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Chapter One
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Three years ago

Monday, May 20

“Hey, Kai?” Olivia Tucker stepped into the kitchen of Book & Mug, where Kai Shane had just emerged from fishing yet another fork from the inner workings of the dishwasher. 

Why was it always forks? How did they fly out of the flatware tray to mess up the works, anyway? He gave an extra hard twist to the valve to turn the water on.

“Somebody up front to see you,” the head barista continued. “She’s got a copy of that article about the fuss when you gutted the building.”

“Please don’t tell me another nutcase from the HIGs is on the attack,” Kai groaned, and slammed down the sliding panel for the dishwasher for punctuation. The machine hummed for two seconds, then deepened, and water slammed against the insides of the machine again.

He had come up with the acronym for the radical extremist historical society in Cadburn Township just a year after he and his cousins bought the Aurora Building and renovated it. HIG stood for “history is god,” as opposed to their rival reasonable, friendly historical society. He referred to them as the HIFs, “history is fun,” with an implied, “come and play with us.” If they could, Kai was sure the HIGs would tear out all telephone and electrical connections throughout the township and prohibit anything more advanced than horse-drawn buggies on the streets. They would probably tear out all the modern pavement and return to brick pavers if they could.

When he and his cousins had bought their building three years ago, they had done the preliminary renovations themselves. They had no idea how lucky they were when they hired people for the finishing work who sided with the HIFs. No one tattled to the HIGs until most of the work was done. Then, an official who had been inspecting every step of the renovations went on vacation. His replacement sided with the HIGs, who claimed authority they didn’t have. Kai, Troy and Eden had refused to respond to their demands for updates and offended the HIGs by never once asking for input or permission. Once the spy reported to them, the fallout started. Attempts to take the cousins to court for “desecration of a historical landmark” had resulted in the HIGs’ officers being ridiculed across multiple media outlets. Their historical society wasn’t official and didn’t have the approval of the Ohio Historical Society. Their embarrassment hadn’t endeared Kai, Eden and Troy to the powers-that-wanted-to-be in Cadburn Township, either.

“She’s not with them. At least, not yet.” Olivia shrugged. “Phoebe mentioned some history students from Case, running around since March, trying to kiss up to anybody who specializes in Cadburn Civil War history. I’ve seen her around. You can’t miss her. She wears a Rebel gray cap with a Union blue jacket. She might be with that group of film students setting up to film down in the creek.” She tipped her head toward the front of the coffee shop. “Asked for you by name.”

“Always a sign of trouble.” He looked down at his shirt to make sure he hadn’t smeared it with something disgusting from the bottom pan of the dishwasher, then nodded for Olivia to go. He would follow in a moment. He grabbed a towel from the rack on the front of the sink and dried his face, then raked his fingers through his damp hair. It was always a sweaty business, dealing with the dishwasher.

Kai considered what waited for him. Olivia didn’t think this visitor was with the HIGs. She was a pretty good and quick judge of character. Running a coffee shop and dealing with people desperate for their first jolt of the day necessitated that talent. Too bad she hadn’t already been working for him when he and his cousins found those old books hidden in the walls during their renovations. Olivia might have advised him to go in a different direction. He might have turned those books over to Mrs. Tinderbeck as the head librarian, rather than going to the HIFs. Kai had gotten himself on the dirt list with the HIGS because they interpreted his actions as an insult to Roger Cadburn, head trustee and custodian of the Cadburn family legacy. 

He came out of the back room and looked around. This was the afternoon lull between the lunch crowd and the after-work crowd. Only one person sat in a booth. A young woman stood at the counter. She wore that gray Rebel slouch cap Olivia had mentioned.

“Hi, I’m Kai Shane, the owner. How can I help you?” he said before his gaze fully landed on her.

He summarized her with a glance. Long, caramel-colored braid studded with some bright, multi-colored plastic hair bobbles. Navy Case Western Reserve University polo shirt. The hat and Union blue jacket, hanging open. Notepad sitting open on the counter. And smiling. Definitely not a HIG. Kai doubted a single one knew how to smile. Not even when they managed to kill some motion for anything that would allow change in the township.

“Hi. Lyndsy Auretta. I emailed you a couple weeks ago, asking about those tunnels you found a few years ago.” She mouthed “thanks” as Olivia put a tall paper cup in front of her, whipped cream mounded high, with cinnamon sprinkles on top. Iced cinnamon green tea latte, the special of the day.

“Tunnels?” Kai blanked for a few seconds. Then he laughed, with a vague recollection of the email. “Sorry, but I told you they weren’t tunnels. More like someone started to dig a cellar and got discouraged.”

“But other people around Cadburn have found the remains of tunnels. This building is old enough, and you’re close enough to the creek, chances are good there was at least an effort to build a tunnel as part of the Underground Railroad.”

Kai winced. He had been hearing those two words far too often lately. Just four days ago, Myron Ellsworth and Josiah Crandall, two prominent and loud members of the HIGs, had been arguing about the topic in one of the back booths. From the fragments of conversation, Crandall believed he was on the verge of finally proving Cadburn Township’s role in the Underground Railroad, using the creek as a highway between towns. Ellsworth’s contribution had mostly consisted of “Yeah, you said that before,” and “When are you going to get your priorities straight?”

Crandall had been leader of the HIGs but stepped down to have more time for research. Most of them resented him for it, because the new leader, Edna Peabarker-Barnes, was a virago, regularly making decisions without anyone’s input. It was their own fault. No one was willing to step into the void he left. They had to let her stay in power because the only community meeting room in the township that hadn’t banned them was at the fire station, where her cousin was fire chief. While Chief Barnes was acknowledged as a fearless leader when it came to fighting fires, he lived in terror of Cousin Edna. They could have met at the library, but the HIFs met there, and Mrs. Tinderbeck belonged to the HIFs. 

“What exactly do you want?” Kai asked. 

Lyndsy looked far too nice and reasonable for him to tell her to go pester someone else. Such as Josiah Crandall, who certainly had to have a good idea of where there weren’t tunnels to the creek. 

“Just a chance to take some pictures, some measurements.” 

Why not? He couldn’t see any harm in it. But that didn’t mean he would let her go down there by herself. That was just opening up the Mug for a lawsuit if she fell. Who could he send down with her? One of the girls on the crew was the best choice. After the snide remarks at the last trustee meeting, Kai wouldn’t put it past Roger Cadburn to send this total stranger in and stage something that could be blown out of all proportion. Like a sexual harassment suit. 

Maybe he should check with Troy to see if their pooled finances could handle the bill for finishing that cellar, turning it into a meeting room, or just use it for more storage.

And wouldn’t that irritate the HIGs? Another “drastic, irredeemable change” to the structure of a historic building.

“Let me see if there’s anybody who’s free to help you,” he said, and gestured for her to take a seat. 

Phoebe McCoy sailed through the door, early for her shift, and Kai immediately tagged her for the task. Phoebe was Olivia’s roommate, an aspiring actress, and starting to get a nice reputation in the theater scene in Northeast Ohio. She belonged to the Spirits of ’62, the Civil War reenactors group in Cadburn and currently the only girl. She hadn’t let their leader, Steve Edison’s perfectionist tendencies drive her away, and proved herself a valuable member by handling gorily realistic makeup for their reenactments. She could also hold her own against some of the wacko customers who sometimes invaded Book & Mug. 

~~~~~
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More than an hour later, Phoebe came to report on Lyndsy’s activities. Kai was surprised the investigation had taken that long. Phoebe verified what Olivia had said.

“She joined the Spirits?” Kai said, as they unloaded a rack of freshly washed glasses.

“Trying to. With that Rebel hat, she takes two steps back for every half-step forward she makes with Steve. After a month, she still hasn’t gotten the memo that we’re all Union here.” She snickered. “Did I tell you about the big ruckus last spring, when we did that reenactment at Frostville Museum? These guys showed up in Rebel uniforms and wanted to play along. Play along?” She paused to bend down with a handful of glasses and put them on a lower shelf. “Steve nearly lost his voice, lecturing them on how their weapons were wrong for the time period, and no real historical reenactor would ever be caught dead in polyester.”

“Ouch,” Kai muttered. But he had to laugh. “That bad, huh?” He wondered if Steve belonged to the HIGs. Then again, Phoebe wouldn’t put up with him if he was. She could handle a lot of things, but any member of that particular historical society who stepped foot into Book & Mug got iced coffee at twenty paces if she was on duty at the counter. He reminded himself to ask her someday just what they had done to make her that coldly furious.

“Sometimes. When he isn’t lecturing on accuracy, he’s really kind of a nice guy.” She snorted. “He’ll pitch fits when onlookers show up during our rehearsals and take pictures or video without permission. That’s sure to get Lyndsy on his bad side, if she isn’t already.”

“Why?”

“Video camera. That’s what took most of the time downstairs. She got video of everything. Took a couple chunks of rock, some of that really crumbly cement. Even some water samples.”

“Water?” Kai straightened up from where he had been leaning against the door frame. “We’ve got another leak down there?”

“I don’t know if it’s a leak, but there was some standing water, right in the lowest spot where the last gang of history sleuths stopped digging.” She frowned. “They were pretty sure it wasn’t Civil War-era construction, weren’t they?”

“Yeah, that’s what they said. They just laughed when I asked them to put it in writing for me, to show the next people who showed up.” Kai started to turn away, his brain spinning through the options of what to do next. “Oh. Thanks for telling me.” He sighed and rubbed his temples, sorting through a list of names of who to call to come check out this new problem. “Should have had that hole filled with cement when we first found it,” he muttered, as he left the kitchen, heading for the stairs to go up to the office. 

First, tell Eden and Troy as co-owners of the building. Then check his list of what services and companies in Cadburn Township wouldn’t report the problem to the HIGs. 

––––––––
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Tuesday, May 21

The doorbell rang five minutes after Olivia reached her third-floor room, kicked off her shoes, and collapsed on her bed. She held her breath, listening for footsteps on the stairs, praying Phoebe was home. She didn’t have rehearsal tonight, did she?

Olivia counted to twenty. No sounds of movement. Groaning, she swung her legs off the bed, sat up, and hurried down the stairs. When she reached the kitchen, a note in bright green marker in Mrs. Tinderbeck’s distinctive, loopy handwriting greeted her from the dry erase board next to the refrigerator.  What had happened to have their landlady drop in during the day?




Sorry, girls! Emergency meeting tonight. Library all booked up. I hope you don’t have plans for the living room. Free, Phoebe? Need your input as a Spirit. Bringing dinner, to make up for barging in.



“Barging in,” Olivia said, punctuated with a snort. Mrs. Tinderbeck did a lot of things and made sure that things were done right in Cadburn Township, but no one could ever accuse her of barging in. Especially since this was her house.

If their landlady wanted Phoebe’s input, the meeting was probably the historical society. Olivia gnawed on the possibilities, what she had overheard of township gossip, as she hurried to the front door. If she was lucky, the person outside had given up and gone away.

No such luck. Through the multiple facets of the antique leaded glass door, she made out a tall figure in dark blue, topped with a short cap of white hair. A giggle-snort escaped her when she pulled the door open and recognized that girl from the Mug, in Union blue and Rebel gray.

“Lyndsy, right?”

“Uh—yeah. Do I know ... oh, right, from the coffee shop.” Lyndsy’s wary expression warmed into a smile. “Is Mrs. Tinderbeck here?”

“No, sorry. Are you here about the room for rent?”

“Ah ... yeah. And to ask some questions. There are so many really cool, historical buildings here, along the creek. What’s it like living here?”

“It’s good.” Olivia wondered what really brought Lyndsy here. She knew the signs of someone changing a plan of approach. Usually, though, it was a customer who had one drink in mind and changed that five times before reaching the counter. “Mrs. T is the greatest landlord.” 

“When will she be back? Could I look at the room right now? I’m comparing prices, nearness to the bus line, that sort of thing.”

“I guess.” She checked her watch. 5:15. Mrs. Tinderbeck said she was bringing dinner. The meeting would probably start at 7:30 at the latest, so dinner around 6-ish? She would probably arrive before Lyndsy finished looking over the rooms and heard what was involved. Olivia stepped back. “Come on in.”

She reached into her pocket, checking for her cell phone. Just in case something went horribly wrong, and she had to call for help. Just because Cadburn was a peaceful, friendly little town, that didn’t mean wackos and utter creeps wouldn’t come slithering through to cause trouble. Even someone who came across as a slightly obsessed college history major.

“There are single rooms available on the second and third floors, and a small double room on the first floor. Each floor has a bathroom. The living room is shared by everybody. Right now it’s just Phoebe and me. She’s the one who took you down to the basement.”

“Right! Yeah, I recognized her after I left.” Lyndsy shrugged, and her embarrassed grin seemed fairly genuine. “Things were kind of tense the few times I tried to catch up with the reenactor guys. Is this going to make it awkward if I do rent a room?”

“Nah. Phoebe’s a sweetheart. Unless you ask her for really messy makeup with no advance warning.”

“Makeup?”

“She’s a theater major, does the makeup when the guys do mock battles.”

“Cool.” Lyndsy looked around the living room, with two and three-seater couches, floor pillows, and game boxes stacked on the hearth. The fireplace held an artificial flower arrangement. “This looks like a nice place to relax.”

“It’s great. Anyway, Phoebe and I pretty much have the same tastes in TV and movies, so we don’t argue, but the house rule per Mrs. T is to negotiate for equal time with the TV and keep the volume below chop-and-liquefy.” Olivia gestured around the living room that took up the front half of the first floor. She led Lyndsy down a short hallway with a door on either side. “These two rooms are pretty small, but they’re furnished and come as a set because they’re so small. It’s kind of understood that everyone is free to use the bathroom down here. If that’s a negative for you, keep that in mind.” 

She fought a grin, remembering how the last young woman who had come to look at rooms had basically responded to everything with a wrinkled nose and murmurs of disgust. Her final comments as she stomped out the door were along the lines of the cost of disinfectant and the threat to her health if she had to use it four times a day. She refused to share her bathroom with “the great unwashed.” Phoebe had mentioned that encounter to one of her friends who did comedy, and the routine that resulted had been hilarious, if slightly disgusting. Well, it was bathroom humor.

From there, Olivia took Lyndsy into the kitchen. The stairs were hidden behind a large door, going down into the cellar and upstairs. Olivia explained the rules for the kitchen. The pots and pans and utensils were for everyone to share. Each renter had two shelves in the cupboard for dry goods, and two milk crates in the double-wide refrigerator for groceries. They would face the wrath of Mrs. Tinderbeck, not the other boarders, if anyone took what didn’t belong to them. They were expected to clean up after themselves and not leave any dirty dishes in the sink. 

“Too many rules?” she asked, when Lyndsy looked around the kitchen, lips slightly pursed, her gaze distant.

“Not really. Just a lot of common sense. And what my granny called common courtesy. Which, she also said, wasn’t very common anymore.” She snorted. “Any other rules you think I might not like?”

“Well, Mrs. T does have some strong ideas of what she calls proper decorum for the young ladies under her roof. She doesn’t rent to young men, and she expects them to be out of the house by ten on weeknights, and eleven on weekends.”

“Wow ...” Lyndsy shook her head. “I kind of like that. I mean, think of all the problems girls could avoid if they had somebody laying down rules like that. My roommate is ... well, she’s a snoop, for one thing, and her new boyfriend is ... Inconvenient.” She waved her hand, as if pushing the topic away. “Doesn’t matter, does it?”

“That’s why you’re moving out?”

For a moment, Lyndsy gave her a look like she didn’t understand what Olivia was talking about. Then her eyes widened and she nodded with a crooked grin.

“Yeah. One way or another, I have to get out of there. You said there were rooms upstairs, too?”

Olivia led her upstairs to the third floor. She showed Lyndsy the door to the narrow stairs up to the attic, then the single room available on that floor. It was almost twice the size of the bedroom downstairs. Phoebe rented two rooms on the second floor, one for her bedroom, the other to work on costumes and makeup and playwriting. Olivia had two rooms on the third floor, using the second room as her office for online classes, mostly in literature and ancient cultures. The available room on the second floor was just as large as on the third floor. They returned to the kitchen, and Olivia offered her a bottle of tea, rationalizing that keeping Lyndsy there until Mrs. Tinderbeck showed up would avoid problems or misunderstandings later. She hoped.

“So...” Lyndsy gestured down the stairs with the unopened bottle. “I’m guessing we can use the attic, but if I took the rooms downstairs, wouldn’t it be easier if I put stuff in the cellar?”

“I guess so.”

“Could I see it?”

Olivia remembered what Phoebe had said about Lyndsy’s visit to the Mug the day before and almost laughed aloud. Was that what her visit was really about? Tricking her way into people’s houses to look at their cellars and hunt for signs of Underground Railroad tunnels?

That wasn’t going to do Lyndsy any good. Mrs. Tinderbeck’s house was on the south side of Cadburn Creek, the high side. There was a good drop of at least twenty feet, most of it sandstone, down to the creek bed. On the north side of the creek, the land was only two or three feet above water level, depending on the rainfall and time of year. A raw stone flood wall had been built maybe fifty years ago to protect the houses on the shallow bend in the creek from flooding. Every few years, someone started griping about how ugly it was, how it wasn’t historically accurate, how it ought to be torn down. Usually someone in the HIGs group.

Olivia muffled a snort of laughter at Kai’s sense of humor. And maybe irreverence. How did she get so lucky to have a boss like him?

If there were any foundation to the stories of Underground Railroad tunnels up from Cadburn Creek, those tunnels would be on the north side of the creek. Fugitive slaves would have had to climb a sheer rock wall to get to the houses on the south side of the creek at this point.

Olivia was just curious enough she didn’t confront Lyndsy with her suspicions. She seemed honestly irritated with her roommate, so who knew? Maybe she would rent after all, even if the search for tunnels was the main reason for coming here.

“Ah ... sure,” she said, and gestured at the stairs, just as Mrs. Tinderbeck’s smiling face appeared in the back door window. “Hold on a second.” Olivia hurried to get the door, knowing her landlady’s arms would be full.

“Oh, thank you, sweetheart. I hope you’re in the mood for pierogis and brats and sauerkraut.” Mrs. Tinderbeck handed her one of the plastic bags full of takeout containers before finishing coming up the steps.

“From Frenchy’s? Any day.” She stepped back and gestured at Lyndsy. “This is Lyndsy. She’s interested in a room.”

“Thank you. Again.” Mrs. Tinderbeck put her suitcase-sized purse down on the counter and turned to Lyndsy. “Hello again! I didn’t think I’d run into you so soon.” She chuckled. “You did say you’d be back.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t make the connection that you owned this house when I got the address off the bulletin board at the library.” Lyndsy’s smile and chuckle both struck Olivia as a little uneasy.

“I told Lyndsy here she needs Steve Edison, if she wants the inside scoop on all the Civil War era history here in Cadburn. I swear, he knows more than both history societies put together.” Mrs. Tinderbeck chuckled. “Except maybe Josiah Crandall. Much easier to get along with. So, Olivia already gave you the grand tour? Anything you need to know?”

“She was asking about the cellar,” Olivia offered.

“Was she? Well, let me handle that part of the tour, at least.” She stepped over to the stairs. “My family has owned this house since the early 1900s, and we’ve made some changes over the years, but the foundation is original and still solid,” she began, as she started down.

Olivia half-listened to the mini lecture as she moved around the kitchen, setting the table for the three of them. She supposed it only made sense for Lyndsy to have stopped at the library at some point in searching the township for Underground Railroad tunnels. Especially since there was no official historical society building or museum for her to turn to for information. Someday, the two groups would have to either stop feuding and learn to work together, or one group would drive the other out so they could devote their time and energy and resources to becoming official. Olivia hoped Mrs. Tinderbeck’s group would win.

“Of course, it’ll probably take dropping a house on some of the nasties,” she muttered. “Starting with that Barnes woman. Maybe take out those Crandall and Ellsworth creeps at the same time, if we’re lucky.”

“Hey-hey!” Phoebe called, pushing the back door open. “What’s Mrs. T doing here?”

Olivia barely finished filling her in before Mrs. Tinderbeck and Lyndsy came upstairs again. 

“Small world, huh?” Phoebe said with a chuckle.

“You couldn’t have better roommates, if you decide to rent,” Mrs. Tinderbeck said. “I can always depend on them to look after the old family homestead. And let me add, it would be highly convenient for all your historical research to be settled here, rather than having to hike back and forth between the university and here. Especially since you’re so interested in the creek ...” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

“I really do need to get out of that apartment,” Lyndsy said, seeming the slightest bit rushed. “My roommate’s new boyfriend ...” She glanced at Phoebe, then bent her head to search her purse.

“Oh!” Phoebe nodded. “That’s what you and Mike were arguing about last week. When I got to the meeting late. Your roommate is Macy? He’s dating her? Oh, don’t worry, I think he’s a creep, too. Mrs. T, you have to let her stay here. Mike is the jerk who was threatening to sue you for sexual harassment because you wouldn’t rent to him.”

“A young man who doesn’t know the difference between sexual harassment and discrimination based on gender isn’t intelligent enough to rent one of my rooms,” Mrs. Tinderbeck said with a sniff and a toss of her head. And the next moment burst out in one of her wonderful, rolling chuckles.

That seemed to clear the atmosphere. Lyndsy left soon after. She said she had a couple other places she was looking at, but she would contact Mrs. Tinderbeck in a few days. She needed to be out of the apartment by the end of the month if she was going to move at all. Olivia didn’t think she could break her lease so quickly, but what did she know about apartments and the rules for renters around Case Western Reserve University? Or anywhere else, for that matter. She had been lucky to have Mrs. Tinderbeck’s house to land in when her three aunts who had raised her moved to Arizona just before she graduated from Cadburn High.

Olivia and Mrs. Tinderbeck and Phoebe discussed Lyndsy over dinner and agreed that the cellar had been the primary reason for coming to the house. Lyndsy had been studying a Criss-Cross directory and a Red Map book of the township in the library, along with the listing of historic buildings that the HIGs had put together several years ago. She must have seen the neat index card on the community bulletin board in the library, that listed the information for the rooms for rent. It was the only place in town Mrs. Tinderbeck advertised her boarding house. She claimed she used it as a filter, ensuring only literate people applied.

Their conversation turned to the meeting tonight. As Olivia had guessed, it was for the HIFs. A team of film students from Case were working on a historical piece, or so they claimed, that would have Cadburn Creek and Whips Ledges in Medina as stand-in settings for a long-running conflict between settlers and Native Americans. The flood wall along the bend behind Creekbend Court was a visible contradiction to the historical accuracy of the setting. There was no other place where the filmmakers could stage their action without modern buildings getting into the shot. The rock wall on the high side of the creek was perfect for backdrop for the water scenes. They didn’t have the budget for CGI and other special effects to remove anachronisms.

Several members of the HIGs had heard the film team’s leaders grumbling about the “perfect setting” being ruined by the flood wall. They wanted to take this opportunity to push again to have it removed, because it violated their standards of historical accuracy. The homeowners along that stretch of Creekbend Court were divided on whether it was wise to do so. Yes, that wall was ugly, and encouraged stagnation and algae and caught trash that got swept up in the creek. But this had been an unusually wet spring. What if Cadburn suffered the same flooding that had prompted building the wall fifty years ago?

All Phoebe could offer, from the viewpoint of the reenactors group, was that the higher water this spring meant every time they had rehearsals in the creek, they had to go up onto the bank. The flood wall blocked access to the shallower part of the creek in that spot. The water was too deep further out to wade. But whenever they did come up onto the bank and cross six different property lines, someone was always there to complain. Half the time, Mr. Fendergast shouted at them to get off his property. Or worse, silently waved his rifle at them.

“Or what’s even worse than that,” she added after several moments, studying the last pierogi on her plate, “he watches me, and he calls me his ghost, and begs me to come home.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” Mrs. Tinderbeck murmured. “Why didn’t you say anything sooner?” She reached across the corner of the table to rest her hand on Phoebe’s shoulder.

“He’s just a crazy old man. What’s anybody going to do?”

“Steve did complain to Captain Beakman,” Olivia said. “He said they got what they deserved, trespassing on private property.”

“The sooner Roger Cadburn gets voted out of office, and his cohorts get the boot, the better for this township.” Mrs. Tinderbeck’s lips flattened until there was a white line around her generous mouth. “Yes, Andrew Fendergast is a crazy old man, but he’s had a lot of hurt, a lot of disappointment in his life. Try to pity him. And for heaven’s sake, don’t go near his place in your costume after dark.”

“Why?” Phoebe wanted to know. “What does he mean, saying I’m his ghost?”

“You never heard of the Cadburn ghost?” 

Phoebe hadn’t grown up here. She had moved to Cadburn two years ago from St. Louis. 

“The Cadburn ghost is supposedly the restless spirit of a Cadburn daughter who ran off to the Civil War, disguised as a boy, and never came home,” Mrs. Tinderbeck said. “Andrew’s home, much of the property along that part of the creek, was originally Cadburn family property. He’s descended from the Cadburns. I suppose the story of Annabelle Cadburn ... spoke to his lonely heart.” She shrugged, and something sad and thoughtful in her expression stopped Olivia from asking any more questions.
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Chapter Two
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Wednesday, May 22

“Yeah, high water in the creek this spring. Highest it’s been in forty-some years.” Evan Orcutt snorted and grinned. “At least, that’s what people tell me. Don’t get my dad and uncle started by asking them.”

“Meaning?” Kai almost didn’t slide Evan’s usual dark roast with three pumps of dark chocolate syrup across the counter to him. He wasn’t going to hand the drink over until the contractor told him his conclusions. 

On the other hand, he was grateful that Evan had come out so quickly in response to his call. The Orcutts were a five-generations-established business in Cadburn, known to be honest with their inspections and fair with the prices they charged for repairs.

“It’s got nothing at all to do with the water in your place, first of all. This side of the creek is sitting too high to worry about high water levels. Not until the people downstream from you are taking shelter on their roofs. The water you found came from a crack in the water main north of you. We already got things cleaned up in the buildings that back up to yours before you called me.” Evan nodded his thanks as Kai slid the cup into his reach.

“You could have said that on the phone and saved yourself a trip.” 

“I would have come in anyway, just to make sure it really was from the leak, and not something coming from the other side of the street. The last time the creek flooded, a couple tunnels downstream were revealed. The water was higher than normal this spring, so who knows what might have been opened up?” 

“So your verdict?”

“You’ve got nothing to worry about.” Evan took a quick sip of his coffee and saluted Kai with the cup. “We’re supposed to have a dry summer.” He snorted. “Won’t stop the worrywarts, yapping about taking down that ugly flood wall, down near the shallows.”

––––––––
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Thursday, May 23

“Now what happened?” Phoebe muttered across the counter from Olivia at the end of her shift at the Mug that evening. She gestured with a tip of her head toward the Spirits of ‘62 spilling through the front door. Followed by Lindsey Auretta in her Union jacket and Rebel hat, with a big Confederate flag patch on the front of her fringed leather purse. Was she really trying to hack off the guys in the entire group with that getup?

Phoebe had only said she didn’t mind missing out on rehearsal for Memorial Day weekend reenactments. She didn’t explain why. Maybe Lyndsy’s presence was part of it. Or maybe Mike’s. Olivia remembered Phoebe’s instant sympathy for Lyndsy when she made the connection between him and her roommate.

The guys, led by big, husky, stereotyped blond hero Steve Edison, all seemed equally irritated by something.

“Have fun,” Olivia said under her breath. Phoebe stuck her tongue out at her and headed over to the seating area behind the bookstore half of the shop, where the Spirits usually sat. And griped.

Then the crowd of twenty reenactors reached the counter. Truman hurried to duck under the drawbridge and joined her to help take their orders. Olivia gave him a smile of thanks.

The group’s conversation while they waited to place their orders revealed what irked them tonight. The film students invading Cadburn this spring had gotten in the way of their staging in the township park. Worse than getting in the way, three film students had tried to record what the reenactors were doing, all the while calling out advice on changing their staging to be more dramatic. A verbal fight had ensued. 

Of course it did. 

Steve and most of his followers cared about accuracy more than drama. The film students disagreed.

“Did you drive those Johnny Rebs out of town?” Olivia asked, as she handed Steve his iced cinnamon Americano, extra whipped cream.

He snorted and his frown relaxed into a partial grin. “They want accuracy? How about some buckshot?” He nodded and snatched up his cup. “Saving my life. Again.” He turned away from the counter, going to the right, just as Lyndsy stepped up on his right side and opened her mouth to say something. His grin flattened back into a scowl. He cursed when a few drops slopped out of his tall paper cup.

“I swear, between you and those film creeps, I’m taking out restraining orders!” He yanked the Rebel cap off her head. Her wince and yelp indicated he had taken some hair with it.

Olivia’s sympathy died right there. The guy really was a dictator.

“What is your problem?” Lyndsy stepped back, barely missing the toes of Dylan, Phoebe’s current hopeful boyfriend.

She was hesitant to make it official because she was afraid he was only interested in her makeup kit. Especially her recipe for fake blood.

“No Rebel troops got this far north.” Steve waved the cap in her face. “You keep asking how come we won’t let you participate. This is part of it. And this.” He caught hold of the sleeve of her jacket. “Not authentic, either.”

“Hey, I got it from Clandestine Costumers. They guarantee—“

“They lie. And they probably charged you three times more than this is worth.”

“Well if you had been polite enough to just answer my questions last month, I wouldn’t have gone to them, now would I?” She waved the notebook she held in her right hand, nearly slapping his face.

Olivia almost wished she had.

“Hey, Steve, lay off her. She’s got a point,” Mike said, sidling up to the counter. Lyndsy immediately backed up two steps. “If nobody will answer her questions, how will she know?”

“Why do you keep trailing us like you do?” Steve sagged a little and sounded more tired than hacked off now.

“I want to learn. Besides.” She snorted and looked around, and her grin got a little wider. “Some of those old guys living along the creek are talking about the Cadburn Ghost showing up, when they see me running around in my uniform. Especially when you’re doing those nighttime maneuvers. It’s hilarious, how spooked some of them sound. Especially old Fendergast.”

“Be careful,” Ramon said. Olivia thought he would be a better match for Phoebe. He was their special effects man, creating realistic explosions and smoke clouds. “That guy isn’t all there. He can be your best buddy one day and come after you with a rifle the next.”

“Wish his family would lock him up. The guy acts like he owns the whole creek, from one end to another,” one of the newer guys said from the back of the group. Since Olivia didn’t know him, she thought he was one of the history students from Case who had arrived with Mike.

“But think about all the stories a guy that old could tell, about the history in this town,” Lyndsy said. 

“What are you really after?” Steve said. “Why do you keep tailing us? You really expect us to take you seriously, dressed like that?”

“I want to learn!” She waved the notebook at the entire group, then turned back to Steve. “Make you a deal? Play nice for a change, and answer some of my questions?”

Steve scowled, his brows lowering. Olivia wondered if all those lines around his mouth and eyes would become permanent. He let out a long, rattling sort of sigh. “What do we get out of it?”

“How about I play double agent?”

“With who?” Mike snorted. “Not that I don’t doubt you’re good at lying.” He smirked at Lyndsy.

She didn’t look at him. Her shoulders hunched slightly. Olivia could almost feel the chill radiating from her. 

“Those film jerks keep asking all sorts of questions. How about I tell them the exact opposite of what they want to know? Send them on a wild goose chase, get them out of your hair?” she said, her voice a few notes higher than normal.

Olivia and Truman exchanged eye rolls and finished filling the last orders. At least the Spirits bought enough drinks to make up for the noise they made and the tables they took up.

“I don’t know if letting you hang with us will do us any good.” Steve gestured toward the seating area where Phoebe had pushed the tables together to accommodate their group. He led the migration to the other side of the coffee shop. “What are you looking for?”

“Same thing we both are,” Mike said. “Underground Railroad tunnels. Hey, instead of going after the film jerks, go sweettalk old Crandall. Word is, he’s close to finding one.”

“They’ve been saying that for years,” Steve said. “You’d be better off trying to talk to Fendergast. At least he lives on the creek.”

“Now see, that’s the kind of information I’m trying to find. Why don’t we work together?” Lyndsy said.

“Hey, I’ve been saying that for months,” Mike said. “Why do you want to work with him, but not me? We’re in classes together.”

“Tell me what really happened to that report I sent to Dr. Onslow, and maybe I’ll consider it,” she snapped.

“What report?” Mike stiffened and stopped, when the rest of the group kept moving.

“Exactly.” She looked back at him, just long enough for Olivia to see the icy fury in her eyes.

Olivia exchanged a shrug with Truman and got to work cleaning up from filling the orders.

“She needs to get in good with old Crandall,” someone said, amid the sounds of chairs scraping on the tile floor. “He’s been digging for those tunnels for years.”

“Yeah, and nearly got shot by Fendergast,” someone else said.

“Somebody needs to push that old nutcase over the edge, so they can stop waiting for his relatives to lock him up where he won’t cause any more trouble,” Myron Ellsworth grumbled as he walked up to the counter.

Olivia pasted on her professional smile and stepped up to wait on him. Truman had dealt with Ellsworth the last time he came into Book & Mug, so that made it her turn now. She was positive the cranky old man never remembered any of the staff from one visit to the next. He launched into describing exactly how he wanted his coffee made. It was the same personal recipe every time he came in. It never seemed to occur to him that he came in often enough that the staff would remember. Olivia preferred hearing his recipe as opposed to the other topic of grumbling when he came in: the “unapproved changes” that the cousins made to the building when they took it over three years ago. 

––––––––
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Friday, May 24

Olivia settled down in the living room with her notebook computer and turned on the morning news to keep her company while she checked her email. She had turned in her homework for her summer term class on Thornton Wilder in plenty of time for the professor to read and respond before his day ended yesterday. The university offering this particular online class was in Hawaii.

A loud thumping resounded from the front door just as she raised her bottle of vanilla chai to her lips. Sputtering, she slid her computer off her lap, praying she hadn’t spilled on the keyboard. She could not afford to buy another computer just now. Whoever dared to bang so loud, and keep banging, at—she checked her watch—6:37am?—was going to get a piece of her mind. And maybe a good right hook.

She opened the front door to Myron Ellsworth, waving a neon orange sheet of paper in her face. “Just what is the meaning of this?”

“Excuse me?” Olivia had taken lessons from Phoebe on putting ice into her voice.

“You’ve ignored this notice for five days! Irresponsible! Just left it hanging on your door. People like you shouldn’t be allowed to own historic homes.” He leaned forward, one foot raised, clearly intending to bull his way into the house.

Olivia gripped the door frame and shifted her stance, so she could raise her right knee in self-defense, if necessary. She made a mental note to remind Phoebe she had to keep the screen door locked. 

“Just give me a reason to use my pepper spray.” She dug her hand into the empty pocket of her sweatpants.

“Why would—pepper spray is illegal!” he snapped. But he did take four big steps back, so he nearly toppled off the top step of the porch.

“So is breaking into someone’s house, shrieking at them for no good reason. First of all, I am not the homeowner. And second of all, that ugly piece of paper has not been here for five days! And third of all, Mrs. Tinderbeck has told you a thousand times—”

“Tinderbeck? Lydia Tinderbeck owns this place?”

Olivia was convinced Ellsworth had progressive brain damage. Whenever the seasons changed, he came around to all the historic homes in Cadburn with his list of approved contractors, if the changing weather caused any damage. He always used an ugly fluorescent shade, and he always had a snit fit when he demanded to talk to the homeowner and she or Phoebe told him to see Mrs. Tinderbeck. As if not living in the house she owned was a personal attack on him.

“There is a serious storm coming, young lady!” He waved the paper at her. “You give this to that floozy, and you tell her she’s in serious trouble if there is flood damage to this house and she doesn’t follow the official guidelines.”

“Hello? We’re twenty feet above the creek.”

He was going to get pepper in his coffee, the next time he came into Book & Mug. Who was he to call Mrs. Tinderbeck a floozy?

“What does that have to do with it? Some people have no appreciation for the seriousness of the situation!” he announced, waving his hand in the air as if making a grand point. Then he turned, nearly toppling off the top step, and somehow made it to the ground without tripping over himself. Head tilted back, legs stiff, he stomped away.

“We really need to talk Mrs. T into one of those doorbell cameras,” Phoebe said, startling a squeak out of Olivia. She draped an arm over her shoulders, and they leaned on each other as they watched Ellsworth stomp away down the sidewalk.

“Wonder when he’ll realize he took the paper with him ...”

Sputtering giggles, they stepped back. Phoebe closed the door, and Olivia went to get her phone to send a text to tell Mrs. Tinderbeck what had just happened. She would have to follow it up with more details in an email. Ellsworth was in rare form today.

Lyndsy had come through the front door on Tuesday, so the paper had probably been on the front door two days at the most. Olivia had a good idea of Ellsworth’s route when it came to harassing the historic home owners. He would probably get to Creekbend Court some time today.

Phoebe looked up from whipping some eggs for breakfast, when Olivia stepped into the kitchen. “What’s so funny?”

“Bet that nutcase hasn’t seen old Fendergast’s preparations for that deck on the back of his house.” Olivia settled at the table and leaned back, waiting, until Phoebe’s eyes got wide and her mouth dropped open. Then they both burst out in giggles.

“Oh, and I’ve got to work today! Can you camp out on the back porch and try to record it? It’s gotta be good.”

“Record it with what? My phone is three years old. Spy gear, it is not.”

“Trent.” Phoebe snapped her fingers. “He’s got one of those fancy telephoto thingies. He was talking about using it to record us, send it to that competition we want to do in Gettysburg next fall. I’ll call him when I get to work, see if he can come over and set it up.”

Two hours later, Phoebe called during a lull to report that Trent had to work all day and couldn’t get away to set up the camera. In the end, that didn’t matter, because the downpour started less than twenty minutes after she left for work and pounded down steadily most of the day. If Ellsworth plastered his instruction sheets on the front doors of the homes on Creekbend Court, he didn’t take his usual walking tour around all the properties, to uncover any alterations made to the properties since the last time the self-appointed guardian of historical purity made his inspection. From her cozy sheltered spot on the back porch, Olivia could see piles of lumber and bricks and bags of cement safely tucked under the royal blue tarps that had covered them since Mr. Fendergast had them delivered last week. Nobody was going to be out in this sopping weather to dig foundation holes and pour concrete.

Olivia found it rather relaxing to curl up with a quilt under the cover of the wide back porch of the house with her computer, work on her homework, and drink hot chocolate. She watched the rain turn the world to a hazy gray drizzle while she waited for the fireworks to start. She wasn’t really disappointed when nothing happened. It was a pleasant way to spend the day. Although yes, she would have enjoyed seeing Ellsworth stomping around in one of his rages, lose his footing in the mud, and go down with a splash. 

Her gaze strayed several times to the rickety old arch of a footbridge that crossed the creek. Mr. Creekbaum on the west side of them said it had been there before his parents built their house. Folks on the street called it the sweetheart bridge. They claimed a courting couple lived on opposite sides of the creek and used it for secret meetings. Olivia wondered how secret those meetings could be, since the bridge was pretty easy to spot even with all the trees shadowing the creek. She shuddered at the idea of trying to cross that bridge now. Most of what remained was a rusty iron frame and sporadic ragged boards. A couple times, she had crept down the bank to the bridge to study it, drawn by the idea of desperate lovers risking a wet landing to be together. The bridge was barely wide enough for one person, with no handrails to hold onto.

Phoebe, of course, thought it entirely romantic, and every once in a while, she pulled out notes for a screenplay she wanted to write about the bridge and the different couples through the generations who used it to meet up. She had actually tried to walk the bridge once. Just once. She barely got a third of the way across. The bridge creaked and swayed so much she turned around and crept back on her hands and knees.

Sometimes, when the wind was especially rough, Olivia thought she heard the bridge creaking. She thought of the Cadburn Ghost now and made a note to herself to mention adding the bridge to Phoebe’s plan to write a play about the ghost. Maybe Annabelle Cadburn could haunt the bridge, crossing over and over again, looking for ... what? Her lost gun? Her regiment? The way home? Her missing sweetheart?

Who built the bridge, and which side of the creek did they live on? The bridge was on the dividing line between Mrs. Tinderbeck’s house and Mr. Creekbaum on the high side and landed on the property to the west of the Fendergast house. Supposedly most of the property along the creek on that side belonged to Cadburns, so maybe Annabelle Cadburn had actually walked that bridge? Definitely, she had to remember to mention that idea to Phoebe.

––––––––

[image: ]


Monday, May 27

Phoebe left a note for Olivia when she got home mid-afternoon on Monday, after opening the Mug for the day.


Don’t even try to take a nap. They’re taking down the wall. Lots of noise. Lots of shouting. Fendergast was out there, shrieking about the Ghost for a little while. Scared off the workers with a gun. Beakman even showed up. It settled down for a while but the noise is starting up. Glad I have auditions tonight!



For punctuation, an engine revved down in the creek. Olivia doubted that was a boat, though the water was still supposedly running high after all the rain. She put down her purse and stepped out onto the back porch and walked to the railing. From this angle, with all the trees in the way, she couldn’t see a lot of detail, but she made out the bright green of one of those all-purpose utility vehicles she kept seeing advertised on TV. It looked like someone was using it to push down part of the flood wall. A few revs and roars later, cheers and a massive splash confirmed that theory. Olivia glanced up at the narrow window in the attic. From that angle she would have a clear view of everything going on down in the creek. The question was why she would want to watch all those people getting muddy and wet.
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