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Summary:

 

Gran is the most important person in Mary's life. Mary would do anything for her. So when Eddie, a freshman at her school, asks Mary for help with his grandma, she can't say no. 

But what he wants is an exorcism. 

Mary goes to meet his grandma with misgivings. She's not sure how she'll break the truth to Eddie. Elderly people can change. They can stop recognizing their loved ones. They can act like completely different people. Alzheimer's can do that. Dementia can do that. But a ghost can do that as well. 

Eddie's grandma is possessed. But the ghost swears that she's protecting the elderly woman because there's something scarier than ghosts at the nursing home. An angel of death stalks the building. 

With Eddie and her friends, Mary must find the angel of death and stop them, but how do you stop an angel? Mary will have to figure that out before the angel strikes again. 
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CHAPTER ONE

Ms. Hellick

 

 

Mary stared into her locker with a doleful expression. Why couldn't there be a homework fairy who visited during the night and left neatly completed worksheets at the bottom of lockers? Mary had even left a blank worksheet as an offering, but it was still lying there, as blank as the day before, just a little more crumpled because a book had fallen on it. She fished it out and put it in her bag. She'd have to work on it during class. It wasn't a big deal, just a minor annoyance. She was sure to finish it before fifth period, when it was due. 

She slung her backpack over her shoulder and slammed her locker shut. She turned to go to class, but was blocked by a five-foot freshman. He was staring at her with big round eyes. Mary gave him a glare and moved to go around him. 

"Excuse me, Ms. Hellick?"

Ms. Hellick? 

Mary stopped and turned to the boy. "What did you just call me?"

"Oh, no. Did I pronounce it wrong? I'm so sorry! Is it He-lick?"

She frowned and shook her head. "No, you got my last name right. Why'd you 'Ms.' me? Do I look like a freaking teacher to you?"

The boy gulped. "No, nothing like one! But I thought, since we haven't been introduced, that I shouldn't presume to address you by your first name."

It took Mary a moment to process what the boy had said. It was way too wordy for a high school hallway. She squinted to look at him more closely. He was kind of pudgy and pale. This boy clearly didn't go outside much. She couldn't determine with one hundred percent surety his area of geekdom, but she'd hedge D&D due to his mildly ostentatious manner of speech. 

"What do you want?" she asked.

"Um, I'd like to hire you?"

She blinked. "What?"

The boy straightened, and in a surer voice repeated, "I'd like to hire you."

Mary's face closed down. "I don't do parties or Show and Tell." Then she strode away. 

Gran had been offered those types of gigs before, and when money had been really tight, she'd taken a few. She'd gone to a couple of birthday parties and read fortunes for the guests. Mary had tagged along once and had been disgusted. The guests had wisecracked and made fun of Gran. They hadn't taken her seriously at all. She'd been on the same level as a dancing bear to them: something to point at and laugh about. Gran had tried to take it in stride. She'd hammed it up, doing a few simple card tricks, but once it was over, she appeared tired and unhappy. 

"Wait! I really need your help, please! It's about my grandma!"

Mary stopped. The kid sounded sincere, and she could never say no to grandmothers. She wheeled around to face the kid again. He clutched the straps of his book bag with white knuckles and still watched her with his too big eyes. 

"What's the job?" she asked.

"I need you to exorcise her."

Mary's eyebrows lifted. "What?"

"They say it's dementia and Alzheimer's, but I know it's not her looking at me through her eyes. It's someone else."

Mary's heart went out to the boy. She was grateful Gran was still as sharp as she'd been when Mary was younger, but they didn't joke about her coming down with Alzheimer's. It was too possible and scary to make light of. 

"Look, what's your name?" Mary asked, realizing she probably shouldn't call him "kid", though she felt years older than him at the moment.

"Eddie," he said.

"Look, Ed, dementia and Alzheimer's are awful diseases. They can make loved ones act like completely different people. They can even scare you if they get angry or violent, but you gotta just accept that they're sick and love them."

Eddie frowned. "I know all that. But it's different with Grandma Mona. Come by the nursing home. You'll see. I'll pay you two hundred dollars just to come by."

Mary wasn't too proud to admit that the offer of two hundred dollars got her attention. But if she took his money, she'd basically be robbing him. "Why don't we just go by and see her? I'll check the place out and then decide if I can actually help you or not." She was sure she couldn't, but she couldn't bring herself to outright deny the kid. 

Eddie bobbed his head. "Great. Meet at the front of the school after classes?"

Well, she didn't have any plans today... "I don't have a car. Can we get there by bus?"

"Yeah, it's easy."

"Okay, I'll meet you out front at the end of the day."

Eddie's whole body visibly relaxed and his face brightened. "Thank you so much. This means a lot to me."

Mary nodded, though her lips were pressed together in a thin line. She wasn't looking forward to the end of the day. 

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

When lunch arrived, Mary headed for the art room. It had turned cold and wet outside, time for all the freaks and rejects to migrate indoors. The room was filling up when she got there, so she was glad to see that Taryn and Rachel had claimed them a table. 

She sat down across from the two girls. "Hey, how's it going?"

They both shrugged. "Fine," Rachel said.

A hand dipped under Mary's hair and brushed the back of her neck, making her shiver. She turned to Kyle as he sat down beside her. 

"How's your day been?" he asked.

"Standard, except during TAB a freshman asked me for help."

"Brave of him. What'd he want?"

"For me to meet his grandma. He thinks something paranormal is wrong with her. But I think he's deluding himself."

Rachel and Taryn had both leaned forward to listen in. 

"What's going on with her?" Taryn asked. 

Rachel had asked Mary if it was all right to bring Taryn into the loop about her abilities. Mary hadn't been sure, but had nervously given the okay. Thankfully, theater folk were a very superstitious lot, and Taryn had accepted the news about Mary without any disbelief.

"He said she's been diagnosed with dementia and Alzheimer's, but he's sure that something else is wrong with her. He says she doesn't act like herself. But that's what those illnesses do. It's awful, and I feel for him, but I'm not going to say his grandmother's possessed to make him feel better."

"That's tough," Rachel said.

"And really sad," Taryn added.

"Are you going?" Kyle asked.

Mary sighed. "I told him I'd go with him after school today."

Kyle grimaced. "I've got practice." 

"And we've got rehearsal," Taryn said. Rachel had signed up to be a stagehand for the next school play. Taryn had the leading female role. 

"It's all right. I already asked him if we could get there by bus, plus I think it's better if we go on our own. It'll make it easier for me to break it to him gently."

The others nodded. 

"What about Gran? Maybe she should go with you?" Rachel asked.

"I'd rather keep her out of this. You know how I don't like hospitals? Well, for Gran, it's nursing homes. I'll be all right."

Kyle took her hand and rubbed it. "Be careful, okay?"

"I'm going to an old folks' home."

"Old folks can be scary."

The way he said that made her grin. "Is there a story there?"

"Nope." He answered far too quickly and decisively. 

Her eyes narrowed.

He changed the subject before she could needle him for info. "So, Tyler is having a party Friday night. Do you think we can go?"

Mary's first inclination was to say no. Tyler was a textbook jock. He walked around expecting people to get out of his way and for everyone to bend to his will. Mary had always tried to steer clear of him and his crowd, but Kyle was in that crowd, or at least he was when he wasn't hanging out with her. He got along great with her friends. She had to at least try to make nice with his. 

"Yeah, sure. What's the party for?"

"Oh, you know, general shenanigans. His parents are out of town."

She could see it clearly now: loud music, kegs, people acting stupid. She'd better bring aspirin. "Sounds great."

Kyle smiled and leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. He did that pretty often. She suspected he liked how it made her blush. She was still shy about public displays of affection. 

"And you are coming to the play Saturday night, right?" Rachel added.

Mary doggedly nodded her head. "Yes, of course. We wouldn't miss it. You're going to be great, Taryn."

Taryn ducked her head a little bashfully. "Thanks. I'm really glad you're coming."

"Wouldn't miss it for the world," Kyle said.

Mary squeezed his hand under the table. He could go out and do all sorts of other things that he liked better, but he hadn't hesitated to agree to go to the play. He was going to see a school play for her. She could go to a party.

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

Mary searched for Eddie at the front of the school, but it was hard to find anyone among the swarm of students exiting the building. 

"Mary, over here!"

Through the swarm, she saw Eddie waving. She made her way over to him. 

"What bus do we need to take?" 

"The seven will get us there. Thanks again for doing this."

She nodded, and they walked to the bus stop. Some other students were there waiting already. They gave Mary and Eddie curious glances but didn't approach them. 

"Eddie, how long has your grandmother not been herself?" 

"Like, as soon as she moved into this place. She was getting forgetful. She left a burner on the stove lit, and it caused a small kitchen fire. Mom convinced her to move into this place. I thought it was a good idea. I mean, I didn't want Grandma to have an accident and hurt herself, and the fire really shook us up. I helped move her in and everything was normal, but when I went back three days later, I could see something wasn't right. She didn't know me. She pretended she did, but she had no clue who I was. The docs say it's normal, that the Alzheimer's will do that, but why would she pretend to know me? Then on later visits, I noticed other stuff. She started eating things she'd never liked, like carrots. She'd always hated them. But then one night, I watched her eat the whole serving that came with her meal. She's hated carrots all her life, but now, suddenly, she's eating them without any qualms. The docs say that's normal, that the meds may be changing how stuff tastes, but why'd she even try the carrots? She told me that she's hated them since she was a little girl. Her grandmother made her eat them once, and she puked all over the table because of it. I know she wouldn't have eaten the carrots unless something really strange was going on."

Mary didn't comment, though what the docs had said was unfortunately true. 

The number seven pulled up. They got on together and stood in the aisle since all the seats were taken.     

"Has your mom said anything about this?" Mary asked.

Eddie shook his head. "She trusts the docs. She's upset, but she's slowly letting Grandma go. I haven't told her what I think. I know how crazy that would sound, but I thought you'd understand."

And Mary could understand. It was much easier to blame demons or monsters than an incurable disease. She just hated having to be the one who told him the incurable disease was the thing actually lurking in the shadows.

They rode the bus for about twenty minutes, and then Eddie pulled the cord to make sure the bus stopped at the next stop. When the bus pulled over, Mary followed Eddie off. The stop was in a residential neighborhood. There were nice private homes on either side, but there was one, a larger wood-frame house, that stood out. Several additions had been added, and it had a sign in front. 

Eddie stopped in front of the building. "This is it. Gentry House."

There was a large covered porch that ran across the front of the building. It had white decorative posts and railings. On the porch were large wooden rocking chairs. Several were occupied. From the outside, it appeared like an idyllic place to spend your final years. 

"Does your grandma know we're coming?"

Eddie shrugged. "No, but it's okay. We drop by all the time to check on her. Though Mom hasn't been coming by as often lately. I think the changes are starting to bother her, but she would never admit that."

Mary didn't comment, but she felt truly bad for Eddie and his mom. It sounded like they were both struggling to come to terms with what was happening to Eddie's grandmother. She again wondered how she was going to break the news to Eddie. He seemed like a nice kid. She didn't want to upset him, but she couldn't lie to him. Maybe she shouldn't have come. Maybe it would've been better to let him keep pretending that his grandma was possessed rather than having to face the truth. 

The first thing Mary saw when they entered the building was a reception desk. It was set up by the stairway with a small sign asking visitors to sign in. A middle-aged woman wearing scrubs and a cardigan was sitting behind the desk, reading a magazine. 

"Hi, Pam," Eddie said to the woman.

She looked up from her magazine. "Hello, Eddie."

"How's my grandma?"

"Oh, she's fine. I'm sure she'll be glad to see you."

Eddie signed in and stepped back to let Mary do the same. She put down her name and copied the name of Eddie's grandmother for who she was visiting: Mona Loeser. Seeing the last name made her frown. She'd once had a teacher with that name, and she'd hated her.

Pam inspected the sign-in sheet after she'd finished, and her eyes flicked to Mary in silent suspicion. 

"Pam, this is Mary," Eddie said. "I brought her to meet Mona."

The nurse kept staring at her. Mary knew she didn't look like their usual visitor. She was wearing a Bella Morte T-shirt, Docs, and black jeans, plus her standard eyeliner, pale foundation, and black lipstick. She hadn't dressed that morning with the thought that she'd be going to a nursing home. She'd dressed that morning with not much thought at all, except that clothes were probably a good idea and she needed makeup to cover how tired her eyes looked. 

Eddie tapped her arm. "I see her in the day room. Come on."

He went through to the other room. Mary moved quickly to keep up, knowing Pam was still watching her. 

The day room was a large, open room with tables and sofas scattered throughout it and large windows to let in the light. Various elderly people were sitting in there doing different things. Some were reading, some playing board games, and a few were sleeping. 

Eddie cut through the room to a woman sitting alone at a table playing Solitaire. 

"Grandma, how are you?" he asked.

The elderly woman had on a navy blue knitted shawl over a blouse with a faded flower print. A large, flat gold cross hung right below her collar. Her hair was pinned up in a loose bun, and feathery tendrils of white hair framed her face. She was slim to the point of looking frail, but there was a hardness about her underneath the wrinkles. A hardness that would issue detention at the drop of a hat. 

Eddie's grandma was Mrs. Loeser, Mary's seventh grade life science teacher. Mary had hated her, and the feeling had been mutual.

Mona raised her eyes when Eddie addressed her. She smiled and set aside her deck of cards. "Eddie, this is a nice surprise." Then her eyes moved to Mary and stopped. The elderly woman stared blankly at her.

Mary waited for the memory to return. The gold cross seemed to wink ominously at her. 

Eddie pulled two chairs up to the table. "Grandma, I want you to meet Mary Hellick. She's a friend of mine."

Mary saw the flash of relief that her introduction caused Mona. Did Mrs. Loeser really not remember her? She was mildly insulted. She'd thought they'd shared a hate to last the ages. 

Mona turned to Mary with a pleasant smile. "Hello. It's very nice to meet a friend of Eddie's."

"Actually, I had you in seventh grade for science."

Mona blinked. "Oh? I'm so sorry. I'm afraid I don't remember many of my students."

"You tried to get me expelled for Satanism."

This statement visibly startled Mona. 

"I did?" she squeaked and then coughed.

"My grandmother had to come in and explain to the principal that my simple circumscribed pentagram had no satanic connections and was a symbol of the Wiccan faith."

"You're a witch?" Mona asked.

"No, but I'm not a Satanist either. The principal said you had to apologize. You never did."

Mona opened and closed her mouth. Mary wasn't about to take it easy on her. Mona had made seventh grade hell for her. Whether it was by forcing her to hand out the formaldehyde worms or marking her off for the smallest things, she'd made sure that Mary was unhappy for the fifty minutes she had her every day.   

"Oh, I'm sorry. I mean, I'm sorry for not apologizing and I'm sorry for what I did as well. I'm sure it was a simple misunderstanding."

Mary's eyes narrowed. "Yeah, because kids are accused of Satanism all the time."

"Um, is there a reason why you came by?" Mona asked, obviously hoping to change the subject.

Eddie spoke up, "Mary has some questions for you."

Mona turned to face Mary again. She still seemed to feel rather guilty. "I'm truly sorry I don't remember you. If you have questions about back then, I'm afraid I won't be much help. My memory isn't what it used to be."

If Mona was possessed, using her forgetfulness was a stroke of genius. But Mary still wasn't convinced she was possessed. Being nicer wasn't usually a symptom of possession. 

"What can you tell me about Gentry House?" she asked.

"Well, it's a nursing home, but you knew that already. It has an excellent nursing staff and a doctor always in-house. They arrange activities for us every day, and field trips. Is this for a school paper?"

Mary couldn't think of a reason why she'd need to write a paper about a nursing home. She shook her head, and after she silently asked Gran to forgive her, she said, "No. We've started considering nursing homes for my grandmother, and I thought this one seemed nice. You certainly seem to be doing well here."

"Yeah, it's like you're a whole different person," Eddie commented darkly. Mary shot him a silent glare.

Mona appeared torn on how to respond to Eddie's comment. If she wasn't possessed, he was being a real jackass to her. Mona was saved from commenting, though, by a new arrival.

"Hey there, girlie. Why do you get all the visitors?"

A gray-haired, heavy-set African American woman had approached them. Her back was stooped, and she was using a cane. Her large round glasses appeared to be on the cusp of falling off her nose.

"Eddie, do you remember Paula? And this is Mary, a friend of his."

Eddie immediately jumped up and offered his chair to Paula. With Eddie's silent assistance, Paula sat down across from Mary. Paula stared sternly at Mary through her thick glasses. They magnified her eyes and made her appear slightly cartoonish, but she appeared far from comical. Mary tensed up as Paula's gaze bored into her. From the way her lips thinned, Mary didn't think she approved of her. 

"Hi, Paula. How's your hip?" Eddie asked.

"I think they put it in backwards, and now I can only go in circles."

Eddie and Mona laughed at her comment, but Mary barely cracked a smile.

Paula was still staring at her, and it was making Mary very uncomfortable. 

"Have we met?" Mary asked tentatively. She had begun to wonder if Paula suffered from some condition that made her act this way. 

"Why are you here?" Paula asked, ignoring Mary's question.

Sticking to the lie, Mary said, "I was checking this place out for my grandmother. What do you think about Gentry House?"

Paula's eyes narrowed. "I think it's fine. I also think your gran still has quite a bit of time before she needs to be looking at places like this."

Paula's use of "gran" made it pretty clear that even if Mary didn't know her, she knew Mary. 

Mary drew herself up. There was no point trying to lie or pretend any further. "Have you seen or heard anything odd or out of the ordinary here?"

"Nothing," Paula said, her eyes never wavering from Mary's. 

Mary stared back at her. She couldn't tell if Paula was lying. It was time she checked. She kept her abilities off now as a matter of habit. It was such a relief not to brush into stray spirits and be pulled into whatever drama surrounded them.

She closed her eyes and tilted her head down, then focused on the place in her mind where she kept the switch and flipped it. When she did that, a chill passed over her and goosebumps broke out on her arms. She kept her eyes closed and her head tilted down as she listened with her ability. She suspected that she heard normal sounds better also when she had her ability on. Not a lot better, but sounds seemed to become clearer. She wasn't sure if that was truly happening or it was merely her perception playing tricks with her. She did focus more on her hearing when she flipped on her ability. 

With her ability on now, she absorbed the sounds of the room, seeking any voices that didn't belong. 

"What's she doing?" Mona whispered.

"Being nosy," Paula replied.

Mary opened her eyes. She hadn't heard anyone that no one else could. Paula's comment, while flippant, was also odd. "You don't think I should listen?"

"Not when it amounts to eavesdropping," Paula replied. She heaved herself up from the chair. "I'm sure you've helped people, but you can't help when you aren't asked."

Mary's gaze flicked to Eddie. "If I wasn't asked, why am I here?" 

Paula considered Eddie for a moment. "You're a good boy, Eddie, but you worry too much."

He clearly didn't agree. He crossed his arms and turned his head away. 

"Should I ask Gran to visit?" Mary asked, so she could see Paula's reaction.

Paula frowned. "Why? She don't need this place. And it don't need her."

She moved to leave, but stopped to say one last thing. "You know, not all grey whispers are bad." And with that Paula hobbled away before Mary could ask her anything more.

Mary had never heard the term "grey whispers" before, but she immediately knew what Paula meant.

She turned back to Mona. "Well, I think I've learned everything I can. I won't take any more of your time. Thank you, Mona." She rose and extended her hand.

Mona took her hand. "It was nice meeting you, Mary. Well, it was nice meeting you again, I suppose. I hope you learned what you needed?" she asked, a little unsure.

Mary wasn't paying attention to a word she said. The low buzz emanating from Mona's hand held all of her attention. She had felt this before, when she was holding an anchor. She stared at Mona, unsure how to react. Eddie's grandmother blinked up at her. She had to tug her hand free of Mary's. 

Eddie rose and hugged his grandmother, and Mary continued to stare at the elderly woman. She peered especially hard at the hand Mona had extended to her. It was free of rings and bracelets. What had caused the buzz? She knew she hadn't imagined it. 

She sought out Paula with her eyes. The other woman was sitting at another table with two others, playing cards, but her head was turned toward them. She was watching Mary again. Their eyes met, and Paula frowned. She knew what was going on. Mary was sure of it. 

"All right, Grandma. I'll come see you again in a few days," Eddie said.

"That would be nice," Mona replied with a smile. Her eyes went to Mary, and her smile wavered. An invitation to come back wasn't extended to Mary. 

They had to sign out before leaving. As Eddie bent over the visitor log, Mary peered into the day room. Mona was setting up another game of Solitaire. She looked up and saw Mary watching her. The elderly woman gave Mary a timid wave of farewell. 

Mary didn't want to believe it, but Eddie was right. His grandmother was possessed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

Take Out

 

 

Once they were out of the nursing home, Eddie stopped and turned expectant eyes to Mary. 

"Well?" he asked.

Mary stared at him for a second, considering the situation. "It's because she's being so nice, isn't it?"

"What?" he asked in surprise.

"You think your grandma is possessed because she's acting nicer."

Eddie's mouth twisted in unease. "Not just nicer. Nice, period. You had her in school. Now imagine being her grandson."

"So, she's being nice for once. Isn't that a good thing?"

Eddie shook his head.

"No?" Mary couldn't believe he didn't like his grandmother better this way. She knew she did. 

He was obviously growing more uncomfortable. Mary wondered if it was because he really did like his grandmother better like this, but didn't want to admit it. 

"That's not her," he said.

Mary couldn't lie to Eddie about his grandma being possessed, but she wasn't eager to help him. Mona Loeser had made her life hell. It was almost poetic to leave her possessed. 

"Other than being nice, have you noticed anything else unusual?"

"She has a boyfriend now," he said sullenly.

Mary laughed. "Really? Is he younger than her?"

Eddie shrugged, obviously not amused. "He's another resident. His name's Marty." 

"Okay. Did she know him before she moved to Gentry House?"

"No, they didn't meet until she moved in. They started going out practically the first day. It was way too fast."

"What about Paula?"

He shrugged. "She's someone Grandma befriended when she checked in. Do you know her?"

Mary shook her head. "No, but she obviously recognized me, and she knows Gran."

His eyes got big. "Are you really gonna ask your grandma to visit?" 

Mary frowned at the question. Gran might be able to learn something more and possibly get Paula to tell them what was going on, but she didn't like the idea of Gran setting foot in this place. She hadn't gotten a sense of danger in the nursing home, but she couldn't shake the feeling that something very bad could happen if Gran went in there. Like maybe they wouldn't let her leave. Mary knew that was an irrational fear. Nursing homes couldn't force someone to stay, but the thought still worried her.

"No, I'm not going to tell her. I'll work on this on my own for now."

"Do you want me to bring you back tomorrow?"

The next day was Friday. "No, I have to go to a party."

"Have to?" Eddie asked sarcastically.

"Yeah, have to," she repeated grimly.

"Well, what should I do while you're out partying?" he said. 

Mary knew her excuse of a party sounded lame to him. "Do you have a girlfriend?" 

Eddie's eyes widened slightly, and he shook his head nervously.

"Well, when you get one, you'll understand that sometimes you have to go to parties. Don't worry about your grandma. You can visit her, but don't try anything on her. Just be a good, normal grandson. You can call me if anything happens, but if nothing has yet, I doubt anything will happen in the next few days. Does Mona go to church?"

Eddie lifted his eyebrows. "No, she stopped a while back. Are you thinking about exorcism? Should I get some holy water?"

Mary rolled her eyes and sharply shook her head. "No, do not splash her with holy water or yell at her in Latin."

"Why? You think it'll make her angry?"

"Yeah, like it would any normal person."

"But she's possessed!"

"Not by a demon. I only asked about church because I thought we could come back Sunday to talk to her more. Say ten o'clock?"

Eddie's shoulders slumped. "Yeah, ten o'clock on Sunday is fine."

"Good. I'll see you then."

He nodded, but he obviously wasn't happy about it.

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

Mary let herself into the house with a sigh, glad to finally be home.

"And how was your day?" Gran asked from the sofa.

Mary dropped her bag to the floor and collapsed onto the sofa with a groan. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

"That bad huh?" Gran asked with a touch of amusement in her voice.

"Freshmen are exhausting," Mary said.

Gran chuckled. "Yes, you certainly were."

Mary cracked open one eye to glare mildly at her. "I was never this bad."

"And what freshman is exhausting you?" 

Mary shook her head. She probably shouldn't have mentioned Eddie at all, but her exhaustion was very real. "His name's Eddie. He's just a kid at school. He wanted me to help him with something."

"And did you help him?"

"I'm working on it."

Gran slapped Mary's thigh and stood. "Well, get up. Let's go out to dinner."

"What's the occasion? Where do you want to go?"

Going out to eat wasn't a regular thing for them. It was an expense they couldn't afford except about once a month. 

"A new Italian place just opened, and I have a coupon. Buy one, get one free."

Mary's confusion cleared. She understood now. A good deal was stupid to pass up.

When they reached the restaurant, they saw that the parking lot was packed.

"This doesn't look good," Mary said.

They found a parking spot on the street and walked to the restaurant. "If the wait is more than an hour, we'll go home," Gran promised.

Mary frowned slightly. She hated when the wait was half an hour, but she wouldn't begrudge Gran this. Since she'd started dating Kyle, she and Gran hadn't been able to go out and do much together. It would be nice to spend some one-on-one time with her.

As they walked to the restaurant, Mary asked, "Where'd you get the coupon?" 

"Oh, well, a client." 

Mary quirked an eyebrow at that. "Please tell me you aren't letting someone pay with coupons again."

Gran had done that once before. Mary hadn't liked it, though Vinny had been such a pitiful fool, she couldn't stay too mad at Gran about it. 

Vinny had come to Gran for help finding love. He was desperate for a girlfriend, but he was unemployed and sleeping on a buddy's couch. He'd given Gran coupons to restaurants as partial payment. He hadn't had much else. 

Mary had wanted Gran to tell him that he needed to focus on getting his life together before roping some poor woman into it, but Gran had handled the shlub with kid gloves, telling him he'd meet someone perfect soon. He just had to open himself up to the opportunity. She'd gotten him to start eating healthier and encouraged him to apply for a job with a small tech company. She wasn't so much fortune-telling as fortune-making. Actually, she was doing regular old life coaching, though life coaches usually didn't peer into a crystal ball while doling out their advice. 

A year later, they'd received a wedding invitation from Vinny. He hadn't gotten the job at the tech company, but he had met a woman who worked there, and they'd hit it off. He'd eventually gotten a job, but it was after the girlfriend. It seemed a relationship had been the key to everything for him. 

Gran sent them some coupons.

"The owner was the one who gave me the coupon, along with a check for my services. It was a thank you gift."

Mary nodded in relief. "Well, that's all right then. What's the owner like?"

"She's a nice woman, but very superstitious. She's worried the restaurant will fail, and needed reassurance."

They'd made it to the entrance. Mary looked back at the packed parking lot. "I don't think she needs to worry."

Gran held the door for her. "No, I didn't think so either."

Gran went to the hostess station and gave her name. The hostess said it would be a twenty-minute wait. Mary was relieved to hear that the wait wasn't longer. 

They went to sit on a bench near the doors. The restaurant didn't have the shiny conformity of a chain restaurant. The walls were freshly painted, but the furnishings were a bit of a hodgepodge, like personal belongings rather than things ordered out of a restaurant décor catalog. 

"This place seems nice," Mary said to fill the silence.

"Yes, I like it," Gran said.

Their conversation dried up. Mary bounced her heel. Her visit to Gentry House was on the tip of her tongue. She didn't want to tell Gran about it, but she wanted to talk about it with someone. Maybe waiting until Sunday to go back was a bad idea. Maybe she could go back Saturday, but without Eddie. She could try talking to Paula on her own. 

"Jim Bambach called today," Gran said.

Mary was surprised to hear that. All thoughts of Gentry House left her mind. "Why'd he call you?" After the debacle at the Laffoon Plantation, she hadn't expected to hear from the Alabama Paranormal Investigators ever again.

Gran shrugged. "I think he just wanted to chat. The team has dissolved. He and Carl still go out and play with the equipment, but it's just a hobby now."

"What are Ursula and Jennifer doing?"

"Ursula has taken a break from college and has joined a grief support group. She doesn't talk to any of them anymore. I think she's trying to put all of that firmly behind her. Jennifer has joined a coven and seems to like that a lot."

Mary absorbed all that. She felt a little sad for Jim. He'd been really proud of API. It had been the center of his world. To not have it anymore must have left a huge hole in his life. She hoped he found another way to pursue his interests in the paranormal, hopefully a less dangerous way.

"Well, that's all probably for the best," she said.      

Gran nodded. 

Mary thought about the other half of that trip. "Have you talked to Beatrice lately?" 

Jake had emailed Mary a few times to see how she was doing and to report that Beatrice had had a few words for his parents after Mary and Gran had left. He no longer had to drink the funny-tasting milk. Mary was relieved that he wasn't being drugged any longer. Beatrice had also lectured him on "peeking", how it wasn't good for him to spy on others, and he shouldn't do it without a clear, good reason. Mary had been surprised by Beatrice's reasoned argument for Jake to not use his ability and heartened that she hadn't forbidden it entirely. And her advice was actually sound. Jake shouldn't let his mind's eye zoom everywhere without permission. Spying on others wasn't healthy. 

"I called her a couple of days ago. She's fine. Cranky as ever. I can't be too hard on her though. She's had a hard life."

Mary quirked an eyebrow at that comment. Gran hadn't had an easy life, either. Losing her husband and her only child were two terrible things to shoulder, especially with raising a grandchild added on top of it all. 

"What do you mean?" Mary asked.

Gran shook her head. 

The hostess came over to them. "Ladies, your table is ready."

They got up from the bench and followed the hostess to a small table for two. The hostess handed them menus and said their server would be with them shortly. 

Gran put on her glasses to read the menu. 

"What did you mean about Beatrice?" Mary asked again.

Gran shook her head. "Nothing. I feel like having a calzone. What about you?"

Mary frowned at the back of Gran's menu. She debated whether to press Gran for more info. She felt like there was a lot about Beatrice that Gran wasn't telling her. 

The waiter came by to take their drink orders. They both asked for water.  

"Are Rachel and Taryn ready for opening night?" Gran asked.

Mary nodded, deciding to order the eggplant Parmesan. "Yeah, but Taryn seems pretty nervous."

"I'm sure she'll be fine."

Mary agreed. Then she remembered the party. "Kyle and I are going to a party tomorrow night."

"Oh? Where?"

"His friend Tyler is throwing it at his house."

Gran gave her a shrewd look. Mary knew she was wondering about the party, but she had nothing she could say to reassure her. It would most likely be exactly like Gran suspected. 

"Well, just be careful," Gran said. "I'm sure I don't need to worry about you or Kyle, but be careful."

"We will be. Don't worry."

Their waiter returned. They gave their orders, and he disappeared.  

Gran folded her hands on the table and took a deep breath. Mary didn't like the look of that.

"All right. It's time for your favorite subject again: your future."

Mary groaned and dropped her head.

"Don't do that. I want to know what your plans are after high school."

Well, that was simple enough. Mary had it already figured out. "I'm going to Snyder Community College."

Gran's brow furrowed. "Why not apply to Chapel Hill or some other university? Your grades are good."

Mary felt uncomfortable having to say this, but it seemed so terribly obvious. "Because we can't afford it."

Gran frowned. "Don't worry about that. You should apply to wherever you want."

"Well, I want to go to SCC."

"Do you? Or do you think it's where you have to go?" 

It was Mary's turn to frown. "I can transfer to a four-year institution after two years. I was thinking one of the satellite programs would be a good fit." She had studied SCC's course listings and programs. She might be settling, but it wasn't a bad deal. 

Gran's eyes narrowed. "Are you planning to live with me forever?"

Mary laughed, thinking the question was silly. "I don't know. Are you planning to kick me out?"

"When you're thirty, you're out."

Mary nodded, still chuckling. She could handle that. It seemed so far away. She was sure she'd have a place of her own long before then. 

"And if you're still living at home when you're twenty-three, you have to start paying rent."

That sobered Mary up. "Rent? Are you serious?"

"You should have a degree and a job by then. Why shouldn't you pay rent?"

Mary could grudgingly agree on that, but the idea that Gran would charge her to stay with her was a little unsettling. 

"You're growing up, Mary."

Mary fidgeted in her seat. She didn't like thinking about that, and Gran knew it. She still didn't have her driver's license. She couldn't get a job. She wasn't ready to be an adult. She was wholly unprepared.

"Helena, I'm so happy you made it!"

Eager to end this awful conversation, Mary turned to the middle-aged woman who had come up to the table. The woman spread her arms, and Gran rose to accept the hug. The woman had short black hair in a pixie cut. She was wearing a red apron with the name of the restaurant across the front in white.

"Maggie, you're off to a great start. Didn't I tell you, you had nothing to worry about?"

The woman nodded her head strongly as she let go of Gran. "Yes, tonight is going very well. A month from tonight will be the true test."

"True, but I still say you'll be fine."

Maggie's eyes went curiously to Mary. "Is this your granddaughter?"

Mary smiled up at her. "Guilty."

Maggie laughed. "Don't worry. Your nonna told me only good things about you."

Their waiter appeared behind her, caring a tray that appeared to be their food. Maggie moved to the side but picked up the plates to place them on the table. "Oh, you got the calzone and the eggplant parm? Very good choices!"

Maggie moved from the table to greet other diners, many of whom she seemed to know by name. Mary and Gran picked up their utensils and dug in. 

Mary hadn't had eggplant Parmesan often, but she knew she generally liked it. When she took her first bite, she froze, letting the morsel sit on her tongue. It took willpower to not immediately spit it back onto the plate. All she tasted was salt. Her eyes met Gran's, and Gran appeared to be having a similar experience. Discreetly, Mary raised her napkin and spit her bite into it. Gran did the same. They both reached for their glasses of water to wash out their mouths. 

"Oh, dear," Gran said.

"Does yours taste like salt, too?" 

Gran nodded. Mary looked around the room at the other diners. The room had been full of casual conversation sprinkled with laughter. People had been eating and appeared to enjoy their food, but as new plates came out, she saw faces blanch, and people put down their forks to spit out the food. Hands rose around the room to call waiters back.

"Mary?" Gran asked.

She knew what Gran was asking. She turned on her ability and listened. There was a lot of chatter in the room, but none that gave her chills. The ghost wasn't in the dining room. 

Maggie was by a table where the diner had raised his hand. She pulled a spoon out of her apron and took a bite off his plate. When she tasted it, she was no longer smiling. She appeared mortified. She picked up the plates and apologized profusely to the people seated at the table. The surrounding diners called out to her that their meals were also bad. She turned around helplessly, her hands already full. 

Gran rose from their table. Mary followed her. Waiters were zooming around in a panic. Gran went to Maggie and pushed her toward the kitchen. 

"Go back and start preparing new dishes. We'll bring back the ones that aren't right."

"But I don't understand!" Maggie's eyes were wide. 

Gran made hushing noises. "We'll figure it out. Go back to the kitchen."

Mary picked up two plates of barely touched food from a table of disgruntled diners. "Are they both too salty?" she asked.

"Yes, that's all we can taste," the man said. His wife nodded in agreement.     

"Please accept the restaurant's apologies. New dishes will be prepared."

The couple nodded, for the moment placated. As Mary took the two dishes back, more people indicated there were problems with their meals. As she turned to go into the kitchen, she scanned the dining room. Every diner appeared to be upset. 

When she entered the kitchen, she stopped. Maggie was rushing from pot to pot, tasting the contents.

"They're all salty! Who did this?"

Gran was in there already. She pointed at a trashcan for Mary to dump the food into.  

"This is my restaurant. No two-bit pretend Italian is going to take it away from me."

Bingo. Mary set down the dirty dishes and met Gran's eyes. She jerked her head toward the back to indicate the direction of the ghost. The simplest solution would be to find the anchor and remove it. But the kitchen was full of staff. They were in her way.

Gran went to Maggie and pulled her aside. Maggie wrung her hands as Gran whispered into her ear. After a few seconds of whispered conversation, Maggie nodded.  

"Everyone out! Wait outside until I tell you to come back in," Maggie announced. 

The staff looked at her in disbelief.

"I said out!" she ordered again, her expression turning hard.

Everyone went out the back door, though they were clearly confused about it. Gran pushed Maggie toward the door as well. 

"Me too?" Maggie asked.

Gran nodded. "It's for the best. We'll work as quickly as we can."

Maggie joined her staff outside. 

Once the kitchen was clear, Gran went around switching everything off. Mary took a deep breath. She needed to find the anchor quickly.

"What was the name of your restaurant?" she asked, moving to the center of the kitchen.

"You talkin' to me?" He even said it with a touch of a New York accent.

Mary rolled her eyes. "Yes, I'm speaking to you."

"The Snyder Diner. We served the best onion rings in town."

Mary vaguely remembered the place from when she was little. Gran had taken her there a few times. "You served really good milkshakes, too," she said. Her internal radar indicated the anchor was all the way back in the kitchen.

"That we did. You're local, huh?"

"Born and raised."  

"Yeah, I remember you now. The first time you and your grandmother came in, you were carrying a flower. A purple iris, I think. You were both dressed in black. You lost your parents, right?"

Goosebumps rose on Mary's arms. She swallowed and tried to keep her focus on the anchor, but having him mention the day of her parents' funeral was unsettling.

"I remember you asked me if I was an orphan too. You were the saddest little thing. I said yes, and you held out your flower to me, saying I could have it." 

Mary didn't remember any of that. She'd been only four when her parents died. She remembered the funeral a little: sitting beside Gran, her feet dangling off the chair, knowing she had to be quiet. Mommy and Daddy were asleep in the coffins, and they weren't going to wake up. They were in Heaven. She remembered being sad. She remembered all the flowers and thinking they were pretty. She didn't remember getting a flower, but she believed the ghost. Purple irises had been her mother's favorite. 

"Mary?" Gran asked. She looked troubled. 

Mary realized she'd stopped and was just staring into space. She blinked and pushed away the memories, then went to the back of the kitchen. She saw a spatula hanging on the wall. It had "Snyder Diner 1975" engraved on it. She took it down.

"Hey, what are you doing?"

The buzz of the object only confirmed her suspicions. She had the anchor. 

"I'm sorry, but it's time for you to go," she said.

"But this is my diner!"

"Not anymore." 

"Kid, I don't want to argue with you--"

"Then don't. Let's go."

The ghost might have not wanted to argue, but he was ready to put up a fight.

Pots tipped over and spilled their contents into her path. Red marinara sauce coated the floor, while half-cooked noodles were hurled at the walls. Mary froze as food flew around her. She wasn't scared, but if she took a step, she knew she'd get splattered with something. 

"That is quite enough!" Gran shouted.

Food stopped flying across the room.

"I don't want to leave."

"Didn't you sell this place? Stop being a hypocrite," Gran said.

Mary blinked and waited for the ghost to respond. He didn't.

"Well, Harvey Callox?" Gran had her hands on her hips.

"Where else am I supposed to haunt?" Harvey asked. 

"You don't have to haunt anyplace. You could move on," Mary offered.

"Move where? This is all I've ever known."

Mary grimaced. She wished ghosts wouldn't always ask that. She didn't know where ghosts went when they moved on. She just knew that they should.  

"For the time being, you can come home with us," Gran said.

Mary grimaced more. She didn't like the idea of strange ghosts wandering around their home. It didn't help that the last ghost they'd allowed into their home had drugged and betrayed them. 

Harvey didn't answer. 

Mary took a chance and carefully tiptoed through the spilled food. When she reached Gran and the exit, she held up the spatula and lifted her shoulders. She wasn't sure if she should just go outside or not. Harvey wasn't arguing or resisting, but he hadn't actually agreed to their offer, either. 

Gran took the spatula and stuffed it into her purse. Her bag was quite big. It disappeared inside it. Harvey still didn't protest.

They went outside where Maggie and her kitchen staff were waiting. 

"It's okay to go back in. Everything is fine now, but there's quite a mess," Gran told them.

The staff turned to check with Maggie. She motioned for all of them to go back inside. "Clean up and start redoing everything. We've got a lot of hungry people in there. Wait staff, make sure everyone at least has bread sticks."

Everyone hustled back inside except for Maggie. She stayed outside with Mary and Gran. "You said tonight would be a roaring success."

"The night's not over yet," Gran said.

Maggie didn't look convinced. "What happened? Was it a curse?"

Gran shook her head. "No. Just something left over from the previous owner."

Maggie's face became worried. "Should I get a priest to bless the kitchen?"

"Only if it would make you feel better."

Without a farewell, Maggie went back inside.

Mary and Gran headed toward the car. 

"Do you think she'll ever come see you again?" Mary asked.

"Oh, she'll be by for her regular appointment. I'm not worried."

"I want to stay with my diner."

"It's not your diner anymore. It's not a diner even. Times change."

Harvey harrumphed but didn't say anything more.

"Well, I guess we should head home," Gran said.

Mary's stomach rumbled.

"After we stop by a McDonald's," Gran amended.

"Fast food is trash food. They can't fix a good hamburger to save them."

"Well, what we were going to have was ruined," Mary said.

Harvey didn't respond.

On their way home, they went through a drive-thru. Thankfully, Harvey stayed quiet. Mary snuck a few fries, but was afraid to dig into her meal in case the ghost decided to mess with it.

When they reached the house, they left the spatula in the car. 

"Are you sure we should leave him in there?" Mary asked, concerned for the station wagon.

"I'll bring him in after we eat."

She nodded and flipped her mental switch off and went back to being normal. Well, "normal" being a relative term. She did homework for the next few hours, not relying on the homework fairy this time, though she would always believe, no matter the continued lack of evidence.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

Firefighter Ballerina

 

 

Friday, though a school day, always seemed like a good day to Mary, the promise of the weekend sweetening every minute of it, especially as each minute ticked by. Even a visit to Mr. Landa's office couldn't ruin the day for her. 

Her appointment was during third period. She went to his office prepared to report that she was going to a high school party that night, to see the school play the next, and to visit old people on Sunday. All normal teenage things, except that she was actually investigating a possession, but she didn't need to bore Mr. Landa with that. 

"How's your week been?" Mr. Landa asked as an opener.

Mary shrugged casually. "Fine. Same old, same old." No need to bore him with the cranky dead short order cook. 

"Your grandmother called me this morning."

Now, that mildly alarmed Mary. Gran, as far as she knew, had never called Mr. Landa, though he had called her plenty of times. 

"She was asking about colleges, wondering about financial aid."

Mary relaxed. "I told her I was fine going to SCC."

Mr. Landa nodded. "Yes, but you don't have to go there. Many colleges offer excellent financial aid packages that you could qualify for."

"I could. It doesn't mean I will."

"Well, you certainly won't if you don't apply. I'm happy to help you look at colleges and universities. What we need to know first is what you'd like to study."

Mr. Landa was doing his best to kill her Friday buzz. Every minute seemed to be plodding along now, rather than skipping merrily by. 

"I don't know. I figured I'd major in whatever I get the best grades in."

Mr. Landa frowned. "This doesn't seem like you."

"Why?" she asked flatly.

"Because you've always had a strong sense of yourself. You've never gone with the flow, so to speak."

She shrugged again, though it was a bit defensive. "I don't know what I want to study. Anything that'll guarantee me a good job is fine."

"Your grandmother did mention that you seemed to be a bit lost when it came to your future."

Mary crossed her arms and stared at the front of Mr. Landa's desk. She didn't know why everyone was assuming she knew what she wanted to do with her life. Why did she have to have a plan? 

Mr. Landa held out an iPad. "Here. Fill this out, and maybe it'll give us some ideas."

Mary took the device. On the screen was a website called Career Aptitude Test. It had a series of multiple-choice questions on the first page asking about her skills. Gran had told her that she'd taken one of these when she was in high school, and it had suggested she be a librarian. Gran had hated the idea. Mary had to admit she couldn't imagine Gran as a librarian either, and she wondered what the test would say for her. 

All of the bubbles by default were set to Average. She left most of them that way. She did change the ones that indicated a need to work with others to Low. The next set of questions was about her interests. That was almost as bad as asking her what she wanted to do. 

She considered the list and tried to determine her answers. She put her interest in the culinary field to "no interest at all", and the same with medical. The business option, she made highest. And with a small spark of mischief, she answered that she was very interested in working in an office and working outdoors, curious to see what the questionnaire would make of that. 

Next was Style of Work. She changed almost all the bubbles in the section, leaving hardly any at Average. She liked independence, she was dependable, persistent, and didn't want to rely on others or care about making them happy. 

Next was Values, and again she rated Low anything with a whiff of having to work with others. Then she stared at the minimum salary question. Why wouldn't everyone just pick the highest option? She did initially, but then scaled it back, figuring she should be more realistic, especially since she had no plan to pursue an education beyond a bachelor's degree. 

She clicked Submit, and a list of careers appeared. A lot of them had "engineer" in the title. She scanned the list. The only careers that sparked any interest in her were zoologist and wildlife biologist, but she didn't take those seriously. Every kid at some point wanted to be a vet, but she knew that was just a childish dream. 

She backed through the questionnaire to recheck her answers. She'd indicated a low interest in science and computers, but the questionnaire still suggested engineering jobs to her. In a fit of pique, she changed the minimum salary to the highest setting of $100,000. The list changed completely, and now it included things like urologist and petroleum engineer. But also pharmacist, which she didn't hate. 

"Anything good?" Mr. Landa asked.

Mary didn't answer immediately. Robotics technician intrigued her, mostly because she'd never heard of it. She tapped the title for more info and scanned the listed tasks and key skills required for it. She'd need to learn a lot about computers and mechanics to do the job, and those things held no interest for her.

She sighed and set the iPad in her lap. "I don't know. It says I should be an engineer of some sort, but the careers without that in the title were the ones that intrigued me, except for urologist. I'm not going to work with pee."

"Which ones did catch your eye?"

"Zoologist, pharmacist, and robotics technician." 

Mr. Landa nodded. "Those are all good."

Mary shook her head. "They sound interesting, but for other people. Like, if I met somebody and they said they were one of those things, I'd like to hear them talk about their job, but I don't want to study any of them."

Mr. Landa was quiet for a moment. "Mary, are you sure you're not worried about whether you can do these jobs, rather than if you want to do them?"

She didn't like the sound of that question. "What do you mean?"

"Are you worried that you might not like one of these fields, or are you worried you'll fail if you pick one?"

"I'm not dumb," she said.

Mr. Landa nodded. "I know you're not, but I get the sense that you're not choosing a field because you think you can't handle it. Why would you think that?"

"That's assuming I am," Mary countered. "I just don't know. Can't someone just not know? Does everybody know what they want to do in life?"

Mr. Landa sighed. "No, not everyone knows what they want to do, but they usually have at least a sliver of an idea. And you've always struck me as someone who knows what she wants. I'm just perplexed about why you don't know what you want to do with your life."

"Fine. I'll be a pharmacist. I'm pretty sure SCC offers a program that preps for that."

Mr. Landa sighed again and shook his head. "I don't want to antagonize you, Mary. I'm just trying to help you. Career counseling is part of my job."

Mary made herself calm down. Mr. Landa was trying to help her. He wasn't pushing her toward anything. He was being pretty chill, actually. But she didn't know what she wanted to be when she grew up, and she suspected the reason she couldn't pick a career was because of her ability. She might have control of it now, but she'd assumed that she'd always hear ghosts and that they'd always plague her, making normal life impossible. She still felt like a freak, not allowed to have normal dreams and aspirations. She needed to come to terms with the idea that she could be normal, that she could have a job and a home. That she didn't need to worry about the dead. 

"I think I just need more time to think. Is that bad?"

"Of course not. This shouldn't be a stressful decision. It should be exciting and make you eager about the future. Take your time. Maybe write in a journal to help yourself sort out what you're thinking. You'll figure it out. I'm sure of it."

The bell for lunch rang. 

"All right," Mr. Landa said. "Go enjoy the rest of your Friday. Don't worry about this. And don't ever think that you can't do something. You can study whatever you want, anywhere you want. Nothing's set in stone."

Mary rose to her feet. "Thanks, Mr. Landa. I'll keep that in mind."

Mary was the first one to reach the art room, so she claimed a table. A minute later, Kyle, Rachel, and Taryn arrived together. Mary waved to them. 

"How'd you get here before us?" Rachel asked. She knew Mary's third period class was the farthest from the art room.

"I had an appointment with Mr. Landa."

"Go okay?" Kyle asked.

She shrugged. "Yeah, it was fine. We talked about college and stuff." 

She didn't really want to get into it, since all of her friends knew exactly what they wanted to be when they grew up. Kyle wanted to be an accountant, which she still found very sweet; Rachel wanted to be a coroner, which freaked her out; and Taryn wanted to be an actress, which seemed perfect for her. Mary was the odd girl out. 

"How'd the trip to the nursing home go?" Rachel asked.

"You'll never guess who his grandma is," Mary said. 

Rachel had Mrs. Loeser too in middle school. She'd sent Rachel to the principal's office as well, once for her hair being "inappropriate". She'd been rocking a half-shaved head with long purple hair on the other half. There was nothing in the dress code about students' hair to get Rachel in trouble, but Mrs. Loeser had argued that it was too distracting and could catch on fire. The "catch on fire" bit had been pretty funny, except that Rachel's dad hadn't found it funny. Rachel had been transferred to a different science teacher's class. Mary wished Rachel's dad could've done the same for her.

"Who?" Rachel asked.

"Mrs. Loeser."

"Loeser the Loser?" Rachel said in disbelief.

Mary nodded.

"Oh man, what happened?"

"Who?" Kyle asked. 

Taryn didn't know either. She'd gone to a different middle school than the girls.

"She was our seventh grade science teacher and totally evil," Rachel said.

"Evil how?" Taryn asked.

Mary shook her head. "I don't want to--"

Rachel cut-in, "She said Mary was a Satanist."

Mary sighed and dropped her head.

"What?" Kyle asked. 

"And she always made Mary work alone on her projects."

"She could do that?" Kyle said.

"I wanted to work alone," Mary interjected.

"Still, she was awful," Rachel said.

She could agree with that.

"What'd she say when she saw you?"

Mary hedged the truth. "It was fine. She doesn't remember me. She's got a boyfriend there."

"Aw," Taryn said. Rachel, though, was giving Mary a knowing look. She knew there was more than Mary was saying.

Mary needed to change the subject. "Anyway, what time's the party tonight?"

"Eight," Kyle said.

"Do we need to bring anything?"

He grinned. "What?" 

Mary scrunched her nose. "You know, like chips or something?"

Kyle shook his head. "No, we don't. All that's covered."

"Okay," she said. 

"Is this your first high school party?" he asked.

Mary hunched her shoulders. "Uh, yeah. I'm usually on the 'Do Not Admit', not the guest list."

"Well, it'll be fine. Tyler's going to order a bunch of pizzas, and there'll be music and sodas. Don't worry. It'll be fun."

Mary wasn't exactly worried, but there was a knot in her stomach. She wished Rachel and Taryn were going, but they had final dress rehearsal. Mary would probably know most of the kids there, but she was pretty sure she wouldn't like them, and they wouldn't like her. But Kyle wanted to go. These were his friends. She had to make an effort.

When the bell rang, they split up. Mary was on her way to class when Rachel grabbed her elbow and pulled her into the bathroom. "Let's talk," she said as she steered Mary to the back of the restroom.

Mary knew Rachel had let her off too easy about Gentry House. 

"What's up?" Mary asked innocently.

"When are you going back to Gentry House?" 

"What makes you think I'm going back?"

"Because the Loser is obviously possessed, and you're going to help her despite her evilness."

"What? Where'd you get that from?"

Rachel crossed her arms, unimpressed with Mary's act. "Mona Loeser made your life hell. The fact that you could say the trip was fine means something is going on."

"Fine. I'm going back Sunday to see her. I'm not sure what's going on though." 

"I'm going with you."

"You don't need to. Eddie will be with me."

"So, the freshman is invited, but not me?" Rachel asked, sounding affronted.

"It's his grandmother. I don't know what's up with her, but I'll figure it out."

"What's there to figure out?"

"Just something odd with her."

"Odd how?"

Rachel wasn't going to let her leave until she told her. "Okay, fine." Mary sighed. "Eddie's grandmother is a little possessed."

"A little possessed?"

"Yeah. When I shook her hand, I sensed that she had an anchor on her. That's why I want to go back. You can meet us there at ten o'clock, but don't tell Gran. I'm serious. She hates nursing homes, and I don't want to upset her."

Rachel uncrossed her arms. "Okay, I won't tell Gran, but I'm coming."

Mary sighed. "Fine. I'll see you there."

"Or I can pick you up, doofus."

"Oh, right. Yeah, that would be helpful."

"Good. Sunday then." Rachel tilted her head. "Mary, do you trust me?"

"What? Of course I do!"

"Then why'd you try to hide what's going on?"

Mary frowned. "Because I don't want to get anyone in trouble. I don't know if this will be dangerous, but there's no need to take the chance."

"And your safety doesn't matter?"

"I can take care of myself."

"Like in Alabama? Like with Ricky? Like the Shadowman?"

"Okay, you have a point."

"I think I have more than one."

"Fine, yes, but I'm not planning to do anything more than talk to Loeser. She has Alzheimer's. She may honestly not remember me. She may be a nicer person now." 

"Yeah. She's totally possessed."

Mary's shoulders slumped. 

The bell rang.

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

Mary was standing in front of her mirror, staring at herself. She'd put on a red satin tank top, a black pair of jeans, and her Docs. She'd applied eyeliner, mascara, foundation, powder, and lip gloss, and for decoration had on earrings, a necklace, and several rings. Usually, she'd be pleased with how she looked, but tonight she felt thoroughly wrong. She knew she'd stick out. None of the other girls would look like her. 

She tugged at the bottom of her top, wishing she had something girlier, but she wasn't sure what. Maybe something with flowers? Something pastel, at least. The deep crimson looked good on her, but it wasn't a color any of the other girls would be wearing. 

She groaned and forced herself to let go of the top. Why was she worried about what the other girls would be wearing? Even if she showed up in something that looked like it had come out of one of their closets, they still wouldn't talk to her. And did she really want to talk to them? 

Kyle's truck horn sounded from the driveway. It was five to eight. She slipped on her jacket and went downstairs.

"Have fun! And remember midnight!" Gran called from the living room. 

"Sure thing, Gran. Thanks!" she called back, then went out through the kitchen. 

Kyle gave her a big smile when she slid into the truck. 

"You look great," he said.

Some of her tension and worry melted away at his words. "Thanks, you look…like yourself," she finished, frowning. He was wearing the same clothes he'd had on at school. 

"Uh, yeah. That's usually the look I go for."

She rolled her eyes. Then she slipped off her earrings and pulled off her rings.

"What are you doing? Those looked nice," he said.

"I overdid it."

"No, you look great."

She shook her head. "Everyone will be in their school clothes, won't they?"

Kyle lifted his shoulders. "I think so. But, so what?"

She didn't reply. She stared out the window. All of the makeup she'd put on felt heavy on her face. She felt like a fool. And she'd look like one to everyone there.

"Mary?"

Tonight was for Kyle, she reminded herself. He barely asked her for anything, so she needed to not screw this up. She wanted him to have a good time.

She shook off her disappointment and smiled at him. "What?"

"Are you okay?"

She widened her smile. "Yep. Sorry. I'm pretty nervous, but I'll do better."

Her smile must have looked pretty fake. "If you don't wanna go--"

She shook her head to cut him off. "No! I want to. It's just that I've never been to a party, like I said. I'll be fine."

He didn't seem convinced. 

"Kyle, it's okay. I swear."

He relented a little. "Okay, but just say the word, and we'll leave."

She nodded and scooted over toward him, and he lifted his arm and put it around her shoulders. She had to remember that she wasn't on her own. Her friends might not be there, but her boyfriend was. She really had to get used to that idea. 

She would've known which house they were going to without Kyle's guidance. Cars were crowded around the two-story brick home, and a deep bass was emanating from it. Kyle had to park the truck a little ways down the street. When they got out, he put his arm around her shoulders again. She leaned against him, and together they walked toward the sub-audio thumping.

As they walked up the stone pathway to the house, the front door flew open.  

"Prom King, get your ass in here!" Tyler yelled.

Kyle's face cracked into a wide grin. "Hey man, did you pay off the neighbors, or are the cops going to be part of the entertainment?"

The two guys grabbed hands and bumped chests. Mary stood to the side and watched. She felt a touch awkward no longer being under Kyle's arm. 

"Hey, they can't get mad. I did invite them," Tyler said as he pulled Kyle into the house. 

Mary trailed behind, but stopped to close the front door. Tyler and Kyle kept going and disappeared into the living room. Various teens were scattered around. Mary recognized some of them as classmates. Teens were sitting on the stairs talking or leaning in doorways. Everyone was holding red plastic cups.

Mary could smell the beer all around her. She didn't like the smell. She'd tried beer once when she was little, when Gran had taken her to some cookout. She couldn't remember anything except picking up a half-full bottle and taking a sip. She'd quickly put the bottle back down and gone in search of something to wash the taste away. She'd had no interest in the beverage since.

She went to the living room to catch up with Kyle and found him in the middle of the couch with Tyler on one side and another boy sitting on the other. They were each holding a controller and were already playing some video game with a group of guys standing behind the sofa watching. 

Pizza boxes were scattered around the room. Mary lifted the lid of the one closest to her and found a sad slice of pepperoni inside. She let the lid fall closed. She hadn't eaten dinner, and she understood now that she'd made a mistake. She searched through a few more pizza boxes, but most of them were completely empty. She found one whole pizza untouched, but the anchovies scattered across it made it abundantly clear why.

There was an uproar from the sofa as the guys reacted to something on-screen. She glanced over, but couldn't decipher what was going on. 

A group of girls was standing loosely gathered on the other side of the room. Most of them had their phones out and were texting, not talking to the people around them. Was this a typical high school party? If so, Mary didn't think she'd been missing anything. 

With Kyle entrenched on the sofa, she decided to wander around the house. She left the living room and found herself in the kitchen. There was more food out here, but all of it of the snack variety. She picked up a bag of chips and picked a few out to eat. 

"Hey, you thirsty?" a guy asked.

He held out a red plastic cup to her. She didn't recognize the guy, but he was wearing a NCU pullover. She peered into the cup and saw it contained beer. She shook her head. 

"Are there any sodas?" 

"Really?" he asked in disbelief.

She rolled her eyes. "I don't like beer."

He pulled a can of Coke out of the fridge and popped it open for her. She took it with a nod of thanks.

"I haven't seen you before," he said.

She took a sip. "I haven't seen you, either. You don't go to Eastern Snyder?"

"I did." He tugged at the front of the pullover. "I'm a second year at NCU now. I'm Tyler's older brother Chad."

"Are you supposed to be the chaperone?" 

He grinned. "Yeah, I'm crap at it."

A group came into the kitchen, all headed for the keg. Chad moved out of their way, closer to Mary's side. "Hey, wanna go outside?" he asked. 

The group of teens, all seniors at her school, started spraying each other with beer from the keg. 

"Yeah, outside sounds good," Mary said, eager to avoid being sprayed. They were right by the patio doors. 

They slipped out. No one was on the patio. They watched the seniors horseplay with the alcohol. 

"I should probably be breaking that up," Chad said.

"Yeah, because otherwise you're gonna be cleaning it up," Mary agreed.

Chad grimaced and turned his back to the glass doors. "I'll worry about it tomorrow. And yell at Tyler to clean it up."

Mary grinned and took another sip of her soda. "What are you studying?" she asked.

"No, you're supposed to ask, 'What's your major?'" Chad said.

She huffed lightly. "Fine. What's your major?"

Chad grinned and leaned back against the glass door. "Haven't picked one yet."

She relaxed. "Thank God. Are your parents hounding you about it? My gran is already hounding me."

He shrugged. "Not really. I'm leaning toward finance, but I'll figure it out with my advisor."

"Advisor?"

"Yeah, you'll be assigned a professor as your advisor when you get to college. They help you pick your classes and stuff. Mine's pretty chill."

Mary filed away that bit of information. 

Chad crossed his arms and gave Mary a long look that made her a little uncomfortable. "So, did you just transfer in?"

Mary shook her head. "What? No. I've always gone to Eastern Snyder."

"Then why haven't I seen you before at a party? I'd remember meeting you."

Now Mary felt embarrassed. "I've never been invited. And I wasn't this time either. Kyle brought me as his plus-one."

Chad's jaw dropped. "Wait, you're... You're Kyle's girlfriend," he said. She could tell he'd almost blurted something else out.

"You mean Scary Mary? Yeah, guilty as charged."

"But you're--" He waved his hand at her.

She looked down at herself. "I'm what? Human?"

"You know what I mean."

Mary didn't, or at least she refused to admit it. "No, I don't. Clue me in."

Chad's eyes slid away from her. "I think I need to check on everybody," he said, and then he strode back inside. 

Mary didn't try to stop him. She watched him go in and wander through the kitchen and out. 

She took another sip of her soda and checked her watch. Not even an hour had gone by. How long did she have to stay to earn her "good girlfriend" points? Two hours? She knew two was barely enough, but she couldn't handle the thought of staying longer than that. Well, maybe if she just stayed out here. It was quiet.

Yeah, standing by herself in the dark wasn't strange or anything. 

She sighed and reached for the door, but when she tried to turn the knob, it wouldn't turn. Had Chad locked her out on purpose? She wiggled the door handle. No one was currently in the kitchen. She sighed again.  

She left the patio and went around the house. Every light was on, so she didn't have any trouble finding her way. 

"Cy, stop it! We should go back inside."

"Nah, Vicky. I like it right here."

Mary stopped. She couldn't go any farther. Two people were embracing against the wall. Thankfully they were shrouded in shadow, so she couldn't see exactly what they were doing. She was grateful for that—otherwise, she'd have to poke out her eyes. 

She glanced back the way she'd come. She could go around the other side of the house. 

"Oh God, someone's here!" Vicky gasped.

Mary's shoulders slumped. She would rather not have been seen. 

"Don't worry. I'm leaving," she said as she turned away.

"Mary?" Cy asked.

"Yeah. Enjoy the party."

"What? Don't be stupid. You don't have to go."

"But it'd be polite," Vicky interjected.

"What are you doing out here?" Cy asked, ignoring Vicky's comment.

Mary sighed and turned back to them. "I got locked out. I think it was an accident. I was going around to go back in."

"Is Kyle here?"

"Of course he's here. He's playing a video game with Tyler and some of the other guys in the living room."

"He left you alone?"

"I'm not helpless."

"You got locked outside."

In a fake trembling voice, Mary said, "And I might die if I don't get back inside."

Cy smirked. Vicky looked back and forth between them, frowning. 

Mary held up a hand to hold off any further comments and walked quickly past them. "It's nothing. Sorry I disturbed you."

"Do you wanna hang out?" Cy asked.

Vicky let out an outraged sound.

Mary couldn't stop her disbelieving laugh. "No, I'm good. Enjoy your evening."

She quickened her pace and ducked around the corner. She was even more eager now to get back inside, if it meant not getting roped into spending time with Vicky. She really doubted the couple was going to go back to their make-out session, though. What was Cy thinking inviting her to hang out? 

As she opened the front door to go back in, she wondered, did she seem that helpless? Were her social skills so bad that Cy thought he had to give her pity attention?

She went into the living room. Kyle was no longer playing the video game. He was standing behind the sofa watching some other guys go at it. When he saw her enter, he held up his arm. She went over and slid underneath it.

"Where've you been?" he asked, giving her a light hug.

"Around. Your brother and Vicky are here."

"Of course they are."

"I met Chad."

Kyle grimaced. "Did he hit on you?"

"I think he planned to, but instead he locked me outside."

"What?"

She patted his chest reassuringly. "I'm kidding. It was an accident, but he knows I'm your girlfriend."

"Well, good."

She grinned. "Having fun?"

"Yeah. Ready to go?"

"We haven't been here that long."

He shrugged. "Yeah, but this isn't your scene."

She frowned. She might not want to be here, but she didn't think her presence here was so terrible. "I really haven't been through the house. Is there anything else to do?"

Kyle grabbed her hand and twirled her around. "Don't know. Let's find out."

He held her hand high and pulled her out of the room, and they went across the foyer to the other side of the house. There, Kyle slid a wooden door open. The room inside was usually a home office, but tonight it had been rechristened as a make-out room. Five different couples were sitting on sofas and chairs or leaning against the walls, deeply involved in lip locks. Mary wondered if Cy and Vicky would eventually move there.

"Hmm," Kyle said.

Mary raised an eyebrow. "You interested?" She wasn't against the idea, though she would've preferred some privacy. 

He grinned and shook his head. "Nah, later." Then he winked.

Mary felt her cheeks heat up.

Kyle pulled her from that room to the next one. This was the dining room, but the furniture had been removed except for the china cabinet. The stereo was set up in there, and people were dancing in the open space. 

Chad was here, dancing up against a girl Mary knew was a senior, but she didn't know her name. She also thought the girl had a boyfriend.

Kyle pulled Mary back against him and moved with the music. She let herself be pulled into the dance. They were dancing a lot closer than when they had slow-danced at homecoming. 

Kyle put his arms around her waist and pressed his face against her ear. "Having fun?" he asked.

She didn't so much hear him as feel his words. She leaned back harder against him and arched her back. "Yep," she said. 

She felt good. Sexy, even. She put her hands above her head and swayed to the music. She'd never had the nerve to do this before, but having Kyle with her gave her the confidence.

She could feel Kyle's mouth stretch into a smile against her neck, and he squeezed her to him. 

She didn't know how long they would've touch-danced if Chad hadn't broken it up. Or, rather, if the boyfriend of the girl Chad was dancing with hadn't come in, seen another guy draped all over his girlfriend, and then punched said guy – Chad. Everyone hugged the wall as the boyfriend turned to yell at his girlfriend, but Chad didn't give him the chance. He tackled him to the floor.

"Oh Jesus," Kyle muttered, letting go of Mary and pushing her behind him.

The boyfriend appeared to have some friends at the party, because several moved to grab Chad. 

Tyler and one of his friends appeared from the other room. "Hey!" Tyler yelled, and moved to stop the boyfriend's friends. It was shaping up to be a brawl.  

Mary would've been fine watching all this go down without worrying about who got hurt, but when Kyle joined in, she was having none of that. She knew he only wanted to help his friends, but jumping into the middle of this mess was not the way to go. 

Kyle was trying to pull a guy off Tyler and got shoved hard from the side. He stumbled back and hit the china cabinet. He straightened and shoved the guy who'd shoved him. It was only a matter of time before punches started flying. Mary couldn't watch Kyle get hurt. She had to do something.

She went to the kitchen and found the fire extinguisher. She took it down off its hook and went back to the dining room. Nothing was on fire, but it was good for putting out idiocy too. 

She pulled the pin and let it rip, spraying Chad and the boyfriend first. They jumped apart. She blasted the other guys involved as well. Except Kyle, of course. 

"What do you think you're doing?" the girlfriend demanded.

Mary sprayed her too. She screeched and shielded her face with her hands. The people who'd been watching started laughing. Mary turned and sprayed their feet, making them jump. 

No one was fighting any more. Everyone was glaring at her.

Kyle took hold of her elbow and tugged. "Mary, I think we should go."

"Yeah, I think so too. The tank's almost empty." 

She dropped the extinguisher and took Kyle's hand, and they ran out of there, all the way to Kyle's truck. 

When they reached it, Mary leaned against the grill, panting. When she caught Kyle's eye, laughter bubbled up and she couldn't stop it. She doubled over, clutching her sides as she laughed. Kyle leaned up against the grill beside her and started laughing too.

"I think I know what you should be when you grow up," Kyle said, catching his breath.

"What? A firefighter ballerina? Do they exist?" 

"No, I was thinking you could have a very successful career as a bouncer."

Mary snorted and shook her head. "I wouldn't have bothered if you hadn't jumped in. I can't have anyone punching that pretty face."

"This pretty face?" He pointed at himself and leaning in closer to her.

She put her arms around his neck. "Yep, this pretty face. I like it just the way it is."

"I admit, I've gotten used to it this way too." 

He leaned down and kissed her. 

When he pulled back, she smiled up at him.

"So, do you think I'll ever be invited to one of these parties again?" she asked.

"One? No. All? Definitely. You've gotta figure out how you're gonna top tonight, though."

"Hmm. If Chad's there, I'm sure I'll get some inspiration."

"He is something else."

"So, what now?" 

Kyle let her go and went to the driver's side door. "Anywhere else you want to go?" 

Mary dropped her eyes to think about it. When she looked at Kyle again, she could feel the nervous blush spreading across her cheeks, but she didn't stutter or pause when she spoke. "How about The Bluff?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

Bluffing

 

 

It was only called The Bluff, but everyone knew where it was and what it was for. It was a certified make-out location. Mary had never been there. Honestly, she'd never thought she'd ever go there, especially for the intended purpose. But she wanted to go tonight with Kyle.   

Kyle's grin widened. "The Bluff, huh? Now, why would you want to go there?" 

"I've heard it has a really nice view of town."

"A nice view, huh?"

She nodded innocently.

"You'll have to give me directions. I've never been there."

Mary gave him a shrewd look. Were they still playing? 

"Um, I've never been there either. But I know where it is," she said uncertainly.

Kyle's eyes softened. "Let's go," he said.

She slid into the truck. She still felt a little unsure whether Kyle was teasing her or not. 

He started the truck and stretched his arm across the top of the bench seat. He brushed his fingers against her shoulder.

"Hey, if you've changed your mind, it's cool."

"Have you really never gone there before?" she asked.

She didn't know why that mattered. It wasn't like she was jealous, but she wanted to know. 

He continued to brush his knuckles against her shoulder. "No, I wasn't joking."

She let herself relax a little.

But the question of whether Kyle had ever gone to The Bluff brought other questions to mind. Mary hoped he wouldn't mind her asking them. "Have you had many girlfriends?"

Kyle glanced over at her. The dashboard lights picked out his eyes. "No. You?"

"Nope, no girlfriends for me either," she said.

"Hardy har. You know what I mean."

She did, and if it wasn't painfully apparent already, he needed to know. Then maybe he'd grade her on a curve or something. "You're my first boyfriend." 

"Well, you're my first girlfriend." 

"But you've dated other girls," she said. 

When the school year had first started, he'd hung around Vicky pretty heavily. She was sure they'd gone out at least once, the one time she was sure of being the Ouija board incident at his house. That might not have been a good date, but it had still been a date. 

"Yeah, I guess I've gone out with a few girls. Nothing serious."

"Well, you know you were my first kiss."

"I do? I mean, I was?" he asked in surprise.

"Um, yeah," she said.

"I didn't know," he said quietly. 

His knuckles continued to stroke her shoulder. She was sure she hadn't been his first kiss, but she didn't want to ask who was. What if it was Vicky? She couldn't handle knowing that. 

Mary wasn't sure if it was good or bad that the inside of the truck was dark. She was glad that Kyle couldn't clearly see her, because she felt like her face might be set to permanent blush, but it was bad because she couldn't see his face to read it. 

And she wasn't sure if it was good or bad that in the dark, he felt closer to her. She hadn't moved from her side of the truck, but it felt like he was right there and his fingers stroking her shoulder felt bigger than normal. Like her body was just that shoulder now. 

"Turn left here," she said. Kyle did, and they were now on the dead-end road leading to The Bluff. Just being on the road leading to it made Mary's heart speed up. 

The road was narrow, and it didn't have any lines. Kyle slowed the truck down to navigate the unfamiliar road. 

"This is kinda spooky," he said.

Mary thought that was a funny thing to say. She turned to tease him when he hit the brakes hard, and she had to grab the dashboard to stop from lurching forward.

"Jesus, where'd she come from?" Kyle said, staring at the road.

Mona stood in the light of the truck's high beams, wearing only a nightgown. 

"Oh my God, what is she doing out here?" Mary unhooked her seatbelt and hopped out of the truck.

"Mary? What--"

She didn't pause to explain to Kyle. She went to the front of the truck, then held out her hand to approach the elderly woman cautiously. "Mona? What are you doing out here?" she asked.

Mona blinked her watery eyes and peered at her. "Shelley, is that you?" she asked.

"No, Mona. It's Mary. Eddie's friend. Do you remember me? We met yesterday."

"Shelley, where's Ed? He was supposed to take me out dancing, but he's disappeared."

Mary was confused. She didn't know why Eddie would take out his grandma and lose her. 

Kyle got out of the truck and joined them. "Ma'am, are you all right?" he asked.

Mona blinked and looked at Kyle for a second. Her mouth stretched into a wide, lascivious smile. "Well, aren't you a handsome devil." 

Mary's nose wrinkled. That had sounded rather flirtatious. "Mona, what are you doing out here?" she asked.

Mona continued to smile at Kyle as she twisted back and forth. "I was dancing. Do you like to dance?" she asked him.

"Yes, ma'am. Would you like to go dancing?" he asked.

"Oh, stop calling me 'ma'am'. I'm not that much older than you," she said.

"All right, Mona. Wanna go dancing?"

Mona held out her hand, palm down. Kyle took it with an uncertain look at Mary. He wasn't sure what to do now. 

"Let's all get in the truck and go to Gentry House," Mary said.

Mona frowned. "That place is boring. Let's go to the Moose Lodge. I'm sure they have a band tonight."

"Anywhere you want, Mona," Kyle said.

Mona took a step closer to him, held up her hand, and whispered in his ear. His eyes bulged, and he quickly shook his head.

"Sorry, Mona, but I'm Shelley's ride. We can't leave her out here."

Mona pouted.

She was lucky Mary had dropped the fire extinguisher. Mona might have been a septuagenarian, but that didn't mean she couldn't get sprayed.

Mona insisted on sitting beside Kyle. Very close to Kyle. They let her, but Mary kept a close eye on Mona's hands. She didn't trust the old woman to behave in the slightest. 

"To the Moose Lodge!" Mona crowed.

Kyle put his arm along the bench seat to look behind them so he could turn the truck around. He reached over and tugged Mary's hair. She leaned back and looked him in the eye behind Mona's head. He blew her a kiss. 

Mona grabbed his outstretched arm and curled it around her shoulders with a girlish giggle. "What's your name, soldier?" she asked.

"Kyle Asher, but I'm not in the service. I'm still in high school."

"Ooh, high school. Do you play a sport? You look like you'd do very well at all of them. You're very fit."

Mary had to grit her teeth. Eddie's grandma was flirting with her boyfriend way too much. But... was this Eddie's grandma? 

She switched on her ability and touched Mona's arm. "Mona, how long have you been dating Ed?"

Mona shrugged off her hand. "Oh, we aren't going steady. He's a nice boy. But I wouldn't say no to something nicer." She leaned into Kyle's side and smiled up at him. 

Mary let her hand fall away. She'd felt no buzz when she touched Mona, so the elderly woman wasn't possessed at the moment. It was really Mrs. Loeser hitting on Kyle. Mary let herself finally start to see the humor in it.

"Kyle is nice. I'm so glad we're going steady," Mary said, reaching across the bench seat to run her fingers through the back of his hair. 

He pushed his head back against her hand, and in the dim light of the dash, Mary could see Mona's frown. 

"You're so young. No need to settle down now," Mona said to him. "Play the field. Sow those wild oats!"

Mary had to remind herself that Mona was a harmless elderly woman and Mary could easily take her in a fight.

"No need. I'm with the one I want," Kyle said. 

Mary's eyes widened. She turned to him, but he had his eyes on the road. His face was relaxed, though, with a smile tugging at his lips. 

Mona blew a long raspberry. "Booor-ing. I hope there are more exciting men at the lodge. How do I look, Shelley?" 

Mary hoped Shelley had lived a long, wonderful life, married a fabulous man, and had a bunch of children. The real Shelley might have told Mona the truth—or maybe not. 

"You look fine," Mary said.

In truth, Mona had some scratches on her arms, and her slippers were filthy. If she'd wandered all the way from Gentry House to Bluff Road, she'd had to have walked a couple of miles through forest and nasty underbrush. It was lucky they'd come upon her. The night was cooling down swiftly, and there was the threat of frost.

Kyle tugged Mary's hair. She looked over at him in surprise. "Which way?" he mouthed to her in the dim light.

They were back in town. Mary peered around to get oriented. Silently, she pointed left at the intersection they were approaching. Kyle put his blinker on. 

Mona was quiet, and Mary peered at her in the darkness. Her head was resting against Kyle's shoulder, and her eyes were closed. It was after ten o'clock. Mary suspected Mona's bedtime was usually something earlier than that. 

"Turn right onto Plimpton," she said quietly. 

Kyle reached across and stroked the back of her neck. Mona began to snore.

"This is the street. Turn right here," Mary said.

Kyle did, and they saw multiple flashing blue lights.  

"What should we do?" Kyle asked.

"Pull up as close as you can. Hopefully she won't get upset. Maybe there'll be a cute cop."

Kyle grinned. They pulled up behind a police car.

Mary gently shook Mona to rouse her. "Mona, we're home."

Mona straightened and looked around in confusion. "Where am I?" she asked.

"I'll go and see about getting some help," Kyle said.

Mary watched him leave the truck and approach a police officer. The cop shined his flashlight in Kyle's face. Mary couldn't hear what they were saying, but the flashlight turned toward the truck.

"Who are you?" Mona asked. She sounded frightened. 

"I'm Mary, your grandson Eddie's friend. He brought me by to see you. Do you remember?"

Mona shook her head. Kyle and the police officer were coming toward the truck.

"I want to go home," Mona said in a quavering voice.

"I know. We're almost there. A policeman is going to help you. Okay?" Mary said, hoping to keep Mona from getting upset.

Mona peered out the windshield uncertainly. 

"Mona, what do you remember?" Mary asked gently. 

"Remember?" Mona asked.

Mary frowned. She wasn't sure how to ask Mona about the possession without scaring her. "Do you ever feel not like yourself?"

Mona blinked a lot as she considered the question. "Sometimes? I forget things."

Mary nodded. Mona suddenly leaned in close and peered into Mary's face. Mary leaned back uncomfortably. 

"Mona?"

"That's Mrs. Loeser to you. What am I doing here? Why am I wearing only my nightgown? Did you kidnap me?"

"No. We found you, remember? Out on Bluff Road?"

Mona shook her head. "Preposterous. Why would I be out there?"

"You were confused."

"You put a spell on me, didn't you? You are a Satanist."

Mary clenched her jaw. It seemed like the worst bits of Mona's memory were returning. "No, you were lost. My boyfriend and I brought you back. You kept calling me Shelley."

"What? How do you know Shelley?"

"I don't. You kept calling me that."

Mona blinked uncertainly. "I did? Why would I..." She trailed off and looked around, befuddled.

"Mrs. Loeser, do you want to get out? Can you see Gentry House just up ahead?" 

Mona peered out the windshield uncertainly. 

Mary opened the door and slid out of the truck. She held the door open and held out her hand to help Mona down. 

Mona appeared confused again, and a bit frightened. All of Mary's ire disappeared as she watched Mona's darting eyes. Mona's hand was shaking a little as she reached out and clasped Mary's hand. 

There were people coming up the sidewalk. They appeared to be staff from Gentry House. 

"Who are they?" Mona asked. 

"They're friends. They're here to help you."

"Help me with what?" Mona asked, clutching the front of her nightgown.

"Anything you want," Mary said.

"I want to go to bed."

Mary nodded. "That sounds like a good idea. You tell them that, and they'll make it happen."

Mona straightened, seemingly a little surer of herself. As the staff got closer, Mary thought the one in the center in a white coat was most likely a doctor. He took point as the group reached Mary and Mona.

"Mona? How are you feeling?" he asked.

"I'd like to go to bed," she said.

"Of course." 

He motioned to the two women in scrubs to come forward. They stepped forward and flanked her. Mona let them each take an arm, but she looked back at Mary uncertainly. 

"Everything will be okay," Mary assured her. 

Mona let the nurses draw her down the sidewalk toward Gentry House.

"Thank you so much for bringing her back," the doctor said, extending his hand to Mary.

She took it and limply shook it. 

Two police officers had joined them. One had a notepad out. "Where did you find Mrs. Loeser?" he asked Mary.

"On Bluff Road." 

He made a mark on his notepad. "Do you know Mrs. Loeser?" 

"She was my teacher in middle school." 

"Mary! I'm so glad you found her."

Eddie came running up to them, huffing for breath. The cop seemed to be satisfied and just walked away. Mary sighed in relief. 

"Yeah, but it's frightening that she wandered away," she said to him.

"What happened? Did she say anything?" Eddie asked.

"She called me Shelley. Are you named after your grandfather?"

"Yeah. I don't know who Shelley is. I'll ask my mom. Do you want to meet her?" 

Mary searched for Kyle. She spotted him with a police officer and caught his eye, then pointed at the entrance to the nursing home. He waved his hand for her to go on in. 

Eddie led the way into the day room. Mona was there. A middle-aged woman had her arm around Mona's shoulders, though Mona kept trying to shrug her off.

"I want to go dancing," she said. Then she saw Mary and reached out toward her. "Shelley, let's go. I'm sure there are lots of nice men at the Moose Lodge waiting to meet us."

The other woman turned to stare at Mary. 

"Sorry, Mona," Mary said, "but the Moose Lodge was shut down by the fire marshal tonight. Too many people." She didn't know if there even was still a Moose Lodge. She only vaguely knew what it was: a private club that people paid dues to join. 

Mona pouted. "Shut down? Oh, pooh. Well, I'm sure there's something somewhere. Your man can drive us around, and we'll find it."

Mary began to wonder how wild Mona had been when she was younger. If she had acted like this back then, she had to have been a party fiend. 

"Mona, honey, put this on. It's too chilly to be going around bare-shouldered."

That was Paula. Mary watched her bring the navy blue, crocheted shawl over to Mona and wrap it around her. She remembered seeing it on Mona when she'd come by with Eddie.

"It's freshly laundered," Paula said. "Feels nice, doesn't it?"

Mary watched as Mona pulled the shawl around herself. A fine shiver went through her. Mary knew what it meant. 

"Thank you, Paula." Mona turned to the other woman, who Mary guessed was Eddie's mom—Mona's daughter—and hugged her. "I'm so sorry, Carolyn."

"Mom?" Carolyn asked uncertainly.

"May I go to bed?" she asked.

Carolyn rubbed Mona's back. "Sure, Mom. Do you feel okay?"

Mona nodded, though she dropped her eyes. "I'm just tired. I'm sorry for upsetting everyone."

"Let's get you tucked in," Paula said.

Mona let Paula draw her away.

As they went past, Paula met Mary's gaze. Mary raised an eyebrow at her. Paula gave her a stern look back, but kept going. 

Carolyn let out a loud, noisy sigh. "Jesus," she said.

"Mom," Eddie said, "this is Mary. She's the one who brought Grandma back."

Carolyn stepped forward with her hands out to Mary. Mary let her take one of her hands. She squeezed Mary's hand tightly. "Thank you so much. I can't tell you what a relief it is that she was found safe."

"I'm glad I could help," Mary said.

Carolyn held Mary's hand a moment longer, then she let it go. "You don't look anything like Shelley," she said.

"Was she an old friend of your mother's?"

Carolyn nodded. "Yes, they were childhood friends. I remember her coming by when I was growing up, but she moved to California. She passed away a few years ago."

Mary nodded. She was a little creeped out by the idea that she'd been mistaken for a dead woman, even if they didn't look alike. 

"Well, thank you so much again. Do you go to school with Eddie?"

"Yeah. I'm a junior."

Carolyn nodded, but she appeared to be withdrawing, distracted by other matters. 

Mary stepped back to slip away. "It was nice meeting you, ma'am."

Eddie's mother nodded without looking at her. She'd pulled out her phone to check it. 

Mary backed out of the room, planning to find Kyle and go, but Eddie was still with her.

"So? Did you do it? Did you get rid of the ghost?" he asked.

She motioned for him to keep his voice down and ducked her head closer to him. "No, I didn't do anything. It was just random chance that Kyle and I found her."

"Come on. You just happened to find her?" he said sarcastically.

"What do you think I did? Kidnapped her? We were out driving and she appeared in the road in front of us."

"But she's herself. She's confused, but that was her," he said.

Mary had to give it to Eddie. He knew his grandma. 

"It's not like that. Listen, I'll come back to talk to her, but you gotta keep this to yourself."

"I know. I'm not stupid," he said.

Mary was sure he wasn't stupid, but she didn't think he understood. His grandma might have been herself, but she'd almost gotten herself killed because of it. 

She checked her watch. It was past eleven now. When Gran had given her the midnight curfew, Mary had assumed it was overly generous and that she would be home in plenty of time. She had to get going if she didn't want to be late.

"Eddie, I've gotta go. I'm still coming back on Sunday. Okay?"

"Yeah, sure."

She left Eddie in the day room and went in search of Kyle. He was still standing outside talking to a police officer, though it looked like they were only chatting. 

She sidled up to them. "Hey, ready to go?" she asked.

He gave her a grin. "Yeah. Everything okay?"

She nodded. 

He said goodbye to the cop, who held out his hand. Kyle shook it.

Mary had to admit she was a little in awe of Kyle. How he managed to get along with people was an amazing feat. She should probably take notes. 

Kyle offered his hand to her, and she linked hands with him to walk back.

"So, Mona's the grandma you met yesterday?" he asked.

Mary blew out a breath, trying to sort out what to say. "Yeah, that was her. And I mean that was all her."

"So, she's not possessed?"

"No, she is, but I'm beginning to wonder if maybe the ghost is helping her or something. It's weird."

"Huh."

They didn't talk again until they pulled up in front of Mary's house. It was quarter to midnight. 

They had fifteen minutes. She turned to Kyle, but she couldn't look directly at him.

"So, tonight was weird," she said. And wasn't that the story of her life? She'd wanted to give Kyle one normal evening, but fate liked to laugh at her. 

Kyle reached out and stroked her cheek. "I like weird." 

She pressed her cheek against his hand. "Then you're dating the right girl, I guess."

"Yeah, I am."

She lifted her eyes to his. He leaned over and kissed her. 

Mary raised her hands and put them on his neck. If they had been at The Bluff, she would've let herself fall back and let the kiss go further, but in the driveway of her home, she wasn't about to do more. Gran was liable to pop out at any moment and begin heckling them.

She pulled back. "Good night, Kyle."

He kissed her nose. "Sweet dreams, Mary."

She slid out of the truck and walked to the back door. When she reached it, she watched Kyle back out of the driveway.

As she went inside, she called out, "Gran, I'm home." 

"Did you have a good time?" Gran asked from the living room.

Mary joined her and flopped into the recliner. "Yeah, it was okay." She couldn't tell her about anything that had happened that night though.

Gran seemed to know that Mary wasn't telling her everything, but she let it slide. 

"How'd it go with Harvey?" Mary asked. She'd noticed the spatula sitting on the counter.

"Fine," Gran said. Now it was Mary's turn to know that Gran was holding something back, but she decided to let it slide too. It was only fair. 

"Well, I'm going to bed," she said, standing up.

Gran told her good night.

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

The next morning, Mary was awakened by the smell of pancakes. She grinned and hopped up from bed, looking forward to the hot breakfast. Gran must be in a good mood to be fixing pancakes. She opened the door to go downstairs and met Gran headed in the same direction.

They stopped and blinked at each other. 

"Oh Lord," Gran muttered, taking the lead down the stairs.

Mary followed, dubious of what they'd find in the kitchen.

They entered the kitchen to find two plates already set out with pancakes on them.

"Good morning, ladies."

"Harvey, what do you think you're doing?" Gran asked, going to the stove to check the burners. 

Mary slid into a chair and checked out the pancakes. They looked good. The syrup was already on the table as well. She took it and poured some on. 

"I thought I'd fix you a real breakfast. Bon appétit."

Mary cut up her pancakes and took a bite. They were good. Better than Gran made them, though Mary was not about to say that. She did make appreciative sounds as she chewed. 

Gran frowned, and Mary pointed at her chair, urging her to sit down.

The chair slid out by itself. 

Gran's frown deepened. She moved to the chair and sat. The syrup slid toward her.

"Harvey, you need to move on," Gran said.

"Why? I'm happy as I am." 

Mary stayed mum. She was enjoying the pancakes way too much. He'd also brewed coffee. She poured herself some and took a grateful sip. 

Gran frowned across the table at her. "You can't stay here," she said to Harvey.

"I promise to earn my keep."

Gran waited for Mary to speak. While Gran could get general impressions of what a ghost wanted, she couldn't have full conversations with them like Mary could. She wanted Mary to interpret. 

Mary wiped her mouth before speaking. "He can take over the cooking."

Gran shook her head. "He needs to move on."

"I don't want to move on."

"He doesn't want to," Mary said, relaying his reply.

Gran sighed. She finally cut into her pancakes and took a bite. 

Mary was stuffed when she went back to her room. She put on some clothes and goofed off for a while watching YouTube videos. She was happy doing nothing, but unfortunately, Harvey needed something. 

"Mary, may I come in?" 

She looked up from the computer in surprise and did a quick check of her room. It wasn't fit for visitors at the moment. 

"Uh, give me a minute."

"All right."  

She quickly made her bed and swept up all of her dirty clothes from the floor. She dumped the clothes in the hamper. She'd need an hour to make the room spotless, but it was no longer a complete embarrassment. 

"Okay," she called out. 

"Sorry to bother you, kiddo, but I was wondering about something."

Mary couldn't imagine what he wanted to know. "Okay. What?"

"Well, you and Helena are being so good to me. I'd like to pay you back."

"The pancakes were great."

"I'm glad you liked them, but I'd like to do something more. What are Helena's favorite foods?"

"Um, she likes all sorts of stuff. Italian, burgers, soups. She's not picky."

"I can appreciate that, but what's her favorite?"

"Seafood? She likes crab especially."

"Seafood? How am I... What else?"

"I don't know…Vegetables?"

"Fine. I can work with that. Could you go to the grocery store with me so we can pick some stuff up?"

Mary frowned. "You want me to buy you groceries?"

"I'll owe you."

She wasn't sure how Harvey would repay her, but she figured she'd play along. She wasn't really doing anything anyway. 

She glanced at the clock. It was still morning. Rachel could maybe give her a ride. She got the phone and gave her a call.

"Hey, chica, what's up?"

"Would you like to take me and a ghost to the grocery store?"

"Say what again?"

"You heard me." 

"And who's the ghost?"

"Did you ever eat at the Snyder Diner?"

"No, I don't think so. Why?"

"The ghost used to own it."

"Huh. Weird. Have you ever known someone before they were a ghost?"

Mary swallowed uncomfortably. She had, though she didn't like to think about it. She'd known her parents...

"So, you can make it?" she asked, sidestepping the question.

"I can be there in twenty minutes, but I gotta be at school by four o'clock." 

It was eleven now. 

"If we aren't done by then, then something is seriously wrong."

"Okay, I'll be there in a few. See ya."

Mary shut off the phone. "Okay, we're going," she told Harvey. "I only have twenty-seven dollars, so no lobster."

"That's fine. You said she liked crab."

Mary frowned. She was pretty sure crab was expensive too. At least real crab.

"What's Gran doing?"

"Reading."

"You know, you really should move on."

"Why?"

"Because you're dead. Don't you want to go see what's next?"

"All I want at the moment is to fix a nice dinner."

Mary didn't have a counter to that.

Rachel arrived a few minutes later. Mary went downstairs and told Gran she was going to the store, and asked if there was anything she needed. She answered no, but her tone was curious. 

Mary quietly slipped the spatula into her bag. She knew Gran would notice that Harvey was gone, but there was no helping it.

"Hey," she said in greeting as she got into Rachel's car.

"Hey. Where's the ghost?"

Mary held up the spatula. "Harvey, this is my best friend Rachel. Rachel, meet Harvey."

"Howdy," Rachel said to the spatula.

"Howdy."

"He said hi. Let's go."

Rachel turned the car around and headed out.

"So, it sounds like I missed a hell of a party," she said.

Mary's mouth twisted. "What did you hear?"

"That you went all fire department and sprayed people with an extinguisher."

"Dang, girl."

"That's actually pretty close to the truth. I just sprayed the guys who were fighting and a girl who wanted them to keep going."

Rachel grinned. "Awesome."

"It made an impression. Then Mrs. Loeser tried to steal my boyfriend, and I was questioned by the police."

Rachel took a patient breath and turned to flutter her eyelashes at Mary. "You wanna run all that by me again?"

Mary leaned back in the car seat. "We were on our way to The Bluff when we found Mrs. Loeser out in the road in only her nightgown and slippers. She thought she was in her teens or twenties again, and out on a night on the town. She called me Shelley, and she hit on Kyle. We took her back to the nursing home. She'd been reported missing, and the police were there. They questioned Kyle and me. It was a thing."

"I'd say so. Was she okay?"

"Yeah. I mean, it would've been bad if we didn't find her, but she was okay once she was back."

"Why didn't you tell Helena any of this?"

Mary had momentarily forgotten Harvey was there. She held up the spatula to indicate to Rachel that she was talking to the ghost. "I didn't want to worry Gran. It all worked out."

"You should still tell her."

"Why are you so keen to fix Gran dinner?" she countered.

"I just think she might like a nice cooked meal that she didn't have to fix herself."

Rachel got the innuendo of Mary's question. "Does he have the hots for Gran?"

"I'm too old to have the hots for anyone."

He was actually too dead, but Mary didn't correct him. "You want to fix her a nice meal, right? Promise not to mention Mona, and I'll tell you everything Gran likes."

"And if I don't promise?"

"You'll be fixing her a smorgasbord of things she hates. And I mean hates. To the point where she'll stick you in the shed and won't let you near the kitchen ever again." 

"Fine. I won't say nothin'."

Mary wondered if the double negative was intentional, but didn't feel like challenging it. 

"Are we still going to the grocery store?" Rachel asked.

"Yeah, we have a deal," Mary said.

When they reached the grocery store, Mary got a small cart. "Do you even know how to cook shelled crab?" she asked.

"Please, it's simple. You've just gotta steam it. What vegetables does she like?"

Mary headed to the produce department with Rachel trailing behind. "She likes squash and zucchini." She went to where those vegetables were and grabbed two of each. 

"It's a shame you're underage, or I'd get you to pick up a nice bottle of Riesling."

Mary could figure out that that was wine, and she was glad she was underage. Her pocketbook couldn't afford wine, especially good wine. 

She went to the seafood department and found the crab legs. Her eyes bulged as she read the prices.

"She really likes hamburgers and hot dogs too," she said.

"Get these." 

A package of crab legs wiggled in the cooler. Thankfully only Rachel and Mary were there to see. The package said it was eighteen dollars. 

"Now for dessert."

Mary looked into the cart unhappily. When she'd told Harvey how much money she had, she'd hoped he'd have the courtesy to leave her a few bucks. 

"She doesn't like sweets," Mary said, hoping to spare a few dollars.

Rachel snorted.

"We made a deal." 

Mary shot Rachel a glare. "Fine. She likes ice cream, cake, cookies, whatever."

"Hmm. I want it to be special. Does she like caramel?"

Mary nodded reluctantly. "Special" was going to cost her. She just knew it. 

The total was thirty-three dollars. Rachel ponied up the difference. Mary didn't feel guilty that her friend had to help out, since she hadn't gone along with the no dessert ploy.

When they got home, it was about twelve-thirty. Rachel dropped Mary off and left to meet up with Taryn. 

Mary took her groceries inside and put them in the back of the fridge, hoping Gran didn't find them. 

"Did I hear right, you're going out tonight?"

"To the school play. Rachel's part of the backstage crew, and her girlfriend's the star," Mary said.

"What time do you leave?"

"It starts at seven, so about six-thirty. Why?"

"Can you go out to dinner with your boyfriend?"

"I guess." Mary wasn't sure she should be helping Harvey woo her grandmother. He seemed all right, but he was a ghost. Gran deserved some pampering, though, and the pancakes had been really good. Harvey would probably do a great job with the crab.

She retreated to her room and hoped Gran didn't go digging in the fridge and find the dinner ingredients for the night. 

She called Kyle to ask him if he wanted to grab a bite to eat before the play. He said sure. She then had to ask him if he wouldn't mind paying for her bite. He agreed readily, but she could hear the curiosity in his voice. She said she'd tell him all about it when he picked her up at five. 

She went in search of Gran to let her know that she wouldn't be home for dinner. 

"That's fine," Gran said. "I'll see you at the play at seven?"

Mary nodded. She considered warning Gran about what Harvey was planning, but kept her mouth shut. It was so rare that something nice happened to Gran. She hoped Gran enjoyed herself. 

At five, Kyle came to pick her up. She called farewell to Gran, but stopped in the kitchen to have a word with Harvey.

"I hope you're not expecting anything out of tonight," she said.

"Of course I expect something. Why do anything unless you expect something?"

"What do you expect?" she asked, feeling a touch of uneasiness.

"Helena smiling, with a full belly, is what I'm hoping for."

That didn't sound so bad. "Okay, well, hopefully that happens. I'll see ya."

"Have fun, kid, and thanks."

When Mary got into the truck, Kyle looked at her expectantly.

"I needed to get out of the house," she told him. "Gran has a date."

"She does?"

"Yeah. She just doesn't know it." She wrinkled her nose. "I hope this doesn't bite me in the butt."

"Is it with someone she likes?"

That made Mary pause. She hadn't gotten any sense of how Gran felt about Harvey. "She doesn't dislike him."

Even to her ears, that wasn't a ringing endorsement. 

"So, where do you want to go?" Kyle asked.

"Wherever's cheapest."

"I think we can do better than that."

"I don't want to waste your money."

"Buying you dinner is not a waste of my money. What are you in the mood for?"

Knowing he wouldn't accept a fast food place, she picked Chinese, knowing it would still be pretty cheap. 

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

Full of rice and Kung Pao chicken, Mary was ready to sit for a few hours and enjoy a play. As she and Kyle walked toward the school, she looked for Gran.

"I hope everything goes all right tonight," she said, thinking about how much this meant to Taryn. 

"I'm sure it'll be great."

She frowned as she kept searching for Gran and didn't find her. She checked her watch. It was ten minutes to seven. "Do you think she went in?" she asked Kyle, getting antsy. 

"Go check. I'll stay out here and look for her."

Mary went into the auditorium and scanned the seats. She spotted Rachel's parents. Mrs. Pillar waved at her to sit with them. Mary went over, but kept searching for Gran. 

"Have you seen my grandmother?" she asked, letting Mrs. Pillar pull her into a friendly hug.

"No, I haven't seen Helena. Both of you should sit with us."

"Sounds good. Kyle's with me also," she said.

"The more, the merrier," Rachel's mom said. 

Mr. Pillar was looking around.

"I don't see your grandmother," he said.

"Maybe she's running a little late. Kyle is outside keeping an eye out for her." Mary hoped nothing had gone wrong with the dinner.

"We'll save you seats," Mrs. Pillar said.

Mary smiled at her in gratitude and went back out to join Kyle. 

He looked at her questioningly, and she shook her head. Then she scanned the parking lot for the station wagon and slipped her hand into her purse to get her phone. 

But she didn't need to pull it out. The station wagon came down the school drive and parked. Gran got out and slammed the door. When she came marching up the sidewalk, she was scowling. Mary hoped that she had a full belly, at least.

"Hey, is everything all--"

"You and I need to talk when we get home," Gran said, and continued marching inside.

Kyle and Mary exchanged nervous glances. 

They rushed to catch up with Gran and pointed out the Pillars, who were saving seats for them. Mrs. Pillar greeted Gran warmly. Gran mustered a polite hello, but didn't engage her in the usual light chitchat. She just sat in her seat and stared at the curtain. Mary sat next to her nervously, with Kyle on Mary's other side. Gran continued to frown. She didn't say another word to Mary before the play. 

The play was The Mousetrap. Mary had never heard of it before and was surprised to read in the program that it was a murder mystery. 

Taryn did an excellent job, and all the other actors did pretty well too. Mary didn't guess the ending and was surprised by the outcome. When the play was over, Taryn bowed with a huge smile on her face. The room swelled with applause for her. Mary let rip a wolf whistle. 

As they were getting up to leave, Gran asked Mrs. Pillar to tell Taryn that she had done an excellent job and that Rachel had done well also.

"Oh, you can't stay? We were going to go get ice cream to celebrate," Rachel's mother said.

Gran shook her head. "No, Mary and I need to get home." She turned to Kyle. "You can go with them if you like. Mary's riding with me."

His eyebrows shot up, but he gave Mary a hug and a kiss on the head. "Call me when you can," he said, darting an uncertain look at Gran.

Mary nodded and stepped back. Gran headed out without another word, and Mary trailed behind her. 

She got into the station wagon and jumped when Gran slammed the driver's side door shut.  

"What happened?" she asked in dread.

"A ghost fixed me crab legs, roasted squash and zucchini, and made crème brûlée. He lit two candles and played Dean Martin's greatest hits."

Mary's eyes widened. Harvey had gone all out. 

"Did he possess you?" Gran asked angrily.

Mary jumped at the question. "No! He just asked me what you like to eat, and he owes me twenty-seven dollars."

Gran sighed and twisted the leather cover on the steering wheel. "I was hoping you'd been possessed," she muttered.

Mary ducked her head. "I thought it would be nice. He seems nice."

"Yes, he's a very nice ghost."

Mary winced. The rest of the car ride was silent. 

When they pulled up behind the house, Mary asked, "Where's Harvey now?" She was already pretty sure of the answer though.

"In the shed, and you're not to bring him back into the house."

Mary looked at the shed guiltily. "I'm going to talk to him."

"Don't you dare hatch another scheme with him," Gran warned.

Mary put up her hands. "I get it. Don't worry. But I feel a little guilty."

Gran frowned at her but turned away without another word. Mary watched her march into the house. When Gran was inside, Mary relaxed a smidgen. She walked to the shed. It sat in a corner of the backyard. It was a little wooden building that her grandfather had built decades ago. It was slowly falling down due to neglect. Mary had threatened other ghosts with this building—she'd even threatened Harvey with it, but she hadn't thought Gran would be who put him in there. 

"Harvey?" Mary called cautiously, unsure what the ghost's mood would be.

"Hey, you're back. How was the play?" 

"It was fine. What happened?"

"I thought it was all going really well. She seemed to enjoy everything. She even smiled when I put on the CD, but when she was done, she wiped her mouth, picked up my spatula, and put me in here."

Mary winced. "I heard about the CD and the candles. Laid it on kind of thick, didn't you?"

"I thought it was my one chance. I didn't want to mess it up by being cautious."

Mary thought he'd overdone it, but all she said was, "I'm sorry."

"Hey, I had to try. And I did. I'm happy."

Hearing him say that made Mary feel guiltier about leaving him in the shed. He wasn't a bad ghost, but Gran had been adamant. "Okay. Do you need anything? Or want anything?" 

"No. I'm good, kiddo. Go get some rest."

She left the shed with guilt still weighing her down. She went inside and joined Gran in the living room. 

Gran put aside her magazine when Mary came in. Mary sat down on the couch and clasped her hands between her knees. "He didn't mean any harm," she said.

"I know he didn't. He meant to wine and dine me. And if he was alive, I would've been charmed and twittering like a schoolgirl. But he's dead."

"Yeah," Mary said, drawing out the word. She still wasn't sure why Gran was so upset.

Gran sighed. "Mary, ghosts can't have relationships with the living."

"What about Nina and Marvin?" 

Nina was a client who had become Gran's best friend. They regularly went out together. Marvin was Nina's late husband, who haunted her from his favorite coffee cup. 

"You know Nina is seeing Neil."

And Neil's late wife Gladys helped him pick out what to wear when he went out on dates with Nina. It was a strange situation. Mary knew the ghosts needed to let go of their spouses, but they were making it work. 

Then again, it was Nina and Neil who were in a relationship. Marvin and Gladys were just there. Gran was counseling them to move on.  

Mary dropped her head. "I just thought it'd be nice for you to be wined and dined by someone who likes you."

Gran sighed. "I know, dear, but it actually hurt in this case. Imagine if someone you liked revealed that they liked you too, but they've moved to another planet and you can't join them. You'd only get to talk to each other. You'd never be in the same room, ever. You'd never touch. Never go anywhere together. You couldn't visit. Couldn't even send them gifts. They're completely out of reach. We're blessed to talk to the dead, but that's all we can do for them."

Mary winced. She had really messed up. "Sorry. I didn't think it through."

Gran patted her arm. "I know. You're still young, and there's still plenty for you to learn. I'm amazed Harvey thought it would work! I mean, he was always nice to me, and I appreciated how sweet he was to you, but to try to start something now--" Gran shook her head.

"He said he had to try. He couldn't let this opportunity slip by."

"But the opportunity had slipped by. Three years ago when he had a massive heart attack and died." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

Not All Angels Have Halos

 

 

Mary felt guilty as she waited for Rachel to pick her up to go to Gentry House. She'd told Gran that she was going out with Rachel, but not where. Gran, trusting her, hadn't grilled her for the details, which only made Mary feel worse. 

When Rachel arrived, Mary went out. She held up a finger for Rachel to wait, and darted to the shed. 

"Harvey, do you need anything?" she asked through the door.

"What do I need now, kid? I'm dead."

She winced. "Sorry again about last night."

"Stop apologizing. I regret nothing."

"Well, okay. I'm going out. I'll check on you when I get back."

"I'll be here," he said dryly. 

When Mary got into the car, Rachel gave her a curious look. Mary's one-sided conversation with the shed had probably appeared strange. 

"Gran banished Harvey to the shed."

"What he'd do?"

"He went overboard with the dinner. I mean, the whole nine romantic yards. Well, he didn't leave a path of rose petals, but he would've if he'd had them. But Gran didn't swoon."

Rachel winced in sympathy. "Poor guy."

"Yeah." Mary still felt partly guilty, but she let it drop. 

With Rachel by her side, she felt a bit more confident entering Gentry House. She was determined to figure out what was going on with Mrs. Loeser. 

This time, a different nurse was manning the sign-in desk. 

"Hi. Is Eddie Loeser here yet?" Mary asked. 

"In here, Mary," he called from the day room. 

The nurse held out the sign-in pad. The girls signed in, and then joined Eddie in the day room. He was sitting with Mona, who seemed a little nervous. She had the navy blue shawl around her shoulders. Mary scanned the room, but didn't see Paula. That was both good and bad. She wanted to ask Mona some questions without Paula stopping her, but she wanted to ask Paula some questions as well.

Eddie brought over two chairs for Mary and Rachel to sit on. 

"Hi, Mona. How are you feeling?" Mary asked.

"I'm fine. Mary, right?"

Mary nodded. "That's right. And this is Rachel. She's my friend. She gave me a lift here."

Rachel waved at Mona. Mona bobbed her head politely back without any recognition of Rachel.

"Hey, do you want coffee?" Eddie asked.

The two girls nodded. "Black," Mary said.

"Ample cream and copious sugar," Rachel said.

Eddie grinned and went to a table that had a large coffee dispenser set up on it. 

With Eddie gone, Mary worked fast. She reached over and laid her hand on the shawl. "Give me a reason not to tear this off you and burn it to ash."

The anchor buzzed under her hand. Mona stiffened and drew away from her. She pulled the shawl tighter around her shoulders. 

"What are you talking about?" she said, but her incredulous tone rang false.

"Why have you latched onto Mona?" Mary asked.

Mona's eyes slanted to Eddie across the room.

"He knows," Mary said. "That's why he asked me to meet you."

Mona turned back to Mary with frightened eyes. "I'm helping her. I swear."

"How are you helping her?"

"She's not well. You saw the other night. She wandered off on her own. The staff here can only do so much."

"But you're not just keeping her from wandering off. You're possessing her."

"It's for the best."

"Best for whom?"

Mona dropped her gaze. "I'm trying to protect her," she said in a soft voice.

"She's ill. You can't protect her from herself."

Mona lifted her eyes. "That's not what I'm protecting her from."

"Then what?" 

Mona rubbed her hands together anxiously. "Please, there's someone bad here. I don't mean Mona any harm, I swear."

Before Mary could press for more information, Eddie returned with the coffees. "Here we go," he said triumphantly, and handed over the cups. Then he sat down beside his grandmother again and looked at Mary pointedly as he took a sip from his cup. 

Mary sighed. She needed to get rid of Eddie. She had the feeling that the ghost wouldn't talk with him around.

She kicked Rachel under the table. Her friend paused midway to taking a sip. Mary hoped Rachel understood her silent signal. They had to get rid of Eddie. 

Rachel finished taking her sip and pulled the cup away from her lips in displeasure. "What is this?" she asked, holding the cup out.

"What?" Eddie asked.

"What did you put in this?" Rachel asked, outrage growing in her voice.

Mary took a tentative sip of her black coffee. It tasted fine. 

"I used the half and half that was there," he said.

"Did it come out lumpy?" Rachel demanded.

Eddie looked unsure. 

"Go get me another, and use powder this time," Rachel said imperiously, pushing the barely touched coffee at him. 

Eddie rose uncertainly. Mary nodded at him to go. 

Rachel motioned at Mary to start talking while she kept an eye on Eddie, who was back at the coffee station, searching for powdered creamer in vain. 

"Who are you protecting Mona from?" Mary asked.

Mona's eyes darted around again. "You can't help her. At least, not with this. I swear I'm only trying to protect her."

Mary nodded, willing to accept the ghost's word, at least for now. "Help her with what? Just tell me."

Eddie asked an orderly for powdered creamer. The orderly disappeared to retrieve some. That wasn't a good sign. 

Mona leaned over and whispered, "Do you know about angels of death?"

Mary's jaw dropped. Was she for real? "A what?"

"An angel of death. They target people like Mona. Patients who don't know themselves any longer. It's awful. Someone has to protect her."

Mary sat back, stunned. She had no idea how to deal with something like this.

The orderly came back with a plastic container and handed it to Eddie, who brought it and a fresh cup of coffee back to the table.

"Here you go," he said, setting the coffee and powdered creamer in front of Rachel. 

She poured some into the coffee until the top was white with creamer, and then handed it back to Eddie. "Thanks. You can give this back."

He took the creamer unhappily, and Mary waved for him to go. He hurried to give the creamer back to the orderly.

"How do you know there's an angel of death?" Mary asked.

"Because that's how I died."

Mary could only blink in shock. She was out of her depth with this one. This was the deep end, with sharks and riptide, and she didn't know how to swim. 

Rachel got up, leaving the cup of coffee untouched. "Do you know who it is?" she asked.

Mary stayed in her seat. What did Rachel think they could do? 

Mona grimaced. "Yes. And we'll stop them."

"We?" Mary asked.

"Marty, Paula and I. We've been watching. We have to catch them in the act." 

Mary remembered that Eddie had mentioned that his grandma's new boyfriend's name was Marty.

"Can we come see you again without Eddie?" Rachel asked.

Mona frowned. "I don't know."

"I'll add you to my approved guest list," Paula said.

Mary stiffened in surprise. The large black woman had snuck up on them. Mary was impressed she could do that while using a cane. 

Rachel tapped Mary. "Let's go. We can come back tomorrow."

Mary rose, unsure why they would come back. How would they be able to help? 

Before they could go anywhere, Eddie came back to the table. "You're leaving?" he asked incredulously.

Mary straightened. She didn't know how she could help him, but she had to pretend she did for his sake. "Eddie, your grandmother is in safe hands. It's not what you think."

He cast a suspicious glance at Mona, then rose up onto his tiptoes to whisper into Mary's ear, "How can you say that? That's not my grandmother."

Mary leaned back and stared at him. Once again, she felt that there were more than a couple of years separating them. "You have to trust me."

He didn't look like he agreed.

Rachel tugged on her arm to go. Mary turned to Paula. "Thank you," she said.

Paula nodded.

When they got into the car, Mary asked, "So, are angels of death really angels, or are they demons?" 

Rachel blinked. "What?"

Mary waved at the nursing home. "You heard her. She said it's an angel stalking them. I don't know anything about angels."

Rachel's face cleared, and she shook her head. "You don't watch enough crime dramas."

Mary wrinkled her nose. "What does that have to do with anything?"

"Because if you'd binged watched them like me, you'd have seen an angel of death episode. It's a term used for a certain type of serial killer."

"Serial killer?"

"Yeah, a type of killer who thinks they're helping the person by killing them, like, putting them out of their misery. They usually stalk hospitals, but a nursing home makes sense too. They're usually someone who works there. They think they're doing something good, but really, they're just getting off on playing God. Angels of death are supposed to be some of the most prolific serial killers, because the murders often go unnoticed. The people they kill are close to death anyway. The death is ruled 'natural causes' and a full autopsy isn't performed."

Mary sat back in the car seat, taking that in. "I think I preferred it when I thought it was an actual angel."

Rachel started the car. "Where to now?"

"I don't know. How do we even begin approaching something like this?"

"Maybe we should tell Gran."

Mary shook her head. "Gran hates nursing homes." She thought about it a moment, then rephrased. "No, she's afraid of nursing homes."

"Mary, if it is an angel of death, we're going to need the police. And they aren't going to listen to two teenage girls."

"But they'll listen to an elderly fortuneteller?" Mary shook her head. "We have to figure something out."

"So, again, where to now?" Rachel asked.

Mary didn't have an immediate answer. They needed help. Someone who might know something about the medical profession. About angels of death, even.

"Dr. Trudeau," she said.

Rachel raised her eyebrows in surprise. "The psychiatrist who helped with the Shadowman?"

"Yeah. He might be able to find out some stuff. And if he went to the police with suspicions of foul play, they'd listen to him."

"Sounds good. Tell me where to go."

Mary had been to Dr. Trudeau's house once, when he had invited her and Gran to dinner. His wife had been gracious, but Dr. Trudeau hadn't told her anything about the Shadowman or ghosts. Dr. Trudeau had insisted that they get together again, but another invitation had never come. Mary didn't feel snubbed. She was sure his wife was still wondering why her husband had seemed so chummy with Gran and Mary, two people who didn't seem to have anything in common with him. 

Dr. Trudeau lived in a very stately old house on a street of stately old houses. The people who lived there had serious money. 

Rachel parked the car and they went up to the front door. Mary could hear piano music coming from inside. She didn't know if it was a recording, or if someone was actually playing, but it did indicate at least that someone was home.

She rang the doorbell. 

From inside they heard a lilting male voice call, "One moment." Mary relaxed, recognizing Dr. Trudeau's voice.

The doctor opened the door with a welcoming smile. He was dressed in black slacks and a white dress shirt, but the shirt was unbuttoned at the collar and the sleeves were rolled up to the elbows.

"Mary, what a wonderful surprise! Come in, come in. And you're Rachel, correct? It's so nice to see you again as well, young lady."

"Hi, Dr. Trudeau," Mary said. "I'm afraid this isn't a social visit." 

Dr. Trudeau blinked, and his mouth formed a silent 'O'. "Well, then, may I suggest my office?" He stepped aside so they could come in.

"Is Mrs. Trudeau home?" Mary asked, hoping she wasn't so they wouldn't have to think of a lie to tell her about why Mary and Rachel were actually there.

"No, she's away this weekend visiting her sister."

Mary was relieved to hear this.  

Dr. Trudeau led them into his home office. It was very comfortable, with a leather couch, built-in bookcases, and a large window behind the desk, letting in lots of sunlight. Rachel and Mary sat down on the leather sofa. Dr. Trudeau took a seat in a matching chair. 

"Now, what's troubling you ladies?" he asked. 

Mary wasn't sure where to start, or what she should tell him. She didn't want to pick and choose pieces of the truth. She already had to juggle too many half-stories. "A boy at my school asked me to help his grandmother. He thinks she's possessed."

"And is she?"

"Yes, but the ghost doesn't seem to be hurting her. In fact, I think the ghost is helping her. Mona, the boy's grandmother, has dementia and Alzheimer's disease. She's prone to wandering off and forgetting where she is."

Dr. Trudeau nodded sympathetically.

"I told the ghost that she can't save Mona from herself, that her illness would continue to progress. The ghost knew that. That's not what she's protecting Mona from."

Dr. Trudeau waited for Mary to continue. 

"The ghost says someone is killing residents at the nursing home. She called the person an angel of death."

Dr. Trudeau's eyes widened, and he sat back in his chair. He stared at a bookcase, deep in thought. 

"What nursing home is this?" he asked after a moment.

"Gentry House. Do you know it?"

"I know of it," he said.

"Is there anything you can do?"

Dr. Trudeau shook his head. "I have no patients there. I would have no reason to contact the facility."

"Maybe you could get a patient there," Rachel suggested.

He turned to her. "Wouldn't Mona's family find it odd if she made an appointment with me?"

"It doesn't have to be Mona," Mary said. "It sounds like two other residents know about the angel also."

"You're not sure?"

"I haven't met Marty, but I've met Paula, and she seems to know about everything."

Dr. Trudeau nodded. "If one of them asks for me, I can visit without arousing suspicion."

Mary relaxed in relief. They were making progress. 

"I'm surprised Helena didn't come with you," Dr. Trudeau said.

"She doesn't know we're here, or about any of this. I'd rather not get her involved."

Dr. Trudeau raised a silent eyebrow.

"She really doesn't like nursing homes."

His lips thinned slightly, but he nodded. "Very well. The next best thing would be for one of the residents to contact me to make an appointment. I can't just show up there uninvited."

Mary told him, "We're going to see Paula later. Do you have a card we can give her?"

He retrieved one from his desk. Mary took it and put it in her bag, then got up from the sofa. 

"Dr. Trudeau, thank you. It's such a relief to know you'll help us."

He laid his hand on her arm. "I'm glad you came to me. If someone's hurting the residents at Gentry House, they must be stopped."

He walked them out, and the girls got back in the car. 

Mary sighed and sat back in her seat. "That's a relief. He'll know what to do."

Rachel started the car. "Wanna go back to Gentry House now?" 

"Yeah. We need to talk to Paula."

When they got to Gentry House, they could tell immediately that something was wrong. An ambulance was sitting out front, as well as a fire truck. 

"Oh, no," Mary breathed, jumping out of the car.

"Mary, wait up!" Rachel called.

They approached the front entrance cautiously. Mary searched for people she knew. The cops weren't there, at least; only paramedics and firefighters, and the firefighters appeared to be leaving. 

As one firefighter passed, Mary asked, "Is everything all right?"

The fireman slowed down to say, "A resident had a bad fall, but he'll be okay. Everything else is fine."

Mary nodded in thanks, and she and Rachel went up on the porch. 

"Stand clear!" someone called.

Mary and Rachel stepped back from the entrance as three paramedics pushing a gurney came hurrying through. Mary stared hard at the face of the person on the gurney. It was an elderly man. 

The girls cautiously approached the door again, in case anyone else came rushing out. They stopped at the sign-in desk, where the nurse on duty was on the phone. Under her distracted gaze, Mary and Rachel signed in without being prompted. 

Then they peered into the day room. Mary was worried that Eddie might still be there. They were in luck. Eddie was nowhere to be found, but they didn't see anyone they knew, either. 

Mary cautiously approached an orderly. "I'm here to see Paula. Do you know where she is?"

"Ask at the desk," the orderly said. 

Mary could see the desk. The nurse was still on the phone.

Rachel tugged on her sleeve. She turned, and Rachel indicated they should take the stairs. 

Mary frowned. "I don't think we should go up there," she said under her breath.

"It's okay," Rachel assured her. "It's just like at the hospital. You can go into their rooms, as long as the person wants you there."

Mary wasn't sure about this, but Rachel went up the stairs without anyone calling out for her to stop. Mary put her hand on the banister and followed. 

On the second floor, there was a hallway with doors on either side. Rachel and Mary looked up and down and saw that a door just to the right was ajar. She peeked in, she didn't see anyone. 

The rooms were numbered, but they had no clue which was Paula's. Rachel took the initiative and went left. Doors that were slightly ajar, she pushed open so she could look inside. Most of the rooms were empty. 

They reached the end of the hall without running into either Mona or Paula. They turned to go back, but a tall, elderly man in suspenders was standing in their path. 

"I bet you're Mary," he said.

Mary blinked. "Marty?" she asked.

He nodded. "Mona's gone out to lunch with her family. What can I do for you?"

"We're here to see Paula. Is she around?"

Marty's brow furrowed. "I'm not sure. She's in 34." He pointed down the hall.

Mary and Rachel moved to go past him, but Mary tripped on the hall carpet and stumbled against him. 

"I'm so--" She was going to apologize to him, but her mouth dropped open. Her hand had landed on his arm, and she was getting the telltale buzz of an anchor.

"Mary?" Rachel asked.

"Who are you?" she demanded, glaring into the old man's eyes.

His face went blank and he stepped back from her.

Mona and Paula must not have explained to him what Mary could do. 

"I'm Marty," he said.

"No, you're not. Just like Mona's not herself."

Mona and Marty were dating, she reminded herself. Or, rather, whoever was possessing Mona was dating Marty. 

She scanned the old man. He was wearing old suspenders over a button-down shirt. She reached out and touched the suspenders. The buzz was almost electric. They were the anchor.

"Hector's helping Marty like Rose is helping Mona," Paula said.

Mary and Rachel turned in surprise to her. It still amazed Mary how stealthy Paula was. They hadn't noticed her come out of her room, which was only three doors away.

"Come in. We can't talk out here," Paula said, going back into her room.

The two girls and the old man filed into the room after her, and Mary realized that if someone else wanted to come in, one of them would have to leave and wait outside. To say Paula's room was cramped was being kind. Furniture and storage bins filled the space, hemming them in on all side, and knick-knacks cluttered every surface. 

Paula sat down on her bed in a spot that was barely big enough for her. Clothes and boxes were piled around her. Mary figured she had to sleep sitting up. 

"So, now you've met Hector," Paula said.

Mary turned to the old man. "Yes, I have. I'd like to meet Marty."

Hector sighed. "That's not really possible at the moment."

"What do you mean?"

"Marty's worse off than Mona. He doesn't have any lucid moments for days at a time." 

Paula said, "We think that's why they can inhabit them. Marty's and Mona's minds are deteriorating. They aren't in this world much anymore. Rose and Hector can slip in and fill the space left behind."

Mary's stomach twisted at that awful description of possession. She'd been possessed once as well. The Shadowman had taken control of her while she was sleeping and had made her do horrifying and dangerous things. She never wanted something like that to happen to her again. 

Did Mona and Marty have that same horror? When they had one of their lucid moments, did they look around with terror, wondering where they were, how they'd gotten there, what they had done?

As if reading her thoughts, Paula said, "They're helping."

Mary couldn't just take her word for it. She had to challenge it. "Are they?"

"Mona and Marty aren't dead."

Mary shook her head. She couldn't just take their word that--

"Rose and I weren't so lucky," the old man said.

His words gave Mary a chill. "The angel killed you too?"

"While I slept."

"Then, how do you know it was the angel?" Rachel asked.

"Rose told me."

"Then you know who it is. Why haven't you told anyone?"

Paula snorted derisively. "Tell them what? There's no proof. Without an autopsy or something, no one knows anyone's even being killed except the ghosts."

What Paula had said was chilling. Trying to calm herself, Mary held out Dr. Trudeau's card. "He's a friend who knows about all of this and can help."

Paula took the card. Her gaze flicked over it, and then she held it back out. "Don't need him," she said.

"He can help prove that there's a killer. He can request an autopsy." Mary pushed the card back into Paula's hand.

"We're taking care of this," Paula said.

"Paula," Hector protested.

Paula said firmly, "If I call him, it'll ruin everything. You being here may be putting everything at risk as it is."

"Ruin what?" Mary asked.

"Paula's setting herself up to be next," Hector said. There was disapproval in his voice.

"What?" Mary squeaked.

Paula scowled. "It's the best way."

"No, it's not," Rachel said flatly.

"Oh, what do you know?" Paula snapped. She set the card on her night stand between a pair of Hummel figurines. 

"If there is an angel of death," Rachel went on, "you have almost no chance of stopping them or catching them in the act. Angels of death are so deadly because they can work practically undetected. It's only by reviewing countless medical histories and doing careful autopsies that any of them are caught, and that's only after they've been in operation for so long that a pattern emerges."

Paula leveled a grim stare at Rachel. "You think I don't know that? I live here. I've seen the bodies carted away. I know when it's the angel and when it's not. I know how things work. I know what should and shouldn't be done, and what the things that should be done look like."

"And how will that help you, if the angel comes in while you're sleeping?"

Rachel had a point. Paula couldn't be awake twenty-four hours a day.

Paula motioned for the girls to go. "That's right, I have to stay up all night. Now, I need to take a nap. Go on and be young somewhere else."

The girls backed out of the room reluctantly. 

Hector followed them and held up the card. "I'll talk to your doctor friend. You said he knows about this stuff?"

"And we told him about your suspicions. He's ready to help."

Hector motioned at himself. "He isn't going to have a problem with how I am, is he?"

Honestly, Mary didn't know. "I don't think so. He may be quite interested."

Hector nodded. "Fine."

Rachel had to take Mary home. She had to go get ready for the final performance of the play. Mary wished her luck. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

Mundane Terror

 

 

When Mary went into the house, she called out a greeting to Gran but received no answer. She checked the fridge and found a note. Gran had gone out with Nina. Mary was surprise, but approved. It was good for Gran to get out and have some fun. She hoped Gran and Nina had a good time wherever they'd gone. 

This meant, though, that she was all by her lonesome. It was a good thing she had a boyfriend. With a mischievous grin, she dialed Kyle's cell. But her smile faded when the call went directly to voice mail.

"Hey, it's me. I was just wondering what you were doing. Do you wanna come over? Give me a call. Bye."

Well, that was a bummer. She hoped Kyle called back soon. 

She opened the fridge, trying to decide what she'd have for dinner. Maybe she could bring Harvey out of the shed and have him whip up to eat. 

There was a knock at the front door. Mary looked up in surprise from the fridge. She didn't know who it could be, maybe it was Kyle. 

She went to the door and looked out the door's window. No one was there, so she unlocked the door and stuck her head out. She still didn't see anyone. No vehicles were parked on the street, either. 

Halloween was still a week away. But maybe some ghouls and goblins had gotten into the spirit early. She was closing the door, when she heard knocking at the kitchen door. Unnerved, she closed the front door and threw the dead bolt. She went to see who was at the back door. Maybe they'd assumed that was the better door to come to? She didn't know, and she stopped wondering when she heard the handle of the kitchen door begin to rattle. Mary froze in shock. The door continued to rattle. The lock was set, but that didn't reassure her much. 

"Who's out there?" she shouted.

The door stopped rattling. 

She ran to the kitchen and looked out the windows. It was getting dark outside. She caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure darting around the house.

Then someone started pounding at the front door, making Mary jump. She couldn't see who was out there, but it sounded like fists and feet were hitting the wood. She was grateful for the deadbolt. She started creeping up to the door to see who was out there, but then the kitchen door started rattling again. There was more than one person trying to get into the house. 

"What the hell?" she said, stopping between the front and kitchen doors. She didn't know where she should go. Who was out there? They weren't kids. The banging on the doors was way too strong for children. 

She tried calling Kyle again. It still went straight to voice mail. "Kyle, when you get this, call me or come over. Please." A particularly loud bang made her wince. "Kyle, just come over!" She ended the call. 

The banging was so strong that the picture frames were rattling on the walls. It was making Mary shake as well. She didn't know what to do. She was all alone and she was scared. She couldn't wait for Kyle. She needed help now. She called Cy.  

"Hey Mary, what's up?" 

She was so grateful he picked up. "Can you and your dad come over, right now?"

"Me and my dad? Mary, what's going on?" 

She didn't answer. Someone was at a window now, beating their hands against the glass. She could see their hands. They definitely didn't belong to a kid. The hands were bigger than hers. 

With both doors rattling and someone banging on the window, that meant there were three guys at least. She didn't have time to explain to Cy and if there were three or more guys that was too many for him and his dad.

She hung up the phone and dialed 911. 

"Nine-one-one. What's your emergency?"

"Some guys are trying to break into my house! Send the police, please!"

"Are you at 897 Terrence Hill?"

"Yeah. Please hurry!"

"Are you there by yourself?"

"Yes!"

"Can you go somewhere safe?"

"I'm in my house," she said. This was supposed to be her safe place.

"Is there a room in your home that you can lock yourself in? A bathroom, maybe, somewhere they can't get into easily if they break in?"

"My bedroom's upstairs. I can lock the door."

"Okay, go there."

Mary ran up to her room, closed the door, and turned the knob to lock it. Then she took her desk chair and tilted it to jam the door as well. 

"I'm in my room," she told the dispatcher.

"Do you know the men who are trying to get in?"

"No. I didn't get a good look at them. They all just started banging at the doors and the windows. I'm scared they'll break one."

"Okay. The police are on their way. Just stay where you are."

Mary went to her window to watch for the cops. Things had suddenly gone quiet downstairs. That was actually scarier. 

Cy's jeep tires squealed as he took the turn into her driveway too fast. 

"My boyfriend's brother just showed up," she told the dispatcher.

"Did you call him?"

"Yeah, before I called you. He's coming to the house." 	

She unbarred her door and went to meet him. 

"Stay in your room," the dispatcher ordered.

"I have to let him in! I can't leave him out there with those guys."

A police car with lights flashing showed up a few seconds later.

"The police are here now, too," Mary said.

"Okay, take care," the dispatcher said.

"Thanks." She hung up the phone and opened the door for Cy in relief. 

"Mary, are you all right?" 

She was so relieved to see him, she started crying. 

He pulled her into a hug. "Hey, what happened?"

Two cops, one blond, the other shaved bald, had gotten out of their car and had come up to the house. "Miss," the blond cop said, "did you call 911 about prowlers?"

Mary let go of Cy and wiped her face. "Yes. They tried the front door, the back, and at least one of the windows."

"Did you see any of them?"

She shook her head. "I didn't see any of their faces."

"Okay, go inside and stay there. We're going to take a walk around to see if we can find anything."

Mary went inside. Cy followed her. 

She collapsed onto the sofa. "Oh, God, that was scary."

"Who was it?" Cy asked.

She shook her head. "No clue. They knocked at the front door. I went to check it, and no one was there, so I closed and locked it. Then, I heard someone at the kitchen door, rattling the doorknob. I got a glimpse of someone through the kitchen window. Then they started pounding at the front door. Then the kitchen, then a window. It freaked me out."

"It would freak me out, too," Cy said.

Mary bowed her head and let out a deep breath. "I did not need this."

"Where's Gran?" 

Mary shrugged. "Out with her friend Nina. I don't know where. Her note didn't say."

There was a knock at the front door that made Mary tense up. Cy answered the door. It was the police. 

"Miss, we found some footprints around the house. Can you come out and look at them?"

With Cy following, she went out and studied the footprints. They were sneaker impressions, running along the edge of the house. 

"Could these be your footprints, or anyone else's in the household?" the bald cop asked.

Mary stuck out her foot to show she was wearing an old pair of boots. Gran wore sneakers, but they were walking shoes. These prints had deep treads, like for running. 

The cops silently turned to Cy. 

"I called him," Mary said, but they continued to stare at Cy.

He bent his knee and tilted his foot to let them see the bottom of his sneaker. It didn't match the footprints.

"Do you know anyone who might have done this?" the blond cop asked.

Mary shook her head. "No, I can't think of anyone. I mean, we've been pranked in the past, but this was scary."

"Pranked how?"

"Simple stuff. We've had kids do the ring-and-dash, but it was never like this."

Both cops nodded. "What about ex-boyfriends?" the bald cop asked.

Mary shook her head. "No ex-boyfriends."

"Okay, we'll take a few photos. Is there anyone who can stay with you tonight?"

"I'll stay," Cy said.

Mary turned to him in surprise. "No, you don't have to. Gran will be home soon."

"Gran as in, your grandmother?" the blond cop asked.

She nodded.

Both cops gave Cy a silent look that said, Stay.

And Mary had to admit, she wouldn't mind having some company. 

The cops asked a few more questions, then urged her to check all her windows and doors to make sure they were securely locked, and told her not to hesitate to call 911 again if she felt unsafe. She thanked them, and then asked if anything like this had been reported recently.

"No, nothing has."

"Well, I guess that's good for everyone else," Mary joked lamely.

After the cops had left, Cy moved through the house, checking the windows and doors. Mary curled up on the sofa. She tried calling Kyle again, but it still went directly to voice mail. She didn't bother leaving another message.

"Cy, you don't have to stay. I'm sure you have better plans than babysitting me."

He sat down on the recliner. "Nope." He picked up the remote and switched on the TV. 

Mary lay down and let Cy pick what to watch. She hoped Gran was having a good time with Nina. 

She must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew, she was gasping and flailing. 

"Mary, relax. It's just me. I thought you might like a blanket."

She blinked up at Cy. He was standing there holding the afghan. Mary rubbed her eyes and sat up. The clock read nine-thirty. The TV was still on the wildlife channel. 

"Sorry," she mumbled. 

He laid the afghan down. "No, it's okay."

She pulled out her phone and checked it. There were no missed calls. Where was Kyle? Where was Gran, for that matter?

"Cy, go home. I'll be fine." She went to the kitchen to get a drink of water.

"Kyle still hasn't called you back?"

She didn't respond.

"I don't mind staying the night," he said.

Mary choked on the water and had to bend over to cough it out. He rushed over to her and slapped her back. 

"Hey, don't drown on me," he joked.

She straightened to stare incredulously at him. "You can't stay the night."

"Why not? If it makes you feel safe, I don't mind."

She really didn't want to be alone, but she couldn't keep Cy here. If he stayed, forget worrying about prowlers; Vicky would murder her.

"When Gran gets home, you can go."

He nodded, but she thought it was just to humor her. 

They were watching the news when Gran came home.

"Mary, whose car is out--Cyrus, what are you doing here?" she asked with a touch of sternness. She gave both of them a suspicious look.

Mary was so relieved to see her. She got up and hugged her tightly.

"Mary, what's wrong?" Gran asked.

"Someone tried to break into the house."

Gran's eyes widened. "Are you all right?"

Mary's lip began to quiver. She couldn't help it. "Yeah. I called Cy and 911. The police took a report. They found footprints."

Gran pulled her back in for a tight hug and cupped the back of her head. "Oh, honey, I'm so sorry! I bet it was awful."

Mary nodded against Gran's shoulder. "Cy's been keeping me company. I can't reach Kyle." She turned to Cy. "When did Kyle go out with Tyler? Did he say when he'd be back?"

Cy shrugged. "He went out around two to meet him."

It was just after ten. Mary had first called him at five o'clock. He should've gotten her messages by now. She began to worry. 

"I'm sure he's fine," Cy said, but Mary wasn't reassured. What if this wasn't random? What if the prowlers did know her and her boyfriend? Maybe they'd target Kyle as well. Sure, he was a big guy, but if there were a group of them...

Her phone began to ring. It was Kyle. 

"Kyle, are you all right? Where are you?"

"Mar-y, what's up? How you doin'?" His words were slurred.

She frowned at the phone. "Kyle? What's going on?"

"Nothing's going on. Wanna go on? Wait. Wanna go out? Yeah, that's right. Except I'm already out. Outside, I mean. I'm not gay. I like girls. I like you, especially." He sounded extremely drunk. 

"Kyle, where are you?" Mary asked.

"You wanna come party? See, this is why I love you!" 

Mary's heart skipped a beat at the L word, though considering he sounded like he was three sheets to the wind, she didn't think she could give what he was saying much credence. 

"Kyle, where are you?" she repeated.

"I'm at The Bluff! You know what happens at The Bluff? Of course you do--you told me! You wanna come up and do that stuff?"

Mary started to be afraid. "Kyle, are you with anyone?"

"I was, but nobody's here now."

"Don't go anywhere. Stay there, okay?"

"Are you coming to see me, Mary? I wanna see you. I like your face."

Mary looked at Gran and Cy. Both appeared grim. They could only hear Mary's side of the conversation, but they knew something wasn't right. Mary wasn't sure what to do. She knew she had to go get Kyle, but she didn't want to get him into trouble.

"Mary, do you think I can fly?"

Her eyes widened, and she squeezed the phone. "Kyle, don't do anything. Wait right there. We're coming to get you."

"We? Are you bringing Rachel? Wait, she likes girls, right? There aren't any girls here."

"Glad to hear it," Mary muttered. 

Cy had his arms crossed and was shaking his head in irritation. "I can't believe him!" 

"Mary?" her inebriated boyfriend asked.

"Kyle, stay there. Don't go anywhere or do anything. We'll be there in a few minutes."

"O-kayyy."

He hung up on her. Mary immediately tried to call him back, but the phone just rang and rang. At least he hadn't turned it off.

"We have to go get him," she said.

Cy put his hands up. "I'll go get him. You don't need to be bothered with this."

But Gran was already out the door. 

They followed her out. Gran had gotten into the station wagon, and she started it as Mary got into the front seat while Cy climbed into the back.

"Where is he?" Gran asked, backing out of the driveway.

"The Bluff."

Gran turned the car toward it. "What's wrong with him?"

Mary winced. "I think he's drunk."

"You think?"

"I've never seen him drink. He didn't have anything at the party. He didn't seem even the tiniest bit interested."

"There was drinking at the party?" Gran asked, her voice deceptively light.

Mary winced again. "Yeah, but neither of us had anything, I swear."

Cy was sitting in the back muttering to himself. From his expression, Mary didn't think bringing him along was a good idea, but Gran hadn't stopped him when he got into the back seat. 

They rode the rest of the way in silence. When they reached The Bluff, Mary looked around in confusion. There were no other cars there. 

"Oh, no," Mary moaned. "Where's his truck?" She was afraid he'd left. He had no business being behind the wheel.

"He didn't take his truck. Tyler picked him up from the house," Cy said.

That was a small relief, but that also meant Tyler had left Kyle here at The Bluff in his inebriated state. Why had Tyler left him? 

Gran hit the brakes hard. She didn't hit Kyle, but he lurched and fell to the ground. 

Mary jumped out to go to him. 

"Kyle, are you okay?" she asked, crouching down to help him up. 

He smiled when he saw her and put his arms sloppily around her neck. He wasn't interested in standing up, though. He wanted to kiss. He puckered up and leaned in. Mary was able to dodge him, but he wasn't giving up.

"Kyle, quit it," she said, glancing nervously in Gran's direction.

"But we're at The Bluff!" he protested.

"Dammit, Kyle! What the hell's wrong with you?" Cy demanded, pulling him off Mary and swinging him around to face him.

"Cy, what are you doing here? Are you gonna make out with Vicky?"

"No one's making out with anyone," Gran declared, hands on hips. There wasn't a glimmer of amusement on her face.

Kyle swung around and had to shield his eyes from the glare of the headlights to see her. "Gran? You're not allowed up here."

Gran's head tilted at that. "I'm not? Why is that?"

"Because you're old, and you don't have a boyfriend."

Mary winced. "Kyle, be quiet, please."

He put out his arms and lurched toward Mary, but Cy wasn't going to let him near her. Cy grabbed Kyle's arm, swung him around, and socked him in the face.

Kyle pirouetted and tumbled to the ground. Mary gasped and covered her mouth, but Kyle sat up and began to laugh. "I knew it! You still have the hots for Mary! Well, tough! She's my girlfriend now."

"You don't deserve her!" Cy shouted.

Mary's head was spinning as she turned back and forth between the brothers. What?

Gran slammed her hands on the hood of the station wagon. "Everyone in the car now! Cy, front seat. Mary in the back with Kyle, and you both will keep your hands to yourself. Am I being perfectly clear?"

Mary gulped. She'd never seen Gran this mad before. The two brothers were looking at Gran with fear. 

Mary crept around and offered her hand to Kyle to help him up. He looked at her hand and then at Gran. He scrambled up on his own.

"Get in the car," Gran grumbled as she opened the driver's side door. 

They went to their assigned seats. Gran turned the car around without another word.

Mary twisted her fingers nervously. The silence was heavy. 

"Where are the others, Kyle?" Gran asked. 

He didn't answer. He was staring at the back of the front seat.

"Kyle?" Gran asked a little louder.

"I don't know," he said.

Gran sighed in disappointment. "Are they drunk, too?"

"No," he said in the same sullen monotone.

Gran sighed again. 

"How much did you drink?" Mary asked tentatively. If it was one beer, no one could be too mad at him, right? He hadn't known it would make him this drunk. She knew he had to have drunk more than one beer and she was deluding herself, but she hoped Kyle would lie. 

He frowned at her. "What?"

"Jesus, Kyle," Cy said from the front seat.

"I'm not drunk," Kyle protested.

"Kyle," Mary said. She'd be okay if he lied about having only one beer, but his trying to claim he'd had nothing at all was impossible to go along with.

"I haven't had anything to drink!" he protested louder.

"What have you had tonight?" Gran asked. 

Her tone made Mary's eyes widen. Oh, God, he hadn't taken drugs, had he? 

"Kyle?" she said in dismay.

"Mary, what's wrong?" He reached out to her, but then he seemed to remember Gran's "no touching" edict and jerked back his hand. 

"What have you had tonight?" Gran asked again.

"I had a couple of energy drinks. That's all."

"Is that really all you had?" Gran asked.

"And some pizza," he said uncertainly.

"That's all? No pills?"

Kyle frowned in distaste. "Why would I take pills? I don't have a headache."

"I'm taking you to the hospital," Gran said.

"I'm not sick!" he protested.

"Who were you with tonight?" Gran asked, ignoring his protest.

Kyle tilted his head back. "Tyler, Chad, Derrick, Brian." He frowned. "I don't know where they went."

Mary suddenly wondered what the bottoms of their sneakers looked like.

Gran hadn't been joking. She pulled into the hospital.

"Is somebody sick?" Kyle asked. He seemed to have forgotten that Gran had said she was taking him there. Then he blinked at Mary. "Are you all right?" he asked in a concerned voice.

Mary's heart squeezed tight. "I'm fine. Can you let a doctor look at you for me?"

He frowned in confusion. "Why? I'm okay."

"Please, Kyle? For me?"

"Anything for you, Mare-Mare."

She laughed in surprise at the pet name. He'd never called her that before. 

He smiled goofily back at her. "I like it when you're happy," he said.

Gran stopped the car at the emergency entrance. "Cy, you should call your parents," she said. Then she got out and flagged an orderly. 

When she opened Kyle's door, an orderly was behind her with a wheelchair. "Kyle, honey, do you want to see what it's like to ride in a wheelchair?" 

He blinked at her. "Hi, Gran," he said.

"Hi, dear. Look, a wheelchair."

Kyle's eyes widened. "I get to ride in it?"

The orderly pushed it closer.

"Yeah, it'll be fun," Gran said. She and the orderly helped him into it. 

He turned back to Mary. "Get one for Mary, too," he said.

The orderly gave Gran a questioning look. She silently shook her head, then turned to tell Mary, "Park the car. Then come find us."

Mary nodded and got into the driver's seat. She waited a second to give Cy a chance to get out, but he made no move to leave. He had his cell phone up to his ear.

"Cy?" she asked.

He waved his hand for her to go. 

She pulled away from the emergency entrance and drove to the parking lot. She parked in the first available spot and shut off the car. 

"Dad, it's Cy. We just took Kyle to the hospital. We think he was slipped something. Mary and her grandmother are with us."

He shut off the phone.

"You had to leave a message?" she asked.

"Yeah, it's date night. They should be home soon."

"I can't believe Tyler roofied Kyle. I thought they were friends."

Cy grimaced. "It may not have been Tyler. I think it was Chad."

"Chad? Why would he do that?"

Cy shook his head and got out of the car. Mary moved quickly to keep up with him. "Cy?" she asked.

"He'd think it was funny."

"Why?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. That's just what's funny to him."

Mary frowned. She again wondered what the soles of Kyle's friends' sneakers looked like.

They went into the hospital through the emergency entrance and searched for Gran and Kyle. They weren't in the waiting area. Cy went up to the admissions desk and asked for them.

"In exam room five," the nurse said.

Calling where Kyle was a "room" was a bit grandiose. It had curtains for walls. Mary ducked into it and found a doctor examining Kyle. 

The bald cop who'd come to her house earlier was standing nearby. He blinked and nodded to her when she appeared.

"Blow into this," the doctor said, holding a small tube up to Kyle's mouth.

He tried to push it away. "I told you, I didn't drink anything."

Mary moved closer to the bed, reached out and ran her hand down his arm. "We know, Kyle," she told him. "But we have to show that it's true. Then the doctor's going to draw some blood."

Kyle's lip jutted out. "I'm sorry, Mary."

"For what? You didn't do anything wrong."

"I let you down."

Her eyes flicked to Gran and the policeman. She didn't know what he was talking about, but he was making her nervous. "It's okay."

He held up his phone and shook it. "I didn't get your calls. I would've rather hung out with you, and not Tyler and the boys. You know that, right?"

A wave of relief rushed through her. "It's okay. We hadn't planned to hang out. You're allowed to do other stuff."

He looked from the cop to the doctor. "Maybe I shouldn't be," he said.

That garnered a dry laugh from Gran. 

"Blow, please," the doctor said patiently.         

Kyle put his mouth to the tube and blew. When he was done, the doctor read the readout, and then showed it to the police officer. 

Was he allowed to do that? Mary wondered. Especially if it said something bad?

The doctor saw them all watching him. "It said zero point zero. I'm going to draw some blood now, Kyle."

"See, I told you," Kyle said.

Mary squeezed his hand. 

When the doctor was finished, he said, "I'd like to keep him overnight, to be safe."

Gran asked Cy, "Have you heard from your parents?"

He shook his head, then pulled out his phone and dialed them again.

"Can Mary stay with me?" Kyle asked hopefully.

Mary's eyes bulged, and she pulled her hand back. "Um, Kyle, I--I--" She didn't know what to say. He was drugged, so he probably got a pass for anything he said, but she didn't have that luxury.

"I'm looking for my son," a loud, deep voice declared.

"Dad, over here!" Cy called.

The privacy curtain was swept back, and Mr. and Mrs. Asher stepped in. Both of them were smartly dressed. Mrs. Asher was wearing a dress with a fur coat. Mr. Asher was wearing a suit.

"What's going on here?" Mr. Asher asked.

"We think Kyle was roofied," Cy told them.

Mrs. Asher covered her mouth in dismay, and Mr. Asher's face darkened.

"By whom?" Mr. Asher demanded.

"Tyler or Chad. Thankfully, Mary was able to get hold of him and find out where he was, so we could go get him." 

Mr. Asher's face darkened even more. He glared at Kyle, who was  oblivious to his father's anger. He was staring up at the ceiling and giggling. Mary looked up there but didn't see anything funny. 

Mary was afraid that Mr. Asher would somehow blame her for this. She'd never really met Kyle's parents, but she'd gotten the sense that they weren't too impressed with her. Kyle had never invited her over to his house. He'd had dinner with her and Gran a couple of times, but she'd never had dinner with his parents. She hadn't even been inside his house since they got rid of Ricky, the ghost. 

Maybe that was why the Ashers didn't like her. She had technically destroyed their microwave. It had been for a good cause, but they didn't know that. 

To Mary's relief, Gran grabbed her arm. "We'll be going," she said.

"Bye-bye! I love you!" Kyle said.

There was that L word again, Mary thought ruefully.

Mrs. Asher reached out to Gran as they passed. "Thank you," she said sincerely.

"Yes, thank you," Mr. Asher said without looking away from Kyle.

Gran pulled Mary out of the exam room, and Mary was surprised to see that Cy followed them.

"Cyrus, I think you should stay with your parents," Gran said.

"What about you two?" he asked. "What if those bastards come back?"

"Then heaven help them," Gran said darkly.

Mary had never been afraid of her grandmother. She wasn't now, but if she had been one of those boys, she'd be very afraid.

"My Jeep is still at your house," Cy said. "I need to get it."

That was true, but his excuse seemed awfully convenient. 

They rode back to the house in silence. When they got there, Mary said a subdued farewell to Cy and went up to her room. There, she looked out her window and saw Cy's Jeep still sitting in the driveway. He was in it, but it wasn't running. She wondered what he was doing. 

"Hey, kiddo. Sorry about tonight. Wish I could've helped."

Mary blinked in surprise. "Harvey? Did Gran bring you in?"

"Yeah. I'm your new night watchman."

"Really? Thanks." Having Harvey around was a bit of a comfort.

"No problem, though I think somebody's bucking for my new job."

She looked back out the window. Cy was still sitting in their driveway, but now Gran was talking to him. Mary couldn't hear them from her window, but after a couple of minutes, Cy's Jeep started up, and he left. Gran came back inside.

"Did you hear or see the guys?" Mary asked.

"Yeah, but I couldn't really do much. I knocked some stuff around the shed, but they didn't notice."

"It was a good try. Thanks."

"If they come back, I'll take care of them."

Mary shivered. She knew what an angry ghost could do, so she had no doubt Harvey could mess up those boys. Feeling a little better, she went to bed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

Running

 

 

Mary walked through school on high alert. She was primed to swing out at anyone who came at her. As far as she was concerned, Tyler had declared war on her and Kyle. He had a lot of friends, and he'd already shown how far he'd go. 

Gran had offered to let her stay home, but Mary couldn't handle the thought of sitting in the house waiting. She had to come to school and get the lay of the land. 

She watched everyone with a cautious eye and kept checking over her shoulder to see who was there. Her nervous looks only met the blank gazes of fellow students who were just trying to get their dreary Monday over with. 

She headed to her locker to stow her afternoon books. When someone poked the back of her neck, she whirled around with her fist up. 

Rachel's sunny smile fell away. "Whoa, chica. What's up?"

Mary slumped and dropped her fist. "Don't sneak up on me."

"What's going on?" Rachel asked.

"Tyler Porter is no longer Kyle's friend," Mary said.

"So, they had a falling out. Why are you freaked?"

Mary told her friend about the previous night.

"Why didn't you call me?" Rachel demanded.

As they headed toward Mary's class, Mary said, "Because you had the play and then everything just happened so fast."

"You should've called me. We would've been over there in a heartbeat. Play or no play."

"Thanks. But it worked out, thankfully. Can you keep an ear out for me?" she asked Rachel. "I wanna know what the chatter is about last night."

"Yeah. I'll see what I can find out."

They'd reached Mary's class. "Meet back at my locker for TAB?" Mary asked.

Rachel nodded. 

Mary went into class and scanned the room. She knew it was her imagination, but all the boys looked sinister this morning. All of their smiles had the veneer of a sneer. 

She took her seat and made herself close her eyes and take a couple of deep breaths. She knew her nerves were getting the best of her. She needed to chill. 

When it was time to go to second period, Mary went back on high alert. The halls were swarming with students moving from class to class. She couldn't track everyone, and frankly she didn't know who was a threat and who wasn't.

When she got to class, her heart was pounding. Tyler and his friends didn't need to do anything to her. She was doing a good job of messing with her head all by herself. 

She had to admit that the school didn't seem to be buzzing with any talk about last night. Maybe the news hadn't gotten around, or maybe no one was talking. But she had to know what the deal was. Why had Tyler drugged Kyle and left him at The Bluff? He had to have known how dangerous that was. Kyle could've fallen or gotten frostbite. She stopped short of thinking about the worst that could have happened. And now the police were involved. There would be consequences. 

At TAB, Mary went to her locker. Rachel arrived a second behind her. Mary looked at her questioningly. Rachel shook her head. "Nobody's saying anything."

Mary closed the locker door. If the rumors wouldn't come to her, she'd go to the rumors. Or at least the rumor queen. She headed to the cafeteria with Rachel tagging along.

When they reached the caf, Mary didn't need to search for the one she wanted. Vicky and her gang always sat at the same table, and heaven help the poor freshman who tried to sit there.

Now Mary just needed to figure out how to get the cheerleader away from her posse. 

Cy was with his girlfriend, and he saw Mary staring at them. He gave Vicky a quick kiss on the cheek, then came over to Mary and Rachel with Vicky watching the entire time. 

"Hey. Was the rest of last night quiet?" he asked.

"Yeah, it was fine," Mary said. "How's Kyle?"

"He came home this morning. He doesn't feel good at all."

Mary was relieved to hear that Kyle was out of the hospital. "What did the police say?"

"They called Chad and Tyler's house, but no one picked up. They went by, but didn't see anyone there. They're trying to reach their parents, but they're on a cruise in the Caribbean."

"What about the other boys?" Mary didn't know any Derricks at school, but there were several Brians.

"Kyle said they were buddies of Chad's from Chapel Hill," Cy replied. "He didn't get their last names." 

So only Tyler was a classmate. That made school seem a little less sinister. She only had to worry about one boy, not several.

"Can you ask Vicky to meet us in the science wing's girls' bathroom?" she asked.

Cy frowned. "Sure, but why?"

"Just ask her for us, please?" 

He nodded and headed back to the table. Mary and Rachel didn't stick around; they went to the designated spot. 

The science wing was neutral ground. The honor roll kids hung out there. And while Mary and Vicky had both been on honor roll, they weren't part of that group. 

Rachel and Mary went into the restroom and waited. A few minutes later, Vicky arrived by herself.

"What?" she asked, crossing her arms and staring at them.

Mary rolled her eyes. "You know what. What have you heard? What's going on?"

"You'll need to be a little more specific."

Mary frowned. Was Vicky just pretending not to know what this was about, or did she really not know? "Last night, Vicky. Spill."

Vicky frowned. "Nothing went on last night."

"Uh, yeah, it did. Tyler and Chad and some of their buddies had some fun up on The Bluff, then they came to my house to play some demonic ring-and-dash."

"I wasn't involved," Vicky said.

Mary sighed. Why was she being so difficult? "I know, but you have to know something."

"And why do I have to know?" Vicky asked.

"Because you're the one who came up with the name Scary Mary. Someone would want to tell you what happened. They'd think you'd like it."

Vicky shook her head. "I haven't heard anything."

"Is Tyler at school today?" Rachel asked.

Vicky thought a moment. "I don't think so."

The girls' restroom door opened a few inches. "He isn't here. I checked," Cy said from the other side.

Vicky turned to glare at the door. "And why didn't you tell me about any of this?" 

Cy let the door shut.

"Listen," Mary said. "Tyler and Chad roofied Kyle last night and left him on The Bluff. Then they came and terrorized me at my house to the point that I called the cops. It was home invasion level bad. We took Kyle to the hospital, and the cops were called again. They're in a whole lot of trouble. Be careful, okay?"

Vicky's expression had gone from pissed to disbelief as Mary told her the details. Mary didn't know why Cy hadn't told Vicky, but she needed to know. 

"I'll see what I can find out," Vicky said, and this time she sounded sincere.

Mary's gaze went to the closed door. "Be careful what you tell Cy," she whispered.

Vicky blinked and looked back at the door, silently considering it. 

The bell for next class rang. 

"I'll let you know if I find anything out," Vicky said, turning to leave.

"Hey, Vicky. Thanks. I mean it," Mary said.

Vicky stared at her for a second, then nodded. She left the bathroom.

"Are you becoming friends with Vicky?" Rachel asked.

Mary stiffened. "How dare you!"

"Can you blame me for wondering? There was a surprising lack of name-calling just now."

"I was asking her to do me a favor."

"Which she agreed to. That was very friendly."

"I'm not friends with The Hickey."

"Are you sure? Before you know it, you'll be exchanging friendship bracelets and braiding each other's hair."

"I'll cut off my hands and Nair-bomb my head before that happens."

Rachel smirked at her.

"What?" Mary said.

"You do like her."

"No, I don't."

"Then why not cut off her hands and hair?"

Mary frowned. "I didn't think of that."

"Hmmm."

"Shut up."

They headed to their respective classes. 

When Mary reached her class, the teacher gave her a pass. It was from Mr. Landa. 

Mr. Landa's door was open when she reached his office. 

"Mr. Landa?"

He looked up from his computer. "Mary, how are you doing?" There was concern in his voice.

"I'm okay..." she said, trying to gauge what he knew. 

"I've spoken to your grandmother, and the police have been in contact with Dr. Coughlin. Your safety is of the utmost importance to us. Tyler isn't here today, but we've been instructed to contact the police if he shows up."

Mary sat down and let herself relax. She'd figured school would be a dangerous place that day, but it seemed like it might be the safest place for her. 

"Thanks. I appreciate knowing that."

He nodded. "Can you tell me anything about what happened? Why you think it might have happened?"

"Tyler had a party at his house Friday night. His brother Chad got into a fight with a boy, and Kyle got pulled in. I broke it up."

"You broke it up?"

"I sprayed everyone with a fire extinguisher. It seemed like the best way."

Mr. Landa's eyes widened. "Yes, I suppose that would work."

"Kyle and I left after that. I didn't think it was that big of a deal."

Mr. Landa's expression became wry. "Sometimes, Mary, I think you're too effective for your own good."

"What does that mean? Should I have just let them fight? I didn't want Kyle to get hurt."

"If you'd been a little less flashy about it, maybe these boys wouldn't have fixated on you."

"This sounds like victim-blaming," Mary said in disbelief. 

Mr. Landa looked grim. "You said the boys knocked on the doors at your house?"

"They pounded on them. They terrorized me."

"Did they break anything?"

"No. What does that matter?"

"And what does Kyle say happened?"

Mary stared at him in confusion. "He was roofied."

"Does he remember when? By whom?"

"No. They slipped it to him, obviously."

"Can he prove it?"

"What does he have to prove?"

"He went out with the boys willingly?"

Mary's anger had been slowly growing with each of Mr. Landa's questions. "Yes," she said and clenched her jaw.

"Was he one of the boys at your house?"

"What? No! They left him up on The Bluff."

"Are you sure? You said you didn't see any of their faces."

Mary shook her head emphatically. "Kyle wouldn't do something like that. Even if he was drugged."

"Mary, be prepared. From what you've told me, I don't think Tyler or the others will be charged with anything."

"What? How can you say that?"

Mr. Landa dropped his gaze. "I've seen incidents like this before. Just be prepared." 

Mary stood up. "Thank you for telling me that Tyler isn't here, and that the police are looking for him. I'll go back to class now."

"Mary, wait. Don't take what I said the wrong way."

She jerked open the door. "What would have been the right way?" she asked, but she didn't wait for his reply.

As she went back to class, she wanted to scream and pull out her hair. She was livid about what Mr. Landa had said, but he was right. The boys would tell the cops that they didn't know how Kyle had gotten roofied, and that they hadn't been anywhere near Mary's house. And there was no proof to contradict them. They wouldn't even get a slap on the wrist. Mary passed a restroom and turned sharply to go in. She couldn't go back to class. She couldn't handle it. 

She flung her bag off and grabbed a sink. No, she wasn't going to cry; she refused. But if she couldn't cry, she had to let her feelings out another way. 

She slammed her palm against the paper towel dispenser, then did it again. Then she shoved the side. The screws holding the dispenser to the wall protested. She slammed the side of her fist against it. The screws protested more.  

She had to stop. She was going to break it. She switched to kicking the wall. 

She hadn't done anything wrong! She didn't deserve this. She'd been really scared, but that didn't matter. Scaring her wasn't a crime. And drugging Kyle was okay too. Nothing really bad had happened to him. They were his friends. It was all in good fun. It didn't matter that Kyle and Mary weren't laughing.  

She kicked the wall with each thought. She was panting through clenched teeth, but she wasn't crying. She wouldn't give those guys the satisfaction. No, she was going to be okay. She'd show them.

Mary splashed water on her face and soothed her stinging hands. She felt a bit calmer, but she could feel the resentment and anger inside her waiting to be stirred up so it could surge back to the surface. 

She went back to class for the last third of the period. She sat stiffly, listening to the teacher, but she wasn't really there. Her thoughts still swirled with how unfair the world was. 

She didn't think she'd make good company for lunch, but she knew that she'd better find the others and sit with them or they'd worry about her. 

She joined Taryn and Rachel in the art room. They asked how she was doing. She said okay, which was sort of true and sort of not. Her emotions were still a little precarious, but for the moment, she was okay. 

But she did feel kind of lonely on her side of the table. She pulled out her phone and sent Kyle a text.

*Miss you. How are you feeling?*

She waited, staring at the phone hoping for a response, but no return text came.

"Mary, I'm so sorry. Rachel told me what happened," Taryn said.

She looked up from her phone. "It'll be all right. Mr. Landa told me that Tyler isn't at school, and the police are searching for him."

"Freaky," Taryn said.

"Yeah."

"You have a visitor," Rachel said, her eyes on someone behind her. 

Mary turned around with a touch of apprehension. She knew it wasn't Tyler or any of the college guys, but she was still a touch on edge. 

Eddie was standing behind her.

"Hey," she said.

Eddie had his book bag hanging from both shoulders. He was dressed in shorts and a pullover. Mary didn't understand the look. If it was too cold for short sleeves, how was it okay for shorts? 

"What's up with my grandma?" he asked.

She waved at the empty seat beside her. His eyes widened, and his gaze darted to Taryn and Rachel.

"It's okay to sit with us. We don't bite," Taryn said with a touch of teasing in her voice.

"Much," Rachel added.

Mary rolled her eyes. "It's fine. Sit."

He sat down awkwardly on the stool. He didn't take off his book bag.   

"Mona's safe. You don't need to worry about her," Mary said in a reassuring tone. 

Eddie looked at her in disbelief. "How can you say that? She's possessed."

"It's not what you think," she said. 

She couldn't tell him the whole truth. She'd have to convince him without mentioning the angel.

"My grandma's not possessed?"

"No, she is, but--"

"You're not going to do it?"

Mary frowned. "Do what?"

"Exorcise her! You're just going to let the ghost keep her?"

"Eddie, I swear it's going to be all right."

He stood up. "I can't believe this! She's been taken over by a ghost, and you're just going to let it stay there. It's not right!"

"It's complicated."

"No, it's not."

"Yes, it is! There's more going on than you think. Mona needs Rose."

"Rose? Is that its name? You've talked to her? Is this because my grandma was strict with you in middle school? Is this some sort of payback?"

Being reminded of Mona Loeser's harassment didn't help Mary's mood. "She wasn't strict. She was hateful."

"I knew it. This is some sort of sick revenge. You're glad she's possessed."

"No. Listen to me--" 

But Eddie was done listening. He jumped up and ran from the room, book bag bouncing wildly on his back. 

Mary dropped her head. "Dammit," she said.

"Should we go after him?" Rachel asked.

"I'll go. You two stay here and enjoy your lunch. This is my mess."

She went out in search of Eddie and saw the tail end of his book bag disappear into the stairwell.

She ran to catch up with him.

"Eddie, wait up!" she yelled.

He didn't listen to her. He ran down the stairs, his gasps echoing up through the stairwell. She rushed down the stairs to catch up, but he slammed through an exit and ran outside.

She followed him, ready to keep going, but Eddie had stopped running. He was bent over, panting for breath.

"Eddie, let me explain."

His face twisted in anger. "What's there to explain? She's been taken over by someone else, and no one cares!"

"I do care, but it isn't what you think."

"Oh? The ghost is helping her?"

"Yes!"

Eddie shook his head, not believing her. "How? She can't be herself with the ghost taking her over."

Mary didn't know how to tell him that the ghost could only do it because Mona wasn't there. It would just upset him more.

"I know it's hard to accept, but trust me, the ghost is not hurting your grandmother. That's the exact opposite of what she wants."

Eddie still shook his head. "You don't care. Just admit it. You'd rather go to parties and hang out with your boyfriend. You're just like all the others."

Mary clenched her jaw. "What the hell are you talking about? You don't know me. I've done nothing but help you, but because I'm not doing what you want, you think you can yell at me. Who are you? You're just some pissant freshman who can't even dress himself properly. Your grandmother is sick. She's not herself. The ghost is probably the only thing keeping her from accidentally killing herself, but you don't like that. You want your grandma. You don't care if getting rid of the ghost hurts her. You're the one who only cares about yourself. I've had a lot of shit happen to me recently, but do you hear me saying I'm not going to help your grandmother? That I don't have time, because my boyfriend was hurt and I was attacked? No! Never mind that your grandma made my life hell in middle school. You know she was mean. There's no denying it. But I'm still willing to help you. The problem is, you don't want my help. You just want me to do what you say. Well, tough shit!" 

Mary was the one panting now. 

Eddie stared at her for a moment with his jaw clenched. Then he turned and walked away. 

Mary let him go. Had she been too harsh with him? She had called him a pissant and called his clothes stupid. Yeah, she'd been a little too harsh. She knew that she needed to apologize, but she wasn't going to chase him down now. She knew where he'd be later. 

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

When school let out, Mary joined Eddie to wait for the city bus headed to Gentry House. She went to stand by him, but he put his back to her. 

"I'm sorry for unloading on you during lunch. You didn't deserve that," she said.

Eddie continued to ignore her. 

When the bus pulled up, they both got on. Eddie moved to the back and took a seat next to someone rather than sit in any of the empty pairs of seats that were available. 

Mary sat behind him and stared at the back of his head. She could understand why he was upset, but she had to figure out a way to convince him that everything was going to be okay.     

When the bus pulled up to their stop, Eddie scrambled to get off. His rush raised red flags in Mary's mind and she ran to catch up with him, but his battered sneakers were a lot more suited to running than her boots. He dashed up the stairs into Gentry House and disappeared inside. Mary was out of breath when she got there.

Pam was at the sign-in desk again. She glared at Mary as she held out the clipboard. "What did you do to that boy?" 

"Nothing. Which way did he go?"

Pam didn't need to answer. Mona cried out from upstairs and Mary immediately took the steps two at a time.

She followed Mona's wordless protests to her room, where Eddie had the navy blue shawl in his hands and was trying to pull it away from his grandmother. 

"Let her go!" he demanded.

He seemed to have figured out that the shawl was the anchor for the ghost. 

Mary grabbed Eddie's shoulders. "Stop it! Let it go!"

He let go of the shawl to wiggle out of Mary's grasp. 

Pam appeared in the doorway. "What's going on in here?" she demanded.

Eddie pointed at Mona's shawl. "That's not hers. Where did it come from?"

Pam frowned. "A previous resident had it. It was left behind."

"You mean it's a dead woman's," he said.

Pam grimaced slightly. "Yes. Mona likes it though, and there's no point letting it go to waste."

"I want it burned!"

"No. Please, Eddie. I'm sorry," Mona said.

"Shut up! You're not my grandmother!"

"May I be of assistance?"

Mary sighed in relief at the familiar voice. "Dr. Trudeau, in here," she said.

He poked his head into the room. "Hello. How is everyone?" he asked jovially.

He seemed to know the situation was tense. Mary could see he was doing what he could to diffuse it. 

"Who are you?" Eddie asked.

"Like Mary said, I'm Dr. Trudeau. I was seeing one of the other residents. Talking to him about his life, and other ones."

Mary and Mona were the only ones who understood what he meant. His accent probably made the others think it was some strange slip of the tongue, Mary thought. 

Eddie saw his chance. He darted over to Mona and wrenched the shawl from her. 

"Eddie--" Mona stopped and blinked. She looked at everyone blankly as Eddie balled up the shawl. 

"I'm getting rid of this thing," Eddie said, his face a mask of disgust, then charged out of the room past Pam and Dr. Trudeau. 

Mary ran to stop him. He had a good head start, better running shoes, and a lot of determination. He was out of the building before Mary reached the bottom of the stairs. 

"Eddie, stop! You don't understand!" she yelled.

He wasn't listening to her. Mary got outside to see him running down the street. She didn't know where he was going. Maybe he didn't know either.

Although Eddie had a few advantages when it came to running, Mary did have one: longer legs. She surged to catch up with him. When she got close, she reached out and snagged the handle of his book bag and stopped, jerking Eddie to a halt. He tried to twist around to free himself, but Mary had a good hold and wasn't letting go. She hoped he wouldn't decide to abandon the book bag and run. If he did, she might not be able to catch up with him again.

"Eddie, someone is killing people at Gentry House!"

That got his attention. He glared at her over his shoulder. "What are you talking about?" he said, still huffing and twisting. 

"Someone is killing people who are too sick or too far gone. Your grandmother fits that description. The ghost is possessing her, but only so she won't get killed."

Eddie twisted the shawl up in his hands. Mary hoped it wasn't hurting the ghost.

"How do you know?"

She knew better than to say the ghost had told her. He wouldn't accept that. "Paula told me."

"Paula?"

She nodded. "Yes. I know you want your grandmother back, but we have to figure out first who's killing these people."

"Who's Dr. Trudeau?"

"He's a friend. I asked him for help. He knows about ghosts, and he knows about what's going on. I figured he'd be able to help find out who it is that's killing these people."

Suddenly, the ghost said, "Tell him I promise to leave his grandmother alone as soon as the angel is found. He can burn the shawl then. I won't mind."

Mary sighed unhappily. "The ghost says you can burn the shawl once the killer has been found."

Eddie looked down at the shawl. Mary let go of his book bag, and Eddied turned around. "Why is she helping my grandma?"

"Because she doesn't want what happened to her to happen to anyone else."

Eddie blinked in surprise. "She was killed?"

Mary nodded.

He held the shawl out to her, and Mary took it. Touching the anchor made her hands tingle. 

They began walking back to Gentry House.

"How are you going to catch the murderer?" he asked.

"We basically have to catch them in the act. Paula is setting herself up to be bait."

"Isn't that dangerous?"

"Yes. I don't like it, but it's the best way to catch them."

They went back into the house, where Pam was back at the front desk. She gave both of them a long look. 

"I don't want another outburst like that," she said sternly. "Mona was very upset. She's resting now. I don't want you to bother her again."

"I'm sorry. Can we give her back the shawl?" Eddie asked.

Pam's eyes flicked to the shawl in Mary's hands. She nodded begrudgingly. 

Mary and Eddie went upstairs to find Mona lying on her bed, curled into the fetal position. Her eyes were open, but they were blank. 

Hector and Dr. Trudeau were there too, and they silently watched Mary and Eddie. Mona didn't look at them at all. 

Eddie stopped and gave Hector a suspicious look. He knew Hector as Marty, and thought he was Mona's boyfriend. The truth was, he wasn't Mona's boyfriend; he was Rose's. 

Mary didn't know the full story between the two ghosts. Had they known each other when they were alive, or had they only become acquainted after they died? 

Mary gave Eddie's shoulder a reassuring squeeze and slipped past him to drape the shawl over Mona. Once it was on her, she stirred. She drew it around her shoulders.

Reluctantly, Eddie said, "I'm sorry for taking the shawl. I didn't know what was going on, and I was scared for my grandma."

"You're a good grandson, Eddie. I wish I'd had one like you." 

"Your name's Rose?" he asked.

She nodded.

"It's nice to meet you, Rose."

Hector got up from his chair. "I'll be going now. I'm glad everything worked out."

"Wait. I have a few questions for everyone," Dr. Trudeau said.

Everyone turned to him.

"Rose, when did you pass on?"

She turned to the calendar on the wall. "Almost three years ago." 

He turned to Hector. "And when do you think this all began?" 

Hector shrugged. "Four or five years ago? It's hard to say. We can never be completely sure when the one who passed left naturally or with help."

Dr. Trudeau nodded. "From my conversations with various staff, I can automatically rule out several of them. They were hired after Rose passed. If the ghosts are correct and this began four or five years ago, that rules out a few more."

"So, we're looking for someone who started working here four or five years ago?" Mary asked.

Dr. Trudeau sighed and shook his head. "Not necessarily. These sorts of people usually work for years in a facility before they start to kill. We can only be sure of those who started working here more recently than four or five years ago. Everyone who was here before that is a suspect."

"And that's most of the staff," Hector said.

Dr. Trudeau nodded.

"How's Paula?" Mary asked. She hadn't seen her once during the commotion, which surprised her. 

Hector grimaced. "She's taken to her bed. I think she's faking. I hope so, at least."

"Should we go see her?"

It seemed to pain Hector to shake his head. "She doesn't want anybody to come. She thinks that if she appears to be in pain and pitiful that the angel will come and have mercy on her."

"And then what?" Mary asked.

Hector shrugged. "Then she'll expose them. Somehow."

There had to be a better way to do this. Dr. Trudeau had his head down and appeared to be deep in thought. Hopefully he could figure out something.

Mary sighed. "Well, I guess that's all we can do for now. You'll call if there's any news?" Rose and Hector both nodded. 

Dr. Trudeau walked out with Mary and Eddie.

"Is our only option really to wait until Paula's attacked?" Mary asked once they were outside.

"No," Dr. Trudeau said. "I'll keep poking around. I know one of the attending physicians here, so I'll make a few discreet inquiries. If I can raise his suspicions, he may request an exhumation and autopsy for the deceased. But that's very delicate work. I can't just say, 'Are you sure your patient died of heart disease? Could it have been an embolism brought on by an air bubble injected into their IV?'"

Eddie was staring at Dr. Trudeau, slack-jawed. "That's all they'd have to do?"

Dr. Trudeau grimly nodded. "In most cases, I'm afraid so." Eddie glanced back at Gentry House with concern, so the doctor told him, "Rose and Hector will make sure nothing happens to your grandma. She's safe."

Eddie didn't seem very reassured. 

On her way home on the bus, Mary took out her phone to check it. There were no messages from Kyle, which made her worry about him. It had been hours since her last text, plenty of time for him to respond. Was he still recovering from the Rohypnol? 

The bus let her off two blocks from her house. As she walked the rest of the way home, she dialed Kyle's cell. It rang four times before switching over to voice mail. 

"Hey, it's me," she said. "Are you all right? I'm starting to worry. Send me a text or something. It doesn't have to be much. Miss you."

She hung up the phone wondering if she should call his house if she didn't hear from him in a few hours. Cy had said Kyle wasn't feeling well, but she'd thought he'd be awake, at least. 

When she got within sight of home, Mary broke into a run. There was a police car parked outside. She dashed up the stairs and barged into the living room. 

Gran and the police officer looked up at her in surprise. They were drinking iced tea.

"Did something happen?" Mary demanded, panting from her run.

The policeman closed his notebook and rose. "Everything's fine. I was just updating your grandmother on what we've learned."

Gran rose as well. "I really appreciate you coming out to tell me in person."

The police officer moved to the door. Mary got out of the way and watched him walk back to his cruiser. 

"What's the news?" she asked.

Gran's expression became serious.

"Oh, no. What is it?" Mary asked.

"Kyle's sneakers match some of the prints outside the house."

"Well, of course he's been here," Mary said.

"The prints were outside that window," Gran said, pointing to the window that the guys had banged on. 

Kyle wouldn't have had any reason to be outside that window. 

"So, they're trying to pin this on Kyle? That's ridiculous. You told them that, right?"

"They found the brothers and their friends at Chapel Hill. They claim Kyle supplied the roofies."

Mary's jaw dropped. "We're supposed to believe that he roofied himself and then ended up at The Bluff? How'd he get out there?"

"They went up there together, but then Kyle wandered off and they couldn't find him. They left to get flashlights and were intending to go back, but they heard we'd found him and that he was okay."

Mary couldn't believe that. "I know Kyle wasn't involved. He wouldn't do this."

Gran sighed. "I know, but the police can only go off what they're told and the evidence they find."

"What does Kyle say?"

Gran hunched her shoulders. "I don't know. The policeman didn't say."

"This is ridiculous." 

Mary went up to her room and took out her phone again. She dialed Kyle's number, but the call went to voice mail once more. 

"Kyle," she said into the phone. "Gran just told me what those bastards said. I know you weren't part of the group that came to the house. Either one of them has the same shoes as you, or they took yours. I don't know what's going on, but I know you didn't do anything. Please call--" 

The voice mail cut her off there. She sighed and dropped her phone to her side. 

Almost immediately, it started ringing. She grabbed it and hit connect. "Kyle, what's going on?"

"I take it you two haven't broken up, then," Vicky said from the other end.

Mary shook her head, surprised that it was Vicky. "Vicky? Why are you calling me?"

"You wanted to know the dirt. I've got it."

"What have you heard?"

"I heard about the prank at your house. I heard about the drugs."

"What else?"

"Tyler's claiming that Kyle came up with the idea. It was supposed to be a joke. They didn't think you'd call the cops."

Mary clenched her free hand into a fist. "And why would Kyle do something nasty like that to me?"

"Because he was hitting on another girl and you got so mad you sprayed her with a fire extinguisher."

Mary's jaw dropped. "That was Chad! I mean, he was the one who hit on the girl and started the fight. I sprayed the girl because she irritated me. Kyle and I left together."

"The story is, you dragged him off."

"Oh my God, they've twisted everything."

"Welcome to the popularity minefield."

"I'm not popular."

"You're dating the homecoming king."

"He was elected as a joke."

"He was still elected. That carries cachet."

Mary started pacing the room. "Wait, wait, wait. Is Tyler trying to break us up? Why?"

"I don't know. Maybe he wasn't planning it either, but he's willing to do it if it saves his own ass."

"I haven't talked to Kyle since the hospital," Mary admitted.

"Cy says their parents are really upset."

"But Kyle didn't do anything wrong."

"Maybe not, but a lot of wrong stuff happened. They don't like that."

Mary sat down heavily on her bed. She didn't know what was happening. "What should I do?" 

She wasn't really asking Vicky, but Vicky answered anyway. "You need to act like you're not upset. Like none of this is bothering you. Stay above it, and it'll fall away."

"How do you manage to do that?"

"I grind my teeth and smile. My parents make me wear a mouth guard because I do it so much. And if you tell anyone, I will make your life right now seem pretty sweet by comparison."

Mary dropped her head. "Thanks, Vicky. I mean it."

"Hang in there. I'll pass word through Cy for Kyle to call you."

"Really? That's really kind of you. Thanks."

"Yeah, well, you and Kyle seem good together. He almost makes you normal."

"Yeah, but at the cost of making him weird."

"I'm hanging up now."

Yeah, they were getting perilously close to chatting, and that couldn't be good.

Mary shut off her phone without saying goodbye. She thought Vicky would appreciate that. 

"Mary, dinner!"

She went downstairs to find Gran had heated up some lasagna. That made her grin as she dropped into her chair. She hadn't realized it, but she was starving. 

Gran took her seat too and tucked a paper napkin into her collar. Then she picked up her knife and fork. "So, what were you up to this afternoon?"

Mary looked over at her with suspicion. Did she know about Gentry House? Had Dr. Trudeau called her? Gran waited attentively, but Mary couldn't tell whether she knew or not. Gran was an excellent poker player. 

Was it time to tell her anyway? Mary had hoped to take care of this on her own, but things had quickly become way too much for her to handle.

"Do you know Gentry House?" she asked nervously.

"The nursing home?"

Mary nodded, then proceeded to tell her all about Eddie, Mona, Rose, Paula, and Hector.  

By the time Mary was done, Gran was frowning. "You should've told me about this from the beginning."

Mary sighed. "I thought I could take care of it myself."

"You thought you could catch a serial killer?"

"No, I thought I could help the cops catch them. Or rather, let Dr. Trudeau take care of that."

"Yes, contacting him was one of the few smart things you did."

Mary opened her mouth to protest. She'd thought she was handling things fairly well so far, but Gran wasn't finished. 

"What if there is no angel of death?"

Mary frowned. "How can you say that? Rose and Hector--"

"Are dead. But they won't tell you who killed them. If someone is really killing patients, wouldn't they have exposed the person by now?"

"Why would they lie?"

"So they can live a little longer in their borrowed bodies."

"You really think they're just stringing us along to keep possessing Mona and Marty? That's insane."

"That's self-preservation."

"They're dead. I don't think that concerns them anymore."

"If they really didn't care, they'd move on."

"But what about the serial killer?"

Gran just stared at her.

"Come with me tomorrow and you'll see," Mary said.

Gran nodded. "Yes, I imagine we will."

After dinner, Mary went back up to her room. She wasn't upset that Gran didn't trust Rose and Hector, but she was sort of irked that Gran didn't trust her judgment. 

Her phone was lying on the bed. She'd left it there when Gran called her to dinner. Feeling gloomy, she picked it up to check it. 

No missed calls, no messages.

She had half a mind to go over to Kyle's house and ask to see him, even though she knew that was a bad idea. If Kyle didn't want to talk to her, she didn't want to hear it through his parents. 

But she was a glutton for punishment.

She dialed Kyle's house. 

"Hey, Mary." It was Cy.

"Hey, can Kyle talk to me?"

"No, he can't."

"Um, why?"

"He's grounded. I mean, he can't leave his room or anything. Dad took his phone."

Mary relaxed a little, relieved that Kyle hadn't called her because he literally couldn't, not because he didn't want to. "How's he doing?"

"He's been in his room all day with his headphones on."

"A cop came by to see Gran today. I heard that Kyle's shoes match some of the footprints around my house."

"Oh, we know."

"Is that why he's grounded? We know he wasn't in on the prank. I can tell your parents."

"No, he's grounded for yelling at the cop and almost taking a swing at him."

"Whoa. What?"

"He didn't take the news about what happened to you very well. And being suspected of threatening you upset him a lot."

"Oh." That's right, she reminded herself. He'd been so out of it last night that she hadn't even thought to mention what had happened to her. Had he learned about it when the police came to question him? She felt awful for him. "What did happen to Kyle last night?" she asked Cy.

"He doesn't remember. He knows he went to Tyler's to play some video games, but that's all he can remember until he woke up in the hospital this morning."

So, he didn't remember telling her he loved her multiple times? That was probably a good thing. 

"Thanks, Cy. Vicky told me what Tyler's claiming. I hope your parents don't believe it."

"You mean that Kyle bought some roofies and decided to take them himself? No, they don't believe it. But the fact that Kyle took roofies is a sticking point all by itself."

"They were slipped to him. He didn't know."

"The fact that he has friends who would think that was funny isn't sitting too well with my parents."

"Well, obviously Tyler isn't his friend any longer."

"It's not that simple."

"What do you mean?" 

"They're both on the baseball team. They run in the same crowd."

"But the crowd can't want to keep Tyler around."

"He throws good parties."

"Seriously? That's all it takes with you people?"

"Hey, don't include me with that group."

Mary didn't respond right away. "Is he gonna be all right?" she asked finally.

Cy sighed. "Yeah, sure. He'll be fine."

"Tell him I hope he's feeling better and that I miss him."

"Sure, Mary."

"Thanks, Cy." She hung up the phone. 

She felt bad for Kyle. He was getting scapegoated so hard by Tyler and the others, and that wasn't fair. She wished she could do something for him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

Loss

 

 

Tuesday was worse than Monday. But Mary didn't walk through the school afraid. She walked angry. 

Tyler was back.

But Kyle wasn't.

Tyler hadn't gotten suspension or even detention. He was back at school as if nothing had happened. They'd believed his lies. 

At the start of lunch, Mary pushed through the crowd to get to the art room. She didn't say "excuse me" or "sorry" when she pushed someone. She must've looked as mad as she felt, because no one called her on her behavior. That was lucky for them.

Rachel and Taryn weren't at the table when Mary entered the room, so she sat down and laid her head on her arms. She was so over today. Vicky had said to rise above it, to act like it didn't bother her. But Taryn was the actress, not Mary. 

"Mary?"

That was neither Rachel nor Taryn. She picked up her head to answer Eddie. "What?"

He seemed even more nervous to be talking to her than he had been the day before. "Are you coming by Gentry House after school?"

"Yeah, Gran is picking me up. You want a ride?"

Eddie's eyes widened. "Your grandma, the psychic?"

"Yeah. I told her about what's going on, and she wants to check it out. Is everything still okay?"

Eddie finally sat down across from her. "Yeah, I think so. I was just wondering if we should be doing anything to help catch the killer."

"Well, if there is something to do, Gran will know."

He nodded. He looked around the still empty table. "Are you eating alone today?"

Mary didn't know where her two friends were. "Maybe."

"Do you want me to eat with you?"

Had she really sunk this low? Now freshmen were taking pity on her? 

"It's your lunch," she said, which wasn't really an answer, but it was the only one she would give.

Eddie took out his lunch. 

Mary ate her bologna sandwich and potato chips silently. Eddie didn't try to talk to her. He was a smart freshman, at the very least. 

She was done eating in ten minutes. There was still half an hour left to lunch. She couldn't sit there and do nothing. 

If things had been normal, Kyle would be there beside her. Taryn and Rachel would be across from her. And where the heck were they? She'd seen neither of the girls that day. She'd sent Rachel a text asking if she was even at school. Her friend had texted back that she was, but she was busy. 

Mary couldn't just sit there. She got up. 

Eddie looked up at her in surprise. He'd pulled out a thick paperback and had started reading. It had a dragon on the cover. 

"I need to go yell at someone," she said, and picked up her bag.

She knew this was a bad idea, but she couldn't sit there quietly. Tyler was back at school. She'd make him wish he'd stayed home. 

Tyler and his friends had claimed the end of one of the second-floor halls as their spot to eat. She knew where they were because Kyle used to join them occasionally for lunch. She walked to the end of that hall now, and sure enough, there were about six of them back there. She recognized all of their faces, but she wasn't sure of all of their names. 

She spotted Tyler in the center, and he spotted her too. He said something to the others and they all watched her approach. 

As she got closer, Mary wondered if she should turn back. She knew this was a bad idea. It could actually turn out to be disastrous. But as she contemplated this, her feet kept moving.

She stopped about four feet away from the boys. Tyler was sitting on the floor with one knee propped up and the other leg stretched out. He appeared relaxed, not a care in the world. When his eyes met hers, there was amusement in them.

"Kyle's not here," he said.

"I know. I'm just surprised you are."

He grinned and shrugged. "Why wouldn't I be? I didn't do anything wrong."

"You left Kyle at The Bluff."

Tyler shook his head. "No, he left us. We couldn't find him."

"Why were you even up there? Is that why you roofied him? You were hoping to make out?"

That wiped the grin off Tyler's face. The other boys reacted with laughter and fake scandalized noises.

"Maybe he took them because he's going out with you," Tyler snapped back.

"He was with you, not me. Is that what you gotta do to make people like you? Get 'em drunk or drug 'em?"

"You should give it a try, freak. Maybe you'd get some decent friends."

"I've got all the friends I need. Was it your idea or Chad's to come to my house?"

"It was Kyle's, of course."

Mary shook her head. "We both know that's bullshit. You left him at The Bluff, remember? Which one of you was it? Was it Chad? Was he upset that I didn't let him hit on me? Does he have some kink about other guys' girlfriends?"

"Don't talk about my brother, freak."

"So, because I showed him up at your party, you and he and two of his friends thought it'd be manly to come bang on my doors?"

Tyler's face broke into a wide grin. "You were so scared. You pretend to be so tough, but a few knocks on your door had you wetting yourself."

The other boys had stopped laughing and razzing Tyler. They were looking at him uncomfortably.

"Yeah," Mary said. "Scaring me was real manly."

"It was hilarious."

"Yeah, a laugh a minute, especially when the cops showed up." She glanced at the other boys. They were looking anywhere but at Tyler. 

He blew off her comment. "We were done. We had better things to do."

"You're a great friend, Tyler," she told him. "Slipping one of your buds a roofie, abandoning him somewhere dangerous, and then going to his girlfriend's house to terrorize her. I mean, who could ask for a better friend?"

Tyler made a dismissive sound and waved his hand at her. "Run along, freak. You're boring me."

"Funny you didn't even try to deny any of that."

"Because there's no proof. You can say whatever you want, but no one's gonna believe you. You're mental. Now go away."

Mary stared at him a moment longer, but he'd turned his face away from her. He was right, she realized. It was her word against his. 

She was surprised to find Eddie standing behind her. His eyes were round, and he had his phone in his hand. Was he going to call for help if things had gone bad? She jerked her head for him to come on, and they left the end of the hall. 

Tyler said something that he laughed loudly about, but she didn't hear any of the other boys join in. 

"You were so cool," Eddie said from behind her.

Mary winced and glanced back at him. "That accomplished nothing. It was stupid."

Eddie shook his head. He was still holding his phone.

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

When school was over, Mary found herself with Eddie once again, standing by the curb waiting for Gran to pick them up. 

Mary wondered if she appeared as pitiful as she felt. She'd never really thought of herself as having any sort of social standing before, but today she felt she'd reached negative numbers. She still hadn't seen Rachel or Taryn, and she was beginning to wonder if they were avoiding her. She knew that was a bit melodramatic, but she missed her friends. The only person she'd really talked to all day was standing beside her, and he was again reading a fat fantasy novel. 

Was she pathetic?

Her grandmother was coming to pick her up, and they were going to a nursing home. Eddie had told her earlier that she was cool, but she felt distinctly uncool now.   

When Gran pulled up, Eddie asked if he could take the front seat. He had a tendency to get carsick. 

"You ride the bus," Mary pointed out.

"The bus is different. It stops a lot. That helps."

So Mary got into the back seat and felt herself sliding down to avoid being seen.

Gran greeted Eddie, and they chatted all the way to the nursing home. Gran asked about his family, what his parents did, if he had any siblings. 

Mary hadn't known that his parents were divorced and that his dad had remarried and he had two stepsisters in another state. By the time they got to the nursing home, Gran had learned more about Eddie than Mary had learned during the whole week she'd known him.

When they arrived at Gentry House, Mary found herself watching Gran. A tenseness had crept into Gran's shoulders as they walked up to the building. She kept up her polite conversation with Eddie, but she'd slowly become less and less enthused with his answers. Eddie picked up on the tension and started answering with fewer and fewer words.

They paused on the front porch, and Gran peered silently inside. Pam gave them a friendly smile, but Gran didn't smile back.

"Gran, you don't have to do this," Mary said.

Gran squared her shoulders. "No, it's fine. Let's go." She pulled open the screen door. 

They signed in together. 

"Where's Mona?" Eddie asked.

Pam indicated the day room. 

Mona, or rather Rose, was once again playing Solitaire. She stopped when she saw them and put down the deck. "Mary and Eddie, this is a pleasant surprise."

Gran came to stand at the table. She crossed her arms and stared down her nose at Rose. 

Rose pulled her shawl a touch tighter around her shoulders. "Is something wrong?" she finally asked, directing the question to Eddie and Mary.

Gran held out her hand. Rose stared at her with incomprehension. Gran didn't say a word. Rose turned questioning eyes to Mary and Eddie. Mary knew what Gran was silently asking, but she wasn't sure Rose would comply. She wouldn't necessarily blame Rose if she didn't want to hand over the shawl.

"Maybe we could just talk?" she suggested to Gran.

Gran's hand didn't waver.

Rose drew back. "I really don't think that's a good idea."

Gran finally broke her silence. "Why?" 

Rose wasn't the one who answered her. "Because Mona isn't in the best shape right now, and she needs all the help she can get."

Gran turned around to Paula, who had hobbled into the day room. Mary was alarmed to see that she was using a walker instead of a cane, and she seemed to be having a great deal of difficulty getting around, even with its help.

Gran's eyes narrowed as she watched the elderly black woman's slow approach. She leaned over to ask, "Mary, who's that?"

"That's Paula. She knows the ghosts, and she's helping us."

"How does she know the ghosts?"

Mary didn't have an answer. Paula had just seemed to know everything from the start. 

"Have you touched her?" Gran asked.

Mary shook her head, uneasiness falling over her.

"Go, do it now."

Mary turned to Paula with wide eyes. She should've suspected it. If Marty and Mona were both possessed, why not Paula? She'd been a fool not to wonder, but Paula had seemed so confident and assured. She seemed like she should know what was going on, but Mary should've wondered why. 

With some trepidation, Mary moved toward Paula. "Here, let me help you," she said, laying a hand on Paula's forearm. Immediately, she felt the buzz. "Who are you?" she asked, peering into Paula's large round glasses.

"Your grandma knows," Paula said.

Mary blinked and withdrew her hand.

Gran had heard her. "Ash and bone. You can't be serious." 

Mary's brows scrunched together at the odd exclamation from Gran. She'd heard her use it once before, but she'd never understood it. 

"As serious as the grave," Paula replied.

"You would know."

"Gran, you know Paula?" Mary asked.

"No, I don't know Paula." Gran looked around the day room. "Is everyone possessed?" she asked, waving her hand at the other elderly patients.

"No, just us three," Paula said.

"And I'm supposed to believe you?"

Paula pointed at Mary. "You've got your ghost detector right there. Go ahead."

Afraid that if she hesitated she'd lose her nerve or lose her chance, Mary quickly went around the day room, brushing the other residents with her fingertips. She touched shoulders or backs, and most of the residents didn't even notice she'd touched them. 

Thankfully, not a single other person buzzed. She came back feeling a little better.

"Well?" Paula asked.

Mary shook her head. "They're all clear."

Gran sighed, relaxing a bit, but Eddie's eyes were round again as he looked back and forth between all of them.

"Who are you?" Gran asked.

Paula snorted. "I see your intuition is still crap."

Gran stared at her for a moment, then her eyes went round. "Mama Renee?" 

Paula's mouth stretched into a grin. "There you go. I heard you have everyone calling you Grannie now. I ain't calling you that." 

Not missing a beat, Gran replied, "That's fine with me, Paula." 

"So, you two do know each other?" Mary asked.

Gran still stared at Paula. "Yes, and you should remember her, too. My only competition, Mama Renee. She billed herself as the best fortune teller in Snyder. I didn't appreciate the slight."

"Didn't mean it wasn't true," Paula said. "Eddie, bring me a chair. I ain't standing and talking. My hips won't allow it."

Eddie brought a folding chair over to the table, and Paula lowered herself down into it. When she was seated, she sighed and set the walker aside.

Gran had crossed her arms again. "Was this all your idea?"

"Dying wasn't my idea."

"I'm sure it wasn't Paula's idea either to be possessed."

"Paula doesn't have much idea in general."

"So, you're 'helping' her?" Gran put obvious air quotes around helping.

"As best I can. No one else is." 

Mary remembered Mama Renee vaguely. She could remember Gran making snide remarks about the other fortuneteller, especially when a commercial for her services aired on one of the local channels. Mary also thought Mama Renee had gotten into trouble with the law at some point. 

She frowned. "Wait. Hector said you were setting yourself up as bait. You're putting Paula in danger. How do you expect to protect her by--" 

Mama Renee raised her hand to stop Mary from going on. "Catching the killer will protect her."

"Just tell us who it is. Then we can get them arrested." Gran said.

"How? What are you going to tell the police? Knowin' and provin' are two different things."

Gran wasn't going to let this drop. "But if we tell Dr. Trudeau, he could--"

"He could do what? He can't prove anything either."

"But he'd know where to look. Who to talk to," Gran argued.

Mama Renee shook her head. "Won't do any good. Gotta catch'em red-handed. That's how it has to be."

Gran and Mama Renee were clearly not going to convince each other. 

Gran leaned back to take in the room. "This place isn't that bad. If it's good enough for you, I'm sure it's fine for me."

Mama Renee glared at Gran over the top of her glasses. "We both know you're not serious. You try to pull some kind of undercover crap and you'll be caught out."

Gran grinned. "Do you need a roommate?"

Mama Renee's eyes widened just a smidge. "Oh, no. That is not happening." 

Mary felt it prudent to remind Gran of another reason why moving in with Mama Renee was a bad idea. "If you move in, what happens to me?"

"See?" Mama Renee said. "Don't want Social Services to get her, do you?"

Gran straightened and stared hard at Mama Renee. 

"Just leave this to us. We're the best ones to take care of it," Mama Renee said.

"No, Dr. Trudeau is the best. Tell him who it is and let him go through the proper channels," Gran countered.

Mama Renee shook her head irritably. "You don't listen. I said knowin' won't do any good."

"But if Dr. Trudeau can look for proof," Mary said.

Mama Renee pulled the walker in front of her and rose with a deep groan. "No," she said. She began making the slow, painful trip out of the day room.

"Rose, just tell us," Mary said.

Rose pulled her shawl tight. "I'm sorry, but Mama Renee made us swear and we have to stick together."

Gran blew out a breath in frustration. "There has to be a way to do this." 

"You can't check in," Mary said.

"I know. But waiting for Paula to almost be killed is not a plan." She stood up. "I think we've learned all we're going to learn today."

Mary stood up as well.

"Thank you for coming by," Rose said. 

Gran didn't acknowledge her. She headed out.

Left with Eddie and Rose, Mary asked the boy, "Do you want a ride home?"

He nodded and gave Rose a quick hug. "I'll come by tomorrow, okay?"

"Oh, you don't have to," she said. "I'm sure you have better things to do."

"I'll be by tomorrow," Eddie repeated.

Then he and Mary went back out to the station wagon and got in. 

Gran started the car without comment. The only one who spoke was Eddie, giving Gran directions to his home. Mary didn't know what she was mulling over, and Mary didn't feel up to trying to figure it out. She was actually pretty exhausted. 

They were about halfway home when Mary's phone buzzed. She took it out and saw a text from Rachel.

*Check Facebook ASAP. ;-)*

Mary frowned. She appreciated the emoticon because otherwise she'd be wondering what new disaster had happened. As it was, she was just mildly curious.

Mary still only had a dumb phone. She couldn't check Facebook on it. She had to wait until she got home. As soon as she and Gran were back in the house, she went up to her computer and logged onto Facebook. 

She didn't see anything in her news feed, so she went over to Rachel's page to see if what her friend wanted her to see was there. She still didn't know what she was supposed to be looking for. 

A chat bubble popped up from Rachel. 

*There you are! Have you seen it?*

*Seen what? I just got online.*

Rachel sent her a Facebook link.

She clicked it, but she didn't know exactly what she was supposed to see. It looked like an event page. There were tons of photos and short videos showing her classmates being drunk and stupid. Then she started to recognize the rooms all of the pictures had been taken in. Everything was from Tyler's party. 

She didn't get it. So, a bunch of people had posted the stupid stuff they'd done at the party. She didn't know why Rachel would want her to see this. 

She scrolled through the posts and stopped when she saw herself with the fire extinguisher. There was a video of the whole incident, from her coming in, pulling the pin, and letting it rip, to the end where the girl was outraged about the fight being broken up and Mary spraying her to get her to shut up. Then Kyle appeared and took her arm. He had a big, delighted grin on his face as he pulled her out of there. 

While having a video memory of the incident was sort of neat, she still didn't know what Rachel was so excited about. 

*Why would I want to look at this?* 

Rachel's reply was swift, as if she'd had it typed before Mary sat down and had just been waiting to send it to her. 

*Maybe it's all boring to you, but I think Tyler's parents, the Snyder PD, and Chapel Hill's dean of students will find all these pictures very interesting.*

Mary stared at the message with dawning awe. She scanned the page again. It had been created that day.  

*You did this?*

*Well, Taryn and I.*

Mary began seeing the page with fresh eyes. Chad was in several of the pictures, handing cups of beer to high school students. There were messages on the page, and more were appearing as she read. The Facebook community was discovering the page and flocking to it.

*Busted!*

*It was good knowing you, Tyler.*

*This is an outrage! Who do these kids think they are?*

*Goodbye, good times.*

*Where were the adults?*

*Somebody's in trouble!*

In the chat box, Mary typed, *Thank you, Rachel. You and Taryn are my heroes.*

*This was nothing. How's Kyle?*

*Grounded and not allowed to talk to me. But I think when this gets out, his parents might ease up on him.*

*Hope so.*

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

The next day at school, Mary looked for Tyler during TAB. She was curious to know if he had come in that day, or if he was lying low. 

She peered down the second floor hallway, past all the other students moving around, watching the guys gathered there. She didn't see Tyler, but she was surprised to see Kyle. His back was to her, but she knew it was him. 

She started walking toward him. Why hadn't he told her he was coming in that day? Why was he here and not with her? 

As she got closer, one of the guys tapped Kyle's arm and pointed her out to him. Mary was ready to smile and do something stupidly romantic like run and hug him, and everyone who saw be damned, but Kyle didn't smile at the sight of her; instead, his face closed down. He pushed his hands into his pockets and came over to her with his shoulders hunched and his head down. 

This wasn't a happy reunion.

"Kyle?"

He jerked his head toward the stairwell and started walking. She had to quickstep to keep up as they went down the stairs and outside. It was raining, and Mary had already put her umbrella in her locker. She crossed her arms and tried to stay in the door's overhang as much as possible. Kyle didn't bother to avoid the rain. 

"Kyle, what's wrong?" she asked.

"Mary, I think we should cool it."

"What?" She hadn't heard that right, she told herself. She couldn't have.

He hunched into himself as tightly as he could. "We might have been moving too fast. We should back off."

"Is it your parents? Are they mad at me?" 

She hadn't done anything to make them mad, but they didn't seem to approve of her. She didn't know what she could do to fix that.  

Kyle shook his head. "It's not my parents."

"Then what is it?"

He turned his head away from her. The rain had begun to run down his face. "We just don't have much in common."

"So? That didn't seem to matter before."

He grimaced, still looking away from her. "Maybe it does now."

Mary didn't believe him. She didn't understand what was going on, but she knew something else was the problem. Their being different had never been an issue. He liked gangsta rap and war movies, and she listened to alternative and watched sci-fi. Big deal.

"That's bullshit. What's really going on?"

Kyle shook his head in answer. 

Mary knew Kyle was lying, but she couldn't understand why. She decided to go for broke. 

She stepped out from under the overhang, grabbed a handful of his shirt, and got nose-to-nose with him. "Tell me what's really bothering you," she said. 

He opened his mouth. She thought he was going to kiss her, and she tilted her head a fraction in preparation. Instead he let out a pained sigh, his warm breath touching her lips. He pushed her gently away.

"I'm sorry, Mary."

He went inside.

Mary stood a moment longer in the rain. Her face got wet, but none of the wetness was salty. She wasn't upset. She was confused and a bit irritated. Was Kyle really trying to break up with her?

She clenched her fists. She wasn't just going to let him go. After a quick trip to the girls' bathroom to dry off, she headed to class. If Kyle thought he could just say he was sorry and walk away, he really didn't know her.

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

When lunchtime came, Mary knew better than to get her hopes up that Kyle would join her in the art room. She went looking for him. 

He wasn't at the end of the second floor hall, like she'd expected. She found him in the cafeteria, sitting with a group of guys. There were too many people around; she couldn't go up to him, so she ducked into the doorway and peered around the door frame at him. 

He was quiet. The other guys were carrying on and joking, but he was staring at his hands and nodding. He didn't seem to be listening. 

Now what was she going to do? 

"He got your messages."

Mary gasped and whirled around to find Cy standing behind her. "Jesus, you scared me," she said.

He grinned. "You? Nah."

She rolled her eyes. "What's going on? Did your parents tell him to break up with me?"

"No, but he's still grounded. He's allowed to go to school and practice. That's it. He can't use the truck. He has to surrender his phone when he comes home, and he has to come home right after school."

"So he can't go on dates. Why's he avoiding me?"

"Tyler."

"What about that jerk? He's not here today."

"And that's a good thing. I'm pretty sure Kyle would fight him if he were here."

That was a little scary. Kyle couldn't get suspended. It would mess up too much for him, including the sports scholarship he was trying to get. "Okay. But what does that have to do--"

"He feels responsible. They were his friends, the guys who harassed you."

"So? I don't care. It's not his fault."

"He doesn't agree."

Mary looked toward the table Kyle was sitting at. He'd been watching them, but quickly turned away when he was caught.

"Thanks for telling me," she told Cy. 

"If you need updates, just ask."

She left Cy and went back down the hall a ways, then pulled out her phone.

*You're an idiot.* 

She sent the text. Cy had said Kyle had to give up his phone when he got home; ergo, he had his phone while he was at school. 

She didn't expect a reply.

She started composing her next text.

*You're lucky that I like you so much.*

*I'm not mad at you.*

*Still miss you.*

She stopped and made herself put her phone away. She was going to start begging if she kept texting him. She'd text him again later, something light and normal. She just hoped that she felt that way later on.

When she got to the art room, Taryn and Rachel looked at her inquisitively.

"Kyle's eating lunch with some buddies today." Her tone was far from cheerful. 

"Is there a reason why?" Rachel asked.

Mary bowed her head. "I'd rather not talk about it. Hopefully it'll just blow over."

Then the intercom came on. "Mary Hellick, please report to the office for a phone call."

Rachel and Taryn blinked at her. "What the heck?" Rachel asked.

Mary gave her friends a confused shrug and headed out, checking her cell as she walked. It was on. The battery had more than half a charge and three bars of service. She'd never received a phone call through the office before, and she didn't know what to make of it. Gran would've called her on her cell. Everyone she knew would've called her on her cell. 

She began to worry that something bad had happened. She remembered being called to the office when Gran was hurt, but Dr. Coughlin had delivered that message. The hospital wouldn't call and ask for Mary.

When she reached the office, she went to the counter. "I'm Mary Hellick," she told the secretary who was sitting there. "I was paged for a phone call?" 

The secretary pointed at the office phone on the counter. "Just hit line one."

She picked up the receiver and pushed the button for line one. "Hello? This is Mary Hellick."

"Mary! Oh, thank goodness! It's Ro--Mona. Please come to the nursing home as soon as possible."

Rose sounded panicked. She'd obviously been crying and was stumbling over her words.

"Did something happen to Paula?" Mary asked.

"No, not Paula. Marty! He's dead! And Hector's gone! Please come quickly. Please!"

Mary's breath caught at the news. "Do you know what happened?"

"No, I don't. They won't tell me anything because I'm not family. He didn't have any family. That's why Hector picked him. He had no one."

"Okay, Rose. Calm down. I'm going to call my grandma, and we'll be there soon. Can you stay with Paula?"

"She's locked her door! She won't let anyone in. Staff have a key so they can go in and out, but not residents. She won't let me in."

"Does she know about Marty?"

Rose sniffled. She seemed to be calming down, little by little. "I don't know."

"Well, go and tell her through her door if you have to. Stay together."

"Thank you, Mary."

"We'll be there soon." Mary hung up the phone and pulled out her cell. She called home. 

"Mary? What's wrong?" 

"Gran, Rose just called me. Marty died. She's beside herself. Can you come by and pick me up so we can go over there to see her?"

"Oh, no," Gran breathed.

"Yeah, it's bad. I'll wait outside the front of the school."

"Mary, no. I'll go over there and stay with Rose. You need to go to class."

"If you don't come get me, I'll get Rachel to drive me over."

"Mary, no! You'll stay at school and finish your classes. You can go afterward. Promise me you'll stay at school."

Mary gritted her teeth. Gran knew that if she made Mary promise, she would do it. They didn't break promises.

"Promise, Mary."

"Gran, don't. She called me."

"And you called me. Promise me."

Mary let out a frustrated growl. The administrative staff was beginning to stare, but she didn't care. 

"Promise to stay at school," Gran said, her voice firm.

Mary wanted to punch the wall. Kick over a trashcan. Something. But she couldn't, not with everyone around. "I promise," she spat, and snapped her cell phone shut.

She stood there for a moment, wondering what to do. She'd promised. She couldn't break her word, not to Gran. She turned, intending to return to her friends…and froze. 

Kyle was across the atrium, watching her. 

If things had been normal, she'd go over to him and put her arms around his waist for some comfort. She'd complain about Gran forcing the promise, and he'd rub her back. She'd feel better. 

If she went toward him now, he'd probably run away.

She opened her phone and sent him a text. 

*Hey.*

She distantly heard the text alert. And she watched Kyle not pull out his phone. 

Her eyes narrowed. In frustration, she stuck out her tongue. 

She thought she saw a flash of a smile on his face, but it was quickly wiped away. 

She dashed to the stairs and climbed back up to the second floor. She half-expected to hear a pair of sneakers coming up the stairs behind her, but Kyle stayed downstairs. 

She went back into the art room to rejoin her friends. She stopped when she saw that someone had joined them, though actually it wasn't that strange. He'd sat with her yesterday.

"Hey Eddie," she said, reclaiming her seat.

Rachel passed Eddie back his phone. Had they exchanged numbers? That seemed a little strange, but Mary didn't question it. She should probably get his number too.  

"Is everything okay?" he asked.

"Who was on the phone?" Rachel asked.

"Ed, we need to go to the nursing home after school. Something's happened."

He froze with a potato chip halfway to his mouth. "Grandma?"

"She's upset. Marty passed away. Gran's going over to sit with her."

His eyes widened. "Oh, no. Was it the angel?"

Mary shook her head. "I don't know. Maybe? Gran's going to check it out. Dr. Trudeau was seeing him, so he might be able to suggest an autopsy."

Eddie nodded. His expression was bleak. She felt the same. 

"I'll take you after school," Rachel said, and Mary silently thanked her. 

"May I come?"

Mary turned to Taryn in surprise.

Rachel's girlfriend hunched her back a little. "I know I'm not really involved, but is it all right?"

Rachel put her arm around Taryn. "Of course you can come along. If I'm going, you can go."

Mary didn't really have an objection. She realized that Taryn probably felt left out. Rachel always jumped into the investigations with both feet, but Taryn was left behind. 

"Yeah, of course," Mary told her.

"Thanks," Taryn said, her body relaxing. 

"So, we meet at the front of the school after the last bell," Rachel said.

Everyone agreed.

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

After the last bell rang, Mary let herself be carried along with the flow to the front of the school. She saw Rachel first and joined her, then looked for Taryn and Eddie. They soon popped out of the exiting crowd and joined the two girls on the grass.

"Well, let's go," Rachel said, then led the way to her car.

Taryn walked beside Rachel, while Eddie hung back with Mary. They were a motley group, Mary thought. And the fact that they were headed to a nursing home seemed to make them even more motley.

The drive there was mainly quiet. Taryn said a few things, but it was just nervous chatter. Eddie had asked for the front seat again, and Taryn had readily agreed to let him sit there. He stared silently ahead the entire time. Mary didn't really feel like saying much either. 

Mary hadn't even known Marty. Hector had always been in control, but she knew Marty's face. Knowing now that she'd never meet him made her uncomfortable. It wasn't right. 

When they got there, Mary said to the other two girls, "Maybe you two should wait out here. I don't know what it'll be like inside."

Taryn and Rachel nodded. "We'll wait here."

With Eddie beside her, Mary went into Gentry House. Pam lifted her head from her magazine and gave Eddie a sympathetic look as he and Mary came in. "Do you know about Marty?"

Eddie bobbed his head a bit jerkily as he signed in. "Yeah, I heard."

"She's up in her room."

Mary signed in quickly and followed Eddie up the stairs. 

The air was hushed on the second floor. A group of residents were hanging around outside the door to Mona's room. Eddie pushed through them to go inside. Mary went in a little more cautiously.

Rose was sitting on the bed with Gran beside her. She had a tissue in her hand, though she wasn't currently crying. Gran was holding her other hand. 

"I'm so sorry," Eddie said.

Rose started crying again. Gran rose from the bed, and Eddie took her place. Rose hugged the boy, her shoulders shaking silently. 

Gran pulled Mary aside to talk to her quietly. 

"Where's Hector?" Mary asked in a low voice.

Gran gave a little shake of her head. "He was taken with the body."

That was bad. He might not be returned to the nursing home. 

"Has anyone called Dr. Trudeau?" 

"He's making inquiries. He's an acquaintance of Marty's physician, so he thinks he might be able to get an autopsy done."

Mary nodded. That was good, but it was terrible that things had to come to this. "Have you talked to Paula?"

Gran shook her head. "I haven't seen her."

"How did Marty die?"

"No one knows. He appears to have passed in his sleep. When he didn't get up for breakfast, Rose went in to check on him."

Mary's heart ached for the woman, realizing she'd been the one who had found him. "Where would they have taken Marty?"

"Most likely a funeral home." 

Mary took out her phone and dialed Dr. Trudeau. 

"Hello?" he said when he answered.

"Dr. Trudeau, it's Mary. I need to ask you a favor."

"What is it?"

"Do you think you could get to Marty's clothes?"

"His clothes? You mean what he'll be buried in?"

"No, I mean what he had on when he passed away. Hector isn't here. He must've been taken with Marty. We need to get him back."

"I see. I'll inquire with the nursing home and find out what I can. What item specifically do I need to retrieve?"

"His suspenders."

"Okay. I'll begin working on that. I'll call you when I have news."

Mary hung up the phone. "Dr. Trudeau is going to try to get Hector's anchor."  

Rose said sharply, "We have to get him back. They'll cremate him with Marty if we don't." Then her face crumpled again.

"Will you tell us now who the angel is?" Mary asked.

Rose shook her head, still holding onto Eddie. 

Mary had to give it to Eddie. He was doing his best to comfort the elderly woman, even though she wasn't really his grandmother, just a stranger wearing her face. 

"Hello?" Eddie's mother appeared in the doorway and looked at Gran and Mary uncertainly.

"Hello," Gran said. "I'm Helena Dubont, Mary's grandmother." Gran reached out her hand to Eddie's mother.

Eddie's mother shook her hand. "Hello. I'm Jane Loeser. You know my mother?"

"Yes, we've reconnected recently. We were sitting with her during this awful time."

"Thank you both," Rose said.

"We'll be back soon."

Mary and Gran backed out of the room, leaving Eddie and his mother with Rose. They joined Rachel and Taryn in front of Gentry House.

Mary could see Paula watching them from her bedroom window. "Why won't they just tell us who it is?" Mary asked, her frustration coming out in her voice.

Gran looked up, but Paula had moved away from the window. "I don't know, but I'm willing to believe they have a good reason. Come on, let's go home. We've done all that we can do today."

Mary hesitated. "Uh, can I go with Rachel to hang out and study?"

Gran raised an eyebrow at her curiously. Mary hadn't asked the question smoothly, probably because it was a lie. "What about dinner?"

"I'll grab something while I'm out."

Gran shrugged. "Okay. I'll see you at home later. You girls have fun," she said, then headed to her car.

Rachel raised her own eyebrow at Mary. "So, where did you want to go? The Drowsy Poet?"

"No, I need a ride to Kyle's."

"Are you bringing a boom box to blast at his window?"

"Got one I can borrow?"

"I've got a couple of mini-speakers."

"It wouldn't be the same."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

Ring the Dinner Bell

 

 

Rachel pulled over in front of the Asher home, a big ranch house. Mary could see that the television was on in the living room, and all of the family's vehicles were there. 

This felt weird. She'd never gone to Kyle's house when his parents were home.   

"Thanks for the ride," she said.

"How will you get home?" Rachel asked.

"I'll call Gran to pick me up."

Taryn and Rachel exchanged a look. "We'll wait fifteen minutes. If you aren't back by then, we'll go," Rachel said.

"Thanks," Mary said. 

She got out of the car and approached the house nervously. Her palms were sweating. She rubbed them on her pants. She was going to have to ring the doorbell. Then she looked down at herself to check what she was wearing: ripped jeans and a faded Cure t-shirt. Not great for seeing the parents. 

She'd met the Ashers in passing a couple of times--Once after a baseball game when Kyle had introduced them, and again at a neighborhood barbeque. They'd exchanged maybe ten words altogether. Mary had been able to tell that the Ashers weren't thrilled with her. She wasn't who parents imagined when they thought of their child bringing home a nice girl. Kyle had assured her that they thought she was nice, but Mary knew that they'd probably only said that to be nice themselves. 

And that invitation to dinner had never come. 

If they had put their foot down with Kyle about dating her, they weren't going to be very thrilled to find her on their doorstep now. She was suddenly very glad that Rachel had offered to wait. If she never made it inside, she didn't want to be stuck on the sidewalk waiting for Gran. If this didn't work, she'd go to the Drowsy Poet with Rachel and Taryn and drown her sorrows in caffeine.  

She almost went back to the car without touching the doorbell. But she had to do it, and Rachel would probably refuse to leave until she did. 

She took a deep breath and steeled herself. If Kyle's parents were forcing a wedge between them, she could deal with that. What she was afraid of was that Kyle had been telling the truth, and he was the one pushing them apart. 

She pressed the doorbell.

A female voice called out, "One moment."

Mary waited tensely.

As the door opened, she told herself to smile. She needed to try to appear friendly, but her face wasn't cooperating. She was pretty sure her current expression was something like abject fear. 

Mrs. Asher opened the door. "Mary? I didn't know you were coming over."

Mary dropped her eyes. "I didn't either. I know Kyle's grounded, but may I talk to him for a few minutes?" 

Mrs. Asher blinked in surprise. "Of course, dear. Come in." She moved back and held the door open.

Mary stepped inside nervously. "Thank you, ma'am."

"He's in his room."

"Thank you. I won't take long."

"Take as much time as you need. Are you thirsty?" Mrs. Asher asked.

"I'm fine, thank you."

"Oh, I know! Have you eaten? If not, stay for dinner."

Mary was astonished. She couldn't believe that the offer had been so easily given, not when she'd never received one before.

"Uh, what?"

Mrs. Asher smiled kindly at her. "You know, dinner? That meal at the end of the day that families generally gather to eat together?"

Mary still didn't believe her. "I wouldn't want to impose," she said, unsure how she should respond. Was this just a polite invitation that she was expected to equally politely turn down?

"What? Nonsense! There's plenty. Stay for dinner. You've had Kyle over several times. It's our turn to have you."

Mary still couldn't believe it. 

Mrs. Asher's smile began to fade at Mary's silence. "If you can't, then maybe we can have you over some other time? I've really been hoping to have you over for dinner."

Mary couldn't let this opportunity slip by. "No, I can stay. It's just so sudden. I don't want to put you out."

Mrs. Asher shook her head. "You're welcome to dinner any time."

Mary was startled by that declaration. She'd thought she wasn't welcome at all. "Thank you, ma'am. I'd be happy to stay for dinner."

Mrs. Asher's smile came back. "Good! I'll set a place for you. It's still half an hour away. We're having pork chops, green beans, and mashed potatoes."

"Sounds delicious. Thank you." 

"Let me know if you need anything."

Mary nodded, then went through the living room to the hallway. She still felt a little off-kilter, knowing she was now staying for dinner. She really wished she'd dressed nicer. 

She entered the short hallway to the bedrooms. From her previous visits to the house, she knew the Ashers' bedroom was at the end of the hall. Cy's and Kyle's rooms were on either side. Both doors were closed. She knocked gently on Kyle's.

"What?" Kyle called out in an irritated voice.

She pushed the door open cautiously and slipped inside.

Kyle was lying on his bed, big headphones on his head. He sat up in surprise. "What are you--" he said loudly, then stopped to take off his headphones. 

"Your mom said I could come back here." Mary looked around the room. She'd never been in his room before. When she'd come over in the past, they'd hung out in the living room or the kitchen. She hadn't thought it was weird that he'd never invited her back here, but now that she thought about it, it was a little strange. The same as her never being invited to dinner. His mom had invited her so casually. It didn't seem to be a big deal to her, although she'd said it was something she'd been wanting to have happen for a while. Why hadn't it happened before? 

Mary began to dread that the reason she'd never been invited to dinner was sitting on his bed, not looking at her. 

But that didn't make sense. Kyle took her out all the time. He'd always seemed happy to be with her. He was the one who usually suggested things for them to do together. Why would he not want her to meet his parents? If he was ashamed of her, it seemed like he wouldn't want to be seen with her anywhere. 

At homecoming, he'd seemed so proud to be escorting her, and he hadn't shied away from having his picture taken with her. He had actually dragged her into the line to have their photo taken by the professional photographer. He'd paid for two copies, one for her and one for him. And there was his copy, sitting in a frame on his computer desk. 

She picked it up to stare at it. That had been a really special night. They'd taken the picture right when they'd arrived, so Kyle wasn't homecoming king yet. She'd still been a little nervous about going. In the picture, her tension was evident around her eyes, but Kyle displayed no such nervousness. His smile was happy and relaxed. His arm around her waist had felt natural. She'd felt like the luckiest girl there. 

Maybe her luck had run out. 

"Your mom invited me to dinner," she said, putting the picture back on the desk. 

Kyle didn't say anything. He was sitting on the side of his bed with his elbows on his knees. He wasn't watching her, so she moved farther around the room. 

There was a bookcase full of various books. She stooped to read the spines. They mainly looked to be books he'd had to read for school. 

She straightened and scanned the room again. Someone had obviously put some thought into decorating the space. The furniture was dark and matched. The walls were painted dark green, and the comforter was striped navy blue and a matching green. 

Some plastic action figures stood on top of the bookcase. Mary recognized them from various cartoons and picked one up to peer at it. The paint was a little worn. It had obviously been played with. All of them had. She wondered which was Kyle's favorite and turned to ask him, but his hunched back kept her quiet. She carefully set the action figure back down.

She swallowed painfully. It was time to have it out. 

"Do you want to break up with me? If you want to break up, then just go ahead. I promise I won't go psycho on you."

Kyle didn't respond. He just rubbed his head. 

"It's fine," Mary said. "If you aren't happy, then you should break up with me."

She had to swallow again, but her throat was closing up. She clenched her fists. She had to hold it together. She could do this. 

She walked around the bed to face him fully. He was still staring at the floor with his head in his hands. 

She wanted him to say something, anything. Why was he being such a coward? Did he think she'd attack him? Maybe he thought she'd put a curse on him, or send ghosts after him. She was Scary Mary, after all. 

Was that it? Was he scared to break up with her? Was he afraid of her? The question stabbed her in the heart. She hoped it wasn't true. She wouldn't be able to handle it if it was.

"Kyle?"

He still didn't lift his head.

"Kyle, say something, please." Her lip was beginning to quiver. She bit it to stop it. 

He raised his head, and she saw his eyes were red. It was like he was crying, but without tears. Mary wished she knew that trick. 

"Kyle?" she asked. Her voice sounded watery.

He was breathing heavily. He stood up suddenly, putting them almost nose-to-nose, but not touching. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out, so he closed it and turned his head away. 

There was a tap at the door. Mary immediately backed away from Kyle, bumping into the computer chair. Kyle collapsed back onto the bed. 

Mrs. Asher stuck her head into the room. "Mary, what would you like to drink with dinner?" she asked. Then she lifted her eyebrows at the obvious tension between the two teens.

"Whatever you've got that's diet is fine," Mary said.

Mrs. Asher waited for Kyle's answer. 

He was staring at the floor again. Mary nudged his foot with her boot. He glanced at her, and she jerked her head toward his mother.

"Water," he said with a scowl.

"Okay. Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes."

"Thanks, Mrs. Asher," Mary said.

After she'd gone, Mary sighed unhappily. She didn't know what else to do, and she regretted agreeing to stay for dinner. 

There was another tap at the door. This time, it was Cy.

Mary blinked in surprise as he opened the door wide. "Mom asked if you wanted to wash up."

Mary cast a considering look at Kyle. He appeared to be closed off again, and she doubted she'd get anything out of him before dinner. "Yeah, I'd like to," she told Cy. "I can use the hall bath, right?"

Cy stepped back. "Yeah."

She didn't bother looking back at Kyle as she left. 

The hall bath was next to Cy's room. She slipped inside and closed the door behind her, then went to the sink and stared at herself in the mirror. Her eyes were a little red, but nothing really noticeable. She turned on the cold water and splashed her face. 

She had no idea what dinner would be like, but she was grateful Cy would be there. She suspected Kyle wasn't going to be any help during the meal.

She dried her face and hands, then went to the kitchen. "Is there anything I can do to help, Mrs. Asher?" she asked.

Kyle's mom was taking the pork chops out of the oven. "No, but thank you. I've got it all under control. Oh, you could tell the boys to come to the table."

Mary nodded, though she'd rather have stayed in the kitchen helping Kyle's mom. 

She went back to the hallway and knocked on Kyle's door. She didn't wait for a response before opening it. That seemed to be the practice here. 

Kyle was lying on his bed again with his headphones on, like she'd never been in to see him. He didn't seem to notice her at the door, so she picked up one of his shoes from the floor and told herself not to throw it too hard. 

It still hit his stomach with a thump. He jackknifed up and looked at her in irritation. 

"Dinner's ready. Come to the table," she said, and shut the door.

She went to Cy's room next. She tapped on the door, and this time she did wait for him to say she could come in. This was another room she'd never seen, and she tried not to stare now as she opened the door. She hadn't been invited here. She wanted to respect Cy's space. She stuck her head in and found Cy at his computer. "Your mom says dinner's ready," she said.

"Thanks," he said.

She quickly slipped back out. She turned to head back to the dining room, but gasped in shock when she bumped into Kyle. She put her hand to her chest to calm her heart.

"Kyle, what--" she began, but he took her head between his hands and kissed her gently on the mouth. 

She blinked, speechless.

He pressed his forehead against hers and whispered, "I don't want to break up."

Cy's door opened behind them and he stepped into the hall. "Geez, you two, quit it," he said, moving past them.

They both ignored him.

"Then, what's wrong?" she whispered.

Kyle let her go and stepped back. He gave a little shake of his head and walked away to the dining room. 

Mary stood there a second. So many things were swirling in her head: elation that Kyle didn't want to break up, confusion about what was wrong, concern that Kyle was upset about something, and irritation that he had kissed her right before she was supposed to sit down with his parents. 

Her face was hot, and she knew she was blushing. What would his parents think? Oh God, what if Cy told on them? Was that something he would do? Would they get into trouble? She didn't know. She was an only child who'd been raised by her grandmother. She didn't know how nuclear families operated.

She couldn't keep everyone waiting, though, so she went to the dining room and joined the boys. Mr. Asher wasn't there yet, and Mary fretted for a moment, wondering if Mrs. Asher included him as one of her "boys." 

Kyle raised an eyebrow at her and indicated the seat beside him. 

"Should someone get your dad?" she asked.

"I'll tell him," Cy said, rising from his chair.

That left Kyle and Mary alone at the table. She was afraid to look at him. Her blush had just about faded away, and she didn't want to bring it back. 

"So, you're joining us for dinner tonight," Mr. Asher said when he came into the dining room. 

Mary glanced at him in surprise. He made her nervous. Fathers in general did. "Yes, sir. Thank you for having me."

Mr. Asher was still in his dress clothes, but he'd loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar. "I wasn't talking to you, Mary, though you're certainly welcome."

She frowned, not understanding.

"Would you rather I went back to my room?" Kyle asked irritably.

"Oh, yes. Abandon your girlfriend after inviting her to dinner for the first time, though why you would think that's appropriate when you're grounded is a bit of a mystery to me."

Uh-oh. Mary didn't want to get Kyle into more trouble. "He didn't invite me, sir. I came by to ask him something, and Mrs. Asher invited me."

She twisted her fingers in her lap nervously. Geez, she should've known better than to accept Mrs. Asher's invitation. Kyle wasn't supposed to talk to friends or his girlfriend, and she'd just forced herself in. 

Mr. Asher sighed and took his seat. "It's fine, Mary. We're happy to have you." He didn't sound very happy, though. 

Mary stared at her plate as her stomach twisted in knots. 

"Boys, come help me," Mrs. Asher called from the kitchen. Both boys rose and left Mary alone with Mr. Asher.

"So, Mary, what have you been up to?" he asked.

Mr. Asher had a forceful way of talking. He constantly projected his voice. Mary didn't know if he was capable of making a casual comment, or if everything he said sounded like a strong declaration. 

She didn't know what to tell him. Everything involving the nursing home was off the table, of course. But other than that, there wasn't anything going on. She really needed to pick up a hobby or join a club. 

"Nothing much, sir," she said, knowing it was a lackluster answer.

"Please don't tell me you've been sitting at home pining for our boy." 

Mary wasn't sure if he was joking or scolding her. Again, his booming voice made it hard to read him.

"Um, no, sir."

Thankfully, the rest of the Asher family came in carrying dinner. Mrs. Asher set down the plate of pork chops and directed the boys on where to set the mashed potatoes and green beans. After they retook their seats, Kyle held out his hand, and Mary saw that the rest of the family was doing the same. She took his hand and Mrs. Asher's and bowed her head. She was grateful she was beside Mrs. Asher rather than Mr. Asher. She couldn't imagine holding his hand. 

Kyle gave her hand a gentle squeeze, which she returned. 

Mr. Asher said the prayer. "O Lord, we thank you for this bounty before us and for those at this table tonight. Please watch over them and keep them safe from harm. Turn them away from temptation and guide them on the righteous path. Amen."

Everyone said amen except for Kyle. His hand had tensed as his father spoke, and Mary realized that this hadn't been a general prayer, but one aimed specifically at Kyle. 

"All right, dig in," Mrs. Asher said.

Before Mary could panic over what she should do, Kyle picked up her plate and put a pork chop on it. He put one on his plate as well, and then passed the small platter to his father.

"Mary, would you like some green beans?" Mrs. Asher asked.

Mary held out her plate. Mrs. Asher took it and spooned green beans onto it. Mary helped pass plates up and down the table as food was dished out. When everyone's plates were full, they were able to eat. Mary picked up her steak knife and fork and dug in.

The table was relatively quiet as everyone ate. Not wanting to miss her chance, Mary wiped her mouth and said, "This is very good, Mrs. Asher. Thank you for inviting me." 

Mrs. Asher smiled at her. "You're very welcome, Mary. I'm glad you could join us."

"She's right, Kelly. It is excellent, as always," Mr. Asher said.

The boys mumbled in agreement, and Mrs. Asher preened. Then the table went quiet again.

They ate like that for a few more minutes. Mary grew steadily more uncomfortable. She was sure this wasn't normal for the family. 

"Hey, Mary. What Emily Dickinson poem did you pick?" Cy asked.

"'Because I could not stop for death,'" she answered. 

Cy's eyebrows rose. "That's a long one."

She shrugged. "I liked it. Which one did you pick?"

"'Faith is a fine invention.'"

Mary couldn't help laughing in disbelief. "Isn't that one like four lines?"

"Yep. Easy to memorize." 

That was true. Part of the assignment was to memorize a poem.

"But how are you going to write a paper on it? It's so short."

He shrugged. "I'll figure something out."

"You should've picked a longer poem," Mr. Asher said.

"It'll be fine, Dad. I can refer to other poems in the paper. I'll look up other ones with a science or medical theme."

Mary had to admit that that sounded like a good plan, and it meant he didn't have to memorize much at all. Mary's poem, on the other hand, was twenty-four lines. While she did like the poem a lot, she was having trouble memorizing it. She didn't know what some of the words meant, like tippet. 

"I never was much for poetry. Half the time, I didn't know what they were trying to say," Mrs. Asher said.

Mary nodded in agreement. "Yeah, me, too, but Dickinson is okay. Her poems seem pretty straightforward."

"Well, maybe I'll have to check her out sometime."

Mary didn't have a follow-up. The table went silent again. Mary hoped someone would say something again soon, because the silence felt oppressive. 

She cut into her pork chop, wincing as the knife scraped the plate. She ate the bite and cast furtive glances around the table. Kyle's nose was firmly pointed down. Mrs. Asher was eating with her gaze wandering around the table. Their eyes met, and she gave Mary a friendly wink. Cy was in-between. He'd stare at his plate for a while and then lift his head to look around. Mary didn't dare turn her eyes toward Mr. Asher. She was scared he'd notice her and say something. 

Her careful avoidance didn't do any good. 

"So, Mary, how is your grandmother?" Mr. Asher asked.

Luckily, she hadn't just taken a bite of anything. "She's well, sir. Thank you for asking."

He twirled his fork in the air as he formed his next question. "And business is going well?"

"It is. She has a good roster of clients at the moment." 

She got the feeling they were tiptoeing around referring directly to what Gran did. Mary was used to that. A lot of people didn't like to acknowledge that Gran was a fortuneteller and a psychic. Like, if they acknowledged it, it meant they believed those things were for real, and they didn't want to do that. They thought believing in hocus pocus was for the ignorant and naïve, and they didn't want to be considered either of those things.

"Mary, do you have plans for Thanksgiving?" Mrs. Asher asked.

Mary had just taken a big bite of mashed potatoes. She quickly swallowed the mouthful and wiped her lips with her napkin. "Gran and I usually go to my best friend Rachel's house." 

Thanksgiving at Rachel's was an all-day, relaxed affair. Basically, the girls hung out while Gran and Mrs. Pillar chatted, and Mr. Pillar watched whatever game was on TV.

"Oh, that's good," Mrs. Asher said, "but you're invited here as well. You and your grandmother."

Mary nodded politely, though she wasn't enthusiastic about the prospect of going. If a normal dinner at the Asher home was this intense, Thanksgiving had to be worse by several powers of ten. "Thank you. I'll make sure to tell her. What should we bring?"

Mrs. Asher waved off the question. "Nothing but yourselves."

Mary doubted that. She'd have to ask Kyle later what they should bring. 

"Speaking of holidays, I'll bet Halloween is really big for you," Mr. Asher said with a touch of knowing humor. 

Except he didn't really know. He couldn't know.

Mary chose her words carefully, not wanting to sound rude. "Well, sort of. Gran does have a special promotion the week leading up to Halloween to attract new clients, but on the actual day, we just shut off the lights and pretend no one's home." 

That was the truth, but the jerks still drove by and egged the house. Last year, they had fired paint balls. Mary hated Halloween. How could anyone like a holiday that basically gave jerks permission to go on mini-crime sprees?

"May I be excused?" Kyle asked suddenly.

Kyle's request surprised Mary, but his plate was empty. She supposed not saying anything during all of dinner had given him the chance to finish quickly. She would definitely prefer that he didn't abandon her with his family, though. 

Mr. Asher frowned at him. "Mary, do you think Kyle should be excused?"

Kyle glared at his father. "Why do you have to be this way?" he snapped.

"I'm not being any way. You're the one being a spoiled brat. Your girlfriend is here for the first time, and you haven't said two words to her or anyone else at this table. You've just sat there and sulked. When are you going to grow up?"

Kyle's face twisted in anger. He threw down his napkin and stood up. "Maybe I'll grow up when I'm no longer treated like a child."

"And how are we treating you like a child?" Mr. Asher asked coolly.

Mary wondered if anyone would notice if she slid under the table to hide.

"Oh, let's see, I'm currently grounded, because that's real grown-up. And it's not even for something I did, but for a trick that was done to me. I have to ask permission to leave the goddamn table, and if I want to take my girlfriend out, you give me a list of chores as long as my arm to do before I'm allowed to go anywhere." 

"You need to learn responsibility." 

"Aren't I already responsible? I make good grades. I stay out of trouble."

"You stay out of trouble? What about the roofies?"

"They were given to me without my knowing. Why won't you believe me?"

"What about that fishing trip you took with Tyler? The fishing trip you took no fishing gear for?"

Now, Mary really wanted to hide under the table. Yeah, Kyle had lied about that fishing trip. He'd lied for her. He'd come to help her when she was in Alabama. But if he'd used Tyler as his accomplice, his dad was probably even more suspicious now of what had happened.

When Kyle didn't respond to his father's questions, Mr. Asher continued. "You've been getting up to no good, and I will do everything in my power to stop it. You can get as angry as you want with me, but I'll save you from yourself if I have to."

Mary had to say something. She couldn't let Kyle get in trouble for something that was her fault. "Mr. Asher, I'm sorry. The fishing trip was a lie. He drove to Alabama to help me. Gran and I went there for a job, and something bad happened while we were down there. I was really scared. When Kyle called me, he could tell something was wrong, so he came to help me."

"What happened?" Mrs. Asher asked with concern.

Mary knew she had to be careful about what she said. She couldn't mention ghosts, paranormal investigators, or psychic family members. "Gran and I got separated for over a day. I couldn't find her, and there were some shady people hanging around. I didn't really know anyone down there. When Kyle called, I let some of my anxiety slip out. He came to help us. Gran will tell you."

She hoped they'd accept that. She was afraid to tell them much more, but she hated the thought that Kyle was in trouble because of her. 

"You drove to Alabama?" Mr. Asher thundered.

Oh, no. Mary wrapped her arms around herself in anxiety. She hadn't made it better. This was worse. 

"Yeah, I went to Alabama!" Kyle shot back. "And I'd do it again!"

"You don't just leave the state without telling us!"

"Would you have let me go?"

"No!"

"That's why I didn't tell you!"

Mr. Asher's face had become purple. He threw out his arm and jabbed a finger toward the doorway. "Go to your room! Go! I can't look at you right now."

Kyle stormed out of the dining room. 

Mary realized that she'd started rocking while they were yelling. She forced herself to stop.

"Geez," Cy said.

"Do you have something to add?" Mr. Asher demanded.

Cy held up his hands to show he didn't want to argue.

Mary unwrapped her arms from around herself and pushed back her chair. "I'll go now. I'm sorry for causing so much trouble."

"Mary, wait," Mrs. Asher said. She held out her hand to stop her, but Mary dodged it. 

She stood up, but paused long enough to say, "I really was in a bad spot. Kyle basically rescued me. I'm sorry he wasn't supposed to."

Then she fled.

Mrs. Asher called to her to come back, but Mary didn't pause and was quickly out the front door. Mary wished she could have given Mrs. Asher a proper farewell, but she was not setting foot in that house again. She understood now why Kyle had never invited her over for dinner. He'd known it would be a disaster; at least she didn't have to worry about going over for Thanksgiving. She'd effectively uninvited herself.

She started walking down the street as she called home on her cell phone. The home phone rang four times before switching to voice mail. Gran must have stepped out.

She dialed Rachel's number next. It didn't even ring. It went straight to voice mail too. Mary cursed silently and squeezed her cell phone in frustration. She guessed she was walking home tonight.

"Mary, wait up!" Cy called.

She grimaced, but she did stop.

He jogged up to her and glanced at her phone. "Do you need a ride?"

She wasn't sure she should accept, but the alternative was walking three miles to her house. "Yes," she said quietly. 

"Good. I really don't want to be home for a few hours."

She could appreciate that. They got into the Jeep. As Mary fastened her seat belt, Cy's comment clicked. "A few hours? What route do you plan on taking to my house?"

He grinned. "I don't know. I thought maybe we'd swing through Mobile on our way."

She groaned. "Oh, God, I didn't think I'd make things worse."

Cy shook his head. "Don't worry about it. Mom's talking to Dad now. He's not good with surprises. He'll come around."

"But will Kyle still be grounded?"

He snorted. "Probably. It was supposed to end this Friday, but after today, I think he'll get another week."

Mary hung her head. 

"Will you stop feeling guilty?" Cy said. "None of this is your fault."

"But none of it is Kyle's fault, either. I mean, Tyler and Chad gave him the roofies. Why don't your parents believe him?"

"They do. But they're worried he might do something stupid on his own. I think Dad really thought he'd gone off to get drunk and stoned on that supposed fishing trip."

Mary grimaced. "Yeah. Instead, he left the state to see his girlfriend."

"What happened?"

The sudden concern in Cy's voice threw Mary off. He didn't believe she could talk to ghosts; Or, rather, he didn't want to believe. That was the main reason they didn't really hang out. Sure, he was dating Vicky, but she could've dealt with that. But he couldn't deal with Mary's ability. She'd never been able to be completely honest with him. Not like she was with Kyle. 

"We were working with some people, and they turned out to be bad. Gran was basically kidnapped. It was a big mess."

"Kidnapped?" Cy sounded disbelieving, but also concerned. 

Mary waved her hands to show it wasn't a big deal. "It turned out okay. Gran even reconnected with her sister. I have a great-aunt now."

Though he kept facing the road, she could see that Cy's brow was furrowed, obviously not fully satisfied with her abbreviated story. "Well, that's good, I guess," he said.

She didn't want him to ask more questions about Alabama, so she cast around for a new topic of conversation. "So, do you and Vicky have plans for the weekend?" 

"Nope. But she's been on my case to take her shopping. I keep telling her that I did that already. Once was enough."

Mary grinned. "But it's an excellent way to build your upper-body strength. Carrying all those bags will do wonders for your biceps."

Cy chuckled, but he shook his head. "I actually don't mind that. It's the 'Which one do you like better?' questions that I can't handle."

"She never listens to you, does she?"

"Oh, she listens, and then she tells me why I'm wrong in great detail."

Mary winced. "Oof."

"Yeah. Otherwise, we're great!"

Cy might have said that sarcastically, but it sounded like he and Vicky were doing all right. 

As he turned into Mary's driveway, she glanced at the console clock. It had taken barely ten minutes to get home. 

She thought about inviting him in to watch TV so he could hide out a little longer, but realized that would be weird. Kyle probably wouldn't like it, and Vicky certainly wouldn't like her boyfriend hanging out with Mary. Feeling a little awkward, she slid out of the Jeep with a nervous smile.

"Thanks for the ride, Cy."

He didn't seem to notice her self-consciousness. "No problem. Need anything else?"

She shook her head, maybe a little too quickly. "No, I'm good. Thanks. Take the long way home."

He grinned. "Yeah, that's the plan. I'll let Kyle know that he needs to call you."

"But he can't," she said in confusion.

"He can if a really good brother lends him his phone."

Mary smiled at him. "That would be a really good brother move. Thanks, Cy."

"No prob."

Mary stepped up onto the porch as Cy reversed the Jeep and left. She'd noticed that the station wagon was in the driveway, which meant Gran was home. She turned to go in and almost collided with Gran, who was coming out. 

"There you are. Who brought you home?" Gran asked.

"Cy. I was at his house, seeing Kyle. I ended up having dinner there."

"Oh? How'd it go?"

"It could've gone better. I probably shouldn't have accepted an invitation to dinner with the parents when my boyfriend's grounded."

Gran winced in sympathy. "Yes, that could be awkward."

"Where are you going?"

"To Gentry House. Dr. Trudeau got Hector's anchor back."

"Well, let's go." Mary stepped down off the porch.

Gran seemed unsure for a moment, but then sighed with a nod. "Yes, let's go. Hopefully Hector will tell us who the angel of death is."

Gran was strangely quiet on the drive to the nursing home and her reluctance to bring Mary along niggled at her.

"Did you not want me to come?" Mary finally asked.

Gran glanced at her in surprise. "What? No. Your help will mean a great deal."

"But you were gonna go without me."

"Do you really want to go to Gentry House?"

Mary was surprised by the question. "Yes, of course."

"But you've said before that you want to be normal and not deal with ghosts. If you don't want to be here, you don't have to be. I can talk to Hector. You don't have to."

Mary opened her mouth, but didn't know what to say. Gran was right. She had said she wanted to be normal, and she'd meant it. She'd wanted to live a normal life, to be like everyone else. Yet here she was, on her way to talk to a ghost. The thought of staying home and letting Gran handle it hadn't occurred to her. Even considering the thought now felt weird. 

What was normal? And did she really want it? Would she rather that Eddie had never come to her asking for her help? Her gut feeling was no. She was glad that Eddie had sought her out. The thought that whoever was hurting the residents of Gentry House would have blithely gone on doing it, undiscovered, made her gore rise. She wanted to help the residents of Gentry House, past and present. They had to stop this angel of death. 

"Normal's overrated," she said.

"What does that mean?" Gran asked. 

"It means I want to help. I'm going in with you, and we're going to talk to Hector."

Mary hadn't known how tense Gran was until she saw her grandmother's shoulders relax. 

"Okay then," Gran agreed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

Possessions

 

 

When Mary and Gran entered Gentry House, they found the reception desk empty. There was a handwritten sign asking visitors to sign in. Mary thought it was strange that the nurse wasn't there and hoped that the reason wasn't anything serious. After they'd signed in, she followed Gran up to Mona's room. The door was closed. 

Gran knocked, and Dr. Trudeau opened the door for them. "Ladies, I'm so glad to see you."

Rose was sitting on her bed. She was holding a pair of suspenders. Mary was surprised to find Mama Renee also there.  

"Did you have any trouble getting the suspenders?" Gran asked.

Dr. Trudeau shook his head. "I explained that they were a requested memento for Mona, and as Marty had no living relatives to claim his things, they released them to me without any trouble."

Mary turned to Rose and the suspenders. "Hector, was it the angel?"

"Yes, I'm afraid so."

"Who was it?"

"It won't do any good," Mama Renee said.

Mary indicated Dr. Trudeau. "If we know who it is, he can find out their employment history. Maybe open an investigation."

Mama Renee shook her head. 

Mary didn't understand Mama Renee's continued objections to their knowing who it was. She was done arguing with her. "Hector, tell us who it is."

"It's Pam."

"What?" Mary said in surprise.

"She snuck into the room and held a pillow over Marty's face. I couldn't stop her."

"He says Pam killed him," Mary told the others.

Rose clutched the suspenders closer. 

"Now what are you going to do?" Mama Renee asked. "She's worked here for over a decade."

Mary remembered the empty reception desk. "Where is she now? Did she come to work today?"

Mama Rene's eyes narrowed. "Yeah, she was here. I saw her when I went down for breakfast."

Mary was getting a bad feeling. "Where is she now?" she asked, but no one knew. "We have to find her."

"Oh, God, do you think she's up here--" Rose said, but she cut herself off before she finished the grisly question.

Mary went out and looked up and down the hall. Most of the residents' rooms were closed. She couldn't go barging into strangers' rooms, so she went back into Mona's bedroom. "Where could she be?"

"Hector, can you go to my room?" Mama Renee asked.

"Yes. I'll go there now."

Mama Renee looked at Mary, waiting for his answer. "He said yes," Mary said. "Why?"

"Rose, give Mary the suspenders. Come on."

Her request clearly surprised Rose, but she held out the suspenders to Mary without hesitation. Mary took them from her. Before Mary could ask Mama Renee what was going on, the elderly woman was out the door. 

With the others, Mary followed Mama Renee to her room. Mama Renee unlocked her door with a key. 

When the door swung open, she yelled, "Hey!"  

Mary peered into the room and found Pam.

The nurse held up her hand, beckoning Mama Renee to come to her. Mary noticed that a drawer was open beside the nurse. "Paula, I was just looking for you," Pam said. "It's time for your meds." 

"No, it's not," Mama Renee said, her voice low and angry.

Pam brushed off her protest. "Come get into bed." She pulled a pill bottle out of a pocket of her scrubs. She rattled them at Paula. Her gaze shifted to Mary. "Thank you for helping Paula back to her room. I've got her now."

Mary moved up to Mama Renee's side. She wasn't about to leave her alone with Pam.  

"She has some of Paula's jewelry in her pockets," Hector said.

"What are you doing in my room?" Mama Renee asked.

"Like I said, I was looking for you." Pam's professional, friendly smile was becoming a bit strained.

"In my dresser?" Mama Renee demanded.

"I was only straightening up. It's a bit cluttered in here."

"I like it like this."

"But how do you find anything?" Pam said with a sigh.

"I find everything just fine. What are you looking for?"

Pam's back stiffened. "Paula, I'm sorry, but I must insist you lie down. Do I need to call an orderly to assist you?"

"May I see her chart?" Dr. Trudeau asked from behind them.

"Excuse me?" Pam said.

Mary moved out of the way to let the doctor into the room. 

"I was just talking to Paula about her medications, and I'd like to review them," he told Pam.

"Yeah, show him my chart," Mama Renee said. "Tell him what pill I'm supposed to take right now."

Pam looked caught. Her eyes darted around the room. "I need to go downstairs. I must have left the memo on my desk."

"She's gonna run," Hector warned. 

Pam was edging toward the door. Dr. Trudeau stepped aside to let her pass, but Mama Renee pushed past the nurse to get into her room. 

"Where's my grandmother's brooch?" Mama Renee yelled from inside her room. She'd gone to the open drawer and looked inside it. 

Pam ran.

"Mary, take us with you," Rose said, and pressed the shawl into Mary's hands. 

"Rose, I'm not sure," Mary began, but then Rose let go of Mona. 

The elderly woman stood there for a moment, blinking. She looked up and down the hall in consternation. "I want to go to my room."

"Please, Mary. We can't let her get away."

Gran took hold of Mona's elbow and turned her toward her room. "Go, Mary. And be careful," she said.

Mary took off down the hall at a sprint and clattered down the stairs. An orderly came out of a back room, alerted by her heavy footsteps. "Where'd Pam go?" she demanded.

He pointed out the front door. 

Mary dashed out and jumped from the porch. "Do any of you know where she parks?" she asked the ghosts.

"No clue, I'm afraid," Hector said.

But the sound of a car engine starting up had Mary moving. She saw Pam in a dark sedan pulling into the street. Mary ran out onto the pavement and put her hands up. Pam saw her, but she didn't stop the car. She kept driving toward her. Pam didn't exactly gun the engine, but it was clear that she wasn't stopping. 

With the car bearing down on her, Mary didn't have time to think, and she wasn't sure afterward if she had been in control of her actions. As soon as the car was within range, she threw the shawl across the windshield, obstructing Pam's view, and the car veered and crashed into a tree. The car swerved so strongly that later Mary wondered if Rose had jerked the steering wheel to cause the crash. 

Mary ran over to the driver's side door. The car's front end had crumpled against the tree and the air bag had deployed, but Pam didn't seem hurt. She couldn't seem to get out of the car, though.  

The nurse beat her palm against the window, but nothing happened. When she locked eyes with Mary, Mary crossed her arms and stayed clear of the car. She was not about to help her, and she suspected that only once the police got there would the car door open.

A pair of orderlies rushed out of Gentry House. They tried to open the door, but even working together, it wouldn't budge. The shawl stayed spread across the windshield. Dr. Trudeau and Mama Renee came out of the nursing home and joined her.

"Are you all right?" Dr. Trudeau asked.

"I'm fine," Mary said.

"Finally. Red-handed," Mama Renee said.

Mary wanted to ask Mama Renee what she meant by that, but a pair of police cars arrived with sirens going. They drew everyone's attention. The police pulled up close to the crash site and blocked the street. 

Mary wanted to leave, but she knew she couldn't go anywhere. She'd have to talk to the cops. She hoped it wasn't any she'd spoken to before. They might start getting suspicious of her. She'd been involved with the police too much lately. 

Mama Renee, though, was eager to speak to them. She charged toward the police officers. Her walker thumped the asphalt in time with her words. "Officers, that woman stole my jewelry!"

One of the officers held up a hand for Mama Renee to stay back. The other officer was checking out the car door. As Mary had suspected would happen, he lifted the handle and the door opened easily. 

Pam spilled out onto the asphalt. She was panting and frantic as she pointed at Mary. "That girl tried to kill me!"

Mary's eyes widened as the officers turned to look at her. 

"Mary, don't run. Whatever you do, don't run," Hector said. 

Mary appreciated the advice because she did have the strongest urge to take off running. Being accused of murder did that to her.

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

"Tell me again what happened."

Mary let out a long sigh. This was the second time the cop had asked her that same question. "When Paula discovered Pam had stolen some things from her, I ran after Pam to stop her."

"Why didn't you just call the police?" 

Mary was beginning to wonder if she needed to call Rachel's dad, the lawyer. "I don't know. Why do people chase purse snatchers? I wanted to stop her. She had Paula's jewelry in her pockets. I wanted to get it back."

"Why did you run out into the road? Why'd you throw the shawl?"

"Again, instinct or something? She was headed straight at me, and she wasn't braking. I threw the shawl because I didn't know what else to do. It looked like she was aiming for me."

"You were in the middle of the street," the cop said dryly.

"Yeah, so? Does that mean she doesn't have to brake? You don't seriously believe I was trying to kill her, do you? I mean, she was the one in the freaking car. All I had was a shawl."

"And why did you have the shawl?"

"It belongs to Mona Loeser. I was visiting her. I was holding it for her when Paula yelled that Pam had stolen her jewelry. I didn't think to drop it. Mona cherishes it. I'm glad it didn't get messed up during all of this."

Mary hoped she wasn't over-explaining herself. That was a danger when you were lying—and a very dangerous thing to do with the cops.

Thankfully, the cop only nodded in response to her answer. He was reading over his notes. 

Hoping he was finished, she asked, "Are you going to charge Pam with theft?"

"Seems like it."

Mary was relieved to hear that. It wasn't as good as nailing her for the murders, but surely the nursing home wouldn't let Pam come back to work if she'd been charged with stealing from patients. "That's good."

The cop closed his notebook. "All right, I think we're done here." 

Glad to be free, Mary went to Gran, who was standing farther up the street, speaking to another police officer. Mary was pretty sure the cops weren't supposed to have talked to her without Gran present, but maybe being within sight of her was considered "present". 

The other cop finished up with Gran at the same time. Gran and Mary moved to go back into Gentry House, but Dr. Trudeau stood in their path. 

"Is Hector still with you?" he asked.

Mary patted her pocket. She'd stuffed the suspenders in there while the cops were talking to Mama Renee and Pam. She hadn't wanted to try explaining why she had a dead man's suspenders.  

Dr. Trudeau held a finger up to his lips, and then motioned for Gran to step away from Mary. Mary wasn't sure what was going on, but she stayed put.

"Do you think Rose is okay?" Hector asked.

"They took the shawl back into Gentry House."

"But did they give her back to Mona?"

"If they didn't, I'm sure Mama Renee will make sure they do."

As Mary said that, she wondered why Rose would have to be given back to Mona. If Pam was no longer a threat, the ghosts no longer needed to possess anyone. 

Gran and Dr. Trudeau were done talking. Gran walked back to Mary and took her by the arm, steering her toward the car. Mary wasn't sure if she was supposed to stay quiet. 

She reached down to pat her pocket. They needed to take Hector back inside, but Gran shook her head emphatically and quickened her pace back to the car.

They rode home in silence. Mary still wasn't sure what was going on, but she followed Gran's silent cues.

"Where are you taking me? I need to get back to Rose."

Mary wasn't sure what to tell him. "Sorry, Hector. Not yet."

Gran didn't say anything. 

After Gran had parked the car behind the house, she held out her hand. Mary pulled the suspenders from her pocket and gave them to her. Gran got out of the car and went to the shed, ducked inside for a moment, then came back without the suspenders. 

"Is it--" Mary was going to say safe to talk, but Gran grabbed her arm and steered her into the house. When they got to the kitchen, Mary looked at her grandmother expectantly. Surely now it was okay to talk.

"Dr. Trudeau has a suspicion," Gran said.

"Suspicion about what?"

"About Pam. He's going to check into it a little further tonight. He asked if we'd keep Hector away from Gentry House until he finds out more."

"Okay. But what's he trying to find out?"

Gran shook her head. 

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

"You're going to school," Gran said.

Mary didn't want to go. She wanted to know what was going on with Gentry House. "What about Dr. Trudeau? What if he calls today?"

"Then I'll talk to him."

"What am I supposed to do at school?"

Gran gave her a wry look. "Learn?"

Mary didn't like this. "Are you planning to go back to Gentry House?"

"I'll have to."

"Not without me. Promise."

"I can take care of myself."

"Promise me."

"Mary--"

"You have to promise."

Gran's chin jutted out. But Mary wasn't going to school until Gran had promised she wouldn't go to Gentry House without her. 

"Fine," Gran said. "I promise. But you have to promise not to say anything to Eddie or the others about what happened last night with Pam."

"But doesn't Eddie deserve to know?"

"Not yet. We need to wait until Dr. Trudeau finishes what he's doing."

"What is he doing?"

"Just promise."

"But--"

Gran shook her head, cutting Mary off. "You'll find out soon enough."

Her use of a counter-promise felt a little mean, Mary thought, but she'd have to make it. With a sigh, she nodded, and they finished breakfast in silence. 

As Mary left, Gran called out that she loved her and told her to be safe. Mary called back the same, feeling a little of her tension ease after all that contentious promise-making at breakfast. 

When she got to school, she realized why she was still a bit tense. She was nervous about seeing Kyle. Was he mad at her for telling his parents about Alabama? Did he blame her for being grounded longer?

"Hey there, pretty lady."

Mary jumped as a pair of arms circled her from behind.

"Oops. Sorry. Didn't mean to scare you."

Kyle squeezed her, then let her go. She turned around to stare at him in disbelief. He was smiling and relaxed, like he didn't have a care in the world.

"Are you high?" She peered at his eyes. His pupils didn't seem dilated. 

He laughed in surprise. "No. Why would you think that?"

"Last night? Your dad? Dinner? Is any of this ringing any bells?"

He rubbed the back of his head. "Yeah, that got a bit intense."

"You think?"

His grin widened. "Do you want to come over for dinner again tonight?"

Mary was happy he was in such a good mood, but she also had a wicked urge to shake him. "Have you lost your mind? Your parents don't want to see me."

His grin didn't waver. "No, Mom does. She actually told me to ask you again."

"But what about Alabama? What about your grounding?"

"I've served my time. I'm free. And don't worry about Alabama. I promised on pain of death never to do something like that again—but Mom thought it was okay."

Mary crossed her arms, still feeling unsure. "Why haven't you ever asked me to dinner before?"

That wiped the smile off Kyle's face. He dropped his gaze to the floor. 

When he didn't say anything, Mary's stomach twisted. He'd never asked her because he didn't want her there. His parents weren't the ones keeping her away. Again, it was his mom who was inviting her, not Kyle. "I gotta get to class," she mumbled and moved to leave.

Kyle reached out and grabbed her shoulder. She looked up at him nervously. He looked as uncomfortable as she felt. 

"You saw how it was with my dad."

"Yeah. So?"

"So? So, exactly. I hate it when people see me and my dad get into it. It's embarrassing. I didn't want you to ever see that. But you did."

"And now I'm invited back to dinner?" To say Kyle was confusing her was putting it mildly. She had the urge to check his forehead; maybe he had a fever or something.

"Well, Mom ripped Dad a new one after you left. That was pretty awesome." Kyle's mouth stretched into a grin again.

But Mary had no urge to smile. "So, your dad really doesn't like me now. Great."

"No, it's fine. He'll behave himself this time." The way he said "behave" sounded like a quote, one that made him snicker. 

"Your mom really tore into him, huh?"

"Yeah. It was pretty major." 

"Maybe I shouldn't come to dinner. I don't want to create more tension."

"No, please come. I'm serious. Mom really wants you to."

Mary frowned. "What time?"

"Six o'clock. You can come home with me, or I can pick you up."

Mary still wasn't sure about this, and there was the possibility that she'd be tangled up with Gentry House stuff as well. "I don't know if I can make it. I'll have to check with Gran."

"Are you still investigating the nursing home?"

"Yeah." She wasn't sure why she didn't tell him more, but she felt like she couldn't.

"If you need any help, I'm willing and available." He waggled his eyebrows as he said "available." 

She grinned at his antics, but she still felt uneasy. 

The warning bell for first period rang. Before Mary knew what was happening, Kyle had pulled her in for a hug. Her face was smushed against his chest for a second before he released her.

"See you at lunch," he said. 

She watched him walk away, guessing that they were okay now. She sort of understood why he hadn't asked her over before, but she didn't like the way he'd pushed her away after the roofie incident. Obviously, they weren't the perfect couple, but she needed to tell him that he didn't need to protect her and he could lean on her if he needed to. But she knew that might be difficult for someone like Kyle to accept.  

"Earth to Mary. MOVE."

Mary turned to give Vicky a withering glare. The cheerleader brushed past her with her nose in the air. "It seems like you two have worked it out," Vicky said, not really pausing to give Mary a chance to reply.

But there'd been approval in the queen bee's voice. Mary couldn't help smiling to herself. 

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

Mary walked home feeling kind of down. She and Kyle had made up. He'd sat by her at lunch and had held her hand. Eddie had come to sit with them as well. His nervousness and awe of Kyle had been very cute. But she couldn't tell the others anything about what had happened at Gentry House the previous night. She'd wanted to tell them, but she'd kept quiet like she'd promised Gran. 

When she got within sight of home, she immediately picked out the familiar, nice-looking sedan parked in the driveway. 

She rushed to the house. She was sweaty and panting when she got through the door and found Dr. Trudeau sitting with Gran in the living room. "Dr. T, what's up?"

Dr. Trudeau laughed. "I think I should be asking you that. You ran in here like someone was chasing you."

Mary dropped her book bag and wiped her sweaty forehead. "No, I was running to get here. Please tell me what's going on at Gentry House. Gran hasn't told me anything."

Gran and Dr. Trudeau exchanged a silent look. The light mood slipped away, and Mary steeled herself. 

"They've ruled Marty's death as natural causes," Dr. Trudeau said.

"But that's how Pam goes undetected," Mary argued. "She makes it look natural."

"Marty had a heart condition. He was on medication for it, but it was just a matter of time."

"Maybe Pam gave him the wrong pills, or kept his pills from him."

"Didn't Hector say Pam suffocated Marty with a pillow?" Gran asked.

"Yeah, maybe that triggered—"

Dr. Trudeau was shaking his head before Mary could finish.

"Mary," Gran said, "go get Hector from the shed."

Mary cut through the house and out to the shed. Hector would be able to answer their questions. He'd explain what happened. He'd seen Pam in action. He'd know. 

She opened the shed and took the suspenders from the shelf.

"Mary, I need to talk to you," Harvey said. Gran had brought Harvey into the house for the one night to watch over them, but the next morning, Mary had noticed that Harvey was back in the shed. When she'd asked why Harvey was banished again, Gran had muttered something about bubble baths. Mary hadn't inquired further. Harvey did not seem to know when to quit.

"Sorry, Harv, not right now."

"No, it has to be now."

Mary turned to leave, but the shed door slammed closed on her. "Harvey, I'm sorry, but we're dealing with something. I'll come back later."

"If I'm stuck in here, so are you."

"What's your problem? Stop hassling the girl," Hector said.

"You've only had to spend one night in here. I've been in here a lot longer." 

"Harvey, quit it. Gran is still pissed at you." Mary tried to push open the door, but it was stuck tight.

"I'll cook whatever you want. Lasagna, stir fry, filet freaking mignon. Please!"

Mary frowned. She hadn't thought Harvey was that upset about being in the shed. 

"Oh, for Pete's sake, let her out." 

The shed door started to rattle as Hector began pushing on it from the opposite direction. 

Mary backed farther into the shed as the door rattled violently. The shed was old and rickety, and the walls began to shake ominously as the ghosts struggled with the door. 

She bent down and picked up the spatula. "Okay, okay! You can come into the house! But if you do anything to piss off Gran, you aren't coming back to the shed; you're going in a dumpster."

"Deal."

Gran was waiting for Mary in the kitchen. When Gran saw the spatula, she frowned in disapproval. 

"Harvey insisted on a change of scene," Mary said. "He promises to behave."

Gran appeared skeptical, but she didn't object.

"How about I fix lunch?" Harvey said.

"No. Just be quiet and wait in here." Mary left the spatula on the kitchen counter and took the suspenders into the living room, where Dr. Trudeau was still waiting. 

"Ah, Hector. I hope you're doing well," he said.

"I'm okay, Doc. Thanks."

"He said he's okay," Mary said.

Dr. Trudeau nodded. "Hector, how did Pam kill Marty?"

"She used a pillow. She slipped in while Marty was sleeping and smothered him."

Dr. Trudeau's eyebrows lifted as Mary conveyed that information. "Did she give him anything?"

"No, she didn't."

From the kitchen, there was a loud crash. "What in the world!" Gran exclaimed.

Mary ran into the kitchen. Apparently, Harvey had opened the overhead cabinet where they kept the pots and pans and had pulled them all out onto the floor.

"What the hell is this?" Mary exclaimed. 

"Psst, take me outside."

"Oh, I'm taking you outside. You don't have to ask." Mary snatched up the spatula and marched out the door. 

When they got to the yard, Harvey said, "Hey, you know that Hector fellow is lying about everything, right?"

Mary didn't respond. She opened the shed and tossed the spatula inside.

"Hey!"

"We're done, Harvey. You're on your own."

"That Pam woman isn't a killer!" 

"How would you know anything about that?"

"Because your new friend Hector told me. Pam was only a thief. They used her kleptomania to distract you. They've got a sweet deal going at that nursing home: An unlimited supply of people to easily possess and use. They don't want you and Helena screwing that up."

"You're lying. They were protecting the vulnerable patients from Pam."

"Really? Why weren't they just stopping her? They don't need to possess anyone to keep her from hurting the patients. They could've stopped her on their own."

"The patients are a danger to themselves as well."

"Oh, the residents never have lucid moments? They're just permanently checked out? Well, isn't that great for them. Then there's no harm in snatching their last few years away."

Mary frowned. She had wondered what the ghosts would do now that Pam was gone. "Wait. How do you know all this?"

"Because Hector likes to talk. He likes to brag, especially. He offered to try to swing me a spot at the nursing home, though my being attached to a spatula and not an article of clothing means it might be difficult to secure a resident for me."

"What did he expect us to do? Just drop you both off there and leave?"

"Well, it would be for the residents' own good, right? They aren't really alive anymore. They're checked out, so why not let a ghost take over?"

Harvey's words made Mary feel sick. The Shadowman had used her like that, while she was sleeping. She'd been "checked out" while it went around and mutilated corpses and made gory magical objects. 

"Why are you telling me this? This sounds like it could've been a sweet deal for you."

"Uh, because I have some freaking morals?"

Mary grimaced. "What should we do?"

"Get rid of them. That's the only way."

She frowned. What Harvey had proposed was cold, but was there an alternative? They couldn't leave the ghosts at Gentry House. They'd just keep possessing residents. 

As soon as Mary entered the kitchen with Harvey, she could feel that something was different. She dashed to the living room and stopped, slack-jawed. Gran and Dr. Trudeau were staring at the coffee table, where a pair of suspenders was sitting, except that the suspenders were ruined. They'd been chopped into several pieces, probably by the large scissors Gran was still holding. 

"So, how did you know?" Mary asked.

The two adults turned to her. "Because Mama Renee was always shady," Gran said. "She wouldn't help someone unless it was helping herself."

Dr. Trudeau added, "And the police found a lot of stolen items inside Pam's house when they searched it. She'd been stealing from the residents for years."

"So the plan now is to get rid of the rest of the ghosts," Mary said. She was surprised how this change comforted her. She felt like she was on surer ground again. She knew how to do this. And it felt right, Mary realized. Letting the ghosts control the elderly residents had never been the right thing, no matter what they claimed. She just hadn't been able to fully see that.   

Gran stood. "I'll gather a few supplies. Dr. Trudeau, thank you for all of your help."

Dr. Trudeau sat back in his chair. "Oh, I'm not leaving yet. I want to see this through. Please allow me to assist."

Gran's eyebrows rose. "Are you sure?"

"You forget my grandmother. It's my turn to help a grandson get his gran-mère back."

"Fair enough," Gran agreed. "Let me pack, then we'll go." 

Mary followed Gran back to her office, where Gran put her large satchel on the table and opened it wide. Then she went to her cupboard and began taking things down. Mary watched familiar bells and bottles go into the bag. Those bells had been shaken at her, and she'd been doused with the contents of the bottles. 

"You suspected something like this from the beginning, didn't you?" Mary asked.

Gran put two more bottles of frankincense into the satchel and closed it. "I did, but because I knew Mama Renee."

"I can't believe I let them fool me. I mean, it was really stupid to believe them."

"It's not your fault. They told you an incredible lie that was too serious to dismiss, like when someone calls in a bomb threat to a school. The school may have gotten three bomb threats in the last month that were all false, but they have to take each one seriously."

Mary had to agree, but she still felt like she shouldn't have been so trusting. Was it because Rose had possessed Mrs. Loeser, a person she disliked? If she hadn't known Mona at all, would she have been so willing to let Rose keep possessing her? 

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

Gran and Mary took the station wagon to Gentry House, while Dr. Trudeau drove his own car. Mary had Harvey's spatula. She wasn't sure if they needed a ghost on their side, but figured it wouldn't hurt. As they parked in front of the nursing home, Mary slipped the spatula into her back pocket. The handle rubbed against her back and pulled her shirt, but it was less noticeable there. 

The trio entered Gentry House together and lined up to sign in. A new nurse was sitting at the reception desk. 

"Is Paula in her room?" Gran asked as she wrote her name down.

"Yes, ma'am," the nurse said.

Mary and Dr. Trudeau followed Gran up the stairs. They went to Paula's room, and Gran rapped on the door with her knuckles. 

"Who is it?" Mama Renee called.

Instead of answering, Gran opened the door. 

"Hey!" Mama Renee said. "What are you two doing back? Did you bring Hector?"

Gran didn't answer. She marched up to Mama Renee and tried to jerk her glasses off her face, but they were attached by a beaded chain that kept Gran from taking them. 

Mama Renee grabbed the glasses. "Help! I'm being attacked!" she screamed.

Gran had dropped her satchel to wrestle Mama Renee for the anchor. Mary opened the satchel and took out a bell and a spray bottle of frankincense. She sprayed Mama Renee in the face with the scented oil and rang the bell. If they didn't get the anchor away from her soon, the orderlies might appear to stop them. 

Mama Renee's face blanched when the spray hit her. "Why you--" 

She stopped talking, and her face went slack. She appeared confused as she looked around and blinked. She seemed completely unaware of her hands, which were still struggling with Gran for the glasses. 

Mary aimed the bottle at Paula's hands and sprayed them. The frankincense hit them, and they went slack. They fell away from the glasses into Paula's lap. 

"No, don--!"

Gran snapped the glasses in half. A warm puff of air touched Mary, and Mama Renee was gone.

"Excuse me? Who are you?" Paula asked.

"I'm sorry, dear," Gran said. "We don't mean to intrude. We'll leave now. Would you like a nurse to come up?" Paula thought for a second, then nodded. Gran smiled and pulled Mary from the room. 

Dr. Trudeau was in the hallway with a pair of orderlies. The doctor smiled at them. "Did either of you hear a shout? The staff heard something from downstairs, but we can't pinpoint who it was."

"No, sorry," Gran said. "Paula would like to see a nurse, though. I don't think she's feeling well."

One of the orderlies went into the room to check on Paula. 

Two down and one to go, Mary thought, as she went to Mona's door. She knocked, but there was no answer. Gran turned to the remaining orderly. 

"Do you know where Mona Loeser is?" Gran asked.

"I think she's in the day room."

On the way down the stairs, Mary paused to whisper to them, "I have an idea. But both of you should wait out front." 

"What are you going to do?" Gran asked.

"Don't worry about it. It's really simple."

While Gran and Dr. Trudeau stayed in the reception area, Mary slipped into the day room, making sure that Rose didn't see her. She went to the coffee maker. The coffee was lukewarm. It was perfect for her plan; she didn't want to hurt Mona. 

Holding a cup of lukewarm coffee, Mary approached Rose from the back. She made herself trip and let the coffee fall forward, spilling down the back of Rose's chair and staining the shawl. 

"Oh no, Mona, I'm so sorry!" Mary exclaimed, coming around in front of the old woman and setting the now-empty cup down. 

Rose had leapt up in surprise. She spread out the dripping shawl in dismay. 

An orderly who had been monitoring the room came over. "Are you hurt?" he asked her.

"No," she muttered. "But look at my shawl!"

"Here, let's take that. It seems like most of the coffee hit it," Mary said, reaching out and grabbing a part of the shawl.

Rose stiffened and tried to pull the shawl away from her. "It's fine. I'll rinse it out."

"No, it needs to be washed," Mary said, looking at the orderly for help.

He stepped in and took the shawl. Rose tried to hold it back, but the orderly easily plucked it away from her. Mary reached out to take it, but he shook his head. "I'll take it to the laundry to be washed and dried."

"No, let me," Mary said, but the orderly was already turning away. 

Mona was staring blankly around the day room. "Are Eddie and Carolyn here?"

"No, Mona, not right now. I'll give them a call if you like."

Mona focused on her and blinked. Her face closed down. "That's Mrs. Loeser to you, young lady."

Mary resisted rolling her eyes. "Yes, ma'am. Excuse me." She left Mona to rejoin Gran and Dr. Trudeau in the lobby.

"Where's the shawl?" Gran asked, seeing that Mary's hands were empty.

"It was taken to the laundry room."

"Where's that?" Gran asked.

"I believe it's downstairs, through the kitchen," Dr. Trudeau said.

"We have to get the anchor now, before Rose can reassert control on Mona," Gran said.

"What should we do?" Mary said. "We can't just go get it."

Gran was quiet for a second. "Go find a place to hide. When the fire alarm goes off, wait until they're out and then grab the anchor."

"Why's the fire alarm going to go off?" 

"Because I'm going to pull it. Don't worry. It'll be fine. Go. We have to do this quickly."

Mary nodded and went to the reception desk. A male nurse was sitting there now. He raised his head at her approach. 

"Um, is there a bathroom I can use?" she asked, pressing her hand to her stomach in fake pain. "I can't use my grandma's bathroom."

He grimaced and pointed behind him. "Down the hall, to the right," he said.

Mary went down the hall to the single-person restroom. There wasn't anywhere to hide in there. She'd have to hope the nurse would be too distracted to look for her. 

She switched off the lights and left the door unlocked. It swung inward, so she got into the corner the door swung toward and waited with her fingers in her ears. 

Less than a minute later, the fire alarm went off. Even though she was prepared, it still made her jump. It was so loud, she was sure it would wake someone in a coma. She heard staff come streaming out from the back, giving instructions to each other. She waited tensely, listening.

The bathroom door opened. Mary pressed herself into the corner and held her breath. The orderly called out that the bathroom was clear, and she listened to him walk away. For a couple of minutes, she continued to listen to the staff ushering the residents out. Eventually, she didn't hear any more shuffling footsteps or authoritative voices.

"Are they gone?" she whispered.

"The coast is clear. Go," Harvey said. 

She opened the door a crack and peeked out. No one was around. She slipped out of the restroom and, hugging the wall, slipped down the hall to the kitchen. 

She dashed through the kitchen to the door leading downstairs, keeping herself hunched over to avoid being seen through the windows. When she reached the bottom, she stopped to look around. The basement was utilitarian, with a gray cement floor and an unfinished ceiling. Four washing machine and dryer units were lined up against the wall. One of them was running. There were three laundry bins nearby, but she didn't see the shawl in any of them.

"Shit. Rose, where are you?"

There was no reply. 

"Harvey?"

"I'm looking."

Mary went to the laundry bins and looked in them. She didn't bother digging through them, thinking that the shawl would have to be on top. The only obvious place left was the single running washer. She opened the door, and it stopped tumbling immediately.

"No!"

The washer door snapped shut, and the washer started up again. Mary grabbed the handle with both hands and pulled. 

"No! Stop it!" 

From some distance away, the sound of a fire truck's siren reached her. Mary didn't know what would happen if the firemen found her in the basement, and she didn't want to find out. 

"Harvey, a little help?"

"Yeah. Got her."

Finally, Mary was able to open the washing machine door. She pulled it open wide and kept one hand on it while she reached in with the other to grab the sodden shawl. 

"No, I won't let you take me. I don't deserve this."

"Stop it, Rose. It's over."

"Never!"

There was an exit to the outside in the basement. Mary meant to use it, but she saw the legs of some firemen milling around in the backyard. If she popped out now, they'd see her. They'd probably suspect her of pulling the fire alarm. She didn't want that. 

"Check the basement."

The order hit Mary like a bucket of ice water. She had to hide. Now.

The only place available was the washing machine, so she dove into it. She barely fit, and her body protested the contortions she put it into, but she had to hide. The wet laundry quickly soaked her clothes, but she had to suffer through it. She covered herself with a wet bathrobe. Thankfully, they'd set the wash for warm instead of hot, or else she might've gotten scalded as well as getting soaked. 

She could hide here until the all-clear was given and people came back inside. Then she could slip out through the basement door. The only danger was that she couldn't close the washing machine door or risk re-activating it. She pulled it almost closed and shivered and sweated as she waited.

She tensed when she heard the clomp of heavy boots on the basement stairs. Two firefighters passed through. They paused to look around for a moment, and then they radioed in that the basement was clear and went back out. 

"Join us," Rose said. "You could live again."

"I've lived my life," Harvey told her. "I don't need a do-over."

"Oh, please. Don't even try that. Why are you still here, then? Why haven't you moved on? There are plenty of men here who no one would notice being possessed."

"I said, not interested."

"Fine. Then stop helping her! Let me be."

"I'm not going to let you put her through a spin cycle."

Mary's eyes widened as she realized what was going on between the ghosts. She shoved the washing machine door open and spilled out. 

She stood up with difficulty, her legs tingling with pins and needles. She was still clutching the shawl and the spatula. 

She headed to the outside door. She didn't see anyone in the backyard—the coast was clear. As she passed through the doorway, her heart lightened. She just had to find Gran and Dr. Trudeau now. 

She turned to head to the front—and then her body kept turning, and she found herself pointed at the basement door. 

She tried to turn again, but instead found herself taking a step toward the door with her hand reaching out for the doorknob. "Rose, stop!"

She wanted to drop the shawl to break the ghost's control over her body, but her arm wasn't her own anymore. 

"You're taking me back to Mona."

"No, I'm not." Mary gnashed her teeth, trying to take control of her body again, but she couldn't. 

Her hand grabbed the doorknob. Her other hand rose and knocked it away. Her body jerked around to face away from the door. 

"This isn't going to be graceful," Harvey said.

Mary panted. She was freaking out. She hadn't moved her other arm, either. Harvey had. Her left leg shot out, and she lurched away from the door. 

"Where's Hector? What have you done with him?"

Mary grimaced. She knew better than to answer. She didn't want to anger the ghost even more. 

"He's moved on. I think you can catch up with him."

Mary silently willed Harvey to shut up.

"You monsters!" Rose cried.

Mary's right leg and arm shot out, back toward the basement. She was practically being split in half with the anchors controlling either side of her. The only control she still had was over her head. 

She lifted her chin and called out, "Gran! Dr. Trudeau!" 

She needed help. Harvey couldn't do much but keep Rose from taking her over completely. 

From around the corner, Eddie appeared. "Mary? What are you doing back here?"

"Eddie, have you seen my grandmother?"

"No. What are you doing with Rose's shawl?"

"We need--" She was going to say "destroy it," but her jaw snapped shut, making her bite her own tongue. She thrashed her head, but she couldn't open her mouth. 

"Here, I'll take it." 

In horror, Mary watched Eddie reach out to take the shawl. The spatula reared up and slapped him across the hand.

He jerked back in surprise. "What was that for?"

Mary held up the spatula in warning. Or, rather, Harvey held up her arm with the spatula. But her other arm extended and held out the shawl. 

Eddie tentatively reached out for the shawl again.

Mary tried to shake her head, to tell Eddie no, but her jaw was pinned. She couldn't do anything but grunt.

Eddie's hand closed on the shawl. The spatula came down and rained slaps on him, but it was too late. As soon as the shawl made contact with his hand, Mary saw Rose take control of him. 

Eddie's face froze up and his eyes went wide with panic as he pulled the shawl away from Mary. Then he took off running. 

With Rose no longer controlling her body, Mary could move and speak. "Eddie!" she called after him.

She ran to catch up with him, but he had a head start. Even with her longer legs, she wasn't going to catch him. 

He was running toward the street. She had to stop him before he got away. 

She searched for Gran and spotted her and Dr. Trudeau standing to the side in the front yard. Mary pointed at Eddie. "Rose has him!"

Gran immediately understood and began hustling toward him, but she was never going to catch a fourteen-year-old boy. 

There was only one thing Mary could think to do. "Harvey, get ready. I need you to stop them."

"What are you--?"

She chucked the spatula at Eddie's back. It hit his backpack, and Eddie stumbled and fell. Mary ran up and grabbed the shawl. 

"Let it go, Eddie!"

"I can't!"

Gran and Dr. Trudeau rushed up. Gran had the frankincense and a bell in her hands. She splashed Eddie with the oil while she rang the bell. It broke Rose's hold on him long enough for Eddie to let the shawl go. He scrambled back to get away from the anchor. 

Mary also dropped the anchor, not wanting Rose to take control of her again.

"What should we do?" Dr. Trudeau asked.

"Burn it with fire!" Mary said.

"No, please!" Rose begged. "I can help you! I won't possess anyone again. Promise! I'll be good. I can do so much for you. I'm sure."

"What's going on?" Eddie asked.

"Rose wasn't helping Mona," Mary said. "She was using her. Pam wasn't an angel of death, just a petty thief."

"Really? I knew it! I knew this wasn't right." 

"Listen," Rose persisted. "I could help you in all sorts of ways."

Mary didn't respond. 

"So, like Dr. Trudeau said, what should we do now?" Eddie repeated.

Everyone stared at the shawl. 

"I could sneak into places without anyone seeing me. I could listen to private conversations. I could find out passwords and bank account information. I could be REALLY useful."

Mary's eyebrow arched at Rose's list of services. "What did you do when you were alive?" 

"Um, you know. I worked in different places. I could never stay in one place very long."

Mary could just imagine. Rose must have been quite the grifter. She'd fooled Mary pretty well. 

"Grandma? What are you doing?"

Mona had joined them outside. She was holding a white plastic bottle with a red top and a fireplace lighter. 

"Move away from my shawl."

Everyone was surprised by her demand.

"Grandma, wait," Eddie said, "I'll get you another shawl. This one is messed up."

But Mona wasn't listening. She went to the shawl and squirted the contents of the bottle on it. Mary's nose hairs curled at the smell of it. Eddie tried intercept his grandmother, but Dr. Trudeau grabbed Eddie's arm and held him back.

"Grandma, wait!" Eddie yelled.

"It's mine. I'll do what I want with it." 

"Someone help!" 

"And I don't want this ugly thing anymore," Mona said.

"How dare you! It's not ugly. I made it!"

Mona lit the lighter and pressed the flame to the shawl. Though it was still wet, the lighter fluid made it burn. 

Mary hadn't been serious about burning the anchor, but watching the flames eat it now was quite satisfying. A warm puff of air hit her that wasn't heat from the fire. Rose was gone.

Mary moved to stomp out the fire. 

"What do you think you're doing?" Mona demanded.

"Preventing property damage," Mary said. Her boots quickly squelched the fire. "It's okay now."

"Grandma?" Eddie asked.

Mona pursed her lips. Seeing her do that, instantly sent Mary back to middle school. Eddie's grandmother pointed at the ruined shawl. "Take that in and throw it away."

Eddie turned silently to Mary. She nodded that it was all right. He took the dirty, damp, and burnt shawl toward Gentry House. The others stayed where they were, all watching Mona.

"How do you feel?" Gran asked.

Mona straightened. "I feel fine. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'd like to spend some time with my grandson." 

She headed back toward Gentry House. As she reached the porch, Eddie came out. She stopped him and turned him around to go back inside.

"I think we've been dismissed," Dr. Trudeau said.

"Yeah, that's Mona Loeser for you," Mary said.

"So, no more ghosts?" the doctor asked.

Both Gran and Mary nodded. 

"Ahem."

Harvey's spatula was lying on the ground. Mary picked it up. "Well, there are no more ghosts at Gentry House."

Dr. Trudeau clicked his heels and bowed to them. "Then, ladies, I will bid you adieu. As your friendly neighborhood psychologist, I recommend that you go home, have some celebratory ice cream, and enjoy a relaxing evening, firm in the knowledge that you have done very well today."

They both smiled back at him. "Thanks, Dr. T," Mary said. "You do the same."

"Oh, yes," he said. "That's my plan as well."

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

 

"So, how are things with Kyle?" Gran asked as they drove back home.

Mary looked at her in disbelief. "Really? After all of that?"

"Well, I thought I should ask since he's waiting outside the house."

Sure enough, Kyle was standing beside his truck, waiting.

"Oh no! I'm supposed to have dinner with his parents again tonight!"

"So soon? Why?"

"It's sort of an apology dinner, I guess. I totally forgot about it."

"Well, if you don't want to go, you don't have to."

Mary shook her head. "No, I'll go." She glanced into the back seat, where Harvey's spatula was sitting. "What about him?"

Gran checked the rear-view mirror. "I'm not sure."

"I promise to behave."

"But wouldn't you rather move on?" Gran asked.

"What's the rush?"

Gran pulled into the driveway and parked. "Go have dinner," she told Mary. "I'll talk to Harvey."

Kyle came over to the side of the station wagon. Mary waved at him through the window. "Okay, I'll go, but no craziness while I'm gone."

"Get out of the car, Mary. Don't keep Kyle waiting."

She sighed and opened the door, then reached over and pulled Gran into a hug. "I love you." 

Gran hugged her back. "I love you, too, pumpkin."

"So, what would you like for dinner?" Harvey asked from the back seat.

"I'm fixing my own food," Gran said firmly.

"Oh come on, let me spoil you. I fix a fantastic steak. Do you like baby asparagus? I have this trick that roasts them to perfection."

"No."

"Want something fresh instead? What about a chef salad? I make great chef salads."

"Harvey, stay out of my kitchen."

Mary highly suspected that when she got home, Harvey would be back in the shed. 

"Everything okay?" Kyle asked, holding out his hand to help her out of the car.

She took his hand. "Yeah, everything's fine. So...what's for dinner?" 

 

 

~Author's Note~

 

To everyone that has been waiting for this fifth book of the Scary Mary Series, I apologize for the long delay. I am still learning how to be a writer, but I am slowly getting there. I hope to have a much more consistent release schedule in the future. I want to write one Scary Mary book a year along with one non-Scary Mary novel. 

 

The next Scary Mary book will hopefully come out in May 2017. I have an idea for it that I hope you all will like. Think Slenderman…

 

As always, if you'd like to know when I release a book, please sign up for my mailing list. Sign up here. 

 

Thanks for reading Scamming Death!
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