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ARRIVAL

“Welcome to the Finch. You must be our honeymoon couple,” said the perky teen, her wild red hair pulled back into a ponytail and tied with a red ribbon. A broad smile lifted her round freckled cheeks, showing off her peach lipstick. “My name is Bambi.”

“Nice to meet you, Bambi,” said Mira. 

Bambi glanced over at Ron Carter arguing with Jeff. She thought her boyfriend looked sharp in his work uniform, a red vest over a white shirt, creased black trousers, and polished black shoes. Bambi’s outfit was a match, except for her pleated black skirt and white knee-high socks.

“I assure you, sir, your car is safe. I’ll park it and bring in your luggage,” said Ron.

Jeff paused, breathed deep, and looked down at Ron with a raise eyebrow. With his hands on his hips, military cut brown hair, and beige trench coat, Ron felt a little intimidated by the Sheriff of Marsh Creek. Jeff laughed and dropped the keys into Ron’s outstretched hand. 

Mira’s wavy brunette hair bounced on the shoulders of her red dress as Jeff pulled her close for a quick kiss before Bambi began her rehearsed story about the infamous Pirate’s mansion.

“The Finch mansion was built in 1805 by the Pirate Bill Johnson. It was passed down to his daughter, the Pirate Princess Maggie Mae and her husband Cyrus Finch. It’s been in the Finch family ever since. Rumor has it the Finch was a stop along the Underground Railroad to smuggle runaway slaves to Canada and is believed to be haunted,” said Bambi.

The honeymooners followed Bambi up the steps, across the porch, and through the carved doors. Entering the Finch was like traveling two-hundred years into a past where artisans using hand-tools and created art in the woodwork of elegant homes. They missed it all, and Bambi’s voice became a melodic background as the lovers focused on each other.

Bambi saw her story was falling on deaf ears, ended her talk, and rushed over to help Ron through the doors. He carried a large suitcase in each hand with a smaller bag under each arm. Bambi took the smaller bags, and, inspired by the honeymooners, gave Ron a quick kiss and a smile, before spinning on her heels and rushing before her guests.

“This way to your room.”

Jeff and Mira held hands and followed, with Ron taking up the rear. The staircase reflected the multi-colored light twinkling through tree branches before pouring through the stained glass window at the top of the stairs. It depicting the Pirate Princess and her husband, both dressed in buccaneer regalia. A wide carpet runner flowed up the stairs, its maroon and blue pattern bordered in black. The same carpet runner continued down the hallways to the left and the right. The halls were wainscoted in dark Maple below a flower printed wallpaper and lit with flickering electric bulbs in fixtures meant to imitate a gas lighting feel.

“Here we are. Room number five. It has a splendid view of the flower gardens.”

As Bambi reached for the crystal doorknob, it escaped her grasp as the door opened and manager Padraig O’Malley invited the couple inside.

“Welcome to the Finch,” said Padraig in a crisp Irish brogue. His gray-red mustache that reached down past his jawline rose a bit as he smiled. Jeff and Mira stopped to take in the man’s unique appearance. Padraig’s nose was bent to one side, and his face pocked with acne scars. Gray-red hair pulled back into a ponytail dropped onto the olive-drab suit that somehow fit over his narrow shoulders and large, round belly, ending in spindly legs. Mira broke the tension.

“Thank you. I’m sure we’ll enjoy our stay,” said Mira.

“I love your bolo. Is that a real four-leaf clover?” said Jeff, taking Padraig’s hand.

The manager glanced down at the circular gold-rimmed bolo. The clover leaf was held in place by a glass cover.

“Aye. Indeed it is. We’re all in need of a generous supply of luck, aren’t we?” said Padraig. “Well, if you need anythin’, just let our fine staff here know. I just stopped by to make sure the room was ready. There’s a bottle of wine from a local winery in ice on the table, with our compliments. Come children. Let’s leave our love-birds alone.”

Padraig tapped on the oak door before leaving. “Always a good idea to knock on wood, as well. Just leavin’ a little luck behind.”

Bambi and Ron followed Padraig out the door.

“Who’s he calling children?” said Ron with a whispered growl.

“He always seems to turn up out of nowhere. Creeps me out.”

At supper, the guests of the Finch gathered in high backed antique chairs around a long Maple table in the Finch dining room. Dark colors, flickering lights, along with a five-pronged silver candelabra, gave the room a feeling something between romantic and eerie. Padraig, seated at the head of the table, added to the spooky feeling. The meal began with a glass of wine and introductions. Padraig insisted Bambi join them for dinner to make the number around the table seven, a lucky number. Ron served the food but had to eat in the kitchen with the cook.

Artimus Pillory, a heavyset man, wore a gray flannel suit with matching gray vest over a white shirt and a black bowtie. The space between his front teeth caused a whistle when he ended each sentence. He introduced himself as a professor of antiquities at Abernathy University. His shaggy white hair on top with the sides and back of his head shaved made it look like a mop.

Seamus Doyle introduced himself as a collector and restorer of antique books and invited everyone to his new bookshop, the Rare Read, which opened only a month prior. Seamus, a short stout man, had curly red hair, a round face with shaggy eyebrows, and high pronounced cheeks. With a simple white shirt and black pants held up by suspenders, he had the look of an artisan - a nervous artisan. He tapped his foot up and down throughout dinner.

Agnes Mortimer looked over her round, wire-rimmed glasses at Seamus with a noticeable scowl. Her sandy brown hair tied up in a bun with a pink ribbon, white ruffled blouse, and floor-length skirt reminded Mira of a stern teacher she had in elementary school. In fact, she introduced herself as a schoolteacher.

After a sumptuous lobster dinner followed by blueberry cheesecake, everyone adjourned to the massive entertainment room. There were no televisions allowed at the Finch in order to keep the nineteenth century nuance.

Agnes disappeared to her room, and Seamus hid behind a book in the corner. Bambi challenged Mira to a game of checkers, while Artimus, Padraig, and Jeff formed a circle near the snack table. Between peanut butter cookie and macaroon nibbles, they talked about the weather, sports, and favorite television shows, until Padraig broke the small talk protocol.

“So, I understand you were once a spy, Mister Borden. Is that true?”

“Checking up on your guests, Mister O’Malley? We’re on vacation. Let’s use first names.”

“No, no, just a simple Internet search. I like to know a little about our guests. You know, for conversation,” said Padraig with a sly grin.

“Hmmm. Maybe I should do an Internet search on you. What would I find?” said Jeff with a smirk.

“Not much, I’m afraid. I keep a low profile. Seriously, do you have any - shall we say - juicy stories?” said Padraig.

“Here, here,” said Artimus. “How about it, Jeff?”

“I could tell you a few, but then I’d have to kill you,” laughed Jeff. “Guess you’ve heard that one before. I suppose we all have secrets we’d like to keep. Excuse me.”

Mira caught a little of the conversation and their eyes met in a knowing glance as he passed by to sit near Seamus and pick up a sports magazine.

“Yeah,” said Bambi, as she decided her next move. “It would be fun to hear some stories of the mysteries you and your husband have solved.”

“Me?”

“I - um - did a little research, too. You were the reporter that took down Mayor Blandon in Middleton, weren’t you? I bet you both have lots of stories.”

“True, and what about you, Bambi? Is it Bambi Barlow, the girl that found the long lost Pirate’s Treasure right here in Pirate’s Point?”

“Well, me and my friends. How’d you hear about that?” said Bambi looking up at Mira wide eyed.

“You and Ron are celebrities. The story made national news. In fact, that story was our introduction to Pirate Point, and helped us make it our honeymoon destination.”

“That’s what I want to be, an investigative reporter, or maybe a detective. I’ve got this thing about mysteries. I can kinda feel when they’re coming - a sixth sense - and I’m feeling a real doozy coming soon.”

“Tell it to hold off until our honeymoon’s over,” giggled Mira. “It’s nice to meet a mystery sister.”

“Me too,” said Bambi sitting a little taller.

Jeff was getting bored with the magazine and saw Seamus put down his book. His hand shook as he reached for his glass of wine, gulping it down to steady his nerves. Jeff couldn’t help notice a medal slip out of his shirt.

“Saint Christopher?”

“N-n-no, Saint - Saint Benedict,” said Seamus.

“Ah, Saint Benedict, for protection against evil and temptation.”

“You must be a Catholic,” said Seamus relaxing a little.

“I was raised Catholic,” said Jeff, “but I’m afraid I haven’t been to Mass in years. To be honest, some things have happened that make me want to get back to my faith.”

“There’s evil out there, Jeff, and I don’t mean the usual stuff, human against human. When evil spirits break into this world, those villains make ours look like Mister Rogers.”

“A few years ago, I’d have thought that was crazy talk, but not anymore.”

Mira finished her game of checkers and walked over to Jeff.

“It’s getting late, Mister Borden,” said Mira with a twinkle in her eyes.

“Oh, my. Where does time go? Who won?”

“I was beaten by a teenager.”

“I’m heading to my room as well. We can talk along the way,” said Seamus.

Mira felt like a third wheel as Jeff and Seamus chatted about his shop and how he learned the art of bookbinding from his father. They stopped at Seamus’s door.

“Please come by the shop tomorrow. I promise you a gift - a late wedding present,” said Seamus as he opened the door, looked inside, gasped, and stood frozen.

His room was torn up, drawers pulled out lying on the floor, and clothes everywhere mixed with paperwork. Before Jeff could say anything, Seamus laughed - an uneasy laugh.

“Single guys can be such pigs, can’t we? Sorry you had to see my mess. Guess I’d better clean things up before Padraig sees it.” Seamus wiped sweat from his brow.

“See what?” said Padraig looking over Mira’s shoulder, startling her.

“Nothing. Nothing at all,” said Seamus, rushing into his room and slamming the door.

Jeff and Mira turned to head for their room.

“Have a good evening, folks,” said Padraig with a chuckle.
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