to be close.” 


  I huffed a sigh. There was nothing worse than having to wait... being treated like a child. It was a hook to keep me there. I just knew it. And I’d be damned if I was going to call her Nana. This whole situation was so manipulative. I forced a small smile. “You don’t like Grandmother? How about GM, instead? It’s less formal and much more appropriate than ‘Nana’. As you said, we need to get to know each other before you’ve earned that title.”  


  Her face broke into a wide grin and the crow’s feet at her eyes became deeper. “It’s a deal.” Her hand went to the wispy hair at the back of her head and she fluffed it, preening as she took a seat again. “I kind of like that. “GM. It’ll work.” 


  Whatever. I craned my neck, gazing around at my surroundings. “This is a pretty posh place for just you and that Lawrence guy.”  


  She looked at me evenly. “It’s paid for. As is the trust fund that has supported your family all your life—well before you were born, I might add.” 


  She answered the question before I had it completely formulated in my head. This old gal was pretty quick-witted, that was for sure. “So GM, how did you make so much money?” I pulled the plate back, deciding to finish the sandwich. My stomach was growling and Lawrence made a mean ham and cheese. 


  “I played the stock market. It was like taking candy from a baby. Then I traveled the world, meeting royalty and the elites in all the major centers.” She bobbed her eyes at me. “Jet setters and A-listers. I didn’t do too bad for a kid from Oklahoma, raised on a farm.” She snorted and laughed. “You think you like to party? Keira, I’ve done it all!” 


  Lawrence appeared in the doorway and pointed at the gold wristwatch on his arm. His gaze centered on my grandmother. 


  “All right. I know, it’s time.” She turned to me and smiled. “Make yourself at home. Lawrence will show you around after he tucks me in. You’ll want the Internet password and such.” She got to her feet and ambled over to take his arm. “I’ve arranged for you to move into the top floor. It’s actually a self-contained apartment although I expect you to have dinner with me at seven each night. I’m eager for us to get to know each other.” 


  With that she left, leaving a scent of roses in her wake. It was at that moment the sun disappeared behind a gray cloud and raindrops splattered the glass dome above me. I looked over at a plant nestled in the dark green foliage; a white cusp-shaped flower. It was familiar, yet odd.  


  When I went to get up, a wave of dizziness washed through me and I sunk down once more. Looking around at the mini greenhouse with the rain streaking the glass, the oddest sensation filled my very core. I’d been here before. Even the crust of the sandwich on the plate... I’d already experienced all of this, from the rain pelting the glass to the lushness of the foliage, the air warm and humid, with a sweet earthy smell.  


  But that couldn’t be! I’d never ever been in a solarium like this, surrounded by tropical plants. Yet, I knew in my bones that I had! Was this a deja vu experience? I’d read about it but this was the first I’d ever experienced it. As well as making my knees turn to rubber, it was disorienting. 
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  I DECIDED TO STAY PUT until Lawrence returned. Even though GM had said to make myself at home, it was still weird to be there. She was my grandmother, my own flesh and blood yet she was a stranger and this was her turf. 


  The fact that when she’d left, I’d had that spell of dj vu wasn’t lost on me either. It had been a day. From getting up early to that white-knuckled flight and throwing up almost the whole way... it was probably normal to feel disoriented. Hell, I was even in a foreign country! I finished the Coke and closed my eyes, taking deep breaths. 


  One thing that hadn’t come up in the conversation with my grandmother was how long she expected me to stay there. It was too long a way to come for a short visit and my parents had made it abundantly clear there was no place in their home for me anymore. And the fact that GM had an apartment set up in her home... well, that didn’t bode well for a quick visit either.  


  Plus what was all this talk about protection? Mom and Dad had never once tried to shelter me from going where I wanted or doing anything I chose. Surely, if they had felt threatened they would have limited me a bit more? None of this made much sense. Yet, GM was a sharp old lady. If I didn’t know any better, there’d been times I could have sworn she was reading my mind.  


  “Keira?” 


  I jumped in my seat and my eyes flew open. Lawrence stood across from me, reaching for the empty glasses. There was a glint in his eyes. “Are you ready for me to show you the rest of the house, specifically your quarters?”  


  “Yes.” I tossed the napkin onto the table. “The sandwich was good. Thanks.” 


  “Would you mind bringing your plate? We might as well start with the kitchen.”  


  My eyes flashed to his and I paused for a beat. At home, I wouldn’t have thought anything of clearing my dishes away but we didn’t have a butler or whatever it was that Lawrence did. It was clear he worked for GM but his butler service didn’t extend to me. “Sure.” I forced a casual smile and picked up the napkin and plate. If he was trying to get under my skin, I wasn’t going to show him it was working.  


  I followed him from the room and through the corridor under the main set of stairs. He veered to the right and pushed a door open with his shoulder. When I entered the kitchen it was a total surprise. Even though the house was an antique with high ceilings and dark wooden baseboards which were almost a foot high, this room was the height of modern living with stainless steel appliances and polished granite countertops. A small table was placed at the far end beside a spacious window which showed a view of the garden and river. 


  Lawrence folded his body over the open door of the dishwasher and set the glasses inside. “It’s too bad the rain started. I could have shown you the river and the gardens. Pamela’s roses are as beautiful as any horticulturalist’s.” He smiled, and his gaze at me softened. “Roses are her favorite flower.” 


  “Does she tend to them herself?” It seemed odd that she would, considering she used a cane when she walked.  


  His eyebrows rose high and he chuckled. “She oversees! No, I do most everything around here.” He pulled back as if seeing me for the first time. “I suppose, I should ask if you have any food allergies. It wouldn’t do to serve you mushrooms if you swell up like a balloon.” 


  “Nope. Although I’m not overly fond of pork, I love bacon, though I try to limit it.” It would probably be a stretch to hope for marshmallows and melon. 


  He plucked the plate from my hand and slid it into the dishwasher. “No worries about meals then. I serve dinner and anything else Pamela wants... but for breakfast and lunch, you’re on your own. I assume you’ll manage. Make a list of any foods you want and I’ll see they’re delivered. We’re kind of light on frozen pizza and we’re too far from town for takeout.” 


  His eyebrows bobbed high and a small grin formed on his lips. “We’ll start with the dining room.” He led the way through another door and we entered a large room with a table which could have easily sat a regiment. A crystal chandelier hung low over the center, and lining the closest wall was a large dark cabinet. A vase of red roses that were starting to wilt topped a linen cloth, and a decanter of brandy sat next to it. 


  “Can I include wine and gin on the list of items I would like?” 


  “Just add it to the list.” 


  “And melon? Honeydew if you can get it. And marshmallows. Not the mini’s either—the biggest ones you can find.” 


  He gave me that look I’ve seen a million times. I get that look whenever anyone asks me what my favorite snack food is and I tell them the truth. Honeydew melon and big marshmallows. You can keep your ice cream, pretzels or whatever; that’s mine. So, needless to say, Lawrence stared at me like I was out of my mind. 


  He gave his head a slight shake. “You did say marshmallows and melon, right?”  


  “Yep. Can’t get enough of it. Big marshmallows.” 


  “Ohhkaaay. Just put it on the list.”  


  Nodding, I continued perusing the dining room. I paused to look at the large oil canvas displayed on the far wall. There was something forlorn about it. A young woman with long auburn locks in an old-fashioned white robe perched on the seat of a rowboat. Weeds and bulrushes scraped the hull of the boat which was sitting near the shore—the water a marine blue. The dappled sunlight from overhead highlighted the folds of her dress and the tapestry casually draped over the side of the boat. But it was her look of longing, gazing off in the distance which made me stare. 


  “A curse is on her, if she stays.” Lawrence had sidled up beside me, gazing at the painting. “It’s an original Waterhouse in his Lady of Shalott series. Perhaps you read the poem in school. The painting was a rare find for Pamela when she was in England.” He turned and opened the door at the far end of the room.  


  “Thanks.” I slipped by him and was once more in the airy foyer of the house. The gloom of the day outside had settled and now the high corners were shadowed and the balustrade above, on the second floor, looked more like the bars of a prison. 


  His footsteps were soft, crossing the floor and he paused in the arched opening. “The living room.” His hand made a sweep, inviting me to take a peek inside.  


  As miffed as I was being banished to this house, I have to admit it was a gorgeous room. From the prim French Provincial style of the sofa and chairs, clad in a floral upholstery, to the stone fireplace at the far end. The windows showed rivulets of rain behind the lacy curtains and a cushion covered the deep wells of the sill. It would be a great place to sit and read a book or surf the web with a computer, passing the time. 


  Lawrence cleared his throat, signaling this part of the tour had ended. I joined him again and as we passed the next closed door, his voice lowered. “That’s the library but it’s been converted to a bedroom for Pamela. She doesn’t do stairs anymore. The cane helps with the rheumatism in her hips, but climbing stairs has become too much for her.” 


  He started up the wide arc of the circular staircase and turned to me. “My room is on the second floor as well as two other bedrooms and a bathroom. There’re laundry facilities in a small alcove next to the bathroom.” He wasn’t even winded from the hike up the stairs, whereas I was feeling the strain in my legs. “Any questions?” 


  I stepped up onto the second-floor landing, and paused looking down the hallway. A series of closed doors, and an oriental runner covering the center of the hardwood floors before them, met my eye. The half-moon window at the end of the hallway broke the expanse of the wall, the dull light from the outside peeking through. “This place is huge. Do you ever have guests or is this just empty space?” 


  “Very rarely, but it has happened a few times.” His head jerked to the side. “My room and bath are over there.” 


  As we climbed the final narrower set of stairs, I remembered my computer. “We have Internet, right? What’s the password to log on?” If I was to stay sane in this house, I’d need to connect to the outside world. Plus, I probably should send an email to my parents to let them know I survived the trip. Mom had some hard questions coming her way with all this talk of protection. 


  He snorted. “Susie Q. Capital ‘S’ and ‘Q’.” He glanced over at me and rolled his eyes. “There was a popular song way back when and besides it’s your mother’s name. I’ll write it out for you.” He reached over and swung open the door to what was going to be my room. 


  I ignored the subtle put-down because my eyes widened when my bed-sitting room appeared. It had to be almost thirty feet long with ceilings that sloped down to side walls which were only a few feet high. There were windows cut into the roof, casting light over the golden hardwood floors. A queen-sized bed with the same comforter I’d had in my apartment sat against the far wall. Even my Mexican rug was there!  


  I raced past my luggage and sat on the bed, testing it for softness. It was perfect. A desk, a small sofa and chair in the center of the room as well as a small counter with a sink, a fridge and microwave perched on the other side of the room. If it wasn’t stuck in the middle of nowhere, the apartment would be great. 


  “There are cupboards in the knee walls for more storage.” Lawrence wandered over to a section between the two windows and a recessed door slid back, revealing drawers with antique brass handles. He straightened and closed the sliding door once more. “You’ll find fresh fruit, soda, milk and cheese in the fridge and a supply of cookies and coffee in the cabinets.” 


  He wandered over to the kitchen and took a notebook and pen from his shirt pocket. “Here’s the password for the Internet.” He paused and sighed. “Your bathroom is just over there, on the other side of these stairs. If you need anything else, just let me know. Your grandmother will be up at six for cocktails in the living room.” He nodded and disappeared down the stairs. 


  Now that I was alone in my new quarters, I decided to explore. I walked by the stairwell and opened the door to my bathroom. Against one wall, was an oversized, high, antique claw bathtub, while the sink and vanity claimed the opposite side, next to the toilet. The place was huge with black and white ceramic tile, and walls painted an oyster-shell pink.  


  I couldn’t help but realize GM had laid everything out just for me. Mom and Dad must have sent my comforter and apartment items ahead to make the place seem more like home. All in all, it was exactly how I would have decorated it.  


  I plucked my cell phone from my pocket to check the time. It was a twenty past four. The long day was wearing on my bones and I’d have just enough time to take a nap before I had to meet GM. My shoulders sagged as I wandered out of the bathroom and back into the bedroom area. 


  I stopped short when I saw my bed. The comforter was now folded back, showing a triangle of crisp white sheets below the pillow. My gaze shot to the stairwell for any sign of Lawrence. But it was empty. That guy moves like a cat. Who else would have turned down the bed for me? GM was asleep and besides she didn’t do stairs. 


  Another wave of dizziness flooded through me and I reached for the side of the sofa to steady myself as I continued to stare at the bed. My stomach churned and the sandwich which had tasted so good earlier, was now sour, gurgling up my throat. I took a few deep breaths to settle it down and swallowed hard. 


  The bed that had seemed so inviting before, held little appeal now. Someone had been in my room, invading my privacy. There must be another person working there. It was the only explanation and the more I thought about it, the more sense it made, considering Lawrence was so old. There was no way he’d be able to cook, care for GM and maintain the housekeeping. It would have been nice if he’d introduced the other staff though, instead of them creeping me out like this. 


  Either he did it, or had instructed someone else do this without telling me. At any rate, I wasn’t so sure he liked me being there.   


   


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  SEVEN 


  [image: ~Mystical Veil Chapter flourish for insert.jpg] 
   


   


  I SHOOK OFF THE DIZZY SPELL and decided to use the time before meeting up with GM to unpack and settle into my room. There was even time to spare to send off an email to Mom and Dad. I couldn’t wait to see what they came back with about this protection business.  


  It had been a few days since I let my friends know via email and some Snapchats that I was kicked out of school and lost my apartment. None of them—not even Cerise—had bothered to reply. Not a peep, and some of these guys I grew up with! I was tempted to phone Cerise and give her a piece of my mind. But really, why bother? So after shooting off my email to my parents I closed my laptop. I stared at it for a minute and then put it back into its travel case and tucked it beside the desk. Maybe going off the grid for a while was a good idea anyway.  


  I looked at the clock and saw that GM would be expecting me for cocktails before dinner shortly. I stood up to start getting ready.  


  In the bathroom, I stared at my reflection wondering if I was supposed to change into something more formal for dinner with GM. It probably wouldn’t hurt. I’d been sick in the plane and the shirt and jeans seemed pretty stale from that experience. I turned the shower on, before peeling the layers of clothes off and leaving them in a tussled heap in the center of the floor. 


  Even the shampoo and body wash set out for me were ones that I used back home. GM had gone to a lot of trouble to make me feel welcome. The hot water was wonderful on my skin and I hummed a tune as I lathered the perfumed soap into my skin. After a few minutes the pressure dropped and the water cooled. Just my luck that Lawrence would pick this time of day to run the dishwasher or laundry, hogging the hot water. 


  I turned the water off and reached for the towel hanging on the bar next to the tub. It was fluffy and soft on my skin when I dried off and then stepped out, pondering what to wear. I could probably get away with leggings and my long silk top with the gold earrings and bangles. 


  I reached for my terry robe hanging behind the door and my gaze drifted to the floor. My clothes. There was no sign of my jeans or the top I’d been wearing. My eyes opened wide and I tugged the sides of the robe tight to my chin. How dare they! Someone had come in—unannounced—while I was naked in the shower, and taken my clothes! 


  I ran the comb through my hair, tugging a few stray strands out in the process. A small spot in the mirror appeared from the cloud of condensation and my nostrils flared as I yanked at my hair. This was too much! I’d have to speak to GM about this! If this was my space then whatever servant was creeping around up here, cleaning up and setting my comforter back had better buzz off. I hated people touching my stuff, on a good day; the idea of people I didn’t even know going through my things really, really pissed me off. 


  Grabbing my makeup case, I sneered wondering if it had been rifled as well. I smeared some lipstick on and freshened my mascara. It was my grandmother’s eyes that stared back at me—the same shade of blue and the slight upward tilt at the corners. Well, she might be trying her best to make me into a mini-me of her but I was having none of it. At least I respected other people’s privacy, dammit. 


  My footsteps slapped the floor as I strode into the bedroom. Spying the wicker clothes hamper, I stomped over and lifted the lid. Yup. The clothes I’d been wearing earlier, lay in a tangled heap. If I hadn’t needed to wash them before, I definitely needed to do that now. Someone’s hands had been all over them. 


 
 *** 


  When I stepped into the living room, GM was already perched on the sofa. Her eyes were crinkled in a smile above the choker neckline of the white dress draping her frail frame. The jewel of her tennis bracelet caught the light when she lifted her frosted glass of a pale drink. The only sign she’d been sleeping earlier was the fact that a few wisps of hair now escaped the loose roll at the back of her head. 


  “Keira. Would you care for a gin gimlet? Lawrence has made a pitcher of them.” She gestured to a sideboard tucked in an alcove near the window. “I hope you found your room comfortable and that you have everything you need.” 


  Gin gimlet, huh? My favorite drink when I go out with Cerise just happened to be the cocktail for this evening?  


  She gave me a quick smile. “I adore a nice gin gimlet in the evening; it’s my favorite cocktail.” 


  “I’ll bet it is,” I said as I ambled over to the table to fill a glass which had been left for me.  


  “So, do you like your room?” 


  “Everything is great!” I picked up the glass and turned to join her on the sofa. “The only thing... well, I’m a private person and I’m used to doing things for myself. I don’t need your maid to turn down my bed or pick up after me.” In an annoyed tone I added, “I don’t like people touching me, GM, and the idea of people I don’t know touching my clothes kind of grosses me out, okay?” 


  Her eyebrows rose and she smiled. “We don’t have a maid, Keira. There are a couple of women who come in twice a week to clean and dust but other than that, it’s just Lawrence and me.” 


  “Come on! My clothes... someone picked them up from the bathroom floor and deposited them into the hamper. And my comforter...” I knew Lawrence had gone downstairs before that had happened but I couldn’t be sure about the clothes. But wait... the water pressure in the shower had dropped like he’d been using an appliance somewhere else in the house. 


  GM took a sip of the drink, eyeing me above the rim of the glass. “Lawrence has prepared roast beef with Yorkshire pudding for dinner tonight. It’s one of my favorites... in honor of you being here.”  


  “So there’s no one else here but the three of us?” I wasn’t letting go of this just yet. 


  She chuckled and patted my knee. “Not a living soul, my dear.” 


  Ha! Not a soul that she knew of. She sounded totally sincere. Yet, how could she be so blas about this after all the talk earlier about protecting me? The house was in the middle of nowhere and Lawrence hadn’t used a key to enter when we arrived from the airport. They probably never locked their doors. They’d get eaten alive in the Big Apple. 


  “GM,” I looked down at my lap for a moment, “someone moved my clothes from the bathroom, and it wasn’t Lawrence, you or me. I think someone has broken into your house.” Even as I said it, the absurdity of the situation made my neck get warm. A burglar who tidied up? That didn’t make any sense. 


  “I could save serious money on housekeeping if people broke in and cleaned houses.” The smile dropped from her lips and she leaned closer. “How did you feel when that happened?” 


  My head jerked back and I stared at her. What an odd question. “I was angry of course. I don’t like people pawing through my stuff!” 


  “That’s all?” She looked down at the drink in her hand. “You didn’t smell anything or feel a little off-kilter?” Her dark eyes rose to meet mine. 


  I huffed a fast sigh. Someone was in the house and she was acting like some kind of therapist? Asking about my feelings? 


  My forehead tightened. I had clutched the side of the sofa because of the dizziness when I saw the coverlet of the bed pulled back. Was this what she meant? “Actually, I did feel a little nausea.” I leaned away from her and my grip on the glass became tighter. “GM what’s going on?” 


  At the series of taps, I turned and saw Lawrence standing in the archway, his gaze gentle as he watched my grandmother. “Anytime you’re ready, Pamela? Dinner is warm in the oven if you’d like another drink with Keira.” 


  “Thank you, dear. I’ll just finish this one and I’ll be ready. Another ten minutes?”  


  He turned to me. “How’s your drink? Would you like me to make another for you?” 


  Lawrence had made me the sandwich earlier and served the soda. Had he put anything in it which would have made me dizzy? Since I arrived, I’d had two spells of it, something which had never happened before. “Don’t go to any trouble. If I want another, I’ll make it, Lawrence. Thanks anyway.”  


  I watched him nod and then disappear soundlessly across the foyer. “He’s been with you a long time, hasn’t he? I mean, he told me he practically raised my mother.” My eyes searched her face. 


  She nodded, making the diamond-drop earrings sparkle in the low light. “It seems like forever. I was staying in the Ritz. Your mother was only two at the time. He was working as a waiter there, delivering room service for Susan and the nanny I’d hired to look after her. I was out visiting friends but when I returned that night, Lawrence was there, in the room reading a bedtime story to Susan.” 


  “What? Where was the nanny?”  


  “She was out cold. She’d been drinking and actually staggered when he brought the food up. He didn’t feel right leaving Susan in her care. It’s a good thing he stayed because it wasn’t long after, that the old fool actually passed out.” She took a deep breath and smiled. “I hired him on the spot, seeing his concern for my little girl. We’ve been together ever since.” 


  GM was rich; she admitted as much to me. It showed from the house and furnishings to the very clothes on her back. Maybe Lawrence had seen an opportunity back then to get close to my grandmother. It was his word that the nanny had been drunk. What if he poisoned her to take her place and ever since he’d been ingratiating himself to GM to live the highlife? GM had to be at least ten years older than him and maybe he was now eyeing his inheritance.  


  Before I arrived that is. 


  “Does he eat with us?” Surely he wouldn’t doctor the food if he had to eat it as well. 


  “Usually we eat together but he won’t while you’re here. He wants to give us a chance to visit. He’s thoughtful that way. He was like a father to Susan.” She sighed and her gaze drifted to the window, where the fading light cast a glow. 


  “So who is my grandfather? Whatever happened to him?” Now that I’d met my grandmother, I was curious to know more.  


  “I don’t know.” She smiled and her eyebrows bobbed high. 


  “You don’t know where he is...” I shook my head and leaned closer, “or you don’t know who my mother’s father is.” 


  “Both, I’m afraid.” She smiled and some color came into her cheeks. “You must think I’m awful to admit that, but it’s the truth. For years, I was the party girl. I had a series of relationships.” She chuckled. “Is it a series when they’re concurrent? Let’s just say your grandfather was a kind man. They were all kind and devilishly handsome.” 


  She set the unfinished drink on the coffee table and then her hands closed over the cane, pulling herself to her feet. A smile lit her face when she looked down at me. “You’d never know it now, but at one time I was the belle of the ball. Dancing till dawn and sharp as a tack the next day.” 


  For just a moment the old flame sparked in her face and I had no trouble believing what she’d said. Even though lines etched her skin, her eyes and the bones in her face showed classic beauty. She’d been such a hot commodity that she didn’t even know who the father of her only child was. To be shocked would be hypocritical. I’d had my share of guys as well. Luckily, birth control had advanced since my grandmother’s time. 


  I swallowed the rest of my drink and stood up, extending my elbow to her. “You are a card GM. How did Mom ever turn out so conservative? None of those guys you were with were like that?” 


  She squeezed my arm before her hand rested gently there. “If they were, I wouldn’t have been with them very long. No, it had to be some recessive quirk in the gene pool.” 


  I laughed and we entered the dining room, arm in arm—two peas in a pod. Yeah, I was warming up to the old doll.  


 
 *** 


  The table was set with fine china and a candelabra which cast flickering warmth over the fresh bouquet of red roses. I watched Lawrence stand at the sideboard slicing the beef which held a tinge of pink in the center. Bowls of steaming oven-roasted potatoes, Harvard beets and the Yorkshire puddings were lined up before me. If Lawrence was trying to poison me, it wouldn’t be with this meal, not when GM would be sharing the food. There was a genuine affection between the two of them. 


  “Bon appetite!” Lawrence set the platter of meat next to my grandmother and then with a smile, he left us to our dinner.  


  “Dig in, Keira. Lawrence is an excellent cook.” She helped herself to the beef and then slathered it with gravy. “Is there anyone special in your life, Keira? Some guy who stands out?” 


  “No one in particular. I went out with a guy for a year but it kind of fizzled and died. We parted friends and I still follow him on Facebook.” I took the platter of meat from her hand and put two thick slices onto my plate. 


  “All this social media! In my day, we really did socialize and the media was there to take pictures. Oh the glamour of the dresses and movie stars. DeNiro and Redford were crazy cardsharps, did you know that?” She smiled and her eyes closed for a moment, reliving the time. 


  “They’re not my grandfather then. Not from the sounds of it.”  


  THUD! 


  I jumped in my seat and spun around to see what had caused the bang. A picture, a small one displaying a vase spilling over with yellow roses, had fallen to the floor. 


  Lawrence burst through the door and his eyes examined GM. He shot a dark look my way before he spotted the picture on the floor. “Again?” he said. 


  “I’m afraid so.” 


  As he stepped over to where the painting lay, he muttered, “That Jarrod!” 


  “Lawrence!” GM snapped. 


  “Oh, sorry.” He glanced over at me. “I’m upset with... the handyman we use is all...” His voice faded. I could tell he was lying through his teeth, but held my tongue. He picked the picture up, feeling the back of it and holding a thin wire between his fingers. He glanced at GM and sighed. “Sorry. The wire snapped.” 


  The glow of the candles cast dark shadows under my grandmother’s eyes when she set her knife and fork on the plate before her. She took a ragged breath and her eyes were hard staring at him. “Tomorrow, please check the other painting. I don’t want my Waterhouse damaged.” 


  “Of course, Pamela.” He took the painting with him when he walked back through to the kitchen. 


  The mood in the room turned solemn. GM sat back and lifted the napkin from her lap, depositing it next to her plate. She looked tired and drawn from the surprise of the picture falling, the frailty of her years showing in the lines of her face. “You’ll have to excuse me, Keira. I’m afraid I didn’t sleep well earlier and I’m exhausted. Please finish your dinner and don’t worry about me.” She rose to her feet, holding the edge of the table in her hands. Her skin was mottled and parchment thin, showing a map of blue-tinged veins. 


  She tapped the cane on the floor, and immediately, Lawrence appeared, pushing the door wide. The expression on his face was tight and worried. “Pamela?” 


  “I’m ready, Lawrence. Please take me to my room and then see that Keira has everything she needs.” 


  My stomach was a knot as I watched them toddle across the room and then go through the door. The picture falling had really shaken GM up. But, considering her age, any sort of shock would probably do that. But she wasn’t the only one. A pall had settled in the dining room and the flames of the candles faltered, casting shadows in the corners of the room. The hair on the back of my neck tingled and I turned to examine behind me. I felt eyes peering at me but there was nothing there. Nothing but the painting of the Lady of Shalott. 


  The room felt like it was closing in. I rose and picked up the two plates, pushing my way into the kitchen. The gleaming aluminum refrigerator purred quietly and the overhead lights were bright and steady. A plate of food sat untouched on the table below the window. I breathed a sigh of relief, only then aware that I’d been holding my breath.  


  The feeling of being watched evaporated in the glare of the modern kitchen. I finished scraping the plates and loading them into the dishwasher. There were still items in the dining room but for some reason the thought of going back there totally creeped me out. 


  Lawrence could get them later. It had been a long day and I was tired. The strain of meeting my grandmother was wearing me down. I’d feel better in the morning after a good night’s sleep. 
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  I GOT OUT OF MY CLOTHES and hung them in the small closet set next to the bed. I tossed my underclothes in the hamper and grabbed a cotton nightgown from the chest of drawers. There was no way I was taking any chances leaving clothes lying around. The comforter was still pulled back and I clambered into it, pulling it up to my chin. 


  When I reached to turn the bedside lamp off, I was in complete, silent blackness. No streetlights filtered into the room and no cars or buses rushed by. I was in the country, in the middle of nowhere. I’d never experienced anything as still or dark as this. I might have a hard time drifting off to sleep with all this peace and quiet. 


  I turned the light back on and got out of bed. Crossing the room to the kitchenette, I flipped the fluorescent light under the cabinet to life. It lit the green countertop but the glow didn’t extend much beyond the love seat and chair. Just enough light to be familiar for me to sleep with. With a resigned, yet thankful shrug of my shoulders, I retrieved my laptop. So much for being off the grid. I surfed till I found a site which featured street noise, with muted car horns and the sound of traffic. I left it on my desk with the speakers turned low and the screen off.  


  When I started back to the bed, the sound of water hissing through a tap filled my ears. I peered at the computer and then turned to look down the hallway where the bathroom was. A light showed under the door, spreading out across the hardwood. I froze in place, my heart leaping to my throat. There was someone in my bathroom! Probably that same person who had taken my clothes and arranged the bed for me! 


  I looked around for a weapon. Something to defend myself in case whoever it was, was dangerous. I had a feeling it was a woman, not some burly thug. Why else would they pick up my laundry? 


  The kitchen! I rushed over and yanked a drawer out, Good! There were knives lined up there. I grabbed the biggest one and tiptoed down the hall. Stopping just outside the door, the sound of water pouring from the tap was louder now. But other than that, there was nothing else. 


  Quick as a flash, my hand gripped the door handle and I burst inside. My eyes took in all of the room in one sweep and my jaw fell open. The only sign of life was the water hissing from the tap and spiraling down the drain. I stepped over to the tub and peeked behind the shower curtain. Again, nothing. My shoulders drooped and a sigh of relief passed my lips. I stood for a moment, willing my heart to slow, my hand gradually loosening its grip on the wooden handle of the knife. 


  But if there wasn’t anyone there, how had the tap turned on? I reached out and pushed the porcelain lever shut. The sounds of hydraulic air brakes drifted in from the other room, making me jerk to the side. It was the computer. The white noise I had selected. God, I was jumpy as a cat. 


  But the water running in the sink was weird. I had used the bathroom when I came up but I know I had turned the tap off as well as the light. Yet, the only person up here was me. There was no way anyone could have gotten by me after I turned the light on. And it hadn’t happened until I had used my computer.  


  My grandmother’s words rang in my ears as if hearing them for the first time—”Not a living soul.” I looked into the mirror, feeling the blood drain from my face as the full impact of her words sank in. The key word had been “living.” The whites of my eyes rimmed the blue orbs and I gasped. 


  The place was haunted? Of course I’d seen my share of horror movies, being more scared than I’d ever want to admit to. But I’d never expected to actually be in one! 


  Even more sinister was the fact that grandmother in all likelihood, knew that when she’d asked me here. What the hell? She didn’t have the decency to maybe inform me of that fact when I’d told her about the clothes and the bed thing!  


  No wonder she’d gotten so shaken up with the picture falling from the wall. She knew it was some kind of ghost thing... and so did Lawrence! The two of them conniving together...  


  Hell, now I knew why she’d been so calm when I told her my clothes had been moved. And her question, asking me how I felt when that happened. She was fishing to see if I’d clued in that her house was haunted. 


  For two cents, I’d go down there and wake her up. She’d get a piece of my mind before I called a cab and hightailed it out of there! 


  “Argh!” I had no money nor credit cards! 


  I rushed out of the room and down the hall, grabbing my cell phone from its charger on the kitchen counter. I punched my mother’s contact number and then held the small phone firmly to my ear. After a few seconds of dead air, I looked at the screen. “No service detected.” Great! Now the cell service was down and I was stuck here! 


  The deadly silence in the room caught my attention. The sounds of traffic that had filled the air earlier was gone. I slammed the phone onto the counter and stormed over to the laptop sitting on the small coffee table. The screen was black and not a light showed in the crease of the gadget. I couldn’t even send her an email! 


  I stomped over to the fridge and yanked the door open wide. Through the clear plastic of the vegetable tray, I spied the melon. I pulled the tray out and my fingers closed over the plump fruit. Nudging the fridge door shut with my hip, I turned to the cabinets. Somehow, I just knew there’d be marshmallows. 


  After the dinner had been short-circuited, I was starving! If I had to bunk in a haunted house, at least I’d gorge on my favorite comfort food. It would be a long time before I’d be able to fall asleep. 


  I sliced the fruit and dug out the seeds, leaving them in a pulpy mush on the counter. Grabbing a plate and the bag of marshmallows, I headed to the bed. It was stationed against the wall providing a good view of the long room and hallway. If there were any ghosts hanging around, I’d see them coming. 
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  I WOKE WITH A START. Sunlight streamed through the windows, and I looked around cautiously, my cheek snuggled into the pillow. The sofa and chair were exactly as I’d left them and the laptop was on the coffee table. I pushed myself up and peered over at the kitchen.  


  The green countertop was shiny and clean. “Hmph!” The melon seeds I’d scooped out were nowhere to be seen. Whatever this was, hanging around the old house was obsessed with order. Probably I’d left a trace of toothpaste in the sink when I’d brushed my teeth before bed and that was why the water had been turned on. It had still been kind of creepy. 


  I threw the covers back and swung my legs over the side of the bed, feeling the solid coolness of the floor under my feet. I had thought I’d be awake all night, keeping vigil, but I’d slept like a baby. Actually, it was the best sleep I’d had in a long time. Still, I was going to have a few words with my grandmother about all this.  


  When I passed by the stairwell, I paused, listening for any sounds below. The sun was well above the horizon and it had to be close to eleven. Oh well. It wasn’t like I had to get up for school anymore. Actually, aside from cocktails and dinner with GM my time was pretty much my own. I still didn’t get why she needed me here... not with Lawrence taking care of her. And the fact the room was seriously spooky wasn’t helping her case. 


  I yawned as I ambled down the hall and into the bathroom. After turning the shower on, I shimmied out of the nightgown and let it fall to the floor. I looked down at it and my eyes narrowed, wondering if the ghost would put it away for me. When I stepped into the tub and felt the water pour down on my head, I smiled.  


  “Put that away for me, will you Molly?” Molly. The name had popped into my head and seemed just perfect. Molly the Maid. As I rubbed shampoo into my hair, I pictured her, the navy dress with the starched, white lace collar. I mean, if I had to put up with a ghost, at least she was a useful one... so far.  


  “Do you do laundry, Molly? That’d be nice.” 


  The door slammed shut and I jumped out of my skin. I swiped the soap from my face and peeked out the curtain. The nightgown was gone. There was no doubt who picked it up but she sure didn’t have a sense of humor. I smiled when the water cascaded over my head, rinsing the shampoo away. I guess laundry was a stretch for her. I’d better not push my luck. 


  I don’t know why, but in the daytime, ghosts weren’t nearly as scary.  


  After finishing in the bathroom, taking the time to blow-dry my hair and force some sort of order to my red-tinted curls, I wandered back into the bedroom. The bed was still a disheveled heap of sheets and comforter. I could leave it. Maybe by the time I came back after spending the day exploring the outside, it would be made up—just like in a hotel but without the need to tip. 


  I chose a blue T-shirt and jean shorts and quickly got dressed. My stomach growled in agreement when I slipped a pair of sandals on and headed downstairs. Lawrence stood at the bottom set of steps, a glass of iced tea in his hand. 


  “Your grandmother is in the solarium.” His eyes traveled down my bare legs and his eyebrows drew together. “I take it you’re going to explore the grounds today? Perhaps you’d be kind enough to take your grandmother along. She likes to get out to see her roses when the weather is good.” 


  “Tell her, I’ll join her in a few. I’d like to grab a bowl of cereal and make a coffee.” I was about to step away to go to the kitchen when his voice stopped me cold. 


  “How did you sleep?” 


  His eyes bore into mine, searching for any sign of hesitancy.  


  “Fine, all things considered.” I strode across the foyer and pushed the kitchen door wide. Let him chew on that! There was no way I was letting him know what I’d discovered. If he was trying to get under my skin, I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. 


  I helped myself to the corn flakes and smiled seeing the almost full pot of coffee. There wasn’t an item out of place on the counter or table and it was obvious they’d been up for hours. Still, it was nice to have coffee still there. 


  When I stepped out into the bright sunroom, my grandmother sat regally in the high-backed chair, the collar of her white cotton blouse extended up above a red paisley scarf. Her hair—which yesterday had been upswept—now showed many loose tendrils draping over her shoulders. Even her makeup couldn’t hide the dark circles under her eyes and the lines in her face. In the bright sunlight every age mark showed in her hands curled around the glass of tea. 


  “Good morning, GM.” I set my coffee and bowl of cereal on the glass top of the table and plopped down in the chair across from her.  


  “Hello Keira.” A faint smile lifted her face and her eyes sparkled watching me. “I see you’re dressed for the outdoors today. How was your night in a strange new room?” Like Lawrence earlier, her eyes bore into me. 


  “It’s strange, all right. You never told me I’d be sharing my room.” I took a bite of cereal and watched her as I chewed. 


  Her only response was lifting her chin and peering at me, the smile still playing on her lips, waiting for me to continue. 


  “Yes, Molly has made her presence known. She’s a real clean freak... picks up after me, whether I want her to or not.” My eyes narrowed. “It might have been nice to let me know the house is haunted. But maybe you thought I wouldn’t visit if I knew. Still, you could have prepared me when I got here.” 


  “Molly?” She straightened in her chair and there was a bright grin on her lips, as she sat back. “Actually her name was Mary Clayburn... although I think Molly is a slang derivative of Mary.” 


  My mouth paused in my chewing and I could only stare at her for a few moments before swallowing hard. It felt like a lump of coal burning its way down my tight throat. She even knew the woman’s name and hadn’t said word one about it before setting me up in that room! 


  “Are you shitting me?” I slammed the bowl down onto the table, my appetite now gone. 


  “Don’t be vulgar, Keira. It doesn’t become you.” She leaned forward. “Of course I knew about Mary or Molly, as you call her. She’s made her presence known ever since I bought this house, many years ago. She worked as a maid in this house.” 


  “Well that explains the cleaning obsession, I guess.” If she was going to be casual about this, then I wasn’t going to freak out and look silly. The ghost hadn’t hurt me, only startled me... okay, scared the shit out of me, if I was being honest. 


  Grandmother set the glass of tea on the table and continued. “Don’t be callous. The first owner of the house, Lloyd Marshall, died and the home was to be sold. Mary had loved him for years, raised his children when his wife was stricken with TB and hospitalized. She couldn’t bear the heartache and leaving the place where she’d lived and loved. She poisoned herself. She died a lonely woman.” 


  My eyebrows drew together and I looked down into the steaming coffee. It was hard to be angry or even flippant about Molly after hearing that sad tale. To have loved someone that much that she ended her life when he died? That kind of love was hard to fathom.  


  “How do you know all this? Did you find her diary or something?” Even I knew this kind of detail wouldn’t be available in any research sources. 


  “Something like that. Yes.” She plucked off a stray white hair which had fallen onto her sleeve, and looked down her nose at it before flicking it away. “Why don’t you try communicating with her? The poor thing is trapped here by her own doing. It can’t be very much fun.” 


  I just about choked on the coffee which I’d taken a large sip of. Communicate with Molly? What did I look like—some kind of medium? Yeah, Keira Swanson, Ghost Whisperer at large? 


  “Why don’t you? I mean, it’s your house!” It was ridiculous to be even talking about this! Almost as crazy as a ghost maid hanging around my room. 


  “I’ve tried, believe me. Not for my sake but for hers. There’re better places for her to be than mooning around this house.” She straightened her collar and there was a smug, self-satisfied look on her face when she looked over at me. 


  I was about to get up to take my bowl back to the kitchen and get a refill of coffee when a wave of dizziness made me hunch forward and clasp the edge of the table. When I looked over at GM there were two images of her sitting side by side. I blinked hard a few times to clear my eyes. 


  “Are you all right? You don’t look well, Keira. You’re pale.” GM leaned forward and covered my hand with hers. Her touch was cool and dry on my skin. 


  “Just a dizzy spell.” When I glanced at her, thankfully, there was only one GM this time. “Maybe my blood pressure is low or something.” But the spell happening just after I’d finished a coffee which Lawrence had made wasn’t lost on me. “I need a glass of water and some fresh air, I think.” 


  GM tapped her cane on the stone floor a few times and Lawrence appeared in the doorway. “Would you mind clearing the dishes and getting Keira a glass of ice water, dear?” 


  His gaze shot to me and for just a moment there was a hardness in his eyes, before a smile plastered his face. “Certainly.” He moved forward and picked up the bowl and coffee mug. 


  “If it’s not too much trouble, can I have a bottle of water?” 


  He paused. “The well water is fine, let me assure you. It’s charcoal filtered and it’s icy cold coming out of the fridge.” He looked like I’d asked him for something exotic instead of just a bottle of water. 


  “That’s fine. I’ll get up and get it.” I pushed past him and walked into the house. Tap water was fine but only if I poured it. I didn’t trust Lawrence. And there’d been no mistake from the look he shot me that he resented the hell out of me being there. 


  As I stood at the fridge holding my glass under the spout for ice water, I noticed a thin notepad and pencil secured by a magnet. There were a few items already there and I picked up the pencil to add a case of bottled water to the list. It would be handier anyway, in case I went for a walk or tried out the boat. On second thought, I added “Perrier” beside my entry.  


  I passed Lawrence as I walked out of the kitchen. The look in his eyes was still hard and he stepped back to let me pass. It was like I was so repugnant that he didn’t even want to risk brushing up against me. 


  I couldn’t resist getting in a shot at him. “Oh Lawrence... I’ve added bottled water to the list of groceries. Would you be a dear and put fresh limes on it too? I find gimlets so much better with fresh lime.” 


  His eyebrows rose and he nodded curtly before pressing on into the kitchen. I couldn’t help but smile. 


  GM turned from where she was plucking a dead leaf from a plant with a huge pink flower, and made as though she was rising to her feet before plopping back in the chair. “Would you mind taking some photos of the roses when we go outside?” 


  The air in the greenhouse room was still and sultry with the sun beaming its rays over the floor. I gulped the water down and then set the glass on the table. It would be good to get out into the fresh air, escaping the cloying warmth of the room. “Sure. Give me a minute and I’ll be right back with my camera.” 


  When I set foot on the flight of stairs to my floor, I wondered if Molly had tidied up my bed. The air on my bare legs and arms became colder the higher I climbed. It was so chilly that the hair on my arms tingled and goose bumps skittered down my spine.  


  Without warning, there was the sound of footsteps running across the floor of my bedroom, followed by a bump. A loud bump, almost a crashing noise. 


  I stopped short, my foot still on the step, halfway up to my room. Whatever had raced across the floor and banged something shut wasn’t Molly. Judging by the cold and the fact my heart was galloping in my chest, this was a different entity altogether.  
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  I STOOD STILL FOR ANOTHER FEW BEATS, willing breath into my lungs and for my heart to slow down. If GM knew about Molly, she probably knew about this other ghost as well. It couldn’t be dangerous. Right? I’d have to trust she wouldn’t do that to me. 


  I leaned against the steep stairs and peeked over the top step to scan the room for ghosts, goblins, or whatever the hell else it could be. Why had my room become Ghost Central Station anyway? The house was plenty big to accommodate them in other rooms!  


  The sigh of frustration I let out formed a cloud vapor of front of me. Damn it was cold up here. I stood up on the stairs and ascended the rest of the way. At the top landing the temperature had dropped even more and I rubbed my arms. 


  Looking over my room, everything seemed normal. Well, as normal as it could be in this place. While my laptop was right where I left it, the clothes I had dropped on the floor earlier were now folded and on top of my dresser. My bed was made and even turned down again. But... 


  In the center of my bed was my camera—my expensive Canon T5 was lying on its side with the lens cap off.  


  “That’s it!” I said out loud. I marched down to my bed. This was my room and my stuff! I didn’t like anyone, dead or alive going through my things! I stopped in the center of the room. “Can’t you people respect a person’s privacy?” I said aloud.  


  I reached over to the bed to see that not only was the cap off, but the glowing red light showed it had been left on. Next to it was an indentation on the bedding, evidence someone or some thing had been sitting there playing with it.  


  This was definitely another ghost, not Molly. Not only did the room feel different somehow, no way would she leave the bed mussed.  


  I grabbed the camera and clicked the button on the back to display the pictures I’d already taken—the ones back home of the lake and swans in Central Park. As I scrolled through the images from home I squinted at the small screen. There were new pics. 


  And I didn’t take them. 


  The first few were random, off-kilter shots of the coffee table and floor. But the next one showed the face of a young boy. Under the large forehead, his eyes were ferret-like dark slits, while his lips were drawn back in a snarl. Another showed only half his face, his lips loose and eyes open wide. His hair was cut very short and uneven, while the shirt he wore was a striped jersey. It reminded me of the kid in Home Alone. 


  The hair on the back of my neck stood high all of a sudden. I wasn’t alone in the room anymore. I turned my head slowly and then gasped. He was standing at the foot of my bed, glaring at me with eyes narrowed in anger. My heart leapt to my throat and an icy shiver crept down my spine. 


  We were both frozen in place staring at each other for what seemed like minutes but was probably only a few seconds. His image began to waver at the edges like the heat waves above a highway on a hot summer’s day. 


  I took a deep breath, willing my voice from my throat which was suddenly dry as dust. “Who are you?” 


  For a moment he was silent, and then he spoke. 


  “Sam.” It was the high-pitched voice of a young boy. He stepped back and the top of his pants; worn, raggedy jeans came into view. He had to be only nine or ten years old from his size, but still, his sudden appearance made my blood run cold. 


  “What are you doing here?” I felt like I was in a dream— that this couldn’t be happening. A ghost, a young boy was standing only a few feet away and I was asking him questions? And he was answering? 


  I crossed into the Twilight Zone from the first moment I entered this house. 


  “It’s my room. Why are you here? Did Mama send you up?” His image faded a little and once more he took a step, or rather floated backward in retreat. His eyes now showed fear and his hands were fisted at his sides.  


  His Mama? What the heck was he talking about?  


  A flash of the room, a small iron bed and some wooden toys on the floor, while the young boy stood looking out the window, appeared in my head and I jerked back. The vision and emotions that accompanied it was enough to tell me the story. Yes, this had been his room at one time. I sighed sadly. He died up here. I hadn’t a clue how I knew this, but I’d stake my life on that fact. 


  The boy was watching me warily, with dark waves of fear emanating from his body. He was a prisoner here. He looked around at the room and when he turned to look at me again, the fear was now terror showing in the whites of his eyes.  


  “What happened to my room?” his voice was now shrill. “Where is my room?” The poor boy was now more scared than I was.  


   “This is my room now, Sam. You shouldn’t be here.” My voice had softened, barely above a whisper. 


  He looked frantic now, his gaze skimming over the room. His body shimmered, becoming translucent so I could see the wall behind him. And then he was gone. 


  I took a few ragged breaths and I gripped the camera tight. If not for the photos, I could pretend this had been a dream, some kind of wacky hallucination. The temperature became warmer on my skin and I peered out the window at the bright day, a wisp of a cloud showing next to the sun. But it had happened. And what’s more, GM knew about the spirits who haunted this room. What kind of sick sadist was she anyway? 


  The full weight of the implications of the episodes I experienced fell on me when I got to the top of the stairs and I grabbed the newel post for support as I gasped for breath. 


  There really are such things as ghosts!  


  I panted, trying to catch my breath. My entire picture of the world had just been ripped apart. Mom and Dad never went to church, they described themselves as committed agnostics. I enjoyed scary movies as much as the next girl, but now what had been the territory of Hollywood and Netflix…was folding my clothes and playing with my stuff?  


  If ghosts were real, then was God real? And if God was real, just how much trouble was I in for not going to church? And which God was it? Was he? Her? Should I be going to a mosque? A temple? An Ashram?  


  Oh man, this was a lot to take in for an afternoon. I looked down the staircase. Two floors down GM was sitting smug as the cat after the canary, and she’d been living in this place for years! 


  “One thing at a time, Keira!” I said out loud. Great. I’m here two days and I’m talking to myself like an addled old woman. Just. Great.  


  Okay, then; one thing at a time. Fine. First Molly and now Sam. Both had lived in the house, specifically in my room. They were tied to that room somehow. GM had said why not talk to Molly? Well, I’d tried that with Sam and I wasn’t sure if it helped either of us. For sure, I was moving from that room... if not out of the house entirely! Sam and Molly were welcome to it. 


  As I emerged from the stairwell to the second floor, I glanced down the hall where the other guest bedrooms were. I could move in there, but there was no guarantee the same thing wouldn’t happen again. The place was old and probably lots of people over the years had died in it. Who knew what kind of entity would show up? 


  When I entered the sunroom, GM was still sitting in her wicker chair. She looked up and her eyes examined me like an ant under a magnifying glass. I shook my head from side to side and plopped down in the chair across from her. This was unreal. I just saw a ghost—my second ghost, and now I was going to chat about it with my grandma! I looked at her, my eyes narrowing. She knew something had happened... probably that’s why she wanted pictures of her roses. Any excuse for me to go back upstairs. This bitch set me up!  


  “Kiera? What’s happened?” She leaned forward and her fingers covered mine. 


  I yanked my hand away from her and spat the words out. “You know what happened! That’s why you wanted me to go upstairs to get the camera. You knew there’d be another ghost to scare the hell out of me!” 


  Her mouth was a straight, inscrutable line as she watched me. “Yes?” 


  “That’s it? That’s the only thing you’ve got to say about this!” Her passive posture, the acceptance of all this like I was discussing the weather or some inane thing was maddening. I grabbed the camera and pulled up the photo of the boy on the small screen. I thrust it at her. “Here! Is that who you thought I’d meet? How many other ghosts do you have up your sleeve?”  


  I looked wildly around the room waiting for Casper to pop out of a wall. No, nothing. Okay, so far so good. I turned back to GM. 


  She glanced at the camera and then her fingers tugged at the cuff of her shirt. She leaned over to peer inside. “Nothing up my sleeve.” When she chuckled, I was tempted to jump out of my seat and throttle her. 


  “Laugh if you want, but I’m out of here! I don’t care if I have to hitchhike home but I’m not staying!” I held my tongue from telling her what a sadistic bitch I thought she was. She owed me an explanation, if nothing else, before I left.  


  The worst of it was, I’d have to go back into that room to pack my stuff. I shoved my feet out and crossed my arms over my chest, slumping down into the seat. 


  “If you’re through having your tantrum, I’ll explain it to you.” She rose to her feet, steadying herself with her hands pressing the top of the cane. “Well? Come along and take some shots of my roses. I’ll tell you all about it, outside in the sunshine.” The corners of her mouth twitched upwards and her chin rose. 


  “My hand shot up and I pointed at the ceiling. “There’s ghosts in my bedroom! And you want to take pictures of flowers? Are you insane?” Why bother to ask? The woman was totally bonkers.  


  GM’s head tilted at me, an annoyed expression on her face. “Not bonkers, young lady. Experienced. Now, let’s go.” 


  I huffed out a breath and followed.  


  What the hell else could I do?  
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  WHEN I STEPPED OUTSIDE, looking over the expanse of green lawn, anywhere but at my grandmother, the sun was warm on my face. In the distance, the rays sparkled on the small waves of the river, while a sailboat floated by. 


  Her hand skimmed over my arm and landed in the crook of my elbow, tugging me closer. “First of all, this is your home, so there’s no hitchhiking away from it.” 


  “No, it’s not. It’s your home and you’ve got two, too many residents for my liking.” That was generous on my part. I’d only met two of the ghosts when there was probably an army of them. I slowed my gait to accommodate her. She was, after all, pretty old, even if I could have throttled her. 


  “I’m leaving the house as well as the bulk of my fortune to you, Keira.” She stopped, her eyes large and solemn, watching me. 


  My mouth fell open. GM barely knew me and she wanted me to inherit? Not that I wanted any part of this house, but the fortune... well, that could solve some problems. “What? I don’t understand. Why me and not Mom?” 


  “I said ‘the bulk’. Your parents will be well provided for, don’t worry.” She turned and motioned with her chin for us to continue to her precious rose garden. “I told you before, you are special, Keira. Your mother, much as I love her, didn’t inherit your abilities.” She glanced over at me and smiled. “Take Sam. It was a very long time before he showed himself to me. But with you it was only a couple of days. That shows real promise.” 


  “Thanks.” This time it was me who ground to a halt. What the hell was I doing, thanking her for scaring the hell out of me? “Wait a minute. You knew I’d encounter Molly, but Sam was some kind of test? Is that it?” This was insane. Who did this kind of thing? And to their granddaughter of all people!  


  “Yes. As crazy as it might seem, you passed the test. As for the house, we’ll talk about your inheritance in more detail soon. First, I need to know what transpired between Sam and you.” 


  I chewed this over in my mind for a few moments. I had just been hit with a one-two punch and had to process it. I stand to inherit millions, I’m sure; and on top of that, my meeting Sam was some kind of test? Test for what? My head was spinning. 


  “Keira.” GM touched me. “Just tell me what happened between the two of you.” 


  I blinked a couple of times. “I asked him his name and he told me. He wanted to know if his mother had sent me. I told him the room was now mine and he should leave.” My eyebrows bunched together when I remembered the vision which flashed in my mind. “I saw the room for a moment the way it had been, when he lived there. He was kind of like a prisoner there.” I sighed. How was that possible for a young boy like him? Yet the fear in his eyes had been real. 


  GM squeezed my arm and leaned closer. The scent of roses drifted into my nose from her proximity. “He was a prisoner. A hundred years ago, when a child wasn’t right in the head, they were often locked away. Sam had bouts of schizophrenia and was kept up there, away from the other children.” 


  I knew the answer to my next question, but needed to hear it from her own lips. The day had gone completely still around us; the sounds of birds chirping and the breeze in the trees faded as we talked. This was too weird for words. I looked at her from under my eyelashes. “And you know this... how?” 


  She smiled sweetly. “I talked to him, of course. That’s also how I found out Mary... I mean Molly’s story.” She paused for a moment, giving me an appraising look. “You did the right thing, asking him to leave. Your instincts were right on.”  


  “So he’s gone? For good?” I blew out a huff of air. “Well, that’s a relief.” 


  “I’d be surprised if that was all it took.” Her cheeks blossomed into a grin and her eyes twinkled at me. “Keira, what do you know about the afterlife?” 


  I looked past her at the house. “A hell of a lot more than I did a couple of days ago, that’s for sure.” I returned my gaze to her. “What do you mean, GM?” 


  “Did you believe ghosts existed, before coming here?” 


  I chewed my lip. “No, not really.” I looked away and added, “But I wanted to. I mean, I kind of wished they did.” 


  “Why?” 


  I had to think that one over for a few seconds. “Because… if they exist… then we never really die.” I nodded my head. “Ghosts prove there’s life after death, don’t they?”  


  GM nodded, “You drew a good conclusion from the evidence at hand, Keira. Well done.” 


  I didn’t admit to her then—and wished I could have—that her approval made me feel good. “But then… why don’t we see them all the time, GM?” 


  “Bingo.” She pointed her fingers at me like she was shooting a gun. “That’s the next good question. Why is that, do you think?”  


  “I don’t know… but I’ll bet you a million bucks you got some ideas.” 


  She nodded. “You’re right, I do. I don’t have all the answers, but I do have some.” She cocked her head back to the big house. “Molly… and Sam… you saw their spirits… their souls, if you want to use that term. Whatever word you use, you’re describing that part of us...” She paused and held my arm. “The part of us that moves on.” She glanced back at the house and then back at me. “I believe it’s the energy in us which is truly just us.” She tapped my chest. “There is an energy in you which is only Keira, dear.” Tapping her own chest, she added, “Just as there is an energy in me which is just me. It’s this energy that moves on to another plane of existence after one’s body dies.”  


  “So when I saw those ghosts, I was actually seeing their souls?” 


  “I prefer the term spirit, but yes—the fundamental essence of their nature which transcends their bodies.”  


   “Yeah. That makes sense to me. I mean, I remember from school, they say energy can never be destroyed. It might transform but it still is.” My brain was just beginning to ache now. I’m no intellectual; the deepest discussions I’m used to are who’s hotter—Johnny Depp or Brad Pitt. Just so you know, it’s Ryan Gosling.  


  GM was watching me as the wheels turned in my head. Then it hit me. “It’s like in the movies and books!” I said. “The ghosts I see are ones who are stuck here!” 


  She clapped her hands, smiling. “Now you’re getting to the heart of the matter!” She put her hand around my waist and we continued down the path of the garden. “There is a thin curtain separating life as we know it and the next plane of existence, Keira. The spirits of some people get caught in that fabric, like a fly behind a window sheer. They’re stuck between here and eternity. They’re supposed to move on, but sometimes people are too rooted in the life they’ve led.” She gave a small shrug. “Sometimes they don’t know they’ve even left the living.” 


  I came to a stop. “How do you know this GM? I mean, you sound so certain about all this.”  


  “It’s been my life’s work, Keira. I see spirits.” She held up a finger. “I mean, occasionally other people are able to as well, but only when those spirits reveal themselves. But for me I’m much more attuned to them. I experience souls who are marooned.” 


  “Marooned?” 


  “Yes. They’re tied to this world when they should have moved on.” She was silent for a few moments, watching me trying to digest this. 


  “Oh, you’re some kind of ghostbuster?” 


  She rolled her eyes at me. “Oh, you’re sooo original! I’ve never heard that one before!” She shot a peeved look back at the house. “When that stupid movie came out, Lawrence played that theme song night and day for a month!” 


  I crossed my arms. “But you are, right?” 


  She waggled her eyebrows at me. “More like a ghost whisperer actually. I nudge them along to the next plane where they belong. Sometimes it’s really hard when they fear that level. It’s still an unknown for them as well as us. And it gets a lot more,” she cleared her throat, “complicated if they’ve lived a bad life, because they’re afraid they’re going to hell.” 


  “Is there? Is there a heaven and a hell?” I still had my arms crossed, because I hadn’t asked the big question yet. 


  Her face took on a thoughtful look as she shook her head slowly. “To tell the truth, I really don’t know for sure. I’ve not yet gone to the other side of The Veil. I believe it’s a better place, and I’m convinced it’s where we belong after we die.” 


  “So you’ve made it your life’s work to help people cross over this Veil thingy.” 


  “Yes. Now ask your question out loud.” She gazed at me with steady eyes. 


  “Why? Why can’t they stay here if they want to? Who are you to get them to move on?”  


  “And that’s the sixty-four thousand dollar question, isn’t it?” 


  “Why sixty-four thousand?” 


  She gave a small wave. “Just an old-fashioned figure of speech dear. Before your time.” She slowly blinked and went on. “It’s a question of balance.” 


  “Balance? What does that mean?” 


  “It’s how the universe works. A caterpillar can’t stay a caterpillar. It has to become a butterfly.” She pointed at me. “You couldn’t remain a child for all time, you had to follow the path of nature, which is the path of the universe. Just as you had to learn to walk and talk,” she arched an eyebrow, “and go through puberty; these spirits need to move on. It’s what the universe needs to maintain balance.”  


  “How do you know that? What makes you so sure? Maybe these ghosts do belong here?”  


  She shook her head vigorously. “Absolutely not; I learned that the hard way.” 


  “Oh? What happened?” 


  “That story is for another time, perhaps. For now, you just need to understand this: we’re meant to go from this plane to the next one. The Veil that separates the living and the dead is delicate. Too many spirits on this side weakens it.” GM took a deep breath. “It’s not just pushing souls along for their own well-being, Keira. It affects us all; the living as well as the dead. The universe depends on this separation. Time and space become affected.” 


  She was losing me. I could understand wanting a better realm for spirits caught in the middle but time and space? “So what happens? I mean, if too many linger? Aside from haunting the rest of us—scaring the living daylights out of us—how bad can it get?” I looked down at the grass. Also, why were Molly and Sam still in her house if she was so good at this? 


  “It can get a whole lot worse than it is right now, let me tell you.” Her jaw tightened and she pointed to a red rose which was still tight in the bud, only the outer petals curling to the sun. “That one is in my favorite stage. Get a shot of that, will you?” 


  When I stepped away from her and lifted the camera, rotating the lens to zoom in, she continued. “Just like in your camera when Sam’s spirit played with it. He took a picture—” 


  “Yeah, spooky selfie,” I snickered.  


  “Keira! This is serious!” I was taken aback by her vehemence. “An image of a spirit is captured in your camera. It’s evidence The Veil is thin, that it could be photographed like that. Can you imagine the chaos if there were many, many more of these spirits roaming around? It would affect the nature of reality!”  


  I lowered my camera. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? ‘The nature of reality.’ Really, GM, you sound like some Buddha dude or something.” 


  She sighed. “This is a little tricky to explain. What time is it?” 


  I glanced at my watch. “It’s eleven forty-five.” 


  “And right now it’s a few seconds after that, right?” When I nodded, she said, “There is no time on the other side of The Veil, Keira. It’s an eternal state. There is only a now. On the other side, there’s no tomorrow, nor yesterday... just a now.” 


  “So it’s eleven forty-five all the time over there?” 


  “And ten fifteen, and midnight, and five p.m.—and all at the same instant.” 


  “That’s crazy. How can that be?” 


  “For the sake of argument, just try to accept that on the other side of The Veil, nobody has to worry about being late. Time as we understand it does not exist on that side.” She tilted her head. “Now the next part is really going to blow your mind. There’s no space as we know it on that side either.” 


  “Space? Like in Star Wars?” 


  She shook her head no. “No, I mean there is no here nor there. In the eternal, those basic ways we deal with existence do not apply.” 


  My head started to hurt right behind my left eye; it was like I was back in high school trying to understand algebra.  


  GM saw the expression on my face and kept going anyway. “Listen to me. What do you think would happen to this world,” she spread her arms, “if there was no now, then, here nor there?” 


  My eyes flew open wide as an image of the world—cities and forests, mountains and oceans folding and blending into each other, creating some kind of vortex of destruction—flashed in my mind. I gasped. Every living thing, dying in the most terrifying way imaginable. No, not dying... “Ceasing to exist,” I whispered. I staggered; my camera dropping to the ground as I held my head, trying to catch my breath.  


  “Yes, Keira... ceasing to exist.”  


  “Wait a minute!” My hand shot out and I pointed at her. “You put that vision in my head!” 


  GM shook her head slowly. “No Keira, my abilities lie in being able to share what you’re thinking, yes; but I’m unable to put thoughts into your mind. I felt you experiencing it, yes; I saw it in your head, but that vision you had was like the one you had in your bedroom of Sam’s past life. I didn’t put those there.” 


  “But... but how did I see it then?” I was still trying to catch my breath from the horror of it all. I’ve seen planets destroyed tons of times in the movies... but I felt this utter destruction!  


  GM stepped up to me and put her arms around me. “It’s because you are very much like me, dear. Very, very much like me.” She held me to her and began to rub my back. “The vision has passed now, Keira... you’re safe.” She guided me to a lawn bench which was nearby and sat us both down on it. Still stroking my back, she gave a small laugh. “When I had that vision the first time, I fainted.” Hugging me she said, “You got angry! You’re a very strong woman, do you know that?” 


  Strong? I felt as weak as a kitten.  


  “Yes, strong. And we’re not finished.” She tilted my face toward her own. “My mission has been to protect The Veil. To keep that premonition you just had from happening. If too many spirits stay on this side of it, their eternalness will disrupt this side.” She took a breath and spoke softly, “And probably the other side as well.” 


  “Reality.” 


  “Yes. Reality.” 


  My head hung to my side, resting on her own. “So you want me to help you save the universe.” 


  “More or less.” 


  “Oh.”  


  We sat silently holding hands. 


 
 *** 


  I had closed my eyes for a few minutes. I didn’t think about what GM just told me, it was too big. I just let my thoughts float around aimlessly.  


  I sat up with a jerk and turned to her. “Ghostbusting doesn’t pay well, does it?” 


  She snorted. “I hate that term! No, it really doesn’t.” 


  My eyes narrowed. “But you’re a whiz at investing?” 


  “I’ve had some help.” 


  “Oh?” 


  “I know where you’re going, Keira. Yes, I’ve had help from someone from the other side.” 


  “The stock market. You somehow use spirits to get stock tips?” 


  She laughed and it was like a bell tinkling. “Gives a whole new meaning to insider trading, doesn’t it?” At my shocked expression, her chin lowered and she smiled. “I only did it to have the freedom for pursuing my real work. But, I guess we can justify anything if we put our mind to it.” She laughed again.  


  “Time doesn’t really exist on that plane. In life, we think in linear terms... the past, present and the future. But there, it doesn’t exist. My friend, Ralph, had worked the markets all his life. His interest didn’t die with his body. He enjoyed giving me information, tips, which made me very wealthy.” She pointed to the house. “He was here for years and years before he moved on. Sort of like Sam and Molly, except he stayed here for my sake, not because he didn’t want to move on. After he moved on, I hired living investment managers. The rest is history.” 


  I straightened, looking over at her again. “That was interfering in time... and even space, what you did. Is this what you meant? But the world didn’t collapse or anything when you did it. So what was the harm?” 


  “You have a point. But I’m a single, isolated case, and Ralph did move on when I was financially set.” 


  “Puts a whole new spin on ‘Angel Investor’,” I smirked.  


  GM got a far away look in her eyes. “Hmm... I never thought of that... maybe he was...” She cleared her throat and her face became solemn. “Keira. Imagine if there were hundreds like me short-circuiting the financial markets? It would be chaotic. My ultimate goal was altruistic. Could the same be said of most people?”  


  “No. All you have to do is read how corporations are causing havoc as it is, GM.”  


  “I shudder at the thought of some Wall Street hedge-fund manager with that sort of information,” she said. “The economy and state of the world is bad enough as it is, don’t you think?” 


  I recalled that derelict at the subway station last week. Wealthiest city on the planet and he didn’t have socks. “Yeah,” I sighed. “But... speaking of wealth... the inheritance... I still don’t know what it is you want of me. I mean... there’s got to be a catch.” Call me cynical but she’d offered that inheritance pretty damned fast when I said I was going to leave. 


  For a long moment she watched me silently, her gaze softly meeting mine. “I don’t offer this lightly, Keira. If there was any other way, believe me I’d jump at the chance to take it. Don’t get me wrong. My work with safeguarding The Veil has been infinitely rewarding. I have helped many people, both living and dead. But, I’m not without enemies doing this. Powerful enemies. Here and in the next plane of existence.” 


  A shiver went down my spine despite the warmth of the day. If I was to carry on her life’s work which she had intimated was her intention, then I’d not only inherit her wealth, I’d inherit her enemies too. 
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  LATER, WE SAT IN THE SUNROOM eating a lunch of toasted tomato sandwiches and tossed garden salad. All thoughts of exploring the grounds and river were abandoned with her revelations in the rose garden.  


  Lawrence had only appeared long enough to serve lunch before muttering something about catching up with the laundry. Did he know about the inheritance? That she’d made me her heir? I still wasn’t sure about him but for the time being, there were more important things to think about than her elderly guy Friday. 


  “So tell me more about these enemies of yours. I mean, they must be pretty scary if you sent Mom away for her protection.” I looked down into the bowl of leafy green lettuce and cucumber, toying with it as I spoke. I still wasn’t sure I was going to agree to any of this... not until I knew what I was up against. 


  GM dabbed the corners of her mouth and set the napkin back on her lap. “I can’t tell you their names. In all honesty, I don’t know that. If I did, well, it would be so much simpler. But, I know when they are close.” Her face had dropped and there was an iron glint in her eyes. 


  “But why? Why would anyone, here or in the next stage of existence want to stop you? Is it the money? Some greedy people who want to do what you did... use the next plane for profit on the stock market? Or even power?” My lips twitched as I pictured a Darth Vader type or even Dr. Evil in the Austin Powers movie.  


  Her chin rose and she smiled. “If it were only so. That, I could easily deal with. No. I’m afraid it’s anarchy that they desire. The end of everything as we know it. They’ve come close a few times and I barely escaped with my sanity, let alone my life. “  


  The doorbell rang.  


  I jerked in my chair and stared at her. Her eyes mirrored mine. We were both thinking the same thing. Was it them? 


  Her hand went to her throat and she sighed. “Can you get that, Keira? Lawrence is upstairs and he might not have heard it.” 


  “Are you expecting anyone?” I forced my heart back down from where it had leapt into my throat. All this talk about enemies and the supernatural was getting to me.  


  She shook her head no.  


  “Okaay. Be right back.” As I was leaving the room the bell rang again. “Hold on!” I pulled the door open and there stood a woman, around my own age in a white uniform shirt and navy shorts. In her hand was an envelope and an electronic clipboard. Her head pulled back and her gray eyes were almost as round as mine, staring back at me. 


  “Hi. I’ve got a registered letter for Mrs. York. Is she around?” Her brown hair was tied up in a pony tail but a few stray wisps framed the sides of her face. A smattering of freckles crossed the ridge of a small nose above a tentative grin. 


  I reached out to take the letter from her. “That’s my grandmother. I can sign for her.” It was weird. I was already feeling like the lady of the manor.  


  She handed it to me and then lifted the gadget, clicking the plastic pen on the smooth surface. “Sign here.” Her eyes were filled with question marks looking at me. “I’m Gwen Jones. I’ve been delivering mail here for years and I’ve never seen you before. Is Lawrence okay?” 


  I chuckled seeing her confusion as I scratched my signature on her board. “He’s fine. He’s just busy right now. I’m Keira Swanson. This is my first visit from New York.” 


  Her eyebrows rose and she nodded. “Oh! Well, that’s nice.” She dodged to the side and peeked into the foyer. “I haven’t seen your grandmother or Lawrence in a while. The odd time I see her outside, clipping leaves from her plants. She’s nice. I like your grandmother.” 


  I laughed at her sneaking a peek around me. What did she think? That this was some home invasion and they were tied up in some room behind me? “Yeah. She’s pretty cool.” I wasn’t going to add anything about Lawrence. “Thanks.” I started to close the door, where she was still trying to examine behind me. 


  “Yeah. Yeah, right. Have a good day!” I closed the door and as I walked back through the foyer, Lawrence’s voice called out. 


  “Who was that, Keira?” He stood at the railing on the second floor, staring down at me. 


  I waved the letter high in my hand. “Just the mail lady. She gave me a registered letter for GM.” I continued on my way but could hear him muttering as he stepped back. 


  “GM indeed,” he sniffed.  


  Whatever. When I entered the sunroom, GM was gazing down at her plate, totally in her own world. “It was just the mail lady... Gwen. She asked about you.” I tossed the letter next to her plate. 


  Ignoring it, she smiled. “She’s a nice girl.” She folded her hands on her lap and cleared her throat. “Keira? In my bedroom is a small embroidered pillow on my love seat. Would you mind getting it for me?” 


  I blinked and then popped to my feet once more. “Sure thing.” 


  I made my way over to her bedroom and went in. A large bed with a red satin spread sat against the far wall, while a set of French doors next to it showed the side of the property and her rose garden. When I stepped inside, the wall opposite her bed showed a floor-to-ceiling wall of shelves filled with books. The love seat sofa sat next to it and sure enough, there was a blue pillow embroidered with white flowers, tucked into the arm. Unlike the other rooms, my feet sank into wall-to-wall beige carpeting as I strode over to get the pillow. The air in the room was warm with an overlay of the scent of roses. 


  When I picked up the pillow, I stopped short. A wave of dizziness washed through my head and I grasped the arm of the sofa. The image of an old woman, her white hair swept back from a tanned and wrinkled face flashed in my mind. Her eyes were small and dark like a bird’s behind thick glasses which perched on her fleshy nose. Sadness flooded through me and I hugged the pillow into my leaden stomach. 


  The pillow was the last Mother’s Day gift from her son. He’d given it to her and then boarded the train with the other troops. It was the last time she saw him. A tear rolled down my cheek and I brushed it away with the back of my hand. The old woman had held that pillow and spilled many tears into the old tattered fabric. 


  I took a deep breath and counted to ten. What was happening to me? The woman had felt so real in my head, her sorrow consuming me. This had never happened with any other object I’d touched. My shoulders squared and I walked back out of the room. GM had known about the pillow. It was another one of her ‘tests’. But instead of fear, this time the emotion was sorrow. 


  As I walked under the set of stairs, still clutching the pillow—the name Helen and then Jeremy—popped into my head. The mother and her son. My forehead was furrowed trying to puzzle this out. Why now? Why had this never happened before if I had this so-called gift? 


  When I stepped into the sunroom, GM’s head rose and her eyes focused on mine. She also looked sad... but more than that, she looked tired and old. The bit of color that had been in her cheeks when we were outside earlier, and at lunch, had faded and there was a gray pallor to her skin. 


  I paused, staring into her eyes. “Helen and Jeremy. But you knew that, didn’t you?” 


  She nodded and then leaned forward. “Can you put the pillow behind me?”  


  When I tucked the pillow in, more of her hair had escaped the French roll like she’d just got out of bed or something. “You knew I’d feel Helen’s sadness didn’t you?” It was still there actually, sitting like a lump, low in my gut. 


  “I’d hoped.” She sat back, a small smile turning her lips. “You not only have clairvoyance but you have psychometric ability. Just touching the pillow, you were able to know the story behind it.” 


  I took a seat and hunched forward looking at her. “But why now, GM? I’ve never done this before.” In all the time in New York, never once had I seen a spirit or touched objects and got mental movies from them. This was beyond weird. I felt wobbly, like I’d drunk a bottle of wine but my mind was still clear. 


  “I bought this place because of the psychic energy in this house... on the grounds. If any of your gifts were to emerge, I knew it would happen here.” Her hand closed over mine and she squeezed it. “Even the pillow... I picked it up in an antique store, but with you in mind.” Her eyes closed for a minute and it looked like she was dozing off. 


  “GM? Are you all right?” My eyes opened wider as a surge of concern filled me. She was old... and she looked worn-out right then. 


  Her eyes fluttered open and she grasped her cane, banging it on the floor a few times. “Keira. I’m afraid I’ll need to lie down now. All of this has tired me.” She smiled. “I’m pleased with you. We’ll talk again at dinner.” 


  Lawrence appeared and his face was flushed from the speed he’d taken to get there so quick. His eyes narrowed, peering at me like I’d done something horrid to GM. He rushed forward and his hand cupped her shoulder. “Are you okay, Pamela?” 


  She looked up at him and smiled. “Of course, dear. Just tired is all. I’ll go for my nap early today.” She rose to her feet and I watched the two of them, hunched and plodding like exhausted pack animals, leave the room. 


  The blue upholstered pillow sat in the chair like an accusation.  


  My shoulders drooped lower. That poor woman, Helen, had cherished the pillow, the last gift from her son. Since I’d been there I’d only sent one text to my mother—something which was as easy as breathing in this day and age. Just as Jeremy had been Helen’s only child, I was Mom’s only child.  


  With a sigh of guilt, I pulled my cell phone from my pocket. Of course, now that I wasn’t planning on leaving I had a full signal. My fingers flew over the keypad. It was just a quick note to let her know I hadn’t dropped off the face of the earth and that well... despite sending me to GM’s house, I still loved her. I glanced over at the cushion and rose to my feet. There! I sent a text to my mother, okay? 


  Having dealt with the Helen and Jeremy guilt pillow, I stretched and sighed again. This house and everything GM had told me today was closing in on me. Ghosts in my bedroom, guilt pillows, and saving reality all in one day. This place was starting to press in on me. I needed a dose of normal like a junkie needed a fix. Plus, I hadn’t been out of the house in two days!  


  I raced upstairs, slowing down when I got to the few steps below my room. Taking a deep breath, I walked up and scanned the sitting area from one side to the other. There were no ghosts and things were exactly as I had left them. I changed out of the shorts and threw a pair of jeans on. 


  “You’ll take care of my shorts, won’t you, Molly?” So weird. Having a ghostly maid. 


  I picked up my purse and slung the strap over my shoulder. There was still twenty dollars in it—enough to buy me a coffee when I got to the city. Surely, there would be a Starbucks... and some people close to my age hanging around there. I’d leave a note for Lawrence that I borrowed the car. If I didn’t, he’d probably be on the phone so fast it’d make your head spin and there’d be an all-points police warrant or something out on me. 


  Just a short sanity break, a chance to catch my breath. 


  Lord knows, I’d earned it.  
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  WITH THE WINDOW ROLLED DOWN AND THE RADIO BLASTING, I maneuvered the land yacht down the highway, breaking the speed limit if not the sound barrier. The wind lifted my hair and my fingers kept a steady beat on the leather clad steering wheel. Freedom! 


  I entered the city limits, cruising past an army base. On the left was a sign—”Royal Military College.” Hmm... their version of West Point? Hot guys in uniforms? Things were looking up already.  


  I crossed a bridge and was in the heart of downtown Kingston. Compared to New York it was pretty small; you could fit the downtown core with its few high rises into Central Park and not even notice it was there. Still, it was a city; I could feel myself relaxing into the bustle. I’m a city girl through and through. A country setting’s nice and all, but I feel more at home with sidewalks and traffic lights.  


  When I cruised down the main street, I spotted the universal green sign with the mermaid wearing a crown and smiled. It even says Starbucks in Canada! Yes! I could almost taste the cinnamon in the latte as I searched the street for a parking spot.  


  I found a space on the block just past the coffee shop and parked the car. Just as I pulled the door open, someone called my name and I spun around. 


  “Keira?” 


  Coming up the walkway was a brunette in a white shirt and navy shorts waving hi. The mail lady? What was her name? Gwen, that was it.  


  “Hi Gwen.” The last thing I expected when I walked down the street in this city was to meet someone I knew. Talk about a small city… 


  I was still holding the door open and she grinned at me. “This is my after-work ritual. Nothing says you’re finished for the day better than a butterscotch latte.” 


  “No way! Cinnamon’s the best, even if I didn’t spend the day working.” I held the door open for her and followed inside.  


  The smell of fresh roasted coffee filled the air as I looked around, checking the place out. It was doing a steady business with the under-thirty set. Gwen turned and her voice was low. “There’re still lots of students in the city even though it’s summer break.” Her dark eyes flitted across the room. “I see an empty table. Want to join me?” 


  I smiled. “Sure.” We were close in age and it would be a welcome change from the octogenarian set. I watched her turn to give our orders to the guy behind the counter. She spun quickly and grinned. “It was cinnamon latte right?” 


  When I nodded she continued. “Coffee’s on me. Consider it a welcome-to-the-city gesture.” 


  “Thanks.” In just a minute the server set the two cups of frothy drinks on the counter. We made our way to the empty table near the large window overlooking the street. 


  She tugged the chair out and set her latte on the small wooden table. “So how long are you in town, Keira?” 


  I took a seat and emptied a bit of sugar into the hot cup. “I don’t know.” I looked down into my coffee, stirring it. It was a good question. Could be, I’d never leave or I might be gone tomorrow. But I couldn’t tell her that. “I came here to look after my grandmother, but to be honest, she seems pretty healthy. I mean, Mom made it sound like she was on death’s door.” 


  Gwen took a sip of her drink and her eyebrows rose high. “You too, huh? I take care of my dad. He’s had MS for years but now it’s progressed to the point that he can’t work anymore.” 


  The smile dropped from my lips. “I’m sorry to hear that. That must be rough.” I couldn’t imagine if my parents weren’t healthy. Dealing with GM was one thing; she was old, but Gwen’s dad was probably a lot younger. 


  She looked down, slowly stirring the foam into the dark mixture. “He’s not completely helpless but it’s hard for him walking. My brother spells me off sometimes, so that helps.” She brightened and managed a smile. “So what’s it like living in your grandmother’s house? I’ve always wondered what it’d be like inside. The grounds are gorgeous, I can only imagine how... how elegant it would be on the inside.”  


  I nodded. “It’s straight out of Downton Abbey—high plaster ceilings, wooden paneling all over the place, hardwood floors…” I leaned in. “And the bathrooms have those huge claw-foot tubs you can almost swim in!” 


  “Yep. I was right; it sounds elegant.” 


  I nodded. “Yeah, and it has a beautiful view of the river from her sunroom. That’s her favorite room in the house. You can see the river flowing to Lake Ontario from it. We have breakfast and lunch there.” 


  She chuckled. “That doesn’t surprise me. Judging by the gardens, she’s got a real green thumb. I’m sure Lawrence does a lot to help... how else could she manage that huge house?” Her eyes met mine over the rim.  


  “Yeah. He’s pretty devoted to her.” I grimaced and looked down into my own latte. “Me, not so much.” 


  “What do you mean? You don’t get along with your grandmother? She’s—” 


  “No, not her; she’s fine. A little eccentric, but at her age she’s earned it, I guess. Let’s just say Lawrence isn’t my biggest fan.” I wasn’t going to get into my suspicions over him wanting GM’s inheritance. 


  Her mouth pulled to the side in a small smirk. “Well, old people get set in their ways, I guess; he’s been with her for years and years and you just showed up.” She looked out the window and waved to a middle-aged man, also in the postal garb. He was getting into his car and waved back.  


  When she turned back and smiled, I spoke, “So, do you like delivering mail?” 


  “It’s okay. It wasn’t the career I studied for but it’s probably worked out better than being a physicist.” 


  “A physicist?” 


  “Yeah,” she smiled as she started toying with her napkin. “Theoretical physics to be precise.”  


  “I didn’t even take physics in high school. All that math and stuff…” 


  Gwen waved her hand, dismissively. “Yeah, I got game when it comes to math; but I really sucked at writing papers.” She looked away. “It was pretty cool though. We were doing some backup work here at Queen’s University for the Higgs boson project in Europe when I left.” 


  “The what?” 


  She was still staring out the window. “They called it the search for ‘The God Particle.’” She turned back to me, her eyes bright. “And they found it!” She shook her head. “When I left, I was just about to wrap up my master’s and I was going back and forth whether to work in that area or string theory for my doctorate.” She shrugged. “But life made my decision for me.” 


  “What happened?” 


  “My dad got sick. Well… sicker. It got so bad he had to stop working. His disability pension isn’t enough to live on, so I got the job with the post office. I had been part time when I was in school, so it was easier for me to grab a full-time slot when it opened up.” She shrugged again. “So here I am.”  


  My academic efforts, as scattered as they were, seemed small time. The woman delivering our mail was a Brainiac. I felt for her. She had something she had worked on for years and had to give it up, and I couldn’t even finish a course in photography. “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.  


  She shrugged again. “It’s really not that big a deal. The pay and benefits are okay, and I’m done by three so I can be home to look after Dad.” She pointed her chin at me. “How about you? What do you do when you’re not visiting your grandmother?” There was an easy way about Gwen. She’d asked like she was really interested rather than being in some kind of pissing contest. 


  I made a crooked smile. “I’m an underachiever. I tried my hand at social work, photography and my latest venture was in acting school. I pretty much got booted out of everything I tried.” I could just about laugh now about my parents kicking me out of the nest. The nest I’d landed in—if I decided to stay, that is—was pretty feathered.  


  “You just haven’t found your passion yet. That’s all.” Her face had turned serious and she leaned over the table folding her hands primly together.  


  I couldn’t help the chuckle which bubbled in my throat at her words. “Seriously? C’mon Gwen. You can’t tell me that delivering mail is your passion.” Talk about underachiever, especially if she’d studied physics. 


  She took a breath and her head fell to the side, looking down at the table. “No… but it’s my job.” She lifted her eyes at me. “My family’s my passion.” 


  My cheeks flared hotly and I looked down into the cup of coffee. “Sorry about that crack. You did the right thing. Life sucks sometimes, doesn’t it?” I couldn’t imagine looking after an aging parent and worrying about money. “So it’s just you and your dad living together?” 


  “Yup. My brother, Sean, lives in Toronto. He’s a Customs Broker. I was always closer to my dad anyway, so it made sense for me to look after him.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled. “It works for all of us.” 


  She hadn’t mentioned anything about her mother and I wasn’t asking. I’d already put my foot in my mouth once. “So, what do you do for fun? I noticed that military college. Must be lots of guys around here.” She also hadn’t mentioned a boyfriend. Maybe we could hit the night life sometime, even if she was worlds away from Cerise and the Greenwich Village club scene. Gwen wore very little makeup and she certainly didn’t need it, not with those eyes. 


  Her eyebrows bobbed high before she tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “There’s no shortage of single men in this town, that’s for sure. In addition to the military college there’s a huge military base in Kingston.” Her lips pulled back in a small grimace. “I’m not into the bar scene though.” 


  I smiled thinking of Cerise and me hitting nightclubs until four in the morning. It seemed like another lifetime now. “So what do you do for fun?” I took a sip of the latte and smiled. Surely there was something fun to do in this town. 


  “I swim, read, and play with the dog.” Her face flushed and she blurted it out. “There’s the odd date... meeting someone online but that hasn’t worked out too well, so far. Lots of frogs but no princes. How about you?” 


  Well that answered one question, although my gay-dar hadn’t picked up any vibes. “Different swamp but same old frogs although some of them were more like alligators. I had a boyfriend for about a year but we broke up.” A picture of Barry flashed in my mind. Was he still seriously hooked on Minecraft? It had gotten boring being with a man-child.  


  “You know, I don’t live that far from your grandmother’s. You should come over for a swim in the pool.”  


  That could be fun. She seemed okay, and having a friend close by would be a welcome break to my routine with GM. “My grandmother takes a nap every afternoon. I like to spend time with her, but anytime after four, I’m free.” 


  “Hey! That’s perfect then. My house is the white clapboard farmhouse, about a ten-minute walk past yours but on the opposite side of the road. You’ll see “Jones” on the blue mailbox. Come by tomorrow for a drink and a swim.” She glanced at the watch on her wrist and then sighed. “I’d better get going. I promised Dad I’d take him to the casino after work. It’s our Friday night ritual—a prime rib dinner and the slots. He just about breaks even most times.” 


  “He ever think about playing poker there?” If GM went with him, it would sure increase his odds of winning. If she could have one of her ghosts tag along and peek at the cards for her. I smiled mischievously at the thought. “Well, thanks for the coffee. Next time, the treat’s on me.” 


  She rose to her feet and flipped a few coins on the table for a tip. “So, I’ll see you around four tomorrow?” She had a genuine smile when she looked down at me. 


  “Absolutely! Good luck at the casino.”  


  She shook her head and laughed. “Wait till I tell him I met Mrs. York’s granddaughter! He’ll be thrilled. That house is a bit of a legend around here.” 


  My eyebrows pulled together and my smile faltered. My grandmother’s words rang in my ear, ‘I bought this house for its psychic energy’. Did everyone know about it? “What? What do you mean?” 


  “I’ll tell you tomorrow! It was nice meeting you. Gotta run.” She turned and wound her way through the tables and customers. Her hand rose in a wave and then she was out the door. 


  I held the paper coffee cup between my hands and looked down at the lacy remnants of foam still clinging to the inside. Now that I was alone, my mind wandered back to the morning I’d spent with my grandmother, specifically her desire I could follow in her footsteps. 


  I felt uncertain though. All my life until I came here, I never had any psychic or paranormal experiences. The only ghosts I had seen before were in movies. Maybe it had something to do with that house? That, and whatever latent ability I had—was roused when I went there. I mentally scoffed. Yeah, GM had nothing to do with my burgeoning talents. Yeah. Riiiight. But she was so positive I always had this ability... that she’d sensed it the day I was born. 


  And still, I only had a vague notion of the dangers involved. Who the hell were the “enemies” GM referred to?  


  I drained the last of the latte and got to my feet. It was still too soon to make up my mind about all of this. Maybe the answer would become clear to me in a few days. It was time to go back and face the music. For sure, Lawrence would be pissed about my taking the car without permission. Well, screw him. 
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  LAWRENCE WAS WAITING AT THE TOP OF THE FRONT STEPS when I drove in the driveway. He ambled down the stairs, his arms folded over his chest as he walked around the car, inspecting it. His lips were pursed as he looked over the shining surface for any scratch or dent.  


  I got out of the car and met him eye to eye. “The car’s fine. I just needed to get out for a bit.” My fingers rose high and I dangled the keys in front of his nose. “It’s GM’s car, right?” 


  His eyes narrowed and he snatched the keys from my hand. “She’s awake now. She worried when I told her you had taken the car and gone off.” 


  “Well, I’m back now.” I tucked my purse strap higher on my shoulder and hummed a tune walking up the stairs. If he was expecting some sort of apology or explanation, he wasn’t getting one from me. GM would understand when I talked to her. She was more in touch with the way she’d been at one time—carefree—than Lawrence ever was. He acted like he was born old. 


  Pushing open the slab of a front door I knew there was plenty of time to take a quick shower and be dressed for cocktails with GM. With a bit of luck, my bedroom would be empty. I didn’t need any more appearances from the other side... at least not today. 


  Heading up the staircase, my nostrils flared when I caught a whiff of what Lawrence was cooking. Yuck, ham! I hate ham for dinner. Yes, it’s contrary—I love it in a sandwich, but not for dinner. I wondered if Lawrence knew this somehow. Sure wouldn’t surprise me if he did. Talk about passive aggressive. I sighed; I’d just choke it down.  


  When I stepped up into my room and looked around, I breathed a sigh of relief. Everything was in order and my camera was still on the desk where I’d left it.  


  Forty minutes later, in a sleeveless cotton shirt dress, my hair styled and fresh makeup, I was ready for the next session with GM. I paused on the stairway and considered that for a moment. Dressing for dinner? Cocktails first? Had I dropped into an episode of Downton Abbey? I smiled and continued into the living room. I wondered what the old dame had in store for me this time.  


  GM was standing at the window, gazing out at the front yard. She turned when I entered. “You really must warn Lawrence before you take the car again, Keira. That Caddy is his pride and joy.” Her gaze drifted to the floor for a moment and then she looked up at me. “Actually, why don’t we get you your own car? It would be easier on dear Lawrence.” Her chin rose and she grinned. “Something fast and sporty.” 


  Was she trying to bribe me now? The house hadn’t been enough that she thought giving me a car, now, would do the trick? “GM, I still don’t know if I’m taking you up on your offer. Buying a car for me... I don’t know.” I moved to the sideboard and poured two drinks from the silver canister. As I handed the glass to her, I grinned, “Maybe a rental would do.” 


  She shook her head and patted my arm. “You remind me too much of myself, sometimes. We’ll get Lawrence to take you in tomorrow to get you set up with a car.” As we ambled to the sofa, she continued, “He’ll make sure you get your bank card for the account I set up for you.” 


  I stopped short and my mouth fell open as I stared at her. 


  She smiled. “It’s not much. Just a couple of thousand. I trust if you take it into your head that you’re going back to New York, you’ll let me know first.” She settled herself on the sofa, tucking the silk folds of her jacket into her lap.  


  OMG! I was completely beside myself as I sank into the soft cushion on the other side of the sofa, looking at her. “That’s very kind of you, GM.” A part of me knew it was just one more piece of the grand design to keep me here to continue her work but still, considering my own parents had cast me off penniless, I was nevertheless floored. 


  “Nonsense. You need money to get around and besides...” She reached over and squeezed my knee. “You’re family.” 


  As I was about to take a sip from the drink, her hand rose to halt my arm. “Can you hold off on that for just a few minutes?” 


  My eyes narrowed and I set the glass on the coffee table. “Sure. Any particular reason?” She was up to something. 


  She laughed and brushed a hair from the black fabric of her pants. “Indulge me. I want you to sit back and close your eyes.” 


  My eyebrow rose as I stared at her and settled into the upholstery. I took a deep breath and placed my hands on my lap and shut my eyes. The air was still and the only sound was the tinkling of her gold bangles on her wrists. The sweet scent of roses filled my nostrils again. 


  “I want you to picture your drink sitting on the coffee table. Get a clear image in your mind. Smell the sharp aroma, see the icy droplets on the sides.” 


  My mouth watered at the thought of the tart, lime drink. I could taste it, feel the cool drink going down my throat. Underlying these thoughts was the question of why I was doing this. 


  “Focus, Keira.” 


  Okay, okay. The glass, not its contents. I emptied my mind of everything but the glass. It pulsed and the outside became sharp in my mind. 


  “Picture the glass sliding across the table toward me.” Her voice was soft and I could feel her gaze boring through me. 


  The glass. Moving slowly across the polished surface. I could feel my hands tighten together as I willed the glass to move.  


  “Relax your body. There is only the glass. It wants to move. Go with it. There is energy pushing on it. You just need to focus more pressure.” Her words were barely a whisper. 


  It seemed like minutes had transpired before she spoke in a normal voice. “Open your eyes, Keira.” 


  I jerked back when I saw where the glass was. It was halfway across the table! I looked over at GM. Had she tricked me and moved it? 


  “I didn’t move it, Keira. You did.” Her gaze was soft and dreamy but her chin drooped lower. The fine lines crosshatching her cheeks were more pronounced the way she held her head. 


  “Are you sure? C’mon! I did that? Just by willing it to move?” I stared at the glass and for a moment my legs felt like strands of spaghetti... total mush, not even al dente. This was unbelievable. I sat back and blinked a few times, my brain totally fried. 


  “Yes. You willed the glass to move, capturing its energy and the energy around it with your mind.” She looked over at me and smiled. “Not bad for your first time.” She huffed a sigh. “My first time, the glass only moved an inch. I wasn’t even sure it had moved.” 


  My head turned and I looked at her wide-eyed. “You do this? I got this ability from you.” It was a statement not a question. “Show me what you can do.” I jerked my head indicating the chair across from us. “Can you move that chair?” I’d be seriously impressed if she could do that. 


  “Certainly. But I’m not going to.” She leaned forward and handed me my drink. “You’ve earned it. Go ahead.”  


  There was a pause and I swallowed half the glass in one gulp, waiting for her to continue. It tasted even better, knowing what I’d done! 


  She glanced over at me and then she spoke, “This isn’t parlor games, Keira. I only practice telekinesis when I need to. For you... well, you’re learning at this stage. It’s my job to guide you. Practice on small objects and you’ll become stronger. But be respectful of this power. Don’t use it against people and don’t use it frivolously, to show off.” 


  I giggled. “Me? Show off? I’m taking this on the road, GM. I’ll give David Copperfield a run for his money!” 


  She shook her head from side to side and sighed loudly. “What am I going to do with you, child? You are my Karma.” She picked up her drink and took a long sip. 


  “Of course, you mean that in a good way, right?” Even I couldn’t keep a straight face when I said that. 


  “Get me another drink. I need it with you around.” But her eyes laughed when she looked at me, extending her glass. 


  I polished my gimlet off and licked my lips before popping up out of the chair. I spun around and looked at her. “Wait. Maybe I’ll will the pitcher over here and get it to pour for us.” 


  She reached out and her hand gave me a swat on the behind. “Get on with you, smart-ass!” 


  As I walked over, carrying our glasses, I pictured the Disney movie, Beauty and the Beast, the teapot flying around and the dancing candelabras. I was living the dream. This was a talent I could have fun with, despite GM’s warning. 


 
 *** 


  When we took our seats at the table and Lawrence stood at the sideboard slicing the horrid ham, I was sorely tempted. Just a slight nudge at the back of his knees to make him falter... not fall, but just have to step quickly to keep his balance. 


  “Keira!” GM’s mouth was set in a straight line and she glowered at me. 


  Damn! That was another trick I wanted to learn. Her ability to read minds. I spied the linen napkin next to my plate and closed my eyes. Picturing it lifting and settling on my lap. I sat there quietly concentrating for a minute before one eyelid crept open to peek. Only the corner of it had lifted and now rested on my plate. 


  “Patience. At this stage, having a clear mind is essential. I’m afraid the gin isn’t helping your cause.” GM chuckled. By itself, her own napkin lifted, snapped with a flourish and then gently spread itself on her lap. She looked over at me and there was a twinkle in her eye. 


  I stuck out my tongue. “Show-off.”  


  Still grinning, she shrugged. “Tomorrow, we’ll do more exercises. After you get back from town and take me for a ride in your new car.” 


  Lawrence was about to set the platter of ham garnished with golden pineapple on the table but he paused and his eyes were wide, staring at GM 


  “I hope that’s okay with you, dear. I told Keira you’d take her to town and get her a car. I tried to talk her into purchasing one but she seems bent on renting.” Her smile was sweet and innocent when she gazed up at him. “Oh, and she’ll need to stop at the bank to get her card and do all that sort of thing.” 


  “Pamela. Are you sure about this?” His eyes darted to me before looking back at her. 


  “Of course. Even if she decides to leave at some point, she’ll need money and transportation. I know the Caddy is your baby.” She cleared her throat and took the platter from his hand, effectively ending any argument on his part.  


  I could picture it now... .a red Miata or a Ferrari. I could get used to this. 
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  AFTER GM WENT TO BED, I tried my luck a few times at the telekinesis trick and failed miserably. I decided to get caught up on email and social media. For once, there was no ghostly activity and I didn’t know whether to be happy about that or irritated. I had to pick up my own clothes and tidy up my room.  


  I sighed as I bent over to grab the blouse I wore last night and stopped cold. Wait a minute. I stood up and gave my head a shake. What the hell? Just a few days ago I was freaking out because of Molly’s picking up after me. Molly? What the hell? A freaking ghost had been in my room! Of course I would freak out! 


  But now, standing there, holding the blouse I was irked because she’s falling down on the job? What. The. Hell? In just a few days I had gone from a perfectly normal twenty-three-year-old to some weirdo who’s comfortable with ghosts flitting in and out of her bedroom.  


  I couldn’t help but laugh at myself as I tidied up.  


  I sent Mom a quick email, but got bored with everything else. Honestly, Facebook, Snapchat and all the other stuff online paled in comparison to keeping the universe safe, you know? 


  I shut off my computer and phone and climbed into bed. I cuddled under the covers and said out loud, “Good night Molly. Good night Sam.”  


  It was the most peaceful night’s sleep I had in quite some time.  


 
 *** 


  The next morning I chose a short flared skirt and loose silk top for my trip into town to get the car and banking squared away. When I went down to the kitchen to rustle up some breakfast, Lawrence was sitting at the small table with his laptop open. I poured a glass of milk and popped a couple slices of bread into the toaster before turning to look over at him. I wasn’t looking forward to the drive, alone in the car with the old goat but hopefully, I’d have my own wheels on the ride home. 


  “Hey Lawrence. What time do you want to go into town?” I leaned back against the counter and forced a smile. 


  For once, he managed to smile when he looked up. “Keira. Sometimes your grandmother forgets how simple life can be. I’ve called the bank manager and the car rental agency.” He shifted the screen of the computer away from him and extended his hand. “All you need to do is pick out the car you want and I’ll let them know which one to bring out. “ He glanced at his watch. “The bank representative will be here with the paperwork and your card in fifteen minutes.” 


  Holy cow! I almost choked on the milk I’d just taken a sip of. Lawrence was good. I could see why GM had kept him around so long. And better yet, we both avoided being in the Caddie together. I stepped over to the computer to see the selection of cars. There were sedans, four by fours and trucks. I scrolled down and then my eyes lit up. 


  “That’s the one.” I pointed to a fire-engine-red Miata.  


  He leaned over to see what I’d selected. “Are you sure about that? I mean you could have a sporty jeep or something just a little sturdier. That one’s a tin can for God’s sake.” 


  “Nope. That’s the one.” I spun around and tried to keep from skipping across the kitchen floor. The fact that he hated it; well, that just sealed the deal. My toast popped up and I busied myself buttering it and spreading marmalade, all the while eavesdropping as he placed the call. 


  I picked up the milk and the plate of toast and left the room. GM was probably in the sunroom waiting for me. When I entered, she looked up from the book she was reading and plucked the glasses from the end of her nose. 


  “Well, don’t you look nice today!” Her gaze took in the princess-heeled sandals and up my bare legs, to my neckline. “I remember wearing skirts that short. Those were the days.” She smiled and her fingers tugged the high collar of her blouse even higher on her crepe neck. 


  “Thanks. I dressed thinking I was going into town. But Lawrence has it all covered.” I sat down and arranged the plate and milk before me. Again, the delicate aroma of roses seasoned the air in the room. GM must be wearing a scent, because I only notice that aroma when she’s nearby.  


  She cut me off before I could ask her what brand of perfume she used. “He’s such a wonder, that man! What would I ever do without him?” Her gaze became unfocused as she looked into her yesterdays and a small smile played across her lips.  


  I looked at her as I munched on the piece of toast. Although I couldn’t share her affection for the old coot, he did something wonderful for GM. Had they ever... uh, done it? No. Erase that image right off my retinas. GM and Lawrence? No way. The toast was a lump going down my throat. Got to get my mind out of the gutter before I choked to death. 


  “What’s on my training schedule for today, GM? Do you have a new way to scare the hell out of me or am I going to work on making dinner napkins float?” I blinked as coyly as I could. Which was, to be honest, pretty good. I had lots of practice with Dad. He always fell in line when I played the coy card.  


  “The coy card doesn’t work on women, Keira; you know that.” She winked at me and then her chin rose high, barely able to keep the corners of her lips from twitching. 


  I jerked forward. “That! I want to know how you do that GM! How do you know what I’m thinking? Now that’s a skill I’d like.” This could be seriously handy. I could go to the casino with Gwen and her dad and play poker. I’d clean out the table for sure. I’d give them the winnings since I didn’t have any money worries... not anymore.  


  I paused and it hit me. That’s a complete turnaround from hitchhiking back to New York. Was I seriously considering taking my grandmother’s place now? I huffed a sigh. I was. Oh boy...  


  “It’s a gift, not a skill, Keira. It develops in stages.” 


  “What’s the first stage then?”  


  She put her finger over her mouth considering for a moment. Then with a quick nod, said, “I suppose there’s no time like the present.” Leaning toward me, she said, “I’d like to see how you do with the banker and the car rental guy. When they arrive, I’ll be at your side. It’s common courtesy to shake hands and we’ll both have the opportunity to do that. I’d like you to sense something personal about them.” 


  “Okay! Is there some trick to this? Do I have to say some magic words or something?” 


  “No magic words nor spells, Keira. What you will need to do is clear your mind. With a clear mind you’ll be more receptive to their thoughts. If you have the gift, their thoughts... well, at least their feelings, will come to you.” She held up a finger. “But... especially at the beginning, you need to have a clear mind.” 


  I blinked a few times hard, staring at her. “But I’ll be too excited to clear my mind. With a new car and money of my own, how can I not think of that? Can we find someone else to do this with?” It wasn’t fair. She knew how excited I was about the car. 


  “Relax. It’s just the first attempt. And a car is just a car. You’ll own many over your lifetime. The important thing is you must begin to take your role seriously; and that begins with training.” She leaned forward and covered my hand with hers. I could feel a pulsing sensation, a warm energy from her touch. As she held my eyes, she said with an intensity I never saw before, “I won’t be here forever, Keira. You must learn now, while there’s time.”  


  It hit me like a wall. My eyes smarted and my throat grew tight. In one more second I’d be crying. “Don’t talk like that, GM.” 


  “Keira, it’s the truth... I’m a very, very old woman. And this is important work.” 


  “I know! I know! But... you’re not... really, really sick, are you? I mean... you’re not dying now, are you?” I was shocked at myself at how big a part of my heart this woman already occupied. I couldn’t call her Nana out loud just yet... but the idea of her being gone...the very idea of such a loss hit me like a wall. 


  She made a half-assed attempt at a smile, and said, “No. I’m not dying.” 


  I huffed out a burst of air. “Whew! You scared the hell out of me there, GM. More than Molly and Sam put together!” I tried to laugh lightly, and it came out like a cough. “Look, promise no more talk of you not being here and I’ll work on clearing my mind, okay?” I mustered up a weak smile. “Hell, when we take the car out for a spin, I’ll even go the speed limit, alright?” 


  She chuckled and sat back, letting go of my hand. “Let’s not go too crazy. Of course you’ll go fast. The faster the better.” Her hand rose and she tucked a stray lock of hair back into place. “One of my...” she cleared her throat, “...ahem, friends... used to say, ‘If you’re not living on the edge, you’re taking up space.’“ 


  I cocked an eyebrow at her. “A friend, huh?” 


  She gave me a coy smile. Coy. Her coy put my coy to shame. “A good friend, Keira. A very good and very handsome friend.” 


  I closed my eyes and shook my head. This woman! “Okay. What do you want me to do to get ready for this?” 


  “Finish your milk and then sit back. You need to think of yourself as that empty glass. Nature hates a vacuum. When you’ve calmed yourself and feel that void, the energy of the next person you touch will spill into you.” Her eyes were glazed and a little out of focus as she spoke. It was kind of like she was settling into the state of mind she’d described.  


  I set the glass down and then eased deeper into the chair’s cushions, keeping my eye on the glass. I took a slow, deep breath and then closed my eyes, the glass still focal in my mind. As I exhaled I willed any thought or impulse out with the breath of air. I did this for the next eight breaths when the ringing doorbell broke my concentration. 


  My eyes popped open and I stared at GM She smiled and nodded her head. “It’ll have to do, my dear. Lawrence will bring the bank person here.” 


  I sat perfectly still, only slightly aware of the door closing and the muted sound of voices. As the footsteps neared, a woman’s nasal voice became louder. 


  Lawrence appeared in the doorway and stood to the side, “Mrs. York, Edith Graham from your bank is here.” He turned and as a blonde woman in her late thirties appeared, he continued, “This is Miss Swanson, who is the account holder.” 


  The woman’s gray eyes flitted to me and then settled on GM, moving sharply over with her manicured hand extended. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. York.” 


  GM gripped her hand lightly and nodded. She held the grasp for just a beat before glancing over to me. 


  Right on cue, the woman turned to me, bending slightly as she held her hand out before me. “Miss Swanson. So nice to meet you.” 


  As soon as my flesh met hers, the image of a teenaged girl flashed in my mind. She was standing next to a brick wall, smoking a cigarette and laughing with a group of kids. Worry. That was the feeling I sensed from the bank lady. Her eyes became questioning and she glanced at our hands before I released her. 


  GM’s voice broke the silence. “Please have a seat, Mrs. Graham.”  


  Lawrence moved to clear my dishes and the bank lady took a seat. She put a brown briefcase on the table and the next half hour was taken up with signatures and setting up the P.I.N. for my checking account.  


  When she finally left, GM turned to me. “Well?” 


  “She has a teenage daughter she’s worried about.” I couldn’t get the words out fast enough. I’d done it! I knew I’d read it right. This was freaking amazing! 


  “Good work!” GM leaned forward and patted my arm. “She’s right to be worried. That kid is hanging out with the wrong crowd. She’s cutting classes and she’s pregnant with some punk’s kid. Poor Edith, consoles herself with a bottle of wine every night, which isn’t helping the cause. She’s trying, all on her own since that lazy husband left her. He doesn’t even provide child support.”  


  My mouth fell open, the wind totally out of my sail now. “How did you pick all that up?” 


  Her eyes rose to meet mine and she grinned. “Practice my dear. Years and years of practice.” She slapped the table and rose to her feet. “Now! Let’s go out to the front door. Your car is about to pull into the driveway.” She gripped her cane and still grinning like the cat who’d swallowed the canary, she tottered out the door. 


  I was still smoked by all she’d picked up compared to my scant gleanings as I trailed her out of the room. The bell chimed again and Lawrence opened the door wide. Standing there was the most gorgeous hunk of male I’d seen in quite some time. He was about thirty, tall, swarthy complexion and the bluest eyes I’d even seen, stared back at me. For a moment, I paused, ogling this Adonis, my heart beating hard against my ribcage. I was totally glad my skirt was short and I looked hot. 


  “Someone order a car?” His voice was smooth as creamy butter on a hot piece of toast. Ignoring Lawrence and GM he only had eyes for me. 


  “I do! I mean, I did!” I gulped. Oh Lord, I sounded like I was in high school. My face burning, I rushed forward, brushing past Lawrence and slithering by Mr. Hottie. I took my time with the slither.  


  There it was! The red caught the sun’s rays, burnishing it like it was a flame. The top was down, showing two dark leather seats tucked behind a smoke-tinted windshield. It was sleek and molded with headlights like eyes.  


  “Keira!” My grandmother’s voice quietly admonished me, bringing me out of my ogling. 


  Surely she didn’t expect me to be able to read the hot guy’s thoughts! I mean... it would be too much! I was in love with the car and in lust with the guy! I turned and extended my hand. “I’m Keira. The car’s for me.” 


  His grip was warm and firm. “I’m Alex.” 


  The flash in my mind made my cheeks get hotter still. He was picturing me naked. There was a king-sized bed, wine and candles. My body tingled and I quickly withdrew my hand. It was a good thing he couldn’t read my thoughts! 


  GM had sidled up closer and she now gripped his hand, introducing herself while his eyes kept creeping over to where I stood. Her eyes widened a little and her chin rose higher. 


  “I’ll need a credit card and your driver’s license, Keira.” Alex pulled his hand back and puzzlement was in the look he shot GM. 


  “Sure. It’s... up in my bedroom.” Our eyes locked, and I didn’t need to be touching him to know what he was thinking. 


  “Keira.” GM was being such a wet blanket.  


  My smile dropped and I rushed across the foyer, feeling Alex’s eyes on my bare legs as I raced up the stairs. I was definitely getting his business card when I got back. Maybe I could give him a ride back to town. Maybe to his place? And maybe... I grabbed my purse out of my room and headed out of the room.  


  When I got back down an older, gray-haired guy was standing next to GM. She was just giving him back a clipboard and a pen. Where was Alex? My stomach fell as I walked forward. 


  “Hi Keira. I’m Phil Donovan. I came out here to run Alex back to the office. I’ll just need your driver’s license and we’re done here. You’ve got the car for as long as you want. Try not to get too many speeding tickets.” He laughed as he took my driver’s license and began copying down the numbers. “It just came from the dealership yesterday, you know.” 


  “So it’s brand new?” I clapped my hands when he nodded. A brand new car! 


  Lawrence came up from the driveway where the car was parked. “I gave the car the once-over. Not a scratch.” His eyes narrowed when he glanced over at me. “Make sure it stays that way.” 


  Phil handed me back the driver’s license and car keys before shaking my hand. It was brief and just a hint of his quick calculations on the money he would get from this deal flashed in my mind. “Have fun with the car!” 


  He turned to GM and then bounded down the stairs, and out to the driveway. A hand emerged from the driver’s side window in the beige sedan and waved to me. I hadn’t even got Alex’s business card. I sighed. 


  GM’s eyebrows were high and her eyes were flinty watching them leave. It was Alex. There was something about him she didn’t like. Again, no need to be a mind reader to judge by the puckered, tight lips in her face. “Well, that’s that. Well? Are you taking me for a spin or not?” 


  I didn’t have to be asked twice. I joined her and extended my elbow for her to hold as we walked down the steps. 


  “Take it easy, Keira!” Lawrence pointed his finger at me before ambling back inside and closing the door. 


  GM scoffed. “He worries too much! Just don’t break the sound barrier my dear. I have my limits too.” She smiled at me as I held the car door for her. I held her hand as she folded her body and plopped down on the seat. “My. This is low.”  


  My stomach was doing cartwheels as I shut the door and hurried around the car to the driver’s side. When I got inside, there was that sweet new car smell mingling with the leather. “Here we go!” I turned the key in the ignition and orchestrated a four-point turn till I was nudging out the end of the drive. The sun beat down on my head and a slight breeze lifted my hair. 


  Once we were on the main road, the acceleration, the motor purring like a kitten was liberating. The steering and handling were perfect, just the way I’d imagined. I sneaked a peek at GM and smiled. She’d put her seat belt on and her hand curled around the grip on the door, but her eyes were shining with excitement.  


  “So what was so wrong about Alex? I could tell you didn’t like him.” I glanced over at her before turning back to watch the road. 


  “Aside from his X-rated thoughts, you mean? He sure wasn’t thinking of his wife and three-year-old son.” Her eyebrow rose high when her eyes met mine. 


  That jerk! His good looks and flirting seemed sleazy now. No wonder GM managed to get Phil to complete the transaction. Yuck! I was glad I didn’t get his card and if he dared to call me on some pretext of following up... I’d ask how’s the wife and kids!  


  I smiled seeing the straight stretch with not a car in sight. My foot pressed the accelerator and we leapt forward. There was quite a bit of pep to this car. I eased off and turned into a road going off to the right. GM’s hair was a wild nest of feathery wisps around her face and she’d probably had enough. 


  On the way back, I remembered Gwen’s invitation for later that day and slowed a little to watch for her blue mailbox. “Hey! You know your mail lady, Gwen?” 


  GM’s gaze flitted to me and she nodded.  


  “I ran into her in town yesterday and we had coffee. She invited me to go for a swim in her pool later today.” Even though I had the sharp set of wheels, I’d probably walk in case we had a few drinks. I scanned the mailboxes as we drove. It had to be not far from where we were now. 


  “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. You have work to do with me and—” 


  “I’m not going until after four, when you’re having your nap.” I looked over at her, surprised to see the scowl on her face, her eyes wide, staring at me. 


  “No, Keira; that’s a bad idea.” 


  What? “How is it a bad idea?” 


  “You have work to do. While I’m napping, I want you to see if you can contact Molly and Sam in your room. You also need to work on your telekinesis. “ Before I could say a word, she added, “As far as making friends with the locals...” She shook her head emphatically. “No. I’m against this.” 


  “You’re against it.”  


  “Yes. The nature of what we do, becoming friendly with people who live nearby only complicates things.” She raised an eyebrow. “They start asking questions you won’t want to answer, prying into your business, and generally become a nuisance.” She slapped the dashboard in front of her. “No. You have more important things to do with your time than some silly pool party. You need to cancel.”  


  Cancel? First of all, even if I wanted to cancel, which I didn’t, I didn’t have her phone number to do that. And what was the big deal about a couple of hours away from the house? GM wouldn’t even be awake during the time I was gone. “I’m going. I will be back for drinks and dinner, don’t worry.” I kept my voice even, despite GM’s high and mighty attitude. She’s not the boss of me! 


  GM was being quiet but from the puckered moue of her lips, she was angry. I didn’t get it. How could something this trivial set her off like that? But, I wasn’t giving in either. She couldn’t expect me to be a recluse. And I’d hardly call a two-hour swim with Gwen, a party. 


  I parked the car next to the Caddie and turned it off. My shoulders slumped for a moment as I sat there. She’d been so generous and this had certainly put a damper on the festive mood from earlier. I guess there was always a catch.  


  I got out and walked around the car to get GM’s door for her. If she wasn’t so angry, it would have been comical, seeing her hair, a cotton candy mess framing her flushed cheeks and flinty eyes. But I knew better than to make any smart-ass comment. Instead, I tried one more time, “Look, I’m sorry you feel that way about me going over to Gwen’s. I thought you liked her. I’ll make sure I’m back in time for drinks.” 


  She gripped my arm and set the point of her cane on the ground, pushing and pulling her frail frame up from the seat of the car. “Make sure you are, then.” When she got to her feet she gazed solemnly into my eyes. “I told you earlier, this is not a game, Keira. You need to learn a lot of things if you are to do this work. Don’t disappoint me.”  


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  SIXTEEN 


  [image: ~Mystical Veil Chapter flourish for insert.jpg] 
   


   


  HER WORDS HIT ME LIKE A KICK TO THE STOMACH. I felt like I was twelve years old and had just gotten a scolding. GM’s rant was too much like something my parents would say to me. I could see the disappointment in me in her eyes. All my efforts: social work, photography and last but not least the acting school debacle hung around my neck like an albatross. I felt like such a loser as I escorted her up the stairs.  


  Lawrence was waiting, holding open the front door. Great.  


  Maybe I’m flighty. Or maybe like Gwen said, I haven’t found my passion yet. It didn’t matter. One quality I do have is, I am stubborn. And I was going swimming that afternoon, one way or another—so there.  


  “Lawrence, Keira and I will be in the living room. Would you mind bringing us lunch there in an hour? In the meantime, we’ll need a pot of tea.” At least she hadn’t said anything about my visit with Gwen.  


  His eyes flicked to me. “In the living room? Not the sunroom?” 


  “That’s correct, dear.” 


  “And, I suppose, you want the house blend, not Earl Grey.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Shall I be joining you then?” he asked quietly. 


  She nodded sagely.  


  “You’re sure about this?” 


  “Yes.” 


  “Very well.” He turned and headed to the kitchen.  


  Before I could ask what that was all about, she turned to me and her voice was businesslike, rather than her normal, light tone. “Keira, make yourself comfortable and I’ll join you in a few minutes. I need to tidy my hair.” With that she turned and her cane keep a steady beat as she walked down the hallway to her bedroom and bath. 


  I set the car keys on the small table near the door and ambled into the living room. I flopped down into the sofa and crossed my legs, feeling a lot like so many other times when I’d skipped school or been busted for some infraction, waiting in the principal’s office. I took a deep breath and shook my head from side to side. This was stupid. GM might be miffed about me going to Gwen’s but she’d get over it.  


  Whatever she wanted to teach me this session, I’d concentrate on learning. She’d see she was being unreasonable and I was up to the mark. Even though I still wasn’t one hundred percent convinced I was staying, at least I’d give it the old college try. 


  There was a small vase of pink rosebuds on the table in front of me. Perhaps if she came in and saw me practicing my telekinesis she’d recant her earlier words. I sat back and made myself comfortable, breathing slow and steady as I focused on the vase of flowers. My eyes closed and I envisioned the energy surrounding it... saw it draw together and pushed the vase.  


  The soft hiss of the glass moving over the surface drifted into my ears. It was working! I kept focusing, even more this time, willing more energy. It seemed like a long time before the swishing sound stopped. And then... 


  The sharp sound of shattering glass startled me. My eyes flew open and there was the vase in a million pieces, the roses in a pile amid the spreading water on the floor around it. Damn it; this day just kept getting better and better. I scrambled forward and then got up to run for some towels to mop the water up. 


  Just as I reached the doorway, there was GM, her hands tucked up the sleeves of her loose jacket, staring at me silently. 


   “I’m sorry. I was practicing and it went too fast... I mean, the vase went too far. I’ll clean it up.” I stammered under her reproving gaze at me and then the floor where the glass shards sat. I raced across the foyer and into the kitchen. Lawrence looked up from where he was pouring hot water into a china teapot. “I broke her vase.” I spotted the roll of paper towels on the counter and grabbed it. 


  When I got back, GM was perched on the chair across from the sofa, her hands on the head of the cane, looking away from me.  


  “I’ll just be a minute.” I bent and spread the towel, taking care of the pieces of glass and wiped up the mess. I scooped everything in my hands and walked quickly back to the kitchen to deposit the debris in the garbage can. 


  “The tea is ready. I’ll follow you in.” He picked up the tray and nodded with his head for me to precede him. 


  My cheeks flamed as I walked back into the room. One of my first forays on my own with telekinesis and I’d managed to smash a crystal vase. I could almost feel the smug look on Lawrence’s face as he followed me into the room. I took a seat across from GM and watched him pour tea into three cups. He was joining us. That was a first. 


  GM smiled up at him. “Thank you, dear.” She turned to me, while out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Lawrence taking his tea to a chair near the door. “It’s time you learned firsthand about transitioning. Lawrence is always close by when I do this. I learned the hard way, many years ago how important it is to have someone with his gifts nearby.” 


  I looked over at Lawrence. He was about to take a sip of tea but his hand paused midair before his smiling lips. “More skill than gifts, Pamela. You ladies have gifts, not I.”  


  “I won’t argue semantics Lawrence.” She turned back to me. “Occasionally, during a transition, other... powers try to interfere.” 


  This didn’t sound good. “Powers? What sort of powers?”  


  Lawrence spoke up from his vantage point. “Dark forces, Keira.” He tried to look casual, sitting there sipping tea, but I saw he was alert by how he was leaning forward. “There are powers that do not want the spirits to transition. They crave the havoc which ensues.” 


  “GM said something about them to me.”  


  “Good.” He looked to GM and asked, “Did you tell her how you become vulnerable during these transitions?” 


  Before GM could say a word, I held up my hands. “Wait a minute. Vulnerable? Vulnerable to what?” 


  His eyes flitted back to me, while his face was still on GM. “Attacks. That’s why I’m here. When your grandmother is communing with those poor, misbegotten souls, she’s unable to sense impending evil.” He pointed a finger to his chest. “I, on the other hand, am able to sense it coming. It’s nothing paranormal, though; it’s just a change in the... atmosphere of the room. Pamela’s too engrossed with her work to pick up on it, but I’m able to.” 


  Oh boy. “Attacks?” I didn’t give a damn that my voice squeaked. “What happens?” 


  “Nothing, now that Lawrence is here, dear. He gets my attention, and in so doing, disrupts the ritual, and everything goes back to normal.” GM saw this was scaring me, and her voice took on her gentle tone again.  


  “But what if he’s unable to? He senses trouble coming—has he ever not been able to... stop it?” My eyes went from GM to Lawrence and back. “Just how much danger is there?” 


  GM crossed her arms. “I won’t lie to you, Keira. To be honest, I didn’t expect you to be so insightful so quickly and be asking these types of questions this soon.”  


  “Yeah; I’m smarter than you give me credit for. Thanks for that.” 


  Now it was GM’s turn to look abashed. She dropped her head for a moment. “Yes, you’re right. This home is the safest location for you to experience the... wonder of watching a spirit cross over.”  


  “That’s good to know, GM.” I leaned forward and touched her shoulder. She felt frail. “But you didn’t answer my question. Just how dangerous can this get?” 


  Her head rose sharply. “Very.” 


  We stared at each other in silence. Honestly, I wasn’t all that surprised. Just the other day we were discussing how the fabric of the universe depends on this work, and how there exists an... an evil which is the Yang to GM’s Yin and wants everything to go to shit. I took a deep breath. “Really—very?” 


  She nodded. Damn. 


  “But you’ve been able to deal with it, right?” 


  She glanced over at Lawrence. “With help, but yes.”  


  I looked over from her to him and back again. “Well, I guess that’s good enough for now. I hope.” 


  GM was silent for a long space, sipping her tea quietly weighing her words. “Before we start, there is something I need to give you.” She reached in a hidden pocket of her pants and extended her hand to me. In her open palm was a black stone. “This is tourmaline. It possesses protective qualities.” 


  I took the black stone from her and closed my fingers around it. It was smooth, warm and surprisingly heavy considering it was only the size of a grape. Aside from that, I didn’t notice anything special about it. 


  “Close your eyes and take three breaths. Inhale to a count of four and exhale to a count of four. As you inhale, picture a pure white energy field which is coming into your body. On the exhalation, bid negative thoughts and feelings to leave.” 


  Believe it or not, it was harder to do than it sounds. On the first inhale/exhale, I couldn’t envision white energy; instead the image of a cascading waterfall was all I could come up with. I scrunched my closed eyes on the second breath, really trying to see a white curtain. By the time I did the third breath, I had it in my mind’s eye and settled into the ritual. I opened my eyes, blinking a couple of times. Actually, I did feel a little calmer.  


  “Now we’ll begin. Keira, finish your tea.” 


  I sipped the tea, which had a pungent, minty flavor which lingered on my tongue. I shot a look over to Lawrence. “House Blend?” I asked.  


  He stayed silent, and GM answered. “Yes. It’s a sacred blend I try to drink before any of these rites.” 


  “Where’s it from?” 


  “California. Now finish it please, so we can begin.”  


  I took a series of sips. Before I’d even finished, a feeling of calmness settled deeper in my body. I set the empty cup back in the saucer and put it on the tray.  


  “Alright, Keira. Let’s begin.” 


  I gazed at GM and took a deep breath. I was about to witness what she’d spent her life accomplishing... what she wanted me to carry on after her. Her hands sat loose, palms up on her knees and her chin rose.  


  “Mary Grace Clayburn, I summon you to appear to me.” Her voice was low and commanding. 


  My gaze flitted over the room, specifically to the doorway. I’d experienced Molly, upstairs, not down in the living room. The air changed. It became cooler and somehow thicker on my skin.  


  As soon as I sensed the air change, I saw her begin to appear. At first it was a pinpoint of light which floated from the other side of the room toward GM. Gradually, it became bigger, the air around it shimmering, bending the shapes of the furniture it passed by. The orb morphed wider and a face began to appear. Her hair was dark, pulled up and back. Next, a long gray dress came into view. From the style and length, it was clear it was from another period, long ago. 


  I didn’t dare to breathe, sitting mesmerized by the apparition. I was actually seeing her! My grandmother had summoned her and she’d come! It was nothing short of awesome! I glanced past her, around the room, checking for any of these other entities which GM and Lawrence had talked about... but there was nothing but the tremulous hazy image of Molly. 


  “Mary Clayburn, it is time for you to leave this realm.” 


  The apparition’s eyes went wider and she shook her head from side to side. It was hard to tell if the expression was sorrow or fear.  


  But GM must have known, because she continued. “There is nothing for you here, Mary. You must go on. Follow the path you were meant to travel and leave this earthly plane. Your home is beyond The Veil.” 


  Mary’s hands went up to cover her face and she shook her head no, even harder. The feeling of sorrow emanated into my body, coming off her in shimmering waves of grief. There was also confusion. As I stared at her, something inside me broke and tears began to flow. She was like a rabbit caught in the headlights of a car, frozen, not knowing where to turn.  


  I didn’t dare to open my mouth, so I began to repeat the phrase “Leave. You’ll be happier”—silently. It became a mantra in my mind, repeating over and over as I gazed at her. 


  Then a curtain, the folds glittering with shining threads of silver and rose-tinted hues appeared. They were gently billowing as if a breeze was behind it, parting The Veil to reveal a glare of light, bright as the sun on a summer day. GM’s voice was a whisper as she sat forward in her chair. “It’s there, Mary. Go through to the other side. Lloyd, Tim and Alice are waiting for you. Join them.”  


  “Lloyd.” Although she’d mouthed the word, I could hear it in my mind, her voice a sweet soprano. She turned and stepped, or rather glided smoothly closer to it. Her hand rose and then disappeared into the light. She never looked back, when she took the next step and was gone.  


  “Samuel John Goodrich, I command you to appear.”  


  I jerked and stared at my grandmother. As easy as that she’d gotten Molly to leave and was on to the next one! She smiled over at me. “Keira, would you like to try it?” When my mouth fell open, she continued. “I’m here to help, don’t worry. He’s talked to you, so that will help.” 


  I sat forward and waited silently for Sam to make himself known. Maybe I needed to run upstairs and get my camera. He’d liked playing with it, the little bugger. “Sam? Please come to us.” My voice was tentative. Would he appear? 


  A thud came from the stairs followed by three more. I jumped in my seat and then spun to peer at the doorway, where the noise had originated. A red and blue rubber ball rolled in from the hall and across the floor, coming to a standstill at my foot. The air began to warp and shimmer and his shape took form. It was the same little boy, I’d encountered in my room. The same striped shirt, the jeans and the tow-blonde hair which went everywhere but flat on his head. But his face was blank, like he was totally surprised to be there. He looked around the room and then his wide-eyed gaze turned to me. 


  The poor child was terrified. 


  “Sam? Don’t be afraid. I want to help you, not hurt you.” It was no wonder he was frightened. He’d been kept a prisoner in the attic and when he was finally free of it, he’d landed in the twenty-first century. It would be like setting foot on Mars. I gazed into his eyes, feeling my own well with fresh tears. To be so young and die without the freedom of ever being outside, playing in the sun. Whatever was on the other side of that curtain had to be better than what he was going through right then. 


  I left my seat and approached him. I know I should have been frightened, but I wasn’t—not the slightest.  


  “You’re free now Sam. You can leave.” I glanced to where The Veil still shimmered and gently wafted. “It’s there, Sam. Go through now.” 


  His eyes spanned wide. “No! I’m not allowed to leave. You don’t understand!” His hand streaked out and icy fingers grasped mine. “I’ll be good! Just let me stay!” 


  Tears burned my eyes and my hand curled tighter on his. “You are a good boy. That’s why you have to leave. You deserve more than this. There’s no place for you here. Your family is behind that curtain, waiting for you.” 


  It was exactly the wrong thing to say. His head shook from side to side and there was abject terror on his face. His hands tore at my arms, clinging to me, making my skin almost freeze. 


  GM was on her feet extending her hand to rest on his shoulder. “Sam. They can’t hurt you anymore. Your favorite sister, Irene, is over there. She wants to play tag with you.” She grasped his hand and pulled it away from my arm. “Come. I’ll hold your hand. I won’t let go until you do. Okay?” 


  He looked up at her, his eyes full of trust even though from the way he slowly left my side, there was still some fear. GM stopped just short of the waving folds of the curtain and nodded to him, urging him forward. His eyes lingered on hers before he turned and peeked beyond The Veil. A smile blossomed on his lips. I couldn’t see what he saw but whatever it was, it must have been good. His hand dropped from GM’s and he stepped through.  


  He, along with the glittering curtain were gone in the blink of an eye. 


  Immediately, Lawrence was at my grandmother’s side, his arm circling her waist, helping her back to the chair. “Pamela, you must rest now.” When she was seated, he straightened and glanced over at me. “How are you doing, Keira?”  


  I couldn’t tell whether the transition thing or Lawrence showing genuine care about my well-being was more of a shock. I swiped the tears which had dribbled onto my cheeks away, taking stock of how I felt. I was tired, like I’d run a marathon but my mind was still in the race. It had been an awesome experience. I had a million questions to ask them! Yes, them. Lawrence had been a part of it, even if just sitting on the sidelines making sure things didn’t go off the rails.  


  “I’m fine... a little tired but I’ll be over that in no time, I’m sure.” I slipped the black stone into my pocket. A little tired? I flopped into my seat.  


  He laughed. “Pamela usually has a glass of orange juice and slice of key lime pie after a session. Would you like some?” 


  My mouth watered. Suddenly, I realized I was ravenous. To hell with the calories! Pie and orange juice were just what the doctor ordered! “Perfect! Can I have a double slice?” 


  GM chuckled. “Sure beats melon and marshmallows, don’t it?” She leaned over and patted my knee. “We can eat healthy tonight. You did well, Keira.” 


  Lawrence’s hand squeezed GM’s shoulder and she gazed up at him, her own hand covering his. “Thanks, dear. What would I do without you?” 


  He smiled. “You’ll never have to know, Pamela.” He moved off, walking toward the door. “Good thing I defrosted the pie.” 


  When he left the room, I sat back. “So Molly and Sam are really gone?” I’d miss Molly, and well... Sam, his story just had to get better after he left the house. 


  She nodded. “Sorry, no more maid service for you. But Sam... it was touch and go with him.” Her hands gripped her knees and she stretched a little looking down at the floor. Under her eyes, grape-shaded cusps gave a hint that this had taken more out of her than she would admit.  


  “What would have happened if he chose to stay? I mean, you can’t force him to leave, can you?” I looked down at my foot where the striped ball still lay and bent to pick it up. I’d keep this as a souvenir to remember my first time. 


  “I would never dream of it. No, it’s important that a spirit leaves of their own accord. It’s respecting their free will.” She huffed a sigh. “In the end, they both chose and they are where they should be.” 


  “With a little nudge from us.” 


  She nodded, then glanced around the room. “And no interference... this time.” She was silent for a few beats, watching me. “I know you’re a bit drained right now... but inside, how did you feel when this was happening?” 


  As I returned her gaze, I could tell this was the crux of the matter. I didn’t have to think it over at all. “I have never felt so right doing something,” I said softly. “I did something which really, really mattered.” Our eyes held. I understood GM a hell of a lot better now. I could see how a person could make this their life’s work.  


  She sat back in her chair when Lawrence walked in with another tray of drinks and pie. “More importantly, as you’ll come to see the more embedded in this you become... it was the right thing to do to keep the lines straight within the universe.” 


  Yeah. But. I just dove right in. “You’ve had Lawrence with you when you’ve done this... the transitioning. But what about me? If I’m to do this after... after you’re gone, won’t I need someone like him, to kind of watch over me?” I didn’t know how bad, bad could get, but the very fact that Lawrence still insisted on being with GM when she did this, spoke volumes. 


  “You will. You will find that person or like me and Lawrence, that person will find you. Until that happens, don’t be like me. Be cautious and know when to step away from a transition if you get a bad feeling.” She took the glass of juice from Lawrence and smiled looking up at him. 


  “Or you could end up on your ass, clinging to a diving board high above the water.” Lawrence grinned at her. 


  She held her hand up like a traffic cup! “Don’t you dare say a word about the bathing suit.” 


  He reached for my glass of juice to hand it to me. Under his breath, barely audible “What bathing suit?” He smirked at her as I took the glass from his hand. 


  Too much information. We’d cover this another time when Lawrence wasn’t around. 


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  SEVENTEEN 


  [image: ~Mystical Veil Chapter flourish for insert.jpg] 
   


   


  WALKING DOWN THE SHOULDER OF THE TWO-LANE ROAD toward Gwen’s, I felt a weight lift from me. That experience with GM and the spirits was the most intense incident of my entire life, and I needed to catch my breath. At the age of twenty-three, there was nothing I had ever been a part of which came close to what just happened.  


  I’m afraid of heights, okay? So, when I turned twenty-one, I decided to take that bull by the horns and go skydiving. It was the most terrifying and exhilarating thing I had ever done. I freefell for about five seconds—what felt like about a half hour—before the parachute snapped open and I drifted down to earth. When my feet touched the ground, my knees went weak and I fell over. I laid on my side for a minute or so basking in the hugeness of what I had accomplished. When I got to my feet—the world was different somehow. I was different.  


  Well, jumping out of a plane a mile up in the air is nothing compared to what I was part of back at GM’s house. Not one, but two ghosts appearing in the living room, that Veil… that beautiful and amazing portal just showing up, the blinding but somehow comforting light pouring through—and then poof—everything back to normal… It all happened so quickly, and yet it all felt somehow so natural… I had to step away from this and just let it settle in.  


  When GM headed in for her nap early, I told her I was going. She didn’t get huffy with me. She just nodded. I could tell she wasn’t crazy about the idea, but I think some of the division between us over my making friends with Gwen was healed by how I handled Molly’s and Sam’s transitions.  


  I came to a halt in my walk to Gwen’s and turned my face up toward the sun. Its warmth bathed me. The disconnect of the afternoon hit me again. I just had a glimpse of the hereafter and eternity when I saw the light emanating from behind The Veil, and here I was basking in the warm rays of the sun on my way to a dip in a swimming pool.  


  Well, I guess, life does go on, doesn’t it?  


  It was just another minute or two before I turned up her driveway. I pulled the bag containing my swimsuit and towel higher on my shoulder. I hadn’t gone swimming at someone’s home in a long, long time. There’s not a lot of houses with swimming pools in Manhattan, okay? Maybe I should have brought along a bottle of wine or something. 


  Yeah, life goes on.  


  I climbed the few steps and strode across the veranda and knocked on the door. It opened and Gwen stood there, wearing a bathing suit top and a pair of cut-off jean shorts. “Hi Keira! C’mon in.” Once again her hair was tied back in a pony tail which swished over her shoulders when she turned. Her arms were lean but the muscles were clearly defined; carrying mailbags must be a good workout.  


  “Hi Gwen.” I stepped into the hallway. “Thanks for the invitation; it sure is a hot one today.” It was cooler inside, but not by much.  


  “Tell me about it,” she nodded. “The sweat was pouring off of me by the time I got off work.” She nodded toward the living room. “Let me introduce you to my dad.”  


  We stepped into the room, and Gwen said, “Dad, this is Keira. Keira, my dad, Devon Jones.” 


  Devon was older than my own father, probably in his sixties. He was completely bald and ensconced in an overstuffed wing chair at one end of the room. Like a lord of the manor, he had a golden lab curled at his feet and a ball game on the TV, mounted on the opposite wall.  


  Except this lord of the manor also had a walker and cane set up beside his throne.  


  As I strode across the room with my hand outstretched, the dog scrambled to its feet and skulked around the chair putting it between us. I stopped and sighed. Why were dogs always freaked out when they saw me? I love dogs! Well… from afar, anyway.  


  Devon glanced over at the dog and back to me. “Some guard dog, huh?” he said with a faltering smile and held out his hand. When I stepped forward to shake it, the dog let out a low whine.  


  When I took Devon’s hand in mine, a sad billow of forsaken loneliness washed over me, even though his face was smiling in welcome. His wife had been gone for years and he missed her still. Her tinkling laughter, her warmth in his bed, her cooking, and how she loved having company. It was all there at once in my mind, and complete.  


   “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Jones.”  


  “Nice to meet you too, Keira.” He had his smile back in place. “So you’re Mrs. York’s granddaughter?” He glanced up at Gwen and then turned back to me. “From New York? I was there only once, back in the eighties. How are you enjoying Kingston?” He pulled his hand back and rested it on the arm of the chair. 


  From the corner of my eye, I noticed Gwen rounding the sofa, patting her hand against her thigh, “What’s wrong, Buster? C’mere.” The dog let out another whine and slinked over to her.  


  I focused on Gwen’s dad. “Good, although I haven’t seen all that much of the city yet. My grandmother... well, I’m trying to spend most of my time with her.” Another part of my mind was skipping lightly. I’d been able to sense his emotions and the sadness even though I hadn’t consciously tried. I wasn’t even in my grandmother’s house and this had happened! The dog... well, I was used to them cowering away from me. 


  I glanced over at Gwen and right on cue she piped up. “We’re having a swim and some beers, although not necessarily in that order. Would you care for a beer, Dad?”  


  “I’m fine right now.” He looked down at his lap for a moment. “You two go on and enjoy your swim. I’ll keep Buster company. Where did he get to?” 


  “He’s hiding behind the sofa. I don’t know what’s up with him being shy.” Gwen shrugged and her gaze flitted to me. “Normally he’d knock you over trying to lick your face.” 


  “That’s okay. Dogs don’t take to me.”  


  “They don’t like you?” Devon asked.  


  “No... it’s not they don’t like me...” I gestured to where Buster was cowering. They’re scared of me on sight.” I shrugged. “It’s kind of sad, actually, because I always wanted one, growing up.”  


  Gwen tilted her head. “That is a little odd; I’ve never heard of that. I’ve heard of dogs hating people on sight, but never being afraid of people on sight.” 


  Devon eyed me up and down. “It’s not like you’re scary looking or anything. You look pretty normal to me.” 


  If only you knew, Mister Jones, I thought to myself. Me and my grandmother are pretty, pretty far from normal. Instead, I just shrugged. “That’s just the way it’s been all my life.”  


  “Well, you never have to worry about getting rabies from one then,” Devon quipped. 


  I let out a laugh. “My own father said the same thing to me years ago.” 


  “Smart man.”  


  Gwen stood up from the sofa. “We’ll just be out back so if you need anything, just holler.” She nodded her head to the side and started across the floor. “The bathroom’s just down the hall, Keira, if you want to get changed into your suit. I’ll wait for you in the kitchen.” 


  “Sure.” I continued along to where she’d indicated, my footsteps making the floorboards creak in a few spots. The place was old but tidy. Handrails had been mounted to the wall of the hallway though.  


  In the bathroom—again there were signs that things weren’t easy for them. There were grab bars mounted beside the toilet and also in the bathtub. Inside the tub was a stainless steel stool and a shower wand. I quickly shucked my clothes and scrambled into my bathing suit.  


  When I walked into the kitchen, Gwen was leaning against the counter, a beer in her hand and towel draped over her neck. “Ready? I hope you drink beer. If you’d rather, I have wine too.” 


  I walked over and lifted the icy bottle of beer. “Beer’s fine.”  


  “Good.” She started for the door out to the pool, speaking over her shoulder. “So what’d you do today? Anything fun?” 


  As I followed her out, gazing to the sparkling blue pool a few feet away, I considered what to tell her. Certainly not the truth, that was for sure! “Oh! GM got me a car. It’s a red Miata. It’s got just the sweetest ride.”  


  She turned and her eyebrows were high. “Just like that? She bought you a car?” She shook her head.  


  “It’s just a rental. Something to get around while I’m here. Seriously, I’ve got to take you for a ride in it.”  


  “A Miata.” She stepped right up to me, and looked down. She had to be four, maybe six inches taller than me. “Think I’d fit?” she giggled.  


  I shot her a cheesy grin. “Well, if not, we can strap you to the luggage rack on the trunk.”  


  She snorted and we both flopped onto the lounge chairs.  


   “So how’d you make out at the casino with your dad? He seems like a pretty nice guy, by the way.” I took a long pull at my beer and my eyes opened wider. This was some strong stuff! Way heavier tasting than what I had back home. I glanced at the bottle.  


  “He is. But then again, I’m kind of biased. He was only down a few bucks when we left, which is a banner night in my books.” She drank slowly and then wiped her lips with the back of her hand. 


  “Oh yeah? Maybe the next time, I’ll join you. I could be your lucky charm.” With how fast my talents have been growing under GM’s tutelage, I’d probably be ready for the poker table before long.  


  “Yeah, sure.” She took another pull on her beer and looked at me silently for a couple of seconds, like she was deliberating on something and then she spoke. “You know... in all the time I’ve been doing my job with the mail, I’ve only seen your grandmother and Lawrence a few times. They sure are loners. The only time I’ve seen a visitor there—is some woman who comes up every so often. She answered the door once, when I left a parcel.” 


  “Did she have blond hair, about my height?” 


  “Yeah, come to think of it she did.”  


  “That was my mother.”  


  “How come you never visited with her before this?” Gwen cupped her beer in two hands, her thumbnail toying with the label. 


  “I was busy with school, I guess.” But seeing the look of disbelief in her eyes, I knew how weak that sounded. “Actually, to be honest, I never knew she even existed until recently.” 


  “That’s odd. Why would your mother keep that from you? I knew my grandparents for just a short while before they passed on, but even so I still remember them fondly.” 


  I looked down at the edge of the pool for a few seconds. There wasn’t much I could add which wouldn’t give away the family secrets. I decided to steer away from this subject. “How about your mom? When did she pass away?” 


  Gwen’s gaze fell. “Eight years ago. A brain tumor.” A smile flitted across her face. “I swear there are times when I can feel her presence.” She looked at me with a strange expression. 


  “Oh? How so?” 


  “This sounds crazy. But it’s happened a few times. I’d be mooning around the house thinking of her, missing her like mad, and then her favorite song would come on the radio.” 


  I shrugged. “Just coincidence, maybe?”  


  Gwen scoffed. “Yeah, I thought so the first time. I mean, I was trained as a scientist, right? But when it happened again, I started wondering.” 


  “Go on...” She was onto something and now I was curious. 


  Gwen looked aside for a moment, and stared off. “It happens twice a year. On July fourteenth at ten thirty a.m., and October twelfth at three forty-five in the afternoon.” 


  “You sound pretty sure about those days and times.” 


  She nodded. “Those dates and times are when I miss her the most.” She turned her head back to me. “My mother was born on July fourteenth at ten thirty in the morning.” She held my eyes, and continued. “And she died at three forty-five in the afternoon on October twelfth.” 


  “Whoaaaa.” 


  “Yeah, ‘Whoaaa’. And it’s the same song each time. “Snowbird” by Ann Murray.” Gwen held my eyes. “Yeah, so my house is haunted—just like your grandmother’s.” 


  I blinked a couple of times. “What?” 


  “Since I was a kid, your grandmother’s house has had a reputation for being haunted.” 


  “Really?” 


  She nodded. “When I was growing up, kids would dare each other to go there on Halloween. We all thought it was haunted.”  


  I picked at the label on the dark bottle for a beat or two. How much could I tell her without her thinking I was part of the Addam’s Family? I looked over at her. “I can see that. I mean, it’s old and kind of creepy looking, even though it’s kind of a mansion. But I’m not sure it’s all that scary when you live there.” Vague, but at least I didn’t out and out lie. 


  “What’s really going on over at that house, Keira?” 


  I put my bottle on the table between us and sighed. GM was right about staying away from the locals. “Okay, I get it now. You’re trying to pump me for gossip.” I started to get up. 


  “Hey! No! Wait!” Gwen held out her hands. “Do you think I’ve ever told anyone about my mother’s song on the radio? I’m not looking for gossip, Keira!” 


  I kept my voice level. “Then what are you looking for?”  


  She sighed. “Data.” She looked away, then back at me. “No. Not data. Information.” 


  “Oh! I see! You need a ghost story! Okay!” Before she could stop me I said, “How about this one?” I waggled my eyebrows at her like a circus clown smoking crack. “Well... I’ve run into two ghosts, in my room. The first one, Molly—she’s a clean freak picking up after me—and the second one is a little boy, Sam. He thinks his mother is coming to get him. He also likes playing with my camera. So far, that’s about it!” I smiled brightly. Well, truth’s stranger than fiction, right? 


  Gwen ran her hand over her head. “You know something? I think you just told me the truth, you know that? You’re trying to make it sound like a bullshit story, but it’s not, is it?” 


  I kept my mouth closed, watching the wheels turn behind her eyes.  


  She nodded. “Yep. You just told me the truth. Molly and Sam really happened.” She nodded briskly. “I knew it.” 


  “Why are you so sure?”  


  “Because of the light I saw one night at your grandmother’s house, and because of the rose.” 


  “What are you talking about now?” 


  “One night, not very long ago actually, I was taking Buster out for a walk. And when I went past your grandmother’s home, I saw an incredible light shining out of the front windows. I never saw anything like it in my life. It was as bright as the sun; as if they were filming a movie inside there or something.” Her eyebrows furrowed. “But it was different than light you see... it... I don’t know how to describe it, it was purer or something.” 


  I kept silent. 


  “Now I only saw that the one time.” She held up her finger. “But. There’s something very, very strange about your grandmother’s garden.” 


  “Oh?” God this girl was good. “What about her garden?” 


  “Her front yard has a little wall circling a bed of flowers. I’ve seen her tending the roses there.” She looked off over to the end of the yard where a small garden shed stood. 


  “Yeah. Like I said, she loves her roses. What’s weird about that?”  


  “There’s one rose that blooms in the winter. Surrounded by a foot of snow but that rose still blooms.”  


  I adjusted the strap of my bathing suit and cleared my throat. Anything to buy time before I answered. What could I say? There was no wiggling out of this one. “I don’t know about that. Sure, I’ve seen the rose you’re talking about but...” I shrugged my shoulders, kind of wishing I’d listened to my grandmother and canceled this visit. 


  She continued, “At first I thought it was a silk rose but one day I got out of my truck and felt it; it was definitely real.” Her dark eyes examined me like a bug under a microscope. 


  Time to give it up. She had me. I blew out a puff of air. “Yeah, it’s real. What can I say? It’s a strange house. I don’t know why the rose blooms in winter but I’ve no doubt you’ve seen it.” I grinned at her. “You haven’t lied to me before.” 


  She laughed. “Not that you know of.” 


  I grinned at her like a wolf. “Wanna bet? Take my hand and I’ll know.” I thrust my hand out and grinned watching the puzzled smile on her face. I had never touched Gwen before, and was curious to see what I was going to come up with.  


  “Okaaaay?” She took my hand in hers and gave it a little shake. When she looked back up into my eyes she gasped. 


  The weirdest feeling came over me. I had just met her and now I knew—no, I felt—everything about her. It came in a rolling cascade: her resentment of her older brother while growing up, the worry and then pain of losing her mother, her genuine concern and love for her dad. It ended with a flash of her in safety goggles, her hands clutching a piece of green glass.  


  I pulled my hand back and deliberated for all of one second on whether to freak her out. “You do stained glass?” 


  Her jaw fell, staring at me. “I just started! I’ve taken some classes and now I’m working on a window hanging! How did you know?” 


  I fluttered my fingers in front of my face and in my most dramatic voice, “Madam Keira knows all.” Her eyes were as big as golf balls peering at me. It was too much. I burst out laughing. 


  She leaned closer peering at me. “Your eyes when you took my hand... they changed. They got all kind of glassy...no, they glittered. Seriously. That was weird. Your eyes got strange!” 


  I shrugged and looked off into the distance. It was still unsettling how quickly all that had happened. Whatever talents I had were coming to the surface faster and faster. 


  Gwen reached for my hand again. “Tell me more. Do it again. I mean how’d you do that? Are you some kind of—” 


  “No. Look it’s been a day.” When I saw the disappointment in her eyes, my tone grew softer. “I need you to drop it... for now. I’ll explain at some point but, right now, let’s just talk about something else.” That same feeling of exhaustion I felt after transitioning Molly and Sam flowed over me again. I was beat.  


  She nodded. “Okay... but I’m going to hold you to that, you know. Talk about your Stephen King moment...”  


  “Does it frighten you?” I looked down at my fingers knotted together. I hoped it didn’t scare her.  


  “What? No! You kidding? It’s fascinating!”  


  “Really? It doesn’t scare you?” 


  She shook her head. “I’m as surprised as you are. I love reading spooky stuff and watching scary movies. But this is... real.” She shrugged. “I have a scientific background, and a phenomenon like this is extraordinary! I’m more excited and curious than scared, Keira.”  


  I lifted my head and looked at her again. When our eyes met, a flash of the two of us burst in my mind. We were older, in our thirties, waiting for a plane at an airport, We stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows, watching planes taxi off the tarmac. We were on our way somewhere, together. I gasped. 


  “Your eyes... for a moment there, they changed again, Keira.”  


  I bet they did. I slowly got to my feet. “I’m not up for swimming today, Gwen. I need to go home.” 


  “Is everything okay?” She jumped to her feet. “Are you okay?”  


  I smiled. “Yeah, I’m good.” I felt a little lightheaded though. That was the first time I glimpsed the future. “I’d like you to come to my house tomorrow for lunch or dinner.” 


  She brightened. “Okay. I’d like that too.” 


  “I want GM to meet you.” 


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  EIGHTEEN 


   


   


  GWEN’S EYES SCRUNCHED. “WHO’S GM?” 


  I smirked. “That’s what I call my grandmother.” 


  “Not Granny? Not Nana?” 


  I held up a hand like a traffic cop. “Not yet.” That was going to change soon, I’m sure. But just not yet. “You’ll be able to come though, right?” 


  “Yeah, sure; it’s just down the road, Keira.” 


  “Good. I’ll need your phone number before I leave.” I turned to head back inside.” 


  “You sure you don’t want me to drop you off? It’s no big deal.” 


  “No... I need the walk to clear my head.” She grasped my arm in a way I had seen Lawrence hold GM. I didn’t get any flashes or anything, but I was happy for the support. “I’ll just throw my clothes on and head home.” 


  “Okay, Keira.” We headed inside together.  


 
 *** 


  Coming out of the bathroom after changing, the dog was in the hallway. He looked up at me and his ears drooped down before he turned, skulking into the bedroom. I sighed and continued on.  


  Gwen stood next to her father with her hand on his shoulder. She turned from watching the television and smiled. “All set?”  


   “Yup. Thanks for the beer. We’ll get in a swim next time.” I moved over to her father. “Nice meeting you, Mr. Jones.” 


  He looked up with a smile. “It’s Devon. And don’t make yourself scarce, y’hear? My daughter doesn’t have enough good friends.” 


  I bent to shake his hand and once more, loneliness emanated into my gut. “I’ll be back, don’t worry about that. You’ll probably get sick of seeing me.” I glanced at the framed photo on the table next to him. It showed a young woman in a nurse’s uniform holding a bunch of roses. From the set of her wide eyes and cheekbones, it was obviously Gwen’s mother. The resemblance was too great for it not to be and the photo was old. Nurses didn’t wear those caps anymore. 


  When I straightened and looked past him, a grayish mist was in the corner of the room. My breath caught in my throat. The shape became clearer, a woman in a light dress, staring back at me. It was Gwen’s mother. I glanced at Gwen and her dad but they were smiling at me, totally oblivious to the fact the ghost was there. 


  Despite what I’d done earlier that day, helping Molly and Sam transition, there was no way I was going to mess with this one. It might not fit into GM’s world view, maintaining order and The Veil, but it worked for this family.  


  “Okay. I’m off.” I smiled at Gwen, I’ll call you about a time for us to get together once I’ve run it by GM.” 


  She laughed. “GM? How does she like you calling her that?” 


  “She’s fine with it. When you meet her, you’ll see. It suits her.” I couldn’t help grinning as I pictured my grandmother.  


  “I think I’ll stick with Mrs. York, if it’s all the same to you.” She followed me to the door and stood on the veranda as I walked down the lane. 


  I turned and my hand rose to mimic a phone call. “I’ll talk to you later. Bye!” 


  I couldn’t wait to tell GM all about my visit!  


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  NINETEEN 
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  “WELL DONE, KEIRA!” GM lifted her glass and then took a long swallow as we sat in the living room before dinner. 


  I had just finished telling her about seeing the ghost of Gwen’s mother, and my impressions when I’d shook hands with Gwen’s dad. But I was leaving the best until last. My hands tensed for a moment on the glass I was holding as I looked over at her. “I think I might have found my Lawrence.” 


  She paused, her hand in midair before setting her glass on the table in front of her. “What?” 


  I relayed the vision I’d had of the two of us at an airport sometime in the future. I couldn’t get the words out fast enough and I popped to my feet, pacing the floor in front of her. “I invited her over so you and Lawrence can meet her! I want to get your impressions. But I’m pretty sure, I’m right!” 


  Lawrence had stepped into the room to let us know about dinner. From the bewildered look on his face, he’d caught enough of the conversation. “The mail lady? This is who you think will act as your Guardian, going forward?” 


  Guardian? He made it sound like being a Guardian was like royalty or something. Plus, this was the first I’d ever heard the term, for what he did. My chin lifted higher as I stared into his eyes. “She’s not just a mail lady! I’ll have you know she’s a physicist. She was working on her PhD when she had to drop out in order to look after her father. She’s incredibly smart, and...” I groped for a word to describe Gwen, but all I could come up with was, “Nice!” I crossed my arms. “I’m pretty sure we’ll make a good team.” 


  “But Keira... there’s more to it than being smart. There’s loyalty.” 


  “Undying loyalty!” Lawrence tried to underscore GM’s words, speaking louder and squaring his shoulders. 


  GM smiled and looked up at him, the affection showing in her eyes. “Yes. You’ve proved that more than once, my dear.” 


  His eyebrows bobbed high and he sniffed. “Not to mention, my ability to sense impending danger. I admit, I wasn’t born with it but I’ve trained myself.”  


  “Well... so could she.”  


  GM chimed in, “Not to sound sexist, but the role of guardian would be more appropriate for a man. I mean sometimes, it takes physical strength.”  


  “I’m not worried about that, GM, she’s in terrific shape.” The discrepancy between Gwen’s physical fitness and Lawrence’s would be cruel to point out. Especially now that he was starting to warm up to me.  


  I decided to switch tacks. “All I’m saying is that I want you to meet her. I want to know your impressions. And you can’t deny my vision can you? We were together in the future and I know we were about to catch a plane to do your work, GM.”  


  She sighed and her gaze flickered over to Lawrence. “Okay. We’ll meet Gwen and give you our impressions. I’ll keep an open mind.” Her eyes turned thoughtful. “But... you need to keep an open mind as well, my girl. Don’t just jump at the first person who comes along. Gwen may be nice, physically fit and seem perfect but... she may not want the role of guardian. It’s not without peril. And she has her father to look after. She has to know what she’s getting in for.” 


  My hands rose before me. “Whoa, whoa, back up. I haven’t said I was taking the job. My heart was doing cartwheels in my chest. Gwen would be interested. How could she be a fan of Stephen King and not be? “So lunch tomorrow?” 


  “Not tomorrow. I’ve got something planned for us that will take up most of the day. How about lunch the day after?” GM looked over the rim of her glass at me as she took a sip. 


  Lawrence walked over to the sideboard and poured a drink for himself before turning and offering more to us. “She’ll be working then, delivering mail. The day after tomorrow is Monday, Pamela.” 


  “Don’t be a snob, Lawrence.” GM held her glass out for a refill. 


  He topped up her glass and then turned to top me up. “Why don’t you ask her for dinner instead? She can come early, have some drinks and I’ll prepare something special.” 


  “Of course you must join us, Lawrence. Your input is invaluable.” GM batted her eyes at him again. Geeesh! She acted more like a helpless schoolgirl than I did sometimes! I watched Lawrence puff up at her sweet talk and shook my head. “You two...” 


  Lawrence’s eyes darted from GM to me. “What?”  


  I waved my hands. “Nothing. Forget it. So you really think Gwen coming for dinner’s a good idea, Lawrence?” 


  “I did suggest it.” 


  “That’s true.” I was a little surprised.  


  He nodded. “Yes. This woman is your candidate, Keira. I think a little more formality would be in order.” He cocked his head. “This is important, so let’s put our best foot forward.”  


  “Thanks Lawrence. I think she’s going to be impressed.”  


   


   


   


   


   


  
 


   


  TWENTY 


  [image: ~Mystical Veil Chapter flourish for insert.jpg] 
   


   


  LATER THAT EVENING, I looked for my cell phone to call Gwen. I slapped myself upside the head when I realized I had left it in her bathroom when I changed. It was a little late, so I figured I’d drop by the next day and pick it up. I’d extend my invitation to dinner for Monday night while I was at it. 


 
 *** 


  The next morning was gloomy and it was tempting to just roll over and go back to sleep. Instead, I got up; a half an hour later I joined GM in the sunroom.  


  “Hi, GM,” I balanced coffee, a bowl of cereal and a banana tucked between my elbow and waist as I entered.  


  She had on gardening gloves, a pair of snips in her hand, pruning some dead shoots from a large potted plant. “Good morning, Keira.” She turned and a smile twitched her lips. “All quiet in your room now?” 


  “Too quiet. I never thought I’d say it, but I miss Molly’s housekeeping.”  


  GM laughed lightly.  


  “What’s so funny?” I took a bite of my banana as she sat down at the table across from me. 


  “You are, Keira.” She shook her head, her eyebrows elevated in amusement. “A week ago you were a night clubbing, New Yorker. And this morning you’re grousing about missing your spectral housekeeper.” 


  I swallowed and chortled myself. “Yeah... how things change, huh? From failed acting student to protector of the universe in seven days.” I glanced around. “So that’s it for the free housekeeping though, huh? No more ghostly servants?” 


  “Well... sort of.” 


  “What do you mean?” 


  GM made a face. “We still have one more spirit to transition.” 


  “Now wait a second, GM, how long have you been living here?” 


  “Many years. I moved here when your mother started boarding school.” 


  “And so you let these ghosts stay on all that time?” When she nodded, I asked, “Why?” 


  “Because they were going to serve a greater purpose by staying than by leaving. I knew I was eventually going to have a successor, and for... well, training purposes, I needed them here.” 


  “That’s pretty cold. You’ve kept them prisoner here so you could use them?” 


  She looked at me sharply. “I beg your pardon! Not at all! Any of them, all of them could move on the moment they wanted to. I wasn’t holding them against their will at all.” She tapped the tabletop. “And furthermore, remember how I tried to explain to you that time is different for them? In their state, they’ve just been here for a day.” She waved her hand around the room. “Time applies to us, not to spirits.”  


  “Still... it rubs me wrong, GM.” 


  She reached over and took my hand. “That’s because you’re good and kind, Keira. They’ve been happy to be here, and Molly and Sam were both happy to leave.” 


  I mulled it over; she had a point, I guess. I shrugged. “Okay, you said there’s one more, right?” 


  “I did, didn’t I? Well, this one you won’t be too keen on, trust me. But we’ll save him till after breakfast.” 


  I paused and swallowed hard. “Oh yeah? Who is this one?” From the look in her eyes, she wasn’t looking forward to transitioning this guy.  


  “I’m not.” Damn, she was good at that mind reading! 


  “Why?” 


  She held my gaze. “Because Jarrod is not a spirit that is pure of heart. Molly was child-like in her love, and Sam was a child. Jarrod is an adult who committed many crimes before his death.” 


  “He was a bad guy?” 


  “He did evil things while on this plane, yes.” 


  “So he’s afraid of going to hell.” 


  “I don’t think there is a hell like they talk about. In fact, I’m not even sure hell exists. What I do believe is that Jarrod doesn’t want to transition because he believes he’s due for punishment on the other side.” 


  “Is he?” 


  “I really don’t know, Keira. What matters is what Jarrod’s soul believes and that fear keeps him here.” She paused. “And he doesn’t belong here.” 


  “It sounds like we have our work cut out for us then.” 


  “I’m afraid that’s not all. A transition like this one has perils.” 


  “Perils. You mean dangers. You mean this can be dangerous.”  


  She closed her eyes and nodded. “Yes,” she said softly.  


  “What kind of dangers?”  


  “Demonic dangers.” 


  Whoaaaa. 


 
 *** 


  A chill went through me. Transitioning Molly and Sam was hair-raising. Even so, I never had any sense of danger during the event. But now... 


  “Today, I’m going to teach you about the Ouija board. You need to learn how to use it but I warn you, only do so as a last resort.”  


  “If it’s so scary, why use it at all? We did pretty well yesterday with Molly and Sam.” 


  “Good question.” GM sat forward and her voice lowered. “Sometimes spirits can be pretty stubborn or just downright weak. The Ouija amps up our ability to communicate with them. The problem is that other entities tune in as well.” 


  “You mean demons? So those movies I’ve seen pretty much got it right?” My mouth was suddenly dry as dust as I hung onto the edge of my seat. From what I’d seen on screen, there was no way I wanted to see them for real. 


  She sighed and looked into my eyes. “I’m not going to lie to you... it’s frightening sometimes. But that’s something else you must learn... how to control your fear.” She rose to her feet. “If you’re done with your breakfast, we’ll move to the living room. When you take your dishes into the kitchen, would you ask Lawrence to join us?” 


 
 *** 


  When I walked into the living room, the room was dim. GM had drawn the heavy brocade curtains shut. A single white candle flickered near the end of the coffee table. Next to it was a bundle of dried grass in a large seashell and a black, pyramid-shaped crystal. 


  GM sat forward in the chair across from the sofa. She had just placed a flat board on the coffee table. My gut tightened when I saw the familiar dark lettering and symbols. The Ouija board. When she placed the leaf-shaped pointer on the board’s surface, my heart began to hammer in my chest. Oh boy, here we go.  


  My eyes darted over to Lawrence before I slunk down onto the sofa. I barely dared to breathe as my grandmother’s words sounded in my mind—”a last resort.” 


  “Wait a second, GM,” I said. “Before we start, what exactly is the danger we’re going to be dealing with here?”  


  She looked over to Lawrence, and he nodded. Turning back to me, she said, “Did you see the movie The Exorcist?” When I nodded in reply, she said, “That pretty much covers it then.” 


  “Are you kidding me?” 


  “No, Keira, I’m not. If a demon is strong enough, it can fling things around, using household items like missiles. It can sow confusion in your heart and mind, and it can—if you allow it to—possess you and take over your body and make you do its bidding.” 


  Holy shit, this was real. 


  GM’s eyes met mine above the board. “Keira. What is the opposite of love?” 


  Was this a trick question? Anyone knew the answer to that. “Hate.” 


  “No, it’s fear. I can feel your fear and you’re right to be cautious. But fear... not only is it crippling, but it can be used as a weapon against you. I have found that facing your fear, instead of denying it, lessens its power. Accept your fear. Then release it with each breath, exhaling it. With every inhalation, you take in love, which is present all around and within you.” 


  I closed my eyes and tried to do what she said.  


  It didn’t work. 


  “Keira, look at me.” I opened them, and watched her eyes. They began to shimmer. 


  I will not be afraid 



  Fear is the soul destroyer 



  And would consume me  



  Were I allow it  



  I rebuke fear 



  To its face of many masks I stare unafraid 



  One by one, I will watch those masks fall away 



  Crumble to ash 



  And drift away  



  In the breeze of my love 



  Leaving nothing by myself 



  And I will still stand  



  Alone and unafraid. 



   


  Her words echoed in my mind and a vision of a pile of ash wafting away from the surface of polished white purity filled my mind’s eye. 


  My mouth hung open. “You did that, GM? You projected your thoughts into my mind?” 


  “Yes, Keira. I was only able to because of how strong you’ve become so quickly. I can’t do that with anyone, only one gifted as you are.” Holding my eyes, she sent that litany to me again. Over and over we repeated it until I was... no longer afraid. 


  “Now breathe, Keira. Rebuke the fear from you and inhale the love which is this universe’s nature.” Together we did the breathing, our inner voices joined with each inhalation and exhalation, over and over. 


  Now let us begin 


  “Yes,” I said.  


  Her hands rose and then with just the lightest touch, her fingertips rested on the planchette. Oh God. This was it. My fingers joined hers on the small triangle. There was a tiny tremble in the object which I hoped was the result of one of us, rather than... 


  “Is there a spirit in the room?” GM’s voice almost made me jump out of my skin and my gaze darted around the room.  


  The planchette vibrated and then jerked to the right! It stopped on the word ‘Yes’. My fingers tingled, like there was a small current of electricity running from the small object to my hands.  


  “What is your name?” GM’s voice was soft yet there was a commanding authority to it as well. 


  The planchette slid across the board to the letter J and then to A and R.  


  It then slid to the center of the board. It began to vibrate under our fingers. I stared at it, then looked up to GM. She watched the planchette intently, so I dropped my eyes back down.  


  The object darted to the L. I tried swallowing in a mouth which was dry as dust all of a sudden. 


  The planchette moved quickly through the other letters pausing only a beat on each one—E, A, V, E. 


  My eyes met my grandmothers and hers became narrower with purpose. 


  “What is your name?” When there was no reply, she repeated herself, louder and more commanding. “GIVE US YOUR NAME!” The power in her voice startled me.  


  The candle flame flickered, then blazed up, casting long shadows to the corners of the room. The air became colder and—dense. It became harder to breathe, and a stench suddenly filled the room. My heart pounded faster. There was something here in the room with us! It was totally unlike what I’d experienced with Molly or Sam. Whatever this was... it didn’t like us one little bit. I will not be afraid... I thought to myself. 


  Once more the planchette jerked, moving so fast through the same series of letters that it was hard to keep my fingers attached to it—L, E, A, V, E. 


  GM’s nostrils flared as she took a deep breath. “Jarrod Blythe. Are you here with us?” 


  My eyes were marbles watching GM. She knew the name of the ghost, why did she have to ask its name?  


  The small object began to circle under the arc of letters, vibrating again. It started to drift toward the word YES printed on the board but was yanked back to its circling pattern. I could sense a struggle happening right under my fingers. 


  “Why do you not answer me, Jarrod?” GM’s gaze was like a laser beam on the planchette. 


  The movement was slow and tremulous—A, F, R, A, I—  


  The small object shot to the word on the bottom part of the board—GOOD BYE. Then it flew out from under our fingers across the room, bouncing against a bookcase.  


  We were cast into darkness when the candle flickered and died. I sensed movement to my right and Lawrence stepped by me. He picked up the candle and lit it again. “Pamela. You need to end this.” He picked up the bundle of grass and flicked the lighter, setting fire to the ends of it.  


  The acrid smell of the smoke drifted from where he held the smoldering herb. “Jarrod’s spirit was not alone, you know that. It’s time to cleanse the room.” 


  GM sighed and nodded, sitting back in her seat. I didn’t have to be asked twice to do the same. I took a deep breath and waited for her to speak. All the while, Lawrence wandered around the room, holding the smudge before him like a torch. I didn’t want to say anything about the fact that the smoke smelled like weed, although knowing Lawrence marijuana would be the last thing he’d ever have. 


  “And this, my dear, is why I dislike the Ouija board. Jarrod was here and would have communicated with us if not for that thing which managed to butt in.” Her hand rose to stroke her neck and she stared above, deep in thought for a moment. 


  “It was... a demon?”  


  “Some kind of demon, yes. When they refuse to give you their name, it’s a dead giveaway.” Her eyes rolled and she beat me to the punch. “No pun intended.” 


   “So what do we do now? Give up on this Jarrod guy?” 


  She nodded. “For the time being. I’ll keep trying to coax him from the shadows but as far as this bloody board goes, we’ll wait until the energy in this house has been rejuvenated.” She gazed over at Lawrence who was still waving the smudge through the air, walking around the room. “That’s what Lawrence is doing now, Keira. The sage smudge is something I picked up from Native lore. It helps to cleanse the atmosphere of negative energy.” 


  Lawrence pulled the drapes open, letting in more light from the gray day outside. Even so, the room seemed glum and heavy. 


  “Can we go back to the sunroom now?” There were things I wanted to know about these demons but asking them in here didn’t appeal to me. 


  “One moment, Keira.” Lawrence walked over and held the smudge high. “Stand up and let this cleanse you.” 


  I got to my feet and stepped closer to him. His hand gently fluttered the bundle of smoldering embers. Like incense, the gray mist floated over my body and face. He ended at my toes and then turned to GM. For a moment, I wished it was marijuana. Getting a buzz would take the edge off for sure.  


  When Lawrence was done with GM, we headed back into the sunroom. Just entering the room made it easier to breathe. I could see why it was her favorite spot in the house. We both sat at the small table where we usually sat together, and Lawrence leaned against the entranceway.  


  I had to ask. “Where are these demons from, GM? You say you don’t know if there’s a hell, so where did they come from?” 


  “I’m not sure, but I’ve come to believe they are beings which battle the forces of nature.” 


  “Forces of nature?” 


  She nodded. “Yes. Nature is order, harmony and love. And the greatest of these is love. These beasts are chaos, conflict and fear. Their greatest weapon is fear. They’re the ones of the spirit realm who wish to weaken The Veil because they crave chaos.” She held up her finger to make a point. “They feed on fear, Keira. That’s why it’s important to go beyond your fear. You have to remember you are at one with the universe; all that is good. That will be the source of your strength.” 


  I nodded. “I will, GM.” 


   She looked past me to where Lawrence was standing at the passageway into the sunroom. They silently stared for a moment, and nodded in unison. Turning back to me, she took a deep breath. “How did you feel when we used the Ouija board? Think about your answer for a minute.” 


  I sat back and looked down at my lap for a little while. “It was frightening, even with the litany.”  


  “It would have been much more so without the litany. It’s a litany, Keira; not a magic spell. Go on.” 


  “I sensed the air change when that thing, whatever it was, started shoving that planchette around. I could feel a rage. It really didn’t want us trying to help Jarrod.” I blinked rapidly. “He’s a prisoner to that thing.” 


  She nodded. “Yes. It’s going to be a battle to help that poor soul. He was a weak man when he lived and he never changed.” 


  “Who was he? What do you know about him?”  


  “I managed to do some research. Back in the nineteen twenties, he was a crafty weasel. He was a bootlegger, but he was also an informer to the police. He played both sides against each other for his own profit.” 


  “Oh. A Wall Street broker, you mean?”  


  She flashed a quick smile. “Well, he was as much a scoundrel as they are, there’s no doubt of that. But he and his colleagues were murderous thugs, Keira. He took part in several killings; then framed an innocent man who was hanged.”  


  “And you want to help him?” 


  She was silent for a moment. “I want to protect The Veil,” she finally said. “Look, dear—we’re all sinners to one degree or another. We’re also saints. Yes, Jarrod did those things. But he also looked after people he didn’t have to. He provided for several families who lost husbands—fathers— in the Great War.” 


  “Oh.” 


  “I’m not,” and she pointed at me, “nor are you, in a position to be a judge of this man’s soul. I have a calling to protect The Veil.” 


  “I understand GM; this is bigger than Jarrod.”  


  The picture of a weasely, thinly built man, his beard rough and unkempt, with long stringy hair flashed in my mind. I gazed at GM and she nodded. That was the guy we were trying to help? 


  “Everyone needs help, Keira. Even Jarrod. But it’s The Veil we must defend.”  
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  FIVE MINUTES LATER, I pulled into Gwen’s driveway, parking behind her truck. The rain had really picked up; by the time I got to her front porch I was soaked. I knocked on the door and waited. 


  Nobody answered, so I knocked again, louder. After the third time, her dad pulled it open.  


  “Keira! What a pleasant surprise.” Leaning on his walker, he stepped aside and bade me to come in. As he closed the door, he looked down the hallway and back at me, his smile faltering.  


  “Were you at the door long?” he asked.  


  “Yeah, I had to knock three times. It’s no big deal, I mean with the storm—” 


  He cut me off. “A couple of minutes ago, Buster jumped up, started whining like crazy and took off out the back door of the house.” Devon stared at me like I was a specimen. “I don’t know how he managed to do it, but he opened the latch on the screen door with his snout and took off out to the backyard. He’s standing against the back fence and won’t come in. I came back in to get Gwen when I heard you knocking.” He looked back again toward the rear of the house, let out a small sigh and turned back to me. “He’s never done that before; he always knew when someone pulled into the driveway and would start barking at the front door.” He held my eyes. 


  “Yeah... that is weird, isn’t it?” I said weakly.  


  “Buster’s afraid of you.”  


  I bit my lower lip. “I know,” I mumbled.  


  “I mean, really afraid of you.”  


  I looked down at the floor. “Yeah.” I raised my eyes. “Dogs never liked me, but lately it’s gotten worse.” I shrugged. “Maybe I should use a different shampoo or something?” I tried to smile at my totally lame excuse and failed.  


  Devon looked toward the back of the house again. “Well, he’ll come in when he’s ready, I guess,” he said. “He’ll be soaking wet, but it’s not cold out and that’s where he wants to be... for now.” He turned back to me. “You left your phone in the bathroom.”  


  “Thanks. Can I talk to Gwen?” 


  His head turned and he yelled. “Hey Gwen! Keira’s here for her phone!”  


  Grinning, she came downstairs, holding my cell phone. “I was going to drive over to your place with this when the rain stopped.”  


  I shoved it into my pocket. “Instead of coming for lunch, how would you like to come for dinner tomorrow night? GM and Lawrence asked if you’d join us for dinner.” 


  She looked over at her father. His hand arced in the air and he turned. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll throw a pizza in the oven and catch the Jays game.”  


  Gwen turned back to me. “What time? I’d love to! Dinner beats lunch, any old day.” She tilted her head toward the kitchen. “Want a beer?”  


  There was a guilty feeling in the pit of my stomach. She didn’t know she was interviewing for Lawrence’s job. How much could I actually tell her? “Just a Coke.” I hung my jacket up and toed my sneakers before following her to the kitchen.  


  As I passed by the living room, where Gwen’s dad was now getting settled in his usual chair, I glanced in the corner where I’d seen her mother the day before. But there was no sign of her.  


  I took a seat at the table and waited for Gwen to finish pouring a large bottle of Coke into two glasses. “So... am I going to meet those ghosts? Molly and Sam?”  


  She got right to it. “No... they’re gone.” 


  She made a small frown. “That’s pretty convenient. You tell me about ghosts in that place, and just before I come over, they’ve gone.”  


  I snorted, thinking of the episode with Jarrod. Convenient wasn’t the word I was thinking of. “Sorry to disappoint you.” I pointed my chin at her. “What would you ever do if you actually saw one?” 


  She leaned forward and her eyes became wide. “Are you kidding me? That would be the most awesome thing.” Her smile faded. “I wish sometimes, I could see my mother.” 


  It was the perfect opening for me. My voice lowered, despite the din of the TV in the background. “What would you say if I told you I saw your mother here yesterday?” I watched her closely. But her eyes weren’t shocked, just a little sad. 


  She was silent for a few beats before she spoke, “If it wasn’t for what happened yesterday beside the pool when you read my mind or something, I wouldn’t believe you... but, I do. I’ve felt her presence but I’ve never actually seen her. I envy you that ability.” 


  I blew softly from puffed-out cheeks, my eyes on the glass in front of me. “It’s only happened since I’ve been with my grandmother. She’s sensitive about these things and it seems I’ve inherited it. And her house... if anything supernatural was going to happen, believe me that house would bring it out.” I took a sip of the pop. “You said so yourself, that house has mystical properties.”  


  She nodded and sat down opposite me. “Yeah, it does. I don’t know about your grandmother, but that rose blooming in the dead of winter is something off the wall, that’s for sure.” The flecks of her eyes were green in spots, rimmed by long dark eyelashes, devoid of any makeup. With the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, she was the poster child for the girl next door. 


  I shook my head. “Ghosts in a bedroom? Flowers blooming in January? That doesn’t freak you out?” If anyone had told me this a few weeks ago, I would have been freaked out. Now, it was just another day at GM’s curiosity house. 


  She slapped the table lightly with her hand. “Are you kidding me? That would be fascinating!”  


  “More fascinated than scared? This stuff scares people, Gwen.”  


  “Not me.” She chuckled. “Maybe I’m too stupid to be scared.” 


  “Yeah, right. I think too curious.”  


  She eyed me. “I think there’s something going on with you and your grandmother and I’d like to find out more.”  


  I smiled, sipping my drink. That was one hurdle crossed. The interest and lack of fear was one thing but... what about her father? If I did take this up, and take over for GM, would Gwen be free to come with me?  


  God! Look at me! I was already planning a career with this! 


  More and more, my thoughts were turning to accepting the mantle from GM. Had I already made up my mind?  
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  I WAS WAITING FOR GWEN in the parlor when the doorbell rang. I didn’t want to take the chance that Lawrence would greet her stiffly, so I called to the back of the house, “I got it!” before he could appear. 


  I swung the heavy oak door open and my jaw dropped.  


  Gwen stood there in heels and makeup. Her girl-next-door natural look was elevated to a downright charming level. Even her hair was loose, the dark mane flowing over the shoulders of a light-lime-green linen dress which ended a couple of inches above her knee.  


  She noticed my eyes boggling and did a quick twirl. “I hope I didn’t overdo it. You did say your grandmother likes to gussy up for dinner.”  


  “You nailed it, don’t worry.” Even so, I felt a little shabby in my jean skirt and top. 


  Stepping into the entrance hall, she gave her head a small shake. “I can’t remember the last time I got dressed up to go to someone’s house for dinner.” She looked over to me. “Dates at restaurants? Sure. Weddings and such? Absolutely. But doing this to visit with my neighbors? That’s a new one.” 


  I nodded as I shut the door behind her. “It’s been dressing for dinner every night since I arrived.” I glanced back toward where the living room was. “And I’ll bet GM has been doing it all along. Pretty Old School, huh?”  


  She made a small shrug. “I don’t know... I think it’s kind of elegant. Making a thing out of sharing a meal every night... it’s kind of cool, don’t you think?”  


  I scoffed. “You do it every night, and we’ll see.” 


  She laughed lightly. “You might have a point, but I’d sure love to find out.”  


  “I don’t know, Gwen; I think those genteel times are kind of gone with the wind.”  


  Before she could reply, Lawrence appeared from the living room archway. “Gwen, isn’t it? It’s nice to meet you instead of just seeing you on your route.” He took her hand and even did a slight bow as he smiled at her. “I’m Lawrence Brady, Mrs. York’s assistant.” 


   “How do you do,” she replied. “It’s nice of you and Mrs. York to invite me. I’ve always admired this house and wondered what it would be like inside. I never imagined I’d be invited here for dinner.” 


  His hand extended pointing the way to the living room. “This way, please. Mrs. York is in the living room.” 


  I led the way to where GM was seated on the large sofa. We crossed over to her and I made introductions.  


  “Thank you for asking me to dinner, Mrs. York. I’ve been looking forward to it all day.” 


  Taking in Gwen’s outfit, GM smiled and nodded. “It’s nice to meet Keira’s friend, even though we’ve obviously seen you around. Would you care for a drink? Lawrence makes a mean gimlet.” 


  Gwen looked nervous as she answered, “Do you have beer? I’m afraid I’m not much of a liquor fan. I developed a taste for beer in university and now that’s all I drink.” 


  At GM’s sharp jerk of her head backwards, Gwen spoke again, her words tumbling all over themselves. “I mean, that’s not all I drink. I drink water and pop and well—” 


  GM laughed lightly. “I know what you meant, dear.” She turned to Lawrence. “We have beer in the fridge, don’t we?” 


  “Yes, of course.” He walked out of the room. 


  GM patted the seat on the sofa beside her. “Please sit down, Gwen,” She held her glass out to me. “Would you mind topping me up, dear?” As I poured a drink for myself and GM, she continued, “Keira tells me you studied to be a physicist?” 


  “Yes. I was doing graduate work when my dad became ill. To be honest, I actually like what I’m doing now. My evenings and weekends are my own, with no papers to write or any lab work. I mean, aside from taking care of Dad.” 


  “Your father is ill?”  


  Handing GM her fresh drink, I sat in the armchair beside them. I was positive GM knew everything about Gwen’s dad, and watched the interplay between them.  


  Gwen nodded. “Yes. He’s had MS for years, but when my mother passed away three years ago he had a terrible episode. He was hospitalized for a month. When he was released, I had already suspended my studies and had gotten on full time with the post office.” 


  “Oh my poor dear.” GM reached out and stroked Gwen’s shoulder. She turned to me and arched an eyebrow. “How sad, Keira,” she said aloud. ‘This could be a problem for you dear’ echoed in my head.  


  “He didn’t seem too ill when I saw him,” I said. 


  “I know,” said Gwen. “The attacks—they call them relapses—come out of nowhere. Sometimes he just gets worn down, but he’s collapsed a couple of times.”  


  Lawrence came in and passed her a pilsner glass filled with beer. She took it and took a deep sip while he took a seat.  


  “That must be hard on you, dear. When I was your age, I liked to travel... see the world. But I suppose, for you...” GM’s voice trailed off but she watched Gwen closely.  


  Gwen sat primly on the sofa, her long legs folded together to the side. “Oh, I manage to get away every now and then. Just last year I went to the States on a sightseeing tour of Civil War mansions. My brother Sean stays with Dad.” 


  I glanced at Lawrence and GM. Gwen wasn’t as tied to her routine as they’d thought. “Old houses? You would pass up the beach to see a bunch of old houses?”  


  Gwen snorted. “Seen one beach, you’ve seen ‘em all as far as I’m concerned.” She looked around the living room. “Older homes have… character.” She looked to GM and continued. “Like this house. It’s almost as big as some of the plantation homes I visited, you know. I’ll bet there are stories that these walls could tell us if they could speak.” 


  The two of them gazed at each other silently for a moment. Finally, GM smiled sweetly. “What sort of stories do you suppose, dear?” 


  Gwen glanced over to me and back at GM before speaking. “Well, for one thing, did you know its history when you bought it, Mrs. York?” Without waiting for an answer she continued, “Did you know it once harbored a rumrunner? The guy’s body was found in the cellar. The police never knew if his death was suicide or if he was murdered.” 


  GM’s smile dropped like a stone when she looked across at Gwen. “I’ve come to know of that. You are a student of local history, then? I know the house has a reputation for being a bit... odd.” 


  “This house is haunted isn’t it, Mrs. York?”  


  I saw Lawrence stiffen. GM didn’t bat an eye. “What an interesting question.”  


  “You didn’t answer it, ma’am.” Whoaaa… Gwen wasn’t backing off a whit. 


  “No, I didn’t.” GM smiled sweetly again. “The answer is yes.” 


 
 *** 


  Her reply hung in the air for a moment.  


  Gwen tilted her head and nodded slightly. “Thank you, Mrs. York. I appreciate your honesty.” She looked over to me and back at GM. “Keira tells me it’s not as haunted as it had been.” 


  GM nodded. “Yes, that’s true. Molly and Sam have moved on.” She leaned her head in to Gwen slightly. “The ironic part is that the man you just described who died here is still around.” 


  “Really?” Gwen’s eyes lit up and she looked around the room. “Right now? He’s here? Can you see him?” She put her hand on GM’s forearm. “Could I see him?” 


  GM’s mouth turned downward. “No, dear, he’s not present at this time.” 


  “How do you get him to show up? Could we use one of those Ouija boards or something to get him to show up?” 


  GM’s eyes flashed. “Absolutely not! That is a dangerous instrument!” 


  “Whoa… take it easy, GM, she’s just asking a question,” I said.  


  GM huffed a sigh. “Excuse me for my outburst, Gwen.” She pursed her lips for a moment. “As far as the spirit that’s still here, and encountering him… even if he was here right now, you wouldn’t be able to see him anyway.” She gestured toward me. “Myself and my granddaughter have that gift, yes; but—” 


  Lawrence cut her off. “But it’s a rare gift, Gwen. I’ve never seen any of the spirits in all the years I’ve been with Mrs. York.” He gave a mild laugh. “I’ve seen their handiwork, but I’ve never seen them.” 


  “Handiwork?” 


  He nodded. “If they get upset, they are able to move things.” 


  “Like in the movies? Things flying around? Stuff like that?” 


  “Yes. And the chill in the room…” 


  “Don’t forget the smells, Lawrence,” GM piped in. She grimaced. “Sometimes they’ve been known to have disgusting smells.”  


  Eyes wide, Gwen stared at each of us in turn. “You’re telling me the truth.” 


  “Afraid so,” I said.  


  “And yet,” GM added, “this doesn’t seem to frighten you. Why is that?” She looked at Gwen with frank curiosity.  


  “Because I find it fascinating. Did you know in physics, there’s a branch of it which is trying to figure out the relationship between consciousness and matter?” She held up her hand. “Now these researchers are kind of out there, but they’re asking some hard science questions about the nature of the mind, the body…” Her voice faded.  


  “And the soul,” I said.  


  Gwen nodded, pensively. “And the soul, yes.” She looked up at me. “You’ve seen my mother’s soul at my house, right?” When I nodded in reply, her eyes filmed with tears. “Can you communicate with her? Can you say something to her for me?” 


   “I don’t know, to be honest,” I said. I looked over to GM; this wasn’t anything we’ve talked about. “Can we, GM?” 


  “Communicate with the dead? Be a medium between the dead and the living?” She shook her head. “No. That’s not what we’re supposed to do, Keira.” She looked to Gwen. “I’m sorry, my dear, but I’m unable to be a messenger between those who have died and those of us still on this level of existence.” 


  “Why?” she asked, her voice rising. “It would give such comfort to those of us left behind!”  


  “My work is of a different nature.”  


  “And what is your work?” 


  GM sighed. “We’ll discuss that another time, dear.” 


  Before Gwen could push the issue, Lawrence stepped forward. “Gwen, I’d love to give you a tour of this house. Would you care to join me?”  


  Gwen’s lips became a thin line. “I’ll hold you to that, Mrs. York. I’d love to know just what your ‘work’ is.” She stood. 


  Lawrence held out the crook of his arm and she took it. “Let’s start with the top floor,” he said. “I’ll tell you the stories of Molly and Sam.” They left the room and headed for the hallway. 


  I turned to GM. “Well, what do you think?” 


  “Her concern for her father will be an issue, Keira. And what will she think when she learns of just what your duties are?”  


  “What’s that supposed to mean? You protect The Veil, and that’s what you want me to do. So what?” 


  She shook her head in disappointment. “And just how do we maintain the integrity of The Veil?” 


  “By helping spirits move on.” I stopped and it hit me. “Oh shit.” 


  “Indeed.” 


  I looked toward the staircase where Gwen and Lawrence had ascended and lowered my voice, “Spirits like Gwen’s mother.” 


  GM nodded. “And how do you think she would feel about that? Losing her mother all over again?” 


  Damn, she was right. I sat up straight in my chair. “Hey, I didn’t say I was taking the job, GM, I was just thinking if you thought she would be a good replacement for Lawrence, should I take the job.” 


  She leaned over to me. “You’re going to have to make that decision quite soon, dear. As far as Gwen is concerned, I’d rather hear Lawrence’s opinion before rendering my own judgment. 


  I sat back in my chair. Why did she say I’d have to make up my mind soon? 


 
 *** 


  After her tour of the house, the four of us all agreed that further discussions of the supernatural could wait for another time.  


  That’s not to say that the dinner wasn’t a smashing success. We had a wonderful evening together; the conversation sparkled. We discussed religion and politics roundly; it got pretty lively at times, especially when Gwen went on a tangent about Wall Street investors. But the cool thing was that each time it started getting heated, Lawrence—who woulda thunk?—defused the situation with a witty bon mot which made the rest of us start laughing. 


  After dessert and coffee, Gwen stood, thanked us for a wonderful evening, and got ready to leave. I saw her out.  


  In the foyer, I put my hand on her arm. “I hope you can keep this all confidential, Gwen.” 


  She looked at me with wide-eyed innocence. “What? That your grandmother loves vodka gimlets in the evening?” 


  “Very funny.” 


  “Well… I am sorely tempted to contact the National Enquirer with this story, for sure. A grandmother/granddaughter tag team of ghost hunters living with their Old Man Friday in a hundred-and-forty-year-old mansion.” She tilted her head at me. “Think they’d pay me for the tip?”  


  My face fell. “You’re kidding. Right?” 


  She slapped my back. “Of course, silly. I’d be the one who would look Looney tunes.” She looked over my shoulder toward the living room. “What I don’t understand is just what the old gal does with that gift you two share.” She turned back to me. “I mean, you could help a lot of grieving people by communicating with them you know.” 


  I crossed my arms. “People like you, you mean.” Boy was I stupid telling her I saw her mother’s spirit.  


  “Yeah, people like me!” Her eyes filmed again. “Just to be able to…”  


  “Tell her you love her? That you and your dad miss her?” 


  “Yes!” 


  I reached out for her. “Gwen… she knows that. And from the look on her face, she loves and misses you guys too.” 


  “It’s not fair. I’m her flesh and blood, and I can’t see her, but you can.” She looked at the open door. “I’m heading home. Why don’t you stop by tomorrow?” 


  “Okay. Maybe we’ll get an actual swim in, huh?” I knew she was planning on working on me more about communicating with her mother. And to be honest, I didn’t have a problem with it. When I put my hand on her, the black and bleak sorrow in her was almost overwhelming. I wasn’t going to stand idly by if there was anything I could do to ease such pain. No matter what GM would think of that.  


  We said our goodbyes and I closed the door behind her.  


  I raced into the living room where Lawrence and GM were sharing a nightcap. How did they do it? After downing a bottle of wine with dinner, cocktails before and still they were fine with a glass of brandy?  


  I took a seat across from them on the sofa. “Well?” My gaze was firmly on Lawrence. 


  He glanced at GM and then smiled looking at me. “Gwen is a lovely girl. She’s smart. She’s able to study hard, so she has the discipline to learn.” 


  My fingers fisted my hair at each side of my head. There it was again... the interminable but. “Okay, I surrender; what’s the problem?” 


  “I don’t think she’ll abandon her responsibilities to her father. You and she are friends but the emotional tie isn’t there.” He dropped his head. “I genuinely like her, Keira, but I’m unable to see how it could work.” 


  GM reached over and patted his hand. “I trust your judgment in this, dear. You may not have my abilities to the extent which I do, but still, you know the role and what it entails. If you have doubts...” she turned to look sadly at me, “...then it’s probably best to move on right now. Maybe you’ll be on your own like I was for a few years before I met Lawrence.”  


  My stomach dropped to the floor. For a moment I sat there silently, wondering at the depth of disappointment I was feeling. In one respect, they were right. I didn’t know Gwen very well at all... but then why was I feeling this sense of loss?  


  It made no sense at all, and I went to bed with a heavy heart.  
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  I OPENED MY EYES THE NEXT MORNING FEELING… well, sad. I know it’s stupid—I had only met Gwen a few days ago, and last night was only the fifth time we were together. But there it was. If that vision I had by her pool of us in the future at an airport was wrong, then how could I trust any of my so-called gifts? On the other hand, her ties to her father… how could I presume to come between them? So yeah, when I headed down for breakfast I was sad and confused.  


  Seeing my expression as I entered the sunroom, GM tried to be consoling. “Keira. You will meet the right person to help you.”  


  “Easy for you to say, GM,” I said as I took my usual seat. “You’ve had Lawrence by your side for years and years.” 


  “Yes, but I did go through a period where I was on my own.” She looked sharply back at me. “What I’m trying to tell you is to be strong in and of yourself. You have a gift, and you have an important role to fulfill. So get over it and move on, young lady.”  


  Oh man, she went from consoling to insistent in a heartbeat. “Thanks for all the sympathy.” 


  She huffed. “You want sympathy? For not upsetting your friend’s life? A friend you hardly know?” 


  “There’s a connection between us.” I could feel my back getting up.  


  She snorted. “I disagree. You expect this woman to abandon her father to help you with your work?” 


  “Gwen wouldn’t be abandoning him! We could hire someone to look after him! What’s the big deal?”  


  “Keira, I don’t want you rushing into something and making a mistake. In the long run it can cost you dearly.”  


  I huffed out a breath. “Oh yeah? Once again, that’s pretty easy for you to say.”  


  That really got to her. She sat up straight, blue fire in her eyes. “You silly girl. When it comes to rushing into something with the wrong person, I certainly know what those costs can be.”  


  “Yeah, sure.” 


  She rapped the tip of her cane on the floor. “Let me tell you, being an unwed mother in the late nineteen sixties was no picnic, Keira.” Her lips made a thin line. “No matter how much wealth one had, one was always… judged. I was under considerable pressure when I learned I was pregnant.” Her mouth turned downward. “My doctor advocated giving the baby up for adoption.” She sighed. “But worse than that, Susan’s father wanted me to have an abortion.” She stared at her teacup, turning it on the saucer. “That was the last straw between us.”  


  I pushed my half-eaten plate of fruit and yogurt away. “Which brings up my grandfather. You told me you had no idea who he is! I found that hard to believe when you told me that. At least you’re being honest now!” If she was going to be so insistent with regards to Gwen, I was going to get a little of my own back at her.  


   “I had my reasons for being… misleading. I can tell you, the man who is your grandfather isn’t a man you would like to know. At one time I thought he was dashing, handsome. I didn’t want to acknowledge his darker side.” 


  My mouth fell open as she spoke. So she knew who it was. I was right! A picture of a dark-haired, athletic man in tennis shorts and a light shirt flashed in my mind. He was classically handsome, with dark eyes and a strong jaw. I couldn’t help but grin. It was obvious she hadn’t meant to send that image to me. I’d picked it up all on my own! “GM! He was hot!”  


  I stifled the chuckle which threatened to burst forth at the indignation in her eyes at me being able to grasp that image from her mind. I decided to press on about her past. “Why did you get pregnant then? Were you two guys married?” 


  She shook her head. “No. We were living a carefree life and I was on the pill.” She raised her eyes to mine. “Which works ninety-nine percent of the time. One time out of a hundred, it doesn’t.” She made a wistful smile. “Which is why your mother’s middle name is Oona; it was the closest I could come to One.”  


  I had completely forgotten about Gwen at that point; I was excited to learn about family history which had been hidden from me for so long. “So what happened? How did you guys meet?” 


  She made a rueful smile. “It was the Summer of Love in nineteen sixty-seven, and I was in San Francisco.” She shook her head wistfully again. “The positive energy in that place for that summer was incredible, Keira. I was drawn to it like a moth to a flame. My gifts were still merely budding.” 


  “No ghost nudging yet?” 


  “That’s right. That came later. Back then, I was able to earn my living gambling. I could pick horse races, or sporting event outcomes with astonishing accuracy. And it was through those endeavors I met David Holmes. Back then, gambling outside of Las Vegas was pretty much the purview of criminals, and David ran an establishment for the local mob in my area.” 


  “Ooohh.. a bad boy.” 


  She nodded. “He seduced me to try to learn my secrets.” She shrugged. “To be honest with you, we probably seduced each other.” Her eyes glittered. “It was torrid, let me tell you. We were both passionate—”  


  “You mean horny.” 


  “Don’t be crude. We were both passionately in love, and very strong-willed.” She paused and stared at the floor. “Being with him, though… caused my gift to develop dramatically.” She looked back up to me. “And… in some way I still don’t understand, it instilled a form of that gift within him too.” 


  “What do you mean?” 


  “He started to develop powerful hunches about people.”  


  “He could read minds too?”  


  “Not to the degree you and I are able to, no. But he could tell people’s desires… and their weaknesses.” She held up a finger. “And that extra… edge, or whatever it was… he used to advance himself up the ranks of his organization.” 


  “He became a mob boss? Like a Godfather type?” 


  “He became ruthless, yes. But he always stayed behind the scenes.” She shook her head. “That sort of life was repugnant to me, and so I left him. I changed my name and disappeared.” 


  “He never tried to find you or his daughter? That’s cold.” 


  GM smiled. “When a person with my abilities decides they don’t wish to be found, they’re not found, Keira.”  


  “So where is he now?”  


  “I’m not sure. I’ve hesitated to keep tabs on him in order to keep your mother—and you—safe from him.” 


  “What do you mean?” 


  “Before I left him, he was becoming more and more evil, Keira. He had a taste of the power from the beyond and found it intoxicating. He wanted that power for his own ends, not for a greater good. I use my gifts to bring peace to lost souls. He uses what he has to further his own ends. The further you keep yourself from him, the better, Keira.” She blinked and her eyes closed for a few moments. “Promise me, you will never try to contact him.” Her eyes became misty as she gazed at me. “It’s for you... your safety that I ask this. Promise me.”  


  My shoulders fell lower and I exhaled slowly. This was really important to her, if she was on the verge of tears. “I promise.” 


  She straightened and her chin rose, pushing up from the chair. “Good. Now if you’re ready, I think we should have another go at contacting Jarrod. He’s waited long enough to leave this sphere, don’t you think?” 


  I sighed. Back to the ghost grind, Keira.  
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  FOR A MOMENT, I PAUSED before getting to my feet to join her. She’d just dumped a load of information on me and now was brushing it off like the lint she was perpetually finding with her thin fingers. It would take some serious willpower to not do a Google search for my grandfather... but I’d give it a try for her sake.  


  I took a deep breath, shaking the image of my grandfather from my brain. It was immediately replaced by another disturbing thought. “We aren’t going to use the Ouija board again, are we?” I asked. 


  “Most likely.” 


  “Why? It didn’t help the last time.”  


  She tugged the collar of her shirt higher. “I know that, Keira. But we won’t have a choice. It increases our ability to reach those spirits who don’t want to be reached.” 


  “And others.” I stood up. “Like demons.”  


  “I know. It’s a risk we must take. For Jarrod’s sake, and for the sake of The Veil. His presence here is weakening it, Keira. If we transition him, my hope is that the demon that’s attached itself to him will be banished.”  


  “Oh, alright then.” The thought popped into my head. “Wait a minute. Is that what happened before?” 


  Her face took on a sheepish look. “Ummm… I don’t know. I’ve never encountered a demon so strong before. We’ll hope for the best, shall we?” With that she turned to the living room.  


  Oh boy. “Buckle up, Keira,” I said aloud. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride.” My knees were only shaking a little bit as I followed her out to the living room.  


  Lawrence was already in there. He had the drapes all pulled closed and was going around the room with the smoldering bundle of sage again. “Hey, Lawrence,” I said, “don’t you do that at the end of the session?” 


  “I’m hedging our bets, Keira. I don’t like this any more than you do.” He gazed at GM as she hobbled over to her seat on the couch. “But Pamela has decided, and my job is to support her.” 


  GM’s face was resolute, but she nodded in appreciation to him as she took her seat.  


  I nodded. “If it’s any consolation, I’m not looking forward to it either. What is with this spirit that we have to use that thing?” I knew GM didn’t like using it, so why bother? What was so important about this guy that she and I couldn’t just call him ourselves? Convince him to leave? 


  GM was staring silently straight ahead, so Lawrence answered. “For one thing, he’s very frightened.” 


  “He’s not the only one,” I muttered under my breath. I had no wish for some demon to hitchhike a ride with Jarrod, and the Ouija board was definitely the way for that to happen. 


  “Yes, but you’re strong. And getting stronger by the minute. Now, let me complete the cleansing ritual.” He nodded over to a shelf. “If you would set up the candle and the pyramid crystal on the table, I’d appreciate it.” 


  I did as I was asked, and took my place opposite GM as Lawrence waved the bundle of smoking sage over each of us. My hand reached into the pocket of my slacks and gripped the tourmaline stone GM had given me a few days ago. It felt smooth in my hand. I hoped all this mumbo jumbo with sage and stones was going to help. I closed my eyes and began to do the breathing exercises she taught me. I opened them, and GM nodded. 


  “Let us begin,” she said.  


  We both leaned forward, our fingers lightly touching the planchette, while Lawrence took his place in a chair by the door. 


  “Jarrod Blythe, I ask that you come forward. Are you here with us?” GM spoke like she was a teacher calling out to an unruly kid. 


  The planchette began to vibrate, slowly at first and then faster and faster. My breath caught in my throat. It started moving slowly to the side of the board where the word YES was written, but stopped just shy of it. 


  GM huffed a fast sigh and spoke again. “Jarrod, you must leave this plane.” Immediately the planchette shot to the word NO, circling it in small, jerky movements.  


  “Are you afraid to go?” GM glanced over at me and her chin rose higher. 


  I sat on the edge of my seat, barely able to keep contact with the small triangle when it swooped across the board to the word GOOD BYE. It was so much like the last time—the abrupt ending. But GM wasn’t having any of it this time. 


  She took a deep breath and continued; the determination showing on her tight lips. “We aren’t through here, Jarrod. I know you are frightened, but you don’t belong here anymore. Will you take the next step and leave this plane of existence?” 


  Once more the planchette skimmed over the board, stopping at the letters: C A N N O T D O O M.  


  Cannot doom? He couldn’t leave and was doomed? Clearly, not every spirit could be persuaded to leave. Some were beyond helping, even for someone like my grandmother. 


  Again, the image of a thin, weasel-type guy cowering in a corner, flashed in my mind. It was pointless to try to reason with him. He was a terrified little man. Without warning, his image swirled, dissolving into a cloud of black and purple vapor.  


  Suddenly the planchette began moving once more.  


  K E I R—My heart was in my mouth when the next letter it stopped at was an A. 


  GM gasped. “What about Keira?” 


  But the small gadget wasn’t through yet. It continued on: G W E N. 


  My grandmother jerked back, almost relinquishing her touch on the planchette.  


  “What does that mean? Why my name and then Gwen’s?” I edged forward, my eyes darting from GM to the board. But the answer wasn’t in my grandmother’s eyes. She looked as spooked by this as I felt. My heart pounded against my ribs so hard I thought it would jump out. 


  The breath caught in my throat when the planchette shot to the GOOD BYE. I jerked my hands back and stared at GM Lawrence was already on his feet striding toward us. 


  “What did that mean? Why did it say my name and Gwen’s?” My fingers trembled as I pulled the tourmaline stone from my pocket and held it in my lap. This was supposed to be a communication with Jarrod and I hadn’t said a word but I was being singled out? And not just me, but Gwen? 


  GM looked down at the floor, and her forehead was lined with deep furrows. “I don’t know.”  


  Lawrence picked up the bundle of sage again and fished a lighter from his pocket. He flicked the lighter and brought the flame up to the charred end. 


  Without warning, we were completely enveloped in a black and purple cloud. It spun around us with a whooshing noise. I could barely see GM through the haze, and the stench of it made my breakfast roll in my stomach. GM’s face showed she was as shocked as I.  


  I looked over to where Lawrence was. He was as still as a statue; frozen in place. In spite of the rushing noise from the disgusting mist, the flame was completely still. I tried to speak, but my throat was frozen.  


  “Enough!” GM’s scream was so loud, her voice cracked.  


  The cloud condensed into a long, writhing tube. It circled the room once more before evaporating through the wall.  


  “What just happened?” Lawrence asked. I turned back to him. He was holding the flame to the smudging bundle. “Something just happened, didn’t it?”  


  “Did you see that?” I said. 


  “See what? I thought I heard Pamela say something.” He lifted his eyes from the sage to GM and gasped. “Pamela!” He dropped the sage. 


  I leapt from my seat. GM was laying back against the seat cushions gasping. Her hair was completely disheveled and her hand was on her heaving chest. “I…” she gulped for air, “I need to go to my room now.” 


  Lawrence elbowed me out of the way, and lifted her into his arms. I followed. 


  “I’ll call an ambulance!” 


  “Absolutely not!” they both said in unison. I stopped dead in my tracks. 


  Lawrence turned to me. “No, Keira; your grandmother is having a spell is all. There’s medicine in her room, and she’ll be alright shortly. She just needs to lie down and collect herself.” 


  “Lawrence! She looks like she’s having a stroke!” I strode up to him in a rage.  


  GM lifted her head. “No, dear; listen to me.” Her breath was coming easier already. “Lawrence will look after me, don’t worry. Dearest Keira, you need to check on your friend. I’m worried about Gwen.” 


  “GM, she’s at work! It’s not even lunchtime!” 


  “No, Keira… it’s well past noon,” she sighed. “This has happened before. Look at your watch.” 


  I held my watch up. It read four fifteen p.m. 


  Oh shit. 
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  MY CAR SKIDDED as I turned into her driveway. As soon as it came to a stop I leapt over the door and sprinted up the driveway, past her truck to the front door.  


  With any luck she’d be fine and I’d use the excuse of checking in to see how she had liked dinner with Lawrence and GM  


  Devon was on the front porch, the magazine he’d been reading spread on his thighs while his head lolled to the side, sound asleep, snoring. Buster must have seen me coming; he was cowering over at the farthest end of the porch. I didn’t want to wake Devon, so I crept around him and through the front door.  


  I stepped inside and listened for any sound of activity, where Gwen might be found. When I walked across the hall and paused at the foot of the long staircase, her voice drifted down. Okay, she’s on the phone or something—that was a good sign.  


  As I tiptoed up the stairs I could hear her voice.  


  “Can you hear me?” came from her half-open room door. “Are you there Mom?” 


  “Gwen?” I said when I got to the doorway.  


  “Aaagh!” she cried out. I burst into the room. She was on her feet, her eyes wide, while her hand swept up to her neck before she breathed a sigh. “Oh, it’s you, Keira.” She glanced away, blushing.  


   “Yeah. Sorry. The door was open and your dad is asleep on the veranda. I should have—” 


  “No! It’s fine.” Her hand fell and she clasped my arm. “Maybe you can help me!”  


  She pulled me into her room and I stopped short, seeing what was on the bed. Oh my God. Not a Ouija board. This was too much!  


  “What the hell are you doing with that?” I said, pointing at it.  


  Her eyes glinted with excitement and she tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, before she pulled me over to the bed. “I’m trying to contact my mother! You know how you said you saw her, well, I thought with a little help from this, I might be able to as well!” 


  I shook my head. “No Gwen. You don’t want to mess with that thing.”  


  Her fingers dug into my arm. “Come on, Keira. Please. I just know if you do it with me, I’ll get to talk to my mother. I mean, you’ve got some kind of gift or something. I believed you when you said you saw her! Hell, I’ve always felt her nearby.”  


  “No Gwen! Look these Ouija boards are bad news!” If she knew what I’d seen earlier, she’d burn the bloody thing! “Not going to happen, Gwen!” I started to fold the board up to put it back in its box. 


  Her hand tugged mine away and she glared at me. “You’re being selfish. All I want is a chance to—” 


  “Gwen! Believe me when I tell you this is dangerous! You don’t want to mess with it.” I jerked my hand away from hers. 


  “Hey!” Her eyes started to glisten again, but this time it was with tears. “It’s my mother we’re talking about. She would never hurt me.” 


  “This is so not a good idea, Gwen. Just trust me when I tell you your mother is fine.” If GM knew this was going on, that Gwen was trying to get me to do this with her, she’d have a conniption! Hell, even Lawrence would blow a gasket! And the coincidence was totally freaking me out! 


  “Please. I just want to speak with her... just one more time. I’ve missed her so much! I promise, I’ll never ask you again. Just one time... please.” Her voice almost broke when she pleaded. She swiped the tears away with the back of her hand and sniffed loudly. 


  She still had her hand on my arm. The sorrow and grief I felt from her dad was nothing compared to the agony in Gwen’s heart. Damn it. I took a deep breath and knew I couldn’t deny her this. If it was my last time seeing my mother or father.... or even GM, I’d want to do it. “Fine! But this is it. I’ll only do this once.” I flopped down on the bed, next to the blasted board. I glared up at her. “But blow your nose first.” 


  She rose to her tiptoes, holding her hands tight to her chest, almost squee’ing. I swear if she did that, I was out of there. When she flew from the room to get a tissue, I glared at the board and planchette. No tricks this time buster.  


  All too soon she was back and bouncing to a spot opposite me, with the board between us. 


  “Have you used one of these things before?” Her fingers flew to the planchette and she looked over at me. 


  I rolled my eyes and my hands slowly drifted over to join hers on the small triangle. “Oh yeah. Have you? I mean aside from just now?” 


  “No. I just bought it today. I was thinking of what happened the other day by the pool, and I was right outside some kind of mystical head shop downtown. I went right in and bought it.”  


  “Right about nine a.m. or so?” That was when GM and I started our session. Yeah, the one that took five minutes but lasted seven hours. I had such a bad feeling about this. 


  “Yeah! I was on my break! How did you know?” 


  “Skip it. Let’s give this a whirl, then I’m going to burn this thing, okay?” Great. She just happened to be outside the right store at the right minute. Sure. Just coincidence. I didn’t believe in coincidences. Well, this would be a quick down and dirty session and then I was done with the Ouija board. “You’d better let me do the talking.” 


  Her face knotted. “Why? It’s my mother and my board.”  


  I lifted my hands from the planchette and sat back. “My rules. If you want me to do this with you, you’ll do it my way or forget it.” I’d been trained by an expert after all, while she was a neophyte.  


  Her eyebrows clenched in annoyance. “Okay.” It came out like a bark. 


  I took a few deep breaths and then my hands went back to the board. A flash of Gwen’s mom appeared in my head. This was a good start. My eyes opened wider and I peered at Gwen. “What’s your mom’s name?” 


  “Rebecca. Rebecca Jones but her maiden name was Dowd.” 


  I took a deep breath and started. “Rebecca Jones. Are you here?” 


  The planchette sat still, no vibrations, nothing. 


  “Rebecca Dowd. Your daughter Gwen would like to talk to you. Are you present?” This time the triangle jerked to the word, YES. I glanced at Gwen and was rewarded by a smile. 


  “Ask her if she’s happy. Tell her I miss her.” 


  It was all I could do not to roll my eyes. As if, Rebecca wouldn’t have heard that! “Rebecca, Gwen would like a sign that you are in peace and that you are happy.” 


  My fingertips on the planchette began to tingle and it was hard to stay on the small object as it spelled out, L O V E H E R.” 


  “Oh Mom.” A single tear splashed onto the board from Gwen’s chin.  


  The planchette began to circle the board, gaining speed. My eyes darted to Gwen who stared back at me, her mouth hung open. 


  The triangle stopped at the letters J A R R O D.  


  “Uh oh,” I said. My heart galloped against my rib cage. The air became cooler and a sudden breeze lifted the curtain from the side of the window. The loose paper on the desk began to lift and swirl in the air. 


  Gwen’s eyes were as big as dinner plates staring around the room. Her hands drifted off the zooming planchette and I reached to slap them back on, holding my palm over the tops of her hands. Fear and despair came in crashing waves from where we joined. This was so unfair! Gwen had hoped for contact from her mother and this thing... whatever it was, was hijacking that. 


  “Listen shithead! Whoever you are... Jarrod or some other weasely shmuck, get lost!” The triangle began to circle the board so fast it was hard to keep my fingers on it. I was making it mad. 


  On a roll now, I continued, “You sneaky coward! Taking advantage of the love between Gwen and her mother! You have no place in this house!” 


  The bedroom door banged shut with such force it shook the room which was already swirling with papers. Gwen’s arms jerked back and I gripped her hand in mine. “Stay connected, Gwen! I need you to stay with me here!” Fear jolted into my hand from hers and then became a steady, calm strength. I looked into her eyes and saw determination narrow her gaze. 


  “I command you to leave this house! You have no right to be here!” My fingers laced with Gwen’s and we held our hands up, still maintaining the connection with the planchette with our other hands. Books on her bookshelf toppled to the floor. The wind became wilder, forcing the papers against our hands and faces.  


  My head filled with a face, the eyes red while the mouth gaped in a grin... an evil grin which taunted me. 


  Oh screw you, buster. I raised my voice. “Enough! Go!” 


  Our hands tightened, and our muscles were taut when we raised our arms even higher. Just as suddenly as it started, the room became quiet. Papers floated in the still air and drifted onto the bed and floor around us. We looked at each other and then our gaze shifted to take in the room. It had worked! Together we’d done it! 


  “Oh my God! What happened?” Gwen’s mouth fell open as she leaned closer to me. Her hand left the planchette and gripped my arm. “Jarrod’s the name of the guy found dead in your grandmother’s house, I was talking about! Keira, what’s going on?” 


  Good question. But more like, what the hell was he doing here, in Gwen’s house? It was as unlikely as seeing Gwen’s name spelled out in the session with GM. I gasped. This was all a diversion! Of course I would be concerned after seeing her name and would come over to check on her. And then, for her to conveniently buy a Ouija board that day and try this? I was meant to be here—the message on the board, and the room exploding with a sudden wind! 


  GM! This was all to get me out of the house so GM would be alone! Lawrence was old and had no power! I jumped to my feet. “I’ve got to go! My Nana’s in danger! I’ll explain later!” 


  This time, my feet thundered on the stairs as I rushed down and out the door. Devon lifted his head and called out to me, “Keira? What the devil?” The dog took this opportunity, seeing me racing from the yard, to howl like a hyena. 


  The tires of my car skidded on the shoulder of the road as I raced home. GM had said demons lie and try to trick you. Whatever that thing was that screwed us over back at the house had set us up. Set me up. 


  I had to get there! Had to get to GM before it was too late! Tears filled my eyes and the entrance to the driveway was a blur. Was I already too late? 


  “Nana!” I sobbed.  
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  I BURST THROUGH THE FRONT DOOR of Nana’s home and almost keeled over from the putrid stench in the house. The vision of half-gnawed, bloated carcasses covered in their own filth burst into my mind’s eye. For the first time in my life I knew the smell of pure evil. I retched twice, and stood upright, and spoke aloud as I staggered through the house to Nana’s bedroom: 


  “I will not be afraid 



  Fear is the soul destroyer 



  And will consume me should I allow it  



  I rebuke fear 



  To its face of many masks i stare unafraid 



  One by one, I will watch those masks fall away 



  Crumble to ash 



  And drift away  



  In the breeze of my love 



  And I will still stand  



  Alone and unafraid.” 



   


  It really didn’t help much; I was still scared to death. But I kept trudging, each step an effort. The stench had a physical aspect to it—a morass which thickened, as I moved forward.  


  “I rebuke fear,” I said, over and over.  


  I was halfway across the living room when I heard Nana’s terrified scream, followed by the sound of a body slamming so hard the floor under my feet vibrated. I dropped my head and charged as another wail from Nana stabbed my ears.  


  Coming through the shattered door to her bedroom I gasped. GM’s body hovered two feet above the bed! She clung to the headboard, as her legs were being twisted and yanked. Her hair streamed down and her eyes were wide with terror.  


  A mighty wind howled through the room.  


  “Nana!” I rushed forward. The force that held her, slammed her to the bed. 


  And turned on me. 


  I was lifted a foot off the floor and flung back against the doorjamb. I fell like a rag doll, the impact dazing me. I saw Lawrence slumped against the far wall. He was out cold, blood streaking his forehead.  


  Nana’s body began to rise again and I scrambled to my feet.  


   “Keira, go back!” she cried out. She clawed again at the headboard, clutching a bedpost as the rest of her body was twisted and pulled.  


  “Leave her alone!” I bolted to the bed, this time almost making it before I was flung back onto my ass again. The demon’s grip on Nana faltered and she dropped again to the bed.  


  I got up again. It couldn’t levitate her and defend against me at the same time.  


  ‘OH YOU THINK SO, MEATBAG?!’ screamed in my mind. The room was blotted from my vision, and filled with a gaping, drooling maw of broken brown teeth. Its tongue pulsed out and I leapt back to keep from being swabbed by its rancidness.  


  ‘HAHAHAHA!’  


  It vanished, and another pulse of force knocked me to my knees. The pain of the blow was excruciating. I was on all fours, gasping for breath as Nana was again yanked off the bed, and slammed back down. The demon was trying to pull her away from her mattress and over the hardwood floor, but she was hanging onto the bedpost for dear life.  


  I pushed myself to my feet, my body wracked in pain.  


   “Keira!” It came from behind me.  


  I turned and saw Gwen! But then I was once more flat on the floor, the wind knocked out of me. A loud thud and Nana’s scream broke through my dazed head.  


  Gwen’s hands gripped my arm, tugging me to my feet. “Keira! Your grandmother!” She held me upright, her arm around my waist.  


  When Gwen grasped me, a dynamic surge coursed through every cell in my body. I felt strengthened in a way I’d never experienced before; a balloon within me I didn’t even know I had, swelled and burst forth. 


  “Leave this house, Beast!” I screamed. The thunder that exploded from my throat shook the room. “I REBUKE YOU! I COMMAND YOU, GO!” 


  Nana dropped onto her bed and instantly, the room was normal. The disgusting stench vanished and the howling wind stopped like a light switch was thrown. I was immediately woozy, and staggered. I would have fallen right on my face if Gwen hadn’t caught me. We lurched over to the bed.  


  Nana was flat on her back and her eyes were closed, her hands no longer clasping the headboard. I bent over her, stroking her cheek. 


  “Nana?” I burst into tears, sobbing. “Nana?” Oh God, she was so small and so still.  


  Gwen reached around me with one arm and began to shake Nana; her other one still wrapped around my waist. “Pamela!” she shouted. “Pamela, wake up!”  


  Her eyelids fluttered and creaked open.  


  “Keira.” It was a whispered sigh from her lips. I dropped to my knees on the floor beside her and held my arm over her, now bawling like a child. “Oh Nana! I shouldn’t have left! That beast tricked me!” 


  Gwen’s hand gripped my shoulder. “What the hell was that thing?” 


  It was then that it hit me. I hadn’t been able to beat the thing back on my own. It had taken Gwen’s presence, joining with me which had given me the supercharge. If she hadn’t shown up when she did... God, I couldn’t bear to think of it. Tears rolled down my cheeks and onto Nana’s bed. We’d probably all be dead if she hadn’t shown up.  


  “Lawrence!” Just as the thought had popped into my head, Gwen noticed him. She raced over to the far wall and squatted next to him. Her fingers checked his neck for a pulse and then she looked over at me, letting out an audible sigh of relief. “He’s alive!” Like she did with Nana, Gwen prodded Lawrence. “Hey, Lawrence! Wake up! What’s for supper?” 


  His eyes opened slowly and he pushed himself up, staring at Gwen and then turning to see my grandmother. He started to get to his feet, “Pamela!” 


  “She’s okay, Lawrence. Well, bruised and shaken up, but she’s okay!” I brushed the tears from my eyes and turned back to gaze down at my Nana. Nana. Yeah, she was all of that. No more GM. “I’ll call an ambulance. We need to get you to the hospital to check you out. Lawrence as well.” I stroked her cheek with the back of my hand. 


  She shook her head. “That’s not necessary. But, I do need some water.”  


  I didn’t want to leave her, but I rose to my feet. 


  “I got this,” I said. Lawrence could probably use one too. In a flash, I was back from the kitchen carrying two glasses of water. Nana had managed to prop a pillow behind her and was sitting up. She was a tough old bird, that was for sure. Even so, her hand trembled as she took the glass. 


  Lawrence was seated at the foot of the bed. He waved off the offer of water and was staring at Nana. “Pamela, I’m sorry. I failed you.” Reaching up to her, his hand cupped her cheek while his eyes welled with tears. 


  “You could never fail me, dear.” She looked up at Gwen and me. “But the torch must pass to younger hands.”  
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  GWEN FOLDED HER ARMS OVER HER CHEST, her gaze darting over each of us. “For the record, I think you should get checked by a doctor. While we’re there, I’m getting a CAT scan because I’ve just lost my mind.” She looked around the room, her eyes widening. “What the hell just happened here?” 


  Nana looked up at me and smiled. “I think you were right about Gwen. She will do nicely.” 


  “I agree.” Lawrence took the glass of water from me and gulped half of it down. He made a face and he smirked looking at the glass. “I think brandy would be better, y’know.” The hair on his head was sticking out all over the place.  


  Gwen’s fingers threaded through her hair and fisted. “I’m standing right here, by the way. Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” She scowled at me and her hands dropped hard at her sides. 


  “Gwen. I don’t know where to begin.” It was true. How would I ever explain it rationally? The Veil? Demons? Spirits being transitioned? Mind reading? I’d been involved with all this for a week now and I couldn’t believe what had just happened.  


  “How about you start by telling me what was attacking your grandmother? Was it the same thing that was in my bedroom before, when we did the Ouija board?” 


  “Keira! Tell me you didn’t use the Ouija board with Gwen!” Nana sat forward, wincing as her weight settled on her hips. 


  “That’s it, isn’t it! I’m right! That same thing, that demon or ghost or whatever it was, attacked your grandmother.” 


  “Now who’s talking like I’m not here?” Nana muttered and took another sip of water. “You’re right, Lawrence. This calls for brandy.” 


  When Lawrence turned to leave, I held up my hand, stopping him. “You sit down. Everyone, just chill for a minute, will you! I’ll get the brandy. A round for all of us.” I called over my shoulder as I headed out, “Gwen, grab a chair. This is going to take a while.” 


  I set the full decanter on a tray along with four snifters and winced a little at the aches all over my body. I was going to be plenty sore tomorrow.  


  I marched back into Nana’s room... Nana’s room. I smiled. That felt right saying it, even if it was just in my head. 


  Gwen had pulled the upholstered chair close to the bed, while Lawrence nestled on the bed next to Nana. I set the tray on her nightstand and poured. 


  After Nana had hers in hand, I extended Lawrence his glass. He smiled up at me. “This is nice. Me being served for a change. I could get used to this.” 


  I smiled and shook my head. “Anytime, Lawrence.” When Gwen and I each had our glasses, I pulled up the chair from the dressing table and took a seat. I turned to Gwen, who was still looking suspiciously at the rest of us. “First of all, I want to thank you for helping me earlier. If you hadn’t shown up when you did... wait a minute. Why did you?” 


  Gwen’s jaw tightened. “Oh for Pete’s sake! I’m the one who gets to ask the questions. But for your information, the way you tore out of my house, I knew there was trouble. I knew I had to help you.” 


  “A very good sign, wouldn’t you say, Pamela?” Lawrence smiled and nudged Nana with his hand. 


  “Very.” She took a sip of the liquor and sighed, folding her hand over his. 


  I had to bite my cheeks to keep from laughing at the exasperation on Gwen’s face. Before she could start yelling again, I took a deep breath. “It was a demon that was in your bedroom. I caught a flash of it there and realized its plot. The Ouija board, you buying it... it was all a set-up. A diversion. The real target was my grandmother.” 


  She leaned forward, her hand gripping her knee. “But why? Why would that thing, want to hurt her?” 


  “It was the work of my enemy. I don’t doubt that. But that brings up the real danger. Now that that demon knows about you Keira, no doubt my enemy does too.” Nana’s eyes were steely, gazing over at me.  


  “Again, you’re talking in riddles. Can someone just explain what’s going on here in plain language?” Gwen’s fingers thrummed on her leg. 


  Lawrence sat forward. “For years Pamela has worked with the spirit world, Gwen. She can see and communicate with them. She has helped many people; done work at hospitals, prisons and, well anyplace where spirits linger. She convinces them to move on... to go to the higher plane where they should be.” 


  Gwen’s mouth slowly drifted open and her eyes gaped at him. “She can communicate with the dead?” She turned to me. “Like you?” 


  “Actually, I’ve only been doing it since I arrived here last week.” I tilted my head. “Nana’s been doing it for years and years.” 


  Nana leaned forward. “Gwen, I do this to help people and spirits find peace. For the most part neither are comfortable when they inhabit the same space in the earthly plane. There is a thin Veil which separates life and death. When the souls of those who’ve died refuse to pass through... either from fear or confusion—” 


  “Or love.” Gwen was thinking of her mother. 


  Nana nodded. “Yes, that’s a powerful motivation to linger.” She took a breath and continued, “But there is a natural progression of existence. Spirits are meant to move on. Too much of their energy on this plane damages the natural order. It even impacts the universe.” 


  “Kind of like the butterfly effect.” Gwen’s eyebrows formed a V. “I’ve studied physics and even became familiar with quantum physics.” She held up her hand. “Wait. No. You’re talking about stuff string theory touches on, aren’t you? A multidimensional model of existence.” 


  “I can’t speak to the technical aspects, it’s more an intuitive thing for me. I just know The Veil becomes weaker because of this.” 


  “But why would anyone want to interfere with this process, the natural order of things? What is to be gained if this Veil becomes weak?” Gwen’s eyes narrowed, trying to process this. 


  Lawrence sighed. “Sometimes, there isn’t a specific gain for people to act the way they do. Chaos, a breakdown of order is a sufficient goal, in and of itself. Think of it like these computer hackers creating viruses and malware. They gain nothing but the thrill of creating havoc in other people’s lives.” 


  I watched her closely to see how this was all going down with her. She had a grasp of it but would she be willing to devote her life like Lawrence had? “Gwen? You and I were meant to work together on this. When we joined hands, the power to fight off that entity went off the charts.” 


  She held up her hand cutting me off. “Hold on! There’re a lot more questions I want answers to. First of all... what’s with this house? The place has been haunted for years and yet you, Mrs. York—some kind of ghost buster—lived with it? How could you stay here? How could they, if this has been your life’s work?” 


  Nana smiled and took a sip of her brandy, totally unfazed by Gwen’s questions. “I bought this house because it was haunted. But it wasn’t just that it was haunted—it sits on an axis of supernatural power, a Ley line.” 


  “A what?” 


  “Ley lines. Corridors of power that transcends the world as we know it. Some of the better known Ley line axes are Stonehenge, the Mayan temples and the pyramids but there are many grid lines which cross the earth. This house sits on the axis of two powerful ones.” 


  Nana smiled and rested a hand on Gwen’s forearm. “As for the ghosts who have lived here... most of them, I dispelled. I kept a few for training purposes, yes.” She glanced over to me. “But it was more than that, Keira. Molly and Sam became old friends; believe it or not, I miss them now.” She turned her head to Gwen. “So I can appreciate you wanting your mother’s sprit to linger.” 


  “Thank you,” she replied. 


  “But dear, it comes at a cost. She’s not where she belongs.” 


  Gwen’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll be the judge of that.” 


  They did a sort of stare down. Without looking away, Nana said softly, “No, Gwen; that decision will rest with your mother.” She blinked. “That’s a topic for another day, I think. I was talking about the spirits who stayed on here until Keira arrived.” 


  “Yeah,” I said. “You kept Jarrod on to show me how tough it can be. Did you know about the demon all this time?” 


  “No. It had never shown itself. I had used the Ouija board to force Jarrod’s hand; but as I told you, using it risks opening a channel for those beasts.” She turned to Gwen, “As you saw for yourself.” Gwen stayed silent. “It was necessary for Keira to see that this vocation has its risks.” 


  “Well, you sure demonstrated that!” I said. This time it was my turn to be confused. “But Jarrod... he’s still here, right? I’m pretty sure the demon was holding him here. Jarrod was too frightened by it to make any sort of move.” 


  Nana turned to me. “I believe Jarrod moved on when you vanquished the demon here. By that time, after being in its thrall, he was quite ready to go.” 


  “How did I get the demon to leave? I did it at Gwen’s as well, even though I still think it was a set-up from the get-go.” 


  Nana looked from me, to Gwen, and back, chewing her lower lip. “Because of Gwen, I think. Together, both of you were strong enough to push it back. But don’t make the mistake of thinking you’ve destroyed it. It’s regrouping even as we speak. Although it will need some time for that. Just as we are bruised from our battle, so is it. Nana held her glass out for a refill. “That is good brandy. It’s hitting the spot, all right.” 


  I topped her up and then downed some of my own glass, relishing the burn as it made its way down my throat. I felt the warmth extend right into my bones. I rolled my shoulders, wincing at the pain.  


  Gwen wasn’t giving up with the questions. “The rose in your front yard... it blooms even in winter. Is that part of this Ley-line thing? The house sitting on kind of hallowed ground or power grid?”  


  “Yes, you’re on the right track,” Nana chuckled. “There is tremendous power here. Whenever I’ve been abroad, doing my work, I come home drained. It takes a lot out of you, as you will find out, Keira. This house itself recharges me. It’s been a solace that I searched the world to find. It helps that’s it’s not terribly far from where my daughter lives, as well.” 


  I took a deep breath. It was do-or-die time. “Gwen, would you consider helping me with continuing what my grandmother has done?” 


  Her eyes opened wide. “Are you kidding me? This would be the dream come true! It would be fascinating!” She looked around the room. “Even if it gets scary.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “But I can’t. I have my father to look after, not to mention my job. I can’t go traipsing around the world with you.” 


  I scoffed and my hand fluttered high dismissing her concerns. “Don’t worry about your dad. I’ll hire the very best care and as for your job... really? I’ll pay you a lot more than what you’re making at the post office. We’ll make a great team!” I slapped her knee. 


  She shook her head. “It’s not about money. My big concern is my dad. From the sounds of it, we’d be gone for long periods of time. I’m not sure about that part.” 


  “Look Gwen, we can figure something out. I think the important question right now, is if you would want to do this work. I think you do. I really like your dad and he’d want you to be happy, wouldn’t he? We won’t abandon him, don’t worry.” I knew we could do this, together.  


  I looked over at Lawrence and Nana who were holding hands, smiling at us. She let go of his hand and held out her hands to us. “Take my hands, girls.” 


  The three of us, held hands, making a small circle. I felt in my heart what I can only describe as a rose-colored glow fill and spread out through my chest. Gwen let out a little gasp, and Nana smiled. 


  She let go and looked at us with a knowing smile. “You two are kindred spirits you know.”  


  Gwen chuckled. “I was thinking the same thing.” She turned her head to me, nodding. 


  “Kindred spirits, huh? I like that term. It sounds cool.” 


  Gwen and Nana looked at each other and laughed. What was so funny? I shrugged. Let them have their private joke. “Anyone care for some key lime pie?”  


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  TWENTY EIGHT 
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  GWEN FOLLOWED ME INTO THE KITCHEN. “I’m still smoked by what just happened. All this time, your grandmother and Lawrence have been living this secret life—traveling the world and being some kind of exorcist or something. Confronting demons even!” 


  I popped the frozen pie into the microwave to thaw and then turned to her. “When he started, Lawrence didn’t have any special abilities in this. He trained himself to become attuned to it, so he could help my grandmother.” 


  “Well, I’ve never seen my dead mother... but I’ve sensed her being near, if that counts for anything.” Gwen reached for the plates and set them down on the counter. “And I’ve read a lot about this, so that gives me a leg up, I think.” 


  My arm curled over her shoulder. “You don’t have to sell me on you, Gwen. If you hadn’t shown up, this would have gone badly. I know that. And it was when we held hands in your bedroom that whatever power I have, got amplified. And here, the same thing happened.” I squeezed her shoulder. “I think you’ve got it, whatever ‘it’ is!” 


  Her smile fell and she stepped away. “But my mother... by your grandmother’s logic, she should move on. Call me selfish, but I hate the thought of that.” 


  I blew out a long sigh, looking down at the floor. “I can understand that. Your dad gets comfort out of her being near as well. None of you are ready to part from each other. There will come a time, but not yet.” I turned when the microwave beeped and opened the door. “There’re lots of spirits who stay for bad reasons—fear, confusion, anger. I’d say they’re the ones who need to be convinced to leave.” 


  “So, this enemy of your grandmother’s... who is it? Do you know? She seemed to think that this demon, Jarrod or whatever, was working with him.” 


  I stared at her. “I’m pretty sure it’s my grandfather. His name is David Holmes. Lawrence warned me to forget about him. But I think, knowing your enemy is the first step in the battle. And now that Nana—” 


  “You’re calling her Nana now, not GM?” Gwen grinned. “That’s progress.” 


  “Yeah.” My cheeks warmed and I smiled back at her. “Anyway... now that Nana thinks he knows about me, the stakes just got higher. If that thing that was in the bedroom is somehow allied with him, he must have some paranormal ability himself, like Nana. It probably explains how they got together, even if it was short-lived.” 


  She was quiet as we dished out the pie and put it on a tray. Finally she spoke. “How much of this can I tell my father? If I do take you up doing this, I’ve got to tell him something. And I might have an answer to nursing care for him.” 


  My heart leapt and I grinned. She was actually going to do this! I’d liked her right from the start and we’d make a good team. “What’s that?” 


  She grinned. “His sister, Elizabeth. She’s retiring from nursing this year. It might not be too hard to convince her to retire here. He’s the only family she’s got. I’m not her biggest fan, nor is she mine. She’s a bit of a busybody.” 


  “But does he get along with her?” 


  “Dad gets along with everyone. Even her.” 


  “Well, there’s no rush in this. I probably have much to learn from Nana... and Lawrence could give you lots of pointers, I’m sure.” I was about to pick up the tray but she nudged me away. “I’ll get this.” She snorted. “Just call me, Lawrence.” 


  “Never! He can be stodgy. I’d never accuse you of that!” I followed her from the kitchen and back to my grandmother’s room. I almost ran into her when she stopped short in the doorway.  


  She stepped to the side and nodded with her head for me to check out the room. They were both sound asleep, snuggled together. It was such a sweet picture with Nana’s head on Lawrence’s chest, his arm around her, holding her close. They had a deep history and obvious love for each other.  


  I backed out of the room and turned the light off, leaving only the lamp on the bedside table lit. It had been a day from hell and they deserved to rest.  


   


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  TWENTY NINE 
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  GWEN AND I HAD SPENT MOST OF THAT EVENING chatting and getting to know each other better. When she left, I locked up and got caught up, sending emails to my mother and replying to one from Cerise, who was anxious for me to return home. She missed our nights partying at the clubs. It was funny. The thought of going back to that held no appeal. I drummed my fingers on my desktop. Cerise was the only one of the group of friends I had in New York who contacted me; the others couldn’t care less if I fell off the face of the earth.  


  But then... I felt pretty much the same about them. I had never really fit in with a group of friends. I was always the one standing right at the edge of being an outsider.  


 
 *** 


  When I woke up, the day was overcast and threatening rain again. I was about to roll over and catch forty more winks but a feeling of dread settled in my gut. It could have been some sort of hangover from yesterday, but I didn’t think so. I lay there for a couple of minutes until I couldn’t stand it anymore.  


  Something was wrong. 


  I threw my robe on and hustled over to the stairwell. As I passed Lawrence’s room, seeing the door closed, I wondered if he had managed to get up to bed or if he’d spent the night with my grandmother. They’d been out cold when Gwen and I went in there, which considering the attack on both of them, was understandable. 


  The kitchen was empty with no sign of Lawrence. No smell of coffee and the pot was still off. Shaking my head, I stepped over to it and got it going. After flipping the switch I strode out to the sunroom. That’s where she normally had breakfast. But again, it was empty, with the first splatters of rain hitting the glass dome overhead. 


  Well, this was going to be awkward... going into my grandmother’s room to get them up! I knocked on the door. “Nana? Lawrence?” Silence was the only answer. 


  The feeling of dread sank lower in my gut. I turned the handle and opened the door wide enough to peek inside. The bedcovers were rumpled from the night they’d spent there but otherwise it was empty. Where were they? 


  I raced to the front door. Maybe they were more seriously hurt than we’d thought and Lawrence had taken Nana to the hospital or something. But wouldn’t they have told me? When I spied the black Cadillac next to my rental car, it was like a punch to the stomach. I spun around, looking up the staircase to the upper floors. “Nana?” This time, my voice yelled loudly. “Lawrence?” 


  The living room. I darted through the door and peered around. Again, no sign of them. I was running by this time, going from the dining room, to the downstairs bath, up the stairs and calling out to them all the while. My voice echoed in the hallway and I jerked the door of Lawrence’s room wide. His bed was made and everything was in order, exactly as I would have thought for someone like him, even if I’d never been in there before.  


  My heart raced along with my feet as I ran down the hallway, throwing every door open and peering inside the rooms. They weren’t here! I raced across to the window, and scanned the yard. There was no sign of them.  


  Had they called a taxi and gone off somewhere? Maybe there was a note which I’d overlooked. I raced back downstairs, glancing at the table near the door and striding through the dining room. Nothing there. I burst through the door to the kitchen, my gaze darting from the counter to the fridge where a grocery list hung. Nothing. The table was clear as well.  


  I turned quickly at the gurgling of the coffeepot as the last of the water seeped through. This was weird. I took a deep breath and forced myself to pour a mug. There had to be some explanation for them not being there. They wouldn’t just up and leave me, would they? I couldn’t see Nana doing that. Did it have something to do with what happened last night? That somehow her enemy had kidnapped them or something? But I would have heard if there’d been any kind of commotion.  


  I set the mug down and once more my feet were flying to my grandmother’s room. It was a total shot in the dark, but I barged into the bathroom adjoining her room. The room was pristine from the neatly arranged towels to the gleaming porcelain tub.  


  Back in my grandmother’s bedroom, I looked around, searching for any clue as to why both she and Lawrence were gone. It was then I noticed the envelope on her dressing table, propped up against the mirror. I sprinted over and picked it up. It was my grandmother’s writing, with my name on the front.  


  My fingers trembled tearing the flap open, tugging the letter out and the smell of roses wafted up.  


  DEAR KEIRA, 



  LET ME BEGIN BY TELLING YOU HOW MUCH I LOVE YOU AND HOW PROUD OF YOU, I AM. THE FACT THAT YOU ARE READING THIS LETTER, MEANS THAT I AM GONE. 



  I SHALL MISS OUR DAILY CHATS AND WATCHING YOU BLOSSOM, DELIGHTING IN DISCOVERING THE GIFTS WHICH ARE MY LEGACY TO YOU. IT WAS MUCH TOO SHORT A TIME TOGETHER, A FACT THAT NOW, I DEEPLY REGRET. THERE ARE PHOTO ALBUMS IN MY NIGHT-STAND. THEY’RE FILLED WITH PICTURES OF YOU—FROM WHEN YOU WERE BORN TO JUST EARLIER THIS YEAR. THEY DON’T DO YOU JUSTICE, KEIRA. THEY DON’T REVEAL THE JEWEL INSIDE THAT YOU TRULY ARE. OH, TO HAVE KNOWN YOU WHEN YOU WERE GROWING UP! 



  ALL MY WORLDLY GOODS ARE NOW YOURS, ALONG WITH MY UNDYING LOVE. USE THEM WISELY, AS WELL AS YOUR TALENTS IN FOLLOWING MY LIFE’S WORK. IT IS GOOD WORK. IT’S IMPORTANT WORK AND I’VE NEVER REGRETTED IT FOR ONE MINUTE. YOU WILL DO ME PROUD, WHEN YOU CONTINUE WITH IT, I AM SURE! 



  TAKE CARE, MY DEAR AND KNOW THAT I’LL ALWAYS LOVE YOU!  



  ALL MY LOVE, FOR ALL TIME, 



  YOUR NANA.  



   



  She’d left? Where would she have gone? There was no clue in anything she’d written. 


  I walked over to her closet and opened the sliding door. Dresses and tops hung from hangers and the shoe rack was jammed to bordering an overflow. If she’d taken off traveling, she was traveling light. 


  My eyes popped open wide. Mom! Maybe she knew where Nana was. I raced up the stairs and into my bedroom. I grabbed my cell phone when I saw a waiting text message from my father. It had just come in.  


  WE JUST HEARD AND WE’RE ON OUR WAY. WE’LL BE IN KINGSTON AS SOON AS WE CAN. STAY PUT. WE’LL TAKE A CAB FROM THE AIRPORT.  



  Heard what? My heart did a nosedive into my belly. Whatever they’d heard, the fact that both my parents were coming to Kingston was not good. I tried calling them, only to be told on both their cells phones that the call could not be completed. My fingers flew replying to Dad’s text. I watched the small screen for a few minutes but no reply came through.  


  The feeling of dread I’d awoken with was now alarm. There was something wrong. Nana was gone and I had no idea where.  


  I started crying. That letter was a goodbye.  


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  THIRTY 
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  I MOVED LIKE A ZOMBIE going through the motions of showering and getting dressed. I glanced outside before trudging down the stairs. It was a steady rain, from a dull gray sky. The house was so quiet, the storm was a white noise against the roof and windows. 


  As I was about to pass through the foyer to get a cup of coffee, there was a pounding at the front door. My heart skipped a beat as I raced over to answer it. They were back! 


  When I opened the door and saw Gwen, my shoulders fell. “Oh. Hi. Come in.”  


  She didn’t smile as she stepped inside, already unzipping the yellow slicker and throwing the hood back. It only just then occurred to me. Why wasn’t she at work? The mail must go through and all that. She reached in her pocket and withdrew an envelope. 


  “I’m sorry. I would have come sooner but I had to get someone to cover my route.” She withdrew a letter and handed it to me. “This was in my truck this morning. It’s from Lawrence.”  


  I read it. 


  DEAR GWEN,  



  I WAS WRONG ABOUT MY FIRST IMPRESSIONS THAT YOU WERE NOT SUITABLE TO TAKE UP THE MANTLE OF GUARDIAN. THAT’S WHAT I HAVE BEEN TO PAMELA FOR THESE MANY YEARS AND NOW, AFTER WHAT HAPPENED LAST NIGHT, I SEE THAT YOU ARE TRUE AND ABLE TO CONTINUE IN THAT ROLE WITH KEIRA.  



  IF I HAD ANY WORDS OF WISDOM TO DEPART TO YOU, IT IS THIS, TRUST YOUR INTUITION. THAT SILENT INNER VOICE HAS PROVED ITSELF MANY TIMES, SAVING PAMELA AND I ON MANY OCCASIONS. EVEN IF KEIRA, WHO CAN BE HEADSTRONG AND IMPULSIVE, WANTS TO RUSH HEADFIRST INTO A SITUATION, IF YOUR GUT IS TELLING YOU OTHERWISE, TRUST IT. 



  GOOD LUCK TO YOU! I KNOW YOU WILL DO WELL WITH KEIRA. EVEN THOUGH PAMELA AND I ARE GONE, OUR HEARTS AND BEST WISHES ARE WITH YOU. PLEASE, WHEN YOU READ THIS LETTER, GO TO KEIRA. SHE WILL BE RECEIVING INSTRUCTIONS LATER THIS DAY. IT’S IMPORTANT THAT YOU ARE THERE FOR HER. 



  WITH WARMEST REGARDS, 



  LAWRENCE  



  I stared at Gwen. “This is like the letter Nana left for me! And my parents are on their way here! What do you make of all this?”  


  She shook her head. “I got a bad feeling when I read his letter. Let me see what your grandmother wrote.”  


  We hurried into the bedroom and I handed her the letter, watching her as she read it. The bad feeling I’d had before just got worse. 


  She looked up and her eyes were wide staring at me when she finished reading. “They are definitely gone.” She stared at me until her gaze faltered. “I hate to even say this, but do you think something bad happened to them? That maybe they’re...” 


  Oh God. My knees turned to rubber and I gripped the table to keep from falling over. It was the thing I didn’t want to even think about... but I already had. Hearing her almost say the word was still a punch in the gut. “I don’t know. But the fact that my parents....” I couldn’t finish. My chin quivered and hot tears sprang to my eyes. 


  Gwen stepped forward and took me in her arms. We stood holding each other while I cried. “It can’t be, Gwen. There’s got to be an explanation. She’s gone away on a trip somewhere.” I pulled back and my heart took a leap of faith. “Maybe the airport. We could contact them to see if they took a flight somewhere?” 


  She sighed. “Yeah. We could do that. But first let’s go to the kitchen. We’ll have a coffee and figure this out.” As we walked from the bedroom, her arm still around my shoulders, she continued. “It doesn’t sound like your grandmother, though. To just up and leave in the middle of the night? She hardly left this house... ever.” 


  I sniffed and then looked up at her. “And her clothes. It doesn’t look like she packed anything. You don’t suppose my grandfather has something to do with this do you?” 


  She steered me to the table. “Sit down. I’ll get the coffee.” As she poured it, she glanced over at me. “I don’t know why, but it doesn’t feel like that to me. And your grandmother said that whatever that thing was, it needed time to regroup... get its strength back.” 


  I had to agree with her. My instincts were that this had nothing to do with him. The letters were too nice; I didn’t pick up any hint of coercion from them. And the fact Lawrence’s letter asked Gwen to come over to be with me... 


  I felt the blood drain from my face. “Gwen, they planned this!”  


  “What? How?” 


  “I don’t know! But my dad ‘heard!’” I held up my cell phone for her to read the message. I tried calling him again, with no luck, and he hadn’t replied to my text from earlier.  


  We had no choice but to sit tight and wait.  


 
 *** 


  “Hello?” It was my mother’s voice at the front door. I got up from the chair in the greenhouse, leaving Gwen still poring over the photo album. I raced to the foyer, where Dad was setting their bags on the floor. Mom looked at me with red-rimmed eyes and her nose was pink, set against a pale blotchy complexion. She’d been crying. At the sight, tears sprang to my eyes too and I let myself be pulled into her embrace.  


  When Dad’s arms encircled both of us, I knew that whatever happened with Nana, I’d never see her again. 


  The thought just made me cry harder. I felt so empty without her. It was unfair that I’d just gotten to know my grandmother and she was gone. Feeling my mother’s sobs, I could only imagine how devastated she had to be feeling. We stood like that for a while, each of us trying to comfort each other. 


  My dad’s voice broke through. “Who are you?” 


  I pulled back from Mom and looked to where he was staring. Gwen stood there in her postie uniform with her hands clasped together above her tummy. Her eyes were wide and also full of tears. She wiped her cheek with her hand and strode forward, squaring her shoulders. “Hi, Mr. Swanson, Mrs. Swanson. I’m Gwen, a friend of Keira’s.” 


  My father broke away and took her hand, shaking it and then covering both their hands with his other one. “Please, it’s Richard. Nice to meet you, Gwen.” 


  Mom stretched out her hand. “I’m Susan. Pleased to meet you. I’m glad you’ve kept Keira company while she waited here for us.” She folded Gwen into a hug and patted her back. Stepping back, she held Gwen by her shoulders. “Are you Keira’s guardian?”  


  Gwen didn’t hesitate a second. “Yes,” she said, nodding.  


  Mom and Dad glanced at one another. “What’s going on, Dad? What did you hear about Nana’s disappearance? Where is she?” I could barely get the words out. My lips quivered and my throat was taut fighting back the tears. 


  He sighed. “Oh Keira. My poor baby girl.” He put his arm around me and hugged me. 


  Mom’s hand lifted to rub my back. “She’s gone, Keira. She has been for a couple of weeks. Both she and Lawrence—” 


  “No! She was here!” I spun around to face her.”What are you talking about? She was here last night! I’ve spent the week with her!” 


  “Honey, no.” Dad spoke up. “She died two weeks ago. As did Lawrence.”  


   What the hell were they talking about? My head swiveled to Gwen. “Tell them Gwen! You were here. Nana and Lawrence are alive. They were here!”  


  “She’s right, Richard. The four of us were together last night!” Her eyes were so big they threatened to pop right out onto her cheeks. 


  “Keira. It’s time you found out the truth. It’s a long story. Mr. Thompson will be here shortly and I’ve no wish for him to witness our family secrets. Let’s go in the kitchen and have a coffee while I explain.” My mother’s eyes were still welling but her chin lifted and she started across the foyer. 


  My knees were like spaghetti noodles and it was hard to breathe. What the hell was my mother talking about? A family secret? She was wrong! Nana and Lawrence had just gone away. They’d been there... had dinner with us... even fought the demon thing last night. What was happening with my parents? Had they lost their minds?  


  Dad forced a small smile at Gwen. “You too, Gwen.”  


  She stepped over to me and took my hand, giving it a squeeze. “It’s okay, Keira. I’m with you. We know what we saw, right?” Her eyes looked straight into mine and I felt a little better. This was probably the reason Lawrence had asked her to be with me. To stand up to the insanity which was happening right now with my parents.  


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  THIRTY ONE 
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  I WALKED INTO THE KITCHEN, as Mom was setting up a fresh pot of coffee. How could she be so... casual at a time like this? She’d just laid a bombshell—a crazy one—and now she was just going about putting on fresh coffee? She hadn’t even taken her raincoat off. 


  “So who’s this Mr. Thompson? What does he want?”  


  Her face was impassive when she turned to me. “He’s your grandmother’s lawyer. She left instructions with him, to be hand-delivered.” 


  I looked over to Dad. “What the hell do we need a lawyer for?” 


  “Because you grandmother left instructions.”  


  I huffed. “Oh. Thanks for clearing that up, Dad.” So he knew all about this as well. I wandered over to the kitchen table and had a seat. Gwen was right on my heels, her hand resting on my arm. As odd as it sounds, something about a lawyer showing up added a sense of normalcy to all this.  


  But the whole visit had been crazy. Only finding out about her, my secret power and then her... I gulped hard. Her death. Still, I couldn’t accept it. “But she was here! So was Lawrence!” 


  Dad’s fingers clasped Mom’s arm and he nudged her toward the table. “I’ll get the coffee honey. You take a seat.” 


  Mom sat across from Gwen and I. Her eyes were sad when she spoke. “I was with your grandmother when she died. You didn’t even know I was gone. Lawrence called me.” She sniffed and took a deep breath. “It was a massive heart attack, Keira; we knew her time had come.” The tears began to roll down her own cheeks. “She’d told me of her wishes.”  


  “And what were those?” 


  “To train you, silly. She knew you were at sea—you had no plan for your life. She knew the time was drawing near when you had to learn of your heritage.” She gazed around the kitchen, her voice soft. “It’s hard to believe but she and Lawrence were able to continue... to materialize long enough for you to learn. She knew you were gifted the first time she held you in the hospital.” She covered her face with her hands, and sobbed. “She didn’t want to move on until you were ready. And now, my mama’s gone!” 


  I leaned over the table and my hand covered hers. She may have been trying to be strong earlier, but the grief was like a stone she wore, pulling her down. And as hard as it was for me, it was waaay harder for her. She dropped her hands from her face. 


  “There was a letter this morning. When I read it, I knew her time with you was over.” Her chin trembled as she looked over to Gwen. “It said Keira would be with her guardian.” 


  The air drifted from my lungs and I sank lower on the table, my head falling. If only I had known. I would have... A sob rose in my throat and the tears once more flooded my eyes. Nana. It wasn’t long enough, the time with you. I never told you I loved you. 


  “But what about Lawrence?” You said he called you to let you know in time for you to see her? What happened to him?” Gwen’s voice was soft at my side. 


  “The night my mother died I got a phone call from the police. They’d found his body on a park bench near the hospital. There was a note listing me as next of kin. He just gave up living when she died.” Mom sniffed. “In many ways he was the father I never knew.”  


  I sat back in my chair like a rag doll, seeing Nana and Lawrence curled up together on her bed the night before. If I’d only known. I would have shook them awake and begged them to stay... if only just a bit longer. 


  Gwen got up and plucked the box of tissues from the counter. She extended the box to my mother and then to me. As I wiped my tears, she let out a loud honk, blowing her own nose. I smiled over at her, glad that she was there. 


  I looked across at my mother, who had balled up the tissue in her fist, trying hard to hide the quiver in her chin as she stared out the window. “You knew about all this and still, you sent me here.” 


  She turned to look at me. “It was her last wish, Keira. I didn’t know what was going to happen, but I trusted her. I’ve always known she had a mystical gift. I knew if she wanted you here, there was a good reason. I knew you’d be safe with her.” 


  It was pretty touch and go just yesterday, but I kept that to myself. I rested my chin on my hand. “I’m not the same girl who left New York City last week,” I said quietly.  


  Mom reached out and brushed back my bangs. “No... you’re not, are you?”  


  I nodded. That world was light years away now. “She used to love being in her sunroom. She had a pretty good sense of humor. Even when I called her GM, she liked it.” 


  My mother’s gaze flashed to me and a smile lit her face. “You called her that? It’s a wonder Lawrence didn’t throttle you!” 


  I snorted. “I didn’t care for Lawrence at first. That changed when I realized he was the way he was to be protective of her.” I looked around the kitchen—his domain. “If you can hear me Lawrence, thank you for everything.” I sniffed again. “You old coot.”  


  Dad’s gaze rested on Gwen. “And how do you fit into this crazy scheme? I have a feeling you’re into it up to your elbows.” 


  She chuckled. “I liked Keira right off the bat. And the fact she lived in the old haunted house, just sealed it.” She looked over at me. “We’re partners in crime now.”  


  “Do you understand what being her guardian entails?” Mom asked.  


  “No, not really,” she replied. When she saw the look on Mom’s face, she added in an even voice, “But I know I can handle it.” 


  The doorbell rang and we all jumped in our chairs. 


  Mom got to her feet. “That’ll be Mr. Thompson.”  


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  THIRTY TWO 
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  WE LEFT OUR HALF-EMPTY MUGS OF COFFEE ON THE TABLE, trailing after Mom like ducklings. When she opened the door, a portly man in a suit stared back at her.  


  “Mr. Thompson, please come in,” she said, opening the door wider.  


  “Mrs. Swanson.” He stepped inside. He was carrying a black briefcase the size of a small suitcase.  


  “I’m so glad you could make it on such short notice.”  


  He glanced around at the rest of us and cleared his throat. “Mrs. York was one of my oldest clients. Of course, I’d reschedule my calendar to make way for this. You have my sincere condolences.” His glance took in all of us, once more. 


  “Will you join us in the dining room? You’ll be able to set out your papers there.” Mom smiled and extended her hand, signaling the way, before she stepped across the entrance. 


  I cleared my mind as best I could. I leaned forward to shake his hand. “I’m Mrs. York’s granddaughter, Keira.” When I took his hand an impression of my grandmother was in his mind. He had genuinely liked Nana. He hoped I would be as competent as her; but doubted it because I was so young. He was worried I would squander her estate. This was a sharp man who worked eighteen-hour days if needed.  


  “Pleased to meet you, Keira.” I followed him and then paused, seeing Gwen hanging back near the door. 


  “Maybe I’ll go now. I mean, this is private... your grandmother’s financial affairs and all.” 


  I reached for her hand. “Lawrence wanted you to stay beside me. I want you to stay. If we’re going to be in this together, I want to be transparent. There isn’t room for secrets, between us. Hell, you shared my last night with my grandmother. Who else would ever believe that?” 


  She nodded and squeezed my hand.  


  When we took our place at the table, Mr. Thompson had his large case open and was reaching inside. He brought out two marble urns, one a rose hued one and the other gray, and set them on the sideboard. “Mrs. York’s ashes are in the lighter one, while Mr. Brady’s are in the gray.” 


  My lips fell apart and an ache so real, it felt like my heart was breaking all over again washed through me. Seeing the evidence was hard. I gazed at my mother and noticed her eyes welling again. 


  Mr. Thompson reached in his case for a file and took a seat. He opened it and then looked over at my mother and me. “It was your mother and grandmother’s wishes that her ashes be spread in the rose garden at the front of the property.” He cleared his throat. “The will is very straightforward but I will summarize it before we start. Basically, your trust is to be continued Susan—enough to keep you comfortable for the rest of your life, I’m sure.” 


  I looked over at my parents. So that explained a lot of things. I knew the diner they ran didn’t support them in the lifestyle they led. Nana had been providing for them all these years. The old Keira might have been miffed, considering all the lectures she’d been given about getting a career. But now it made sense. Nana’s work had placed her daughter in danger, so of course she’d look out for her financially. 


  The lawyer’s voice captured my attention again. “The rest of Mrs. York’s estate is bequeathed to you, Keira. It is yours to do with as you will but Mrs. York’s wishes were that you would continue with the financial arrangements she put in place, given that the rate of return has been fortuitous and steady.” 


  I knew about the house but I was curious. “How much is that?” 


  He took a deep breath and his voice was low. “After taxes, it’s eight hundred and forty three million, give or take a few thousand.” He tapped the paperwork. “All quite liquid—cash, a blue chip stock portfolio, government bonds, and gold bullion.” 


  Oh my God! I just about fell off my chair and Gwen reached out to steady me. I’d known she was wealthy but this was crazy rich. Wow! That amount was intimidating. I couldn’t count that high! 


  The rest of the will, all legalese went by in an officious drone. My head was still spinning as I signed papers of ownership but under that, my heart was hollow. Sure I was rich, but my grandmother was dead. It had all happened way too fast. There was so much I wanted to know, to learn from her as we lived together. I missed her already. 


  When my mother and father rose from their chairs, I looked over at the lawyer. 


  “As I was saying, this next part is for your ears only. Yours and...”His eyes narrowed looking at Gwen. “I’m sorry. You are?” 


  She froze and gaped at him. “I’m Gwen. Gwen Jones.” 


  He shook his head and his eyebrows arched high. “Mrs. York specified that this next item was to be given only to her granddaughter and ‘The Guardian?’” He looked over at me.  


  “That’s her. When she’s not delivering mail, that is.” I bit my cheeks to keep the chuckle inside. The look on his face was priceless, totally confused. Nana would have loved it! 


  Mr. Thompson plucked an envelope from the file and handed it to me. “I’m sorry. I am to see that you read it but the contents are for your eyes only.” 


  My parents left the room, closing the door behind them. 


  I took the envelope and glanced at Gwen as she shifted her chair closer to mine. What the heck was Nana up to now?  


   


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  THIRTY THREE 
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  DEAREST KEIRA, 



  CHARLES THOMPSON HAS BEEN A TRUSTED INTERMEDIARY SINCE I MOVED TO KINGSTON. THE ASSIGNMENTS WHICH I HAVE UNDERTAKEN HAVE COME TO ME FROM HIS OFFICE. IT IS ONE WAY THAT I HAVE MANAGED TO INSULATE MYSELF FROM MEDIA AND MORE IMPORTANTLY MY ADVERSARY. HE’LL BE ABLE TO EXPLAIN TO YOU IN GREATER DETAIL HIS PART IN ALL OF THIS, BUT PLEASE UNDERSTAND HE DOES NOT KNOW THE FULL DETAILS OTHER THAN I AM FASCINATED WITH THINGS PARANORMAL.  



  FOR THIS REASON, I MUST STIPULATE THAT YOU CONTINUE THIS ARRANGEMENT AND ALSO THAT YOU MAINTAIN CONTACT WITH HIM, CHECKING IN ONCE A WEEK. OFTEN, ASSIGNMENTS ARE RELATED OR EVEN OCCUR IN THE SAME PROXIMITY GEOGRAPHICALLY. IT’S BEEN AN EFFICIENT AS WELL AS A FURTHER CONTROL IN MONITORING MY WELL-BEING. 



  I WOULD ADVISE THAT YOU START OUT WITH SIMPLE, SINGULAR HAUNTINGS AS OPPOSED TO JUMPING INTO THE FRAY OF MULTIPLE ENTITIES WHICH ARE OFTEN PRESENT IN INSTITUTIONAL SETTINGS SUCH AS PRISONS OR HOSPITALS. I HAVE ALSO FOUND THAT ASSIGNMENTS SEEM TO OCCUR IN CLUSTERS. YOU MAY GO FOR WEEKS OR EVEN MONTHS WITH NO OCCURRENCES AND THEN BE BOMBARDED WITH A FEW RIGHT IN A ROW. BE PREPARED FOR THESE OCCURRENCES TO HAPPEN ON, OR ABOUT THE EQUINOX PERIODS. IT SEEMS THAT WHEN THE SEASONS CHANGE, THE VEIL BECOMES DIMINISHED. I DON’T KNOW WHY.  



  REMEMBER OUR LESSONS IN MANAGING FEAR. TRUST IN YOURSELF AND YOUR GUARDIAN. THERE ARE PATTERNS IN THE UNIVERSE THAT YOU WILL BECOME MORE FINELY ATTUNED TO AS YOU DELVE DEEPER INTO TRANSITIONING SOULS. YOU ALREADY KNOW, THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS COINCIDENCE. IT IS UP TO YOU TO DISCOVER WITH YOUR GIFTS AND INTUITION THE WHY OF EVENTS.  



  YOU ARE IN MY THOUGHTS AND PRAYERS, ALWAYS. 



  WITH ETERNAL LOVE, 



  NANA  



  I looked over at Gwen. “What do you think?” 


  Her head dipped to the side. “I don’t know. It’s still pretty vague to me. I kind of wish she had spelled out how long these assignments take. I mean, we may be all over the world.” 


  She was worried about her dad. Even though she could ensure his well-being with her aunt living with him, she’d still be away for periods of time, when now she spent every day with him. I looked over at Mr. Thompson who was watching us closely. “Do you know, when you gave these... assignments to my grandmother, how long she would be away?” 


  His eyebrows rose and he sat back. “I take it, we are to continue with the arrangement that your grandmother and I had?” 


  This was it. I was formally agreeing to take on her role. Now if I could just figure out how it could work out for Gwen. “Yes. But I need more information.” 


  “It varied. She could be gone as little as a few days but at other times, she was gone for a month. She always checked in with me regularly though, whether it was Europe, Asia or Iceland... anywhere in the world.” 


  Well that was not helpful.  


  “Do I have to do anything to get her estate transferred to me... bank accounts, her investment portfolio and such?” 


  He shook his head and smiled. “Most of it was done here today. That’s what you pay me for. I will have any final paperwork prepared for your signature in a few days. Until then... well, I’m sure you need some time to adjust to all this.” He put the folder back into his case and stood up. When he reached to shake my hand, his eyes were solemn behind the round spectacles. “I’ll miss your grandmother. Again, I’m sorry for your loss.” 


  When I went to stand, he shuss’ed me back to my seat. “I can see myself out. I’m sure you and... Gwen, have a lot to talk about.” 


  When the door closed behind him, I turned to Gwen. My heart was in my mouth. If she didn’t agree to do this with me, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to on my own. “Will you do it? I’ll pay you lots of money so you—” 


  “It’s not the money! You know that. It’s my dad... and even my mother—in a weird way. I don’t think I can be away from him for long periods. A few days, sure—but a month at a time?” Her hand covered mine. “Look I want to but I don’t see how it’s possible. You know I took this job delivering mail to have more time with him, rather than working long hours in a lab doing research.” 


  “But this is important Gwen. Your dad’s important too, don’t get me wrong, but wouldn’t he want you to be happy, doing something like this? Can’t you even give it a try before you out-and-out say no? If my grandmother thought this was a big deal—transitioning in order to protect the order of things—then I don’t know how you can turn your back.”  


  “I’m skeptical about all that, Keira.” 


  “What?!” Before I could say another word about The Veil, she held up her hand.  


  “Look, I can accept helping spirits move on, okay? But I really don’t want to be responsible for protecting the universe.” She dropped her hand. “I can’t get my head around something like that.” She sighed. “Look, I’ll think about it, okay? That’s as much as I can agree to at this stage.” 


  I sat there dumbfounded. “But... but...” 


  “That’s all I can say, Keira.” She sighed. “I’d better get going. You’ll be okay with your parents. It’ll give you guys a chance to talk.” 


  She got to her feet and I walked with her to the door of the dining room. She turned and gave me a big hug, running her hand softly over my back. “I’m really sorry, Keira, about your grandmother. I wish I could be more definite, but I need time to digest all this. I’m not the type to jump in feet first.” 


  I pulled back and nodded. “Are you going to talk to your dad about all this?” Since it would affect him, he needed to know. 


  She looked at the ceiling and then shook her head. “There’s a good question! I can’t tell him everything, now can I? He’d think I lost my mind... having dinner here and the hosts were actually ghosts!” She squeezed my arms. “Sorry, didn’t mean to be disrespectful.” 


  The truth was certainly stranger than fiction. It had been, ever since I’d been summoned to my grandmother’s house. “You’re right. You’ll have to figure something out. Just let me know what you come up with before I see him again.” 


  I opened the door and as we walked to the entry, my parents appeared from the living room.  


  “You’re leaving, Gwen?” My mother walked over and gave Gwen a warm hug. “Thanks for being here for Keira.” 


  Gwen’s eyes shot to me and then away quickly. She felt guilty after the conversation we’d just had. “I’m here for her as much as I can be. But I’ve got to get going to check on my dad.” 


  When the door closed, my father turned to me. “She’s a nice girl. I’m glad you had her to turn to, today.” 


  “Me too.” I just hoped some kind of miracle would happen that she’d accept the offer I’d made.  


  “I know you probably don’t feel like eating but you should, Keira. I’ll see what’s in the freezer and rustle up something for dinner.” Mom put her arm over my shoulder and walked me back into the kitchen. She was right about one thing. Even though I hadn’t eaten all day, food was the last thing on my mind. 


  When I took a seat, watching my parents rummaging through the fridge, it hit me. This was a big house and once they left, I’d be pretty lonely. The tears once more welled in my eyes. How could I continue here on my own? The place was too empty without Nana and Lawrence. 


  I took a deep breath trying to shake off the tears. “How long are you staying?”  


   


   


   


   


    


  
 


   


  THIRTY FOUR 
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  IT TOOK TWO DAYS BEFORE WE FELT UP TO THE TASK of honoring Nana’s last wishes. We took the two urns from the sideboard and went out to the front yard, to the rose which always bloomed. Gwen had taken a sick day to be with us. It was the first that I’d seen her since we’d learned the news about Nana and Lawrence.  


  Now here we were on a brilliant summer day, the four of us standing in a circle around the flower bed. That red rose bush was covered with flowers in various stages, from buds to spent blooms which drifted down to the dark earth.  


  Mom stepped close to the brick wall and lifted the top from Lawrence’s gray urn. As she poured his ashes to the base of the plant, a tear rolled down her cheek. “Goodbye Lawrence, old friend. I know you’re with Pamela, your one true love.” She sobbed and added, “My mother. May you find peace and happiness for all time.” 


  She turned to me. I held my grandmother’s urn close to my chest. Even though it was her wish to join with the rose, I clung to her essence. A monarch butterfly landed on the wall, its orange wings completely still. The last time I’d noticed a butterfly was the day I was expelled from the acting school. I’d taken it as a harbinger of goodwill at that time. Was it a sign from Nana, now? 


  I stepped forward and my vision was blurry as I removed the top of the urn and set it on the wall. “Goodbye Nana. I’m glad I spent the time with you. I love you.” My shoulders wracked as I tipped the urn. 


  My father stepped over between my mother and I and his arms went over our shoulders.  


  “Goodbye Pamela and Lawrence,” he said.  


  “Farewell, Mrs. York, Lawrence,” said Gwen.  


  I sniffed and then we dispersed, turning to go back into the house. Mom and Dad went into the kitchen while I led Gwen to the sunroom. It seemed a fitting place to talk about serious matters.  


  She wandered around the room, touching and sniffing the plants which lined the shelves. “This really is a beautiful spot.”  


  “Yeah. It was her favorite place, that’s for sure.” I could almost see her sitting in the wicker chair across the table, when I took my usual spot. I took a deep breath. “So, have you come to any decision?” I realized how cold that was and quickly added. “I’m sorry; how is your dad?” 


  “He’s great.” She took a seat next to me, leaning close. “I told him your grandmother and Lawrence died. He knows there was a private ceremony today and sends his condolences. He just doesn’t know it was weeks ago.” 


  It was hard to sit so patiently when my future was so dependent on what she would say next. 


  “I told him your grandmother was really rich. That she has business interests all over the world and that she often traveled to them.” She smiled and rolled her eyes. “I hate lying. I don’t think I’m all that good at it. I also told him you are going to continue doing that... checking up on your grandmother’s businesses.” 


  “Do you think he bought it?”  


  “I’m not sure but he didn’t ask too many questions. It was only when I told him you wanted me to go with you that he surprised me. He insisted I take you up on it. He’s always wanted to travel and he told me I was a fool to walk away from it. He even came up with the same idea that I had—for Aunt Elizabeth to retire in Kingston and live with him.” 


  As she spoke, I stopped breathing in case I’d jinx this. Devon was totally on side with this! This was going to work! 


  She saw the excitement on my face and her smile dropped. “I arranged for a six-month leave of absence from work. I’ll try this but I need to know if it’s too hard on me not seeing Dad as much, that I’ve got a job to go back to.” 


  I grasped her arm barely able to keep from popping out of my chair. “It’ll work! I just know it. But I respect that it’s on a trial basis. You know, if your aunt comes to live with your dad and you don’t get along with her, there’s plenty of room in this house for you!” The house was way too big even for two people. 


  Her hand rose. “Hold on! One step at a time. I’ll call Aunt Elizabeth tonight. I’m not even sure she’ll do it!” 


  “Does she know about the household allowance? That will tempt her.” My mind was working overtime. 


  “What allowance? There’s Dad’s disability and my earnings, that’s about all.” 


  “Wanna bet?” I waggled my eyebrows. “The allowance that is going to make its way to your father’s bank account. Ten thousand a month should let them live comfortably don’t you think?”  


  “Keira! He’d never accept that!” 


  “Say you won it in the lottery then! You’ll think of something. And as for you, will a cool mill a year be enough to get by on?” 


  Her mouth fell open and she blinked. “That’s too much.” She grinned. “But… on the other hand, I’ll just suck it up and deal with it.” She put the back of her hand to her forehead. “Now I’m going to be really bitching about paying taxes!”  


  We both had a laugh and I sat back and looked around the room. Everything was falling into place. There was just one other thing... 


  “You know, I haven’t been out of this house except to see you, since I’ve been here. I spent a week with my dead grandmother and her dead companion and before that I was kicked out of school and then banished by my parents! I need a vacation!” 


  Gwen’s face lit up and she laughed. “Oh yeah? Where are you going to go?” 


  “Unh unh. Where are we going to go? It’s no fun going alone.” The more I thought of it, the more I could sense that Nana would approve. It was time to join the living before we took on the job of the dead. 


  My mother and father strolled into the room and seeing the looks on our faces, they smiled. 


  “What’s going on? You two are up to something.” My dad held out my Nana’s chair for my mother to take a seat. 


  “Gwen and I are taking a vacation.” 


  “Hold on! I never agreed. I’d have to call my brother and get him to come down from Toronto. And then—” 


  “I’m seeing me on a beach drinking Mai Tai’s, the liquor cool and the guys hot.”  


  My mother’s face flushed pink. “Ewwww! Parents here!”  


  Gwen shook her head. “Not a fan of the beach. After the first day that would be boring. I like to get around and see historical things. That’s my idea of fun.” 


  I swatted her arm playfully. She was considering this! “The beach, baby!” 


  Dad leaned over the table and grinned. “Why not do both? The Mayan Riviera has awesome beaches and is packed with history. You should go!”  


  “They have pyramids there, you know,” Gwen said.  


  “The Mayan Riviera’s in Egypt?” I asked. The rest of them burst out laughing. “What? What’s so funny?” 


  Mom made a small wave with her hand. “Nothing, dear; sometimes you’re silly, that’s all.” Mom reached into the pocket of her blouse and placed a small white box on the table. “I had this made for you Keira. Actually I had one made for myself as well.” She pushed the box toward me. 


  I opened it and lifted a gold tear-shaped pendant with a loop of gold chain. I lifted it out and looked at it closely. 


  “Some of your grandmother’s ashes are embedded in it. She’ll always be with you.” Mom reached over and her hand covered mine. Grinning, she arched an eyebrow. “She’d always liked the Mayan Riviera.” 


  My fingers closed around the small tear drop. Nana would always be with me.  


   


   


  The End 


   


   


   


  Author’s Note: 


   


  Yes, there are more adventures in store for Keira and Gwen, don’t worry! These characters have grown on me, and writing the farewell note from GM was a deeply moving experience. 


  The second book of the mystical Veil is available if you want to continue reading about Keira and Gwen’s story!  


  It’s title is Heritage, and not all goes well for our two friends…  
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  Just click this link to find out more! 


  Thank you so much for your readership. It means the world to me. 


  Warmest Regards, 
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