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CHAPTER ONE



The old McCracken mansion loomed before us, a dark and imposing figure against the moonlit sky. My friend Aubrey and I, along with a team of high school band students, had spent days transforming the abandoned house into a spooky haunted attraction for Halloween. And now, as we stood admiring it in the descending darkness, it seemed like our efforts had paid off.

As we’d worked today, setting up the place for the tours that would start soon, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were being watched. I found myself glancing around nervously but saw nothing out of the ordinary the entire day.

“It’s looking great!" Aubrey had put her heart into this project, and she stood, hands on hips, taking in the tall Victorian-style home. She was a big fan of Halloween, and her house, only a few blocks away, was fully decked out for the season weeks ago.

As her second-floor tenant, I couldn't resist getting caught up in the festivities and added my own touches to my balcony, including spider webs, jack-o’-lanterns, and scraps of black fabric resembling a witch's cape that fluttered in the breeze. But my mischievous cat Raven couldn't help herself from trying to toy with the fabric, so I hung it higher, just out of her reach. Her feistiness showed when she gave me stern looks for laughing at her antics every time she leaped for it.

But my thoughts were suddenly brought back to this house in front of me when a loud crash came from inside and echoed around us, followed by a blood-curdling scream. Aubrey grabbed my arm, her eyes wide with fear. The high school girls added their own shrieks to the mix, causing everyone to turn toward the house.

A crazed cackle pierced the night.

Within seconds, a figure emerged from the shadows, holding a skull up in the air and laughing hysterically. It was one of the high school guys playing a trick. I let out a sigh of relief, a wide smile spreading across my face in reaction to his goofiness.

Everyone erupted into a chorus of playful insults at the guy. “What the heck, Fortinelli?” someone called out.

And the girl who’d shrieked the loudest attacked him, saying, “Dude, you scared the life out of me.”

“Okay, so enough with the scary vibe,” Aubrey said. “Now, everyone back inside to make certain all the windows are closed and locked for the night.”

"Are you sure it's safe to be here this late?" one student asked, nervously glancing around the dimly lit, expansive yard.

“Don't be such a baby.” Aubrey scoffed, wiping a streak of fake blood off her finger on her paint-spattered jeans. "We're in an abandoned house. What could possibly go wrong?"

A creak and groan came from behind the kid holding the skull. "What was that?"

"Probably just the wind," I reassured everyone, though deep down, I couldn't deny the eerie feeling that was creeping into my own bones, too. “If we’re this jumpy, imagine how all the guests walking through are going to feel. It’ll be perfectly Halloweenish.”

“She’s right,” Aubrey said as she marched up the front porch steps. “This is going to be a hit and raise lots of money for your marching band.”

Back inside, as I reached to close and lock the parlor’s elegant French doors, I heard a loud, angry voice outside. Curious, I peeked out the open door to see a small, stout man standing on the sidewalk under a streetlamp. The lamp’s glow cast creepy shadows on his contorted, scowling face.

“What do you think you're all doing?” he yelled. "You shouldn't even be here!"

Aubrey stood next to me, confiding, “I knew that this confrontation was inevitable. That’s Arthur, our neighborhood grouch, the guy I told you about. He has always been a thorn in my side, constantly complaining about the noise and traffic this haunted house would cause. High school kids running amuck. More Halloween hijinks. Blah, blah, blah.”

She stepped through the open parlor doors on to the front porch.

“Try to ignore him,” I said. “He looks like he’s going to blow a gasket.”

But my cautionary words were ignored. “We have every right to be here," Aubrey called back. "Walter McCracken gave us permission before he passed away.” With a wave of both hands, she ended with, “So bug off!”

Even at this distance, I saw Arthur's face turn beet red with anger. “Do not speak to me in that tone, you young upstart!” he shouted. "This is a quiet neighborhood, and we don't want any of your Halloween nonsense disturbing us."

“With you yelling, it’s not quiet now. We've hired an attorney and have all the proper permits and insurance," she added confidently. “So there. Nothing you can do but complain.”

“That's not good enough. You’ll hear from me!” Arthur huffed and turned to stomp back toward his house.

By my estimation, this wasn't the end of their feud. Aubrey had told me he showed up every day since they put up flyers announcing the Raising Spirits Haunted House tour. She had done great impressions of him shaking his fist and glaring angrily. But this was my first encounter with the real Arthur, and things were escalating. His hostility lingered in the air under the streetlamp. Was he still lurking and fuming in the dark shadows there?

“That man is a pain in my patootie. He’s going to have a heart attack over this. Or I will,” Aubrey added with a smirk. “I’m so glad my neighbor Grace helped work with the permits and stuff. We have to be all on the up and up with someone like him.”

“That was nice of her to help. You okay here with wrapping up? I have to run back to the pub for something.”

“Sure, Katie. Just going to do a walk-through and a head count on the kids here. I don’t want any kissy-kissy going on after we leave for the night.” Aubrey spun and strode off into the interior, turning off lights and hustling the helpers along so she could lock up.

As I made my way toward the street where my golf cart was parked, I couldn’t resist a glance back at the imposing mansion. A sense of unease washed over me. Except for the front entrance hall, all the lights were off. A shiver ran through me as a sudden chill wind brought the harsh sound of dry leaves rustling. As though on cue to create a perfectly spooky night scene, an owl’s piercing screech echoed overhead.


CHAPTER TWO



The welcoming lights of the pub shone through the windows and onto the sidewalk as I approached Paddy's Pub. Originally, this building had housed a prominent local bank. Then, for years, the Green Funeral Home, before being turned into my uncle Paddy’s vision of an Irish pub.

Inside, the wooden bar was lined with regulars, their voices blending together in a comforting murmur. Delicious smells wafted from the kitchen as several groups finished up their dinners and savored their last sips of beer or wine. In one corner, a couple snuggled close in a cozy booth lost in their own world. But my attention was drawn to the solitary figure of a slightly stooped, grizzled man making his way down the back hall.

He moved slowly, his steps deliberate, dressed in a well-worn plaid shirt and faded blue jeans that hung loosely on his frame. He had the weathered look of a man who had lived an outdoor life. As he turned to scan the framed black and white historical photos of Seaside Cove, I saw his eyes held a hint of longing, as if he was searching for something within these captured moments from the past. In one photo, he tilted his head and squinted for several seconds, absentmindedly rubbing his gray-whiskered chin. Then he turned away, tucked his hands in his jean pockets, and, without further hesitation, strode to the back staircase.

Driven by curiosity, I followed him up the back staircase to the second-floor, where the pub’s offices, storage area, and banquet rooms were located. He stopped outside Uncle Paddy's office door, which held a rich history as the original bank founder's office. He leaned a palm against the door frame and glanced inside before moving on. Again, he was attracted to the vintage photographs hung on the walls. Who was he, and what had brought him to this place?

He stopped in front of a portrait of Molly McCracken, wife of the bank founder, and reached a hand out to touch it. His trembling fingers traced her image before he slid one step over to the next image hanging here, a portrait of Walter McCracken, Molly’s son and owner of the very house I’d just been decorating for Halloween. The stranger, with an expression of sadness and nostalgia, stood staring at Walter’s framed image before straightening the slightly titled frame.

“I don’t mean to intrude, but can I help you?” I asked. “You seem to know the people in these photos.”

He tilted his head and leaned in closer to me, a puzzled expression on his face accompanied by a curious smile. “Why yes, I know them. But it’s been a long time since I’ve seen them. I figured the old bank was gone, but I was relieved to see the building was still standing. Funny to have an Irish-style pub in here, though. My grandmother would not have approved of it,” he finished with a low chuckle.

“So, you had family here?” I extended my hand to introduce myself. As I clasped his hand in mine, I couldn't help but notice the slight tremor and fragility in his grip.

“Paul’s the name. And yes, I had family here. Still do, I believe. I just got into town an hour ago and decided to take a walk down memory lane here first.”

“So, you’re going to surprise your family? How nice!” I said. “I haven’t lived here long, but I might know them. I’m part owner of this pub, and we have quite a few local customers.”

“Doubt you’d know my father. He’s quite old and wasn’t much for drinking,” Paul said, glancing back at Walter’s photograph.

Could this man be a McCracken family member? I looked more carefully between Paul and the photograph of Walter McCracken. There was a slight resemblance in the strong nose and deep-set eyes.

Aubrey had explained that in the aftermath of Walter’s sudden death, rumors flew that he had not completed the last details of his estate planning and that his long-lost son may have a claim to the estate. The once grand McCracken mansion had fallen into disrepair over the years, particularly after Walter moved into Cove Cares, which the locals called the old folks’ home.

Could this man, with his sudden and mysterious appearance here, potentially be that missing son? I stepped closer. "Looks like you, doesn't he?”

Paul turned to me, a wistful look on his face. "Yeah, he kinda does.”

I pointed to Molly McCracken’s photo. “Your grandmother?”

He nodded.

My feeling was right. The mysterious missing heir stood right here next to me. “Are you here for your father’s funeral?”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them. His eyebrows furrowed, and he shook his head, looking confused. Guilt flooded me as I realized my mistake. He hadn’t heard of his father’s passing. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I thought you knew. Please forgive me.”

“I had no idea,” he said, with a choke in his voice. “But then I should have guessed. He’d be in his nineties now.”

“So, he had a good, long life then,” I said in another mistaken effort at being compassionate.

Paul cleared his throat and looked at me. “Perhaps. I wouldn’t know. We’ve been estranged since I was a young man. Couldn’t live up to the expectations of the family, so I took off and never looked back. Now, in my old age, I decided to drop in and surprise him. Sounds like I’m late to the game.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Paul.”

He waved off my comment. “Don’t be. It’s just that I didn’t expect him to be gone. Silly of me.”

“Are you in town long? You should stop by your family’s house. Actually, I just came from there. Your father gave permission for the high school marching band to use it for a haunted house fundraiser.”

“Funny. For some reason, I figured he’d have sold it years ago.” He had a faraway look in his eyes. “So that old place is still in the family? Hard to believe. I wonder who’s going to get it now?”

I shrugged. “Maybe you. There’s confusion about the estate because he didn’t finish all the legal paperwork he was working on before he passed.”

“Hmm…interesting. I suppose you could be right. But my father wrote me off years ago. I’m quite sure he won’t leave anything to me.”

A fleeting doubt crossed my mind. Was this man really who he claimed to be? I decided it was not my business to figure that out. So, I took a deep breath and said, “His attorney and accountant are part of the same firm, and I’m sure he would be glad to meet you. Might make things easier for them if there isn’t a current legal will.”

Paul took a moment to think before responding. His eyes narrowed in contemplation. “You know, that’s something to think about. Where can I find this attorney?”

“I’m not sure. My friend Aubrey would know, though. Where can I reach you?”

“I’m staying at a small, rather decrepit motel on the riverfront.” He noted my expression because he smirked and said, “I know. Not the right side of town. But it’s a matter of economics for me.”

We were interrupted by the tall, gangly figure of Slim, our head chef, who suddenly appeared at the top of the stairs. “Hey Katie, is Paddy up here? I wanted to let him know I’m taking off for the night. Going to pop over to the Salty Dog because Ruby and I are coordinating our Halloween costumes. Can you believe it? What a guy won’t do for a gal.”

“Nope, didn’t see him up here. But I’ll let him know. Say hi to Ruby for me.”

I turned back to Paul, who was staring after Slim. “I’ll get that firm’s contact information for you. We’ll be working at your family’s old place tomorrow. Maybe you’d like to come by and look around, and I could give the information to you then.”

“Um, yes…okay. Sounds good.” Paul’s gaze shifted back to me.

“Is something wrong?”

“Ah, I was just distracted by that man mentioning the name Ruby. It’s so unusual.”

“And you could say the same about the woman herself. She’s an interesting character,” I said. “Strong-willed and strong-mouthed. Ruby tends bar at the Salty Dog. You might have seen the place. It’s near your motel.”

“Hmm…can’t say I did,” he replied. “I will look for you at the house tomorrow, Katie. I think I remember how to get there.”

As I walked home in the cool Florida evening, I thought about the man I’d just met and the unsettled feeling he left me with. But yet again, I admonished myself. His identity was not my problem to solve. The attorney will handle it. As I approached my apartment, I saw Raven’s silhouette in the window.

It gave me warm fuzzies, knowing she waited for me. The moonlight reflected in her green eyes.


CHAPTER THREE



The next morning, as I entered the Coffee Corner, nestled just inside the pub’s front doors, my senses were immediately enveloped in a warm and inviting aroma.

The familiar scent of pumpkin spice mingled with the rich, comforting smell of freshly brewed coffee. This was my Aunt Maeve's kingdom within the walls of Paddy's Pub. Not only did she offer her own delectable baked goods, but she also proudly featured treats from Betty's Bakery, a beloved institution in this town for generations. Maeve's philosophy was simple, a rising tide lifts all boats, and her partnership with Betty only reinforced that sentiment.

Maeve's positive outlook on life was also evident in her latest venture with Ella Winchester, a reclusive woman who lived in seclusion within the heart of the Wimico River woods. It had taken some convincing for Ella to showcase her unique art pieces here. She created them with local natural elements and often incorporated small trinkets and mementos.

Then, it took more time for Ella to warm up to the idea of actually selling what she’d created, as it meant stepping way out of her comfort zone. But the additional source of income helped cover her modest needs, and she was very appreciative of that. Maeve's encouragement also seemed to be helping Ella break out of the protective shell she had built after tragically losing her family in a fire many years ago. I looked forward to seeing Ella tomorrow when I took her out across the causeway to Horseshoe Island and the Gulf of Mexico shoreline to look for seashells to use in her artwork.

The coffee shop was busy with early morning workers grabbing a coffee and donut to go. One of them was Roger Collins, the general contractor who’d helped Paddy remodel this building.

“Morning, Katie,” he called out. “How’s the haunted house project going?”

“It is going to be super spooky! I’m not ashamed to admit I’m even starting to feel creeped out there after dark yesterday. In fact, I’m on my way there now, but just popped in to get a big box of baked treats for the volunteers who are helping set up.”

“Did you know I’m trying to buy the estate?” Roger said.

“No, I sure didn’t. Why? Are you going to fix up and remodel the house to flip it?” I asked.

“Nope. It would not be easy to flip a house that size. No, ma’am,” he said with a grin. “I’ve got a guy I deal with who heads up an investment group interested in the land only. Maybe you’ve heard of them Duvall Development? I’d take down the mansion and outbuildings, then subdivide the lot for up to ten high-end homes, which I would build. Great deal for me!”

“Wow. That’s interesting.” Those were the most gracious words I could come up with. It would be awful to see that magnificent mansion torn down. But I chuckled, thinking about Arthur’s reaction. If he was angry now, just wait for what Roger had waiting for him with the noise and dirt of construction in the neighborhood.

“Do you think zoning would allow that?” Maeve asked as she finished boxing up my order and handed it to me. “You must remember the struggles we had with the village building department over this place.”

Roger rolled his eyes. “How could I forget! But this guy Carter is handling all that. The group is serious and will do anything and dance to any tune to get the project going. In fact, I’m meeting their surveyor over there shortly to begin plotting out the lot layout to see just how many homes can be put on the acreage. Then it goes back into their hands. Believe you me, they have high-powered people who will make it happen.”

“Ah, but I heard that Walter McCracken's estate is caught up in some legal entanglements," Maeve chimed in. "Ye'd surely have to wait and see if you can even buy the land."

“From what I’ve been hearing, the place will be auctioned off by the county for back taxes. And my guy will win the auction. I’ll take that chocolate frosted donut and a coffee to go,” Roger said.

I hated to wipe the self-satisfied look off Roger’s face, but I’d feel better giving him a heads-up. “You know Roger, I think things could change. Last night, I had the oddest meeting. A man claiming to be Walter’s long-lost son appeared here at the pub. And, in fact, he’s planning on visiting his family home this morning.”

“Seriously?” Roger almost dropped the donut Maeve was handing him. “That could be a game changer. Appreciate you letting me know. If he is an heir, we could make him an offer, I suppose. But I know my guy would prefer to get the place for back taxes. This might really complicate things for him.”

“Speaking of dealing with the building department, how is the permit for a rooftop deck going?” I asked. The idea of using the rooftop for more events came to me when I watched the fireworks at the Pirate Festival in June. It would be great to have a rooftop deck to view Fourth of July fireworks. It was exciting to think of the possibilities the deck would open up for other events, too.

“That could turn out to be a thorn in your uncle’s side. The village isn’t raising any big flags yet, but I’m not at all sure if the structure will be there to support it. And the design would have to incorporate a lot of safety features in addition to the whole accessibility issue. Not sure if it would be worth it for him to do.”

I looked at Maeve to see if she was hearing this as she poured Roger’s coffee. And she was. I could tell by the firm set of her mouth that she continued to be opposed to the idea. The three of us had talked and her opinion would be a big part of the final decision to do the project. She felt it would be too costly and too much for us to all manage on top of the pub, the coffee shop, and the banquet rooms. Well, we’ll see, I thought. Maybe it will be a moot point if the structure is an issue. Something that big might make it economically unfeasible.

“Thanks for the update and see you out at the McCracken place later,” I called to Roger as I left.

The pub’s trusty doorman, Mel the mannequin, had dutifully stood as a fall scarecrow for several weeks now, his flannel shirt filled with straw and his outstretched arms adorned with autumn leaves. But soon, I would transform him into a fearsome Halloween vampire. Mel would be ready to creep out all who dared approach our pub. I couldn’t wait to see the selfie photos with Mel that people would post on social media. He even had his own hashtag now!

As I made my way down Main Street, I enjoyed the cool breeze on my skin. Despite the lack of the cold fall temperatures seen in the north, there was a fall vibe in the air, and the locals embraced the slight temperature dip by leaving their tank tops and summer shorts in the closet to enjoy a variety of cooler weather clothing.

I couldn’t believe the number of turtleneck sweaters and quilted coats that appeared. Jeans tucked into stylish leather boots and knit caps with matching scarves showed up. I got a kick out of it. After all, the daily temperatures were not that much different from September when school started. It was more a rhythm of life choice than a need for warmth. School had started, tourists were gone, and Christmas was approaching.

Along Main Street, storefronts were adorned with seasonal decorations like pumpkins, cornstalks, and straw bales. Each store had its own unique charm, from Betty’s Bakery to the Sew-Sew quilting and craft shop, where Marge displayed the cutest little sew-your-own kids’ Halloween costumes. As I passed by, I couldn't help but envy the innocent excitement the little ones had for the holiday. What they’ll dress up as, where they’ll go trick-or-treating, and how much of the candy mom will let them eat.

I couldn't wait to see the reactions to all the hard work that went into turning the neglected McCracken house into a creepy, spooky, haunted mansion, hoping my friend Aubrey’s efforts were well rewarded. We would soon find out. Tomorrow was opening night, and time to let the horrors begin!


CHAPTER FOUR



The wrap-around porch of the McCracken home was now adorned with a large banner. In an orange Halloweenish jagged font, it proudly displayed the words Raising Spirits on Halloween. Bats and ghosts flew across, over, and around the letters in random order. Underneath were the words Raising funds to benefit the Seaside Cove High Marching Band.

Winnie Stanley, Seaside Cove’s volunteer extraordinaire, had picked it up from the sign company just this morning. “Ain’t it just grand? They did a bang-up job with it.”

“It sure stands out,” I said. “This is the icing on the cake.”

"Saw somethin' mighty interestin' when I was there this morning,” Winnie said. “A big old sign being painted. Looked right pretty. It was for a new fancy-pants housing development called Seaside Ridge. Showed pictures of grand houses sitting high up, overlooking Wimico Bay. So, I ask the guy, where's that one gonna be? And he says, why right there on the same property where you’re planning to put this here sign.”

“Oh really?” I said. “I’d say they’re getting ahead of themselves.”

“Yep, same thought here. Someone is putting the cart before the horse.”

“That would be Duvall Development. They want to buy this property, tear down the mansion, and put up new houses,” I said.

“Well, pick my peas! If that ain’t the darnedest thing. Things movin’ way too fast. And then there’ that old coot stirring up more trouble.” Winnie jerked her thumb, pointing toward where Arthur and Aubrey were arguing.

“I’m putting up No Parking signs in front of my house, and you’d better make sure the people obey them. I won’t have anyone driving on my yard!” Arthur was in full form early today.

“Our guests can park anywhere on this street. You can’t arbitrarily make up no parking zones,” Aubrey shot back at him.

“And you can’t bring excess traffic to our quiet neighborhood.”

“Oh yes, I can.” Aubrey pulled another paper out of a folder she held at her side and waved it in his face. “This is the special event permit from the village. Now, leave me alone. I have a lot to do before tomorrow night. We will open on Thursday, whether you like it or not!” She dramatically spun on her heels and, with a wink at me, walked up the porch steps.

Arthur looked like a heart attack waiting to happen. His face reddened. His nostrils flared. I passed him without making eye contact and heard him mumble through clenched teeth, “Well, we’ll just see about that…”

I admired Aubrey’s determination and drive, her chutzpah. But yikes! Arthur let things bother him way too much. I pity the new neighbors if Roger Collin’s investor gets his way.

“Do you believe that guy?” Aubrey asked. I found her in a room at the back of the house that had been taken over as a staging area for the volunteers. “He’s not a happy camper about anything.”

“He mumbled something close to a threat when you walked away,” I told her.

“Eh, he doesn’t scare me. But what he does do is annoy me.” She casually looked up from the oversized spider she was fiddling with, apparently trying to reconnect an errant leg. “But only if I let him. I just keep trying not to let him. I have too much else on my plate right now to concern myself with your typical old neighborhood grouch.”

“Met an interesting man last night,” I said, holding the spider’s body still so she could reinsert the last leg.

“Ohh…and what happened? Spill the beans, Katie.”

“Not that kind of guy, Aubrey.” I laughed, shaking my head at my friend’s reaction. “I met Walter McCracken’s son.”

Aubrey’s sudden reaction caused the leg to boomerang out of her hand and hit her in the chin. “Say what? That is great news! It could mean this fabulous old place stays in the family. Walter’s attorney should know this right away.”

“The guy’s name is Paul. He’s coming by here today to get the attorney’s information from you. Do you know any of the backstory of how the estrangement between Walter and his son happened?”

“I got the jest of it from Grace when she was dealing with Walter’s attorney, Norman Fortinelli. Apparently, the son was a big disappointment to the McCracken family. La-de-da sort of people. Gotta keep up the Southern image of proper community members and all that. Couldn’t let their son continue on in his hippy ways.”

“Was that time during the Vietnam War?”

“Yeah, I think it was around that time. So, Paul probably was not the only Seaside Cove son to break away. Hippies, love and peace, flower power, and all that.”

“Oh, there he is now.” I pointed out to the backyard where the man I’d met last night stood. He was dressed in the same clothes and seemed even more frail in the daylight. But his demeanor was just as inquisitive as he walked around, taking in the grounds. He peered in the windows of a small two-story outbuilding that must have been a garage at one time.

“I’ll go talk to him,” I told Aubrey, who was already distracted by a volunteer needing to verify something with her.

[image: ]


On my way to the back of the property, I saw Roger Collins with a tall, imposing man near a row of overgrown shrubbery. The man was dressed in a well-fitting, expensive suit and appeared to be listening intently to Roger. Perhaps he was filling him in on what I had told him earlier about the missing son throwing a wrench into his plan to purchase this property from the state. Boy, they sure were jumping the gun. The estate hadn’t even been settled yet.

“Good morning, Paul. How’s the place looking after so many years?”

“Katie, nice to see a familiar face.” A slow smile welcomed me as Paul said, “Things certainly don’t look like I remember them from fifty years ago. Pretty rundown. Like this garage. A driver lived above it when my grandparents had one,” he chuckled. “Gosh, but I have memories of playing in here as a young child. My secret place to escape all the watching eyes. Then later my friends and I used it for a hang out. That was the late sixties. Lots of change going on in the world.”

“I’ve read about some of that. Bet it was an interesting time to grow up. Did you spend a lot of time here with your grandparents?” I asked.

“I did. My mother died when I was only five. I barely remember her. My grandmother Molly moved my father and me in with her and Grandfather. This is where I grew up.” A long sigh escaped his lips as he turned to walk away. “But there’s nothing here for me now. Still, I would like to see inside the house.”

As we slowly strolled toward the mansion, Roger's and the developer’s eyes never left us.

Paul seemed to enjoy seeing the rooms and shared stories, like pointing out which window he used to climb out onto the roof and make his teenaged escapes. We ran into Aubrey and Cindy Altman as they were setting up a small speaker behind a chest in the hallway.

I introduced Aubrey, and she swiftly apologized for not having the attorney's phone number on her. She quickly pulled out her phone to text Grace's number to Paul, but it turned out that he didn't have a cellphone. Instead, he gave me his motel room number to pass on to Mr. Fortinelli.

“Paul, this is Cindy Altman. She took care of your father for years. You even lived here with him for an extended period, didn’t you?” I asked.

Cindy nodded. “Yes, I did. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Paul.”

But she looked less than pleased as Aubrey continued, “If you want to get in the house when we’re finished, Cindy has a set of keys, and I’m sure she would be happy to let you stop in.”

“I’d enjoy that. Thank you,” Paul murmured. “Even after everything that happened between us, I still missed my old man over the years.”

“Families can be difficult, and your father was not the easiest man to get along with. But with age, he mellowed out,” Cindy said.

Paul grinned. “Ah yes, I remember being on that hard-headed side of him a time or two. I tried to reconcile, reaching out to him, but after time and no response, I gave up.” There was a catch in his voice as he continued, “And now it’s happening again. Only to a different father. What goes around comes around.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing. It really doesn’t matter anymore. I hope it’s okay if I come back here later tonight when things are quiet. Now, I feel like I’m in everyone’s way. I won’t visit the house until your haunting extravaganza is over for the day. My wish is to just sit out on an old bench and do a little reminiscing.”

“Of course, after all, this could be all yours soon.” Aubrey’s cell ran, and she stepped away to take the call.

Cindy and I stood awkwardly for a few seconds before she extended her condolences to Paul. She seemed hesitant to stay very long. Maybe she was just feeling emotional about Walter. After all, she had spent years with him. Or maybe she just had things to do.

The moment she left, Paul thanked me and headed downstairs and out the front door. From the bedroom window, I saw the developer approach him. They talked for a few minutes, and then he handed Paul what looked like a business card.

On the other side of the street, the ever-present Arthur watched. Did he recognize Paul McCracken? Had Arthur lived in this neighborhood for a long time?

The day flew by in a blur. Midafternoon, Winnie’s dancing troupe, the Galavanting Grannies, rolled in to look over the setup for them to sell tickets at tomorrow night’s opening.

"Gotta make sure them old gals know what they're in for," Winnie drawled, taking in the transformed mansion. “Lawd almighty... this here house gives me the heebie jeebies even in the bright daylight. Just imagine what kinda impact it'll have at night.”

“That’s the effect I’m going for,” Aubrey said. “Set up the scary, spooky vibes before you even get inside.”

“Well, you done good, girl. My, my, place looks like it's just beggin' for somethin' wicked to happen."


CHAPTER FIVE



My phone rang for the third time before I groggily reached for it, squinting at the bright screen through heavy eyelids. It was 1:03 AM, and the caller ID said Aubrey. That woke me up. My heart raced as I answered, knowing that something must be seriously wrong for her to call me this late.

"What's going on?" I asked, trying to mask the panic in my voice.

“Katie, a body has been found at the McCracken house. Chief Darnell called and wants me over there right now. Please say you’ll come with me.”

My body jolted awake at those words. I almost knocked Raven off the bed as I bolted upright. “Of course, I’ll be down in a minute. Meet you in front.”

I quickly threw on a pair of jeans and my Rum Runner sweatshirt. Slipping into moccasins, I kissed Raven goodbye and ran down the outside staircase to the ground level. Aubrey was already waiting in my golf cart, parked on the side drive.

Clearly, the news had rattled her. She spoke quickly and urgently, trying to fill me in on the limited information she had about the body of an elderly man discovered at the rear of the property. It wasn’t easy, but I tried to remain calm as I navigated the dark streets.

The police had set up light stands, making it easy to spot where the body was lying. We began walking toward the back, past crumbing lawn ornaments and overgrown flower beds, until a police officer flagged us to stop. After identifying ourselves, he directed us toward the flagstone patio but told us to walk cautiously to avoid disturbing the crime scene.

Aubrey’s eyes scanned the area, anxious to figure out what had happened. In the distance, under the police lights, a woman who must be the medical examiner crouched on the ground next to a body. Her head tilted from side to side as her fingers gently examined the prone body. Darnell Jensen, our chief of police, stood nearby and spoke with her. Meanwhile, other officers walked carefully into the area, flashlights scanning the ground in front of them. 

A friend of ours, Blaire Nelson, who worked as a police officer, was talking with an animated woman wearing an old-fashioned pink chenille bathrobe with matching pink slippers, her hair curls pinned in place for the night. As she spoke, her arms wrapped around her thick midsection, fending off the chilly evening air. 

Blaire noticed us and motioned for us to stay put. Aubrey kept up a nervous shuffle, stomping her feet and shivering in the cool night air. This late-night scene was bizarre. Only a few hours ago the house had been locked up, and we left, filled with satisfaction at what a great haunted house this would make. What had happened to that poor man? Would Aubrey be able to identify him?

When she had finished questioning the woman, Blaire came toward us. “Aubrey, did the chief call you?”

“He asked me to come here and see if I knew who the guy was. Thinking he might be one of our volunteers, I guess,” Aubrey answered.

“Sorry you two had to get involved.” Blaire put her small notepad in her uniform pocket.

“So, can you tell me what happened here?” Aubrey said.

Blair explained that the woman she had been speaking to was a nearby resident who kept a close eye on the activities happening on the estate land. “I was on duty when Neenah Hall called in that something was off at the McCracken place. I’m familiar with her as she’s reported things over the years. Her heart is in the right place, but to be honest, I didn’t take her too seriously at first. However, she was adamant and made me promise to come over and look around. According to her, her dog had been persistently running to the window and barking for over an hour, drawing her attention to movements on this property. She hesitated to investigate on her own, not wanting to confront potential mischief-makers while dressed in her pajamas. But when her furry companion wouldn't stop yapping, she grabbed a flashlight to find out what was going on.”

“Now I recognize her,” Aubrey said. “At first, I didn’t because of the dark. But I’ve noticed her coming around to peek at what we were doing with the house. She seems very, how should I put it? Inquisitive?”

Blaire sighed. “That would be putting it mildly. But this time, it wasn’t a false alarm. When I got here and questioned her about what she had seen, Neenah hesitated before whispering that she had witnessed shadows moving near the edge of her property. She took me to where she had been standing when she made out the shadowy movement, explaining she’d been fearful of going further on her own. Which was good because when I went to check out the area, I discovered the body. Glad it wasn’t her who found it.”

A loud and aggressive voice shattered the uneasy quiet, causing a stir among everyone, including those gathered around the lifeless figure on the ground. An officer quickly confronted the man approaching the scene, informing him that the area was restricted. I recognized Arthur, who was now engaged in a heated exchange with the officer. He gestured wildly and shook his fist before being escorted over to where we stood. Needless to say, he was far from pleased.

“I told you all that this thing would bring nothing but trouble to the neighborhood. Ghosts and spooks.” He spit angrily on the ground. “The devil’s work it is. Hooligans chasing around here at all times of night. We need more police patrols in this area.”

Neenah snapped back at him, “Are you doing your own patrol, Arthur? I’ve seen you walking around here, too.”

“Can you calm down, please? A man has died. That’s why we’re here right now, trying to do our jobs,” Blaire said.

“Do they even know who the man is?” Arthur asked.

“Not yet,” Blaire answered. “We’re hoping Aubrey can help us with that. Here comes Darnell now.”

“Please, sir, quiet down,” Darnell scolded Arthur. “I won’t have you getting in the face of our officers or other witnesses when there are more important things to do. If you have a statement for us, we’ll take it when we can. Otherwise…back off.”

Neenah tried hiding her pleasure in the Chief’s remark, but I caught it. She spoke with him for a few minutes about her part in this scene before he turned to me and Aubrey. “Thank you for coming over so quickly. Our victim doesn’t have identification on him. It appears his wallet was rifled through. I was hoping you might identify him for us. Perhaps he was familiar to you through volunteering or a family member of one of the band students who work here.” He tipped his head, indicating we should follow him back to where the body was.

After introducing us to Dr. Diane Evans from the county Medical Examiner’s office, who was just finishing up her site examination, Darnell bent down to unveil the lifeless form on the ground.

Both Aubrey and I let out a gasp of surprise.


CHAPTER SIX



“Well, that helps,” Darnell said when I identified the body as Paul McCracken. “At least now I have a name. But do you have any idea why he’s in Seaside Cove and why he would be here at this time of night?”

I decided to start at the beginning. “I met him Tuesday night at the pub, where I found him looking at the historical photographs hung on our walls. He said he’s the son of Walter McCracken and came back here to see his father. They’ve been estranged since he left home in the late sixties.”

Darnell nodded in understanding. “That’s the same family that owned this home, correct?”

“Yes,” I answered. “And they were the banking family that built our pub building.”

“If he truly is who he claims to be, it would make sense for him to check out the old bank upon his return. He’s been gone a long time,” Darnell said. “Wonder what goes on in families that let time go by like that. But go on, Jackie.”

“I let him know his father had passed recently. And then invited him to come and see the family mansion. He was surprised it was still in the family.” It felt like I wasn’t explaining things quickly enough. The shock of it all was slowing me down…like I was talking in slow motion.

Aubrey must have felt it too, because she interrupted. “And he showed up here today. He walked around and came inside the house briefly. He said he didn’t want to get in the way of our work, so he would return later to do his reminiscing.”

“Didn’t you find that request odd?” Darnell asked.

“I didn’t,” I said. “He struck me as not shy but uncomfortable being back here in Seaside Cove. It must be so different from when he left.”

“Especially finding his father’s workplace was now an Irish pub!” Aubrey said. “So, it kind of makes sense. The bank is a pub, and his grandparent’s house is haunted, or at least trying to look that way. I could see why he would want to be alone with his thoughts and memories.”

“Who else knew he was in town and that he planned on returning here last night?” Darnell asked.

The question caught me off guard. Why would here in town care about Paul’s movements? But Aubrey was quicker to respond that Cindy Altman might have overheard the conversation, explaining she had been Walter’s caregiver.

Darnell nodded. “I know her. She seems like a nice lady.”

“I saw Paul talking with the developer and Roger Collins. They were working with a surveyor here yesterday to subdivide the property,” I added. “I suppose he could have mentioned something to them, though I’m not sure why he would have.”

“Thanks. Anyone else you can think of?”

“Not me, but then I had to leave to take a call, so I wasn’t with him the entire time,” Aubrey said. “Why are you asking about people who knew about his movements? I figured he had a heart attack. He didn’t look too healthy, sort of fragile.”

“May I tell them what I believe caused his death?” Dr. Evans asked. Darnell nodded, and, in a very professional, no-nonsense way, she explained it appeared he died from a blow to the back of his head, and in her best judgment, it happened two to three hours ago.

Aubrey and I were shocked to hear this. Someone was murdered in this quiet neighborhood. No wonder Neenah’s dog was barking and fussing.

Darnell picked up a long instrument that was lying on the ground and encased in plastic. “Your mention of a surveyor being on the property explains this item. It’s a heavy tripod used to mount surveying equipment. We’ll search the area in the daylight. I know Roger Collins, so I’ll reach out to him later. Does he own this property now?”

“No, he doesn’t,” Aubrey quickly added. “Apparently, a development group has been very interested in acquiring this property. The man Roger’s working with is being very aggressive about moving forward with determining how many homes could be put on this lot. Ask me. It’ll ruin the neighborhood. At least Arthur and I can agree with that.”

“Roger told me that it looks like the property will revert to the county for back taxes and be put on the auction block,” I said. “But this morning at the Coffee Corner, I mentioned that a possible heir to the estate showed up.”

Aubrey nodded. “Walter McCracken was in the middle of redoing his will and had negated the old one before creating and signing the next one.”

“So, this murder could have been motivated by eliminating the closest living relative for nefarious reasons?” Darnell mused as we walked back toward the small group gathered on the backstone patio.

“Instead of a random angry neighbor,” I said with a glance toward Arthur, who’d moved away to sit on a low stone wall. Apparently, he’d tuckered himself out with his ranting.

“Right,” Darnell chuckled. “Those sorts rarely commit murder. Then they’d have nothing to grumble about!”

“What about a robbery? You said his wallet was gone through,” I asked.

“It’s a possibility. His wallet was old and beat up. There was a little cash in it, but like I said, no ID. No credit cards or medical cards. Nothing like that. There were a couple of personal photos from like forty years ago by the date and comments written on the back. That might lead to something. He had a matchbook from the Salty Dog, so I guess he stopped in there.”

“He would have been nearby it because he’s staying at that rundown, seedy motel, just past the Salty Dog. Room 107.”

“That’s great information, Katie. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll want to search his motel room later today as well.”

“Without ID, how do we know he’s who he said he was?” Blaire said. “Maybe this is someone who knew Paul and took on his identity to claim the estate. Just like the crime mysteries Grandma writes.”

“What a great thriller author! I love her books. You’re E.L. Brooks’s granddaughter, then? Wow, maybe you can get her to sign my copies of her books,” Neenah interjected. She must have noted her appearance because, within five quick seconds, she’d unpinned her hair, fluffed her curls, bit her lip, and adjusted her robe as best she could. “And you’re right. This has all the makings of a thriller. Prodigal son returns home and is cruelly murdered, his body left lying on the very grounds his family walked on daily.”

Darnell glanced in Neenah’s direction before speaking to Blaire, “Good point, Officer Nelson. Proving his true identity is something you can work on. But I still have a dead body to deal with right here and now. My starting point will be the assumption that he is Paul McCracken, and his killer was aware of that."

“Darnell, just some more info to consider,” I said. “Walter’s attorney, Norman Fortinelli, also knew Paul was in town and where he was staying. I left a message with his secretary. Maybe they talked and agreed to meet here?”

“I’ll note it,” Darnell said. “But it seems highly doubtful.”

“Can we plan on opening our haunted house tomorrow…” Aubrey looked at her watch. “Oops, I mean tonight, as planned?”

“Hard to say. Let me see what the light of day reveals.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



After tossing and turning restlessly for a few hours, I must have dozed off because a phone call from Aubrey woke me again. She let me know she’d received the good news that the haunted house could open tonight. However, she was instructed to keep guests away from the back of the property because, after police revisited the site in the morning, they discovered surveyor markers and stakes pulled out of the ground and strewn about. So cleverly, she contacted the highway department and obtained large orange cones to block off access to that area.

“Wow, you’ve been busy,” I said. “I’ll get dressed and come right over, but I can’t help too much today because I’m taking Ella out to the shore.”

“See you,” Aubrey said, even as she called out don’t put that there to someone.

As I approached, I saw police officers going door-to-door in the neighborhood. In a small town like this, neighbors could be a good source of clues. Any memories of my Los Angeles hi-rise neighbors were limited to occasional nods in the hallways, or quick peeks as they closed their condo door. Small town meant people sitting out on their porches watching the world go by. Front doors left unlocked. Garage doors open.

Darnell must have already informed Roger and his surveyor about the situation, including the fact that their tripod was being held as evidence in a murder case. Roger approached me grumbling that he thought it was Arthur who’d messed with the surveying equipment. “The guy is plain nuts. And it would be easy to slip in late at night. Sure, doesn’t take any super manly strength to pull out ground stakes.”

“Come on, Roger, why would he do that?” I asked.

“He doesn’t want us here. Maybe he thought it would be funny to mess with the surveying equipment. Or maybe he has some ulterior motive that we're not aware of. I don't trust him one bit,” Roger said.

“Did you mention your concerns to Darnell?”

“No, but I will. It was all just so shocking to hear this morning about the McCracken guy getting killed with our surveyor’s tripod. The thing about Arthur didn’t occur to me when the police first talked to us. And now that things are tied up with a murder scene, I’m afraid my investor group is ready to pull up figurative stakes. Can’t you do something?”

“No. There’s nothing I can do,” I said, upset that his first concern was with his investors and not the victim. “You shouldn’t even be on the land surveying yet. You’re really jumping ahead of the line as to who gets the property.”

Roger appeared chastised, raising his hands as if in prayer. “Please, Katie, this job means a lot to me. I know you get along with Darnell. At least let me know when he’s wrapping up the case so I can give my group a timeline.”

I pondered Roger's comments for a moment before deciding to ask him directly why he’d been talking to Paul.

“He introduced himself to us and asked why we were here. Maybe he was fishing around for us to make him an offer for the property?”

“Your investor didn’t do that, though, right?”

“Not that I know. He’s been planning on getting it for a steal. He made sure to let Paul know that a huge sum was owed to the county. That Paul guy didn’t look like he had a nickel to his name. But I guess with the guy dead, there’s not an heir anymore, so back to the county property auction we go.”

Aubrey approached and asked us to follow her. She took us around to a quiet corner on the outside wall of the mansion. And there, spray painted on the wall in large bold sprays of red paint, was the word BEWARE.

“Do you think some kid thought it would add to the spooky vibe?”

“No. Everyone was told, in no uncertain terms, to not mess around with things. That the band was lucky to get this chance to raise funds, and they shouldn’t mess it up.”

Then Aubry stepped to one side and revealed more words, YOU MUST LEAVE.

Aubrey's discovery of the cryptic message spray sent a chill down my spine. It was clear that someone was trying to send us a warning, but why?

Roger shivered. “Well, if this isn’t one of your kids, could it be from the murderer?”

A tight knot formed in my stomach. The thought that a killer could be lurking around us, watching our every move, was terrifying. But I tried my best not to let my emotions show, no need to get all rattled. That wouldn’t help at all. I took a deep breath. “We can't jump to conclusions. It could be a prank from outside your group of band kids.”

“Or someone trying to scare us off from doing the haunted house tours,” Aubrey said before she and Roger both spoke the same name.

“Arthur.”

I thought of Tuesday when I felt like we were being watched. Was he watching our every move? But for what purpose?

“We need to tell Darnell about this,” I said.

Aubrey grimaced. “Ah…this isn’t the only one. I’ve been seeing little messages in odd places.” She looked around anxiously as if expecting someone to jump out at any moment. "At first, I thought it was just a prank. But now... I'm not so sure.”

“There’s more than one?” Roger said, the pitch of his voice rising. "That's creepy. So you’re saying this could have been here for days?”

Audrey nodded.

“Guys, get a grip. Like I said it could just be a prank from outside kids,” I said. “Band kids get teased and bullied a lot. Maybe it’s those bullies?”

But Aubry didn't seem convinced. This wasn’t like her. “Maybe. But this message has a more threatening feeling. More personal. The others, I first thought, were just sort of silly. Like ghosts live here and abandoned houses hide secrets. Things that I blew off.”

Just then, Darnell and Blaire walked up to join us. They both looked concerned as they took in the message on the wall.

“Any idea who did this?” Darnell asked.

Aubrey briefly explained the other notes she’d discovered. “I don’t get it. We’ll be done in a couple of days. Why try to scare us away?”

“Maybe this warning isn’t for you,” Darnell suggested.

“But for who then?” Aubrey asked. “The other ones have been inside the house, written on a mirror and on notepaper left out. The house is locked up when we’re not here, so it would have to be someone who has a key.”

“Cindy?” was the first word that came out of my mouth. “You said she has a key because she’s still keeping an eye on the place.”

But Aubrey quickly dismissed that idea. “Nah, why would she do something like this? No, thinking about it, some of the older window latches don’t lock. And there is an external basement entrance right around here somewhere, I think. So maybe having a key isn’t important.”

“Hold on, Aubrey.” Darnell held up his hand, signaling for Aubrey to pause. “You should have told us about this earlier. Right now, I’d like you to take Officer Blaire to see the other messages you’ve received.”

“I got rid of the scribbles but took photos of them,” Aubrey said.

“Shhow her where in the house they were and text her the photos. Even if this is a prankster, we would like to catch him or her for breaking and entering or destruction of property.”

We all agreed to keep a closer eye on our surroundings from now on.

“No one is going to intimidate me,” Aubrey said with determination. The old confident Aubrey was back, and I was glad to see it. “Opening night will go off without a hitch!”


CHAPTER EIGHT



I’d been looking forward to today and being in the calming presence of Ella Winchester. This visit took on new meaning after the shock of Paul McCracken’s murder. At first, Ella had rejected my suggestion to go to the beach and collect seashells for her nature-inspired artwork, feeling she had enough material all around her. But after bringing her several shells and pieces of driftwood, she saw the potential for using materials from the Gulf beaches and agreed to come with me to Horseshoe Island.

A couple of months ago, I met Ella when Barbara, the girl friend of Bernie Green, asked me to take her to Ella’s home to discuss the tarot card reading done for her at the Pirate Festival.

Ella resided in solitude in the dense forest near a tributary of the Wimico River. She isolated herself there to heal after the devastating tragedy she suffered when her husband and children were lost in a house fire many years ago.

She lived simply, finding comfort and peace in embracing nature. While at her home, I noticed, tucked away in the roots of trees or hidden in the bent branches of an arch, tiny artistic treasures made of feathers, bark, twigs, pebbles, and small animal bones. And amongst those remnants of nature, remnants of her past life were cradled…a tiny marble, toy soldier, and plastic doll’s shoe.

Ella earned an income by selling her eggs to Shaw’s River Lodge. She also managed bee hives and bottled the precious-as-gold honey from the Ogeechee Tupelo trees’ blossoms. Occasionally, she would read tarot cards at events, like the one where she met Barbara, adding a small sum to her earnings. By accepting Maeve’s offer to sell her artwork in the Coffee Corner, she substantially increased her income, and most importantly, she left her solitary existence more and more.

I loaded Raven in an open-top pet carrier that sat on the seat of my golf cart so I could safely bring her along to Ella’s homestead in the forest. Raven was safe to ride with me when I was going slow in the city, but for this trip, I’d be traveling faster along River Road as it ran north of town.

We passed the marina and the seafood markets. Salty Dog, with its gravel parking lot and neon signs in the few narrow windows, had a couple old pickups along with a motorcycle in the parking lot. I could see the motel where Paul most have stayed up a block from River Road.

I picked up speed as buildings thinned out. In the distance, I caught a glimpse of the houseboat I had rented before I got my apartment. A handful of driveways left the roadway, leading to small fishing cottages.

Soon, we were driving through a tunnel of speckled light and shadow created by the trees lining the road. The wind in my hair felt wonderful, but the dappled sunlight almost made me miss the turnoff to Ella’s homestead.

My cart's wheels crunched over the gravel of the narrow road. The earthy scents and dense foliage of this Wimico River watershed were unlike any other place near here, with deep, dark forests and innumerable tributaries alongside tidal marshes and seagrass meadows.

“Well now, hello there, little one,” Ella said as Raven approached her without hesitation, weaving between her legs in a continuous figure eight while I watched, amazed. Raven was friendly, but it usually took a few minutes of watching and observing someone before she let them pet her. But this was something entirely different. Her reaction to Ella was priceless.

“I’ve never seen Raven react like that to meeting a new person,” I said.

Ella laughed lightly as she bent to pick Raven up and cuddle her. “My own cats might get jealous, but I can’t resist a cutie like her. I’m glad you brought her along.”

As Ella cradled Raven in her arms, a sense of peace seemed to settle over the little black cat. Her usual restlessness and curiosity were replaced by a rare stillness as if she had found a kindred spirit in the mystical woman before her. Ella's eyes looked into Raven's, and for a moment, it felt like time itself had paused. Raven gazed back at Ella with a knowing look in her eyes, as if she understood every whispered word and reciprocated the affection with subtle purrs. I found myself mesmerized by the connection forming between the mystical artist and my usually reserved feline companion.

Ella gently placed Raven back on the ground, and to my surprise, Raven didn't immediately scamper away as she usually would in unfamiliar company. Instead, she sat at Ella's feet, her tail elegantly wrapped around her paws as if she belonged there.

"Your little Raven has a special energy about her," Ella remarked, her voice soft and reverent. “Did you know that the name Raven is associated with spiritual insight, psychic abilities, and a hint of the unknown?”

“I didn’t. Maybe that’s why she’s attracted to you. You have those qualities yourself.”

“I don’t know about that!” Ella replied with a chuckle. “But I appreciate your kind words.”

“I’m glad she’s taken to you because we are going to be spending the next few hours together! Ready to go?”
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As we drove along the dirt road back to the main highway, Ella remarked, “Aren’t the yellow and rust colors of the bald cypress trees and crepe myrtle beautiful this time of year? Mother Nature never ceases to amaze me with what she gives us. Oh, look, there’s Jesse.”

Jesse Shaw, owner of Shaw’s River Lodge, was towing a boat into the entrance to his fishing lodge but had slowed and pulled alongside us. He tipped his cap and did a little bow. “"Well, well, look who's out and about. Where are you lovely ladies headed on this gorgeous day?" The twinkle in his eye made me blush.

Ella’s face lit up. “Aren’t you sweet Jesse. Katie’s been suggesting that I expand my search for materials for my artwork. We are on our way to search for seashell on the seashore.”

“Very clever,” Jesse said with a wink toward me. “And who’s that you’re holding? I don’t remember you having a black cat at your place.”

“Raven is mine,” I said. “I guess you’ve never met her before. She’s taken an instant liking to Ella. They are now fast friends.”

“Smart cat. Say, Katie, I’m planning on attending he pub’s Halloween party.”

“In costume?”

“Well, about that. Can I come as a fisherman?”

The image of Jesse as a bare-chested gladiator popped up, and I felt a flush go through me. Ella gave me an amused look as though she’d read my mind.

“You might not stand much of a chance to win the costume contest with that,” I said when I’d regained my composure. “Maybe you could add a mask, blood, and some tears in the clothes. Be a murderous fisherman!”

“That’s a thought. But I’d like to hear what the prize is before I see how much effort I put into winning it.” Jesse’s eyebrows danced above his mischievous grin.

Ella sat quietly, her hand slowly petting Raven. “I don’t suppose it’s a date with Katie if that’s what you’re hinting at.”

Jesse and I were taken aback at what this quiet woman had just said. Then I burst out laughing. “My company is not part of the prize. But I’ll buy you a pint at the party if you at least add a mask to your costume.”

Before this flirtatious exchange went further than I wanted it to, I said goodbye to Jesse. I still wasn’t sure why I didn’t welcome another boyfriend into my life. I guess the LA breakup was still too raw. But rather than dwell on all that we pulled back out on to the River Road and sped away. Raven was perfectly happy in Ella’s lap instead of her carrier. We cruised through Seaside Cove along the river’s edge and then up on the causeway that would take us to Horseshoe Island.

The sun-kissed sand shifted between our toes as we took off our shoes and strolled along the shoreline. Ella rolled up her jeans to revel in the low roll of the waves coming ashore. She tented her hands above her eyes, looking out to the horizon, and said, “I can’t remember the last time I was here. We brought the children often. But that was long ago, and I haven’t been back since.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said, watching her move along. I wondered if there would be a time she’d talk about it to me. Or does she just push the memories down? Did coming here again make her sad?

As if reading my mind, she spoke, “I’ll tell you about it someday, but now I want only to soak up this moment in time. I’m happy you made this happen…ohh!” She stooped to pick up a shell, cradling it in her hands. “A tulip banded shell for my first find. When we came here before, the children would collect shells, and we’d find out what they were from the identifying guide we kept in our house.”

Foot-in-mouth moment when I asked if she still had the shell guide.

“No. Lost in the fire,” was her simple response before she reached down again and washed the sand from another shell she picked up. “Cockle. I’m already getting ideas on how to use these.”

After an hour of shelling, we walked to the edge of the sea oats, searching for pieces of driftwood. We didn’t have much luck and only found a couple of small pieces.

Ella seemed to be tired and agreed it was time to head back. Her small cloth bag now held her precious pieces of nature. I looked forward to seeing the artwork she would create with them.

“We’ve walked quite a way. Would you like me to get the golf cart and bring it back? My friend’s restaurant is just up that path. You could sit in the shade and have a glass of cold water.”

“Actually, that sounds good. Walking in sand is more exhausting than I remember,” Ella said.

After leaving her in my friend Tyler’s capable hands at the Rum Runner, I walked along the road to where my cart was parked. When I returned, the two of them were engrossed in identifying shells as best they could from a laminated paper laid on the table in front of them. Tyler had thoughtfully brought out small to-go boxes to hold the shells we’d collected.

As I observed his careful handling of Ella's precious objects, I couldn't help but think about what a genuinely kind and caring person he was.

"He's such a sweetheart," Ella commented as we finished loading up the to-go boxes onto the golf cart. I raised an eyebrow at her, and she just grinned coyly. “And just as handsome as Jesse.”

“Ella, you’re not playing matchmaker today, are you? Or are do you want me to book a love life tarot reading?”

She persisted. “Is he coming to your haunted Halloween house?”

“Oh darn, I forgot to ask him. Probably not, but you never know.” I should have made a point of inviting Tyler. But again, my not wanting to encourage any sort of romantic moves held me back. I knew Tyler wanted more than the occasional jet ski rides we shared…but I wasn’t ready.

As we approached the end of the causeway Ella asked if I could run her by the Halloween house just to get a peek at it, so I turned left on River Road instead of right.

We pulled to a stop in front of the McCracken mansion. Ella stepped out and stood staring at the house. “You've certainly succeeded in creating an atmosphere of foreboding," she remarked, echoing the sentiments Winnie had shared about the now sinister appearance of the old mansion. It had taken on a ghoulish and macabre aura with the help of the volunteers' efforts. "I'm finding it difficult to differentiate between what's real and what's just for show."

“What do you mean by that?” I asked Ella.

“Well, the banner is not part of the mansion, but the cobwebs could very well be. And the ghoulish silhouettes in those upper windows are for show, but that figure of a woman looking at us from the small bay window seems real.”

“I don’t see the woman, but she could have been one of the volunteers. So, she probably is real,” I said.

Ella turned to get back in the cart.

“Don’t you want to go inside? The place is really pretty cool.”

“No, but I will take you up on that offer in the future when all the fake things have been taken down. Katie, do you ever get the sense that this place is trying to tell you something?" Ella asked.

“Strange you would ask that. I kind of get odd vibes here,” I said.

“I wonder if those sorts of messages or feelings will disappear once you take down all these decorations or if something beyond your control has been set in motion.”


CHAPTER NINE



“Looking good, girl!” Aubrey said as I twirled around in front of her, surrounded by witchy shrieks, creaking screeches, and bone-chilling screams pouring out of speakers scattered on the grounds of the McCracken mansion. “Definitely giving off some modern witchy vibes in that purple outfit!”

“And you look aaamazing! Where on earth did you get that Cruella DeVille getup?”

“Haha. Just a little something I created. And I see you have sweet Raven on a leash? I didn’t even know cats allowed that indignity.”

“She’s learned to like it,” I said. “Roaming free with all the kids around might not be a good idea.”

“Especially appropriate to have a black cat with us on Halloween, though!” Aubrey said before moving closer to me. “There’s been a lot of whispers about the murder, but I’m keeping it down by playing like it’s no big deal, accompanied by a speed-of-light changing of the subject. Mum’s the word.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” I said.

Local businesses helped sponsor this fundraiser for the high school band, and Aubrey did a great job of giving them kudos with sidewalk signage on the front walkway. Gator’s Seafood Market donated dry ice for the creative effects Aubrey had put together. She’d even convinced Josh, our friend from the marina, to handle it. From pumpkins with smoke coming out their mouths, to the ghosts sitting around a dining room table with a soup tureen of spewing dry ice fog. Fred Green came through with an antique casket, which was set up in the parlor. The Sew-Sew shop donated yards of white gauzy fabric to create countless ghosts and the tourist shop donated little battery-operated fans that we aimed at the ghostly fabric to keep it in motion.

Winnie was all in on this Halloween fundraiser for the high school marching band. She had previous experience working with them during the Pirate Festival parade a few months ago. What a hoot that had been! Damien Falcon, with me as his pirate queen, had conquered Seaside Cove and captured Mayor Tim Douglas.

Thank goodness Winnie convinced the Galavanting Grannies to handle the tickets and the money for this event because they were soaking it up and putting on a show in their cheerleader costumes. Randomly jumping up, shaking pompoms, and shouting out cheers like…

S-P-I-R-I-T!

Hey, let’s hear it!

Buy a ticket and

Raise some spirit!

Large dangling spiders danced from the oak tree limbs above the black-skirted ticket tables while skeleton-like hands hugged the bottom edges of the skirts.

“Lordy child, but when did you ever see a purple witch? You certainly haven’t gone back to your Irish roots because that would mean a green witch.” She almost doubled over with laughter at her own joke. Then she clasped her hands prayer-like in front of her face. “Please say this ain’t a return to Los Angeles style. Don’t go California on us, girl!”

“No worries, Winnie! I’m not going anywhere. And I happen to think auburn hair and a stylish purple witchy costume fit together well. We’re going to have a costume party and games at Paddy’s Pub on Halloween Eve, and I want to dazzle!”

“A bit of sexy purple looks good on you, gal. Any romance action happening for you, my sweet Katie girl? Maybe a little witchy voodoo goo-goo kiss-kiss tonight?”

I put my chin up and straightened my shoulders. “Stop it! I’m perfectly happy without any voodoo,” I scolded. “As a single career woman without a boyfriend, I feel free and unburdened.”

Winnie shook her voluminous bosom and puckered her lips. “Well, la-de-da, young lady,” she cackled like a witch, the sound carrying above the noise of the people waiting in line to buy tickets. "Don't take too long or you might just turn into a pumpkin."

“I won’t!” I called back out as I started toward the front door.

The entrance hall was draped in cobwebs and filled with flickering candles, casting eerie shadows on the peeling wallpaper of the old mansion. Skeletons hung from the banister of the opening landing of the second floor. Soon their bones would be rattling as they swayed back and forth, by means of a fish line being tugged by human hands.

The eyes of the long-gone McCracken family members lined the walls and the overall effect in the dim interior was that their eyes seemed to follow me as I made my way through the hall. I was assigned to stir a bubbling cauldron in the back kitchen area. From my vantage spot, I could keep an eye on the backyard. There were to be no guests entering or leaving the house except by the front door. But also, the reality of the situation was that the grounds were extensive, so there was also a small, discreet police presence to keep curiosity seekers away from the area where Paul McCracken’s body was found. Somehow, word of the death had been kept quiet. I hoped it stayed that way for the duration of Raising Spirits.

A death figure in a dark hooded cape glided past me, nodding slowly with what looked like red eyes. It turned and circled my position.

Creepy.

My eyes followed the movement.

Who on earth was this?

Finally, the figure spoke, “Katie, it’s me, Cindy! Just keeping my promise to Walter to watch over things.”

“Good job, and I admire that you are a woman of your word, buts he’s gone now.”

“Still a promise! Catch you later, Katie.”

Part of what got Walter to agree to us using the house was to have someone stationed in every room to make sure guests didn’t mess with the McCracken property. Cindy’s presence was appreciated. Thankfully, the book club was out in force as well. Eve portrayed a wicked Molly McCracken in the dining room, serving eyeballs on spaghetti to her skeleton dinner guests. Peaches was a murderous cook in the butler’s pantry near me. I was mesmerized by her actions, scaring the guests by waving a wicked-looking cleaver. Definitely out of character for her, but it fit with the jars filled with body parts sitting on the counter! My aunt Maeve took over the master bedroom upstairs dressed as a maid with blood dripping from her fake cuts. Loretta wanted to be a ghost, so she was appointed to roam the halls upstairs, randomly jumping out from behind doorways and corners.

A group of band members, eerie figures clad in tattered uniforms, prowled the halls, ushering the tours forward with their rusted instruments. Their costumes were coated in grime and torn to shreds, and to top it off, they dripped with fake blood that seemed all too real in the dim light.

With discounted entry prices for wearing a costume and mask, guests showed up from miles around, including Horseshoe Island and East Town, our sister town on the other side of the Wimico River. The costumes were impressive, ranging from classic horror movie characters like Freddy Krueger and Chucky to iconic disguises like the Friday the 13th white hockey mask. And, of course, there were plenty of clown costumes, from funny to downright creepy. One of the funniest was a deranged scarecrow. This area truly embraced the Halloween spirit! I was thankful that event publicity had warned that this event might be too scary for young kids because it definitely would have been.

There was no let-up as the evening went by. Laughter and screams mingled together with the piped-in Halloween music and sound effects, creating a cacophony of sound that echoed through the halls.
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The first evening of the Halloween haunted house event was an exhilarating night, but I was glad when closing time arrived. Despite all the fear and worry surrounding the murder and threatening notes, we made it through unscathed. At least, that's what I thought.

As Maeve joined me in the kitchen, she said, “I had so much fun. Way outside of my comfort zone, but I quickly got the hang of scaring the people coming through Molly’s bedroom.”

Eve came in from the dining room to say she’d felt an eerie sensation of being watched, as if Molly was there to criticize her hostess skills.

“How dare she,” Maeve joked. “You are the most accomplished hostess in all of Seaside Cove.”

Eve laughed and said, “That’s exactly what I told her.”

Suddenly, the lights flickered a few times and then went out completely, plunging us into darkness.

The air was heavy with anticipation, each of us holding our breaths as we waited for the lights to come back on. Just as Maeve let out a nervous giggle, the room was flooded with light, and a loud crash echoed from outside, shattering the stillness of the night.

We exchanged worried glances before making our way to the back door. As I cautiously opened it, a cold gust of wind blew inside, causing shivers to run through my body. The moon’s eerie glow on the overgrown garden cast long shadows.

We all saw the figure in the distance.

Maeve gasped as her hands flew to her lips.

Eve called out with a trembling voice. "Who's there?"

The figure didn't respond. Instead, they continued walking away, disappearing into the swirling mist that had suddenly rolled in.


CHAPTER TEN



Trying to sneak in a little morning exercise, I strolled through town and down along the riverfront. My mind kept going back over the bizarre happenings last night.

Aubrey hadn’t seemed too concerned about our encounter with the mysterious figure last night, chalking it up to mere shadows from the trees. “You all were just in the Halloween moment. It can cloud the mind,” she said, tapping her finger against her forehead. “But one thing I am concerned about is the lights going out. I’m calling Sammy Baker in the morning and see if he can send someone over to check out the electrical panel. Cindy assured me it was updated a long time ago, but I can’t have that happening again. Josh mentioned the danger of overloading the wiring as a potential issue when we were setting up all the thrills and chills.”

My walk took me along the river and through the open-air windows of Gator’s Seafood Market. I noticed Tyler selecting fresh seafood for his restaurant.

He greeted me with a hug. “It was nice to meet Ella yesterday. She’s a very interesting woman, and I’d like to see the artwork she creates with the beach things you gathered for her. Might look great in my restaurant.”

“Yes, they would! Aunt Maeve sells them in her Coffee Corner, and locals love them. She had such a good time! It was so sweet of you to help her with the shells. Are you coming in to see the haunted house one of these nights?”

“No can do. Both Friday night and Halloween night, I’ll be working. Wish I’d paid attention to the local goings on in the paper. If I knew you were throwing such a great party, I would have cleared my calendar.”

“Do you dress up for Halloween?” I asked.

“I sure do. As a sexy beach bum,” he said with a suggestive wink.

“Oh, I’m sorry I’ll miss that. But I bet there will be lots of beach-babe costumes to go with yours,” I said, trying to avoid blushing. “Have a good weekend, Tyler.”

All of Seaside Cove had geared up for the Halloween weekend. The elementary school scheduled a costume parade for their students. The mayor would lead the parade, and Hannah would be there to take photographs for the newspaper. The town published Trick or Treat hours for tomorrow so everyone would know when to expect the little ghosts and goblins with their colorful treat bags or classic orange pumpkin buckets to arrive on their doorstep.

My hope was that Raven would behave in her Minnie Mouse costume. But I doubted it. She had little tolerance for such silliness. If not, she had a built-in…au natural Halloween costume.

But right now, I needed to grab a shower and get to the pub. Becoming a partner with Uncle Paddy and Aunt Maeve at Paddy’s Pub was one of the best decisions of my life. The pace of life here in Seaside Cove was perfect. Sure, there were busy and hectic times running a pub, even nerve-wracking ones, but the community I was now a part of made up for the stressful times. When I needed a break, there was always that white sandy Gulf of Mexico beach to escape to. Or I could hop on Paddy’s fishing boat with a bucket of bait and fishing pole for a peaceful afternoon on the Wimico River.

At the pub, we were gearing up for the big Halloween Monster Bash tomorrow. Additionally, the Chamber of Commerce had booked a room upstairs to throw a thank-you party for their members and staff. We expected many of the guests to come down to our shindig when theirs was over.

The Chamber President, Hannah Nelson, seized this time to celebrate the recent accomplishments during a lull in business activity. September had been hectic with the start of school. Soon enough, the hustle and bustle of the Christmas season would start. Then, the snowbirds and warmer weather would arrive. Better do it now!

My plan for this morning was to review the details of the Chamber party, making sure everything was in order. Planning events here was my forte due to my previous experience in the party planning business. Plus, I absolutely loved it. The look of joy on the hosts’ faces left me feeling happy and fulfilled. This gathering was pretty straight forward. Hannah had ordered an extensive choice of hors d'oeuvres, and we’d be setting up a small bar in the Waterford room for the attendees.

I had scheduled a meeting with Slim for this morning to discuss the menu and confirm everything. He was punctual, knocking softly on my office door before stepping inside and closing the door behind him. However, the expression on his face took me by surprise.

“Slim, why so glum?”

“Morning, Katie. Before we go over the Chamber’s menu, could I talk to you about something bothering me,” he said softly.

“Of course, sit down. What’s on your mind?”

“Do you know anything more about that guy they found dead?”

“A little bit. He said he was Walter McCracken’s son, but the police are still confirming that. I know Darnell has come up with a couple of persons of interest in the case.”

“It was a murder then. For sure?” Slim asked.

“Yep. He was hit on the back of his head with a surveyor’s tripod. Do you remember you met him here on Tuesday night? He was standing with me in the hall up here looking at pictures.”

“And I was looking for Paddy to tell him I was leaving for the night. It’s what I said after that may have had unintended consequences.”

“About you and Ruby figuring out costumes? What does that have to do with Paul McCracken?”

Slim nervously rolled his strong fingers along his lap. “I think that’s how he found out his daughter lived here in Seaside Cove,” he muttered, his voice laced with unease.

That hit me like a brick. “Wait. What? Paul has a daughter here. I don’t understand. I thought he would have mentioned her. He only talked about seeing his estranged father.”

“Right. Estranged from his father and his own child.” Slim fingers now formed hard fists. “Guess it runs in their family.”

Although my mind was racing, I tried to keep a calm tone as I spoke. “Okay. Explain Slim. What makes you think he has a daughter here, and who is that person?”

“He told us he did.” As our eyes connected, the name "Ruby" escaped his lips.

The words flew out of me before I could stop them. “That’s crazy.”

Slim closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, saying nothing in reply.

“Ruby has lived here for years, and Paul moved away when he was young. He can’t be her father.”

"That's exactly what Ruby told him," Slim replied with a heavy sigh.

“You love her, don’t you, Slim?”

He nodded. “Very much. This is really hitting both of us hard. I’m scared for her.”

“Okay, let me think. Did you see Paul McCracken again on Tuesday night? The police found a Salty Dog matchbook on Paul. Did he show up there? Is that where you got this all from?”

Slim gulped, his eyes filled with concern. “He came to the Salty Dog. At first, I thought no big deal. But things have changed, and now I think he stopped there because of what he heard me tell you.”

“Oh, my gosh. I forgot you mentioned you were going there to see her. But what happened that has you so upset?”

“He was there to see Ruby,” Slim continued. “He kind of joined our conversation. Ruby was working, and I was having a beer. The guy sat down right next to me. Said how he saw me at the pub. Bought a drink. Normal like. But then he got creepy. Tells her he likes he name…Ruby. Then he asks if her last name happens to be Flowers.”

“That’s her name. Ruby Flowers? I never knew. It’s pretty. Melodic. Okay, then what?”

“He said that he was her father. Just like that.”

Wow, in minutes, the three of them went from talking and having a beer together to finding out he’s her father? Now that was creepy. No wonder Slim looked like his world was spinning out of control. “How did Rudy react?”

“She rejected the idea out of hand,” Slim said. “But he persisted, and the discussion got heated. Guys at the bar heard them, too. They told him to leave Ruby alone. They said listen, the lady doesn’t want to talk to you. Why don’t you just mosey on along out of here?”

“So that ended it?” I asked.

“He left, but it didn’t end it.”

“This is unbelievable. But wasn’t she even just a little curious? And how could she not know her own father?”

“You’ll have to hear her life story one day. She’s had it pretty rough. But let me tell you what happened next. When she came in to work on Wednesday, she was given a note he’d left for her. The note begged her to meet him at his old home, the McCracken mansion. It said to come that night, Wednesday, and he’d be waiting for her. He begged her to give him one more chance to explain. He promised he would leave the next day if she didn’t show up.”

“Are you saying Ruby went there on Wednesday night, the night Paul was murdered?” I asked. This was starting to look bad. It took all I had to wait for his answer and not ask the question on the tip of my tongue…did she go there?

“She told me about the note but said she was going to ignore it. Katie, she didn’t tell me she was going back to meet him at night. Alone. I would have gone with her,” Slim said with almost a sob in his voice. “Now I’m scared Katie. Someone might have seen her car at the McCracken house when she went to look for him.”

“So, she met him there? Slim, are you thinking she could have…”

“No! She didn’t murder him. She couldn’t find him, so she went to that seedy motel by the riverfront, and he wasn’t there either. She left him a note with the front desk clerk that night. The note read, Thanks for nothing. You abandoned me again.”

“Slim, Paul was with us at the mansion during the day and asked to be allowed to come back later when things were quiet. So now I understand. He was hoping she’d show up to meet him and give him another chance.”

“It gets worse,” Slim said. “Thursday, the cops found the note left at the motel, but she didn’t sign it. Ruby didn’t want me to tell anyone about this, but the chief is bound to find out. I’m sure the motel owner will remember her looking for her father there.”

I took Slim’s trembling, gnarly hand. It was hard to watch the emotion on the sailor’s weathered face.

“Please help us, Katie. You figured out what happened to the mayor when he was murdered. You know how to help. I’m so afraid of the trouble she’s in.”

“You should go to the police and tell them exactly what you told me.”

“I can’t. Not yet. Please talk to her. She might listen to you,” Slim pleaded.

“I’ll talk to Ruby later today and convince her to go to Darnell. But I have to ask you, do you think, anywhere in your being, that she struck him?”

“No! She didn’t do it. I believe her. But the police might judge Ruby harshly,” he said. “She has a record.”

Oh boy…this could get messy.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



A substantial elderly population wintered in town. Some lived in small cottages. A lucky few owned them as second homes. While others rented houseboats and cabins along the river. A nearby campground along the edge of Wimico Bay also welcomed visitors who traveled here towing trailers or driving RVs.

Then, there were the year-round senior residents. Some, like Maeve and Paddy, had discovered Seaside Cove while taking winter vacations. Paddy had been the chief of police in Harmony, Wisconsin. When his chance to retire came, it wasn’t long before they made a permanent move to the warmer climate of Florida.

But today I was going to visit a different elderly population, those who lived in the Cove Cares Community. The facility offered multiple levels of care needs for its residents. Some lived independently in small condos on the grounds, while others, with more health needs, chose small apartments with access to shared amenities such as a pool, fitness area, and dining hall in a central hub.

It was in this community hub that I had agreed to meet up with Winnie. I found her in the single-chair hair salon, where a traveling beautician came twice weekly to care for the hair styling needs of the residents. On Fridays, Winnie used the space to give free manicures as a volunteer service.

I had crossed paths with residents of Cove Cares when the small community bus brought them into town to shop for groceries. However, I had never visited them here. As I peered through the window into the salon, I spotted Winnie perched on a tiny swivel stool that looked like it could barely hold her. She was carefully examining a client's freshly painted nails, holding onto her hand with a gentle grip.

When I walked into the room, Winnie's eyes flicked toward me, but she continued speaking to her client. She had suggested this visit since I told her I wanted to learn more about Walter's life. Perhaps being in this place with people familiar with him would also provide some insight into what happened to his son.

Apparently, Winnie had already started probing for information about Molly and Clarence's grandson because the client pursed her lips disapprovingly before replying, "Oh yes, I remember young Paul. A true shame about what happened. He was such a sweet boy before he fell in with that Sandy girl."

“Well, bless my soul, Mrs. Henderson, this here is my friend Katie,” Winnie spoke in a low tone, adding the tidbit that I’d met Paul McCracken right before he was brutally murdered as if to elevate my importance in the scheme of things.

“Good morning, Mrs. Henderson,” I said. “Mind if I join you two?”

Mrs. Henderson seemed properly impressed because she quickly included me in the ongoing conversation. “So, how did you meet him? Was he as handsome as I remember? That boy had it all. Wealthy family. Good looks and smarts, too.”

“He was still handsome but obviously much older and with quite a few more gray hairs than back when you knew him.”

“He aged well then?” Mrs. Henderson asked. “That’s good to know. Wish I had the same good luck.”

Winnie jumped in to tell her, “Why, I’ve seen photographs of you in your debutante ball, and you haven’t changed a bit.”

The effect of the compliment was an unexpectedly loud snort from Mrs. Henderson. “Yeah, right! Tell me, Katie, where did you meet Paul? Sadly, I haven’t heard of him coming back home in forever.”

“I’m part owner of Paddy’s Pub, which is in the old bank building where Mr. McCracken was president. I met Paul when he stopped in to look at the historical photos we display there.”

Winnie decided to push Mrs. Henderson on her earlier comment. “So, who was this Sandy that you mentioned?”

Almost spitting out the words, she answered, “During that whole messy hippy stuff, free love, drugs, and all that crap going on, Paul and Sandy hooked up. Lord, but his father must have gotten his knickers in a snit. Sandy was not the woman the McCrackens would welcome with open arms. But Paul was in L-O-V-E so the two just up and left. Secretly, I thought he had been given only two choices, her or the family. And you know how that story ended.”

With her next client, it was obvious that the word of the long-lost McCracken boy coming home only to be murdered had spread. An old woman with thinning, wispy gray hair and a mischievous twinkle in her eye leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Oh yes, ma’am, I remember young Paul McCracken. He was a gorgeous lad, always getting into some kind of trouble with that girlfriend of his. They thought they were so rebellious, running off like that." She chuckled to herself, shaking her head at the memory. “I envied their freedom and nonconformity to southern ideals.”

“Did you ever find out what happened to them, Doris?” Winnie asked, carefully filing the nails on one hand while the other rested in a bowl of warm water.

“I think I heard from someone in my extended family that they moved to California up outside of Tahoe,” Doris answered. “Isn’t that where they had communes and stuff like that? Sounds romantic to me.”

With Doris and Mrs. Henderson seated to one side to let their nails dry while enjoying each other’s company, the next client rolled up to Winnie’s manicure table in her wheelchair. “Are you all gossiping about Walter again?” The woman’s loud voice bounced off the walls.

“Ya better turn on them hearing aids 'fore you bust our eardrums,” Winnie shouted back. “We ain't just gabbin’. Didn’t you hear that Walter done passed away last week? And now his long-lost boy just turned up 'n got himself killed."

“Lord almighty, what next? I mean, someone dying in this place is to be expected. God rest his soul, but not that bum of a son just here for a visit. And murdered, you say? It’s getting so a body doesn’t want to leave the safety of this old folks’ home no more.”

“Nonsense. Seaside is a safe town,” Mrs. Henderson said. “We have a great police department that keeps it that way.”

“Did the son get to visit his father?”

“No, just missed him,” Winnie answered.

“Walter sure had a lot of visitors these past weeks,” Doris said. “I knew him back in the day. He seemed fine these past weeks. Don’t know about you all, but his passing came as a surprise to me. Did you hear that old man hot-pants got his butt in a hot-spot?”

“Butter in a crock pot? With chicken?” the wheelchair client shouted.

“Turn on your hearing aids!” Doris called back. “Hot-pants got his butt in a hot-spot.”

Winnie clarified the story for me when she said, “Hot-pants is our local Rico Suave. He just got called up on the carpet again. The son is growing weary of the recurring eviction threats aimed at his father.”

I tried to steer the conversation back to Walter, but the women’s attention had shifted. Much as I was tempted to hear more about that story, I decided to take Winnie’s advice to explore the place while she continued her probe here.


CHAPTER TWELVE



As I walked down the sterile hallway, I caught snippets of gentle conversations and muted television sounds coming from the small apartments. Some doors were open, allowing for a nice cross breeze. This wing of the Cove Cares building was designed for residents with minimal care needs, so there were none of the unpleasant odors or sounds commonly found in nursing homes.

The place was relatively quiet, much like the apartment buildings I’d been in. A few visitors carrying tubs of cookies, bouquets of flowers, or holding a child’s hand passed me. I found a nurse who directed me to Walter’s apartment. It was near the end of a long hallway where two housekeepers were pushing their trolley, and a man leaned against the wall, absorbed in his phone.

The door to Walter’s unit was ajar. I knocked lightly on it before peeking inside. The living area was in disarray and in the middle of it stood Cindy Altman. She looked shocked to see someone at Walter’s door.

“Hey Cindy, long time no see,” I said. “Loved that costume you had on last night!”

“Ah, hi, Katie.” Cindy shoved the paper she’d been reading under a couch pillow. “The staff here wanted Walter’s room cleaned out, and his attorney asked if I’d handle it.” I sensed a wariness in her eyes.

“Did you visit here after he moved out of the house?”

“I did. I picked up his mail.” She pointed to a pile of papers on a table nearby and fanned them out. “Even the junk mail like this.”

She seemed as edgy as a cat on a hot tin roof. “That was nice of you. You were an important person in his life. He was lucky you took care of things.”

“I didn’t reveal how rundown the place was getting.”

Trying to calm her and assure her I wasn’t the enemy, I said, “Why would you? It would only have upset him.”

“Right. His accountant felt that the money was better spent keeping him here, in a comfortable place, than using it for a gardener or repair man. I bought flowers at the farmers’ market and told a white lie that they were from his garden.”

“That was super thoughtful,” I said, easing into a stool by the modest kitchen counter.

She seemed to be settling down because she smiled before she said, “I provided him with assurances that the house was still standing. Which was technically true.”

“It sounds like you handled it well. Did he have a lot of other visitors?” I wanted to make her feel like she could talk even more.

Cindy took a deep breath. Done with my indirect questioning, she stiffened. “May I ask why you really are here?”

I stopped myself from telling her about Paul and Ruby’s mixed-up mess of a situation. “I was here to see my friend Winnie. She volunteers here on Fridays. Do you know her?”

“No. But why come here to see her?”

Cindy was tightening back up. I had to come up with something more believable. “Did you know that I met Paul McCracken on Tuesday night? Before you saw him Wednesday at the mansion.”

“You did?”

“Paul came to the pub. It was the bank his family had owned. I’m the one who told him his father had just died.” I lowered my gaze, hoping to gain her trust again.

“That must have been hard,” Cindy said, leaning against the door frame.

“Then, seeing him murdered, I felt a deep curiosity. What had the McCrackens been like back then when they were a family? Winnie said that her clients were women who knew Walter and his son. So, while I was in the neighborhood, I thought I’d stop in the place he lived out the end of his life. And then, when I saw you here, I just knew you’d be able to share more about the man.”

She moved to sit on the couch before speaking, satisfied with my being here. “He enjoyed visitors, but they tired him out. Dexter, his meticulous accountant, came by once a week to go over Walter's finances, never staying longer than necessary. Dexter’s brother, Norman, the attorney, came once a week to update him on legal matters, which seemed to drag on. I don’t know if it was Walter enjoyed his company, or if Norman wanted more billable hours.”

“The accountant and lawyer are brothers?”

“Yep. Old family firm in town here. Fortinelli Financial and Legal Services. And you know another one of his visitors, Roger Collins, the ever-eager builder. He made frequent appearances, each visit lasting longer. As I understand it, he tried to convince Walter to sell his property to a developer in an arrangement that would land Roger a lucrative contract to build homes on it.”

She was on a roll now, so I didn’t speak and risk interrupting the flow.

“And then dear Arthur, the grouchy neighbor we all know and love to hate, stopped by every weekend to share stories of their youth spent in Seaside Cove.”

“Arthur! The guy who’s been hounding us at the mansion? Are you kidding me? I thought he hated everyone.”

Cindy let out an unexpected chuckle. “Not everyone. For some reason, he had a close relationship with Walter. It upsets him to see the old place empty and being used for what he deemed a carnival sideshow.”

“Will we see you at the haunted house again tonight?” I asked.

“Sure will. I miss the old place. Walter made me promise to take care of it while he was stuck here, but you know that already. Sorry to repeat myself.” Cindy’s bottom lip trembled slightly. She took a deep breath before continuing. “He never expected to die in here. In his mind, it was a temporary thing until he could get his health back.”

I let her words linger without response.

“He owes me back wages. It started when the signs of dementia came. But I let it go too long, and now I think the accountant probably doesn’t believe me. Walter tried to do right by me, but it never seemed to come together legally.”

“I’m sorry you’ve been going through this on your own. You should let the accountant know soon. You seem like an honest person. I’m sure he’ll believe you.”

Cindy shuffled over to reach behind the couch pillow and pulled out the leather pouch she’d hidden there. “I feel like I’m snooping, but I’ve been searching for the paperwork Walter promised me he’d write. His intentions were to let me live in the house the rest of my life.”

“I hope you find what you’re looking for. As I understand, there’s been a real mixup with the estate. I think everyone would love to see the house stay standing and not be torn down.”

“When Paul showed up, I figured there goes my chance of getting it.” A small gasp escaped her lips before she pinched them shut and stood up. My cue that the chat was over.

I left Walter's room and made my way down the softly lit hallway. The cleaning crew was further along, and the man still stood there looking at his phone. Time seems to run in slow motion here.

A nurse stopped me in the hall. “Are you a family friend of Walter McCracken?”

My mind thought no, but I replied, “Sort of.”

The nurse looked up and down the hall before pulling me into a supply closet. “I don’t want Cindy to catch us talking. But I feel I must let someone from the family know about her relationship with Mr. McCracken. More than once, I overheard Cindy being aggressive with him in the days before he passed. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but she certainly had an angry, accusatory tone. We are both in the caregiving field and that’s not right to treat a patient like that. So, even though he’s gone, I just felt…oh…I don’t know. I just needed to get this off my chest. No other family has come in. I mentioned it to the attorney, but he seemed to just brush it off.”

I didn’t know what to do with it either. It sure didn’t sound like the mild-mannered Cindy I knew, but there had been a sound of nervous desperation in her words just now. Her future plans were put in jeopardy because Walter had died without putting his wishes in writing. She had no assurance she could remain in the house.

“Were you around Mr. McCracken quite a bit?”

“I was. I work shifts. Mostly nights, so I got to know him in the quiet times. He liked to talk late into the night. A lot of our guests are like that. They don’t sleep well. His going was so sudden. Much earlier than we expected. But look, I have to go back to work now. Just wanted to get this off my chest.”

A thought crossed my mind that might help Ruby clear her name. I considered the possibility that one of Walter's visitors, including Cindy, could have a motive for wanting Paul McCracken out of the picture. Yet, as I mulled over the potential scenarios, a nagging sensation in my gut reminded me that there was likely more to this twisted tale than what I currently knew.

Each person who visited Walter had their own agenda when it came to spending time with him. Dexter focused on financial matters, Norman on legal, Roger on acquiring the property, and Arthur on reminiscing about the past. Then there was Cindy and her claim about a promise from Walter.

With determination fueling my steps, I decided to dig deeper into each of these visitors. I knew Roger, but not the ambitious developer he was working with. Had he been eyeing the McCracken property for years, waiting for an opportunity to acquire it? And Arthur... well, I would have to pay him a visit next to see if his nostalgia for the past held any clues about Paul's murder. Could it be him leaving the threatening messages at the house? There were a lot of possibilities to chase. And looking at all the angles made my head hurt. But unless I could give Darnell good reason to look elsewhere, Ruby would still be his main suspect.

Doris and the nurse both remarked about Walter’s death being sudden. Could it have been helped along by someone? Was he killed to get him out of the way so someone new could move in on the estate?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



I had a strong feeling that Ruby wasn’t guilty of Paul’s murder. I was eager to talk to her directly, determined to uncover the truth no matter how many lies and secrets I had to unravel.

We’d made plans to talk later this afternoon at the Coffee Corner, but I got a text from Slim letting me know to come by the Salty Dog as soon as possible because Darnell was on his way there to talk with Ruby.

The end of the message was…and hurry. I got there just as Darnell arrived.

“Katie, this is a surprise. I didn’t take you as someone who hung out at the Salty Dog in the afternoon,” he commented.

I smirked and placed a hand on my hip. “You didn’t know about my secret day-drinking habits?”

He held the door for me to enter the dim interior of the bar. “I’m meeting Slim and Ruby here. They wanted to talk to me. Why are you here?”

“Official business. I need to talk with Ruby as well. Someone reported seeing her old car at the McCracken house on Wednesday night. I thought she could shed some light on why she was in that neighborhood then.”

He didn’t mention finding Ruby’s note at the motel, so I let that go. “Hope you don’t mind if I sit in.”

“Not at all. The more the merrier,” he said. “You know my motto about taking in all the reliable information I can from any source.”

“Including me?”

“Yep, especially including you.”

The Florida afternoon sunshine didn’t reach the interior where two men were playing pool. Pool balls make a sharp, satisfying sound as they hit against each other. The musty scent of old wood and stale beer, mixing with the dampness of the ocean air, greeted us. One customer, from his perch on a bar stool, kept a disinterested eye on the pool game. Tucked away in the corner, we both saw two customers quickly slip a leather dice cup under the table when they noticed the chief enter.

Darnell winked at me. “I have that effect on gamblers.”

Ruby kept her position behind the bar, with Slim sitting across from her. After a minimal greeting and refusal of a drink, the chief jumped right in.

“Ruby, as I told you, your car was seen near the murder scene the night it happened. We’ve checked out other vehicles there, so this interview is normal procedure. What makes it a little more complicated is that you also tried to find the victim by leaving a note with the front desk man at the motel where the victim was staying. Can you explain this?”

Darnell laid down the note Ruby had left at the motel Wednesday evening. Ruby’s eyes didn’t even look down at the note, but Slim read it before sliding it down the bar toward me.

Thanks a lot for nothing. If you really are my father, you’re true to form. Ditching me again. I got your note about meeting up. I was there. Where were you?

“You should have told me sooner. I would have been with you,” Slim said.

Ruby glanced toward him. “It was my problem, not yours.”

Slim looked like she’d slapped him in the face.

Darnell got back to business asking Ruby why she would have been meeting Paul that night.

“It started on Tuesday night when he showed up late here at the bar. I didn’t know the guy from Adam, and he’s making all these wild claims that he is my father. Course I didn’t believe him and kicked him out. But then, he left this note for me here on Wednesday.” She reached behind the cash register, and pulled out a letter. “It fit with things I remember. What con man would go to such a length to explain it this way? I had to see him. Not knowing if I’d accept him in my life, but at least talk face to face in private.”

Slim was the first to reach for the letter Ruby held. The chief kept his eyes on Ruby and asked Slim to read it aloud.

Ruby, I’m sorry I put you on the spot last night. I was going to just leave you alone, but when I stopped by the old house, I knew I needed to give this one more try with you. Please read this and meet me at the McCracken mansion tonight.

My father, Walter, was under the thumb of my grandfather Clarence ever since I could remember. It was all about the money all the time. Work hard, they said. I met Sandy in the early hippy years. She was a free spirit, and I loved her. But birth control was hard to come by, so you came along. We named you Ruby, the birthstone for July. We lived in a commune with like-minded friends on the American River in California because we wanted to get as far away from Florida as we could. We were both into drugs and didn’t care for you as we should have.

I tried reaching my Florida family to let them know we had a baby, but that whole family thing had been blown apart. You ended up in the foster care system, and Sandy died thirty years ago. Figured I’d see if the old man was around here in Seaside Cove yet. But darn if I didn’t hear someone speak the name Ruby. You can’t imagine how hearing that name again made me feel. My just walking into the bar like I did really put you back on your heels. I just wanted to meet you and apologize for what was taken from you. Please consider meeting tonight at the old place.

Love Dad

“You went to meet the man claiming to be your father at the mansion?” Darnell asked.

“I did,” Ruby said, reaching for Slim’s hand. “But I couldn’t find the guy anywhere, so I left.”

“What time was that?” Darnell asked as he folded the letter back up.

“After eleven, I guess.”

“Did you see anyone else there?”

“No. So I left that note at the dump of a motel the guy was staying at. End of story.”

“Ruby, you were at the scene of a murder in the time frame of the murder. Is there anything else you can share with me that will help your case?”

“I have a case?” she snapped back, jerking her hand away from Slim. “Why? Because that bum might have been the father who abandoned me? Or because I don’t always fit in with the fine, upstanding citizens of Seaside Cove? No, I have nothing more to add. I didn’t kill that guy, whoever he was. I just went to meet him at the McCracken house because the old man might have been telling the truth.”

“You had a change of heart after you kicked him out of here?” Darnell asked.

Ruby’s eyes narrowed, and her jaw clenched. “Change of heart? I guess that’s one way to look at it. But no mushy lovey dovey thoughts were in my heart. What I intended to tell him is that he was about forty years too late, and I wanted nothing to do with him at this point in my life. He only ever cared about Mom. I was just in the way. More than once, I overheard that. It was a horrible memory to carry with me for the rest of my life. I had no idea what my father’s last name was. I was given my mother’s last name, Flowers. Probably because they thought it was cooler for a couple of hippies.”

Darnell pushed back from the bar, preparing to leave. But first, he said, “I’m sorry you’ve had to go through this in your life. But I have to request that you not leave town without letting me know.”

He put his police hat back on and left, sending a shaft of sunshine through the dingy atmosphere of the bar.

“Ruby…I never knew all this about how you grew up. Can you tell me more?” Slim said with a sincere look on his face.

“You really want to know?”

“I do.”

“I don’t want to bore Katie,” Ruby responded.

“You won’t,” I said. “I want to help you and Slim any way I can. But first, I’ll take you up on that offer of a drink.”

She drew a draft beer for both Slim and me before she began. The anger she’d exhibited to Darnell melted away as she spoke.

“My mom and dad couldn’t get their lives together. We lived in an old van or stayed with friends up above Tahoe, I think it was. I remember the beautiful river we lived on.”

“I lived in California, and that might have been the American River Paul mentioned in the letter,” I said.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I mostly have memories, not words. My parents tried, I suppose, but would leave me alone for hours, and sometimes, I knew they would steal to feed us. But eventually, they got caught. I don’t know for what. But that’s when I was put into the foster care system. They promised they would get themselves straightened out but never did. I bounced around homes in the foster system and lost contact with them. It was different back then without cellphones and keeping the same phone number. I went to work to support myself and vowed I’d never have children unless I was in a stable relationship and could afford them. I didn’t search for them online because of what they did to me. I hated it, but then a numbness to it all grew in me. I wanted out of California and Florida seemed like a good place to go. Opposite coast from the bad feelings in California.”

“Did your parents ever mention having lived here?”

“I have some vague memories of it, but it wasn’t like I had to go to the Florida Panhandle and find my heritage. The busy tourist areas of Florida didn’t appeal to me, but this quiet backwater did.”

Slim and I finished our beers as more customers arrived. The after-work drinkers were arriving. And another night at the Salty Dog began.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



As Slim and I arrived at the pub to prepare for our usual Friday night customers, I was pleasantly surprised to find Aubrey and Paddy working on accounting tasks in the upstairs office.

I filled them both in on what I’d discovered at Cove Cares today. I hesitated to tell too much about Ruby’s personal story, even though soon enough, word about her possible relationship with the McCracken family would be churning in our rumor mills.

It was apparent Aubrey had mentioned the threatening things happening at the mansion to Paddy. “Now don’t ye be getting caught up in this craziness, lassie. Look at the murder that happened just feet away from that house. Sure, it could be hooligans sneakin’ about, or it could be acold-blooded murderer pickin’ locks and laying who knows what kind of trap.”

Aubrey said, “The police are there to keep an eye out for whoever is doing the mischief, so I think we’re okay.

“Ah, but the coppers are there 'cause they might be lookin' for the murderer to come back to the scene of the crime. You both could very well be in his way,” Paddy said.

Aubrey reached over to pat Paddy’s cheek. “Dear Paddy, don’t worry. We’ll be fine. Do you know Ruby, the bartender at Salty Dog? According to a neighbor, she is potentially being linked to the murder. But that’s only a rumor at this point.”

I almost fainted. Shocking how fast word had spread, neighbor to neighbor.

“I’ve met the lass a few times, but I don't rightly know her. I reckon our cook Slim has more than just a friendly interest in her."

“I know her,” I said. “In fact, I just came from the Salty Dog.”

“Day-drinking now, Katie?” Aubrey teased.

“Yes. And that’s the same thing Darnell asked me before he interviewed Ruby,” I said.

“So how did you end up there to begin with? Spill the beans, Katie child,” Paddy said.

“Slim asked me to come over because, on Tuesday night, Paul McCracken told Ruby she was his daughter. It was a random thing. He didn’t even know she was here. He came to see his father, who’d already died and been cremated.”

“Well, sure, if that ain’t a twist in things,” Paddy exclaimed. “Who would have figured? So, did Darnell charge her with murder?”

“No, he didn’t. It’s not that cut and dried,” I responded.

“Just heed me words, both of ya lasses. There be strange things afoot. Be careful,” Paddy cautioned.

“Okay. We’ll be careful,” Aubrey said. “I’m no dummy.”

“You bet you aren’t. That’s why I hired you to keep me books, so now off with you and have something to eat before you go back to that place.” Paddy chuckled.

We eagerly left Paddy’s office, ready to enjoy a bite to eat before heading out to run the Raising Spirits event tonight. I pointed out Molly McCracken’s photo on the wall to Aubrey, explaining the story Fred Green always shared about his kids using Molly’s ghost as an excuse for their own mischief.

“I’m starting to believe Molly’s returned to her old home,” Aubrey said. “And that she’s the one leaving us little notes.”

“Eve said she felt Molly was watching over her shoulder in the dining room,” I said.

“Too funny! But yes, that sort of thing for me, too,” Aubrey said. “Grace is meeting us for dinner, I hope that’s okay. She’s going to fill in at the house for your aunt Maeve because Slim asked for extra help in the kitchen tonight. Hearing about Ruby, I can understand why. I’ll bet he’s off-kilter.”

Grace was already seated and waiting for us downstairs. “Between the kids and work, I always seem to be running like the proverbial chicken with my head cut off. But with hubby being back in town I’m going to seize every free moment that it affords me,” she said as she sipped her coffee. “Ordered your strongest brew for the night ahead.”

“Sorry for the last-minute ask, but were you able to pull together a maid outfit?” Aubrey asked.

“Funny thing about that. When I told Brad I was going to be in a maid costume, his man mind went right directly to the French maid outfit men seem to dream of. He said with a lear and a wink that he looked forward to seeing me in it when I get home tonight. Now I can’t wait for him to see me in my long black skirt and white blouse spattered with blood!”

Aubrey giggled, rubbing her hands together. “Oh, please let me know his reaction.”

“Hey, by the way, I read about Paul McCracken being found dead at the house in the online paper today. Are you guys okay?” Grace asked.

“Sure, we are. His body was found in the back side of the property. It doesn’t seem to have curtailed people coming to tour our Halloween house. In fact, it might be bringing them in,” Aubrey said.

“Including some goofballs,” I added. “Grace, or you too, Aubrey, do you know the Fortinelli brothers? They have a combo legal and financial services firm and represent the McCracken family.”

Grace explained how she’d communicated with Norman, the attorney when they were getting all their ducks in a row to hold Raising Spirits at the house. “And once he represented the opposing party in a divorce case of mine once. He was tough and, in my opinion, pushed the case to the extreme, almost slipping into the immoral and illegal area. But then that was a bitter divorce, and some people wanted to hire aggressive attorneys. Why are you asking?”

“I went to the Cove Cares Community today and found out about Walter’s visitors in his last days. I learned that the two Fortinelli brothers visited him there weekly.”

“But they must have had good reason to be there,” Grace reminded me.

“Right, I know that, but I’m just curious and have an idea that the person who murdered Paul was a visitor to Walter in his last days.”

“Why are you getting so caught up in this, Katie?” Grace asked.

“To help the pub’s cook, Slim,” I said. “He witnessed a Tuesday night meeting at the Salty Dog between his girlfriend, Ruby, and Paul McCracken. Today he discovered Ruby returned to the McCracken house to meet Paul on Wednesday night. That’s how she has become Darnell’s prime suspect.”

“Speaking of suspects, look who’s here,” Aubrey said. “Why would they be together?”

Neenah and the man I recognized as the developer Roger was dealing with were bent over in serious discussion at a corner table. Now, what could that duo possibly be up to? “He might be trying to find out information about how the estate settlement is going. But why would she know anything?”

“Her nickname is Nosy Neighbor Neenah,” Aubrey said.

“Is she married to the grouchy neighbor you talked about a few days ago?” Grace asked.

Neenah's head turned at the sound of Aubrey's laughter, and she gave us a puzzled expression before quickly switching to a guilty look and offering a small wave.

“Sorry about that, but just the thought of Arthur and Neenah being some sort of power couple cracked me up,” Aubrey said.

Soon, Roger Collins joined the developer and Neenah at their table. They greeted each other warmly So now there were three. What was up with that?

Paddy came down, and Roger waved him over. He was introduced around and then talked briefly with the guests before walking away to continue making the rounds, including a stop at our table. He was one of our biggest assets. His jovial, fun Irish manner was warm and welcoming to everyone.

“What did you talk to Roger about?” I asked.

“He wanted to let me know he’d heard from the structural engineer. It looks like we havin’ good luck with the load our bearing walls will need to carry.”

That was good news for our future plans. I turned to Grace and Aubrey to tell them about the fact that we were looking into having rooftop seating and event space.

"Ah, and that reminds me,” Paddy said. “I stumbled upon some old papers behind a wall that was opened up for the engineering assessment. Didn't know what to do with 'em, but I'd like someone to have a gander and see if they hold any historical value."

Aubrey asked if she could have a peek at them. Her interest in antiques and history meant she knew members of the Historical Society. “I could pass them on to them if they are anything of historic value.”

“Sure, I’ll box them up for you,” Paddy said.

On the way to the McCracken mansion, I swung by my apartment to pick up Raven. While there, I couldn't resist pausing to take in the beautiful sunset over Wimico Bay. All the while, unable to shake the question of why would Neenah, Roger, and the developer be dining together?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Grace was taking over Maeve’s station tonight, playing a creepy maid in the master bedroom upstairs. Before showing her where she’d be working, I took her on a quick tour of the mansion.

“Amazing what you’ve pulled together,” she said.

“It was really all Aubrey’s doing. We all know about her enthusiasm for Halloween, and Winnie’s passion for helping others is boundless. She suggested the high school band be the beneficiary for the event.”

Grace was taken aback when she walked into the parlor and saw an actual casket on display, with eerie black candles flickering ominously in a twisted candelabra.

“It was a hit last night. Randomly, the corpse, a drummer from the band, pops upright. Frightens anyone standing nearby,” I explained.

“Where on earth did you get that?” Grace ran her fingers over the lacquered surface. “It looks like an antique.”

“It is. And we got it from our local funeral parlor. Actually, the Greens have a connection to the McCracken family. They were the first tenants in the old bank building after the bank closed.” I repeated the story about the Green children using Molly’s ghost as an excuse for misbehaviors or broken things.

“My kids don’t have a ghost to blame,” Grace said with a hearty laugh. “But seriously, what a stunning old home. I just love the history of the places in this part of town. The stories these walls could tell. I hope it can be saved,” Grace said.

“It might be if someone besides the developer can come up with money to pay the back taxes.”

“But is that likely? The house would need a lot of tender loving care to be updated. I imagine the electrical wiring is iffy and the heating system sorely outdated. The bones of the home are beautiful, and the furniture left here is such high quality. They look like they haven’t been touched in years.”

“More like they haven’t been touched for decades! We have a lot of costumed characters keeping an eye on the original pieces here.”

Grace jumped when a fog started coming out from around the bony fingers that held the basement door ajar. The fog curled along, hugging the floor at our feet. At the same moment, a recording of screams, cries, and moans kicked on.

I couldn’t help but laugh at her reaction. “If you think that’s scary, wait until the lights dim and the black lights take over. Come on, we’d better get you upstairs for your gig for the night.”

Grace ran her hands along the rich wood carvings of the stair banister. “Such a shame if it’s taken down and new gaudy McMansions put up in its place. You wouldn’t see quality and beauty like this in new construction.”

“There are a couple of other possibilities as to who might end up here besides the developer, but neither would have the money to put into it. Remember that it’s possible that Ruby could inherit the estate.”

Grace nodded as we climbed the stairs. “I see what you mean. But this place will need a lot invested into it than a bartender’s income can cover.”

“Also, there’s another possible claimant hanging out there, Cindy Altman, Walter’s caregiver. She claims there was a handwritten note somewhere in which Walter gave her the right to live here until she died. She moved in with him late in life to be his caregiver. Then, when he went into the old folks' home, she wasn’t allowed to occupy the house.”

“Why couldn’t she stay here while he was living in the home? Seems better than letting it sit empty,” Grace asked.

“Some money and legal issues, I suppose. Things like insurance liability and paying utilities. Not only is she searching for documentation on Walter’s wishes, but she’s also out the income she earned. Do you think there is anything you can do about getting her past due wages reimbursed at least?”

“I’ll see, but don’t hold your breath. Things are really tied up now with Walter’s death happening so suddenly. I know his attorney was trying to get things straightened out because he was near the end of his life. Is this Cindy certain the paper exists?”

“She said she is but has to yet produce it as far as I know,” I answered.

“This house would be ideal for a guest house or a bed-and-breakfast,” Grace remarked as she walked around the upper level, admiring the spacious bedrooms. "I used to dream of running one of those, but life and kids took over. I even had a name picked out. Grace’s Guest House.”

“Why don’t you buy this place and make your dream come true?”

“Yeah, sure. That’s not gonna happen. We’re too invested in our lifestyle, and now, with kids, there would be a whole other level of difficulty. As I age, I’m getting more realistic about how difficult it would be to run such a place. I love my career, but that guest house dream lingers way in the back of my mind. Maybe when the kids are grown.”

We finally arrived at the door to the second-floor master bedroom. She used the room to change and peered in the antique vanity mirror to mess up her hair and bloody her face. “Aubrey told me that Loretta is a ghost and that she plays random tricks on the people touring the place.”

“She’s great. I think a good fifty percent of the screams come from her appearing and scaring people. She made a point to learn all the ins and outs, like the back staircase and the places to hide and surprise.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for her and beat her at her own game,” Grace said with a laugh. Straightening up, she asked, “How do I look?”

“You fit the creepy maid perfectly. Well, I’d better skedaddle and get to my kitchen post. See you in a few hours.”
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Josh, the boat mechanic at the marina, was prepping the dry ice at my station at the kitchen cauldron. He said he and friends would be over at the pub’s Halloween bash tomorrow night. “And thanks again, Katie, for helping me out of that mess in June. I still can’t believe how things spun out of control so fast. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“It would have worked out okay. And I have you to thank for helping my friends Sophia and Jack find a second home here. They’ve put a bid in on the little house your uncle had for sale. It’s perfect for them. I hope they get it.”

“Me too. I told them I know the house well and would keep an eye on it when they’re not here.” Josh left by the back door of the kitchen, stepping out into the darkness that had descended since I got here.

From my tour post by the cauldron, I could see out across the McCracken land. Wonder what will happen to all of this after Halloween is in the books and the place sits empty again? The house lights I saw must belong to Neenah. She had quite a stretch of land bordering on this place. Could the developer be trying to buy Neenah’s land and extend the size of his development? If I remember correctly, it would allow road access points on two sides. That could explain why they met at the pub tonight. 

Personally, I was hoping the developer wouldn’t get the land, wishing any day now, Blaire could confirm that Paul was really who he claimed to be and then confirm Ruby was his daughter. But what would Ruby do with this place? She likely wouldn't have the financial means to pay the taxes or repair the run-down property. As a banker, you’d think Walter would have been more responsible with money. But with the property taxes unpaid, the place slowly deteriorating, and Cindy not receiving her paychecks, it seemed like he had run low on funds. And with everything tied up in legal issues, what will happen with the inheritance from his intestate death?

I noticed someone come around the backside of the old garage, walking across the property with a flashlight when Josh suddenly appeared back in the kitchen doorway.

“Katie, I wanted to tell Aubrey about an issue I saw, but I can’t find her. Could you let her know that there’s a light on in the back of the basement area? I was resetting the fog machine, and I noticed it.”

“I’ll let her know.”

As the first guests started to arrive, I pulled my mask down over my face and began to stir the cauldron with a long, twisted limb found in the yard here. The black pot sat on an old pallet, surrounded by twigs and flickering orange lights to give the illusion of a crackling fire. Out of the bubbling fake fog emerged creepy-crawly creatures, making it seem like I was brewing up a giant batch of spider and snake soup. Whenever someone got close, I would contort my body into creating a hunch back and point my purple-painted fingernail at them while letting out a wicked cackle to scare them away.

There were easily twice as many visitors tonight, probably because it was a Friday night. Some even walked through multiple times, captivated by all the clever displays and decorations. I could have sworn I saw the same clown character pass by three times. You couldn’t miss him because of how bow-legged he was. His gait made him look like one of those wobbly dolls that roll on their bottoms. But then again, there were plenty of clowns, and I may have been mistaken, except his eyes behind the macabre clown mask chilled me, and that I did remember.

On the third time he passed me, he didn’t flinch at my clawing and screeching act. Instead, he leaned in, grabbing my stirring stick to stop it, and said, “You won’t see me coming. You all lose!“ Then he burst into a wicked laugh.

I’d just settled myself back down after that strange character when I looked up from my snake stew, and who should appear but Neenah! Her costume was the pink chenille robe and slippers she had on the night Paul’s body was found. She had added pink foam curlers to her hair with a scarf haphazardly tied over them. She must have recognized me and disarmed me when she asked me to guess what she was.

“Ah, a housewife?”

“I’m Nosy Neighbor Neenah,” she said with a low giggle.

I couldn’t be sure how I should respond because those were the very words Aubrey had used in her unflattering remark. Silence hung in the air until I was released from the awkward spot by screeching and waving my finger in the face of a teen girl to startle her.

Neenah laughed again, but this time, it wasn’t the same. “I know you all call me that. And tonight, I saw the three of you watching me at Paddy’s Pub. How come you didn’t stop over and say hi when you left?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. We lost track of time and had to get over here.”

“Aubrey wanted me to keep an eye on things, and I have a report for you about what I’ve seen happening around here. I’ll catch you after the place closes. Maybe you can meet me halfway by the old garage?”

“Ah, I’m not sure about that. You should just talk with Aubrey.”

A sly smirk crept across Neenah’s face as she leaned in close to me. “I’ve heard you’ve been busy being a little nosy yourself, Katie. I thought for sure you’d want to find out what I know.”

But before I could reply, she abruptly stood and disappeared into the crowd. I found myself looking over my shoulder the rest of the night, wondering if she would reappear.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



As soon as the attraction closed for the night, I searched for Raven. My hope was to find her curled up and fast asleep. Then, I could finally have a chat with Aubrey.

No one seemed to know where either of them was. Eve was sitting on the porch steps near the striped legs and red slipper of the wicked witch sticking out from under the porch.

“Nope, haven’t seen Raven. And Aubrey was busy all night. Seemed to be lots of little oopsie things going on. Last I saw her was when I slipped on a random glow stick someone dropped in the hall and landed on my patootie. I heard the coffin kid bumped his head on the coffin lid in a super exuberant leap up. The lid dislodged and almost snapped closed on him.” Eve chuckled. “Now, I bet that gave the crowd a good scare. If you see my granddaughter, Blaire, let her know I’m all done and ready for her to walk home with me. She’s been on duty tonight, patrolling the grounds.”

Grace was just coming down the main staircase, but she hadn’t seen Aubrey, either. “I’m heading home in my maid costume to give Brad a laugh.”

Now, I was on the hunt for two people and one feline. Luckily, I found Aubrey and Blair together at the back of the house, near the old garage. They were with one of the band kids, looking at something lying on the ground. The kid was shining his cellphone light on the object while Blaire was slipping on her police gloves to pick it up.

From this distance, it looked like Blaire picked up a shirt. Aubrey reeled back with her hand over her mouth. I wasted no time in striding across the overgrown lawn toward them, then breaking into a jog as I watched Blaire slowly turn the shirt in the young man’s cell phone light.

The three of them heard me running toward them. My heart raced when I noticed dark red stains on the shirt. “What is it? Is that blood?”

Blaire started to speak but then, with a fluid movement, tossed the article of clothing up in the air. “It’s fake blood.” She thanked the young man who’d found it and sent him on his way.

“I almost had a heart attack,” Aubrey said, trying to punch Blaire in the shoulder.

“Hey, no assaulting an officer, ma’am,” Blaire said, ducking to one side.

“I’ll do more than assault you if you do that again. I’m about out of energy tonight,” Aubrey said. “We had an old lady faint, a kid lost his cell phone, Eve tripped and fell, and the coffin lid almost locked down on our poor corpse. Oh, and to top it off, Neenah cornered me, asking about you, Katie.”

“What did she have to say?” I asked. “She made a veiled insinuation that I was a nosy person, too. She must have found out I was at the Cove Cares today.”

“Or maybe at the Salty Dog talking to Ruby? You were there, too, remember,” Blaire said.

“How’d you know that?”

“The chief told me, and remember, this town is always watching.” Blaire mimicked binoculars with her fingers and rotated her head, showing how the town had eyes in every direction.

“Besides you, Neenah wanted to let me know to watch out for Cindy Altman,” Aubrey continued. “She said she knew more about Cindy than anyone else did. Back fence neighbors and all.”

“So what? Why does she care about Cindy?” Blaire asked.

“It might have something to do with misdirection from curiosity about her,” I said. “We saw Neenah having dinner with Roger and Carter Duvall, the developer, tonight.”

“The police had to ask the surveyor to leave the property again today,” Blair said, shaking her head. “The guy argued about it with them. He grumbled that he was hired to a job and told to keep going by Mr. Duvall. But we trumped that order, telling him to stay away until the estate is settled.”

“Well, I’ve had it for the night, and I’m going in to close things up,” Aubrey said. “You can throw that horrid shirt in the garbage.”

I said. “Are you off shift soon, Blaire? Your grandmother is sitting on the front porch, ready to leave.”

“I am,” Blaire said as she walked over to pick up the shirt. “The desk officer in the police station said I got a special delivery package from California today. Hope it’s the proof that Paul is who we all think he is. I hair from Walter’s brush at his Cove Cares apartment to send in with some from Paul for a comparison.”

“Hey, Katie,” Aubrey shouted out from the back kitchen door. “Come and look at your cat and see where I found her.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



With Aubrey confidently leading the way, we entered Molly McCracken's bedroom. The walls were painted a deep plum, giving the room a rich and mysterious atmosphere. Unique lighting techniques were used to enhance the eerie vibe. Low-wattage bulbs cast shadows on the walls, while black lights illuminated hidden details. Dramatic up-lighting highlighted the intricate designs of the antique furniture scattered throughout the room. The oversized four poster bed dominated the scene before me, but suddenly, my attention was drawn to movement of a dark shadowy figure sprawled across a pile of letters on the floor. It was Raven, her black body a stark contrast against the pale paper of dozens of envelopes. It appeared they had fallen from the shelf of an elaborate wooden secretary.

“I was turning out the upstairs lights when I heard a rustling sound in here and caught sight of Raven right where she is now. My first instinct was to scold her for knocking those envelopes down, but when I tried to pick her up…well, check out what I discovered.”

I looked at the yellowed envelope Aubrey handed me. It was addressed to Paul McCracken with a return address here at the mansion in Seaside Cove. Aubrey bent down to grab another envelope. “Katie, these are all addressed to Paul McCracken, unopened, and marked return to sender…address unknown.”

I scooped Raven up and put her on the top of the bed, where she assumed the same pose she’d had at Ella’s yesterday, sitting upright, her tail elegantly curled around her. I turned on a lamp on the secretary's desk to better see what we had here.

I looked more closely at the letter I held when Aubrey cleared her throat. “Ahem, you may note that one is opened. The glue was so dried out that it just fell open when I picked it up.”

“Hmm…this envelope is practically calling to us to take the letter out, isn’t it?" I glanced at my partner in mischief for confirmation. "Is it technically against the law to read a sealed letter from one deceased person to another?"

Aubrey stood in a dramatic pose, finger pressed against her chin as she pondered my question. "I don't think so," she declared. "But I believe the previous occupant of this room gave our feline friend a mission to knock these items to the ground for us to discover."

Raven purred in agreement, as if understanding every word.

"We wouldn't want to disappoint our hostess after she went through this effort to put them in front of us,” I added, fully opening the flap of the envelope in my hand. The delicate scent of dried lavender wafted up as I pulled out a single sheet of stationery from inside. I was beginning to read the words written in a beautiful cursive script when I heard footsteps.

“Who else is still here?” Aubrey whispered.

“No one that I know of.” I instinctively hid the letter behind my back as the footsteps got closer.

Then, Cindy stepped into the room, taking in the scene of Aubrey and me with the scattered letters at our feet. Cindy’s stern look and tight jaw left me with no doubt that she suspected we were up to something.

“We thought you left,” Aubrey said weakly.

“I did. But then Neenah called to let me know that house lights had turned back on. She suggested I’d better check it out. What’s going on here?”

Aubrey pointed toward Raven, who had assumed an innocent, detached pose by lying on her side. “Her!”

“That’s a cat. What does she have to do with you being up here this late?” Cindy asked.

“We were up here looking for her,” Aubrey said.

Cindy visibly relaxed. “Sorry to make it sound like I was accusing you of something. I’m just so on edge with this all. I’ll be glad when tomorrow night is over. It’s been exhausting for me.”

“Before you go, Cindy, did you ask Neenah to watch the house?” I asked.

Cindy smirked. “She doesn’t need to be asked. She just assumes that’s her mission in the neighborhood.”

I turned to Aubrey, careful to keep the letter out of Cindy’s line of sight. “Aubrey, did you ask her to watch things around here for you?”

“Not directly. She sort of announced she was the head of the neighborhood watch group, and who was I to say different. Why?”

“Earlier, she told me she knew we called her Nosey Neighbor Neenah.”

Cindy gasped. “You didn’t actually call her that out loud, did you?”

Aubrey grimaced and dropped her eyes. “Yeah, I sort of did.”

With a quick burst of applause, Cindy began laughing. “Perfect name for her. I could never have said it, but believe you me, I’ve thought it. Now let me help you pick this pile of letters up.”

“Oh, not necessary. My cat knocked them down. I’ll clean up,” I said.

“Alright. One more night to go. See you tomorrow,” Cindy said.

Aubrey and I exchanged a quick glance and a nod. I knew she agreed with what I was about to do. “Ah, wait, Cindy. Aubrey and I have been nosey ourselves. Raven knocked these letters down from the top of Molly’s secretary. They are all addressed to her grandson, Paul. They were sent to him, but the post office returned them as undeliverable.”

I handed her the letter I’d taken out of the envelope. Cindy took a moment to glance at it before she realized what she was looking at. “So, Molly wrote Paul, and he refused to read her letters? How sad!”

“Or, more likely, to my understanding, he was a bit of a vagabond and probably never even saw the letters she sent,” Aubrey said. “Katie and I have a premonition that…”

“Molly wants you to see them,” Cindy murmured. “I’ve felt a presence in this room many times. Walter and his mother had a distant relationship. He rarely came in here, so I didn’t either. I cannot tell you whether you can or can't read them, but I will tell you that I'd like to read them myself.”

So, with that, we each read letters and selected specific fragments to read aloud.

My Dearest Paul,

I hope this letter finds you well., my darling boy. It is with regret that I write of the passing of your grandfather. He always held memories of you close in his heart. You were most like him, I believe…

As I sit down to write this letter, the words I am about to pen are ones that have been buried deep within my heart for far too long…

When you were growing up, I was a cold and distant grandmother…

As I sit here in the quiet of our empty mansion, memories of your laughter echo in the lonely spaces…

I’ve directed the gardener to allow the garden outside your window to become overgrown now, wild and untamed like you, my dear Paul…

It has been so long since you left, but every day, I think of you and wonder how you are doing so far away from home…

But now, as the years have passed and my hair has turned silver, I find myself yearning for your presence more than ever…

All I can think about as I grow older and weaker is how much time we have wasted…

Life is too short…please come back home, dear Paul…

Your father and I live in this empty shell of a home…

Your father and I never understood your free-spirited ways while you lived with us, but I now admit I admired your passion for life…

I pray that this letter finds its way to you, my dear Paul and that the words written here convey the depths of a grandmother's regret…

I cannot blame you for seeking a new life in a place that better suits your soul…

Growing up, I was always taught that a woman's worth was measured by her ability to bear children…

Your father was my joy in life, but with the stillbirth of two other children, I became consumed with bitterness…

I am afraid that my soul hardened over the years…forgive me…

Please grant me grace and forgiveness…

Your absence weighs heavy on me, Paul…

Every one of the many letters began with…My Dearest Paul,

And every one ended with the words…With all my love, Grandmother McCracken

Aubrey, Cindy, and I looked up at each other. Tears gleamed in our eyes. Though the written words spoke to what a grandmother faced during tumultuous times of change in her family and the upheaval of societal norms, it wasn’t our place to do anything further with them. However, reading these letters gave me a glimpse into Molly’s life and helped me better know the stoic woman in the bank photograph. It made me empathize with her decisions and actions and her search for an understanding of herself and her family.

We were emotionally drained, but carefully put all the letters back in their envelopes and placed them on the top of the secretary where they’d fallen from.

I sent out a silent thank you to Molly McCracken while holding Raven close.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



After the somber ending to last night I woke up happy to know that finally, Halloween day was here.

The usual Saturday group was in the Coffee Corner this morning while Maeve bustled around them. She loved days like this, where smiles and happy conversation carried the day.

Chief Darnell was seated in the back corner with Paddy.

“Keeping your back to the wall?” I asked Darnell.

“Always.” He chuckled. “Want to keep the widest view of my space with no chance for a surprise from behind me.”

“And get caffeine fortification for the long day ahead?” I asked.

“All hands are on duty tonight. We usually get a few shenanigans that need to be nipped in the bud.”

“Darnell’s been givin’ me some tips on what I might expect for me first big Halloween bash at the pub. Twasn’t a big thing in Ireland when I was a wee lad,” Paddy said.

“We’re going to be packed tonight by my guess. Plus, we have that Chamber of Commerce party up in the Waterford Room, and I’m sure most of them will join us downstairs.” But my curiosity led me to ask, “Chief, what are your thoughts after hearing from Ruby yesterday?”

Paddy said, “We was just talking about that. Slim’s been in a right state lately. Maeve had to come in last night to help him out. That's how bad it was.”

“I just can’t see Ruby harming anyone,” I said.

“Harm? That’s a gentle word,” Darnell said. “The victim was struck from behind and probably never saw it coming. But to answer your question, Ruby’s my main suspect. The instrument used to kill him was on the site and wiped clean. The perp wasn’t wearing gloves and used a handy object. I don’t believe it was premeditated. Maybe Ruby and Paul quarreled, and she got angry. You were there yesterday and saw the note she left for him at the motel. It’s understandable after hearing how abandoned she felt. Left to make her own way in the world.”

“But why leave a note at the motel if she saw him and killed him? That doesn’t make sense.”

“It would fit if she was covering her bases in case someone noticed she was there. As it turned out, someone did report seeing her vehicle at the location.”

Darnell was right. I hated to admit it, but Ruby was a likely suspect. I could see why he felt that way. But I had to keep trying to convince him to look in other directions. My heart told me it simply couldn’t be her.

“Darnell, what about the developer? If Paul is proven to be a McCracken, he would have inherited the estate, including the property the guy wants to buy. The murder weapon was something he would have known was on the property.”

“You’re not accusing Roger of being part of something so nefarious, I hope,” Paddy said with a surprised look.

“No, not him. The guy he’s working with, Carter Duvall. Roger might have no idea what lengths Carter would go to when he watched the deal he was counting on fall apart. I saw them all talking to Paul on Wednesday when he stopped by the house. I’m sure they were already making their moves on the guy. Paul might have told Carter that he was going to be coming back there that night. Think about that!”

Darnell sighed impatiently and took a long sip of his coffee. “I’ve already considered both of them and have some good ideas on how to approach that situation. Believe me, I’ve not ruled them out. I told Roger that he had to stop surveying the land until this legal mess with the estate was settled. It isn’t right to be jumping the gun like he is.

“Holy smokes! That surely is pushing things,” Paddy exclaimed. “Do you think this Carter guy offed Walter just to move things along faster?”

“Between us, it’s something I’m considering.”

Relieved to hear that Darnell was keeping an open mind, I decided to throw him another bit of information. “Roger and Carter met for dinner here last night with Walter’s neighbor, Neenah. You must remember her from the night of the murder. Why would they meet up?”

“Maybe she wants Roger to remodel her house.” Darnell shrugged. “Katie, I know you want to help Slim because he cares for Ruby, but she has motive, was at the scene of the crime, and has a record.”

“Sure, but…” I sensed Darnell growing impatient with me, trying to make someone else a suspect. But I had one more idea. Would I be throwing Cindy under the bus? No! I was just presenting information to Darnell. If she was innocent…great! If she was guilty…Ruby was off the hook. I had to approach this differently so he wouldn’t think I was only trying to shift the blame away from Ruby. A tactful change of subject was in order.

“You’re probably right. It’s just so hard to see how this is affecting Slim. He really cares for Ruby, but I understand what you’re saying. Now, to change the topic, I saw Blaire at the Raising Spirits event last night.”

Paddy laughed. “Wish I would have gotten that name for our party. It would be perfect. Get it? Raising spirits. Like raising a glass of whiskey to toast.”

“Good point, Uncle,” I said, before redirecting the focus back to the investigation. “Do you know if Blaire’s special delivery package from California contained verification of Paul’s story?”

“I saw the package, but it was addressed to her, so I didn’t open it,” Darnell said. “Haven’t heard from her about it yet.”

“I’m glad you’re holding off on the poor soul’s identity ’til proof comes in,” Paddy said. He recounted a story from when he was chief of police in Harmony, Wisconsin. He described a drowning accident where the victim didn’t have ID on him. The people of Harmony reasonably assumed one thing, but when he was finally identified, it was a shock to discover they were all wrong.

Darnell nodded. “Those cases can be tough. Blaire got information that, at one time, Paul lived in a commune in the mountains above Tahoe, and she reached out to the police in the area. That’s the California connection. She also sent Walter’s hair and Paul’s blood to find out if their DNA are a match. She’s really making a big contribution to our force.”

“I was impressed with that hairbrush idea. Cindy Altman told me about it yesterday when I saw her there.”

“Hmm…may I ask what you were doing at the old folks’ home?” Darnell asked.

“I popped in to talk to Winnie. She volunteers to do manicures there on Fridays. She’s quite the volunteer, isn’t she? And those ladies there are a hoot.”

“Katie, why do I think this isn’t really about Winnie? What did you want to tell me? Don’t beat around the bush.” Darnell drummed his fingers on the wooden table top.

Awkwardly, I owned up to what I wanted to tell him, but first made him promise he would take it seriously.

“I promise. You know I respect you.”

“I know. But do you think I’m only doing this to protect Ruby?”

“Katie, spit it out. I do have to leave here, eventually.” Darnell drained his coffee cup and looked around the Coffee Corner like he was considering whether to get another cup or not. Maeve came by and poured him one. He settled in to listen.

“This is not someone that I would have expected, but in the past day, two people, with no real clear motive to bad mouth someone, have pointed out that Cindy Altman, Walter’s long-time caregiver, might also have a motive to, you know…” I looked around, thinking someone might be listening, and then leaned in closer, “kill Paul.”

Darnell almost spit out his coffee. “Cindy Altman?”

“Shh…I found her cleaning out Walter’s room at Cove Cares yesterday. She claimed Walter had hand-written his wishes that she be able to stay in his home after he died. She even said Walter agreed to have his attorney write up a quick note saying that since he knows of no living direct bloodline heirs, she can have the house, free and clear. So besides getting his items packed up, I imagine she was searching for the signed paper.”

“Cindy is a long-time resident of Seaside Cove. Never a hint of trouble. What on earth makes you think she would hurt Paul? What motive would she have?”

“She’s broke. She hasn’t been paid for months. And now, when she thought she would have a place to live out her life, a long-lost son appears,” I said.

“Murderers do come in all shapes and sizes,” Paddy said.

“This means she could have clobbered Paul to get rid of him, and, in turn, that would get rid of the issue of a family heir. To complicate things, might she have slipped Walter something to expedite…”

“Enough Katie! I’m trying to absorb this. Best thing would be for me to talk to the attorney. See if he’s ever heard about this,” Darnell said.

“And about the strange things going on at the house,” I said.

Darnell interrupted me to say the things going on at the house appear to be entirely separate from the murder. “Let’s set aside the shenanigans at the house for now. Aubrey’s told the department about them and sent photographs, but none seem serious and can wait. It’s Halloween, and the house is open for a haunted house tour. I would expect things like this to happen.”

Except for the creepy clown, I thought. “Okay, but Cindy is also one of the few people who has a house key and could mess around with stuff in there. OMG! I forgot to check out the light in the basement. Josh noticed it, but it was so far in the bowels of the basement he didn’t look into it.”

Paddy burst out laughing. “Basements have bowels?”

I took a swing at his shoulder. “You know what I mean. But back to the keys. The only other one Cindy knew about is with the attorney.”

“I’ll follow up with the attorney on that house key and the paper Cindy has been talking about,” Darnell said.

He still suspects Ruby, I know. I’ve got to do more to find the actual killer. A stop before I went to the mansion was in order.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Arthur’s home stood directly across the street from the McCracken mansion. Learning he and Walter had been friends many years put some perspective on the anger he felt toward the haunted house event taking over his quiet street. Through a filmy curtain, I saw him seated inside, reading a newspaper. I knocked on his front door. He answered, reading glasses on his head, the newspaper in his hand, and a smile on his lips.

At first, he couldn’t place me, but in a couple seconds, he recognized me. His entire demeanor switched as he stiffened in anger.

“You! What do you want?” he snapped at me, using the tone I was accustomed to.

“Can I speak to you inside, please?”

His hesitation prompted me to say, “I learned you were a good friend of Walter’s.”

He stepped outside and gestured toward chairs on his front porch. “We can sit out here.”

“Arthur, I’m sorry you lost your friend. How long had you lived here as a neighbor?”

“I grew up in this house. My parents were friends with the McCrackens. My wife and I ended up living here after my parents passed away. After Walter's wife died and he moved back to this house, we became closer. Especially after my Trudy died.” With a catch in his voice, Arthur said, “Now, what do you want?”

“I’m sorry we’ve caused you so much upset with the haunted house. I can understand you being concerned about it. Tonight is our last night, and we want to leave on good terms.”

Arthur was caught off guard. I could tell he expected something different from me. His eyes softened as he replied, “Thank you for those kind words. I’m afraid we all may have gotten off on the wrong foot. You cannot know the pain of seeing that once grand home sitting there, deteriorating, abandoned. No lights turning on at night. It’s so sad.”

“Arthur, thank you for talking to me. I know you are concerned about what will become of the mansion now that Walter’s gone. There are many of us who want it to be brought back to life and not torn down. Is that what you want also?”

He nodded. “Absolutely. I realize it’s too big and expensive for most folk. But I sure don’t want the land divided into smaller lots, nor the home broken up into apartments. Katie, please don’t misjudge me, but I did something bad, and I feel I must confess. I pulled up the surveyor’s stakes and left a nasty message.”

Trying to keep a straight face, I responded. “I won’t judge you on that, Arthur. But I appreciate you telling me. We’ve been having some unusual things happening, and now this explains a few of them.”

“I’m so ashamed of my recent behavior. I’ll clean the red paint off the building as soon as you’re gone,” he said.
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Aubrey was already at the mansion when I got there. Cindy had heard about the fake bloody shirt from Nosey Neenah, and Aubrey said the two of them were off prowling around the estate like they were looking for trouble.

“Cindy’s working herself into a tizzy with help from Neenah,” Aubrey said, closing her eyes and holding her hands up against her chest like she was praying. “Please let me get through tonight and give total control of this place back to her.”

We saw the two women heading back to the house, so I took the moment to tell Aubrey about my conversation with Arthur.

“See, this is all no big deal,” Aubrey said. “I figured it was kids horsing around, but I’m grateful you spoke to him and got that out of him. As you know, he and I are involved in a very contentious relationship. I’m so happy and proud of what Winnie and everyone pulled together here, but good grief, what a bunch of horsing around. I’ll get through tonight and then come and enjoy a drink at the pub. Then tomorrow, clear this place out.” She slapped her hands together as though getting rid of all the problems.

We watched Neenah break away and head back to her property.

Cindy fidgeted and pursed her lips in concern when she caught up with us. “It seems I’m hearing about more and more strange incidents. Are you keeping things from me, Aubrey? Maybe we should cancel the event for tonight. I don’t want anyone hurt on the property or more damage done.”

Aubrey refused vehemently to let that stop the house from opening tonight. “On the contrary. I think we should highlight all the creepy stuff going on around here. More creepy. More scary. Bigger draw.”

“Don’t poke fun at my concerns!” Cindy ordered. “We’ve had a man murdered, surveyor’s property destroyed, threatening messages left both outside and inside the house, and very curious so-called accidents here. Then that weird lights-out moment last night.”

“About that. I had Sammy Baker, a licensed electrical contractor, examine the electrical panel before we even started. I know a little about old houses and outdated wiring. He examined the situation here and saw no problems with the additional load we’d be putting on.”

“But the lights all went out,” Cindy said.

“Yes, they did, and they came back on, didn’t they?” Aubrey answered. “That’s not the first time in the world that power glitches happen. I had his employee, Rooster…love that nickname. Rooster will pop over this morning, and I’m sure he’ll confirm that everything looks fine, Cindy. So please leave it alone.”

“That reminds me, Aubrey, when Josh couldn’t find you last night, he asked me to tell you about a light left on way far back in the basement,” I said to Aubrey.

Cindy’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. “What? You promised you wouldn’t do anything in the basement."

“We didn’t,” Aubrey snapped back. “We just put something at the very top landing of the staircase to the basement.”

Cindy hurried away toward the interior basement door, mumbling, “I’ll check it out.”

Aubrey’s eyes narrowed. “She’s getting on my nerves. We just have to make it through tonight and then she can have her precious house all to herself. No tripping over us. And after we shared those letters with her last night. Boo hoo. All emotional. Now back to the usual worry wart Cindy.”

Last night felt like a dream. My Raven sprawled across a bed of ghostly papers. “I had a dream that we were supposed to find the letters. That Raven got a signal to push them out onto the floor for us to find.”

“A signal? From whom?” When she saw my expression, Aubrey’s eyes rolled back into her head. “Please don’t say from Molly McCracken like Cindy did.”

“Who else?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re just making more of this than accepting the simple fact your kitty cat can jump high. And in that process, of course, she knocks things down.”

“Did I tell you that Ella Winchester, the tarot card reader, met Raven? You should have seen it. It was like they were on the same wavelength. She thinks Raven has a special energy.”

“Spare me, Katie. It was fun, and you know I like history, but the whole ghost thing? Meh…right now, I’m worried Cindy will find something wrong and not let us open up tonight.”

“I’m going down there,” I said. “Whether she wants me to or not.”

Cindy had already worked her way back into the darkness beyond the electrical panel. I knew basements were a rarity in Florida because of the height of the water table. This one was nothing like the basements I’d seen up in Wisconsin. It was small, low-ceilinged, and dank. I saw Cindy’s shadow against a wall in the distance where a single lit bulb hung. She was pushing against an angled wooden panel.

“It appears someone has entered here recently,” Cindy said when I appeared at her side. She pushed harder on the wooden panel, and it creaked open. Sunlight poured in through the rectangular opening. We braced the panel open with a metal rod and climbed out the steps to the outside.

“Would this have been a storm shelter?” I asked.

“That and another way to have potatoes and root vegetables taken in for storage.” Cindy pointed out fresh breaks around the weedy shrubs that had overgrown and hid the entrance. “Appears someone cut the padlock and used this panel to get inside the house. They probably turned the light on.”

“Cindy, I hope you don’t think it’s our kids,” I said.

“I don’t know what to think. But entrance through this opening could explain things happening inside the house. Like the lights going on and off last night.”

She stepped back into the basement, pulled the chain to turn off the light, and climbed back out. With a kick at the hinged rod, the large piece of wood slammed back down. The sound was familiar to me.

“The attorney called and said he’s dropping off the key Walter gave him. And I’ll get the other one back from Aubrey soon. I’ll have to put on a new padlock here. And then I’ll be able to breathe easier.”

It was hard to read Cindy. Was it wrong of me to talk with Darnell about her? No, she still could be involved. It was not my job to prove her guilt or innocence.

I wouldn’t be helping here tonight because of the pub party. Aubrey got someone to cover my cauldron stirring, so that was good. I had to admit, I felt things were building up. Someone was messing with the haunted house attraction. At least now the red letters painted on the house and the survey stakes being pulled were explained.

We walked around to the front of the house, where attorney Norman Fortinelli waited on the front porch with his key for the McCracken mansion.

I excused myself but hung close by, pretending to tidy the ticket tables on the front lawn in order to overhear their conversation.

“Thank you for the key, Mr. Fortinelli. My other concern is about the situation with Walter’s directives regarding the house?”

“Yes, you were going to see if you could find the handwritten paper where he spelled that out,” the attorney said.

“I cleaned out Walter’s apartment, and I couldn’t find it.”

“Tell you what Cindy, I’ll have my secretary go back into the files again to see what we have while you keep looking on your end. I would like to get this estate closed and have all of Walter’s last wishes carried out. But you understand, it’s only your word at this point.”

“And ah, Mr. Fortinelli, about my past due wages, could you speak to your brother about that, please? It would mean a great deal to me.”

“My brother is gone to Biloxi for the day but should be back tonight for the Chamber party.”

“My friend Aubrey is an accountant, and she said…”

“Now Cindy, money questions are best saved for Dexter to address. I know he’s trying to wrap the books and figure out just how much money is still in the estate. Now, I need my executor fees out, as well as overdue legal and accounting fees. Then there are the past due taxes on the property, funeral costs, and so on. I imagine if the woman claiming to be Walter’s granddaughter ends up with it, she’ll just sell to the investor to get rid of the place. It really is in bad repair. You, of all people, should see that.”

Now I found myself rooting for Cindy to stay strong and not let the guy walk all over her.

Hooray, she kept talking. “Aubrey sensed something amiss with the accounting issue. She said the accountant should easily know about the money available. Why didn’t he pay me? Why didn’t he pay the property taxes?”

But Norman smoothly rebutted her. “Walter was of sound mind and able to make financial decisions. It’s not like my brother Dexter could write his own checks and sign them. Dexter is well respected, and I won’t have some work-from-home accountant suggest otherwise. The community holds my firm in high esteem.”

Dang, Cindy demurred to him, saying, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest that. It’s just that…”

“Listen, Cindy, if our police department confirms Paul is the real McCracken…haha, things will start happening. Especially if that Ruby Flowers turns out to be his flesh and blood. Isn’t DNA amazing? If all that falls into place, I will happily let her know she has inherited a broken-down mansion, even if she’s a convicted felon for the murder of her father. That part is out of my hands. Now, if you find correspondence that can be verified as being written by Walter, then we have another avenue to pursue. If neither her claim of heritage nor your letter proves valid, then the estate will go on the auction block. And after our fees and taxes, there may be some funds left to cover your past due wages, but my brother would be the one to handle all that.”


CHAPTER TWENTY



My duties at Paddy’s Pub called, and I had to leave. After hearing the pompous comments from the attorney, I felt even worse about throwing her name out as a possible suspect to our chief of police, but the deed was done.

Paul McCracken's true identity was crucial to solving the murder case. Tonight, I hoped to see Blaire at our Monster Pash party and find out what she’d learned from her contacts with California authorities. Plus, I had a scheduled meeting with Blair’s mother, Hannah Nelson, to confirm final details for her Chamber of Commerce party. Maybe she would have something to share about the contents of the package as well.

My first stop was my apartment to grab my purple witch costume and leave out bowls of candy for any trick-or-treaters who might come by.

Grace and Brad were outside with their kids and called me over to show off their costumes. “We dressed up early. They are so ready to start trick or treating,” Grace said, dressed again in the 1930s maid costume she’d worn last night.

“Did you like the maid costume?” I teased Brad.

He laughed and nuzzled Grace’s neck. “I found it rather titillating for some strange reason. A disconcerting reaction but a good one.”

“And not the one I expected,” Grace leaned into her handsome husband and kissed him on the cheek.

They were so cute together. “Are you two coming to the pub party tonight?”

“Are you kidding?” Brad said. “We’ve got blocks to walk and two sugar-high kids to put to bed tonight.”

“Wish you good luck with all of that,” I called out to them before I circled around the side of the house. I loved the nesting I’d done here. I felt so settled in. Raven was happy to see me, purring and circling round and round, rubbing against me.

I grabbed a quick bite to eat before heading out for the pub. Raven was one unhappy kitty when she realized I was leaving again without her. “Sorry, girl, can't come with me tonight. I’ve got places to go and people to see.”

Outside the pub, three teenage girls were taking selfies with Vampire Mel, giving him kisses on his cheek and rubbing his chest. Next in line, a mother waited with her young boy, who was dressed just like Mel. She was trying to distract him from witnessing the goofy antics of the girls. It all seemed harmless to me but not to her. Boy, I couldn't imagine how difficult it must be for parents in this day and age.

Hannah was upstairs in our Waterford banquet room. She was arranging award plaques on the table for tonight’s chamber party. “How’s it going?” I asked. “Do you need more room for all of this?”

She picked up a bouquet of flowers from a box on the floor and added it to the awards table. “Nope, Katie, this should do it.” With deft hands, she readjusted the blooms and stepped back to admire the arrangement.

“The microphone at the speaker’s podium is wired up, and we cleared a spot in the corner to put the video camera for the live internet broadcast.”

“I think you’ve thought of everything,” Hannah said. “Oh, except, could I get a small entry table in the hallway where we can lay the programs on?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll see to that. I have a question for you. Do you know if Blaire has confirmed that the murder victim was a real McCracken heir?”

Tucking the box under the table skirt, Hannah rose and said, “She got confirming information from California, but I didn’t get into any great depth about it, so you’ll have to ask her. She seemed very confident that the poor man was telling the truth.”

“I suppose the DNA result will be the final proof,” I said.

“How could they do a DNA test on Walter?” Hannah asked. “He was cremated, right?”

“He was, but Blaire collected evidence from his hairbrush in his Cove Cares apartment and sent that, along with Paul’s DNA sample, to the testing company.”

“If you’ve got a minute, let me put my reporter hat on and ask you a couple of questions. I know about Slim’s girlfriend, Ruby, being mixed up in the murder. Blaire has sent in her DNA now, too. But is there anything that you might want to share with a hard-hitting journalist? Eve mentioned there have been some odd things happening at the McCracken place. Do they have anything to do with the murder?”

“We cleared up who was involved in a couple of those things this morning, and the culprit is going to clean things up,” I said.

Hannah asked. “Will Darnell charge her with vandalism?”

Oh boy, I hadn’t thought of that. Should I report on Arthur’s behavior? My inclination was to let it go. He was an old man who’d lost his friend and was seeing a life he knew being changed forever. Plus, he was going to make amends for what he had done. Was it a lesson learned? There seemed to be no point in Arthur being fined. I decided to let Cindy handle the house damage and let Carter Duvall decide if he wanted to pursue charges for the damage to his sign and his surveyor’s equipment.

“You know, Hannah, I’m not sure just where that will all land. You asked if Darnell would charge her. Why do you think it’s a woman?”

“Truthfully, I had someone specific in mind. She lives by the mansion and always seems to have an opinion about what should and shouldn’t be done in that neighborhood. Writes letters to the editor over every little thing. Confidentially, she strikes me as a troublemaker, a busybody. But I guess that doesn’t lead to vandalism.”

“Neenah?” I asked. Hannah hesitated as though not wanting to gossip about someone out loud. “Alright. Blink once for yes and twice for no.”

Watching her blink once, I chuckled. “Well, it’s not her, so I’ll leave it at that.”

“What about the investigation into the murder?” Hannah asked.

“I just spoke to Darnell this morning. There are a number of suspects, but I’m afraid the main one is still Ruby.”

“Is Darnell looking at the developer who is trying to buy the property? I heard he’s super aggressive. Roger Collins told me about it when he brought in copy for an ad they want to run for the proposed Seaside Ridge community. I know Roger pretty well, and he was concerned by the aggressiveness of the developer.”

“They also had a big signboard being made up to put on the land for the new development,” I said. “He is someone on Darnell’s radar.”

“Do you think Paul might have been taken out by them to get rid of a claim against the estate?”

“I like the way you think, Hannah. Do you know the Fortinelli brothers? I met Norman today, and he was a little off-putting. He sounded eager to settle the estate. But now it is stalled, awaiting DNA results.”

“I know the brothers. They inherited the business from their father, who was well respected. But those two, eh, not so much. Their father was an upright and good-hearted citizen, but my interactions with his sons are limited. I’ve never seen their names come up in my paper under charitable organizations or being on the board of the bank like their father was. They’ll be here tonight, so maybe you can meet Dexter then.”

“Norman mentioned that Dexter might be late because he was returning from Biloxi.”

Hannah’s belly laugh startled me. “Late and broke. Casinos are legal in Mississippi, and he’s a big-time gambler. Now I’d better get home and get dolled up for tonight.”

Downstairs, I checked in with the kitchen staff regarding the appetizers for the chamber event and the setup for tonight’s Monster Bash Halloween party. Things seemed on track.

Slim was especially light-hearted. He was busy at the moment but asked me to meet him in the office in ten minutes. He had some exciting news.

And Liam, my cute Irish cousin and our bar manager, had come up with a sharp-looking cowboy costume. He nonchalantly asked if Aubrey would be in tonight after she closed up the haunted house. 

“She sure will. I know she’s looking forward to getting the fundraiser wrapped up. It’s been a long week.”

Liam responded with a smile, "I'm glad to hear that."

“Why the cowboy outfit?” I asked.

"I'm trying to adopt a more American appearance.” Liam tilted his head slightly and added playfully, “Even back in Ireland, the American cowboy holds a certain mystery of danger and excitement.”

“And that’s what you want Aubrey to see?” I teased.

He blushed and admitted that he hoped she found it attractive.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



I enjoyed looking out our office window down to the river, where the sunlight was lowering and creating long shadows. While I waited for Slim, I saw trick-or-treaters making their way along the streets of Seaside Cove. The Galavanting Grannies would start to sell tickets to the last night of the haunted house attraction soon. Everyone would be in their station by now. Honestly, I wish I could be there with them all. Despite a few hiccups, it had been a lot of fun.

When Slim showed up, he closed the door behind him. “Katie, I have the best news! But you must promise this won’t leave the office.”

“You’re engaged!” My first thought and hope for them popped out of my lips. But alas, it wasn’t the news.

Slim stepped back in surprise and embarrassment. “No, ma’am. Not this old sailor.” After a thoughtful second, he added, “Not yet. But I think there’s a good chance that the murderer will be engaged with the law tonight!”

“Really? That’s wonderful.” I pulled out a chair for him. “I don’t have much time, so spill the good news, Slim.”

For the next few minutes, I listened as Slim told me an almost unbelievable story. He explained that Ruby’s boss, Butch Kane, heard about the mess Ruby found herself in. He was, in Slim’s own words, pissed off about it and offered his help if there was anything he could do.

Slim was well aware that Butch was involved in shadier activities, and his bar sat in the seedy part of town. However, Slim revealed Butch had uncovered new information that could completely change the situation. And I soon learned that this might also explain our discovery earlier in the day when we found evidence of someone gaining entry to the house through the exterior basement doors.

Shortly after talking with Slim on Thursday, Butch met a shady man at the Salty Dog who bragged about an upcoming arson job in this two-bit town, as he called it. Butch acted interested, so the guy just kept talking. He learned the crook had already cased the place and planned to start the fire near the electrical panel in the basement, so it would appear to be caused by faulty wiring. Claiming no one would get hurt and the insurance companies deserved payback for overcharging.

“Butch is a live and let live kind of guy,” Slim said. “No questions asked, no explanations given. He minds his own business. But this time, he bought the guy a drink and let him ramble on. Turns out it is the McCracken place! That’s not want the hired arsonist said, but it didn’t take much to put two and two together. Butch asks the guy if the owner is hiring him for the job? And he drops the bombshell that it’s a guy who wants to buy the property. Has to be the developer, don’t you think?”

I couldn’t believe my ears. Could this be the connection we’d been hoping to find? “Slim, this is scary. Someone’s going to start a fire right when the haunted house tours are going on?”

“No, according to Butch, the guy said the job would go down late on Saturday night when the house was empty. He would make sure no one was there because he didn’t want to be caught up in someone dying.”

“So, it’s going to happen tonight? You’ve got to hurry and let Darnell know. This would be awful if they burned the house down!”

“Darnell has been involved, Katie. I brought him in. Butch never saw the guy again after Thursday. But undercover police will be inside the house during the tour tonight, waiting in the shadows. They’ll stay and wait for him to show up. They want to catch the guy in the act!”

That was a relief! “So, Darnell is going to catch the arsonist in the act and get him to tell who hired him. And you’re all thinking it’s Carter Duvall?”

“That’s the plan. But if he doesn’t cough up the name of the guy who hired him, Darnell has other people who’ve pointed at that Carter guy already. A neighbor, Neenah Hall, came to the chief and said that Carter Duvall told her that as soon as the haunted house people were out of the way, he would make his move and get the property. Then he’d buy hers.”

Well, good for Neenah to let Darnell know that. Maybe I didn’t give her enough credit. I hope Slim's joy won't be squashed if this takedown doesn't happen.

Slim continued, “And Darnell’s got another ace in the hole. Roger Collins didn’t come forward like Neenah, but he was sure to have some idea how much Carter wanted the property.”

“He thinks Roger might be involved in the scheme?” I asked.

Slim shrugged. “He’s pretty tight-lipped about that but said if there’s some layer of secrecy over Carter, he could have Neenah wear a wire and get Carter to talk, just like on one of those television crime shows.”

“This will put a bullseye on Carter Duvall for the murder of Paul McCracken, too,” I said. “Or for hiring someone to murder him.”

“Exactly,” Slim said. “But remember, chief told us to lie low and keep quiet. The fewer who know about this, the better. Talking could mess up everything.”

“Who else knows about the sting?”

“Me and Ruby do. Plus, Cindy, the woman that watches over the house.”

I didn’t tell Slim that I thought she might be a suspect. It was too late for that now. I had let Darnell know my suspicions, and it was his call to tell her about the arsonist.

As soon as Slim left, I got dressed in my purple witch costume. This was exciting news, leaving me hoping the murderer would be exposed tonight and Ruby could rest easy. I was basking in those feelings of happiness when my phone rang.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



With what I’d just listened to, my first thoughts jumped to now what had gone wrong? When Aubrey assured me that everything was running smoothly, it was an enormous relief. I couldn’t tell her about my concerns just yet, but I tried to convince her to leave everything when the tours were done and get on over here cause you have a cowboy waiting for you.

“Oh, I love me a cowboy. He’s cute, right? Please don’t tease me about this,” Aubrey said.

“Just get yourself over here and celebrate a successful fundraiser with me.”

The Chamber of Commerce guests would arrive soon. I finished dressing and went into the ladies’ room to put on witchy makeup instead of my creepy witch mask for tonight.

The news was still sinking in. I would feel better when I saw Aubrey’s face. But my worrying genes were too strong, and I began to fret about the book club ladies at the house, plus Winnie and the ticket sellers. What if things went down badly? I figured these thoughts would stay with me until I saw the whites of their eyeballs.

The portable bar in the Waterford room was set up, with staff ready and waiting with the first round of hors d'oeuvres trays to offer the guests who had arrived.

Maeve joined me in welcoming the chamber members wearing an emerald green fairy costume, with glitter adorning the bodice and skirt. Her sweet face sparkled with shimmery greens and golds, and she donned delicate fairy wings made of a sheer material that fluttered behind her.

“Well, don’t you make the cutest Irish fairy,” I exclaimed when I saw her. “I didn’t know you’d gotten a new outfit for tonight.”

A giggle escaped her lips. “I’m done with the fake cuts and blood. I always dreamed of being a fluttering fairy from the forest. It makes me feel young again.”

Fred and Fran Green joined us, dressed as Gomez and Morticia Addams. Maeve wasn’t familiar with the Addams family movies, so Fran took a minute to explain what their costumes were about while I talked with Fred, thanking him for the donation of the coffin at the haunted house.

“Nice to see you again today,” Norman Fortinelli said to me as he walked up. “Fred, my man! Great costume!”

“So is yours,” Fred said, admiring Norman’s Dracula outfit.

“I think your greeter downstairs got his costume the same place I did,” Norman said with a grin that showed his vampire teeth.

“Oh, you mean Mel! You might be right. Did your brother make it back for this evening?” I asked.

“You mean that clown?” Norman said as a tall man dressed in an elaborate costume walked up. He had well-done face makeup with the typical clown smile and stylized eyebrows painted on, along with a big red bulb on his nose.

“He’s right here. The circus let him off for the night.”

They both started laughing, and all of us joined in.

“Just made it in time for the festivities,” Dexter said.

“Say, Dexter, I haven’t been able to get through to you. Can you call me on Monday? I have some questions about my books,” Fred said with a big, loose grin.

“I’ll try,” Dexter said, squeezing his bulbous nose and producing a honking sound. “Never know when the circus will come calling again, though.”

“Will we see you downstairs for the pub party tonight?” Maeve asked. “I see you’re holding a very frightening-looking clown mask behind you. You might win the costume contest with it.”

Dexter seemed like he’d been surprised by the question. “Oh, it’s a silly mask. I think I’ll just stay with my red nose and face paint.”

“Norman, not to break the fun mood, but since we talked earlier today,” I said. “I’ve gotten credible information that Paul McCracken is truly Walter’s son. So that will put an end to any question about that. I thought it was important for you to know.”

“Well, now, that is some big news,” Norman said. “Step by step, we’ll get this thing done. Right, brother? Next thing you know, we’ll be out from all the pressure, and you can get the books put to bed.”

I couldn’t tell if it was his brother’s elbow to his clown stomach that created the odd-sounding groan, but it prompted Maeve to ask Dexter if he was okay.

“Just that my big brother is stronger than he thinks,” Dexter said, grabbing his stomach and rolling around like a Weeble Doll I’d once had. His actions got everyone laughing again.

“Say, is this Ruby here tonight, by any chance?” Norman asked. “I’d like to meet her.”

“Just watch for Belle,” I said. Noticing the questioning faces, I explained that Belle was the name of the Disney princess in Beauty and the Beast.

“Ah, I remember that movie. My granddaughter loved it.”

“Slim, our cook and her boyfriend, will be the Beast. They’ll be the ones celebrating her recognition as a McCracken.”

“And truly a cause for celebration. By my best judgment, the estate would have gone to Paul, but now that he is no longer with us, it would go to his next of kin, Ruby.”

Maeve said, “It took a mighty amount of persuasion from Slim to get her to agree to come tonight. I’m so glad they’ll be here.”

“Isn’t the murder investigation still underway?” Fred asked. “If she’s guilty of that, wouldn’t it change things?”

“It would be best if the murderer is found. For everyone’s sake,” Norman said. “I hope it isn’t true that she murdered Paul because what a fairytale story if she could inherit the place and move on with her life.”

Our little group broke up just as Marge from the Sew-Sew shop tapped my shoulder and told me that Jesse might not make it. That was disappointing. I’d hoped I could buy him a pint tonight.

Roger Collins was here, accompanied by Carter Duvall. Gosh, I hope this can all wrap up tonight. Carter’s hired arsonist, caught in the act and getting arrested, was a start. Then, a confession wrung out of Carter by midnight. And Ruby would have smooth sailing!

But an unexpected shutter went through my body.

Something seemed off.

I figuratively slapped myself upside my head.

Snap out of it!


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



The mingling time for Hannah’s group was wrapping up. They were settling down to listen to her speak and give out awards. I slipped away to check how things were going downstairs.

The band had set up on our small stage, now decorated with spider webs and dangling skeletons. A smoke machine sent out a low-lying fog across the dance floor, where orange lights pulsed. Jack-o’-lanterns flickered on each table, casting a spooky glow across the room.

An abundance of pirate costumes were making their second appearance of the year, having survived the pirate festival this past summer. Clowns and witches, vampires, and supervillains danced and drank. Seven dwarves gathered around a lovely Snow White and were keeping Liam busy filling their order. Ursula, the villainous sea witch from The Little Mermaid, was holding court on a corner table.

Liam was going to be one of the costume contest judges, along with mayor Tim Douglas and realtor Peg Larson. They were going to have a hard time deciding the winners. But right now, he waved me over to ask if Aubrey would be here soon.

“She should be here any minute now. Maybe the tours ran a little longer tonight,” I said, trying not to let him know I was worried about her again. What if she kept the house open later? What if the arsonist got impatient and slipped inside without waiting until the place closed?

I couldn’t shake my fears that this might not go as Darnell and his officers expected. Though it was only a few hours ago that Slim told me about this, I already felt like it had been a lifetime. Was the guy going to get a signal to slip inside the house? Would he have another way to get in and the police wouldn’t see him? If he knew about that outside basement entrance panel, that could have been the figure we saw walking away after the lights came back on last night. The door dropping shut would have been the big bang we heard. That was creepy. The guy might have even come through the house in a costume and scoped the place out.

Still worried about the whole thing, I called. Aubrey said everything seemed to be going smoothly. I hear her taps on the wooden casket as she tells me, “Knock on wood, almost closing time,” she says.

“Aren’t you supposed to be closed by now?” I asked.

“No, we had extended hours today because of it being Halloween night. It's only a short while longer, and if we can keep everyone on track, I’ll be at the pub in no time. The band kids will ditch us as soon as the doors close. They are planning to go to a party at one of their houses. Why are you so nervous?”

“I’m just worried about you, what with the murder and the threatening messages. I’ll be glad when you’re all done and out of that house. Is Blaire there watching things?”

“The murder? Geez Katie. You’re just looking for something to worry about. That murder has nothing to do with our high school band fundraiser. And yes, Blaire and several other officers are here. Probably because it’s Halloween night. Cindy seems extra fidgety, too. It’s like every time I turn around, I see her prowling, looking out the windows, or watching the visitors touring the place.”

“Promise you’ll just lock up and come right over here,” I said.

“Cindy said the same thing,” Aubrey said. “Are you two hatching up some sort of surprise?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Many of the adult volunteers from the haunted house hadn’t planned on stopping by the pub tonight. I was pleasantly surprised when I saw Winnie and her Galavanting Grannies push through the front door, still dressed in their cheerleader outfits. The gals burst out with a cheer routine and the entire pub erupted into wild applause, along with lots of hoots and hollers.

Aubrey wasn’t with them, but when I pinned Winnie down, she whispered that Aubrey had a surprise involving Darnell and about five other officers.

“When we were closin’ up, she learned somethin’ was gonna happen at the house, but I don’t rightly know what. Looky, there she is now!” Winnie said, raising her glass of diet soda to point in the direction of the front door.

The relief of seeing my friend safe weakened my knees. I finally felt like I could relax. She was okay.

But before I even got to her, Aubrey jerked her head in the direction of the dark coffee shop. I met her there, and she finally fessed up to me, confirming that the police had been stationed throughout the house and grounds all during the event tonight.

“So, you knew all along?” I asked.

“Don’t be upset with me. The police warned me I couldn’t tell anyone because it was of utmost importance that the operation be completed without anyone acting suspiciously. The arsonist entered via that storm cellar entrance on the outside of the house. They arrested him while he was setting fire to some rags.”

“I don’t remember seeing or smelling any dirty rags when Cindy and I went down there this morning,” I said.

“He probably brought them with him to stage the fire.”

“Did you know how the police knew about this guy?” I asked.

“No. Darnell just told me I had to keep mum about it and tell no one. You can’t believe how badly I wanted to talk to you about it. He just told me this afternoon. Isn’t it great? Aubrey lightly clapped her hands and clasped them to her chest. “They stopped a horrible arsonist from burning down the McCracken mansion.”

“I can add to your story. But we can talk more later.”

Aubrey punched me in the shoulder. “So, you knew about it too? What the heck is going on?”

“Slim told just me all about it a few hours ago,” I said.

Aubrey was totally surprised by that news. “Why would he know about my arsonist?”

“He and Ruby’s boss were the ones who brought the plot to Darnell’s attention, thank God. And it’s tied in with the developer.” I stopped myself as I saw Carter Duvall watching us from across the hallway. I leaned in. “Look, Aubrey, I can’t say more now, but there’s a good chance that Paul’s murderer will be arrested soon. And it’s not Ruby! Come on, your cowboy awaits.”

We walked right past Carter and Roger, their eyes following us as we weaved our way through the tables on our way to the bar.

Leaving Aubrey in Liam’s skilled hands, I looked around the room. Carter and Roger were still standing near the entrance, and they didn’t see Darnell and two officers enter the building. This was going more quickly than I’d thought. Would he arrest Carter Duvall right here in front of everyone?

The band started playing the old Monster Mash tune and the dance floor filled up with costumed monsters, pirates, clowns, and witches. I lost sight of Darnell for a few moments but then saw him walking up the staircase with Carter and Paddy. Maybe he was looking for a quieter spot to interrogate him, like our office upstairs.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



I considered following them and putting my ear to the door but decided against it. There would be time later to find out what was said. He’ll probably just deny any connection with the arsonist. Then backup witnesses like Neenah and Roger could be brought in to make him change his tune.

Ruby arrived in her yellow princess ball gown. With a mask on, I don’t think anyone knew who she was. Her appearance was so altered by the full ballroom dress with long yellow gloves and an ornate eye mask of jewels and feathers that I don’t think anyone recognized the hard-edged, scrawny bartender with the crepey skin from long years in the Florida sun. Now her hard edges were softened as she floated across the room. Heads turned, and several guests stopped to chat with her. I knew how nervous she must feel, being so out of her element. On my way to greet her, I got waylaid by Jesse reaching for me.

“Hey gorgeous, did I tell you purple is my favorite color? Especially on redheads.”

I smiled up at him, happy I hadn’t put on my creepy witch mask. “I did not know that. But that’s good to hear. Your mom said you might not be here tonight.”

“Were you sad?” he teased.

“I had to fight back my tears,” I said, putting on my best sad face.

“Where were you headed with such purpose?” he asked. “I wanted that pint of beer you promised me.”

I wavered. Ruby seemed fine. She’s probably going to go back to the kitchen to find Slim and make him put on his beast costume. Or outside for a smoke.

“Well, am I keeping you from something?” Jesse asked.

I decided to finally relax and enjoy the evening. “Nothing that can’t wait. Come on, Mr. Fisherman, let me get you that beer.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Paddy, in his leprechaun costume, came downstairs and joined me and Jesse. Paddy let us know that Carter denied any involvement in the wrongdoing, but that Darnell will work to disprove that. “Carter said that killing Paul was never on his radar, claiming the guy could be bought off cheaper than it would cost for a hit man and for a lot less trouble.”

“Is Darnell still here?” I asked.

“No, he went back to the station to handle the processing and report writing for the arsonist arrest,” Paddy answered.

“Nice costume, Paddy,” Jesse said. Paddy looked down at his round tummy, pushing against the vibrant green jacket. Atop his head sat a big green top hat with curly red hair peeking out around the edges. He patted his tummy and laughed. “I feel better being down with you all than up in the office during a police interview!”

When Paddy left us to mingle with the customers, I gave Jesse a quick rundown of what had been happening.

“Boy am I out of the loop of what’s going on here in town,” Jesse said. “I’d better make a point of getting here more often. You say Ruby from the Salty Dog might inherit the entire estate?”

“It’s looking that way. This has been a fast-moving investigation. In fact, threats at the house were involved. We thought they must have come from someone who had a key to get in.”

“But then you learned the arsonist entered from the outside,” Jesse said.

“I know. Another question was, who would have known Paul would be there that night?”

“And who would have motive? Money is a motive for murder,” Jesse said.

“He didn’t have any by the looks of him,” I said.

“Was there money in the estate?”

“That’s a good question. The property taxes were so far behind that house was set to go to auction. That’s where Carter planned on getting the land cheaply,” I said. “I would have thought his attorney Norman would have known more, but when Cindy questioned him about past due wages owed to her, he passed the question on to his brother. Dexter did the accounting at the firm. Norman made it sound like the estate was almost worthless.”

“Sounds like quite a mess,” Jesse said. “I totally trust Aubrey as my accountant.”

His words brought Aubrey’s questions back to me. She’d wondered how any good accountant could let things get so far behind. Then there was Norman’s arrogant rebuttal when Cindy suggested the accounting wasn’t up to snuff. Biloxi? Gambling? Broke?

Norman’s sudden approach startled me. “Was that Ruby who just walked through? She sure doesn’t look like a murderer, all pretty in that yellow ball gown. I would like to meet her tonight to set up an appointment. Could you introduce us?”

“Sure, but I’m surprised you didn’t try to reach her before now,” I said.

Norman dismissively waved his hand. “I was hoping my brother would have more updated information on Walter’s finances before I spoke to her.”

“Was Dexter always so far behind with his work? Or was it that Walter died unexpectedly?” I asked.

Norman’s attitude shifted. “I understand where you’re coming from. I’m getting worried about Dexter myself. He seems out of sorts. Have you seen him?” Norman said before leaning in closer. “Me thinks he lost more money today to the devil that sits on his shoulder when he gambles.”

Ruby, in her bright yellow dress, moved through the crowd of people on the dance floor. She was heading down the back hall.

Close behind her walked a tall, bow-legged clown.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



The band’s sound grew louder.

My vision tunneled through the Halloween merrymakers.

From a distance, I heard Jesse speak in a garbled voice.

The clown turned and saw me, a macabre grin on his mask.

I couldn’t catch my breath.

I had to get to them.

They were both disappearing down the hall.

Weaving between tables and dancers, I felt like I was moving in slow motion.

I could no longer see Ruby.

The clown turned the corner.

Out of sight.

As if in a dream, I tried to call out to Beauty, but I couldn’t find my voice.

Where was Slim?

Outside.

A cigarette.

Hurry!

The back door was ajar…a dim parking lot.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



The clown held his polka-dot necktie in his hands and raised it…his action happened so quickly that I could barely make out what he had just done. He wrapped the tie tightly in his fists and now had it over Ruby's throat, choking her.

She struggled to loosen the tie. Straining to breathe. But her assailant, taller and stronger, continued to tighten the tie around her neck. Choking off her airway. She flayed, getting tangled up in her costume. Then, suddenly slumped over.

A scream erupted from my throat as I raced toward them. The clown spun toward the sound. His wicked grin mocked me. He released the necktie to fend off my attack.

I saw a fist come flying at me. It made contact. I fell to the ground as footsteps rushed past me.

In a blurry daze, I felt myself being helped up. I leaned against Jesse’s shoulder for support.

As my vision cleared, I saw Slim pinning the clown to the ground with his knee on his back and his arms restrained.

Ruby moved, raising herself to a sitting position and pulling her mask off.

Blaire ran past me and put handcuffs on the clown lying on the ground before yanking him up to standing and removing his mask.

Slim knelt by Ruby’s side, tightly wrapping his arms around her.

“Anyone know this bum?” Blaire asked.

“Dexter Fortinelli,” I said. “He embezzled from your grandfather, Ruby. Probably murdered your father, too.”

“You killed my father?” Ruby screamed, her words slicing through the tension like a knife. "You thought you could get away with it all?"

Dexter sneered. “I almost did.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



Instead of parading the handcuffed man who had tried to murder Ruby through the lobby, Blaire took him up the back staircase to our office to wait for Chief Darnell to get here.

Jesse walked me back inside. “Maybe I should run you over to the immediate care center to get an X-ray. He might have broken your nose.”

“I’m okay,” I said. But something started to hurt when I bent down to pick up the oversized clown shoes lying in the back hallway. “What a joke he was.”

“What made you run out there,” Jesse said. “I wasn’t far behind you when I heard your scream.”

“Pieces fell into place. When I saw the clown following Ruby outside, I knew. He was the person who murdered Paul. And now was his chance to take out his last obstacle to cover his crimes.”

Back in the pub, I located Norman and told him I found his brother and where he was. I gave Liam directions to talk to the band and have them announce the costume contest would begin shortly. No need to disturb the party.

I asked Jesse to wait for me down here while I went up to the office. He insisted on sticking by my side. We found Paddy standing guard with crossed arms in front of the office door.

“Thanks for taking care of her,” he said to Jesse.

“I’m glad I was there, sir,” Jesse said.

Ruby and Slim sat on the small sofa. While Norman stood over Dexter, seated in a straight-back chair. Dexter’s elaborate clown costume, now a sad mockery of the crime he had attempted to commit, looked cheap and tawdry under the overhead office lighting.

Chief Darnell entered the room behind us, looking toward me and touching my arm, acknowledging my injury. He spoke softly, saying, “Glad you’re okay.”

Then he stepped over to Ruby and asked if she wanted medical attention. She refused. Her dress was dirty and torn. Her throat was red and raw.

His next words were, “Good job, Officer Nelson.”

“Thank you, sir, glad I stopped in.”

Behind them, Norman began grilling his brother. “What’s going on Dexter? What made you do this?”

Dexter’s earlier cocky attitude toward Ruby had disappeared. The reality of facing his brother knocked him down a notch. "Things were going along fine for so long,” Dexter said. “Walter had finally passed. I thought I could breathe easier and get out of the situation I was in.”

“And what situation was that?” Darnell asked the clown, with his hands still locked behind him.

“Saving myself from getting found out for taking money that doesn’t belong to me.”

Norman couldn’t believe what he heard. “What in the world made you do that? How could you? You’ve put our entire family and firm’s reputation on the line. For what? You could have come to me if you needed money. I would have helped you.”

Slim reached for Ruby’s hand. “He almost killed someone. To heck with your reputation.”

“Or sure, Norm. You wouldn’t have helped with my gambling debt. You told me you would never bail me out again.”

Norman gasped. “You told me you were getting out of your debt to the casino.”

“Well, I lied, big brother.” There was a shift in Dexter’s tone. Defeated yet defiant. “You were always the smart one. The heir apparent to the Fortinelli family dynasty. I was an add-on that Dad made you take. Can’t you figure it out? The McCracken family had fallen apart, and I saw a way to take from the old man. He was dying anyway. Moving it up a day or two didn’t seem like it would matter much.”

Gasps when the realization of what he said sunk into everyone gathered here.

Darnell asked him to clarify just what that last remark meant.

A wicked look appeared on Dexter’s face. “A pillow over his head and my troubles were over. The house would revert to the county for back taxes because there was no legal will in place. And no known next of kin until that guy showed up claiming to be Walter’s son. He messed everything up. No one would have had to know.”

“So, you had to get him out of the picture?”

“Righto, Mr. Policeman or chief or detective or whatever you are.”

"How did you know he’d be at the house that night?” I asked.

“Not hard my dear. Norman told me about him and who he was claiming to be. And that he was staying at the no-tell-motel dump of a place on the riverfront, so I just went there and watched for a chance. An opportune moment. He left, and I followed him. Nice stroll up to the old homestead and a whack with the tripod. But then that,” he said, jabbing his finger at Ruby. “…showed up. I hid while she looked around, calling his name. That woman has a mouth on her. You should have heard her cuss him out when she couldn’t find him.”

Ruby snarled out her words. “He was already dead when I got there? You lousy scum bag.” Slim gently restrained Ruby from lunging toward Dexter.

“Don’t go putting on like you care now, missy. I heard you say he could go to hell.”

“Why did it matter so much to you who got the estate? What would you have gained?” Norman asked his brother. “We wouldn’t have made any more or less money. We’re just hired to do our jobs, and we have plenty of other ones. I was looking to wrap this all up and move on.”

“That’s you. I wanted it to be done even more than you. Do you think I could tell you how deep in debt I was with my gambling? No way. You’d have kicked me out. The state would take my CPA accreditation away if they found out the irregularities in my accounting practices.”

Norman sat down and grabbed his head, shaking it slowly from side to side while his brother babbled on.

“If the state took the home because of taxes and he died intestate, the state probate court would settle the estate, and my tinkering would not come to light. They wouldn’t look at my accounting. Everyone would just wash their hands of it, and that developer could buy it, tear down the place, and new houses would come in with new families, and it would all be forgotten.”

“Don’t you remember his caregiver thought she had a claim to it, too?” Norman said.

“Ah yes, sweet Cindy Lou Altman. The caregiver everyone admired and Walter loved. Loved so much he was thinking of leaving the estate to her. To a caregiver! She was an obstacle to my end goal until last Tuesday when Paul appeared. I tried to convince Walter to forget about her. I gave him some malarky about the financial liability she’d be burdened with. Taxes to pay and all that. When Walter wasn’t going to take my advice and started telling you to give the house to her, I had to make a move. Snuffing out Walter a few days early, before formal papers were drawn up, took care of that. But then this guy claiming to be his son shows up. So, he had to go, too.”

Norman spit out, “Good god, man. Murder?”

“Oh, don’t be so high and mighty, Norman. You avoided looking too closely at the books. You visited him weekly just to run up the billings.”

Norman cringed.

“Cindy’s too dumb to know what I was doing and if she didn’t get the place or get to live there, so what?” Dexter asked. “I got rid of the son easy enough. Then, this crazy daughter shows up. She’s a hard ass. I can tell. Just like my father said the old lady was.”

Dexter turned his eyes toward me. “Then that broad over there goes mucking about in it all. Nosing around the old folks’ home and making trouble.”

“How’d you find out I was there?”

“I saw you. I watched you go in and talk to Cindy Lou. Both of you were in my way. I needed to get inside Walter’s apartment to search for and destroy any incriminating evidence.”

“You were the man in the hall on his cell phone?”

“Yes, ma’am. That was me. Sweet Cindy was more than happy to tell me who you were.”

“And why did you show up at the house to threaten me? And in the same costume?” I asked.

“That was stupid. My son plays in the band, and I went to see the place. No big deal. But then I could tell it was you with that auburn hair peeking out. I couldn’t let well enough alone, I guess.”

“So, you didn’t write any of the threatening notes found in the house?” I asked.

“No, why would I do that? The crazy haunted house circus would end, and come Monday, you’d all be gone. Then, assuming I’d succeed in eliminating the last person who stood in the way, proceedings to settle the estate could start.”

Dexter was put under arrest for attempted murder and left with a police officer. Darnell admitted he would love to have a cold one with Paddy before heading home. Jesse and I joined Aubrey and Liam at the corner of the bar.

“Who won the costume contest?” I asked.

“A man whose costume looked like he was holding his own head!” Aubrey said. “Most unearthly looking thing.”

“Glad I saw you struggling to get through the people,” Blaire said, giving me a hug.

“Me too. What were you doing here?”

She ran her hands down her police uniform. “Costume party-worthy? Just kidding. I came here looking for Darnell.”


CHAPTER THIRTY



Sunday morning in Seaside Cove meant cleanup time at the mansion. An arsonist and a murderer were securely ensconced in our jail, and things were looking good for Ruby.

Grace and her family came over to help, but also because she wanted her husband, Brad, to see the mansion.

Fred and Fran Green came by to pick up the antique casket and the ticket tables and chairs were picked up by the rental company.

A woman, almost dragging her teenage son along by his ears, showed up. “The band had a party at our house last night, and I overheard some of the kids talk about the pranks they’d done here. They were laughing about it. I did not think it was funny, especially to leave that shirt with the fake blood on it. Yech!”

His penance was to help us, and Aubrey gladly assigned him the task of taking down the yards of gauzy fabric hanging from trees and stair rails.

Arthur appeared, ready to clean off the writing on the outside of the house. When he learned about last night, he was almost giddy, because there were no plans to demolish the house.

Cindy showed up to make sure everything from the event was removed and the place locked up. She hadn’t heard about the other arrest last night. It was inwardly embarrassing for me because I’d practically accused her of committing the murder. But she didn’t know, and I silently apologized. She was saddened, though, because now, by all appearances, the property would go to Ruby.

“I’m sorry, Cindy, I know you hoped for a different outcome. You are a victim of Dexter, too. Perhaps Walter would have made arrangements for you had he not died so suddenly.”

“Is Ruby coming here today?” Cindy asked.

“She’s here already here,” I said. “Her and her boyfriend, our head chef at the pub, are walking the grounds.”

When we talked earlier, it still hadn’t sunk in that this place would be hers. Paul and Walter’s relationship was proved by DNA and her results would be here by tomorrow. Without a doubt, she had a lot to think over.

Norman Fortinelli showed up, which surprised me. He looked absolutely drained. He wanted to let Cindy know his secretary found the letter that Walter wrote about letting her live in the house since no living relatives were found.

“Obviously, with an heir being found, that changes things. I also owe you a big apology for not paying more attention to what my brother was up to. I will try to get your back pay out of the settlement, certainly ahead of anything owed my firm.”

He still hoped to get paid? My thought was he should be locked up with his brother for not seeing how money was being stolen from clients.

“I’d appreciate that,” Cindy said.

“Dexter saw an opportunity to defraud his client because he couldn’t pay his gambling markers when the casino called them in. I’ll hire an outside firm to audit our records.”

Ruby and Slim came walking along what had once been the driveway to the back garage. Norman apologized to her for his brother’s behavior.

“You know what, Mr. Fortinelli, your brother tried to kill me last night, so I’m really not in the mood for this conversation. I’ll be seeing you this week at your office.”

Norman nodded and left. I almost felt sorry for him, but I wasn’t quite there. I was glad he left and that the clouds left with him. The sun popped out and warmed the cool morning air.

Grace and Brad appeared on the front porch after their tour of the mansion. “I love the place even more than the first time I was here. What a gem it is. I hope the new owner doesn’t sell it or tear it down.”

“Grace, meet Ruby Flowers, who will soon be given the title to this property,” Aubrey said, pointing to Ruby. “Ruby, Grace is an attorney. Maybe you’d like to hire her to represent you in this process, as there could be a conflict of interest.”

“I don’t know what I can afford. I’ve never had an attorney except a public defender when I was arrested years ago.”

“We’ll help you figure it all out,” Aubrey said. “I know I’ll be looking over the auditor’s shoulder when he or she goes over the Fortinelli books. If that’s okay with you, Ruby.”

A smile curled my lips slightly. Dare I say what I was thinking. Could there be a Grace’s Guest House in the future after all? Things were yet to be settled, but it looked like a go-ahead for Ruby. Hopefully, funds would be found from insurance or a settlement that would help Ruby pay the back taxes. I caught the slight arch of Grace’s eye and realized her wheels were turning, too.

Blair showed up with Paul’s personal effects and the information sent from California. Both were minimal and spoke to the life of a man who’d lived simply. Ruby took extra time looking at a photograph found among his possessions. She turned the photo over and noticed a faded inscription on the back.

With mixed emotions, she said, “There’s an inscription that reads Paul and Sandy, Summer of '69.” Then, in a softer voice with a glisten in her eye, she murmured, “Hey, Mom and Dad.”

Ruby held up the photograph for us to see. The faded image showed a young man with wild, unkempt hair and a carefree smile standing next to a woman with flowers woven into her long hair. The resemblance was unmistakable…the man in the photo was none other than Paul McCracken and his love, Sandy Flowers. With a deep sigh, Ruby put the items back in the package and thanked Blaire for bringing them to her.

“Want to go inside your new home?” Aubrey asked Ruby.

Ruby looked up at Slim before she spoke. “I can’t picture myself living in that big old house by myself. It’s not at all my style. Plus, it needs so much work. If it’s okay, Slim and I found a little apartment above that old garage out there that would do just fine.”

“Your grandparent’s chauffeur used to live there,” I said.

“He did? Whoa, they must have been really rich. That’s bigger than my entire apartment. So, could I move in there? Slim said he’d help me fix it up. There’s electricity and plumbing in it already. And with what I save with rent maybe it would help pay taxes and stuff on the big house until I decide what to do with it.”

“Your father told me he used to play and hang out up there with his friends.”

“I like that,” Ruby said. “I’m still trying to forgive him for what he and my mother did to me. This might be a start.”

Aubrey said, “Come on, I’ll show you around inside. Raven found letters from your grandmother to your father Friday night. Reading them might help you understand your family.”

What a life-changing journey Ruby Flowers was beginning.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



Once the dust settled on everything, Ruby inherited the Walter McCracken estate. The county gave her time to catch up on the property taxes, so there was some relief for her there.

Ruby and Slim spent weeks happily cleaning up and renovating the space above the garage for Ruby to live. They retiled the shower and bathroom floor and had the hardwood floors refinished. The plaster walls were touched up and repainted. Ceiling fans were added to all the rooms. Windows were replaced, including the ones in the garage below. The kitchen cupboards were painted, and new appliances were brought in. In the bedroom, Ruby indulged herself by putting a large, plush area rug over the hardwood floor, saying she’d only ever had cheap carpet in her apartments.

They had lots of help from friends and new neighbors like Neenah. Privately Ruby told me she was glad that her little apartment was sheltered from Neenah’s living room window view. Despite Neenah’s disappointment at not selling her property to developers, she now had a new neighbor, who no doubt would keep a close eye on her.

Ruby was moved in before Christmas. Much of it due to Roger Collins providing services from his subcontractors free of charge. I’m certain it mollified his feelings of guilt for not recognizing the toxic effect of Carter Duvall’s unscrupulous actions.

Dexter’s fraud manipulations during the time of Walter’s decline were exposed, and sad to say, it had been going on with other clients as well. Aubrey was shocked at the depth of his deceit. She was part of the forensic audit that was done and explained it would be difficult to prove just how much money he managed to take out. His gambling records with the casinos were subpoenaed. A financial settlement would be forthcoming and help with taxes and required updates to the mansion. The litigation would take months to proceed through the courts.

Ruby suddenly being responsible for a huge old house and grounds, but without funds to sustain them into the future, left her in a quandary. Luck, fate, whatever you call it, stepped in and opened doors.

Grace’s volunteering to help out at the haunted house let her see the grandeur of the mansion, and that reignited her dream of owning a guest house. What had seemed a distant hope became a present possibility. And throw in an unfulfilled promise to Cindy. Well, things worked out there, too.

Within days, the fact that these three women—Ruby, a hardened bartender; Grace, an attorney and young mother; and Cindy, who looked for security in living out her life—were brought together. It was nothing short of serendipitous that all three of them were able to come up with a solution that worked for everyone involved.

Plans were being formulated for Grace to lease the house and grounds from Ruby with the caveat that she could have the first right of refusal should Ruby ever want to sell. She could have her dream guest house!

Cindy was included in their talks because Grace would need to hire someone to live in and manage the day-to-day operations, and she seemed the best person to do it. And being a caregiver at heart, she looked forward to welcoming guests to Grace’s Guest House.

Ruby rarely mentioned her father, except for one day when Raven and I dropped off a housewarming gift. It was the most emotional I’d ever seen her. She spoke briefly of her past life, including her record of petty crimes. But now, in Seaside Cove, she expressed her wish to grant her parents grace and forgiveness, just as she had been shown grace by the people here.

[image: ]


Aubrey’s Halloween decorations came down and, in anticipation of the Thanksgiving season, were quickly replaced by corn stalks, pumpkins, and gourds of all shapes and colors. Even though some stores in Seaside Cove had done Christmas decorating the day after Halloween, Aubrey was adamant none would show up at her house until after Thanksgiving.

Fall evenings saw Aubrey and I pouring through the papers found in the walls of the old bank building. We had more than a few glasses of wine together as we researched them on her antique dining table. Raven absolutely loved being part of it and tested our patience by wanting to lie on all the papers and then scurrying off, often sending them flying. I was intrigued by what we were discovering but could not have envisioned where it would lead us.

In the spirit of the season, Mannequin Mel proudly donned a pilgrim outfit. I found a huge turkey statue to put up alongside him. This would be our first Thanksgiving brunch in Paddy’s Pub. We arranged the tables in such a way that it felt like a large family gathering. The food service was served family style, and that was a big hit!

Fortinelli Financial and Legal Services became an abbreviated operation with a strict focus on family law. Anything involving offering financial services was scrubbed from the website, promotional material, and office signage.

With the exposure of Dexter’s malfeasance, more accounting business fell into Aubrey’s lap. She hired a recently retired accountant, an older man who found he missed his work and was excited to be able to work part-time again. His joining with Aubrey was a huge help in managing her new client load.

At the November book club meeting, Peaches’s clever and hilarious description of the Neenah Effect on Seaside Cove held the floor for a good fifteen minutes. Apparently, Neenah’s nosiness was more pervasive than I’d thought.

Sophia and Jack hosted a housewarming party at their new second home in Seaside Cove. This was a huge step for them, but Josh was such a good guy, and having him keep an eye on the place was a big factor in their decision. They had someone to check on the house and close up hurricane shutters when a storm threatened. Sophia had promised that they would all be there to ring in the New Year with a bang. She was keeping her fingers crossed that her brother Scott Drake and his wife Jackie could make it as well, even though their home state of Wisconsin would most likely be covered in snow and freezing temperatures.

Work on the rooftop deck progressed, and it meant I saw a great deal of Roger Collins, who was still apologetic over the issue with Carter Duvall and the land development. Ruby hired him as the general contractor for the work of remodeling the mansion into Grace’s Guest House. They worked out easy payment arrangements, which benefited Ruby. And again, offered atonement for Roger.

Everyone who worked with Ruby at the Salty Dog helped her by bringing a real Christmas tree over and contributing decorations for it. Something she’d never had. I had a hard time keeping Raven from playing with my tree decorations, so I had to hang ornaments on only the top half of it.

The Christmas holiday season had been stupendous. If possible, the businesses in Seaside Cove topped their Christmas decorations from last year when I first arrived here. Mel transformed into a jolly Santa Claus, and the pub offered a warm and inviting atmosphere filled with the aromatic scents of freshly cut evergreen boughs, along with the sweet smells of gingerbread and peppermint from the Coffee Corner.

I’d spent last New Year’s Eve in Harmony, Wisconsin, a wanderer. Undecided about what to do. Not sure about what my future looked like after a horrible breakup back in Los Angeles. But no longer. This New Year’s Eve would be spent with Uncle Paddy, Aunt Maeve, and the new friends I made here. Paddy’s Pub planned to do a blowout New Year’s Eve party, including a mirrored dance ball and a net of balloons that would drop from the high ceiling in the entry at the stroke of midnight.

And right here in Seaside Cove is where I will celebrate the new year…and I hope you all will join me.
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