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            THE UPSIDE-DOWN MURDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Louise Ann Wolcroft gazed down at her body with pursed lips as she twisted a handkerchief between her insubstantial fingers. She didn’t look that different from her body—except the lack of color and the translucent quality to both her erect form and the long gown she wore. It wasn’t what I would have chosen—but then my choices didn’t matter much since I am currently a bat.

      Excuse me. I’ll come back to that in a moment. Indulge me.

      The gown Louise wore was something out of the nineteenth century. Long sleeves, high collar, lace, and a flared long dress that drifted just above the rich rug. The same colorful rug where the more saturated—and quite dead—Louise lay. In life (and death), Louise was a striking woman of forty-two years. She had two children, both grown and still living at Wolcroft. The gown wasn’t Louise’s usual attire. She’d worn it for tonight’s seance and now she was dead on an expensive rug in the library. Her body was face up, head turned to the side to show a pale face, one arm above her head, elbow bent like she had stopped in the act of stretching and fallen asleep.

      “That isn’t funny,” she said, in an out-of-breath (which was true) voice. She lifted her fingers to her lips, obviously hearing the difference for herself. In the process, she saw her fingers.

      Her white, colorless eyes widened as she extended her hand, turning it, moving her fingers. Her mouth made an ‘o’ shape. She lifted her left hand, seeing it was the same as the right, then looked down at her arms, plucking at her gown, as she discovered her complete transformation from a colorful, vibrant (gorgeous) woman into this insubstantial white apparition.

      “What is happening?” she said, her voice like a sigh in the air. Audible to me, of course, being a bat and a ghost. Living people generally couldn’t hear ghosts, or bats for that matter, without using specialized equipment.

      I was, at that moment, hanging upside down by my clawed feet from a board, beside a thick wood ceiling beam, some ten meters above Louise’s head. My vantage point allowed me to see the entire library. Tall shelves occupied two walls of the room. The third wall had several tall windows, dark curtains drawn and blocking out the lamp light from the lamp posts along the walk outside. The final wall of the long, rectangular room had the two large wooden doors to the room, oil paintings showing generations of Wolcrofts gazing down on the unpleasant scene that had developed.

      Other than the books and paintings, the room held a half-dozen comfortable chairs, a long black leather couch that faced the windows, and several assorted end tables, tasteful lamps and exotic rugs over the dark hardwood floors. Except for myself, Louise, and Louise’s body, the room was currently unoccupied.

      It was getting late. I smelled—I have an exquisite sense of smell—the cool night air that leaked in through a narrow gap between the beam and the wall. It was this passage (invisible from the floor) that I used to come and go from the room when I desired. It was nearly time for my evening flight over the grounds, but I lingered, debating my options in this situation.

      “No, no, no,” Louise’s whispering voice carried up to my sensitive ears. “This can’t be happening.”

      I knew exactly how she felt. I’d been in a similar situation fifty-odd years ago, finding myself over my body in an impotent spectral body as the horse that had thrown me trotted away shaking its head. I wasn’t a bat back then, of course, that came much later. As a ghost prior to possession, I’d worn blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a flannel shirt. I’d had a cowboy hat too, but lost in when I was thrown. My original ghost body hadn’t retained the illusion of the hat.

      Louise pressed her hands to her face and discovered that she was—to her own touch—solid enough. This distracted her for a moment as she felt her hands, her arms, and hugged herself. All understandable reactions. I was impressed (and grateful) that she hadn’t started screaming. I didn’t care for the sound of a woman screaming when I was a living man—it was worse as a bat.

      If I revealed myself to Louise, she might start screaming. If I left to get one of the others, she might begin screaming, or otherwise become more distraught in this situation. Someone needed to speak with her. She’d likely be just as terrified of the others as she would of me.

      And I was the one present. House rules, despite being a bat, it fell to me to break the news to Louise.

      I gave a squeak of annoyance and released my grip.

      I fell, slowly stretched my wings out, enjoying the sensation of my sensitive skin skimming over the air currents. A tiny twitch and I caught the air, flapping down as if my tiny body had become a parachute for an instant. It almost felt like bouncing against the air as I arrested my fall. Then with easy flaps, I flew in a circle around Louise (she still didn’t know I was there) until I came to the back of a chair facing her. I landed, spreading out my arms.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I said in my high, squeaky voice. (I hate my bat voice.)

      As I expected, Louise’s colorless eyes locked on me and her mouth opened as her ghostly lungs swelled her chest with air.

      “Don’t scream.”

      Her breath escaped as if it was her last. She didn’t move, taking on a stillness that she never had in life.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Wolcroft, you’ve died. You’re a ghost.”

      She blinked. The first movement since I had stunned her to stillness. Her ethereal hair seemed to drift in unfelt currents of air around her head.

      “You’re a bat.”

      “Yes, in a manner of speaking, I am. Though it is more accurate to say that I am a ghost possessing the bat. My name is Anthony Baker. My friends call me Ant—I never liked ‘Tony’.”

      Louise moved a step to her left, her form shifting and briefly loosing definition. She looked down at herself in shock, then looked back up at me on the back of the chair.

      “Ant. A possessed bat. You can talk. And I’m a ghost.” Her colorless gaze slid back to her very solid body upon the floor.

      “Correct, on all accounts. Although, I can only talk to ghosts. You’re doing splendid, Ms. Wolcroft. May I call you Louise?”

      She looked back at me. “How do you know my name?”

      I laughed—ultrasonic, out of the hearing of living people, but Louise heard the sound and winced. “I’ve been dead for over fifty years. I’ve seen people come and go in this house. I saw when you moved in. I’ve been here as your children grew up. We don’t have a whole lot to do. Watching the living inhabitants of the house occupies much of our time.”

      “You’re not the only ghost?”

      I rubbed my wings together. “I’m the only ghost possessing a bat. There are other ghosts on the property. It isn’t often that someone dies on the property. Less common that the deceased remain to haunt the grounds.”

      Louise pressed a hand against her diaphragm. She looked back at her body cooling on the floor. “What happened? How did I die?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      She shook her weightless hair. “No. Should I?”

      “I remember my death more than I’d like. If you don’t, it might have been quite sudden. Your heart, perhaps. An aneurysm. It hardly matters, consider yourself fortunate that you don’t have to carry the memory with you.”

      “You didn’t see me die then?”

      “I was sleeping.”

      She drifted, the lower portion of her gown turning fog-like as she moved silently around her prone body. “I am—was—young. I shouldn’t have died suddenly from anything like that.”

      The bat body I possessed was growing restless and hungry. I resisted the urge to take flight just yet. I said, “Maybe not. Maybe someone murdered you. It doesn’t matter.”

      Her disturbing gaze (I’d never gotten used to the almost featureless look of eyes drained of color) fixed on me. “Doesn’t matter? Of course it matters!”

      This was the debate that I wasn’t going to get into. “No, Louise, it doesn’t. You’re dead. No matter the cause of your death, that won’t change. Best if you start getting used to it.”

      “Ant? You’re possessing a bat—can a ghost possess a person?”

      My already wrinkled nose wrinkled more. “Circumstances for possession are rare. I didn’t choose to possess a bat. I’ll tell you about it sometime. Right now I need to go feed. I might be a ghost, but as a bat I still need to eat. Look around, you’re bound to bump into one of the others sooner or later. There’s probably some watching anyone else in the house.”

      “We were having a seance,” she said.

      “See? That sounds perfect. Maybe you can talk to the medium.”

      I’ll admit to some curiosity about the outcome—in most cases the living can’t see or speak with the dead. Those gifted with such abilities are rare. It was far more likely that the medium was a fraud, but the other ghostly inhabitants of the Wolcroft house would likely be gathered to watch the seance, hoping that the medium would actually possess the ability to communicate with ghosts. It didn’t matter much to me—I knew living people could see me, and they wouldn’t react positively to a bat acting oddly in the house.

      I took off and flew in a spiral around the room to gather height up to the beam. Down below, Louise continued looking down at her fallen body. In a way (for her) it was too bad. Not great for the ghosts, either. True, now we could actually speak with Louise, but she was cut off from the living world. And most of her stories (at least those that had happened in this house) we already knew, having been witness to events here for decades.

      I reached the tiny shadowed crack where the beam entered the wall. I landed on the beam and crawled into the gap. My ultrasonic squeaks and naturally dark-adapted eyes gave me a clear picture of the narrow space. It looked too small to admit my furry body, but the bat was very capable of crawling along through the small space. I followed it into the wall cavity, then hopped and flapped up out of the wall space into the space between floors. Then along that space where it ran out into the east wing of the house. At a point some distance down the space was a chip in the corner of the sheathing board. It provided enough space beneath the siding to provide access to the outside. A tiny hole, never noticed by people, sheltered from rain by the siding. A secure and convenient access to the night.

      I crawled head-first into the hole. As my head emerged slightly from beneath the siding, I paused to smell the air and listen. I immediately picked up the fluttering beats of moth wings on the night air. My stomach tightened in anticipation of a furry meal. I crawled upside down out of the hole and then sprang out into the night, twisting and flapping off into the air in search of my first meal.
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