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THE TERM "CO-HABITING" always made Billie Culpepper cringe. It was a cold, clinical term that implied existing rather than living. She preferred the term 'shacking up'. It was cruder, but it felt more honest. Even the term 'living in sin' had a campy appeal to it. It was her small town roots, she supposed, that prevented her from ever thinking of her and Ray as co-habiting together. To her, they were shacked-up and living in sin. Hallelujah. 

It had been four months since she and Mockler had bought the three-bedroom house on Blake Street. Three months since they had driven out the malevolent spirit of a man named Cleary that had dwelt within its walls. Billie still had to pinch herself to make sure this was all real. Like now, as she waited for the coffee to brew in newly-renovated kitchen. 

How the hell did she end up so lucky? She owned a small bar downtown, and now a house? How crazy is that? She had to deal with things like property tax and water bills, zoning laws and employee records. These were all adult problems and most days, Billie still felt like an awkward teen; out of place and unsure of herself. The outsider looking in, observing "normal people" and wondering how they made it look so easy. And yet here she was, waiting for her morning coffee in a kitchen that she and Ray had renovated themselves. 

Or almost renovated. The stove still needed a proper hood fan and there was a conspicuous gap under the counter where a dishwasher had yet to be installed. In the bitter months of late winter, money had become dangerously tight. Their line of credit was almost eaten up and business at the bar had slowed to a crawl. The day after Valentine's Day, the two of them had sat down to look at the bills and their income and decided to put the brakes to anymore renovation. The big stuff, like the floors, the counter top and the cupboards were all in place. They'd just have to live with it for now until their finances improved. 

The coffeemaker finally stopped gurgling. Billie poured her morning cup, even though it was technically afternoon. A barkeep's hours; home by four in the morning, in bed until after midday. She was used to the schedule, but still wished she and Ray could have mornings like a regular couple. Up at the same time, chitchatting over coffee before the day started. Maybe some day when the bar was prosperous and she could hire more staff. 

Shacked up. The phrase made her smile, trashy as it was. She'd been reluctant to commit to moving in together (let alone buy a house together), but she and Ray were making it work. No matter how misaligned their schedules were, they made time for each other. No matter how messy or frustrating the renovation work became, they not only figured it out, they had fun doing it. The sense of pride Billie felt in building their kitchen was powerful. 

It wasn't all peaches and cream, of course. Each had their own quirks that the other had to negotiate with. She had a habit of leaving clothes all over the house, her shoes kicked off all over the foyer, which annoyed him. Ray was oddly neat about such things, but he learned to live with her messy ways. Ray, on the other hand, was obnoxiously loud. He slammed cupboards, listened to the radio at full volume, and bellowed into the phone like he was speaking to a deaf person. It wasn't intentional, he just seemed unaware of the volume, so Billie learned to tune it out. Mostly. She still winced every time she heard the sharp clap of a cupboard slamming shut. 

The only real hiccup in their domestic bliss was the third party in their situation; another soul co-habiting under their roof. This house-mate was sometimes sullen, sometimes sulky and never spoke a word. A night owl, he made an awful racket in the dead of night, was fond of crawling over the ceiling like a spider, and left a trail of blood as he dragged himself along on his tiny hands. Fortunately, no one but Billie could see the smear of blood on the walls since this roommate had died in 1906. 

Billie settled into a chair and brooded over what to do about Poor Tom Cleary, the ghost child who had become her companion and protector since her strange abilities were awakened. Tom had been reluctant to come live with her in the new house, and, if she was honest with herself, he was not adjusting well to his new surroundings. No one likes change, especially kids. This was doubly true for the spirit of a murdered boy who had spent the last century desperate for a refuge or a kind word from anyone. It broke her heart to think about how he had been alone and lost for so long, but that time was over. He was with her now, and she looked out for him as much as he protected her. They trusted one another. Unfortunately, that same trust did not extend to Ray. 

Tom didn't like men. Or, more accurately, he didn't trust them. He had good reason to, given the abuse he had suffered at their hands, but Ray posed no threat to him, or her. Tom knew this, and he seemed to tolerate her man, but that didn't translate into the legless boy embracing him. In fact, he seemed to go out of his way to antagonize the detective. Billie had seen Tom brush past Ray, giving him that unnatural chill that the dead possessed. It made Ray jump every time. Ray would often find his things misplaced in odd locations. He'd find his car keys in the sugar bowl or his phone in the toaster. A shoe on top of the refrigerator. Ray had a rule of never bringing his service weapon home with him, for which Billie was grateful. The thought of it accidentally going off while Poor Tom hid it was too frightening to contemplate.

 She had talked to Tom about this, begging him not to torment Ray. The boy listened in his brooding, silent way, but she could never tell if he understood. The Half-Boy could be oddly stubborn when he wanted to be. She hoped that this behaviour was temporary, an adjustment phase that Tom would grow out of. It happened in every family, and that was how she chose to think of the three souls under this roof now. Family. 

Pushing the thought away, Billie poured another cup and plugged in her almost depleted phone before going back upstairs to get dressed. At the upper landing, she heard the phone ring and hurried back down to catch it in time. 

The name on the display was Geoff; her lone employee at the bar named after her mother. 

"What's up, Geoff?" she said as she lifted it to her ear. 

"Sorry to bug you on your day off," he replied. "Jesus, I'm really sorry."

Geoff was working the bar today, which meant opening up and prepping for the day. Standard routine, which meant that Geoff would only be calling if there was a problem. Billie steeled herself for news of another appliance breaking down or a booze order gone wrong. 

"Don't tell me the washer died again?"

There was a pause before he replied. "I wish it was just that. You better come see this for yourself."

Her lone employee and fellow barkeep was one of the most easy-going people that Billie knew, which was one of the main qualities she liked about him. No matter what went wrong, he never panicked, never got rattled. The upset tone of his voice sent a shudder down her back. 

"Okay, I'll be there as soon as I can," she said, rushing back up the stairs. "Just sit tight."

"You might want to call your boyfriend, too," Geoff added. "You're gonna want the cops here." 

 

~ ~ ~

 

The police archive building on Hillyard Street was a redbrick edifice that resembled a fortress overlooking the harbour. A former textile warehouse, it had been converted into an official archive storage for the Hamilton Police Services in the late 90s, but it had lost none of its imposing grimness. Wall-to-ceiling shelving units held hundreds of moldering evidence boxes that sat forgotten and mostly untouched for ages, except for one particular detective who frequented the archives so often that he didn't bother signing in. 

Jovanka Horvat, the archives superintendent, looked up from her desk as the detective came through the heavy doors. 

"Afternoon, detective," she said, pushing her glasses back up her nose. 

Detective Ray Mockler waved as he passed the counter. "Hey Jo. What's new?" 

Jovanka rubbed the gritty dust on her fingers. Dust was an occupational hazard in the archives, and it had seeped into the superintendent's fingertips so deeply that no amount scrubbing would wash it all away. "Absolutely nothing, Detective Mockler. It is an archive, after all." 

Mockler smiled as he lifted the swing-arm of the counter. "Mind if I pop through?" 

"Maybe you should transfer here," she suggested. "Given the frequency of your visits." 

He dug his shoulder into the door and said, "You'd hate me as an employee, Jo. I can guarantee that." 

"Then I guess this will remain platonic," she laughed as she waved him through. "Happy hunting, detective." 

 

Pushing through the swing door, Mockler entered the cathedral-like interior of the former warehouse. Rows upon rows of shelving that rose to the ceiling with boxes stacked onto pallets, a treasure trove of evidence that spanned more than a century. Sunlight slanting in through the upper windows cut the gloom with an almost otherworldly glow that amplified the consecrated feel to the place. More than once, Mockler had thought of the evidence warehouse as a church of criminal debris, and, like most places of worship, it was rarely visited. 

Consulting his notes, he went down one aisle, scanning the labels for the section he was after. It had been four months since the formation of a dedicated Cold Case unit at the Hamilton force and Mockler's promotion to lead said unit. He was also the only officer on the squad so far. Their budget was tight, Sergeant Gibson had warned. Bring me some results, she said whenever he asked for support. Closures on a cold case would allow her to bargain for an increase in the budget, thus allowing for more staff. So Mockler was on his own, excavating his way through the paperwork of decades-old homicides and hoping to stir old memories. 

The cold case he was researching today was one that he dubbed an "anchor". The seemingly random homicide of a 22-year-old McMaster student in 1997. The body was found on a service road next to his car. Money in his pocket, car keys in hand. No motivation, no leads, no witnesses. This was what made it an anchor of a case. The investigation sank to the bottom without a hope of ever being solved. 

Anchors made up a lot of what Mockler dealt with now. And Lamont's case was no less deserving than any of the others, so it was time to pull the forgotten evidence box and go through the material. With luck, and the hindsight of two decades, he might find a thread to pull on this old jacket. 

According to the archival directory, the box he needed was at the end of a long row, one tier up. Protocol dictated that he call Jovanka, who would then wheel in the forklift and lift the pallet down, but it was only one shelf up so Mockler decided to save time and simply climb up to it. Switching on his small flashlight, he began the tedious prospect of checking the catalog number on a box, moving it out of the way to get at the next one. His hands were grimy with dust before he found the box he was looking for. Lifting the lid, he sifted through a small collection of notes and reports and let out a groan. Any hope of finding something substantial was quashed by the paucity of evidentiary material. Setting the box aside, he returned the other boxes back in the same order he had found them. Lifting the last one into place, he noticed another box hidden at the far end of the shelf. Swiping a finger through the heavy layer of dust on the lid suggested this stray container hadn't been touched in a very long time. With no catalogue number or label of any kind, the crumpled box was a mystery. Opening it, he found a cache of loose files and scattered paperwork, with no order or sense to it. Shrugging, he piled it atop the Lamont evidence and climbed back down to the floor. 

"Find what you're looking for?" Jovanka asked when Mockler returned to the front desk. 

"And then some." He recorded the box number on the sign-out sheet and then tapped the crumpled, mystery box he had found. "I found this one stuffed at the back of the shelf. There's no number on it."

Jovanka examined it, and shuffled through the contents. "Looks like a stray to me," she replied. 

"Stray?"

"Sometimes material falls out of the boxes, stray pieces of paper and whatnot. The stray bits would get shoved in a box to be sorted through later." Jovanka fitted the dented lid back into place. "Looks like this one was forgotten for a long time." 

Mockler rubbed the dust from his palms. "So what do you do with stray evidence?"

"I'll have to go through each piece and try to figure out which box it came from. Not an easy task, sometimes." 

Glad to get it off his hands, he slid the box to her, but then pulled it back. "Wait a minute," he said. "There's a chance that stray evidence from my case might be in here?" 

"Possibly. We won't know what's inside this cracker-jack box until we go through it."

The detective chewed his lip. "Do you mind if I go through it? I'll label everything I find." 

This was against protocol, but the head archivist trusted Mockler. Rules could be bent under certain circumstances. "Knock yourself out," she said, making a small note on the sign-out sheet. 

He was almost at his car when his phone went off. He smiled when he glanced at the screen.

"Hey, honey. What's up?"

Billie's voice was strained. "Are you busy? Can you come to the bar?"

"What's wrong?"

Her voice sounded bitter. "Some jerk hurled a rock through the window." 
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SHARDS OF GLASS lay strewn outside the bar that Billie had named after her late mother. It glittered on the sidewalk like ice in the afternoon sun. The front door had been smashed in. Billie gaped at the wanton damage like she still couldn't believe what she was seeing. 

Geoff watched the anger unfold across his employer's face. "I'm really sorry, Billie." 

Billie swallowed her shock. "Did you see it happen?"

"I found it like this," he replied. "Someone went at with a brick." 

Billie followed his gaze to where a dirty brick lay amid the mess of glass shards. She stepped inside, glass crunching under her shoes, and scanned the small interior of her bar. 

"Were we robbed?"

"Not that I can tell," Geoff said as he followed her inside. "None of the booze was taken. Looks like they just smashed the window and ran." 

The liquor on the back bar and the beer fridge looked untouched. Nothing was out of place, nothing else damaged. There was just the smashed-in door. The sense of violation was overwhelming. It felt personal. 

"Who would do this?" Geoff asked. "It's not like you have any enemies or something."

That wasn't exactly true, Billie thought, as she knelt to take a closer look at the brick on the floor. She had made a number of enemies since her dormant psychic abilities had been reawakened. Some hated her for what she was, other enemies had been made through her association with John Gantry, who seemed to make enemies the way other people breathe. And she had run into a few nasty types through her association with her detective boyfriend. Was it someone from the past, looking to settle a score? 

Hidden under the pebbles of broken glass was a small sign that she had posted on the door. Tugging it away from the glass, she wondered if this the cause of all the trouble. 

"Heads up," Geoff said, turning to the street. "The cavalry is here." 

She looked up to see Mockler arriving on the scene, eyes wide at the destruction. 

"Son of a bitch," was all he said. 

Billie waited while Mockler went over the scene, examining the door and the brick used to shatter the glass. He made a quick call to the station, and then joined her at the bar stools. 

"Nothing was taken?"

She shook her head. "No. Not even a cocktail umbrella." 

"So we can rule out robbery. Random vandalism?" he said. "Unless you think it was personal?"

"I do. But not in the way you think." She slid across the sign that had been posted on the door. "I think it was about this." 

He examined the square of paper. A simple building permit. "The patio?"

"Not everyone's thrilled with the idea."

The patio in question had yet to be built. The area in front of the Merry Agnes wasn't big, but it could accommodate a few small tables. Maybe ten patrons at most. So Billie got a building permit and applied to have the liquor license extended for the proposed patio. She had started this process back in March, when the snow was still a foot deep on the ground. The holiday season had been good, but the cold months after Christmas were bleak. People stayed home, sticking to their New Years resolutions and hungover from their holiday spending. When March came, Billie could barely make rent. She covered Geoff's wages but took home nothing for herself. Most bars failed in their first year, a statistic she was well aware of, and desperately wanted to avoid. Hence the idea for the patio. If she could get it open by spring, business might get a much-needed kick in the pants, and she could claw her way out of the red. 

The day she taped the building permit in the door was the day trouble started. Three neighborhood businesses had told her that a patio would be bad for the area and told her to reconsider. A number of residents complained about it also, claiming it would turn the area sour. One woman, brandishing a bible in her hand, told Billie it was immoral and she was prepared to fight it the whole way. Billie was disappointed by the push-back, but not surprised. Nobody liked change.

Mockler set the notice down. "You think one of these people did it?"

"I'm not sure," Billie said. "The bible lady was pretty extreme. She didn't seem violent, though. So, who knows?" 

"Do you know her name? Or where she lives?"

"No idea." 

Mockler got to his feet. "I'm going to knock on a few doors, see if anyone saw or heard anything. Then we'll fill out an incident report." 

She regarded the gaping hole in the door. "Do we still have plywood at home? I need to seal up this door."

"Text me the measurements for this. I'll go home, cut a patch for this and run it over." Seeing her frustration, he planted a kiss on her brow. "I'm sorry. This is the last thing you need right now." 

"Maybe the patio idea was stupid."

"No, it's a great idea." He called back on his way to the car. "Don't let this asshole change your mind." 

Billie fetched the broom and swept the glass into a pile. God, she thought, there's so much of it. Brooming it onto the metal dustpan, an abrupt jolt of memory shot through her. 

She had done this before. The glass, the broom, and the brick on the floor. A crisp memory crackled through her mind and all the way down to her toes. Deja vu was unsettling; an eerie recall so powerful that she had to steady herself while she tried to tease the memory out. 

She had been just a kid, maybe eight or nine. Back when her mom was still alive. Then the memory clarified, like fog lifting from a mirror and she saw the broken glass and the brick that had been tossed through their window. Mary Agnes, the woman whom the bar was named after, had had her share of enemies in the small-minded town where Billie grew up. Some people disliked her because she was a psychic, others because she was a single mother. And sometimes the local sentiment boiled over, like the time when someone had hurled a brick through the front window, scaring both Billie and her mom half to death. 

Mary Agnes had dashed outside, hoping to catch the culprit, only to return a few minutes later. She looked down at the mess of broken glass and had started to cry. Billie ran to get the broom and clean up, thinking that her mother was upset about the mess. If she could clean it up quickly, mom would stop crying. 

The memory of it knocked Billie so hard it made her knees wobbly. Looking down at her own broken window, a cliche popped into her head: like mother, like daughter. 

 

~ ~ ~

 

The office of the new Cold Case Unit was located in the basement of the Division One building, the central hub of the Hamilton Police Service. A ten by fifteen foot cube of cold cinderblock, atrocious lighting, and stacks of cardboard boxes. The only pleasant spot in the room was a tiny cactus that Sergeant Gibson had given Mockler as a house-warming present. The space was tight enough when Mockler was alone, but add another officer and the Cold Case headquarters become downright claustrophobic. 

"Let me guess," Detective Odinbeck said. "No one saw anything?" 

Mockler opened another file and looked over at his former mentor. "Not a damn thing. Not that I expected anything, of course."

Odinbeck was a thick man who took up a lot of room in the Cold Case office. When Mockler had first joined the homicide squad, Odin had taken the younger man under his wing. Now, here he was assisting his former protege. 

"So why bother?" Odinbeck asked. "You know no one ain't going to say shit. Even if they witnessed it."

They were discussing the broken door at the Merry Agnes. Mockler had related how he had knocked on a number of neighbouring doors to ask if anyone had seen or heard the incident. No one had. 

"It was more of a message," Mockler said. "Let everyone know that the vandalism was being taken serious by the police. Word will get back to whoever did it. Maybe they'll think twice before tossing another brick through Billie's window."

"An ounce of prevention? Might work." Odinbeck closed the file in his hand, tossed it back into a box and reached for another. A pronounced sigh issued forth as he scanned the details of another unsolved murder. "Jesus, this is tedious. Don't you ever get sick of looking at all these outdated murder jackets?"

"Constantly," Mockler said. "But, I do appreciate the help." 

"You'd better," Odinbeck groaned. "Because this is tedious as hell." 

A month into the new job as the sole member of the Cold Case unit, Mockler was overwhelmed by the sheer workload of old murder investigations. He put up a notice in the murder bullpen asking for volunteers to help evaluate cases. The response had been anemic. Mockler still carried the reputation of being the spooky detective, and that kept volunteers away. The only detectives who took the elevator down to the basement to help were Odinbeck and Detective Ana Barata. The two of them came down on slow afternoons to sort through the various cases and make phone calls to ask questions about old crimes. 

"How's the new house?" Odinbeck asked, scribbling a note on the legal pad at his elbow. "You and Billie tearing up more walls?"

Mockler shook his head. "Everything's on pause for the moment. The kitchen still isn't finished properly."

"Ain't that always the way? Some little trim of detail that never gets done." Odin looked up from his notes. "Why the pause?"

"Money. We got a little over-extended, so we put the brakes on."

"Nothing serious, I hope?" 

The unidentified box he found in the archives was on the floor. He lifted to the desk and flipped the lid open. "The bar had a rough winter, and that's got Billie worried. The belt-tightening was her idea." 

Odinbeck put down his pen. "Funny business, running a bar. Is it bleeding money?"

Mockler sifted through the loose documents in the box. Nothing matched, nothing lined up. Dates, file numbers, incidents, all of it disconnected. It was like pieces from a dozen different puzzles chucked together. Good luck. "We had to top up the rent for March. Billie was sick over the whole thing." 

"Every business starves during winter," Odin replied. "I'm sure it'll pick up now that the warm weather is here." 

"Jesus," Mockler said, comparing a crime scene sketch of one investigation against the incident report of a completely different case. "Look at this mess."

"What is all that?"

"A mish-mash of stray paperwork. Orphaned documents from different cases." 

"Good luck sorting that out." Odin leafed through the pages. "I see what you mean. This one's from '97, but this warrant is dated 1968." He tilted the box, checking each side for an identifying mark or number, but there wasn't one. "Where did you find this?" 

When Mockler didn't respond, he looked up at the younger detective. Mockler was staring intently at the document in his hand. "What'd you find? Jack the Ripper's confession?"

"It's an old charge," Mockler replied, unable to tear his eyes from the page. "Assaulting a police officer." 

"Punching a cop is serious business. Why the shocked expression?"

Mockler handed the report across. "Look at the name of the suspect."

The senior detective squinted at the typewritten name. "Mary Agnes Culpepper. Who's she?" 

Mockler dropped back into his chair with a stupid look on his face. 

"Billie's mom." 
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"IT'S NOT WHAT I thought I'd be doing," said Tammy Lanza. "And I'm not complaining or anything. I mean, it's paying the bills. I just thought I'd be doing something more interesting than photographing houses." 

The four of them were gathered in Billie's living room. A rare ladies night, and it wasn't even Tuesday. They had been trying to organize this for weeks now, but every time they made plans, someone had to bail at the last minute. They had gone a whole month without seeing each other, which, Billie thought, had to be a record. Or worse, an omen. When the whole troupe arrived at her door, it felt like old times. 

"It must be kind of cool," Billie said, "seeing all those houses."

Tammy held out her glass to be refilled. "After a while, it all blurs together. The houses are all so staged they just look fake." 

Tammy was the photographer in the group, but paying gigs had become elusive in an age where everyone had a camera in their pocket. Last summer, Tammy had been hired to photograph a property for a real estate firm, and had been working almost exclusively since then. She raised her glass to the ladies, and said: "But it's paying the bills, so I'm grateful for that." 

"Maybe our expectations are too high," Jen said. "They tend to clash with reality." 

Of all the ladies, Billie was happiest to see Jen. Jen's business ate up so of her time that she often had to skip their Tuesday night gabfests. Billie had known Jen the longest, going all the way back to their college days, but a distance had grown between them over the last two years. Some of that was the inevitable drifting that comes with age, but a lot of it had to do with a part of Billie's life that Jen wanted nothing to do with. And really, who could blame her? But, she worried about Jen. The shop-owner was driven and ambitious, worked her fingers to the bone, and felt compelled to oversee the tiniest detail in her business, her home, and her marriage. Billie didn't want to guess what her blood pressure was at. 

"Is that true of the Doll House?" Billie asked. "It's not what you expected it to be?"

"Sure," Jen said. "If I had my way, I'd spend all my time designing clothes, but the retail side eats all my focus. It's all the little things I didn't foresee, you know? Balancing the books, staying on top of inventory. Taxes. Employee squabbles. Ugh." 

Billie could relate. She often fumed at the amount of paperwork she had to stay on top of. Especially now, jumping through the legal hoops to open a patio at the bar. 

"Maybe I got lucky," Kaitlin added. "I knew going in that my job would be unfulfilling." 

Tammy laughed. "Wait, are you saying marketing isn't your true passion?" 

"All I'm saying is that my expectations were at zero to begin with. So I haven't been disappointed." 

Kaitlin Grainger reached for her glass, giving Billie a sly wink along the way. Kaitlin was a nut for anything spooky, anything paranormal, which could often lead to trouble, but she loved Billie dearly and never hesitated to help her. The two of them had grown close, and Billie was grateful for that. 

"Good Lord," Jen exclaimed. "Have we become cranky old ladies?" 

"Speak for yourself," Kaitlin scoffed.

Jen tossed popcorn at her and the jokes ping-ponged between the four of them like nothing had changed at all. Billie considered telling them about the vandalism at the bar, but the mood was light and she was reluctant to bring the conversation to a screeching halt. As it was, something else was ready to do that for her. The chatter was cut short by an abrupt thud overhead, booming down from the second floor. All eyes tilted up at the ceiling. Except Billie's. 

"The hell was that?" asked Tammy.

Jen looked at the homeowner. "I thought you said Ray wasn't home?"

"He's not." 

Jen looked puzzled, and Billie felt her face turn hot. There were no pets in the house, no easy explanation for the noise upstairs. There was just the spirit of a dead child who was not fond of guests in the house. On occasion, this made things awkward. 

Jen furrowed her brow. "Then what was that noise?"

"It's an old house," Billie fibbed. "It makes noise sometimes." 

As if in response, another sound issued overhead, but louder this time. A scraping noise like someone pushing furniture across the room. 

Jen's eyes went to the ceiling and then dropped to Billie again. "That wasn't the house creaking. Someone's up there." 

Tammy shifted in her seat, suddenly uncomfortable. Billie squirmed. "It's nothing, really."

Kaitlin rolled her eyes. She wasn't having any of this. "Come on. We all know what it is. It lives with Billie now."

"Please, don't start with that," Jen warned. Her eyes went to the drink in her hand. 

"Kay," Billie said to Kaitlin, "it's okay."

Kaitlin wasn't in the mood for denial. "No, it's not okay. We all accept what Billie is, what she can do. Why can't you?" 

"Same reason I don't go to church." Jen's eyes turned cold. "I don't go for magic and fairy tales." 

Getting to her feet, Billie felt unexpectedly wobbly. Had she had that much wine? She waved her hands like a ref calling for a time out. "Enough. No serious talk." 

Too little and too late. Jen made a conspicious effort to check the time on her phone and rose from her chair. "It's late. I should go." 

Billie tried to dissuade her, but Jen already had her shoes on and was calling an Uber. She had an early start tomorrow, she said. The goodbyes were quick and uncomfortable. When she was out the door, Billie flopped back into her chair. 

All was quiet on the second floor. 

"That was a bit harsh," Tammy said. 

Kaitlin sat dejected. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be." 

Billie slid further down her chair. "We agreed not to talk about it with Jen. She doesn't want to hear it." 

"That doesn't make it right, Bee," Kaitlin said. The wine bottle clinked against her glass as she splashed more red in. "How long has she known you? She should believe in you by now." 

"It's not me she doesn't believe in," Billie countered. "It's the weirdo stuff. Can you blame her? Hell, I wish I didn't believe it either." 

 

~ ~ ~

 

Every party ends with just two people staring across a bottle on the table. By the time the witching hour rolled around, ladies night had concluded with Billie and Kaitlin debating one more drink. 

"Think I'll opt for some water," Kaitlin said. "I gotta work tomorrow, and I can't do hangovers anymore."

Billie agreed. When she came back with two tall glasses of water, she said: "Remember how we used to go all night and then just roll into work the next day? We were machines."

"We were young and indestructible," Kaitlin recalled. "The thought of doing that now would kill me." 

Billie smiled, remembering those days when the four of them were as thick as thieves and closer than kin. "Sometimes I shudder when I think about the risks we used to take. The dumb things we'd dare each other to do." 

"Or all the dumb hook-ups," Kaitlin groaned. "Groan."

The sound of the front door unlatching interrupted them. They turned as Mockler stepped inside and tossed his jacket on the hallway peg. 

"Speaking of hook-ups," Kaitlin said. 

"Behave," Billie warned, before addressing her man. "Hey sweetheart."

Mockler sat on the arm of Billie's chair, surveying the mess on the coffeetable. "I take it Ladies Night was a success?"

"Not sure if success is the right word," Kaitlin replied. "How are you doing, Ray?"

"Wiped out," he said, leaning in to kiss Billie goodnight. "I'm gonna hit the sack."

Billie squeezed his hand. "You okay?"

"Just a long night." He rose, said goodnight to Kaitlin and moved on to the kitchen. 

Kaitlin watched him leave and then turned to Billie. "Is he okay?"

"Yeah. The job gets to him sometimes." Truth be told, Mockler seemed more dour and pensive than usual. She would ask him about it later, if he was still awake.

Kaitlin gathered up the dirty glasses. "It's late. I'll help you clean up, then I'll go."

Billie told her not to bother, and saw Kaitlin off with a tight squeeze and a peck on the cheek. Returning to the living room, she found the coffee table cleared of empty glasses and dishes. Ray was in the kitchen, filling the sink with water. 

"Leave that, honey," she said. "I'll get it. Go on up to bed." 

"How about we both do it, and go up together?"

They washed the dishes and chatted about how her night went. When she asked about his day, he shrugged it off, changed the subject. This wasn't unusual, considering the job. Sometimes he didn't want to discuss it, other times he couldn't. But she knew when something was bothering him. 

"Did anything happen at work?"

He shook the suds from his hands. "Was your mom ever in trouble with the law?"

Her neck snapped straight, taken off guard. "Mom? Not that I know of." 

"She was never busted by the cops or anything?"

"She didn't trust the cops, I remember that. She didn't trust a lot of people, though." She searched his eyes for some clue. "Hey. Why are you asking about my mom?"

He dried his hands and left the room. When he returned, he held a crinkled document. 

"I found this in the archives. I don't know what to make of it." 

Billie scanned the page, a report of some kind but it didn't make sense to her. Her attention stumbled over a few key phrases: police department…Mary Agnes Culpepper…assault on a police officer. Her hands went cold. 

"What is this?"

"An incident report," he said. "Your mom was charged with assaulting a police officer." 

"This can't be real. My mom was never arrested." 

"Look at the date." 

She focused on the underlined section near the top. "September third, nineteen ninety-four." She shook her head. "This can't be right. No. That would make it…"

"A week before she disappeared." He watched her drop the document onto the kitchen table like it was a poisoned thing. "You don't know anything about this?"

"I think I'd know if my mom was arrested. Where did you get this?"

"In a box of stray paperwork. There was nothing else related to your mom." He scanned the page for the hundredth time. "I checked the database and asked the archive run the name. The only thing that comes up about Mary Agnes is her abduction. There's nothing more about this arrest charge." 

Her hands were wringing the towel. "Is it fake?" 

"I don't see how."

She felt sick. She had come to terms with her mother's death a long time ago, but seeing the name, Mary Agnes Culpepper, on that awful document turned her stomach into knots. 

"Sit down." He pulled out a chair for her and poured a glass of water. "I'm sorry for the shock." 

She waited for the panic to subside. "How could I not remember my mom being arrested?"

"Maybe you didn't see it happen. Or you blocked it out. A week before she disappeared? You would have been in shock. Traumatized. The brain does funny things to protect us." 

Billie was on her feet again, pacing. "Maggie will know. I'll call her."

Mockler took the phone out of her hand. "It's late. Let's call tomorrow." 

She knew he was right but the need for answers was eating her alive. Don't panic. She'd call Maggie tomorrow and get this straightened out. Mockler suggested they sleep on it. Things always look different in the morning. 

They got ready for bed just like any other night, but Billie kept looping back to the riddle. If her aunt Maggie knew about this arrest charge, why had she never mentioned it before? 
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"IT WAS AN awful thing, honey. Why bring it up now?"

Billie held the phone to her ear, frowning. First thing she did this morning was place a call to Aunt Maggie to learn the truth. "So it's true? Mom really was arrested?" 

There was a pause. "You don't remember?" 

"I don't," Billie said. She looked out the kitchen window to the backyard. Everything was wet from the rain, the sky a sullen grey. "How could I not remember something like that?" 

Her aunt sighed. "You were there when it happened. But you were just a kid. You must have blocked it out. And how was I going to tell an eight-year-old that her mother spent the night in jail?"

Billie flinched. "She was in jail?"

"Jail is the wrong term. It was a holding cell at the station."

"The drunk tank?"

"I never called it that."

That knocked the wind out of her sails. Billie was sure this whole arrest charge was a hoax or a misunderstanding. The truth was hard to swallow. 

"Did she really assault a police officer?"

"That's what the officer claimed," Maggie said. "But it could have been hogwash. These were small town cops. Some of them weren't trustworthy." 

The flesh on Billie's neck prickled. "You think they made it up?"

"I don't know. I wasn't there. But your mom wasn't well in the weeks before she was…well, before she was gone. She wasn't herself."

"What do you mean?"

"Her moods were up and down," Maggie said. "She thought someone was trying to hurt her. She lashed out at people she thought were talking behind her back or conspiring against her." 

That hit home. Billie remembered her mom railing against people in the grocery store or the bakery. When that happened, Billie would shrink away, ashamed of her 'crazy mom'. 

"It was worse when they released her," Maggie went on. "The life had gone out of her. She made me swear I would look after you. She was convinced that something bad was going to happen to her." 

"It did," Billie said. If the date on the arrest charge was correct, then her mother had vanished three days after that event. Abducted by her ex-partner, Mary Agnes was never seen again. 

"How did you find out about it?"

"Ray found the incident report," Billie said.

"In Hamilton? Why would it be there? The incident happened back in Poole." 

Billie didn't have an answer for that. The randomness of it troubled her. "Why was mom dealing with the police in the first place?" 

"Because of the harassment. A lot of people had problems with Mary." 

That figured. Billie recalled a story Maggie had told her recently about a nasty gift left on their stoop. "You mean like the dead cat on the porch?" 

"Yes," her aunt confirmed. "Or the time her car tires were slashed. A rock thrown through the window. The cops came, took her statement, but little was ever done about it." 

Again, the memory of the broken window. "Is that what happened when mom got arrested? Another mean stunt?" 

The pause on the other end of the line was too long. Was Maggie trying to remember or was she reluctant to answer? 

"Maggie?"

"It was so long ago, Billie. Does it really matter now?" 

"It does to me." 

Another pause before her aunt replied. "A woman had gone missing. That's why the police were there."

"Missing? Who?"

"I don't remember her name. She was a client of your mom's. Mary Agnes was one of the last people to see her before she vanished." 

Billie's spine clicked into a rigid line. "That's crazy. Did you know this woman? Was she ever found?"

"No. She was new to town. No one knew her. Except your mother." 

The room swirled. Billie gripped the counter to anchor herself. "So a cop questions mom about this missing woman and mom attacks him? Did they suspect her?" 

"There was gossip," Maggie said. "How Mary knew something, but wasn't cooperating." 

"Jesus Christ." 

Billie dropped into a chair to quell the dizzy feeling. She asked more questions, but her aunt offered little in the way of concrete detail. It was a long time ago, and the details had been overshadowed by Mary's own disappearance a few days later. Billie hung up the phone and didn't move, trying to process what she had heard. Was there a connection between her mother's abduction and this other woman's disappearance? What could have caused her mom to attack a police officer? It was too coincidental, and far too damn weird for Billie's taste. 

When her latent ability to see the dead was awakened, Billie had been accosted by hordes of ghosts. Some angry, some hungry, others mournful. So many that Billie kept her ability closed off to stay sane. There was only one spirit she wanted to see, but ironically, that one soul had never materialized. The quick-tempered and frustratingly complicated woman for whom the bar was named after. 

Was her mom reaching out now, after all this time? Was that what the flash memory of the brick thrown through her mother's window signified? A signal finally coming through? The query started looping round and round in her head until she pushed it away and reached for the cup of coffee, forgotten on the counter. 

It was stone cold by the time she finally sipped it. 

 

~ ~ ~

 

There were periods when they would go for days without seeing one another, when there was no overlap in their schedules at all. Mockler hated these periods. Billie opened the bar at five and wouldn't be home till three in the morning. His schedule, since being appointed to the Cold Case Unit, was usually a regular nine-to-five. Ships passing in the night, there had been whole weeks when the only time he saw her was asleep in bed. 

 Checking Billie's schedule on their shared calendar, he realized they were heading into another week of missing each other completely. Bad timing, given the recent discovery of her mother's strange arrest. He needed to talk to her, but not over the phone and not at the bar where she was busy. He decided he would go to bed early after setting an alarm for 3:00 AM. He'd wake up and be alert when she came home from work, so they would talk then. It would ruin his night's sleep, but so be it. 

He was heading to bed when he heard it, a dull thud somewhere on the second floor. It startled him, and then he was annoyed with himself for being startled. He should have been used to things that go bump in the night by now, but he wasn't and he had a sneaking suspicion that he never would be. 

There it was again. Another thud, followed by a raw scraping noise as if furniture was being dragged across the floor. 

"Ignore it," he told himself. "You know what it is. Ignore it, and go to bed." 

Dismissing his own advice, he went down the hall to the source of the noise. Hitting the wall switch, he surveyed the empty second bedroom. A ladder and a stained dropcloth in the corner, but that was all. The plan was to turn this into a guest room, but the work had fallen down the priority list. The room was unremarkable save for the narrow door on the north wall. 

Mockler didn't want to open it, but he was still annoyed at the racket. The hinges squealed. 

Too big to be a closet, but too small to be another room. Unfinished, with exposed studs and a floor of unmilled boards. A naked bulb on an old pull-chain. Billie called it a trunk room, common among old houses. A storage closet, nothing more. And it was cold in here. Unnaturally cold. 

Billie had another name for this odd space: Tom's room. The legless ghost of a little boy who had attached itself to her. A distant relative and current guardian angel. Poor Tom had made this dark corner of the house his own little refuge and, for that reason, Mockler almost never entered it.

Tugging the pull-chain, he popped the bulb to life and saw that Billie had been in here. She had tried to make the Half-Boy feel at home by devising some kind of nest. Pushed into the corner was a fleece blanket, shaped into a rough bed with a small throw pillow. A length of board nailed between the raw studs formed a shelf on which were placed a few odd items. There was a large copper penny dated 1905, a votive candle in red glass and a small lead soldier. There was also, he noted, a photograph of Billie pinned to the raw board wall. Odd for a woman who hated having her picture taken.

"I guess she wanted you to feel at home, huh?" he said to the tomb-like little room. Mockler didn't know if the Half-Boy was present, or if he'd even listen to him. He was only aware of Tom's presence when he felt a numbing cold rattle his bones from time to time. According to Billie, the boy had a bad habit of passing right through him on occasion. 

"Night, Tom," he said. "Try to keep it down, okay?"

He closed the door to the trunk room and then closed the bedroom door as he went into the hallway. Just before the latch clicked shut, he heard another scraping sound emanating from Tom's room. Clearly, the ghost didn't like being told what to do. 

He shrugged it off and went to bed. Kids these days. 
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THE RAIN STARTED halfway home. Billie had just turned her bike onto Main Street when the light drizzle thundered into a vengeful downpour. Water blurring her eyes, she put her head down and toughed it out. She was drenched by the time she walked in the door, her running shoes squeaking with each step. Twisting the water out of her hair, she glanced at the clock in the foyer. Ten past three in the morning. 

Something didn't feel right, but it took a moment to realize it was the lighting. Too many lamps were still on. Ray always turned them off when he went to bed, leaving only the hall light on for Billie's return. Now, the lights were on in the dining room, hallway, the living room. Ditto the kitchen. 

Ray stood at the counter, pouring water from the kettle into a teacup. Billie double-checked the time. "Hey. What are you doing up?"

"Wanted to talk."

Her stomach flip-flopped. No one gets up in the dead of night just to chitchat. "What happened? Is someone hurt?"

"Everything's fine," he said. "You're soaked." 

Water dripped from her hair, her bare feet leaving puddled footprints on the tile. "I got caught in it pretty bad."

"I'll get a towel." 

While he went to the linen closet, Billie peeled off the T-shirt and wrestled out of the uncomfortably soaked jeans. She was hanging the wet clothes over the back of a kitchen chair when he returned and draped a bath towel over her shoulders. 

"Better?"

"Much better," she said. The terrycloth felt good on her chilled skin.

"Sit."

He set the cup before her. Her after-work ritual: cup of tea to wind down before bed. He had his poker face on.

"You okay?" 

He swept a hand through his messy hair. "I wanted to talk to you about Mary."

She perked up. "You found something? Tell me." 

"The opposite," he said. "I haven't found anything about your mom's arrest. Not a single damn thing." 

Billie's lips pursed as she frowned. "This is what you waited up to tell me? That there's no news?" 

"I scoured the database at work. Nothing at all. I had Jovanka down at the archives search the index for anything from your hometown. Again, nothing." 

She blew on the tea to cool it. His news wasn't that strange since the arrest had occurred in her hometown, not here in Hamilton. "What about the police station in Poole? They must have a record of it."

He looked down at the table. "The police station in Poole closed up, remember? Folded into the Elgin County OPP."

The two of them had visited there two years ago investigating her mother's disappearance. The small police station in Poole was in the process of being shuttered. A ghost station with one last officer left to turn out the lights and lock the door.

"I spent half the day on the phone with the Elgin office," he continued. "They have no record of Mary's arrest in their files either. I asked about the physical records from the Poole station. They're in a storage unit near the OPP station."

Billie tried to recall the borders of Elgin County. "Where's that?"

"St. Thomas," he said. "You been there?"

A pretty little town, not far from Lake Erie. Billie recalled a statue of an elephant, the town's most prominent landmark. "Home of Jumbo." 

"Fancy a road trip?"

"To St. Thomas?" she said. "Can you swing that?" 

He nodded. "We could take a drive out there, search through the old evidence boxes."

She snatched his hand like a lifeline. "For real?"

"We might not find anything," he cautioned. "But we can look. What about the bar?"

"Geoff can cover for me. He's always up for more shifts." She blotted her hair against the towel. "When do you want to go?"

"Day after tomorrow?" 

That sounded perfect to her. She was in the mood for a road trip.

 

~ ~ ~

 

The sky was gray, threatening more rain, when they drove out of the city two days later. It was cold for May, but after a bitter winter that had lasted until April, Billie was happy with rain and lead skies. The branches of the trees had just begun to bud, a spattering of green among all that brown flashing past the car window. 

St. Thomas wasn't far, a ninety-minute drive from the Hammer, and they arrived just after ten. The whole day still ahead of them. They cruised the main strip, passing picturesque storefronts and quiet sidewalks where flowers hung from suspended planters. A father pushing a stroller, a woman jogging with her dog. They drove up Talbot Street where the statue of an elephant rose next to an old railway car. 

"There's Dumbo," Mockler said, playing the tourist.

"Jumbo," she corrected him. When he looked puzzled, she explained. "Dumbo's the elephant who could fly. That's Jumbo, the real one."
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