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          Dianna Sinovic

        

      

    

    
      Twenty years. Two decades. One thousand forty weeks. Seventy-three hundred five days.

      No matter how you count it, that’s a chunk of time. This book celebrates twenty years since the founding of the Bethlehem Writers Group. Since our start, we have published a number of award-winning anthologies showcasing our work. Our very first anthology, A Christmas Sampler, was released in 2009.

      To mark the milestone, we have selected some of our favorite stories from those anthologies. In all there are eight books represented here, plus two drawn from our quarterly online magazine, the Bethlehem Writers Roundtable.

      The stories take place in a range of settings, from the Mid-Atlantic states where we are based to elsewhere in the U.S. to places abroad. They range in type from comedic and lighthearted to deliciously dark and dramatic. From steeped in reality to imbued with the otherworldly. They all fit our anthology tag line: Sweet, funny, and strange.

      Like the stories in this volume, the authors are equally diverse. Some of our authors focus primarily on the short story format, the format that (except for one poem) makes up this volume. Others are also published novelists. One is a screenwriter. Some have been writers their entire careers; others came to the craft of writing later in life.

      We are proud of this collection and the anthologies from which they are drawn. Among the many tales, you’ll find seasonal favorites like “Walter and Stella” and stories of revenge like “This Is Where I Buried My Wives.” From an inconsolable dragon in “The Princes of Booray” (now an illustrated children’s book) to a very suspect real estate bargain in “Hell of a Deal.” From vegetables gone bad in “Tomato Blight” to mischievous farm animals in “Goats in the Machine.”

      You may chuckle at one story, feel unsettled at the next, and be moved by the emotion of another. There is something for everyone.

      So, open these pages and step into the worlds these writers have vividly imagined. You’re in for a special journey.
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            Walter and Stella

          

          Ralph Hieb

        

      

    

    
      Since waking up, Walter couldn't get anyone to acknowledge him. They all just stared without a word. He could see from their red-rimmed eyes that they had been crying, but he didn't know why. “Please,” he begged. “Just tell me what's wrong. Why isn't anyone speaking, and why all the crying?”

      Walking over to the television he bent down to talk to Tommy, his great-grandson. Tommy was only two, but he always had time to talk to Pop-Pop.

      “Hey, Tommy, what are you watching?” When the cartoon characters started to sing a song, Tommy joined in. “Come on Tommy, can you give Pop-Pop a hug?” Walter held out his arms to the boy. Smiling, he relished the rush of hope and joy he always felt around him. Tommy looked in his direction and smiled, then turned back to the colorful singing animals.

      “Well at least you acknowledged me,” Walter said. Disappointed, he turned toward Carol and Judy as they set the table for the holiday feast. The red and green tablecloth with its scene of a one-horse sleigh had always been part of the season. Now it just looked old and worn. A spray of evergreens with some holly mixed in sat in the center of the cloth, the bright colors doing nothing for the mood of the room. Walter always enjoyed Christmas, but something didn't seem right this year. The happiness that he had shared with the family was missing. The glumness of the gathering was dragging him down.

      “I don’t understand it,” Walter said shrugging his shoulders. “Just the other day everyone was talking and we were all having a great time. Then suddenly no one knows I exist.” Disheartened, he turned toward the living room. Noticing a lone figure sitting on the couch staring blankly at the show Tommy was watching, Walter gasped.

      “Ryan!” he yelled excitedly. “When did you get back? I thought your tour in Iraq wasn't supposed to end until next month. I bet Grandma, Judy, and the kids are happy to see you.” Despite Walter's excitement, Ryan didn't stop staring. “Ryan, what's wrong boy?” Ryan shivered slightly and looked at the floor, not saying a word.

      Now, Walter didn't know whether to be frustrated or angry. His family was ignoring him; something he never allowed was for his children to slight people who talked to them. He started to shake with rage, but stopped when he heard the gentle voice coming from the hallway.

      “Hello everyone.” Her voice as soft as the freshly falling snow. Looking at her, Walter's eyes filled with tears.

      Stella walked slowly into the room, with Walter's daughter, Carol, holding an arm to steady her mother. Taking a step toward her, Walter smiled. Even as old as Stella was, to Walter she still seemed the beautiful young bride that he had married over 60 years ago.

      “Stella,” Walter called. “Stella.” He raised his voice. “Please darling, you should have worn your hearing aid, or has the battery gone dead again?” He started in her direction then stopped afraid if he got in the way she might fall. “Just take your time and sit,” Walter added lovingly.

      Ryan's wife Judy helped her husband's grandmother into her chair at the head of the table. Walter's place at the other end was empty. “Well if nobody's going to talk to me I might as well sit and stare like the rest of you.”

      Walking to the head of the table Walter stopped. “Stella,” he said gently. “Please honey, what's wrong with everyone?”

      Looking at his wife, Walter saw the silver lines of tears running down her face. “Please, honey. Just tell me what's wrong, so I can fix it. I see Ryan is home for the holidays,” Walter said trying to get Stella's mind off of what was bothering her.

      The light in the room grew brighter and Walter noticed a radiance that illuminated the Christmas tree, making it sparkle and glow with more intensity than the tiny electric lights could produce. Its brilliance seemed to beckon for him to come closer.

      “Stella have you ever seen a tree as bright and beautiful as this one?”

      Stella continued to cry, her shoulders shaking slightly, the soft sobbing muffled by the handkerchief she held to her face.

      Walter moved to kneel in front of her.

      “Stella,” he whispered. “Please tell me what's wrong.” As he reached out to hold her, Walter realized that he was kneeling in the table. Glancing slowly from one side to the other, he gasped.

      “Oh my. That pain in my chest,” he hesitated. Could it have been . . . Watching Stella, he nodded. It had to have been a heart attack.

      “I’m so sorry, Stella. I never meant to leave you alone. Can you forgive me?” Walter's shoulders hunched as he stared at the floor. “I thought it was only yesterday but it must have been days ago.” Looking up at the ceiling with tears running down his face he whispered, “Why? Why did it take so long for me to come back and see them?”

      Walter gazed at his family and all the sadness they shared. His heart broke. Tearfully he said to no one in particular, “I want them to be happy. To celebrate my life, not to mourn.”

      “I need to lie down.” Stella's voice was frail but Judy heard and helped the elderly woman to her bedroom.

      Not knowing what to do. Walter stood watching his family. Now he understood why Ryan was home from the war. “I guess that old wives' tale about little children being able to see the dead is true. Isn't it, Tommy?”

      The youngster looked in his direction, “Op-Op,” he said smiling, then looked back at his cartoons.

      Walking over to the Christmas tree, Walter stared without focus. The tree glowed again. “I think I know what you're trying to tell me. But I'm not going anywhere without my Stella.” The light dimmed again.

      Taking a deep breath, Walter wandered around until he found himself in the kitchen. Standing by the window, he gazed longingly at the snow-covered swing set.

      Hedges that lined the yard were now lifeless sticks. Off on the side sat the shed. When spring came, layers of flowers of every color would surround it. As the weather got warmer Stella would carefully remove the soil from on top of her prize roses allowing them to reestablish themselves. She so loved those roses and her garden. Walter wondered how much longer she would have the strength to toil in the yard as she had done for so many years.

      Still, he stood looking out into the small yard that had given him and Stella years of enjoyment. He remembered watching their children grow up there; then the grandchildren coming to visit; and now the thrill of seeing Tommy, their great-grandson, laugh as he ran around the yard while slow-moving adults never seemed able to catch him.

      The holly bushes were still giving off a Christmas look, their bright green leaves adorned with radiant red berries. A fluffy coating of snow made the rest of the yard look at peace.

      Looking back at the Christmas tree standing proudly in front of the large picture window, Walter gazed at the packages with wonderful presents that awaited Tommy. The boxes with their images of Santa and his reindeer signified the gifts for the youngster. Walter hoped that he would have a merry Christmas.

      “Grams is sleeping so peacefully,” Judy told everyone at the table. “I think we should let her sleep. When she wakes up I'll fix her a plate.”

      “I guess that's best. She hasn't slept well for a while,” Ryan agreed.

      Walter watched as the family had a quiet dinner, not moving as Judy and Carol cleared the table and set out dessert. As the shadows of night fell, he watched Tommy. In the yard a few birds picked at the scraps of bread that Tommy tossed out for them. The youngster giggled, making Walter smile.

      After the family went to bed, Walter walked through the completely darkened house. The silence became overpowering, making him want to scream.

      Behind Walter, the Christmas tree, once again, started to glimmer. Its beacon grew more intense than it had at anytime during the day. The room now was as bright as midday.

      “I already told you,” Walter said, ignoring the tree. “I'm not going anywhere. Stop bothering me.” 

      “Why not?” came a soft voice from behind him.

      Turning, Walter saw Stella silhouetted in front of the tree.

      As he stepped closer, her features became clear. It wasn't the Stella that Walter had seen needing help to make it to the bedroom. In front of him stood the young, strong Stella that he had married all those years ago.

      “Stella, honey, you can see me?”

      “Yes, dear. I can see you. And, I can hear you. I wasn't going to stay here alone. So I've come to you.”

      “In all that is merciful, you're young and healthy again.” Walter took her outstretched hands into his. Tears running down his face. “I don't deserve the love of someone as beautiful as you.”

      “Walter, look at your hands. They're as strong as they ever were.”

      Looking at his hands Walter could see that the age spots were gone. Wrinkles and arthritis were no longer visible. Fingers, which had been bent into useless angles, were straight and firm. He opened and closed his hands flexing the now functional appendages. “How can this be?”

      “I don't know, but this is the first time in years that I can lift my arms without them hurting.” Stella posed with her arms over her head, and then lowered them. Waving her hands up and down, she reminded Walter of a bird landing gracefully.

      They stood looking into each other's eyes, as the room became even brighter. “Come on you two. Stop lollygagging about.” The voice came from the center of the light; Walter could see his mother as he remembered her when he was a child. Family members, long dead, stood around her. Mixed in with them were Stella's deceased loved ones.

      Walter and Stella stood transfixed before them. Smiling, Walter's mother explained, “Everyone here returns as they wish to be seen. Their health returns, and we can celebrate every holiday together forever.”

      Taking both of Stella's hands into his own Walter said, “This is the best Christmas present ever. Together and healthy.”

      Turning they looked into the light. Walter rubbed his hands on his jacket; then looking at Stella he held out his hand. Smiling they walked, hand in hand, into the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wishing Well Christmas

          

          Cindy Kelly

        

      

    

    
      It was early November, and I was looking forward to our annual trek to upstate New York to celebrate Thanksgiving with my mom and dad. I had just hung up the phone with my mother, double-checking on what I should bring for Thanksgiving dinner. As we talked, Mom mentioned that Dad would be going into the hospital the following day for a routine checkup after the stroke he’d had the year before.

      Shivers jittered down my spine as I relived the day my father had his stroke. He had worked all that day, and by the time he got home, he didn’t feel quite right. It wasn’t until after dinner, when we noticed him drop a cigarette, that we convinced him to go to the hospital. A year had passed, and Dad was doing fine. Thank God. We all got on the phone to wish him well with the check-up.

      A week before Thanksgiving, Mom called back. Dad’s test results were in and the news was not good. They had discovered an aneurism in his brain. The doctor told my father he had a choice. They could operate, but there would be no guarantee about the outcome. The surgery would be a second trauma to the brain, like having another stroke. Or they could do nothing and hope for the best, but if the aneurism burst, it would almost certainly be fatal. Neither choice was a good one.

      A couple days later, Mom called to let us know that Dad had decided to have the operation. It was scheduled for December third.

      “I can’t believe this, Mom! Do you think he should have the surgery?”

      “He says he’ll be fine,” she said, her voice wavering.

      What if . . . no don’t think it.

      My family was in shock. We had to prepare to see my father at Thanksgiving for what could be the last time. My son, Michael, who was only seven, knew something was wrong.

      “Can we get Papa a special gift before the surgery?” he asked. “I want to bring it to him so he knows we’re thinking about him.”

      “Sure,” I tell him trying to hide the tears in my eyes. “What should we get him?”

      “I want to go to the collectible store that sells the houses for the village he puts up at Christmas.”

      The next day after school, we went to the store. Michael searched the aisles, a serious expression on his face. At last, he stopped.

      “There it is!” he said, pointing to a high shelf. “It’s up there. I see it! That’s what I want for him. It will look great in his village.”

      Michael had found the perfect gift, one Dad would be sure to treasure, an adorable wishing well with a tiny bucket attached.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      “Yes. He’s gonna love it.”

      “Then let’s get it wrapped up in some fancy paper, okay?”

      “I want the cool red bow. It’s his favorite color.”

      We celebrated a warm and cozy Thanksgiving at Mom and Dad’s. Papa had put up his village. It was a perfect mini holiday town. The buildings even had snow on their roofs. Outside the ground was covered with a foot of newly fallen snow. Michael and Papa built a big snowman, with a carrot nose, three red buttons, and Michael’s new blue hat. It was a Kodak moment, so I threw on my coat and boots and ran out the front door to take some pictures.

      The dinner was delicious. Mom had made all of our favorites. We loved the sweet potatoes and the pumpkin pie. Everyone lingered a long time over dessert, soaking up the special memories of a wonderful day and reminiscing about holidays past. Everything seemed normal except for the anxious feeling in the air. Just pray, I kept telling myself when the impending surgery flashed through my mind.

      When dinner was over, we all gathered in the living room. Michael could hardly wait for Dad to open his present.

      Papa took his time unwrapping his gift, commenting on the fancy red bow.

      “What could this be? Let’s take a look.”

      “It’s a wishing well,” exclaimed Michael, “and I’m wishing that your operation will be good.”

      Everyone had tears in their eyes as Dad said, “My wish is to be with all of you.”

      It was difficult to leave Dad the next day to go back home. We all hugged him so hard, and told him that we would see him soon.

      The next week at work seemed long, and by Thursday morning I was coming down with a sore throat. I had hoped to get back to New York to see Dad again before his surgery, but my father’s doctor didn’t want me to take the chance of making him sick. Mom told me not to worry. “You can see him when you’re feeling better. Maybe you can all come for Christmas.”

      Sensing the need to take care of me, my husband, Luke, brought me a cup of my favorite vanilla tea and reassuring words. “Your father is going to be all right. He’s a strong man, and he has so much to live for.”

      “Dad’s right, Mom,” Michael said as he came and sat down next to me, giving me the hug I needed. “He has his wishing well now.”

      We spoke on the phone one last time before the operation. The conversation seemed light, talking about the coming snow, how cold it was, and how much he loved the wishing well. We didn’t acknowledge the thick, dark cloud that hung in our thoughts.

      “I’ll be okay. Just pray for me, please,” Dad said in a soft voice.

      “You’re gonna be fine, Dad,” I told him. I barely hung up the phone before completely breaking down.

      Dad was admitted to the hospital on Sunday, December second, the day before his operation. I was so thankful that my grandmother would be at the hospital, too. She brought pillows and extra blankets. Mom packed ham and cheese sandwiches and lots of snacks. They would be staying right there in the hospital, every step of the way.

      The following morning, he was taken down to surgery at seven o’clock. Luke had to go to work, but I called in sick and kept Michael home from school, just to be near the phone. We watched television and played some board games while silently praying and wishing Papa would be okay. I telephoned the hospital after breakfast, mid-morning, and lunch. Still no word. After eight-and-a-half hours, Mom finally called to say that Dad was in recovery and that everything went well, but it was still touch and go. They would let her in to see him when they had him set up in critical intensive care. He would have to be very closely monitored.

      “Give Dad our love as soon as you see him,” I told my mom.

      Every hour, we called for updates, through dinner and early evening. Just as we were getting Michael ready for bed, my mother called and said in a voice I had never heard before. “It’s Dad. You need to come.”

      Panicked by the sound in my mother’s voice, we packed an overnight bag, got in the car and drove north to the hospital on what would be a very long, two-hundred-fifty-mile drive on the coldest night of the year. I was thankful that Luke drove as I sat there in a trance praying. Let us get there in time, just let us get there.

      Michael said, “I know Papa will be okay. We wished on his wishing well.”

      “You’re right. He’ll be fine.” I hoped. “Try to get some sleep, honey. It’s a long trip.”

      “Wake me up when we get there.”

      It turned out to be a five-hour car ride, which seemed like a lifetime to me as I sat, staring at the snow falling on the windshield.

      We finally made it to the hospital around one a.m. My mother and grandmother were in the waiting room when we arrived. Mom told us she had just been in to see my father, and it didn’t look good. He had started to hemorrhage and wasn’t responding well.

      My mother told us that the hospital staff was expecting us, and we would be allowed in to see my father. A nurse came out to get us and led us all the way to the end of the unit to see my dad.

      It was a long, cold, anxious walk. We passed families holding onto their loved ones, and doctors talking to small groups in hushed voices. The nurse spoke about my father’s condition. My mind was racing so fast, it was hard to take it all in. I didn’t even know if I had a voice. I couldn’t hear myself respond to the nurse. I just remember being thankful we had made it in time to see him, but nothing could have prepared me for what I saw.

      I held my breath as I stared at my father lying there looking like a wounded soldier with his whole head tightly bandaged. His skin was taut making his face look young. The nurses kept tapping his arms and legs every five minutes, trying to keep him awake and making him respond to their questions. When he opened his eyes they were both filled with blood. You couldn’t tell they were green.

      “You need to stay awake, Frank,” the nurse insisted while tapping repeatedly. “Who is this, Frank?”

      “My daughter.”

      I was crying as I held my father’s hand. “Yes, it’s me, Dad. I love you.”

      “Is this your grandson?” the nurse asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Michael.”

      My father wanted to sleep, but the nurses kept right on waking him up, hour after hour. It was a long night as we each took turns standing next to Dad. The nurses let us hang family pictures on a bar over Dad’s bed.

      There were many other families sitting in small clusters around the huge waiting room. The room was still. One wall was all dark windows, and a small television flickered in the corner. Around the room, people sat with blankets draped over them, trying to snatch a bit of sleep. We exchanged sympathetic glances and a little small talk.

      The next morning, when we went in to see my dad, we heard a doctor telling another family that there was nothing else they could do for their loved one. We felt bad for them, and worried we might hear the same thing.

      My father’s doctor met us outside of the critical care unit and told us that the bleeding had stopped. My father had stabilized and was responding to the nurses. I released the breath I had been holding all night long and gave a silent prayer of thanks.

      Dad spent three days in critical care before he was well enough to move to intensive care on the floor below. On December ninth, he was put in a private room. The nurses helped him to get out of bed and sit in a chair for the first time since his operation. While there, they removed his bandage and cleaned his scar daily. He had to wear a light-blue cotton hat. He wasn’t completely aware of what was going on or I’m sure he would have wanted a red one.

      The scar took up a quarter of his head, with thirty staples holding the incision together. It looked sore, and you could see his hair just starting to grow back. Mom nicknamed him “Fuzzy,” and got him a new red hat.

      Dad’s recovery progressed, and in a few days we were able to go home. The following week, Mom got a frantic call from the hospital. They were all aflutter about the new language my father was speaking. Mom told them that he was from Hungary. That explained it. The nurses told her that because of the trauma to his brain, he was reverting to speaking Hungarian. Mom got a chuckle out of that.

      My father had to stay in the hospital for twenty-one days while he went to therapy to regain his strength and relearn his language and writing skills.

      But finally he was released on Christmas Eve.

      We all gathered at my parents’ house for Christmas and to celebrate Dad’s homecoming. The lights on the tree seemed especially bright that year and, in the town square of my father’s Christmas village, the wishing well sparkled.

      “See, Mom,” Michael said. “I told you everything would be all right.”

      “You’re right, Michael,” I said, giving him a big hug.

      The wishing well wish had come true, and Papa was home with all of us.
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            Butterfly Wings

          

          Courtney Annicchiarico

        

      

    

    
      I can’t stop watching the phone. Please ring. I stumble through the apartment searching for chores to redo.

      I scrub the toilet, feed the dog, and wash the kitchen floor—anything so I don’t have to think about the visions of twisted metal that are stalking me. “I’m not dreaming,” I chant. “I only have premonitions while I’m dreaming. What I’m seeing can’t be real.”

      I take a deep breath and dial Greg’s cell. It doesn’t even ring and goes right to his voice mail. I knew it would. It’s a piece of melted junk now, mixed with pieces of an engine, carburetor, and a bunch of other car parts I don’t have names for. Greg tried so many times to teach me, but I never listened.

      I keep seeing Greg’s shattered face juxtaposed with the way it looked this morning when he woke me. He was kneeling by my side of the bed. He said he had a few extra minutes to climb back into bed and cuddle. His blue cable-knit sweater was already half off. I laughed, ran my hand over his half-exposed chest, and shooed him away saying his libido was going to get him fired. Why didn’t I pull him into bed?

      The doorbell rings, and I run to the door, throw it open, and catch myself before I leap. It’s not Greg. It’s his sister. Did I call her? I can’t remember, but I must have because she is crying. We fall into each other’s arms and wait.
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      My stomach lurches as I walk into the church and inhale the stench of incense and grief drowned in vats of cheap cologne. To settle it during the procession, I look past the casket and focus on the pillar candles in front of the altar. Luckily for the mourners, sedatives have turned my thoughts into bobbing apples that disappear from the surface when I try to grab them. The roar of protest in my head dilutes itself to a whimper of submission as my sister-in-law pats my shoulder with the hand that I’m not squeezing. I sit in the first pew and stare at my gloves as the priest who married us seven years earlier prattles on about God’s plan and Greg’s reward in Heaven. Droplets dapple my lap during the eulogy, turning my black skirt darker, and I suppose I must be crying. My sister-in-law—can I still call her that—stays by my side, and somehow the day ends.
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      It’s been a year, and I’m going on a date. Jason is an adjunct history professor with dimples and a Texas twang he tries to hide. My face in the mirror looks splotchy as I redo my mascara and try to forget that the black wrap around dress I’m wearing used to be Greg’s favorite.
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      My little bump is barely noticeable under all the layers of white organza billowing from the empire waist of my gown. It’s my little secret, my fluttering butterfly, and I love it as much as I love Jason. I’m not happier now than I was with Greg. But because Greg could not have children, I’m more completely happy. I pat my chest to feel Greg’s wedding band hanging from a necklace beneath my bodice. I take a deep breath as the doors to my dressing room open. Greg’s sister runs in to rearrange my skirt and fit my veil. It’s time.
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      “Steph . . . Steph . . . wake up.”

      I feel something wet on my nose. “Wake up beautiful . . .”

      Greg is kneeling at my side of the bed.

      “I have a few extra minutes. I can climb back into bed and cuddle.”His blue cable-knit sweater is already half off. I reach up, run my hand over his half-exposed chest.

      But I can still feel the flutter of butterfly wings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tomato Blight

          

          Marianne H. Donley

        

      

    

    
      When Detective Eleanor Reed peered through Miss Addie’s big basement window Saturday afternoon, she expected to see a lifetime of clutter. Instead, she spotted a man lying on his back in a mess of broken glass and blood.

      The guy waved at her.

      She took a step back, slipped on the rain-soaked grass, and almost dropped her flashlight. She regained her footing, called for an ambulance, and then ran for the back door. Good. Not locked. She fumbled for the lights in the storm-darkened day before clopping down the basement stairs with more speed than grace.

      Power went out two-thirds of the way down. She froze mid-stride and heard a scraping. Once. Twice. Behind her, the kitchen door slammed shut. Then she sensed the whiff of gunpowder.

      Holy hot cow crap.

      She drew her gun, refusing to consider what that rookie mistake might have cost her. After snapping on her flashlight, she finished going down the stairs with more care. She should’ve believed Miss Addie.

      At the bottom of the steps, Eleanor’s flashlight lit up broken glass littering the floor, along with lots and lots of blood. The sharp scent of recent death overwhelmed that hint of gunpowder.

      In the center of the chaos was the body of a young man. His face dead white. His eyes wide and lifeless. His chest a gory red mess.

      She searched the basement for a shooter, a gun, another victim. Nothing lurked in the shadows, just rows and rows of metal shelves stacked with Mason jars full of put-up vegetables.

      Eleanor holstered her gun and walked back to the body. He couldn’t have waved at her. But his ghost could have. It hovered about a foot off the floor, between two tall shelves to the left of the basement window.

      Chills chased down her back. She squared her shoulders. I should be used to this. But she wasn’t. She never understood why the ghosts of murder victims talked to her. But if it helped put a murderer behind bars, she was willing to ignore her discomfort.

      The spirit paid no attention to her, but seemed to be intensely interested in what was on the shelves and in the large cardboard box dumped catawampus on the basement floor. She turned back to the corpse.

      In death, he lay on his back with his arms stretched over his head. Next to his right hand was a broken Mason jar with its contents spilled over the floor and mixed with his blood. She didn’t see a gun.

      Eleanor checked for a pulse, just so she could say she had done so. As she touched the body, the ghost floated closer. He looked at her and around her, appearing surprised, maybe confused. He reached out. She allowed him to touch her. It cost her nothing but a momentary chill.

      “Why did she kill me?” he asked.

      “Who shot you?” Eleanor kept her voice quiet.

      He shook his head as if he couldn’t quite understand what she was saying. “I was just trying to help. Why would she do this? Who’s going to take care of Raul? Of Angie?”

      As she considered what to say, the power hummed back on. As the lights flickered brighter and brighter, the ghost faded to nothing.
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      At the hospital, Eleanor found Miss Addie sitting on a gurney in the back room of the ER—a nasty goose-egg on her forehead, her white hair spilling out of her usually tidy French twist—regally directing her own care. The room smelled: an odd combination of bleach, sweat, blood, and White Shoulders perfume. Eleanor estimated the air temperature hovered one degree above rock-solid-frozen fish. She was thankful she was wearing her blazer.

      “That’s still too tight,” Miss Addie snapped at a grim-faced nurse trying to wrap a bandage around her arm. From the looks of the tray full of gauze next to the bed, this wasn’t the first attempt.

      A man from housekeeping swept the floor, and another scrubbed the bathroom. They twitched every time Miss Addie looked their way and then resumed their jobs at a more furious pace.

      “Bad time?” Eleanor asked. The nurse glared. The men from housekeeping moved as far from her as the room allowed and looked away.

      “Did you get there in time?” Miss Addie asked. “Is Luis going to be all right?”

      “No ma’am.”

      “Damn. Damn.” Miss Addie’s shoulders hunched, and suddenly she looked every one of her seventy-plus years. She pointed a skinny finger at Eleanor. “You have a lot of explaining to do, missy.”

      “That’s not how this interview is going to work,” Eleanor said.

      “Oww. Just stop,” Miss Addie said to the nurse. She snatched away the bandage then clasped her injured arm. “I’ll do it myself. All of you get out.”

      As the nurse and housekeeping staff fled the room, Eleanor wondered at the ethics of starting a pool to see how many hours it would take for Miss Addie to be released. She turned back to watch Miss Addie wrap her own bandage.

      “Don’t just stand there glaring at me, missy. Make yourself useful. Put that piece of tape here. No.” She moved Eleanor’s hand. “Right there.”

      Eleanor taped the gauze as directed.

      “Thank you.” Miss Addie shifted her shoulders before regarding Eleanor with a measuring look. “Ever been shot?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Hurts like hell.”

      “Stop stalling. What happened?” She pulled her digital recorder from her pocket and put it on the tray with the bandage debris. Then she fished out her notebook and pen.

      “Am I a suspect?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” She expected Miss Addie to bristle at that, but instead she frowned at Eleanor as if she were dim-witted. So Eleanor asked, “Why did you kill him?”

      “Why would I kill Luis Garcia?”

      “You tell me.” Eleanor wrote down the name.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “What happened?”

      When Miss Addie didn’t answer, Eleanor let the silence stretch. Finally, the old woman squared her shoulders. “You had better not blame Luis for this. He’s a good man.”

      “Miss Addie.”

      “Fine. Luis and I were stocking shelves with the canning we did yesterday. I store the overflow from the co-op in my basement. The power kept going off with the thunderstorm, so I went upstairs to get a flashlight. I heard shouts coming from the basement. One of the voices I knew was Luis. The other was Innis Irving. Luis has been having trouble with him. The co-op’s been having trouble with him. Hell, I’m having trouble with him. If he wanted to be president of the co-op board, he shouldn’t have insisted I run. He’s such a damn old fool.”

      “Let’s skip Innis for a minute. You heard voices. What happened next?”

      “I shouted that I was calling the cops. I ran down the stairs with my cordless phone. I thought I stumbled, but it turns out that idiotic man shot me. I hit my head on the stairwell wall when I went down.” She rubbed her forehead. “That hurts, too. Thank you so much for asking. I fainted. When I came to, I got out of there as fast as possible.”

      “Miss Addie, did you see Innis Irving?”

      Her mouth snapped shut. She folded her arms across her chest, the white bandage in sharp contrast to her dark brown pullover. She leaned forward as she spoke. “I. Heard. Innis. Shouting. At. Luis.”

      “Wait. How did he get into the basement without you seeing him?”

      “It’s a walkout basement. The door is on the far side, away from the kitchen.” Miss Addie got that far away look in her eyes as if she were reliving the memory.

      “And you didn’t hear him drive up?”

      “No, but the storm was loud with the rain, the thunder, the power going on and off. A semi could have driven up my driveway, and I wouldn’t have heard it.”

      “Okay. How would he know he could get into your basement?”

      “I leave the door unlocked for the co-op.”

      “Are you kidding?” Eleanor hadn’t meant to shout. “How many people know you leave your house unlocked?”

      “I changed your diapers, Eleanor Reed. Don’t you use that tone of voice with me. It’s perfectly safe.”

      “Said the woman with the gunshot wound sitting in the hospital ER.”

      Miss Addie folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes. Eleanor recognized the stubborn look and knew it was time to get the interview back on track. “All right. You heard voices and threatened to call the police. Why didn’t you?”

      “I have one of those damn wireless contraptions; it went out with the power.”

      “So you threatened to call the police but couldn’t actually make the call?”

      “It’s called a bluff.” Miss Addie looked uncomfortable. “I thought he would leave. Innis was annoying, but I really didn’t think he would hurt anyone.”

      “Why did you go to Uncle Walt’s?”

      Miss Addie shrugged. “Walter’s home is the nearest.”

      “It’s at least three miles.”

      “Not if you take the short-cut through the corn field. It’s less than a mile, and I walk it every day.”

      “But the storm, I don’t understand why you didn’t drive.”

      “Because Luis’ car was parked in front of my garage door, and I couldn’t get the door open. No. Wait. That wasn’t Luis’ car. He was driving a cute little car.”

      “There is a small silver Honda in your driveway now. It’s registered to Luis, and I’d consider it a cute little car. Is that the car you mean?”

      “No. Wait. I don’t know.” Miss Addie paused for a few seconds while she rubbed her forehead. “Maybe. But Luis didn’t park it in front of the garage. He followed me back from the co-op this morning about eleven-thirty. I parked in the garage. He parked on the side, so I could get out if necessary.”

      “Did he leave⁠—”

      Miss Addie interrupted. “No. Luis parked on the side so I could get out. He didn’t leave.”

      “Did you touch the body?”

      Miss Addie hesitated. “Yes. I did. I had to see if he was breathing.”

      “Was he breathing?”

      “No. I hoped I was wrong, but no.”

      “Okay. This is important. Did you move anything?”

      “Do I look befuddled to you? I skedaddled to Walt’s and then called the cops—who took their own sweet time coming to my aid.” Miss Addie looked down at the thin white hospital blanket covering her legs.

      Eleanor noticed the question hadn’t been answered, so she put it more directly. “Miss Addie, did Luis have a gun?” Miss Addie’s gaze snapped right back to Eleanor’s. “You listen to me, missy, don’t you try to blame this on Luis. I don’t care what that old fool tells you. Luis wouldn’t hurt a fly. We reported the first two break-ins. It was Innis both times. He practically admitted it. Cops did nothing. Now Luis is dead, and I’m in the hospital.”

      “Wait, someone broke into your house?” Eleanor wrote a quick note to check that out. No one had mentioned a burglary at Miss Addie’s.

      The old lady snorted. “Not my house. The co-op. You have to ask yourself why someone would break into a co-op and stock it with badly canned tomatoes. Not steal. Stock. Especially this summer. It has rained so much our whole crop got tomato blight. You couldn’t pay me to put up those tomatoes. No one in the co-op would do it either. Innis was trying to make the co-op look bad. Make me look bad.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “I told you, he was furious he lost the election.”

      “Miss Addie, people don’t shoot each other over a co-op election.”

      “Innis Irving lost his mind. The cops did nothing about it. Now, leave me alone. I’m old and I’m tired and I’m wounded.”
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      Less than an hour later, Eleanor stood on the back stoop of Luis Garcia’s home getting soaked in the pouring rain. The yummy scents of cooking, something with onions and garlic, wafted their way around her. Her stomach growled, but she had no hope for dinner anytime soon.

      In life, Luis Garcia had been an unemployed CPA with a wife, Baylee, and a young son, Raul. From all accounts, Luis had been a devoted father, a member of Eleanor’s own church (not that she knew him), and well-liked. His ghost had been worried about his son and someone named Angie, but not his wife. Who was Angie, an illegitimate daughter? A mistress? This would not be an easy interview. She knocked on the door.

      The woman who answered the door bristled with piercings, and had several tattoos and a heavy hand with the make-up. The baby on her hip, however, looked clean, happy and well cared for. The little guy grinned at Eleanor as she showed the woman her badge. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Garcia. Can we talk?”
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