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My gaze traveled around the room as I took in each employee. They were all here, ready and excited for what was to come. There are ten of us now, quite a change from years past. My sister, Christy, and I had inherited the quaint Pumpkin Hollow Candy Store from our mother, who had inherited it from her mother, and we were determined to make improvements in the candy store so that our children would one day inherit it.

“I brought donuts,” Christy sang out as she set two boxes of donuts on the table in our little break room.

“Oh, yum,” Carrie Green said as she opened the box lid. “Oh look, you got Frankenstein donuts. I love those!” I had gone to school with Carrie, and she had worked at the candy store for years.

I took a sip of my coffee. “Did you get me a boo berry?”

Christy nodded. “I would never forget the boo berry.”

I smiled. This was going to be a fantastic Halloween season. I went to the table and grabbed one of the boo berry donuts and a napkin and sat down. Christy grabbed a ghostly delight and sat next to me. We may have been working at a candy store, and we might even eat a lot of candy throughout the day, but donuts in the morning were practically a tradition here at the Pumpkin Hollow Candy Store.

I took a bite of my donut, savoring the sweetness, and nodding. “I’m so glad you stopped by and picked up donuts. I meant to get out of the house earlier this morning, but you know how things are in the morning at my house.”

Christy nodded. “Oh, believe me, I know exactly how things are at your house because they’re the same way at mine in the morning. Maybe worse.”

I chuckled and took another bite of my boo berry donut. The local bakery made the best donuts, cookies, cakes, and cupcakes in the world. My friend Angela Karis now owned it after the prior owner had retired and moved to the beach. Yes, I said friend. Angela and I had had our differences in the past, but we had somehow managed to forge a casual friendship over the years.

I waited until everybody picked out a donut. Most of us brought our own coffee to work, but we also had a coffee pot brewing on the counter back here. When things began to settle down, I cleared my throat. “Thank you all for coming today. I know some of you have to come in again later in the day, but I wanted to have this quick little meeting at the beginning of the busiest season of the year.”

“I can hardly wait,” Kelly Gaines said, tearing her choco-ghoul donut in half. Her auburn hair was done in a low ponytail today. “I love this time of year.”

I nodded. “Me too. We’re all going to have to work a lot of hours, and if you can let me know ahead of time if you absolutely can’t make it, I would appreciate that.” Scheduling had gotten a little more complicated with more employees, but we made it work.

“I need all the hours I can get,” Stephanie Cupp chimed in. “I need Christmas money!”

There was laughter around the room. We could all probably say the same thing. “That’s not a problem. We’ve been swamped with candy orders these past several weeks, so I’m sure there will be plenty of work for everyone.”

When you own a candy store that has gone worldwide, you’re going to have a crazy amount of business. And when that candy store is Halloween-themed, believe me, those orders roll in sometimes faster than we can fill them.

“I think getting the pantry and kitchen organized early like we did will really help out,” Christy said, taking a bite of her donut.

I nodded. “I’m glad you took the time to do it. The stock has been rotated, and we are all set to make candy at a dizzying pace.”

It was early September, and Labor Day was behind us. It was officially the Halloween season. The season that all of Pumpkin Hollow lived for. It may have been Halloween every day in this town, but there was something extra special about the official season. It ran from the Labor Day weekend until two weeks after Thanksgiving, and then we would immediately be thrown into the Christmas season. The next several months ahead of us were going to be busy ones, but they were going to be exciting ones, too.

I had called the meeting to make sure we were all on the same page. All of our employees had been with us for a while, so they knew what to expect. But it was fun for us to get together, because sometimes we didn’t see one another often as we came and went and worked our respective schedules.

We went over the plans Christy and I had made, and when we were finished I said, “I would love some help decorating the shop. I don’t have a lot more to say at this meeting, so we can move it to the front of the store and decorate.”

“That’s my favorite part,” Carrie said, picking up her donut and coffee. We headed out to the front.

We had a large variety of Halloween decorations, and we liked to switch them up from season to season. Even during the spring and summer, we had lots of Halloween decorations up, but we pulled out all the stops for the Halloween season. I had bought strands of orange twinkle lights, new pumpkins, a couple of large felt witches, some felt ghosts, and other assorted Halloween things to liven up the store.

We got to work pulling things out of boxes and oohing and ahhing over everything. We also brought some decorations from past seasons to reuse.

“Where do you store all of these things?” Janelle Simon asked. She had been with us for two years, and she was a great worker. She had lots of ideas for new candies, and a couple of her recipes had been real winners with the customers.

I chuckled. “My barn. Believe me, if we didn’t have the barn, I don’t know what we would do.”

When our mother was running the shop, we did lots of decorating then too, but Christy and I may have gotten just a little carried away with the decorations we had bought over the past several years. I wanted the candy store to stand out as one of the most decorated, happiest, coziest and warmest shops in town. And I was addicted to Halloween decorations. How could I not be? I had lived with them all my life.

“It would take a barn to store all these things,” Missy said and laughed. “You have the best Halloween stuff.”

“Thank you,” Christy said. “I’m glad she’s got the barn too, because I store things over there as well. I don’t know what we would do without it.”

I chuckled. “Me too. Ethan says I’m becoming a hoarder, but you can never have too many Halloween decorations.” I considered it for a moment, then shook my head and grabbed some papier mâché jack-o’-lanterns to put on the shelves. My husband, Ethan, and I had purchased a five-acre farm on the edge of town, and it had come with a barn. I had always dreamed of living on a farm, and since we moved there three years ago, I had planted a garden, canned some of my own vegetables, and raised chickens. I may not have been a full-fledged farmer, but I was enjoying myself immensely. And then there was the pony. Jasper was the most spoiled pony I’ve ever seen. He was a black and white pinto and was as pretty as could be, but he tended to do whatever he wanted to do. Like break into the garden when it was in full bloom. He’d eaten a portion of my little pumpkin patch before we caught him.

I set the small jack-o’-lanterns on the shelf in between jars of jelly beans, candy corn, and licorice. Some of the items we carried in the candy store had been bought from other manufacturers, but we made as much of it as we could. We carried a large selection of fudge, bonbons, and chocolate of every kind. This year we were adding candy apples to our repertoire. There was something about candy apples that I absolutely loved, and I had been experimenting with recipes and different designs. My favorite right now was a sweet red apple with white chocolate coating and then dipped into dark chocolate. From there, we decorated it with cinnamon candy flakes. It was delicious. I stepped back, admiring my work, and tucked a strand of my light brown hair behind my ear.

“How is Ethan doing? We haven’t seen him in the store in what seems like ages,” Nancy Jacobs said, pulling a string of tiny plastic skeletons out of a box. It was perfect for draping along the shelves.

I smiled. “Ethan is great. He’s been busy both at work and on our little homestead. It seems like there’s just so much to do around the house.”

She nodded. “I was wondering about him. You tell him I said hello.”

Nancy was nearly seventy and was one of the most thoughtful people I’ve ever worked with. It seemed that she could practically guess what needed to be done around here, and she would make sure that it got done. I knew at some point she would want to retire, but I hoped it wouldn’t be for a very long time. Call me selfish, but I didn’t want to lose her.

“Oh, he’s been in. I think you must not have been working when he stopped by. Believe me, he’s not going to pass up fudge.” I chuckled. My husband Ethan loved his fudge. Actually, he loved all the candy. We were setting a bad example for anybody trying to stay away from the sweet stuff because neither of us could stay away for long.

She smiled and nodded as she started hanging up the string of skeletons. “I’m so glad to hear that. He’s such a sweet boy.”

I grinned at her calling him a sweet boy. When your thirty-eight, you’re a little old to be referred to as a boy, but I guess when you’re seventy, you look at things differently.

“Look what I bought,” Christy said, opening a cardboard box. She pulled out a big stuffed jack-o’-lantern.

“Oh, that is so cute,” I said, coming over to look at it. I ran my finger over it. “What is that?”

She smiled. “Silk. Can you believe it? I found a silk jack-o’-lantern.”

I chuckled. “That’s crazy. But it’s incredibly cute. You better put it up someplace where sticky fingers won’t touch it, otherwise it’s going to be a mess.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, sticky fingers better not touch my jack-o’-lantern. I’m telling you right now, nobody better ruin my jack-o’-lantern.”

I shrugged. “You had better find a good place for it then.”

When you work at a candy store, everyone invariably has sticky fingers. Whether making the candy, packaging it up, or giving out samples to the customers, sticky fingers are going to do what sticky fingers do: leave trails of chocolate and sugar everywhere.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Two




[image: image]


I looked up as the bell on the door jingled, and I grinned as soon as I saw who it was. “What are you doing here?”

Ethan shrugged and closed the distance between us with his long strides. “You know how I am. I need some candy.” He leaned over and kissed me. His blond hair fell into his eyes. He was just as handsome as the day I laid eyes on him in first grade. Okay, maybe he was just cute back then, but he hadn’t changed a bit. He was as cute as ever.

I shook my head. “I had no idea you liked candy. I thought you were here to see me.”

He rolled his beautiful blue eyes. “Oh, sure. You had no idea how much I love candy.”

I smirked and looked over my shoulder. “Nancy, Ethan is here.” I turned back to him and whispered, “She was worried about you. She hasn’t seen you in weeks.”

“What?” Nancy said, poking her head out from the kitchen.

He chuckled. “How are you doing, Nancy?”

She nodded, stepping out from the kitchen, folding over the white cloth she held. “I’m doing great, Ethan. I was wondering why you were MIA.” She went to the counter. “We can’t have that, mister.”

He chuckled again. “Yes, ma’am. I will make sure that I stop in more regularly.”

She nodded. “See that you do,” she said sternly. Then she chuckled and patted him on the arm. “It’s good seeing you, Ethan. Keep up the good work; you’re keeping this town safe.” Ethan was the lead detective with the local police department. Keeping the town safe was his job.

“Thanks, Nancy. I’ll do my best.” He looked into the display case, glancing over the offerings. “Let’s see, you know I love the pumpkin spice fudge, the chocolate with walnuts, and the cinnamon spice. And the vanilla.” He looked up at me. “Actually, there isn’t anything that I don’t like. Why don’t you give me whatever you feel like giving me?”

Nancy smiled and went back into the kitchen.

I nodded. “You bet.”

I cut him a small piece of pumpkin spice fudge, and put it in a bag, then handed it to him. “Only a small piece. You’ll ruin your dinner.”

He rolled his eyes, looking into the bag forlornly. “I could eat three times that amount, and it wouldn’t touch my appetite.”

I nodded. “Yes, I know. But your doctor says too much sugar isn’t good for you.”

He shook his head. “My doctor said nothing of the sort. In fact, he said he would be stopping by to pick some up for himself.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Sure he did.” I shut the display case and sat on one of the stools behind the counter. I didn’t know whose sweet tooth was worse, his or mine. I was willing to bet on his.

“What are we doing this weekend?”

I shrugged. “I’m thinking about sleeping in on Sunday. I’ve got to work Saturday, though, so sleep is on the agenda.”

He sighed. “I want to get some things done around the house, so I guess I’ll stay home and work on Saturday. But I sure would like to take some time off one of these weekends to do some fun things.”

Before I could ask him what kind of fun things, the front door opened again, and I grinned as my mom entered the shop with the kids.

“Mom!” Charlie shouted as he ran to me, pushing past his father, and coming around behind the counter, grabbing my legs. “Mom, I missed you today.”

I leaned over and pulled him close, hugging him tight. “I missed you too, buddy. I always miss you when you’re not around.” I looked up at Ethan. “He misses me.”

His brow furrowed. “Clearly. I guess you don’t miss me, do you, Charlie?”

He released my legs and turned to look at Ethan. “Daddy, I always miss you, too.” He ran around the counter, grabbed a hold of Ethan’s legs and hugged him.

“Oh good, for a moment there I thought you were done with me.”

“All he talked about was how he wanted to see his mom,” my mother said, as she, Harper, and Emily came to a stop in front of the counter.

“Oh, I miss him too. How are you girls doing?” I asked, leaning over to the counter to look at Christy’s girls.

Harper stood on her toes and bounced up and down. “I missed you, Aunt Mia. But I miss my mom, too.”

I smiled as Christy came from the kitchen carrying a tray of pumpkin marshmallows.

“Oh, my gosh,” she said, spotting her daughters. “Look who’s here. My very favorite people in the entire world.”

The girls ran to her, wrapping their arms around her. “Mom, I missed you. Jessica pulled my braids at school. I told the teacher, and she told her to stop, but then she did it again.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, honey,” Christy said, reaching down to hug her. “That’s not nice of her at all. I hope the teacher had a nice long talk with her.” She reached out and tapped Emily’s nose with the tip of her finger. “Hey, cutie.” Emily giggled.

“She did. She hasn’t pulled my hair since.”

Christy grinned and went behind the counter to put the marshmallows into the display case. “Well good. I’m glad to hear she has learned her lesson.” She looked at our mother. “Hey, Mom, what’s going on? Ethan. I see you got some fudge.”

He nodded. “Always.”

Mom leaned on the front counter. “The kids and I have decided we’re going to make some papier mâché jack-o’-lanterns.”

“Oh really?” I said. “You can do that?”

She nodded. “Sure, you girls made them in kindergarten. You just need some starch, newspaper, and a balloon. Then we’ll paint them orange and paint a face on them.”

“I remember doing that,” Christy said. “It was so much fun. I envy you kids.”

“Mom, you do so much for these kids,” I said. Having my mom take care of the kids was the best thing that could have happened to us. She loved spending time with them, and they got to spend time with grandma. Not to mention, Christy and I knew our kids would be safe and well taken care of. It was a win-win situation.

Since Mom’s retirement, she had taken care of the kids. Christy’s eldest, Harper, was six weeks older than my son, Charley. It was a fact that she lorded over him, rarely allowing him to forget. Emily was three. The kids got along like siblings, which is to say, sometimes not well at all. But most of the time they liked to play together. We hadn’t intended to have kids so close together, but it happened, and Mom was the best babysitter we could find. When they were infants, her best friend Linda Reid helped out a lot. They both retired from the candy store at about the same time, so they had plenty of free time to take care of them. Mom was driving a minivan these days. Again. She was living the ultimate grandma lifestyle.

“You know I love it. They’re only going to be little for such a short time, and I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” She chuckled. “Ethan, what are you up to?”

He held up the bag of fudge. “Oh, I am enjoying some fudge.”

She pushed her glasses up on her nose. “Now, Ethan, you know that my daughters make the best fudge in the whole world.”

He nodded. “I agree.” He glanced at me, grinning. I knew exactly what he was thinking. If I had a nickel for every time he, myself, and Christy had said that our mother made the best fudge in the world, we would be filthy rich.

“Thanks, Mom,” Christy said.

In the beginning, when Christy and I took over the candy store, I was not at all certain that we could uphold her standards, even though we had been working here for years. It turned out that I had nothing to worry about. Candy making is an art. A little too much of one thing or too little of another, and you’ve got a mess on your hands. But we had learned from one of the best, and we were doing very well business-wise these days.

“Mom, I need candy,” Harper said, looking into the display case.

“You might think you do,” Christy said. “But you’re going to have dinner in a few hours.”

She sighed and looked at her. “I might starve to death if I don’t get some candy.”

Christy rolled her eyes and grabbed three chocolate pumpkin suckers, laying them on the counter. “There. How does that look?”

“They’re my favorites,” Charlie said.

Emily stood up on tippy toes but still couldn’t reach. Ethan handed her one of the lollipops.

“Thank you, Uncle Ethan.” Emily was prim and proper, and she loved her Uncle Ethan.

Ethan grinned. “You’re welcome.” He leaned over, and kissed her on top of her head and then kissed Harper while ruffling Charlie’s hair. “These are three of the cutest kids I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“Aren’t they though?” Christy said. “Mom, do you want some candy?”

She shrugged and looked into the display case. “How about a quarter pound of pumpkin spice fudge? You know how your father loves it. I might even have a taste too.” She winked.

I nodded and cut her a piece of pumpkin spice fudge. “So, it sounds like you four are going to have a lot of fun with those jack-o’-lanterns you’re going to make,” I said.

She nodded. “We certainly are. It’s just the first of many fun adventures we’re going to have this Halloween season. We’ve been looking at Halloween costumes, but we can’t make up our minds what we want to dress up as.”

“Go for Frankenstein,” Ethan said. “You’ll be able to scare the candy out of people.”

But Charlie shook his head. “No, I don’t want to be Frankenstein. Don’t put pressure on me, Dad. I have to think this over.”

I shook my head, grinning. There were times when Charlie seemed like a forty-year-old man in a tiny five-year-old’s body. Other times, he drove me nuts with his five-year-old antics. But I wouldn’t have changed anything about my life. Not the candy store, and certainly not my family.
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“Good evening, Mrs. Jameson,” I said. “We brought you some pumpkin spice fudge.” I held out the tin.

Mrs. Jameson’s eyes lit up. “Oh my goodness, you girls are the sweetest. I wasn’t expecting you, and I certainly wasn’t expecting you to bring me some fudge.”

“Well, we were talking about you this morning, and we decided to come and see how you were doing,” Christy said. “Were your ears burning?”

I chuckled. That was the phrase my dad used on us a lot when we were kids. “Yes, we were talking about you and the fact that it’s been far too long since we stopped by to see you, and we apologize for that. And to make up for it, we brought you some fudge.”

Mrs. Jameson was beaming now. She was an old friend of the family, and we didn’t see her often enough. She was in her late eighties now and didn’t get around as much as she once did, and we both felt guilty about not stopping in to see her. But life could get so busy, especially with little kids. Every time I had heard a parent complain about that kind of thing when I was younger, I ignored it because I thought they were just complaining. They weren’t. I was busier now than I’ve ever been in my entire life.

“That is so sweet of you two. Would you like to come in?”

We nodded and followed her into her little house. The house was almost gleaming, it was so neat. Her little white poodle hurried up to see us and sniffed, wagging his tail. “Oh, Cedric,” I said, kneeling and rubbing his head. “I haven’t seen you in ages. How have you been? Are you behaving yourself?”

“He’s just as ornery as ever,” Mrs. Jameson said, laughing. She sat down in a recliner while Christy and I sat on the couch across from her.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Christy said, brushing her brown hair out of her eyes. “If he’s got the energy to be ornery, then he must be healthy.”

She nodded. “Fit as a fiddle. He’s been such a good little dog to me, and I’m so thankful that he’s still so healthy.”

I nodded. Cedric was at least twelve or thirteen years old now, and I was glad that he still looked so energetic. Mrs. Jameson would be heartbroken when he passed.

“What have you been up to, Mrs. Jameson?” I asked, sinking into the sofa.

She nodded, holding onto the tin of fudge we brought. “I’ve been doing all right. Doing a little housekeeping, a little puttering around in the backyard, and taking Cedric for walks.”

Christy patted Cedrick’s head when he came to sniff her shoes. “I’m so glad you’re getting out for walks with Cedric. It’s good for both of you to be out in the beautiful weather we’ve been having.”

She nodded. “Well, my doctor said I had better get out and get walking or I was going to be in trouble. My arthritis has been acting up, and he said that exercise would be good for it. Now, girls, what have you been up to? I know you’re getting busy with the Halloween season starting, but what about those children of yours? What’s been going on with them?”

I smiled. “Charley is doing great in school. I was worried about him adjusting to kindergarten, but I had nothing to worry about. We were talking about the fact that we needed to bring the kids by so you could visit with them, but it was just too late to do it this evening.”

She nodded. “Oh, I know, I know. You girls are so busy at the candy store. I ran into your mother at the grocery store two weeks ago, and she is so proud of you. She couldn’t stop talking about how wonderfully well you two are doing running the shop. I don’t blame her, she has a lot to be proud of.”

Christy blushed. “Thank you, Mrs. Jameson, that’s so sweet of you. And I know our mother is proud of us. My kids are growing like weeds, and Mia is right. We need to bring them by so they can visit with you.”

She chuckled. “I would love to see those kids, but I don’t want to put any pressure on you. The weather has turned so beautiful, and I’ve been enjoying myself so much. The trees aren’t ready to drop their leaves yet, but I know that will happen in the next few weeks, and then I will be in hog heaven.” She laughed. “My mother used to say that all the time. Mostly she said it when I was enjoying my sweets.” She gave us a knowing look.

I smiled. “It sounds like your mother was a lot of fun.”

She nodded. “Oh, she certainly was. She loved everything about Pumpkin Hollow and Halloween, so I got to participate in nearly every activity that went on back then. Those were the good old days. The days that we older folks like to talk about.”

“You were here when Pumpkin Hollow just started out, weren’t you?” I asked.

She nodded. “I certainly was. You can imagine how us children were delighted that the town turned into a Halloween-themed town. I don’t know if anybody had ever done anything like that before, and I’m certainly glad that we did.”

“What do you remember about those days?” Christy asked.

She was thoughtful for a moment. “We used to have these parades when we were kids. We would dress up in our Halloween costumes, which were homemade back then, and we would parade up and down Goblin Avenue. It was a lot of fun for us kids. When the businesses began to be Halloween-themed, we would go trick-or-treating there just like kids do today, but there were a lot of people who did not like our Halloween theme. They didn’t like the idea that maybe there were some witches or ghosts behind it.” She waved a hand dismissively. “How silly.”

“We’ve heard about the witch that placed the curse on the town,” I said. “The rumor seems to pop its head up from time to time.”

She nodded. “Every few years, it seems like somebody’s got to bring that rumor up and drag it out for everyone to worry over. It’s so silly.” She sighed. “How is your husband doing?”

“He’s doing great,” I said. “Working far too many hours, but that’s just the way he is.” I wished the two of us could somehow work out where we didn’t work as many hours as we did, but it was hard to do that right now. Our careers were bustling with activity, and we had to spend a lot of time at work.

“Devon is trying to mastermind a new idea for Pumpkin Square. He wants to add something to it, but he can’t quite come up with what he wants to do,” Christy said.

She nodded. “I bet he’ll come up with something fantastic. I just love seeing the carousel running again. For so many years, it seemed like it was an off-and-on sort of thing where sometimes it was running and sometimes it wasn’t. And it reminds me of my youth so you can imagine how happy it makes me.”

“It makes us happy too,” Christy said. “It was a big part of our childhood.”

The carousel had been one of our favorite rides when we were girls, and it was so nice that Christy’s husband owned it now and we could take the kids for a ride anytime they wanted.

We sat and talked with Mrs. Jameson a while longer, then excused ourselves. She walked us to the door, and we stepped out onto the front porch. Mrs. Jameson looked across the street, and her brow furrowed beneath the porch light. “Well, will you look at that?”

Christy and I looked in the direction she was pointing. “What?” I asked.

“Across the street. At the old Granville mansion. The lights are on.”

“They sure are,” Christy said as we gazed at the old house. The house was abandoned decades ago and was in shambles. Weeds sprouted where there had once been a front lawn and the iron gate and fence that surrounded it was sagging in places. It would have made the perfect haunted house, but I was sure that it was in such bad condition, that it would have been dangerous to attempt to make it into anything at all. “There aren’t usually lights on over there?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, I was sure the lights had been shut off years ago. But then, somebody did try to work on it a few years ago. I think it was a few years ago, anyway. I’m not good with dates or times. Maybe they got the wiring replaced or something,” she said, trailing off. 

“But nobody lives there, right?” Christy asked.

She shook her head. “No, no one lives there. Oh, there’s that old Mr. Miller who lives in the caretaker’s shack, but nobody lives in the big house.”

I glanced back across the street. She was right. It was a shack that Mr. Miller lived in. It looked like it might have even been in worse condition than the mansion.

“Oh well,” she said, chuckling. “I guess stranger things have happened.”

I nodded. “They certainly have. We had better get going. The kids are going to wonder where we are.”

She nodded. “Thank you again for stopping by. Tell your mother I said hello.”

“We certainly will,” I said, and we headed to my car.

When we got inside, we both turned to look at the old mansion. The house had been grand at one time, with three floors and a conservatory. The house resembled the house from the old Psycho movie. There were so many rumors that surrounded the house that I didn’t know what was true and what wasn’t. It did seem odd there were lights on now. It was dark out, and I couldn’t remember ever seeing it lit up like that. “I wonder why the lights are on.”

“It’s weird,” Christy said.

I started the car and headed for home. Weird indeed.
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“Good morning, girls!” Linda Reid called out from behind us. Christy and I were going over the candy on the shelves and trying to decide what else we needed to bring in to stock them with.

I spun around, and she held her arms open wide.

“Oh, Linda,” I said, going to her and hugging her. “When I heard your voice, for a moment, it was like déjà vu. I swear, I thought you were coming to work.”

“Me too,” Christy said as she hugged her. “I miss you so much.”

“Oh, I miss you girls too,” she said, releasing Christy and taking a step back. “And I miss this place as well.” She glanced around the shop. “It’s so cute and cozy, and so Halloweenish. It puts you right in the mood for ghosts and goblins as soon as you walk in the place.” She sniffed the air. “Oh, and it still smells like chocolate. I’ve missed that smell.”

We both laughed. “There’s nothing like the smell of chocolate in the air,” I said. “But where have you been? We’ve missed you.” Linda had worked for my mom for a few years, and she had been a lot of fun. After my mother had fully retired, Linda had retired too. It had been heartbreaking because we had relied on her for so much. She had helped with the kids for a while, then she and her husband left to travel the country.

“I’ve been all over the state of California. I told Mr. Reid—I’m calling him Mr. Reid these days because he’s gotten so persnickety—that we had better head home or people were going to think that we had abandoned it. We were on the road for twelve weeks. Twelve weeks! Can you believe that?”

Christy shook her head. “No. I don’t think I could handle being away from home for that long. I would miss my bed too much.”

“Oh, I did, believe me.”

“I couldn’t do it either,” I added. “I would miss Boo and Licorice. Unless we could teach them to live in the RV with us.” Now that was an idea. We wanted to do more during the summers with Charlie, and getting an RV and traveling a little would be a lot of fun. But I couldn’t leave my two black cats behind.

She nodded. “We finally got Mr. McRuffins to enjoy the ride. Of course, he’s a dog, but he’s a tiny dog and you know how spoiled he is. But he adjusted to the whole thing. Now, what have you two been up to? And how are the kids? Oh, and how are the husbands? I can’t leave them out.”

I shook my head. “Everybody is great. We’ve been getting ready for the Halloween season and haven’t had much time to do anything else.”

She nodded. “That’s why I had to come back to town. I needed the Halloween season. I can’t imagine missing the Halloween season.”

“You’re not looking for a job, are you?” Christy asked hopefully.

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’m not, but I do intend to drop in a lot more frequently now that I’m home. I miss the candy, and I’ve got to catch up with your mom. We’re going to have lunch tomorrow.”

“I know she’ll enjoy that,” I said. “What would you like? Pick out anything you want, and it’s on the house.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, now you’re talking.” We headed up to the counter, and she looked into the display case. “You know I’ve got to have some pumpkin spice fudge. Is half a pound too much? I don’t want you to give away the store.”

I chuckled. “Half a pound is not giving away the store. Of course you can have that much. What else do you want? Just pick it out.”

She looked at Christy, smiling. “Your sister is in a giving mood.”

She nodded. “Yes, she is. You are one of our favorite people, and you always will be.”

“Oh, you’re so sweet, Christy,” she said, putting an arm around her and giving her a quick squeeze. “I really have missed being here at home. I think twelve weeks was far too long to be away. I miss so many people, and I’ve missed the candy.”

I got to work, cutting some fudge for her, when Ethan walked in the door. He smiled at me and then realized that Linda was standing at the counter.

“Linda!”

She turned around. “Oh, Ethan! My goodness, today is my lucky day!” She hurried over to him and hugged him, squeezing him tight. “I missed everybody here in Pumpkin Hollow, but I really miss my candy store family and their husbands.”

He chuckled. “We missed you too, Linda. The girls are always talking about how they wish you still worked here.”

They headed back up to the front counter. “I miss working here, but I can’t come back. They’ve already asked me, and while it’s tempting, I’m going to have to say no. I do like my free time.”

Ethan laughed. “It’s like you could read my mind or something. All right, I won’t beg you to come back to work here at the candy store, but just know that you will always be missed.”

“He’s telling you the truth,” Christy said.

She nodded. “I know he’s telling the truth, and I will miss all of you whenever I’m not here.”

I wrapped up Linda’s fudge for her. “Anything else?”

She looked into the display case and then glanced at the displays of candy on the counter. “Mr. Reid loves the orange slices. Let me get a package of them along with some candy corn and taffy. And that will have to hold us for a while because we need to pace ourselves. With the Halloween season being here, I know we’re going to eat a lot of candy, and it will be a shock to our system since we haven’t had much since we were away from home.” She chuckled.

Christy got to work bagging up the candy that she wanted. “This is on the house, too.”

Linda shook her head. “You don’t have to do that. Honestly, I can pay for it.”

“No. Mia said it’s on the house, and it’s on the house.”

She laughed. “Well, I don’t want to get in trouble by saying no. I sure do appreciate it.”

Ethan looked at me. “Have you got a minute?”

I nodded. “Sure.” I took my apron off and set it on the stool behind the counter, and we headed out front where he had parked his car. “What’s going on?”

He leaned against the driver’s side door. “I just got a call. I’m on my way to a murder scene. I was on my way here when it came in, so I thought I’d stop in for a minute. I can’t pick up Charlie tonight, so maybe you can call your mom and have her keep him until you get off work.”

I nodded. My mother was good at keeping Charlie when Ethan couldn’t make it there early enough after work. We had a good system going, but sometimes things interrupted it.

“So what happened? Do you know anything yet?”

He shook his head. “I don’t have details yet. You know that old mansion on the edge of town? The haunted one?”

My eyes widened. “What? The Granville mansion? When did the murder happen?”

He shook his head. “I have no idea. All I know is I’ve got a murder case. It’s a woman, but I don’t have an ID on her yet.”

“That’s interesting. We stopped by Mrs. Jameson’s last night, right across the street from the mansion. As we were leaving her house, we looked across the street, and the lights were on. Mrs. Jameson said she was surprised because she never saw lights on over there. But she did say that a man was doing some work on the place a few years ago. She wondered if maybe they had replaced all the wiring. If it hadn’t been replaced, there’s no way that wiring would have held up after all those years.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I don’t think anybody has lived there in decades. I wonder if somebody bought it and was trying to fix it up a few years ago, and that’s what Mrs. Jameson is referring to. All the lights were on last night? About what time?”

“I think it was around 6:30 or so? We stopped by after work. We only stayed for a few minutes, so it couldn’t have been much later than that. There’s that old caretaker’s house that sits right next to it. She said that a Mr. Miller lives there.”

He nodded. “I seem to remember seeing a little house next to the mansion. I haven’t been by there in ages. That’s interesting that the lights were suddenly on last night.” He gazed at me, deep in thought. “Well, I guess I better go and check it out and see what’s going on.”

I nodded. “Let me know what you find out.”

He kissed me and got in his truck.

I stood on the sidewalk and watched him go. This was interesting all right. Very interesting.
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Chapter Five
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“All right, spill it, sister.”

Christy was tying an apron around her waist. It was four o’clock in the morning, and she was unbelievably awake and chipper. We no longer got to drive to work together because we had moved out of the cute little cottages that were across the street from one another a few years earlier. Babies needed room, and the little cottages, as cute as they had been, were nowhere near big enough for one baby, let alone two as Christy had.

I smiled, but my heart wasn’t in it. My heart was actually back home in bed. Snuggled up next to my husband. He didn’t have to get up for two more hours, and I was jealous.

“It was Barbara Lee. Do you remember her? She used to come in here and get those orange chocolate bonbons that mom used to make all the time.”

Her eyes widened. “You mean the woman with all the ghost stories?” She handed me a cup of coffee. “Pumpkin spice.”

I nodded. “Thanks. I really needed this, and I was running behind and couldn’t make a stop.” I don’t know how Christy did it, but she managed to become an early bird. Even though we almost always worked the early morning shift these days to be home with our kids in the afternoon when they got out of school, I still hadn’t adjusted.

“You’re welcome.”

“Yes, that’s the one. Barbara Lee. I haven’t seen her in here lately, but her husband does drop in now and then. She was murdered out at the old Granville mansion.” I was surprised when Ethan told me who it was. I don’t know why I was surprised, but I was. I went to the refrigerator to get the butter out. We went through so much butter, sugar, and cream in the making of candy. It was crazy.

“Wait, the Granville mansion? That just happened to be lit up after decades of darkness the other night?” She took a huge swig of her coffee. “How did she die?”

“That’s the one. But Ethan isn’t sure yet. There were no obvious marks on her that he could see, so he’s waiting for the medical examiner to do the autopsy.”

“Okay, what else? Tell me everything you know.”

I grinned and set the butter on the counter to soften. Most of it needed to be melted anyway, but this would speed things along to have it softened a bit. I headed back to the refrigerator and got more out. “He said there was some equipment there with her. Ghost hunting equipment.” I looked at her, eyebrows raised for emphasis. Barbara Lee wasn’t the ordinary housewife I had imagined her to be.

Her eyes widened in return. “Are you serious? She was ghost hunting?”

I nodded. “That’s what it looks like. She had a backpack with notebooks where she had done some writing about the legends she’d heard about that place. And you have to admit that there are a lot of legends going around about that house.”

She nodded. “I heard a serial killer killed an entire family there back in the 30s. How old is that house, anyway?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. But heard once that it was one of the original houses built here before Pumpkin Hollow became Pumpkin Hollow. So right around the turn of the last century.” It was crazy to think that the house had been here so long. And with its creepy exterior, people were going to make up stories about it.

“What else? Anything else going on? The lights were on at that house when we went to visit Mrs. Jameson. Oh my gosh, I wish we paid more attention. There might have been other things going on and we didn’t notice it. I wonder if Barbara was there then. Just think. We could have saved her life if we had known.”

I nodded and grabbed some more butter from the refrigerator. “Except that we aren’t psychic, so there was no way for us to know she was going to die that night. I kept racking my brain trying to figure out what we saw, but honestly, I don’t think anything was going on other than the lights being turned on. Do you remember anything?”

She shook her head and went to the refrigerator and got some cream out. “We need to make a lot more pumpkin spice fudge today, but no, I don’t remember much of anything other than we were all surprised that the lights were on. Honestly, that house has been abandoned for so long, I would have thought it was a fire hazard to turn them on. I wonder if she turned them on? I can’t imagine why she would want to. Isn’t ghost hunting done in the dark?” She shook her head and opened the cupboard to get the spices out.

I nodded. “I think so. I’ve watched some of those ghost hunting programs, and it seems like they always do it in the middle of the night and in the dark. Maybe that’s for the cameras, though. She might have run into an unhappy spirit.” I chuckled and went to the pantry to get some sugar. We had a cart that we loaded up with the heavier items to take them to the counter, and I put what was left of a fifty-pound bag of sugar onto it and then hefted a fresh bag of sugar onto the cart, trying not to groan at the weight. If we went through a lot of butter and cream, then the amount of sugar we used was crazy.

Years ago, we had extended the shop into the empty shop next to the candy store, and I was thinking if the store next to that one ever went out of business, we would need more room to expand again. The last thing I wanted to do was leave our original location because it was where we had gotten our start. It would be too painful for us to leave it all behind.

“We’ve got to go check out the mansion,” Christy said, leaning on the counter. She stifled a yawn. “It would be cool to explore it.”

I turned to look at her. “What?”

She nodded. “We’ve got to go check out the mansion. See what we can find.”

The idea made my heart skip a beat, and I wasn’t even sure why. “I don’t think that’s safe.” I went back to the pantry and grabbed a fresh bottle of vanilla extract and a few other flavorings. We had a lot of orders on the printer and things were going to be crazy from here on out. Carrie would be in at 5:00 and Nancy would come in at 6:00. We’d make candy at least until noon, while the other employees came in to pack up orders and run the store.

She chuckled. “You aren’t scared, are you? Don’t you think it would be fun? I’ve always wanted to explore that old house.”

I nodded absently, thinking about this, and grabbed some cinnamon from the pantry and put it onto the cart. “I’ve always thought it was a cool-looking house. And you’re right, I would like to take a look around there. Besides that, I don’t believe in ghosts, so it’s not like there’s going to be anything to bother us in there. And there are lights. We don’t have to search in the dark.” I sounded more confident than I felt. Who knew who might be hiding in the dark recesses of that house?

She measured some butter into a pan. “What are you talking about? We can’t let people know we’re in there. If we turn the lights on, everybody’s going to know we’re there.”

I turned and looked at her. “So? Barbara Lee was there and had the lights on, and nobody was bothered by it enough to go and see what was going on.”

Her brow furrowed. “You have a point. I’m excited! This will be so much fun.”

I wished I could say I was just as excited about it as Christy was, but I had misgivings. Barbara had ended up murdered there, hadn’t she? I suppose she could have died accidentally. “Maybe it was a natural occurrence. A heart attack or an aneurysm.” There wouldn’t be a reason to search the house if that was what happened, but it would be fun to take a look around anyway.

She nodded. “Maybe she scared herself to death with all the stories of ghosts, and then when she was in the house, she thought she heard a sound, and she died. I guess we won’t know for sure if it was a murder until the autopsy.”

I pushed the cart over to the counter and began unloading it. “Hopefully it will come back soon.”

“Wait, if she was murdered, wouldn’t she have captured it on her ghost hunting equipment?”

I shook my head. “Ethan said it was never turned on. He reviewed the video and audio and there was nothing on them.”

***
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CANDY MAKING WAS AS hard as it was fun, and at about noon, I was sitting on a stool behind the front counter, taking a rest. I had already waited on a long line of customers, and we had a lull in business when the bell over the door jingled, and I looked up to see Todd Lee, Barbara Lee’s husband. I almost gasped as I slipped off the stool and went to the counter.

“Hello, Todd.”

He nodded and came to the counter, glancing at the display case. He smiled nervously. “I guess Ethan has talked to you?”

I nodded. “I’m so sorry.”

He nodded, shoving his hands into his pants pockets. He was wearing slacks and a tie that had been loosened, along with a suit jacket. I couldn’t remember where he worked, but it looked like he had slept in his clothes.

“I can’t get over it. I just can’t believe that she’s gone. I keep thinking that no, they’ve made a mistake. Maybe they misidentified the body.”

I nodded. “Losing a loved one is so hard. I think everything in us tries to deny the fact that they’re gone. I’m so sorry.”

He nodded, glancing again into the display case. He jingled his keys in his pocket as he stood there. “I think I’d like a pound of your vanilla walnut fudge. Vanilla walnut was Barbara’s favorite, you know.”

I shook my head and went to the display case, and pulled out the fudge. “No, I didn’t know that. I like the vanilla walnut myself.”

I weighed out his fudge and began wrapping it.

“So, did Ethan tell you anything else?” His eyes were on me as I worked.

I glanced at him and placed the fudge into a Halloween-decorated paper bag. Orange jack-o’-lanterns danced across the front of it. “No, he didn’t tell me much. Only that they found her in the Granville mansion, and they’re going to have to wait for the autopsy to know what happened.”

He nodded, still jingling his keys. “Why don’t you get me four pumpkin spice marshmallows?” He nodded at the display case.

I went to the display case and got them out for him.

He looked at me again. His eyes were bloodshot, and dark circles hung beneath them. “She had taken up a hobby in recent years. Well, I guess it wasn’t even in recent years. I guess she had been at it for ten or twelve years. Ghost hunting.” He made a sound of disdain and shook his head. “Ghost hunting. Of all the ridiculous and stupid things in the world, she chose that. I told her she was going to get into trouble one day, but she just kept slipping around, thinking she was going to get some kind of evidence of the existence of ghosts on video. She never did, of course.”

“Some people enjoy doing that kind of thing.” I wrapped his marshmallows for him and put them in the bag with the fudge, and waited for him to tell me more.

He nodded. “Yeah, some people really do. But some people just get annoyed by it, and that some people would be me.” He shook his head again. “I don’t get it. I don’t see the excitement of that sort of thing.”

“Did she spend all night in empty houses?” How did one even go about becoming a ghost hunter?

He nodded. “Yeah, that’s exactly what she would do. She’d find some empty house and she would read up on it or talk to people who might know something about it, and determine if she thought it might be haunted. Then she would stay overnight. I thought it was creepy. Sometimes she did it in people’s houses while they still lived there. It got around that she was a ghost hunter, and they called her and told her they thought their house was haunted.” He shook his head. “She has a ghost hunting partner, you know. Diana Davis.”

“Diana? I had no idea. But then I didn’t even know Barbara was running around trying to get video of ghosts.” 

He sighed. “Yes, the two were quite a pair. They would get excited thinking they were about to come upon some kind of big discovery, but of course, things never panned out.”

“Did they ever get anything they thought was paranormal on video?”

He looked uncomfortable now. “There were a couple of times. And I have to say that sometimes I had to wonder if it was real, but mostly not much happened.”

This was interesting. “Was Diana there to call the police for Barbara?” Ethan had said the caretaker had called 911. But if Diana was Barbara’s partner, why didn’t she call?

He shook his head. “Diana wasn’t even there. I don’t get it. They did everything together, so why wouldn’t she have been there? Makes me wonder, if you know what I mean.”

I knew exactly what he was implying. He thought that Diana had something to do with his wife’s death.

“I’m sure Ethan will speak to her and anyone she had contact with in the days leading up to her death.”

He nodded and paid for his candy.

Diana’s absence made me wonder.
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Chapter Six
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Christy and I stepped out onto the sidewalk and into the warm afternoon sunshine. We were done making candy for the day and were going to pick up our kids.

Christy looked skyward, blinking in the bright light. “Gorgeous weather.”

“Mia! Christy!”

We turned to look down the sidewalk and saw our friend, Polly Givens, hurrying toward us.

“Hi, Polly,” I said when she got closer.

She stopped in front of us, slightly out of breath, and nodded. “Oh, thank goodness I caught up to you.” She inhaled, trying to catch her breath, and shook her head, grinning. “I’m a little out of breath. I guess that means I need to exercise more if I’m going to stay in shape.”

I grinned. “You and me both.”

“What’s going on, Polly?” Christy asked.

She took a deep breath. “I wanted to talk to you both. I heard something a few minutes ago. That Barbara Lee was murdered at the old Granville mansion. Is that true?”

I glanced at Christy. “Well, I don’t think anyone knows whether she was murdered or not just yet. The autopsy isn’t back. Who told you?”

“Gladys Finster. She stopped by the gift shop a few minutes ago to get some wrapping paper for her great-granddaughter’s birthday. She said Barbara was found murdered at the mansion. Is that not true?”

I hesitated, but then I nodded. If Gladys Finster knew about it, then practically all of Pumpkin Hollow had heard. “Yes, she was found dead at the mansion, but until the autopsy comes back, we don’t know if it was murder or not. Why? What’s going on?”

She took a shaky breath. “Barbara came into my shop about two weeks ago looking for unscented candles. Was she going out there to have a séance?” She whispered the word séance.

I blinked. “A séance? I don’t think so. Why? What are you talking about?”

She nodded. “She came in two weeks ago looking for unscented candles, and I only had a small handful of votive-sized candles that were unscented. Most people want scented these days. But I told her that I could order them if she wanted me to get her some. So she ordered a case of larger unscented candles—three inches round and four inches high. A case of them.” She stared at me as this information sunk in.

“Okay, but why do you think she was conducting a séance with them?” Christy asked.

She shrugged. “Everyone knows she was crazy about ghosts. And now she says she wants an entire case of unscented candles? Maybe the scented ones aren’t good for séances or something. I don’t know, maybe I’m letting my imagination run away with me.” She laughed nervously. “But that was the first thing I thought about when she ordered them. And then, when I found out that she was dead, I just wondered if something from the other world got ahold of her.”

I shook my head. “I don’t believe in that kind of stuff. And even if there was a ghost of some sort, how could they have killed her? They don’t have any substance, right?”

She nodded. “That’s true, but I don’t know. This just makes me scared.”

I glanced at Christy, who was taking this in. “Even if I believed in ghosts, I don’t think a ghost can kill a human being.”

She sighed. “I guess I’m just being silly.”

“I don’t know,” Christy said, trailing off for a moment. “I think it sounds kind of exciting. A murder victim who was killed by a ghost? That’s definitely something to look into.”

I rolled my eyes at Christy. “We are not going around this town telling people that somebody was killed by a ghost.” I turned back to Polly. “As I said, until the autopsy comes back, we have no idea how Barbara died. She could have had an aneurysm, or a heart attack, or any number of things that could have killed her. She had to have been in her mid-fifties and she didn’t appear to be the kind of person who did a lot of exercise, so maybe it was a health issue.” I had no idea if it was a health issue or not, but I certainly wasn’t going to run around town telling everybody that a ghost killed her.

Christy turned to me. “Like I said, maybe a ghost scared her to death.”

I rolled my eyes. “Christy.”

Polly chuckled. “All right. You’re right. This is silly. But just so you know, she did buy a whole bunch of candles, and it wouldn’t surprise me if she had done some sort of séance thing.”

I nodded. “I’ll tell Ethan about it.”

She glanced at the candy store. “Well, I needed to drop by here anyway, so I may as well go in and get some candy. I see you two are ready to head home.”

“We’ve got to pick up the kids,” Christy said.

“I won’t keep you then. I’ll talk to you later.”

“See you later, Polly.”

Polly went into the candy store, and we headed to our respective cars.

I started my car and chuckled. There was no way that a ghost could kill a person.

***
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“SO WHAT ABOUT IT, ETHAN? Have you figured out how to arrest a ghost yet?”

Ethan turned to look at Christy. “No, and I don’t intend to.” He shook his head and turned to look at me. “Your sister has lost her mind.” 

“It won’t be the first time.” I glanced up at the carousel as it went around. Charlie and the girls were sitting side-by-side on the carousel horses as it went around. Each horse was going up and down as it turned. We were at Pumpkin Square. When the amusement park was built just outside of town, we had been worried about how much of our business it would steal. So Devon and some other folks had gotten together and bought a small piece of property in town where some buildings had been torn down years ago. They now had the carousel, a small petting zoo with an irascible rooster, a face painting booth, and an assortment of other small attractions to draw families in. It had been a good idea, proving popular with the tourists, and that’s where Devon spent most evenings and weekends during the Halloween season. The dreaded amusement park had, for a while, hurt our businesses, but we had recovered and taken it in stride. Thankfully, when the tourists came to town, most of them preferred to see all the old attractions they always came to Pumpkin Hollow for. I still wished fewer were going to the amusement park, but it hadn’t caused long-term issues for us, and I hoped things would stay that way. With the candy store being online and selling worldwide, we hadn’t been hurt as badly as some of the other local businesses had been. I still worried about some of them.

“When are you going to get that autopsy back?” Christy asked.

Ethan shook his head. “There’s been a rush put on it, but there always is. Sometimes they get back to us right away, and sometimes it takes a while. But between us, after her body was brought in, the coroner found what looks like blunt force trauma to the back of her neck. We suspect it was broken. There was also just a bit of blood that was hidden by her hair that I couldn’t see when I first investigated the crime scene.”

I cringed. “How awful.” I had already filled him in about what Barbara’s husband had told me when he dropped by the candy store. He thought her partner, Diana Davis, had killed her. And I had to admit that it was curious that she hadn’t been with her since they did most of their ghost-hunting together. Where had she been that night? Why wasn’t she there when her friend needed her most? Or was she there, and she was the killer? Those were questions that we needed answers to.

Charlie waved as they made another turn on the carousel, and I waved back. My chest swelled with pride. He was such a sweet boy, and I was blessed to be his mother. He looked so much like his father, with just his nose looking like mine.

We watched as the kids took a few more turns on the carousel. Devon brought it to a stop, and the tourists filed off. He hurried over to us, kissed Christy, and glanced at us. “How’s it going, brother- and sister-in-law? Are we having fun yet?”

I nodded. “We’re always having fun, Devon, especially when we’re at the carousel.”

Christy and I had grown up riding that carousel, and we loved it more than anything. It was wonderful that our kids would now get to do the same. I hoped that they loved Pumpkin Hollow as much as we did as the grew and that they would stay here and run the candy store after we retired. Maybe it was a selfish thought, but didn’t most parents who owned family businesses feel that way?

Devon chuckled and headed back to the carousel to let another round of riders on. Charlie and the girls made no attempt to get off. They were going for another ride.

I sat back on the benches that had been set up for the tourists. “Have you talked to Diana Davis yet?” I asked Ethan. 

He shook his head. “She hasn’t answered my calls.”

Christy and I both turned to look at him. “Really?” Christy said, drawing the word out. “So now she’s trying to avoid the law. I think we have our killer.”

Ethan shook his head. “Don’t you two get into trouble. I mean it. I need to talk to her, and I don’t want her scared off before I get that chance.”

I shook my head. “Nope. We will not do that.” I shot Christy a look.

Christy and I had looked into a number of deaths over the years. Barbara Lee may have had a ghost-hunting hobby, but we had a murderer-hunting one. Ethan didn’t mind it so much as long as we didn’t get into trouble, and we didn’t make a mess of his investigation. We were going to talk to Diana, but we would be careful. She might try to avoid Ethan, but we would catch up with her somehow.
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I had no idea that Barbara Lee and Diana Davis were partners in ghost hunting until Todd Lee had told me. Honestly, I hadn’t heard of any ghost hunters here in town, but I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised that there were people who were into it. I didn’t get it. Sure, it was mildly entertaining to watch the ghost hunting shows on television, but that was as far as it went for me. 

“She’s the killer.”

I glanced at Christy as she drove. Diana owned a Halloween shop she called The Good Earth Halloween Shop.

“Just because she wasn’t there with Barbara when she died doesn’t mean that she’s the killer. I guess it does look a little suspicious, especially if she’s willing to admit that they were always together on these ghost hunting expeditions. But right now, that’s a big assumption. I do want to see how open she is about giving us information, though.” 

If Diana resisted telling us anything about Barbara and their ghost hunting expeditions, it would make me more suspicious of her. If she had nothing to hide, why wouldn’t she want to speak openly about it?

Christy tapped a finger on the steering wheel as she drove. “I’m telling you, she’s our killer.” She pulled up in front of The Good Earth Halloween Shop and we got out. This Halloween shop was a little different from most of the other Halloween-themed shops in town. Pumpkin Hollow went for a family-friendly image, and this shop was a little more on the edge. In fact, you might even call it creepy.

We stepped inside the dimly lit shop, and I glanced around. There was fog coming from the back room, and the place was decorated in all things Halloween, but none of it looked particularly friendly. There were displays of crystals, jewelry that touted healing properties, druid statues, spell books, herbs, and an assortment of candles. That was odd. Polly had said Barbara bought a case of unscented candles from her. Why didn’t she get them from Diana?

“Wow, I haven’t been in here in years,” Christy whispered. 

I nodded. “I think there’s a reason for that.”

“It’s worse than I remember.”

I nodded again as Diana came out of the back room dressed as a witch. When she saw us, she hesitated, then smiled, brushing back her long black hair. “Good afternoon, ladies. What can I help you with?”

Christy walked up to the counter. There were all sorts of crystals and incense inside the glass display case. “Hi, Diana. We thought we would stop by and take a look around. We haven’t been in here in ages.”

Diana looked us up and down. “Well, I don’t know why not. You girls are missing out. How are things going? I’ve got to get down to the candy store and get some fudge. I’ve been craving it for weeks now.”

I stepped up to the counter. “Well, then you had better get down there. Pumpkin spice is only available during the Halloween season.”

She nodded. “Oh, I know. I’ve got to get down there. What can I help you ladies with?” She smiled again, but I had the distinct feeling that she would rather be doing something other than waiting on us.

“Did you hear about the murder?” I asked casually while looking into the display case. There was no use beating around the bush. I figured she probably knew that was the reason we were here anyway. She knew Ethan was trying to get a hold of her. I looked up at her.

Her eyes widened, and she nodded. “Yes, Barbara was my friend. We’ve known each other for decades. I still can’t get over the fact that she’s dead.”

“I’m so sorry that you lost your friend,” Christy said, but her tone suggested she wasn’t that sorry.

“Thanks. I suppose you know that we liked to go on ghost hunting expeditions. It was a little hobby of ours. I guess that’s what she was doing when she died.” She pressed her black lipstick lined lips together.

I nodded. “I didn’t know about that before Barbara’s death. So, are there a lot of places in this town to look for ghosts?”

She nodded. “Are you kidding me? This is Pumpkin Hollow, a Halloween-themed town. Of course there are tons of places to look for ghosts around here. Even out in the woods, if you can believe that. Oh, and the old graveyard at the edge of town. The one they don’t bury people in anymore? That one is crazily haunted.”

“I had no idea,” Christy said.

She nodded. “Most people don’t. At least most people try to pretend that they don’t know, but it’s true. I think most people would rather believe ghosts don’t exist.”

I glanced down at the stones in the display case. There were bright purple, red, and clear stones, along with some black ones. “So, you weren’t with her that night?”

She shook her head. “Oh no. I told her it wasn’t a good idea to go into that house. On account of that caretaker.” She made a face, scrunching up her nose. “He’s an awful person. I told your husband that he must have killed her. He came in here to talk to me this morning, and I told him exactly who did it.”

“Oh, he came in today? I didn’t know he was going to stop by. What did he think of your opinion that it was Albert Miller?” I asked, glancing around the room. The fog coming out of the back room was warm, and it made the room feel suffocating.

She nodded. “He’s going to look into it. I’m telling you, that guy is creepy. We went around there a couple of times to see if we could get into the house, and of course we ran into him. He screamed and hollered at us. Barbara asked as nicely as you please whether we could go in and have a look around. She explained that we were ghost hunters, but he just got angrier. I don’t know why. What did he have to hide? That’s something I’ll never understand. But he threatened us. He had a rake and he swung it at us, and we hightailed it out of there. That’s why I didn’t go with her the other night.”

“He swung a rake at you?” I asked.

She nodded. “He sure did. That guy is unhinged, and I didn’t want anything to do with him. But Barbara got it in her head that the place would be a big find for us and when she said she wanted to break into the mansion and examine it, I told her she was crazy. She was there in the middle of the night. I knew there was no telling what he would do. And now I’m afraid that he did exactly what I was worried about. He killed her.”

I hesitated, taking this in. “I just can’t get over the fact that he would swing a rake at you. I mean, I can see where he might be upset that you were trespassing, but actually trying to hit you?”

She nodded. “Exactly. He had no right to do something like that. We would have left. We did leave when he told us to get out of there. Well, kind of. I mean, Barbara did stay there and she tried to tell him all about our ghost hunting expeditions. She said she would film it, and we were working on getting a television pilot.” She laughed, “We weren’t working on getting a television pilot. It was just a hobby that we enjoyed.”

“It seems like a lot of trouble to not do something with the information you find,” Christy said. “I mean, you were just going to keep all the information to yourself? Even if you found a ghost?”

She nodded. “Sure. It was just a lot of fun for us. I’m sure we probably would have talked to people about it around here, but we weren’t working on trying to get a television program. Believe me. There are plenty of those out now, so why bother?”

Christy leaned on the counter. “But didn’t you have a lot of equipment to try to hear the ghosts with? Isn’t that expensive?”

She nodded. “It is expensive. I bought most of it because Barbara’s husband would never let her have any money.” She rolled her eyes. “But as I said, it was just a fun hobby for us. Barbara was very serious about it though. She even called the owner of the mansion and tried to get his permission to let us in. When he wouldn’t let us in, she told him what Albert had done and that he better be careful, because if he hurt somebody, he was going to get sued.”

I didn’t feel like she was telling us everything. “So even when you talked to the owner, he wouldn’t let you in either? Who owns it now?”

She shook her head. “Larry Farley owns it. It makes me wonder, though. I mean, nobody’s been in that mansion in years, and they sure are keeping it closed up tightly. I wonder if maybe somebody has been murdered there before. I asked Ethan that, but he said that he wasn’t aware of a murder there and they hadn’t seen any signs of that when they found Barbara. Wouldn’t surprise me if they got rid of the body. The owner and that caretaker, I mean. That would be the smart thing to do.”

I nodded. “But didn’t Albert Miller call Barbara’s murder in?” If the caretaker was the murderer, why would he bother calling the police? He could have taken her out into the woods and buried her. She might not have stayed buried, there were wild animals in the woods after all, but why call the police and notify them there was a murder?

She nodded. “And that’s just what a murderer would do to try to cover their tracks. The police wouldn’t think they would call the murder in themselves.”

Christy looked at me. “She’s got a point. The police probably aren’t going to think the person who called it in is the killer.”

I turned to her. “Oh, they might. Believe me, they’re going to look at everybody who had anything to do with Barbara in her last days, so Albert will definitely be talked to.”

Diana started arranging a display of silver necklaces on top of the counter. Each one had an oval stone hanging from a chain. “I don’t know. I mean, I suppose they would take a look at him, but I think that just because he called it in, he’s going to be given a free pass. You wait and see.” She looked up at me.

“Ethan isn’t going to give anybody a free pass. He’s going to talk to everyone that he needs to.” She could think what she wanted, but Ethan would look into Albert’s story.

She smiled. “Is there anything else I can help you with? Were you interested in anything in the shop?”

I glanced around. There was nothing here that I could see myself buying.

“That purple stone is really pretty,” Christy said, looking into the display case.

She nodded. “That is real amethyst. Beautiful, isn’t it? Mother Nature knows what she’s doing when she’s creating stones like this.”

“It’s beautiful.” I turned to Christy. “I think we better get back to the candy store. We’ve got a ton of orders that came in this morning.”

Christy nodded and looked at Diana. “It’s been nice talking to you, Diana. Have a good day.”

She smiled. “You ladies have a good day.”

We headed back to Christy’s car. When we got inside, we looked at each other. “I don’t like that shop at all.”

She shook her head. “Me either. And I’m suspicious of her. She seemed to have a pat answer for everything.”

I nodded. “I agree.”

Diana was going to the top of my short list of suspects.
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“What’s going on, girls?” Angela asked when we reached the front of the line at the bakery.

“We’re here for doughnuts,” Christy replied, looking into the display case. “Wow, you do such a great job with all the doughnuts and cookies. I love how you’ve decorated them. They're like little works of art.”

Angela laughed. “Oh Christy, you’re flattering me now. And I like it.” She pushed her gold rimmed glasses up on her nose.

“I think I want some of those decorated sugar cookies,” I said. Christy wasn’t flattering her. Angela had a real talent for decorating cakes, doughnuts, and cookies. Each sugar cookie was beautifully adorned with different Halloween scenes.

She nodded, patting the hairnet her short blond hair was covered with. “How many would you like?”

“Give me half a dozen. And we’ll take a dozen doughnuts. It’s afternoon break at the candy store, if you couldn’t tell.”

She nodded and unfolded a bakery box. “I was wondering where you two have been. I haven’t seen you in several days. You’re not cheating on me by going to another bakery, are you?” She looked at me, raising an eyebrow.

I chuckled and shook my head. “Never. You have the best cookies and doughnuts around.”

“Yeah, and like I said, you have the cutest decorated doughnuts ever.” Christy leaned against the counter. “Why don’t you give us seven vanilla lattes too? The girls could really use a caffeine pick-me-up.”

She nodded. Angela was in her fifties and did most of the work at the bakery herself. “You bet.” She glanced at me. “So, Mia, I heard there was a murder at the old Granville mansion. Is that true?”

I crossed my arms in front of myself and nodded. “Yeah, it looks like it.”

Her eyes widened. “Really? What happened? Spill it.”

I sighed. There was no use trying to keep secrets in this town. Everything seemed to get around pretty quickly, especially since Angela liked to talk. I figured if anything was going around about the murder, then she would be the person who would have answers for me. “Did you hear anything?”

She leaned on the front counter. “I heard that Barbara Lee and Diana Davis were frantically searching all over town trying to find ghosts. Can you imagine?” She rolled her eyes. “I mean, they’re grown women, each of them at least in their fifties if not older. Why on earth would they be doing something like that?” She shook her head and opened the back of the display case. “What kind of doughnuts?”

“Just get an assortment, please,” I said. “It is kind of strange, I guess. You would think it would be younger people running around, trying to find ghosts, but who knows? Maybe they’ve been interested since they were young, and they’re just still hunting them.” I had no idea how one got interested in that kind of thing.

She put a Frankenstein doughnut into the box and looked at me, eyebrows raised. “Barbara used to work at the jewelry store years ago. As far as I know, she never had any interest in ghosts until after she quit working there. She met up with that Diana Davis over at that crazy Halloween shop she owns, and that’s where she got the idea for ghost hunting. I don’t like that shop. Not one bit.”

“It is kind of creepy,” Christy admitted.

I nodded. “It’s so dark in there. It’s hard to even tell what she has.”

Angela paused, leaning over the counter. “What I can tell you is there are spell books, tarot cards, all sorts of fortune-telling stuff, and I heard she sells drugs out of that back room.”

I looked at her. “Are you serious?”

She nodded. “She sells drug paraphernalia. It’s probably hard to see, but if you take a closer look at those shelves, it’s there. All kinds of stuff. Not that I have any experience with any of that. I skipped that kind of thing in my youth, and I’m not about to start up now.”

Christy and I looked at each other. “I didn’t see any of that,” Christy said. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “Yes, I’m telling you, Barbara didn’t have any interest in the paranormal until she met up with Diana. Maybe she got into drugs, too. I don’t know why they became friends, but they did, and then they were out ghost hunting. It does make you wonder why only one of them ended up dead, doesn’t it?”

I nodded. “It does.” That was something I couldn’t deny. Diana may have said that she didn’t want to go to the mansion because of the caretaker, Albert Miller, but was it true? It was still a question in my mind.

“You tell Ethan to take a close look around that shop. He’ll know if there’s something fishy going on.” She nodded for emphasis. “I think he might be surprised at what he finds.”

I nodded. “I’m sure that he will. He’s going to look into everyone who had anything to do with Barbara in her last days.” 

“Do you believe in ghosts, Angela?” Christy asked.

She shook her head. She dropped a boo berry donut into the box. “Nope. I believe in our happy little family-friendly Halloween town, but I don’t believe in ghosts. Sure, I suppose people think they see or hear things, but that doesn’t mean that ghosts exist.” She continued filling the box with doughnuts, then put the lid on it and grabbed a smaller box for the sugar cookies.

I leaned against the counter. “So, do you know anything about Barbara and Diana getting run off from the mansion? Or anything about the mansion itself?”

She looked at me, her eyes wide. “Oh yes. I’ve heard all sorts of things about that mansion. Supposedly, back in the ‘50s, there was a mass murder that happened there. A whole family was slaughtered in their sleep. I also heard the guy who built the house fell down the stairs and died, and his spirit haunts it to this day. Lots of people say there are ghosts there, and the lights turn on and off, but everybody knows there isn’t any electricity in that place. Hasn’t been for years. And just because I don’t believe in ghosts doesn’t mean I would want to spend the night there. It’s creepy, and I wouldn’t do it. But I don’t know anything about Diana and Barbara being run off from there.”

Christy shook her head. “That’s not true about the lights. They were on at night recently. We were visiting Mrs. Jameson, and we saw them ourselves.”

She hesitated, taking this in. “Well, I did hear that somebody bought the house a few years ago. Maybe they made some improvements and fixed the electrical. But people have been saying for years that the place is haunted. Nobody has lived in the house since the ‘90s, I think. Doesn’t the newspaper have information about people who have died in that house? I mean, if it was an entire family that was murdered, it seems like they would.”

Christy nodded. “You would think so.” She glanced at me. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to check and see.” 

She was right. It was a good idea.

She nodded. “I think people just like to talk because the house is so scary looking. I bet it was beautiful in its day. It looks like it would have been such a wonderful place to live. I mean, if it’s not haunted.” She rolled her eyes, laughed, and closed the cookie box.

“Exactly,” I said. “It’s always been scary looking. When we were in school, everybody told stories about that house, especially at Halloween time. They said there were ghosts, goblins, and all kinds of creatures that lived there. It used to scare me, but when you’re old enough to know they were just stories, you’re not afraid anymore.” Sort of.

She got to work on our lattes. “Exactly. They’re all just myths and stories.”

We turned when the bakery door opened and Shianne DuBurke walked in. Shianne was a fortune-teller who had a tent out at the haunted farmhouse, and I suddenly realized that she probably would know all about Diana’s shop.

“Hi, Shianne,” I said. “How are you?”

She nodded and sidled up to the display case. “I’m great. I need doughnuts though. I’ve been thinking about them all day.”

I nodded. “We needed a refill on doughnuts, too.” 

Shianne was young, in her late twenties, and was a relative newcomer to the town, having arrived about six years earlier.

She turned to me. “I heard there was a murder at that big mansion across town. How awful.”

I sighed. “It is awful. Did you know Barbara Lee?”

She shook her head. “Not really. But I do know her friend, Diana Davis. She owns the Good Earth Halloween Shop. I go in there and pick up things for my business now and then. A fortune-teller has got to have fresh tarot cards.” She laughed.

“Don’t you think that shop is creepy?” Christy asked.

She turned and looked at her, shaking her head. “No, it’s not creepy. I mean, yeah, I guess if you’re not really into fortune-telling or casting spells,” she laughed. “And no, I’m not into casting spells, but she has a lot of stuff like that. It’s all harmless. Honestly, people put a lot of energy and imagination into that kind of stuff for some reason, and then it ends up scaring people. But there’s nothing scary about it.”

“I think it’s all bunk,” Angela said, placing the lid on one of the lattes. “Including fortune-telling. Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, and I guess that is rude, but I don’t believe in it.”

She shrugged. “Most people don’t, but they still like to come and have their fortunes read anyway.”

I liked Shianne, even if I didn’t believe in fortune-telling either. She was a nice person, and she was right. People liked having their fortune told even if they didn’t believe in it.

“How do you tell someone’s fortune?” I asked. It was something I wondered about but had never asked.

She shrugged. “I guess I just have a sense for it. I can kind of tell when they come in. What they’re looking for, I mean. If it’s a young couple, they want to know about love, or maybe they’re ready to start a family or something along those lines. If it’s an older person, sometimes they want to know if their loved one who has passed is okay.”

“Do you hear from their loved one?” Christy asked. The look on her face made it clear she thought the idea was crazy.

She hesitated and shook her head. “Not exactly. But I can get a sense that they’re doing okay.”

“Do you think Diana is on the up and up?” I asked. The question was blunt, but it was something we needed to know.

She hesitated, and in that hesitation, I had to wonder what was going through her mind. Then she shrugged. “I guess so. I don’t know her well. I know the two of them were friends, and they liked to run around looking for ghosts, but I don’t think that ghosts exist.”

“But you’re a fortune teller,” Christy pointed out.

She nodded. “I don’t know everything, and I don’t pretend to.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “But you hesitated when I asked if Diana was on the up and up.”

She shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t know a lot about her. She and Barbara were close, and when I first heard about the murder and who it was, I was surprised because I thought that Diana had to have been with her. But then I heard that she wasn’t. I thought the two of them did all their ghost hunting together, but I guess not.”

All this conversation had done was make me wonder even more about Diana. If the two of them were so close, why weren’t they together that night? And if she was against exploring the mansion, why didn’t she do more to stop Barbra from going there that night?
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“Don’t touch my pumpkin!” Emily screeched, hugging a small pumpkin to her chest. Her dark brown hair was done in braids that had become frizzy from a day of playing.

“I just want to see,” Harper said, reaching for the pumpkin.

“Emily, let’s use our indoor voices. And Harper, you’ve got your own pumpkin,” Christy said gently. She looked at me and rolled her eyes. “Mom said Emily refused to take a nap, and it shows.”

I chuckled as I checked on the chicken roasting in the oven. “They call it ‘terrible twos’, but it’s those threes you’ve got to watch out for.”

She looked up at me from where she sat at the kitchen table chopping cucumbers for the salad. “Right? Why isn’t it called ‘terrible threes’? That’s what I want to know.”

I shook my head as I pulled the chicken out of the oven and set it on top of the stove, closing the oven door. “It’s going to be a mystery that haunts us for eternity.” 

Charlie had been a handful at three. Somehow we managed to get through the twos with him being sweet as could be, and then it was like a tiny tornado was unleashed two days after he turned three years old. I was glad he was long out of that stage and back to his sweet, cuddly self.

“Do you girls need any help?” Ethan asked from the kitchen doorway. He and Devon had been discussing football in the living room, but when you’ve got a shrieking toddler on your hands, it’s hard to hear yourself over the noise.

I shook my head. “I think we’re almost ready. Just give us a few more minutes.”

Christy turned to him. “Ethan, what’s going on with the murder case? We need details.”

He shrugged, taking a sip from his bottle of water. “I’m hunting down a killer. Not much else I can say.”

I had already filled him in on what I had found out so far, and like Christy, I was anxious for more news. “I’m surprised the caretaker didn’t know Barbara was in the house until he found her body. Didn’t he realize someone was there that night?”

He shook his head. “He says he didn’t know she was there, and he never saw the lights turned on the evening before.”

Christy turned to look at him again and gasped. “What? That doesn’t make sense. How could he not have seen those lights? I swear, the entire house was lit up when we were there. He’d have to be blind not to see it.”

Ethan shrugged. “He says he goes to bed early.”

“6:30 early? That’s crazy. No one goes to bed at 6:30 unless you’ve got to get up in the middle of the night to go to work,” I said. Not only did it not make sense that he didn’t see the lights on, but now I really wondered about him. Was he lying?

“I pointed that out, and he says that he is in the habit of getting up at three o’clock in the morning, so he goes to bed early.”

“What exactly does he do over there?” I asked. “I mean, there’s not a lot to take care of, is there? The mansion is abandoned, and his own place sure doesn’t look like it’s been taken care of, so what is he doing there?”

“Yeah,” Christy agreed. “What is he doing there? Judging by the looks of both of those places, I certainly wouldn’t hire him to be the caretaker for my house.”

Devon wandered in and leaned against the kitchen doorway. “I don’t know. We could use some help around our house. Those two kids are tiny tornadoes, and any help from him would be an improvement.”

Christy chuckled. “It doesn’t look that bad.”

I shook my head at her. “Ethan, did you ask him what he does around that place?”

He nodded. “Apparently, his job is primarily to keep people from breaking in and stealing things.”

“Stealing things? What’s there to steal?” Devon asked. “It’s been empty forever.”

“There’s a lot of old furniture in there, and it looks like the cabinets and dressers are full of stuff. I mean, the place looks like it’s been abandoned for decades with all the cobwebs, but a lot of stuff from the last owners was left behind.”

“Why would it be so important that nobody go in there and steal anything? If the stuff has been left to deteriorate all these years, what would they care?” I drained the water from the potatoes and started mashing them.

“I pointed that out, and he said it wasn’t his business to know why the owner wanted things left the way they were, but they do, and he keeps an eye on things in exchange for a place to live so he says he doesn’t complain.” He shrugged. “It’s an odd situation to be sure, but so far, I haven’t found anything unusual about his story. I talked to the owner of the property, and he confirmed that he was allowing him to stay there in the little house.”

I got some milk and butter from the refrigerator. “Larry Farley owns it?”

“Yes.”

I looked at Christy. “He comes into the candy store every other week. His visits are very regular.”

“What did he say about a dead body being found there?” Devon asked.

“He said he was sorry for the family’s loss.”

I snorted. “That’s it? Sorry for the family’s loss? It didn’t bother him?”

He shook his head. “It didn’t seem to disturb him as much as I would have thought.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you serious? He should be concerned about a woman being murdered on his property. That would upset most people. Where was he the night of the murder?”

Christy tossed the cucumbers into the salad bowl. “And why doesn’t he live on the property and take care of things himself?”

Ethan grinned. “He claims he was at his cabin in Big Bear. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have Internet or a phone there, and it’s rather secluded, so it’s difficult to know for sure if that was where he was.”

Christy gasped. “It was him! He’s the killer. I bet he was here in town, and he didn’t want you to know that.” She looked at me for agreement.

“But why would he kill her?” I asked. I hadn’t heard a reason that he might have wanted to kill Barbara Lee.

Christy hesitated, thinking about this. “Because she was trespassing? Who knows? Maybe he didn’t want her on his property and maybe he didn’t care whether there were ghosts there or not. I mean, look, he’s not exactly sympathetic about the fact that she was murdered.”

Charlie trotted into the kitchen with a small pumpkin clutched to his chest. “Mommy, can we cut a face into the pumpkin now? I want to make a face.”

I shook my head. “Not yet, honey. If we carve a face into the pumpkin now, it will rot and won’t be any good by the time Halloween gets here.”

He frowned. “Oh! I wanted to make jack-o’-lanterns.”

“Have some patience, buddy,” Ethan said.

Harper ran into the kitchen with her own pumpkin. “I’m going to make my pumpkin a princess pumpkin. I need a princess face cut into it.” She turned and looked at Devon. “Daddy, you can make a princess pumpkin, can’t you?”

Devon’s eyes widened, but he nodded. “Sure I can. We’ll figure something out.”

Christy chuckled. “Good luck with that.”

“Thanks,” he said as the two kids ran back into the living room. “Princess pumpkins. Why didn’t I see that coming?”

I shook my head. “Devon, you should have seen that coming.”

I put some butter into the potatoes and mixed it in, thinking about what we knew so far about the case. I didn’t like Larry Farley’s attitude toward Barbara Lee’s murder. But having a bad attitude wasn’t motive for murder. I glanced at Christy, and I was pretty sure she could read my mind. We needed to stop by and talk to Albert Miller and see what he had to say about that night. And see if he would mention anything about his employer that might be useful. I couldn’t imagine that he was really in bed at 6:30 in the evening, and if he wasn’t, he would have seen those lights.

“Salad is done,” Christy announced and gave it a good toss. “I am so glad you invited us over. I hate cooking when I get home from work. I’m never in the mood.”

“I’m usually not either, but they had a sale on whole chickens, and I decided to pick one up the other day.” The mashed potatoes were ready, so I set the bowl on the table while Ethan brought the roasted chicken over for me.

The sound of a squabble came from the living room, and Devon stepped away to handle it.

“I love that our kids get along so well,” I said.

Christy and Ethan laughed.

“Is that what you’re calling it?” Ethan asked.

I nodded. “I’m trying to be positive. Besides, all little kids have their disagreements. They really do get along well most of the time.”

“I agree,” Christy said. “It’s usually Harper and Emily who have issues, not Charlie. I swear, once we get out of the terrible threes, Emily is going to be a completely different child. I hope.”

I nodded. “She’ll outgrow it.”

I was mentally making a list of the things that we needed to check into to solve this murder case while setting the table. One of them was talking to her husband again. He had said that he wasn’t crazy about her ghost hunting, but how could he allow her to go into an abandoned mansion by herself in the middle of the night? And when she didn’t arrive home that evening, why didn’t he call the police?
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“Well, look at that.”

I looked at where Christy was pointing. Albert Miller was outside, hoeing the weeds on the edge of what should have been the mansion’s lawn. In reality, the ground was covered in dead weeds and brown leaves from nearby trees.

I turned to her. “I guess he does more than just ensure that nobody breaks in and steals someone’s rotting belongings inside the house.”

She nodded. “I’m impressed. But it’s going to take him forever to get that lawn done if he’s going to do it all by hand.”

She was right. A garden hoe wasn’t the right tool to use for an expansive yard like this one. Christy and I had decided we needed to stop by and speak to Albert to see if he would tell us anything about the murder. I wanted to bring him some fudge to grease the wheels, but I couldn’t think of a valid reason. How do you approach someone like that? ‘You found a dead body. Here’s some fudge to make you feel better.’ It might have worked, but I didn’t want this to be any more awkward than it promised to be.

We got out of the car and slowly walked up to the front gates. To my surprise, the rusted chain and lock that had been around the two gates holding them closed were gone. I stopped and gazed at the gates. They were wrought iron, rusted through in places, and bent where somebody had probably taken a baseball bat to them. My bet was high school kids who maybe had a beer or two and thought it would be fun to drop by and vandalize the place.

“They’re open,” Christy whispered.

I nodded. “They sure are. I wonder what’s going on around here? Maybe it’s because the police came the other day because of the murder.”

“Probably so. Once he got the chain off, there was no way he was going to be able to put that thing back. I swear it would have turned into a pile of rust in another year or two anyway.”

She was probably right. Albert had his back to us and hadn’t caught sight of us yet. But when I stepped on a dry twig, and it snapped, the sound echoed across the yard, and he whipped around so fast I was surprised he didn’t hurt himself.

He frowned. “What do you two want?”

I raised one hand and gave him a little wave with my fingers. “Hello. I don’t think you remember us, but we own the Pumpkin Hollow Candy Store. You used to come in there once in a while, but I don’t think I’ve seen you in quite some time. I hope you’re all right.”

He frowned. “I’m fine. Since when do candy store owners stop in to see how their customers are doing if they don’t come in regularly?”

Christy laughed. “Oh gosh, now that would be funny, wouldn’t it? If you don’t come in and get your candy regularly, we’re going to come looking for you.” She laughed again, but it was awkward.

He frowned. “What do you want?”

I smiled. “We heard there was a murder here the other day. We’ve always thought this was the most interesting house in Pumpkin Hollow, and we wanted to stop by and see if everything was okay. We knew you were the caretaker here. It must have been unsettling having someone murdered here.”

He leaned on his hoe but made no effort to come closer to us, so we kept walking slowly toward him. “I’m not unsettled. Aren’t you married to that cop?”

I nodded. “Yes, I’m married to Ethan Banks. I know he’s working on this case.”

He glared at me. “What do you want? I don’t know anything else. That woman came here uninvited and was snooping around. Sometimes when you snoop around someone else’s property, you might find yourself dead.”

We hesitated. Was that a threat? 

“What do you mean? Did you see her that night?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, I didn’t see her. Or at least not that night. Because if I had, I would have run her off, and she would still be alive. But she and that weird friend of hers came here a month or so ago and asked to look around the mansion. They claimed they could hear ghosts.” He rolled his eyes. “They had the nerve to break the lock off the chain on the front gate. Can you believe that? They just broke it, and then they asked if they could take a walk around the mansion. Like I was going to let them do that after what they did.”

I shook my head. “That’s rude. They just came up here and broke the lock off?”

“Maybe they didn’t know someone was living here,” Christy said.

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if they knew someone was living here or not. You don’t go busting the locks off people’s property and then snooping around. But I ran them off. I told them they had better not ever come back here again, or else.”

I nodded. “They didn’t have any right to do that. I’m shocked.”

“Me too,” Christy said, glancing around. If he intended to clean this place up, I didn’t think he would live long enough to get it done. Not that I thought he looked like he was about to die, but he was at least in his seventies, and this place was going to take forever to clean up.

He frowned. “So what do you want?”

I sighed and forced myself to smile. “So you didn’t hear anything that night? You had no idea that she was here on the property?”

“I said I didn’t. I didn’t see her at all. It was a shock going into the mansion the next day and finding her dead there. I had a foreboding when I woke up that morning, and that was what I discovered a while later.”

I shook my head. “That must have been upsetting. I’m sorry you had to see that.”

He snorted. “It doesn’t matter. It’s not like I haven’t seen bad things before.”

My heart skipped a beat when he said it because he said it as one speaking from experience, and I didn’t want to know what the bad things were that he had seen before.

“Do you have any idea who might have killed her?” Christy asked.

He chuckled. “Why would I know that? I told you she was snooping around in a place she didn’t belong.”

“But somebody else had to be here since she was murdered,” I said, pointing out the obvious. “Because if there wasn’t anybody else, then you’re the killer.”

He scowled. “You think I’m a killer? Sometimes people come snooping around this place because they think it’s haunted.” He rolled his eyes. “It’s not haunted other than by people who keep poking around and getting into trouble here. The stairs aren’t safe. Three years ago, some kids got into the house and started climbing the stairs, and one fell through and scraped his legs up pretty good on the broken wood. Served him right. But there aren’t any ghosts, and I don’t know who killed her. I imagine somebody else decided they were going to break into the place that same night, and they ran into one another. She lost.”

Why hadn’t he heard anything? Asleep or not, I would think Barbara would have screamed when her attacker approached her, and she realized she was in danger. “How did you miss her screaming?”

“And the lights being turned on in the house?” Christy asked.

“What screaming? There was no screaming. And I didn’t see any lights turned on.” He sighed in exasperation. “I have a lot of work to do here. Why don’t you two head out? I don’t have time for this.” He dragged the hoe through the dry earth, ignoring us.

I glanced at Christy. She was watching him carefully.

“We didn’t mean to disturb you,” I said. “If you don’t have any ideas about what might have happened to Barbara, I guess we’ll be going.”

He nodded and straightened up, picking up his hoe in one hand. “She was real pushy. Insisted that she be allowed onto the property to do as she pleased. I told her to get out. Her friend said they were going to call the owners and get me fired.” He rolled his eyes. “Like he was going to listen to them. But they just kept insisting that I let them come and set up their equipment. It took me a while to get them off the property. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that they showed back up.”

“Both of them showed up?” Christy asked.

He shrugged. “That’s what I’m assuming. They were partners, so I figured they must have had some sort of disagreement and the mouthy one killed the other. Otherwise, I don’t know what might have happened.”

“So they were pushy,” I said more to myself as I thought this over.

He nodded. “Yes, they were pushy. I finally had to threaten to call the police because they wouldn’t leave.” He turned away and went back to his hoeing.

Christy and I looked at each other again, and then I turned back to him. “Thanks for your time.” We didn’t get any response as we headed back to the car.

“Getting pushy can get you killed,” Christy whispered before we got back into the car. She wasn’t kidding.
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“Now that I’ve had some time to think things over, I’m still certain that Diana killed Barbara. Honestly, there’s not much thinking that needs to be done. She’s suspicious just because she didn’t go with Barbara on the one ghost hunting trip where she died.” Christy put the lid back on the glass jar of orange and black jellybeans and put them on the shelf. Anything Halloween-themed was going to sell quickly, and this was the second time today we had refilled that jar.

I nodded. “I know what you’re saying. She seems incredibly suspicious.”

She turned to me. “Do you think she’s really selling drugs out of her back room?”

I chuckled and shook my head. “No, her shop is creepy, but I don’t think she’s selling drugs. When I told Ethan what Angela told us about the drugs, he said there have never been any reports about it, and he didn’t see any evidence of it when he was there. He is, however, a bit suspicious of her for murder.” Personally, I thought he could just arrest her right now and wrap up this murder case. Her behavior was just too suspicious, and I felt relatively good about calling her the murderer. Unfortunately, Ethan had this thing about wanting evidence.

I put the lid on the canister that held peanut butter taffy wrapped in orange and black waxed paper.

Two customers browsed the shelves looking over the candy, and I smiled at one when she looked up and caught my eye. She nodded and went back to looking at the candy in front of her. Christy and I went behind the counter and sat down, taking a break. It had been a long morning, and I was ready for lunch, but it wasn’t quite time yet.

The bell over the door jingled as Larry Farley walked in. I nudged Christy, and she looked up from her phone and nodded.

“Good morning, Larry,” I said, sliding off my stool and going to lean on the counter. “How are you today?” Larry was short and stocky, with thinning blond hair. I thought he had to be in his mid-forties.

He grinned. “I am in the mood for candy. Don’t tell my wife, though, because I’m not going to share it with her.”

“Oh, you can’t do that,” Christy said, joining me at the counter. “It’s not nice to keep candy from your spouse. I mean, I do it, but that’s me.”

He chuckled and stopped in front of the display case. “Wow, look at all that fudge! I don’t even know how you can stand to work here without eating all of it. That’s certainly what I would do.”

“I’m tempted,” I said. “Believe me, I am so tempted.” I had made fifty pounds of the sweet creamy stuff this morning and I wouldn’t have had any trouble eating a thick slab of it for lunch. I never got tired of it.

He chuckled. “How about I take half a pound of pumpkin spice fudge, and a quarter of a pound of chocolate with walnuts? Chocolate with walnuts is my favorite, but there’s something about that pumpkin spice that I just can’t pass up.”

“Astute choices,” I said as Christy got started cutting his fudge. “By the way, don’t you own the old Granville mansion?”

His eyes widened, and he nodded. “Yes. I guess you know about what happened there the other night. I don’t get it—why people have to snoop around that house like that.”

“Does it happen often?” I asked.

He leaned on the counter and nodded. “Yeah, probably every other month or so. But during the Halloween season, things pick up. Mostly it’s high school or college kids, but it’s not that surprising when older people do it. What is surprising is having them murdered. Does your husband have any idea who did it yet?”

I shook my head. “No, but he’s working on the case diligently. Did you know Barbara Lee?”

He shrugged. “I wouldn’t say I knew her, but I did have some contact with her. She was intent on getting into that house to hunt ghosts.” He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Can you imagine? A woman her age believing in ghosts? And not even just believing in them, but the fact that she had all that equipment, and was sure she was going to catch some on video.”

“You don’t believe in ghosts?” Christy asked as she weighed out his fudge.

“No, I don’t. All these rumors that fly about that house though.” He shook his head. “Just because it’s an old mansion that hasn’t been lived in for decades doesn’t mean that it’s haunted. I think it’s a rather handsome house myself, and I intend to refurbish it and make it livable again. But all those rumors about people being murdered there are not true. Well, I guess one of them is true now.” He chuckled and shook his head again. “That one wasn’t ever a rumor, though.”

“So you’re going to live in it?” I asked. “It is a beautiful house. I would love to live in a house like that.” Sort of. If it wasn’t so creepy looking.

He nodded. “I had plans to turn it into an inn, but I ran into a little trouble with it.”

“What kind of trouble?” I asked. I wasn’t sure I could live in that particular house, but living in a similar house would be fun. Charlie would have a ball running down what I imagined were long hallways and large open rooms.

He sighed. “I had contractors go in there and rewire the electricity. Everything was running along smoothly until one of them noticed there were some issues with the foundation. I called an expert in, and sure enough, it has major foundation problems. It nearly broke my heart, and I ran out of money after having the foundation fixed, so there it sits for now. But I’m still going to turn it into an inn eventually. Can’t you just see it? The Pumpkin Hollow Inn.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Christy said, wrapping the pumpkin spice fudge in waxed paper. “It would be a great draw for tourists, and I bet the place would be rented out continuously through the Halloween season and Pumpkin Hollow Days.”

He nodded. “I believe it would be. I think the house has enough character, along with the town’s character, to be packed year-round. And I’m pretty sure I can get at least a dozen rooms out of that place. I stand to make a lot of money on it, but there’s that money issue. The whole thing needs to be refurbished. I’m trying to keep as many of the original characteristics of the house as I can, and that’s a little tricky. But I think, starting in the spring of next year, I’ll be able to get going on it again.”

“That’s so exciting,” I said. “It would be a great draw for tourists. I can just imagine that place being refurbished and filled with tourists.” As he spoke, my mind immediately jumped to all the fun things that could be done with a house like that. Maybe it wasn’t so creepy after all.

He nodded. “Exactly. I want to stay true to the architecture of the building and add lots of details that make people love to come to Pumpkin Hollow.”

Christy smiled, putting the fudge into a paper bag. “I can’t wait to see what you do with the place.” 

“So how did Barbara and Diana take it when you refused to allow them into the house?” I asked, drawing the conversation back to the issue at hand.

He rolled his eyes again. “Those two are nuts. They kept calling me over and over and dropping by my place of business. They insisted they needed time to explore the house and see if they could catch some ghosts. I told them they were off their rockers. It’s not safe to have people wandering around in that place right now. There’s construction equipment lying around the basement, and the stairs need to be fixed. I could just imagine someone falling through the stairs and getting hurt. Someone did that once. Of course, I couldn’t imagine one of them being murdered, but here we are.”

I nodded. “I don’t really blame you for not wanting them to wander around. Especially since they would have wanted to do it at night, and they would want the lights off, I would imagine.”

He nodded. “I’m sure they would. So I told them no. But I guess Barbara took it upon herself to go there anyway and explore the place.”

“If the place is empty, how come you have a caretaker?” Christy asked.

He turned to her. “To run off the crazies. Unfortunately, he missed that one.”

“Does he do any work around the place?” I was thinking about the dried, dead weeds in the yard.

He laughed. “Albert? No. He’s an old friend of my father’s, and he needed a place to stay, so I told him if he fixed up the caretaker’s house, he could live there. Well, he moved in all right, but I haven’t seen much work being done on the place.” He shrugged. “For now, I guess it’s not a big deal, but it will probably be a big deal next year. I don’t want somebody in there who doesn’t do any work and won’t keep the place up. I’ll have to hire somebody who is more attentive to the property.”

Christy rang up his order, and he paid for it. 

Now it made sense that he would want someone there to keep an eye on the property. “You said that a lot of people try to break in, so I guess he must have intercepted them.”

He nodded. “Yes, he always gives me a report of the people he runs off. He’s old and cantankerous, but he usually gets that part of the job done, so I can’t complain too much. It’s a shame what happened to Barbara Lee, but she had no business being in there to begin with.” He picked up his paper bag with the fudge in it and nodded. “I’ve got to get back to work. You ladies have a nice rest of your morning and afternoon.”

“Thanks, Larry,” I said. When he was out the door, Christy and I turned to look at each other.

“So lots of nosy people are snooping around that place. But only Barbara ended up dead. I wonder why?”

I shook my head. “That’s a good question.”
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I gazed up at the menu board in the Little Coffee Shop of Horrors. “Oh, what am I doing? I know what I want. A pumpkin spice latte, please.”

“Make that two,” Christy said.

Amanda chuckled. “You two are very predictable. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing, but I knew what you were going to get before you even said it.” She grabbed two cups and got to work on our coffees.

“You hear that, Christy? We’re predictable.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Christy said, shaking her head. “We’re kind of stuck in a rotation of frozen lasagna, spaghetti, and meatloaf for dinner at my house. I feel so bad for Devon and the kids, but they never complain.”

“Oh, I love meatloaf,” Amanda said. “I’ve got to make some for Brian and the kids. It’s been forever since I made it.” Amanda was my best friend from high school, and she along with her husband, owned the coffee shop.

“How are the kids? We’ve got to have a playdate soon,” I said. Her little girl, Isabella, was eight and enjoying all that third grade had to offer while her son Cody, was three months younger than Charlie. The kids usually got along great, but occasionally, they would fuss when Isabella as the oldest, tried to run the show. She was going to make an excellent leader someday.

She chuckled. “They’re arguing over what they want to be for Halloween. They’re both certain that their costume is going to be the best. So there’s the endless bickering.” She sighed.

I grinned. “Sounds like fun.”

She nodded. “I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

I looked up as Ethan walked through the door. “Ethan!” I hurried over to him and wrapped my arms around him, and he kissed me. “I missed you.”

He smiled. “I missed you too. It was only a few hours ago that I saw you at home, but I swear sometimes it feels like forever.”

Ethan frequently didn’t wake up before I left in the mornings, but this morning he had gotten up and made coffee for me. It was a sweet gesture, but he had been working hard on this case, and he really needed to stay in bed and get his rest.

“I feel the same.” 

He kissed me again.

Christy sighed dramatically. “You two are just so sweet.”

Amanda chuckled as she put the lids on our lattes and set them on the front counter. “Ethan, what can I get for you?”

We walked back to the counter, and he glanced up at the menu board. “Oh, why don’t you get me a cinnamon caramel latte? I’m going to break out of the box and order something a little different from pumpkin spice.”

Amanda and I exchanged knowing looks, and I turned back to him. “So, how is the case going? Tell me you have something new.”

He shrugged. “It’s going okay. Diana’s equipment didn’t have any fingerprints other than hers and her husband’s. I was hoping the killer had touched something, but I’m not finding anything unusual yet.” He lowered his voice to keep the four customers in the shop from overhearing.

Amanda leaned on the counter. “People keep coming in here and talking about the murder. They say the place is haunted and that it was a ghost who killed her. She was hit in the back of the head, right? They think somehow the ghost made something fly across the room, and it killed her. They want to burn the house down, I guess.”

“Who said that?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Jeff Hoffer, Adam Estrada, and Jim Bankston. They all came in at different times, so I don’t know if they’re getting together and discussing it, but that’s what I’ve heard. Plus a bunch of other rumors about ghosts and transients, and I don’t know, just lots of different rumors.”

Ethan sighed. “She was hit in the back of the neck, near the base of her skull. People need to stay away from that house. There are no ghosts, and if there were, they certainly aren’t killer ghosts. They had better not destroy somebody else’s property. If Barbara Lee had stayed out of that house, she wouldn’t have ended up dead.”

I turned and looked at him. “Maybe she would have. Maybe somebody wanted to kill her, and they just happened to kill her in that house.” Barbara Lee may have had an enemy who wanted her dead, although I still thought her death occurring in the old mansion wasn’t random.

He shrugged and nodded. “You’re right. There’s always that angle. But people need to leave the place alone.”

“I heard that an entire family was killed there years ago,” Amanda said. “Is it true?”

“The owner of the mansion, Larry Farley, was in the candy shop this morning, and he said no murders have ever happened there. He swears it’s not haunted,” I told her.

She nodded. “I also heard there were witches who lived there at the turn of the century. And they had cast all sorts of spells on the town. It sounded to me like another variation of the witch rumor that has flown around this town for years.”

It had long been said that a witch put a curse on Pumpkin Hollow back in 1892 when the town was first built. Every thirty years, tragedy strikes and doesn’t stop until the witch wakes up from the sleep she was cursed with and sacrifices someone for herself. But no one seemed to know who had cursed the witch herself and made her sleep. In fact, no one had any real details about it at all. Rumors. What are you going to do about them?

Christy shot me a look. “There are so many rumors that go around this town. Who knows which ones are true?”

“Yeah, I’ve heard a few rumors myself from other officers about murders occurring there, but I haven’t taken the time to research it yet. There might be something in the old newspapers, but it doesn’t pertain to this case, so I’m probably not going to take the time to look,” Ethan said.

Amanda finished up his coffee and set it on the counter in front of him. “On the house, for all of you.”

“Thank you, Amanda, that’s kind of you,” I said. I turned back to Ethan. “You’re right, old rumors would have nothing to do with this murder. Even if the place is haunted, which I don’t believe it is, it would have nothing to do with the murder. Last I heard, ghosts don’t come in solid form, and they couldn’t pick something up and hit her hard enough to kill her. So that means that we have an earth dweller who we need to hunt down.”

He looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “Earth dweller?”

I nodded. “That’s my term for a person who is still alive.” I nudged him and winked, then took a sip of my latte. “Excellent pumpkin spice latte, Amanda.”

“Thanks.”

Ethan chuckled and took a sip of his coffee. “Oh, that is so good, Amanda. I needed something to wake me up.”

“Excuse me,” someone said from behind us.

We all turned to look and saw Jeanette Evans. She worked at the grocery store in town and was a few years younger than me. She had been a freshman when I was a senior in high school.

She smiled. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I saw something I can’t get out of my head.” She looked at Ethan now. “I suppose I should have contacted you sooner. As soon as I heard about the murder, in fact. But I saw something the night that Barbara Lee was murdered.”

Ethan nodded. “What was it?”

She sighed and glanced at me, and then Christy. “I was driving by the mansion that night, and I happened to see someone walking around the outside with a flashlight. I thought it was kind of odd, but then I remembered there was a caretaker who lived there, and I just assumed it was him. I was headed to pick my daughter up from my sister’s house, and on the way back, I spotted a red pickup truck that was parked in front of the old house. I don’t know why I didn’t notice it the first time I drove past. But Barbara Lee’s husband owns a red pickup. I know because they’re my neighbors.”

I gazed at Jeanette. “Did you get a look at the person with the flashlight? Were they still outside when you drove by the second time? Maybe it was Barbara?”

“She could have been driving his truck,” Ethan agreed.

She shook her head. “I don’t think it was her driving his pickup because neither her car nor the truck were parked at their house when I got home. And when I drove by the first time, I swear it was a man holding the flashlight as he was walking around the house. No one was outside when I drove by the second time.”

“But you didn’t get a look at his face?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, it was too dark, and the flashlight was being pointed at the ground, so I couldn’t see his face, but it was definitely a man. I got home around eight o’clock and the red pickup didn’t show up until sometime later in the evening because I got up at midnight to get a drink of water, and my kitchen looks out onto their driveway. It was parked there then, but Barbara’s car was still gone.”

Ethan took this in, his brow furrowed in thought. “Did you see anything else?”

She shook her head. “No, I really can’t think of anything.”

“Did Barbara make many of these middle-of-the-night excursions to ghost hunt?” I asked. “Did you know about that?”

She nodded, smiling. “Yes, Barbara loved ghost hunting. It was so weird, because they’ve been my neighbors for almost fifteen years, and she got involved in ghost hunting about ten years ago. She would tell me about the places she had gone and how she swore she recorded some ghosts, but honestly, most of it didn’t sound like anything to me.”

“So she would play the tapes back for you?” Ethan asked her.

She nodded. “Yes, she was so excited about it. I don’t think she had many people in her life who were enthusiastic about what she was doing. I was just trying to be polite, but most of what I heard was just wind, or static on the tapes, but she would swear that she was hearing ghosts speak.” She shook her head. “I really don’t think it was anything supernatural.”

“That’s interesting,” Ethan said. “What about her husband? Didn’t he support her? How did he feel about the ghost hunting?”

She shook her head. “Oh, no, Todd hated that she was ghost hunting. Sometimes I’d run into him when I was out in the yard, and he would be so upset because she was spending so much time running around trying to catch ghosts on video or audio, and he thought it was silly. He didn’t like it one bit.”

“Did he ever say anything specific?” I asked. “Like he was going to do something about it?”

She hesitated. “He said he wanted to pick up all that equipment and throw it in the garbage can. He was just so tired of seeing it sitting around the house and her talking about ghosts all the time. Honestly, he talked to me about it a lot. I was afraid he thought my interest was more than what it was because he looked at me one day and said, ‘You wouldn’t do something like that. Would you? You’ve got too much sense for that. I should have married somebody like you.’ It freaked me out a little.”

“Did he ever say anything like that again?” Ethan asked.

She shook her head. “No. It was just the one time. I guess he was just frustrated with Barbara.” She shrugged and took a sip of her coffee. “Well, I didn’t mean to interrupt your conversation, but I’ve been meaning to get a hold of you, Ethan, and let you know what I knew.” She hesitated again. “I honestly don’t think Todd could have killed Barbara. He isn’t that sort of person.”

Ethan nodded. “I appreciate the information.”

She smiled. “Well, I better get going. I start my shift at the grocery store in twenty minutes.”

“See you later,” I said. When the door closed behind her I turned to Ethan. “That was interesting. What was Todd doing at the mansion the night his wife was murdered?”

He nodded. “That is an excellent question.”

“Sounds suspicious to me,” Amanda said.

What Jeanette said made me wonder just how frustrated Todd Lee was about his wife’s ghost hunting activities. Was he frustrated enough to kill her over it?
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“I can hardly wait to get inside,” Christy whispered.

I glanced in the direction of the caretaker’s house. “Me too.” My tone might have been a bit flat because I wasn’t sure I wanted to do this. Exploring dark, creepy mansions wasn’t at the top of my list of things to do. The decision had been made just before we got off work—no deep thought was involved in breaking into the old house. I hoped we wouldn’t live to regret it. Or maybe I did.

She tapped my arm. “Don’t be a scaredy-cat. We’re going to find out what happened to Barbara Lee tonight.”

I nodded, and we continued around to the back of the mansion. If Albert Miller did go to bed at 6:30 each night, and I hoped he did, then would we be safe? If he was the killer, he might sleep through our visit. I suppose Barbara thought the same thing, and look what happened to her.

The dead leaves and brown grass crunched beneath our feet as we walked, echoing in the darkness. I kept glancing over my shoulder to make sure we weren’t being followed, but so far, no one had spotted us. We had parked three blocks away and walked up to the corner of the property, letting ourselves in through a broken section of the iron fence. We knew the section was there because when we were kids, we had watched other kids slip into the yard through that section. There were a lot of dares going on back then, most of them involving sneaking into the mansion. Most of the kids just went behind it and looked through the window, and announced to everyone they had gone in and explored the place. I knew this only because I had overheard Johnny Riley and Chris Knight talking about it. Up until that point, I was sure that nearly everyone in our class was braver than I was. I had been duped.

“I don’t know how I’m going to explain this to Ethan.”

She chuckled. “If you find something that leads to the killer, there won’t be an explanation needed.”

She had a point. But I didn’t know how valid that point was going to be, because this place was dark. We didn’t dare turn on the lights and draw attention to ourselves. It was going to be like finding a needle in a haystack.

When we got up to the house, I saw that a window was boarded up. I wondered if this was where Barbara had gotten in. Breaking a window would have been risky, but maybe it had already been broken by someone else. If as many people tried to break into this place as the rumors suggested, I was surprised there weren’t more broken windows.

We went to one of the doors at the back of the house and tried the doorknob, but it was locked. Christy pressed her face against the window, using her hands to cup around her eyes to help her see. “This place is so cool.”

I nodded and moved to the next door at the back of the house. When you were rich and owned a huge house, you apparently had a lot of entrances and exits. This door was locked as well, and I sighed and headed for the next one. There was a conservatory at the far end, and I thought that would be an awesome feature to have in a house. A room surrounded by windows where you could relax on a beautiful summer day would be nice.

The third door was also locked, and I wondered if we were going to figure out how to get into this place. I looked back over my shoulder. “We may not be doing any exploring tonight.”

“Don’t say that. We’ve got to get inside.” She walked past me and headed to the door to the conservatory. She tried the doorknob, and amazingly, it turned. She looked back over her shoulder at me, and I hurried to catch up to her. “Look at that.”

I nodded. “Look at that.” We slipped inside the glass walled room, and I glanced around. It was almost empty, save for a beat up lounge chair in one corner. “How would you like to live in this place?”

“I think it would be fantastic,” she said. “We could move our families in here and wouldn’t run into one another for days.”

She wasn’t wrong. I didn’t know how many square feet this place was, but it was pretty awesome. I was suddenly excited to have a look at it.

The door leading into the house was also unlocked, and it led into the kitchen. We both wore gloves to keep from leaving fingerprints behind, and we had small, dimmable flashlights. I turned mine on now, moving the flashlight around the room quickly. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust, and nothing sat out on the kitchen countertops. “I wonder where Barbara set up her equipment?”

Christy headed into the dining room just off the kitchen. I followed her. In this room was a long table that could seat at least ten, maybe a full dozen people. There were only three dusty chairs left at the table, and I wondered how many family dinners had been held here long ago.

We moved into the next room and judging by the dilapidated grand piano at one end, this was the music room.

“Wow.”

I nodded. “Wow is right.” I walked up to what looked like a white sheet lying on the floor in front of the fireplace. I squatted down and ran a finger along the remains of a white candle that had burned almost to its stub. “I think this is where Barbara must have been doing her recording.”

Christy went to the fireplace where two more burnt candles sat on the mantle. “I think you’re right.” We quickly looked around the almost empty room, but didn’t see anything noteworthy. Maybe the ghosts had skedaddled when Barbara was hit from behind.

“I wonder what’s upstairs?” I glanced at the grand staircase curiously. It was gorgeous, with a carved wood railing, and it went up three flights. I stood at the bottom of it, and I could see up to the third floor. Albert had said some kids had fallen through the stairs three years earlier. Falling didn’t appeal to me.

I looked at Christy. “Should we?”

“We didn’t come all this way for nothing.”

I nodded and gingerly stepped onto the first step, and it felt solid. I nodded again and put a gloved hand on the stair rail. It gave a slight wobble but held. My heart pounded in my chest, and I took a deep breath to calm myself and stepped up to the next step. This one didn’t feel nearly as stable as the one before it, and I hoped we weren’t going to get ourselves into trouble.

We carefully made our way up the stairs, and I was surprised when we finally made it to the second floor. An oriental rug lay here at the top of the stairs, faded with the years. We went to the first bedroom on the right. It looked like it was the master bedroom, with a fireplace along one wall and a wooden bed frame still set up as if the owners might return. But the box spring and mattress were missing.

Christy opened the closet door, and just as Ethan had said, clothes had been left hanging there. She began flicking through them and then stopped and pulled out a dress. “What do you think? I’ve always looked good in blue.”

I smiled. The dress looked as if it were from the 1920s, and if I had been around at that time, I would have loved to wear that dress. I joined her, and we looked through the closet; all that remained were women’s clothes.

“See? What did I tell you?” Chrissy said as we headed into the next room.

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s not haunted.”

As soon as she said it, there was a thump from down below. We both froze in our tracks, my heart pounding in my chest so hard I could barely breathe.

“Maybe I should tell Ethan where we are,” I whispered.

We stood perfectly still, and we waited for another sound, but there was nothing.

“I think it came from outside.”

I didn’t think it did, but I didn’t want to argue. We continued walking when we heard nothing else and went into the next room. It was another bedroom; this one had two twin-sized beds with wooden headboards. Cardboard boxes were piled in a corner, and I went to look at them. Old magazines from the 1960s, a vinyl doll with its hair chopped off, and some children’s clothing. I didn’t know if they had all been here since the 60s, but the cardboard boxes were crumbling.

I was alert as we made our way through the house, my ears straining to hear any sounds, but the house was silent, other than our own breathing.

When we had been through everything on this floor, we went to the staircase and made our way up to the third floor.

Here was a sitting room with couches and other furniture. If you went to the window, you could look out on the grounds, and it was a gorgeous view. I could just imagine an English garden with water fountains and benches to sit on to enjoy the weather when it was nice.

“Look what I found,” Christy called in a whisper.

I headed to where she had opened a closet. Inside were nylon cases that zipped along the side. These were more modern than anything we had seen since we got here.

I unzipped the corner of one and was surprised to find paintings. “Look at that.”

Christy peered into the closet and pulled back a side of the case to reveal more of the painting. It was a pastoral scene with yellow wildflowers. “Too much yellow for my taste.”

I nodded. There was an easel tucked back into the closet and some boxes with paints. “I guess someone left their artwork behind.” I zipped up the nylon case.

She nodded and wandered around the room, stopping at an end table near a couch. She pulled the top drawer out. “Look.”

I went to see what she had found. Inside was an old pair of metal framed glasses, a bible, and a fabric handkerchief. “What’s that?” I nodded at something poking out from beneath the bible.

She picked it up and held it for me to see. “A coin.”

I took it from her. “1892. Wow.” My mind spun with the thought of this money being from that long ago.

“I wonder what it’s worth now?” Christy asked.

I shook my head and put the coin down. “You would think Larry wouldn’t leave this up here. Especially with people trying to break into the place all the time.”

We searched the rest of the drawers and found an old box of cigars, a man’s pipe, and a woman’s needlework. It was a room frozen in time. Thick dust and cobwebs were in every room, but it wasn’t enough to hide the beauty this house had once held.

Across the hall from this room were more bedrooms. There appeared to be more boxes stacked up, but they all looked as if they had been here for decades. And then I spotted more of the candles. “She came up here too.”

Christy came to look at the candles along the fireplace mantle. “I wonder why? If there were ghosts in the house, wouldn’t they know she was here and wouldn’t they just go downstairs to see her?”

I chuckled. “I guess so. Maybe she thought there was something else going on in this room.”

I glanced around. It would have been a fun room to have as a little girl. From this side of the house, you could look out into the side yard, and there was an old angel fountain below.

We turned to go up into the attic when we heard another thump; this time, it was definitely down below us. My heart pounded in my chest, and I looked at Christy. “We need to get out of here.”

She glanced at the stairs that led up into the attic. “I want to go up there. I don’t think anybody’s down there. It’s just the old house making noises.”

She was probably right, but I didn’t want the same fate to befall me that Barbara had suffered. “Let’s go before someone sees us.”

“Just give me a few more minutes,” she said, and headed to the stairs. These stairs were plain, and the handrail was dark wood. She headed up, and I hesitated at the foot of the stairs, not sure if I should follow her. After a few moments, I decided to go up with her. If something was going to happen to us, I wanted it to happen to us together. I was surprised when we got up to the attic. It wasn’t just an attic. It looked like servants’ quarters. There was a small bathroom off to one side and three twin-sized beds in the bedroom. Next to the bathroom was a small kitchen.

“Can you imagine working here years ago?” she asked as she went to a wooden trunk and tried to open it. After a few tries, she finally got the lid to open. “Oh, wow. Look at this.” She held out a book to me. 

I hurried over and looked at it. It was a diary. “Wow. Can you imagine the history in this?” I opened it and flipped through it. It was dated 1916.

“We have to take it with us.”

I shook my head. “We can’t do that.”

“Why not? Nobody cares about it. It’s been up here all these years, and someday it will just rot in this box.”

She had a point. I felt guilty about it, but I was taking the book with me. I just couldn’t resist. I had to know what was in it.

We searched through the rest of the room, but it was almost empty other than the furniture and a few boxes tucked away. Dishes, a teapot, and silverware, which I was reasonably sure were genuine silver. They looked quite expensive and maybe were a bride’s wedding gift.

At the other end of the room were more stairs. We went to them and looked down. The stair rail was plain like the one we had used to come up. “Look,” I said, shining my flashlight on the stairs. A gaping hole appeared halfway down them.

“That must be where those kids fell through.”

I nodded, and we headed back down the stairs we had come up. We heard the thumping we had heard earlier, twice more before we could get down all those stairs, and it was enough to make me want to scream, but I pressed my lips together, and we hurried to get out of there.

When we were safely in my car. I turned to look at her, still breathless. “Nobody can know we were there tonight.”

She shook her head. “I’m not telling anyone. Are you going to tell Ethan, though? What if there’s something in that book?”

I looked at the old diary. “I don’t like keeping things from him but he isn’t going to be happy that we went in there tonight. Let me think about it.”
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“I can’t believe you went into that house without me.”

I turned to look at Ethan. “Would you have gone with us if we had asked?”

He shook his head. “You know what I mean. You shouldn’t have been there at all. Anything could have happened.”

I took a deep breath. “I know. I’m sorry. But this diary is so interesting. The young woman who wrote it, her name was Sarah Smithson. She was from England, and she came to this town as a servant to a rich family, and she was scared because she didn’t know anybody in this country.” When I had gotten home the night before, I didn’t tell Ethan where we had gone. He wondered why we were late, but we picked up dinner on our way home, and he hadn’t asked many questions. I didn’t lie to him, but I didn’t tell him the truth either. It was the following morning when I decided to visit him at his office, and I brought the diary with me. I handed him the book.

He opened the leather-bound diary and glanced at the feminine handwriting on the page. “That is interesting, but it doesn’t belong to us.”

“We’ll return it, but I want to read it first.”

He looked at me. “So, you’re going to go back into the house? No. I don’t want you in that house. Something might happen to you, and I could not live with myself if I had allowed you to go in there.”

I nodded. “The door to the conservatory is open. I’ll just slip the book back inside. Larry Farley will have to try to figure out how it ended up downstairs, if he even knows that it exists.”

He sighed, and there was a knock at the door before he could say anything. “Come in!”

The door opened, and Todd Lee was standing there. Ethan laid a file folder over the diary.

Todd nodded. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

Ethan shook his head. “No. Come in. You know Mia, don’t you?”

He nodded. “Yes, I know Mia. Best candy in the world at that candy shop.”

I smiled. “Thank you, Todd. I appreciate hearing that.”

He nodded again and glanced around the office nervously. “I just wanted to check to see where you were on the investigation into Barbara’s death.”

Ethan nodded. “I wish I was further along than I am, but right now I’m doing the best I can to figure out what happened to her. Do you have anything new to add to what you’ve already told me?”

He stepped into the office and closed the door behind him. “No. I was just hoping that you had some more news for me. I just can’t believe that somebody would kill her like that. She wasn’t one to cause trouble with anyone.”

Ethan nodded at the chair next to me. “Would you like to have a seat?”

He nodded and sat down.

“If you would like me to leave, I’ll go,” I offered. I wanted to stay, but I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable.

He shook his head. “No, it’s fine. I’m the one who is intruding.”

“Todd, can I ask you a question?” Ethan asked.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Where were you the night of your wife’s murder? I know you said you were home in bed, but what about the evening before her body was discovered?”

He hesitated. “I got off work at around 5:30. And then I went to get something to eat. Why?”

The look on his face told me that he knew something was up.

“Somebody said they saw your truck parked at the Granville mansion the night your wife was killed. They said a man was outside of the house with a flashlight. Was that you?”

Todd stared at him like a deer caught in the headlights, and then he relaxed and nodded. “Yes, I was there. I knew Barbara was going to go into that house that night. I told her she was going to get into trouble going there, but she wouldn’t listen to me. So when I came home and saw that she wasn’t there, I decided to go over there and see if I could talk some sense into her.”

“But you couldn’t?” Ethan asked.

He shook his head. “No, talking sense into Barbara was a tall order. She swore this was going to be huge. She was trying to film a television program. She thought one of those cable channels would offer her a contract if she could get something convincing on video.”

I turned to him. “Wait, she was trying to create a ghost hunting show?”

He nodded. “Yes, she and that woman, Diana. They thought they would be the next big thing in ghost hunting.” He sighed. “It was ridiculous. I kept telling her she was just chasing a fantasy, but she wouldn’t listen to me. So I went there to tell her it was me or this hobby of hers.”

“And what did she say to that?” Ethan asked.

The muscle in his jaw twitched, and his face went red. “She said she enjoyed her hobby more than she enjoyed being married to me.”

I swallowed and tried not to look shocked. He was angry about this and had every right to be. But was he angry enough to kill her over it?

“And what did you do?” Ethan asked calmly.

He shook his head. “I demanded that she leave. I demanded that she get in her car and come home with me right then, but she refused. I told her if she didn’t come home with me right now, it was over, and I was going to file for divorce. But she didn’t care. It didn’t bother her at all.” It was as if the air seeped out of a balloon, and he melted into the chair. “It didn’t bother her at all. Our marriage didn’t mean a thing to her, and I guess I always suspected this, or I had suspected it for a while. But now I knew for certain, and it was as awful as you can imagine.”

Ethan nodded and was silent for a few moments. “That had to have been devastating. What did you do then? And why didn’t you tell me about this to begin with?”

He looked at Ethan helplessly. “I was still trying to process the fact that my marriage was over, and then you came and told me that my wife had been murdered. I went from trying to process the fact that my marriage was over to trying to process the fact that my wife had been murdered. I guess I wasn’t thinking straight. I apologize. I didn’t mean to hold back any information. But nothing really happened. Like I said, she didn’t want me anymore, so I went home and went to bed.”

I didn’t believe for a moment that he went home and went to bed. I believed that he was so angry that she didn’t care about him or their marriage, and he killed her and then went home to clean himself up. He had to be Barbara’s killer.

“What time did you get home?” Ethan asked.

He sighed. “I don’t know. 7:30? 8:00? Somewhere around there. I wasn’t thinking straight, and I wasn’t looking at the clock. My marriage was over, and I was devastated. I don’t know who killed my wife, but it wasn’t me. Please don’t think that of me. All I want to do is find out who killed my wife and why. Even though we were having troubles, she generally got along with most people, so I can’t imagine why anybody would have a reason to kill her.”

Ethan nodded. “Is there anything else that you can tell me about that night?”

He shook his head. “I can’t think of anything. Again, I apologize. I should have told you about this, but I wasn’t in the right frame of mind.”

Ethan sighed. “If you can think of anything else, please let me know immediately.”

He nodded and got to his feet. “I will. I may have been angry at my wife, but I would never have harmed her. Never. Thanks for your time.” He stood up and left the office.

I leaned forward over the desk. “He’s the killer!” I whispered so Todd couldn’t hear me if he was still outside the door.

Ethan nodded. “That’s a real possibility. Right now, he has the most reason to kill his wife. But there’s something about him that makes me think he didn’t do it. We’re going to sit on this for a while.” He sighed. “Please don’t tell Christy what you know. I need to look into things a little further and see what I can find out.”

I nodded. I hated keeping things from Christy, but I wasn’t going to let on what I had heard today. Not until Ethan said that I could.
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“What are you thinking about, sis?”

I looked up from the chocolate and vanilla marble fudge I was spreading onto a baking sheet to form and cool. It was the following day, and we were knee-deep in internet orders. I smiled at her. “What am I thinking about? I’m thinking about Barbara Lee and who could have killed her. My mind goes over and over everything we’ve been told, and while I’m still suspicious of her husband, I’m still leaning toward Diana. We need to stop by her shop and talk to her again. I’d like to know why Barbara ordered those unscented candles from Polly, and not Diana. Diana has candles in her shop.”

She nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. Why wouldn’t Diana have provided the candles? What does Ethan say?”

I smoothed out the top of the fudge and set it on a rack to cool, then turned to her. “I think he feels she has a reason to do it, but there’s no evidence saying she was even there. Her husband, however, was there.”

She sighed. “Well, we need something else that says she did it. That or we’ve got to turn our attention to someone else. If it isn’t Diana, then it’s probably her husband.” She went to the sink and washed her hands, then grabbed a paper towel to dry them. “I just think that somebody has to know something they’re not telling, and if we can figure out what that is, we can close this case.”

I nodded and went to the sink to wash my hands. When I was done, we headed out front to relieve Carrie and Stephanie so they could go to lunch.

“Have a good lunch,” I told them when we went out front. A few customers were shopping out front, but it was a weekday and not as busy as we would be on a weekend.

“We sure will,” Carrie said, and they headed out the front door. 

I went to the shelf filled with foil-wrapped chocolate pumpkins to straighten it. When you owned a business, you looked at things differently, and you constantly worked to keep things tidied up, create new things to sell, or waited on customers. 

The bell over the front door jingled, and Diana walked in. I froze for a second, part of my brain wondering if she had overheard anything we had said a few minutes earlier. But of course, she hadn’t. We were in the back room, and she wasn’t even there. I smiled at her. “Good afternoon, Diana. How are you?” I glanced at Christy, who was staring at her, and then I went behind the counter.

She smiled. “I am doing fantastic, Mia. Hello, Christy. I just had a customer come in and buy three hundred dollars worth of merchandise. I don’t have many days like that, and I am pretty darned excited about it.”

I smiled. “Well, you should be excited. That’s fantastic! Congratulations.”

She nodded. “I keep telling my husband that I need to get a website so I can sell things online. During the off-season, I don’t do much in sales around here, and I sure could use a boost in income.”

Christy came around the back of the counter with me. “Everyone can use a boost in income, no matter how much they’re making, but I know what you mean. I’m surprised you weren’t already online.”

She rolled her eyes. “I am a procrastinator. It takes forever for me to get anything done. But it doesn’t just apply to business, it applies to my entire life. I have a junk room that I have sworn I was going to clean for the last ten years.” She laughed. “My husband would be shocked and amazed if I ever got it cleaned up.”

I chuckled. “My goal in life is not to create a junk room. And believe me, that in itself is a full-time job, it seems.”

She snorted. “At least you haven’t made the same mistake I’ve made then.” She looked into the display case. “Oh gosh, look at those pumpkin spice marshmallows. And what are the other flavors?”

“Vanilla, caramel, and orange cream dipped in dark chocolate. They’re rather tasty if I do say so myself,” I said. Marshmallows were one of my favorite candies.

She nodded and glanced at me. “I think I’d like one of the orange cream and chocolate, a pumpkin spice, and three caramel ones. There’s something about freshly made marshmallows that I absolutely adore.”

“You’re going to love these,” I said. “The recipe is my mother’s of course, and she came up with the best recipes.” I opened the back of the display case and unfolded a box to put the marshmallows in.

“How is your mom doing? I haven’t seen her in ages.”

“She’s watching our little monsters, and they are keeping her busy,” Christy said. “I don’t know why she bothered calling herself retired, because she’s anything but retired with those three hanging on her ankles.”

Diana laughed. “Oh my gosh, I bet she’s having the time of her life. I don’t have any grandkids. My sons haven’t blessed me with them yet, but as soon as I have some, you can bet I’m going to be one of those grandmas who is always around and doing things with them. I can hardly wait.”

I set the marshmallows into the box and nodded. “It’s the only way to be.”

She leaned on the counter. “So what does Ethan say about the murder case? Has he figured out who did it?”

I glanced at her and shook my head. “Not yet, but you can bet he’s going to find Barbara’s killer. I just can’t imagine what was going on with her that night and why she would go there alone.” Diana, on the other hand, knew exactly why she was there alone.

She shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know. I told her it wasn’t a good idea, but she wouldn’t listen to me. She just really got obsessed with ghost hunting.”

“But you didn’t?” Christy asked.

“It’s something I enjoy, but I’m not obsessed with it.”

“What about all the equipment you use to ghost hunt with?” I asked. “Didn’t you say that her husband would never give her money for anything? Who bought all the equipment?”

If I wasn’t mistaken, her eyes widened slightly, but she recovered quickly. “Oh, I did. I had to buy all of that equipment. Or almost all of it. My husband isn’t as cheap as hers and he doesn’t care what I do with my money, so I bought the recording equipment, the sensors, and such.”

“I bet it takes a lot of equipment—expensive equipment—to get into ghost hunting,” Christy said, leaning on her side of the counter. “Did you ever do anything the old-fashioned way? Like with candles? I mean, if they’re lit at night and the flame flickers, isn’t that a ghost?”

She chuckled. “Yes, that would be doing things the old-fashioned way, and I suppose you could say it was a ghost as long as you were certain there were no drafts in the room. And Barbara did like her candles.” She rolled her eyes. “She thought for some reason that she could communicate with them better if she had candles placed around the room. You don’t see any of those ghost hunters on television doing that, but Barbara was convinced that was the best way to go about getting their attention.”

I closed the box of marshmallows. “What scent of candle do the ghosts like?”

She looked puzzled for a moment. “Scent?”

I set the box on the counter. “Yeah, pumpkin spice? Vanilla? Or maybe they like fresh linen.”

Diana caught on and laughed. “No, Barbara was certain that she needed unscented candles, and a lot of them.”

“Oh,” I said as if this made all the sense in the world. “So you must have supplied the candles too? You have them in your shop, don’t you?”

She hesitated for a moment, then shook her head. “I do have some unscented candles in my shop. Some naturalists like unscented. I kind of like them myself.” She gazed at me before continuing. “To be honest, I think she got the last batch of unscented candles somewhere else. We were having what you might call a tiff before she died. She wanted me to buy more equipment, and quite frankly, I didn’t have the money for it. It was a waste anyway. We already had a ton of equipment, and if it wasn’t enough, what good would more do?” She sighed dramatically. “Sometimes she would manage to sneak a little cash out of her household money that her husband would give her to help pay for things, but it was never much. I told her if she was going to continue doing this, she needed to get at least a part-time job so she could pay for the equipment, but she seemed to prefer having me pay for it all.” She chuckled, but it sounded uncomfortable. “I told her I wasn’t going to do that. And I gave her an ultimatum. We weren’t going to do any more ghost hunting, and I was going to take my equipment back if she didn’t find a way to help pay for the equipment.”

“That must have made her very upset,” Christy said.

I nodded. “Especially if she was depending on you to pay for everything.”

She sighed. “She was very upset. We argued, and then she said she would find a way to pay for it. She wouldn’t speak to me for a couple of weeks, but what else could I do? I don’t have unlimited funds.”

“Did you tell this to Ethan?” I asked.

She hesitated and shook her head. “No, I didn’t tell him. This happened nearly five weeks before she died. We talked occasionally after that, mostly through text, but we didn’t do anything together. I mean, it was just a silly argument, and it wasn’t like it had torn our friendship apart. We were just a little cool with each other for a bit. We would have gotten over it if she was still here.”

“Did she find a way to pay for the equipment?” I asked. “And did you take the equipment away like you said you would?”

She shook her head. “No, I didn’t want to upset her that much. I just wanted her to find a way to help me pay for everything and she promised that she would. In one of her texts, she said she thought she had a way to pay for the new piece of equipment that she wanted.”

“And what was that?” Christy asked.

She shrugged. “She didn’t go into detail about it.”

“If you didn’t do anything together those last weeks of her life, when did you visit the mansion?” I asked.

“That all happened before we argued.”

I took this in. Diana may have felt that she was absolving herself from being seen as a suspect, but in my mind, she had just solidified my thought that she was the killer. They had argued, and even though she said it wasn’t much of an argument, she hadn’t gone with her on her last ghost hunting trip. It was more significant than she was letting on. I was going to talk to Ethan about this.
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When Diana stepped out the front door, Christy and I turned to look at each other.

“She did it,” she hissed.

I nodded. “I’m pretty sure that is correct.”

Headed in as she was headed out was Larry Farley. Diana sidestepped him, and he glanced at her as she walked past. I wondered if they had spoken face-to-face about investigating the mansion, or if it was over the phone. Maybe he didn’t know who she was.

Larry stepped into the candy store, grinning. “Well, good afternoon, ladies. Isn’t it a beautiful day?”

I nodded. “I am so ready for the leaves to begin falling and for Halloween to get here.” I glanced at Diana as she pulled away from the curb.

He chuckled. “The trees in my backyard are dropping their leaves. Not quickly, but I imagine it’ll pick up in the next week or two. We aren’t officially in fall, but I’m going to go ahead and just call it fall.”

I nodded. “I call it fall, too. It’s close enough. What can we help you with?”

He looked into the display case. “I think I’m going to need some of that cinnamon spice fudge, and some vanilla too. A quarter pound of each, please.”

“You got it,” Christy said, opening the display case and getting to work. The cinnamon spice fudge didn’t have the same spices as the pumpkin spice, and it was delicious in its own way.

“So, has your husband mentioned how the investigation is going, Mia?” he asked, leaning on the counter.

I shook my head. “He doesn’t tell me a lot about it, just the highlights,” I chuckled. “But he’s working hard, and I know he’s going to find the killer soon.”

He nodded. “Good. I hope whoever killed that poor woman is put away for the rest of their lives. I feel so terrible that it happened on my property. In hindsight, I kind of thought maybe I should have had cameras all over the place. But the house is so old, I didn’t think it was necessary.”

He felt terrible about the murder now? I smiled at him, remembering how he had told us that people kept trying to break into the mansion. It wasn’t like he was unaware that somebody might get in there and get hurt. Albert Miller had said it had already happened once. Of course, he couldn’t have anticipated a murder, but it shouldn’t have come as a surprise that it wasn’t safe to be there. 

I picked up a white cloth to wipe the glass counter. “You never know what people find interesting. An old abandoned house like that is a temptation for some. I guess having cameras there would have prevented some of it, but I imagine some people would have just broken in any way.”

He nodded. “Exactly. From what I’ve heard about Barbara, she was one of those people. She was determined to get inside of old abandoned buildings, so even if I did have cameras in there, it wouldn’t have stopped her. I just wish that Ethan had been able to find her killer.”

I gazed at him. “Well, like I said, he’s still working on the case. It’s not over yet.”

“Oh, I know. He’ll find the killer.”

I smiled as Christy cut fudge for him. Her eyes were on him.

“Has anybody else tried to break in since the murder?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of. But I did have to let my caretaker go.”

“Oh? How come?” I asked, trying not to sound too interested.

He shrugged. “Like I said before, he didn’t take care of much.” He chuckled. “And to be perfectly honest with you, the more I thought things over, the more worried I was that he might have killed Barbara.”

“Why do you think that?” Christy asked, her hand poised over the white candy box decorated with pumpkins. 

He sighed. “I hate to think that of the old guy. He is a friend of my father’s after all. But he drinks a lot. He spends all that time alone, and even though he says he prefers it, I’m pretty sure that it’s rough on him, and his only outlet seems to be drinking. Because he certainly wasn’t working on cleaning the place up like he promised me. Anyway, the other day I dropped by there, and he kept muttering that he didn’t mean to do it. He was as drunk as could be, and I asked him what he was talking about. He shook his head and refused to tell me anything else. I’m telling you, he was incredibly drunk, and at one point he even said something that sounded like he was sorry and he didn’t mean it. At first, I thought he was thinking about something in his past, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized he was talking about the murder. I just dropped by the police station to talk to Ethan about it, but he wasn’t in.”

I hesitated, taking this in. “I’ve heard that Albert Miller can be confrontational. Maybe he got angry when Barbara broke in, and he hit her with something.” My mind was churning with ideas now. “I know Ethan is going to want to hear about this.”

He nodded. “I’ll definitely go back by there and talk to him. I want him to know about it too.”

“But isn’t it illegal just to fire somebody just because you think they did something?” Christy asked, closing the lid on the box of fudge, and placing it on the counter.

He shook his head. “No, California is an at-will state. Besides that, I didn’t pay him much of anything. We had an agreement that he would clean the place up, and it’s worse now than when he first moved in. He wasn’t holding up his end of the bargain. That little caretaker’s house is an absolute mess now that he has moved out of it, and I shudder to think about how much work it’s going to be just to clean it up. I should never have let him move in.”

“Do you know where he went?” I asked. “Is he still in Pumpkin Hollow?”

He shrugged. “I gave him a thousand dollars so he could take care of himself for a while. I didn’t want to just kick him out on the street. When he saw the money, he was more than willing to go, and he mentioned something about his daughter. If I remember right, she lives here in town, so I’m pretty sure he’s still around.”

I nodded. “That’s good then. Hopefully Ethan won’t have any problems tracking him down if he does feel that he had something to do with Barbara’s death.”

He took his wallet from his pocket while Christy rang up his fudge. “I think he’s the killer. It’s something I’m almost certain of. I have a garden hoe that I want Ethan to take a look at, and maybe he can send it to a lab and have it analyzed. I think it might be our murder weapon.”

My eyes widened as I remembered seeing Albert using a garden hoe when Christy and I stopped by. “Why do you think the hoe was used as a murder weapon?”

“There’s something on it that looks like it could be dried blood. It’s not a big spot though, and it looks like he tried to wash it off, but the handle is wood, and it’s pretty old. It’s been left out in the sun for so long that the wood is no longer sealed, and whatever is on it seeped into it.” 

“Ethan definitely needs to take a look at it,” I said. “I’m sure he was either out to lunch or in a meeting when you stopped by. You should be able to catch him this afternoon.”

He paid Christy for his fudge and turned to me. “I’ve got another errand to run, and after that, I’ll drive back by the police station and see if he’s in his office. It’s been nice talking to you two ladies.”

We watched him leave the candy store as two more customers walked in, and I smiled and greeted them. Then I turned to Christy. “Wow. If Albert is the killer, I am so glad that he didn’t get angry at us and hit us with that hoe when we were there that day.”

She nodded. “You can say that again. It wouldn’t surprise me if he does turn out to be the killer. With him being locked up in that tiny house by himself and drinking heavily, there’s no telling what he might have done when he discovered that Barbara had broken into the mansion. He probably thought he was protecting the place by hitting her.”

I thought Christy was probably right about that. If he drinks as heavily as Larry said, then anything could have happened on his watch.
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“Mom, can I visit Cody today?” Charlie asked, clinging to the shopping cart as we headed for the car.

I shook my head, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear. I was dressed as a witch today, but I had left the hat to my costume inside the car. The hat was awkward, and grocery shopping was a task I didn’t enjoy, so the hat stayed behind.

I’d put in a long day at the candy store, and after picking Charlie up from my parents’ house, I needed to pick up a few things at the grocery store for dinner. It was challenging to ensure there was enough food in the house for quick meals, considering the hours I put in during the Halloween season. If I ever got rich, the first thing I was going to do was hire someone to do my grocery shopping and cook for us. I chuckled at the thought. That day was never going to come.

“Not tonight, Charlie. I’m sure Cody’s mom and dad are tired from working all day. But I promise to ask her if we can set up a play date soon.” Perhaps Amanda wouldn’t mind if Charlie stayed overnight soon, and we could reciprocate and have her kids over another night. The good thing about being best friends with your son’s best friend was that arranging play dates was simple.

“Oh, Mom,” Charlie said without looking back at me. “We wanted to play together today. I never get to play with Cody.”

“Oh, really? I could have sworn that the two of you shared the same class at school. Don’t you play together at recess?”

Now he turned and looked over his shoulder at me as we walked. “That’s different. Cody’s dad gave him a remote control car, and we want to play with it. We can’t do that at school.”

I nodded. “Fair enough. But Cody’s mom and dad are tired from working all day, so we can’t just drop by and tell them that you want to play. I promise to ask her when a good day would be.” I made a mental note to ask Amanda the next time I saw her.

We stopped at the back of my car, and I opened the trunk. I lifted a bag of groceries and placed it inside.

Charlie stood on his tiptoes and reached into the shopping cart, picking up a bag that had salad and tomatoes in it. He opened the bag, looked into it, and frowned. “No cookies?”

I chuckled. “I got some cookies, buddy, but we have to eat our vegetables too.”

He nodded. “I’ll eat my vegetables if I can have cookies.”

We quickly unloaded the few groceries that I had bought, and I slammed the trunk shut. With Charlie’s help, we pushed the shopping cart into a cart corral.

We headed back to the car, and I helped Charlie into his booster seat and fastened his seatbelt. “There you go, buddy.” I carefully closed the door, making sure he was clear of it, and when I turned around, I noticed a beat-up black pickup parked in front of my car. Was it Albert Miller’s? Then I spotted him. He was pushing a shopping cart toward his truck with a solitary bag of groceries sitting in it. He parked the shopping cart next to the passenger side door and looked up, making eye contact with me.

“Hello, Albert,” I said, and smiled. “How are you doing this evening?”

He frowned. “Not great, considering I got kicked out of my home.”

“Oh, no,” I said as if I didn’t already know this. “I’m so sorry. What happened?”

He scowled. “That weasel, Larry Farley, kicked me out of my house.” He picked up the bag of groceries and set it in the seat through the open window, then pushed the cart into the empty parking spot next to his truck. I thought he would get in the truck and drive off without saying anything else, but he stopped and put one hand on the door. “I should have known better than to trust him.”

I shook my head, glancing at Charlie, who was sitting in the backseat talking to himself, and then took several steps closer to Albert. “Why? What do you mean, you should have known better?”

“He says he needs a caretaker who actually does work around the place. I did work there. Plenty of work. It’s not like he ever stopped by to check up and see what progress I was making. Even you saw me working in the yard. But now he’s decided he wants everything done faster than I’m capable of doing it, and he’s going to bring somebody else in. Didn’t even give me much time to get moved out. Said I had to go.”

I shook my head. I didn’t think he did much around there by the looks of the place, but what did I know? I had never been on the property before Christy and I went there the other night. “I’m so sorry to hear that. He just wanted you to move out? He didn’t give you any notice?”

He shook his head. “No. He didn’t give me any notice. Said just get your stuff and get out.”

“Well, it’s too late to do any good now, but by law, he has to give you time to get your things ready and to find a new place to live. Did you find someplace to live?” I felt a little sad for him. Starting over at his age had to be hard. I would take back feeling sad if it turned out that he was Barbara’s killer.

He nodded. “Yeah, I’m living with my daughter right now. I don’t know how long that will last, but I guess we’ll try to put up with each other long enough for me to find another place. I don’t know what got into Farley. There was no reason to come over and just kick me out like that.”

I crossed my arms in front of myself. “Did he give you a reason? I mean anything more specific, other than he thought you weren’t doing enough around the place? He could have given you a chance to do more of whatever it was he wanted done.”

“That’s what I said. I told him to just give me a little bit of time and I’ll catch up, but he insisted that I had to move out. He said it was my fault that woman got into the mansion and got killed. But I didn’t have anything to do with her death, so how was it my fault?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know why he would think it was your fault that she broke in. She was the one who decided to do it, and if there isn’t much security there, then how are you going to keep her out?” I thought about how easy it had been to just walk into the mansion like Christy and I had done. There was no telling how many people did that over the years. For all we knew, people were doing it regularly.

He nodded. “That’s what I said. But he insisted I had to go. I’ll never trust that mangy mongrel again. I talked to his father. We’re friends, you know, but he said there was nothing he could do. I don’t blame him. He probably didn’t want to get involved. But now I’m stuck trying to find a place to live that I can afford.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “How are you doing besides being kicked out of your home?”

He shrugged. “I guess okay. It has been a year, I’ll tell you what. I broke my arm in January, my truck broke down in March, then that woman was murdered in the mansion, and now I’m practically homeless.” He looked off into the distance, then turned back to me. “Your husband find that woman’s killer?”

I shook my head. “Not yet, but I know he’s working on the case.”

He nodded. “You tell him I hope he finds that killer soon. Maybe he ought to talk to Farley. People like that are no good. He had no cause to treat me the way he did. I told him people who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones, but he looked at me like he didn’t know what that meant.” He snorted. “He’s younger than me though, so maybe he doesn’t know anything about treating people decently. I got to get going now. You have a good evening.” He went around to the driver’s side of the truck, got in, and slammed the door. When he started it, I was sure it wasn’t going to catch, but after several tries, it finally caught, and the truck started up with a rumble. I headed back to my car and got inside.

“Who was that, Mom?”

I glanced over my shoulder and smiled. “Oh, it’s just a man that I know from around town. He sometimes comes into the candy store to buy fudge.”

“I want fudge.”

I chuckled and started the car. “You’ve got cookies. You don’t need fudge too.”

I watched as Albert drove off, his truck spewing dark smoke from the tailpipe. What did he mean about Larry Farley living in a glass house?
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It was four days later when Christy and I were finally able to step away from the candy shop long enough to drop by the public library. The history of the old Granville mansion was of great interest to us, as well as a lot of people in the community since a bona fide murder had occurred there. Not that I could say for sure that another bona fide murder hadn't occurred there in the past, but with the rumors we had heard, we wanted to see what we could dig up. The public library still used microfiche and old issues of the local newspaper had been transferred onto them.

“So, best guess,” Christy said, looking at me as we sat in front of the microfiche machines. “Do you think there have been murders in that house before Barbara’s?”

I gazed at the machine in front of me. “It’s an old house with a long history going back more than a century. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if there had been some deaths there, but I’m betting they were probably more along the lines of homeowners or their families dying of some illness there at the house or having accidents. It was built before many medical advances were discovered, and people took care of their sick loved ones at home. But as far as a murder? I feel like the answer is going to be no. I think people look at a house like that, and they let their imaginations run wild.”

She nodded and turned her machine on. “I think you’re right. I'm not completely ruling out the possibility of a prior murder, but I believe most of the rumors originate from people's imaginations. It’s kind of fun to sit and think about a haunted mansion, as long as there’s no reason to be in that mansion. Because nobody wants to fight a villain they can’t see.”

I turned on my machine. “Exactly. I think it’s mostly just imagination.”

I chose a card that had copies of the newspaper from the year the house was built. Angela Karis had said the original owner had fallen down the stairs and died in that house. That wouldn’t surprise me at all. An accident or an illness could have taken several lives over the decades.

We sat in silence as we scanned the microfiche cards.

“Oh,” Christy said as she slowly turned the dial that advanced the microfiche.

“Oh, what?”

“Stanley Jefferson died in a tragic accident on October 10, 1901. He fell down the stairs of his home at 801 Jefferson Street and broke his neck and died immediately after the fall.” She turned to me. “He had a street named after himself. But more importantly, maybe that’s why Barbara Lee’s neck was broken. It was the ghost of Stanley Jefferson, and he’s so angry about having died from a broken neck that he wanted to get his revenge on a human.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “I’m pretty sure Stanley isn’t hanging around that house anymore. But it is an odd coincidence. Angela had already told us that he had fallen down the stairs. I guess that’s one story that isn’t a rumor.” I went back to searching the records for the year 1910. When I got to the end of them, I sighed. “Well, 1910 was a bust.”

“It figures,” she said as she scanned the newspapers. “It would be kind of fun to find out there were a bunch of ghosts there, don’t you think?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“What were those thumps we heard the night we were there? And did you tell Ethan we were there?”

“I don’t know what the thumps were, and yes, I did tell Ethan. He was looking through the journal we found there, but so far we haven’t found anything terribly interesting. Poor Sarah was unhappy in her job, and she was hoping somebody would marry her so she could leave it.”

She sighed. “I think it would have been difficult to be a woman back then. They didn’t have the freedoms we have today, and I don’t know if I could have survived it.”

“It was harder, but I think it wouldn’t feel quite as hard as we think it would if that’s all you knew. If we had a time machine and we went back there and tried to live in that time, I think it would be a disaster. We do have more freedoms these days, and giving those up would be hard.”

We scanned through more of the newspapers, hoping we could find something—anything that would tell us if the place was haunted. 

“Oh look, Mr. Frank Jefferson is throwing a spring party at the mansion. Everyone who is someone is going to be there.”

“Frank Jefferson? Must be Stanley’s son.”

She nodded. “I think so. It’s 1926, so I’m sure it was a fancy party. Look! There’s a picture.”

I leaned over to look at the picture. “Oh, how cool. It’s going to be a masquerade party, and that picture is from the year before. I would like a time machine to go back in time just for that party to see what it was like.”

She sighed. “It would be handy to have a time machine for those special occasions.”

Looking through the newspapers was taking longer than I had imagined. It was two hours later when I glanced up at the clock and gasped. “Oh, Christy, we probably should get back to the candy store. Look how late it is.”

She glanced at the clock and shook her head. “They’re fine without us. I stayed a couple of hours later last night to get us caught up on our orders and as of this morning, we were good to go.”

I went back to looking at the microfiche machine. I didn’t say it, but by now we would have a lot more orders come through, and we probably were no longer good to go.

“Oh, look at this,” I said. “There was a murder in Tahoe ten years ago, and the killer was never found.” I had gotten tired of reading the older newspaper articles and had moved on to more recent ones to see if there was anything about a murder. I had moved away for a while years ago, and this murder had occurred while I was gone.

She looked at me. “That was reported in our newspaper?”

I nodded. “It’s only a short paragraph, but they mention the woman’s name, and the fact that some valuable paintings were stolen, and hadn't been recovered yet.”

“I wonder what happened to them,” Christy said. Then we turned to each other. “Paintings?”

“There were paintings at the mansion,” I said.

“Interesting.”

I turned back to the microfiche machine. I didn’t recognize the artist’s name, but apparently, they were worth some money. I jotted down the name on a piece of paper and put it in my pocket. “It’s interesting, all right.”

“I think we need to take another trip to the mansion.”

I sighed. “I don’t know if I want to do that at night. It was kind of creepy, even if there aren’t any ghosts there.”

“I couldn’t find any murders in the newspapers. How about you?”

I shook my head. “No, there weren’t any murders, but that doesn’t mean it’s not a creepy place.”

I sat back in my chair and thought about everything I had read. There were obituaries for at least four family members, including the original owner, who had died in that house. Did their ghosts hang around? Ghost hunters thought so. But there wasn’t a family who was murdered at the mansion, and I was certain that if it had happened, the newspaper would have jumped on it and reported it, and continued to report about the case, and what had happened there. It would have been a big story at any time in history, and people would have wanted to know what the follow-up was on a story like that.

Christy sat back in her chair. “What do you think? There doesn’t appear to be any kind of violence that occurred there, or at least nothing reported, but we did hear some noises in the night. I’m voting that there are ghosts but not because of a murder.”

I sighed. “I’m starving. We never got lunch.”

She turned her machine off and stood up. “Let’s get something to eat. And then we should check out those paintings. There’s a reason they were stored in a nylon bag. Whoever put them there wanted to protect them.”

I turned off my machine and stood up. “Yes, but that doesn’t mean they’re the ones from this murder.” I knew that’s where she was going, and I wasn’t crazy about the idea of going to the mansion at night again. But maybe, since there was no caretaker there anymore, we could sneak in while it was still daylight and take a quick look at the paintings.
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We probably should have gone back to the candy store, made more fudge, and minded our own business, but the more we talked about what we’d discovered in the newspaper archive, the more excited we became. I called Ethan, but when he didn’t answer his phone, I left him a message briefly explaining what we had found. I still had the diary with me, and our curiosity had gotten the best of us. We had to go by the mansion and drop off the diary, didn’t we? And if we happened to see something that might help with the case, we wouldn’t be able to help that.

“What if it’s the same artwork?” Christy asked as I parked a block away from the mansion. I’d considered parking in front, but that would draw too much attention. Instead, we would just go for a little stroll and see if anybody was hanging around the mansion.

I nodded. “The chances of it being the missing artwork from the murder are almost zero. I think.” But what if it was?

We got out of the car and headed up to the mansion. Albert’s beat-up old truck was no longer parked out front, as I had expected. There was no sign of anybody else’s vehicle, so I thought we were safe to go inside. We would just take a quick look around and see what we could see.

“It looks empty,” Christy said.

I nodded. “I think so. Or at least I hope so.” I glanced at the diary in my hand. I would have loved to have kept it and gone over the pages again, but it didn’t belong to us, and I wasn’t going to steal it.

We let ourselves in through the conservatory door, and I wondered why it was left unlocked. Had Larry Farley not taken a look at the property after he fired Albert? I would have thought he would check to make sure everything was secure.

“I’d love to take a look around this place in the daylight. A good long look when we weren’t worried about being discovered,” Christy said, glancing around the kitchen as we passed through it. “I bet there are all kinds of dishes in those cupboards. I bet they’re beautiful.”

I nodded, and we continued through the dining room. “I bet they are, but let’s not spend too much time in here.” It still bothered me to be in this place without permission from the owner. Even if that owner might be our killer.

We headed up the first set of stairs, being careful as we went. I didn’t want to go crashing through them. How would I explain that to Ethan?

“Where are you going to put that diary?” she asked.

“Well, I had intended just to put it inside the conservatory and leave, but now that we’ve seen that newspaper, we may as well go up and put the diary back where we got it and take a look at the artwork again.” I was trying to be quiet as I spoke, even though the mansion was empty. It just felt odd to speak at a normal volume when this place was so huge and so abandoned.

“We may as well,” she said, and chuckled softly.

We moved past the rooms on the second floor and up the stairs to the third. The paintings were in a closet located in what looked like a sitting room. We walked in the doorway and froze. Larry Farley was standing in front of the closet where the artwork was and had pulled out the nylon cases. Three landscape paintings leaned against the sofa back, and he had a smaller painting in his hands. We must have startled him because his eyes went wide when he saw us.

We all stared at one another for several very long moments, and then he frowned. “What are you two doing here?”

I hesitated, my mind scrambling to come up with an answer. 

“We knocked on the door first,” Christy said.

I slowly turned to look at her. Was she out of her mind?

“You did not.” Larry stared at her incredulously. “I didn’t hear a thing.”

Christy nodded. “Yes, we did. You didn’t hear us? We’ll have to knock louder next time. We just thought we would stop by and say hello.”

I almost groaned. We had no business being here, and he knew it. We certainly did not knock, nor were we just stopping by for a social call.

His brow furrowed. “What are you doing here?” he repeated.

I shook my head. “The temptation to explore an abandoned mansion was too much. I guess you can add us to your list of people who have tried to break in. Except we didn’t break in. The back door was open. Those are nice paintings. Did some of your relatives paint them?”

He glanced at the paintings, his eyes going wide again. “Yes. Yes, my great-grandfather painted them.” He lowered the painting he was holding. 

“I thought you bought the mansion a few years ago,” Christy said. “If your great-grandfather painted them, why are they here?”

He frowned. “My family lived here for decades, then sold it in the 70s. I bought it back about ten years ago. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

I nodded, still holding the diary. I wasn’t going to draw his attention to it. “Of course. I apologize for intruding. It’s just such a beautiful mansion.”

He hesitated, setting the small painting on a nearby end table. “Why don’t I give you a tour?”

I didn’t like that idea at all. I shook my head. “No, we’re intruding, and we have no right to do that. I apologize so much. We’ve got to get going. We have all that candy we’ve got to make.”

“Yeah, we got a lot of big orders that came in this afternoon,” Christy said. “We had better get going. But it was nice seeing what we’ve seen of the mansion. It sure is beautiful, and I think it will make an excellent inn. The tourists would love to stay here.” Christy was talking fast, giving away her nervousness.

He walked toward us slowly. “Why the rush? You came here to explore, didn’t you? There’s so much to see here. Honestly, every time I come in here, I find something different. Why don’t we take a look around?”

I shook my head. Larry Farley was over six feet tall, and while I hadn’t really paid much attention to this before, now it seemed intimidating. “No, we really have to be going. Thanks for the offer, though.”

We turned toward the door, and I heard him suddenly lunge toward us. I gave Christy a shove toward the open doorway. She made a squeaking sound, and we headed for the stairs. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Larry was moving toward us quickly.

“Run!” I said.

The stairs would have to hold us. I grabbed hold of the railing as we ran down them, and I felt Larry on my heels. Christy was moving as quickly as she could, and I was afraid I was going to get too close to her, and our legs would get tangled together as we hurried away from him.

At the bottom of the landing, I nearly tripped over a rug but caught myself in time. The sound of his breathing was close behind me now, and we ran for all we were worth, my chest feeling like it was going to explode. I really needed to get out and get some exercise if I was going to make running from murderers a habit.

When we got near the bottom of the steps, he grabbed the back of my coat, and I screamed. That startled Christy, and she fell off the bottom step and hit the ground with a scream of her own. I pulled against my coat and realized I had better unbutton it, but it had toggle buttons, and trying to get out of that was going to be like Houdini getting out of a straitjacket. I struggled and pulled at the coat, wishing I had had a zipper to unzip instead.

Christy cried out. “Get your hands off of her!”

I could tell by the way Christy was rolling around, trying to get to her feet, that she had hurt herself.

“Let me go!” I turned on him, shoving him back against the stairs. The movement surprised him, catching him off guard, and he released my jacket. I swung the diary at him, hitting him square in the face, and he screamed in surprise.

Reaching for Christy’s hand, I helped her up, and she grunted in pain as she got to her feet. “I think I broke my ankle.”

I shook my head and wrapped an arm around her waist while she wrapped an arm around my neck, and we hobbled toward the dining room, but Larry had recovered and was after us again.

As we ran through the dining room with Christy hobbling as best she could, I was relieved to run into Ethan. He must have heard our screams because his eyes were wide, and his gun was drawn.

“It’s Larry Farley! He killed Barbara Lee, and he killed a woman in Tahoe,” I explained.

Ethan turned to Larry, who had come to a stop. He turned around and ran through the house with Ethan on his heels.

“Are you okay?” I asked Christy as we continued out of the house.

She nodded. “It’s not broken, but I might have sprained my ankle. It hurts.”

I nodded, glancing over my shoulder. “Let’s try to get outside and let Ethan handle this.”
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Chapter Twenty
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“Oh, Mommy,” Emily said as she gently ran her chubby hand over Christy’s ankle. “You have an owie.”

Christy winced. “Yes, baby, Mommy has an owie, and the owie needs to not be touched.”

I handed Christy a glass of iced tea and sat down next to her. After we left the mansion, I took her to urgent care. Thankfully, it was nothing more than a sprain, but she would have to stay off it for a while.

“Mommy, you’ve got to be more careful,” I teased.

She took a sip of her iced tea and nodded. “Boy, do I ever. I don’t know what I’m going to do about work. There are so many candy orders needing to be made, and here I am, stuck with a bum ankle.”

“We’ll take one of the stools from the front counter and put it next to the kitchen counter. You can mix and stir while you sit there, and I’ll do whatever cooking needs to be done. We’ll make some sort of assembly line.”

“Oh, that sounds fantastic. We’re just too busy for me to take any time off.” She laid her head on the back of the couch and stared up at the ceiling. “I’m exhausted.”

“Dinner is almost ready,” Devon said from the kitchen.

“It smells good,” I said. Charlie and Harper were playing in Harper’s bedroom, and Emily toddled off to see what they were up to.

“I texted Ethan to let him know I was here,” I said. “I hope he can make it for dinner.” Just as I said it, I heard a car pull up. A minute later, Ethan was at the door.

“Come in,” Christy hollered before he had a chance to knock.

Ethan opened the door and poked his head inside. “I heard there was dinner here. I’m starving.”

“What? No kiss when you come home from work?” Devon said, mimicking me.

Ethan chuckled and came over and kissed me. “What was I thinking? And what were you two thinking, digging around in that house again?”

I shook my head. “We have no excuse for it, and yet we did it anyway. Tell us what happened.”

He sat on the chair across from us. “Larry killed Barbara Lee because he had those paintings hidden upstairs. He tried to put her and Diana off when they asked to set up their equipment in the mansion, but Barbara couldn’t be put off. She just knew that her big break was going to come from recording a ghost there at the mansion. But Larry was afraid they would discover the artwork upstairs. He had killed that woman from Tahoe ten years ago and was sitting on the artwork, waiting for an opportunity to be able to sell it. It was worth a lot of money.”

“How much money?” Christy asked.

Ethan nodded at Devon as he brought him a glass of iced tea. “Thanks, Devon. You make a good wife.”

“Don’t I know it?” he said and went back to the kitchen to work on dinner.

“At least half a million dollars worth of artwork. He knew the woman who owned it, and he knew it was worth a lot of money. He tried to get her to sell it to him cheap, thinking she wouldn’t understand how valuable the paintings were, but she refused to do it, so he killed her and stole the artwork.”

“And Barbara was killed to protect that secret,” I said and sighed. “If only Barbara hadn’t been trespassing in that mansion.”

“How did you know to show up when you did?” Christy asked, taking a sip of her iced tea.

He smiled. “Mia’s voicemail telling me that you found an article on the other murder and there were paintings at the mansion that needed to be looked at. She also said she was returning the diary. I didn’t want you two to get into trouble.”

“I’m so glad you decided to check up on us,” she said. “I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t.”

I sighed. “I know where we would be. We would be dead.”

He nodded. “Larry has been charged with Barbara’s murder, and the police department from Tahoe is working on bringing charges against him for the murder of the other woman.”

“And did he confess?” Christy asked.

He nodded. “He confessed to it. At first he tried to say that he killed the other woman in self-defense, but no one’s going to buy that since she was 70 years old, and he would have been in his early 30s then.”

“I don’t know, seventy-year-olds can be cagey,” Christy said.

He nodded and took a sip of his iced tea. “They can be, but we’re still pretty certain this one was not. She used a walker.”

I chuckled. “The poor thing. What an awful person Larry Farley is. At least now we know who killed Barbara. I would have sworn it was her partner, Diana.”

“Me too,” Christy said. “I guess you just never know though.”

Ethan sighed. “I am starving. What have you got going on in there, Devon?”

Devon leaned against the kitchen doorway, listening in on the conversation. “Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and mac & cheese.”

“No veggies?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I never said I was a healthy chef, but it’s tasty.”

“It all smells delicious,” I said. “Do you need any help?”

“Nope. Just bring your appetites. In fact, I think we’re about ready to eat.”

“Let me go get the kids.” I headed to the bedroom to round them up.

I was glad that Barbara’s murder had been solved. She may have been intent on capturing ghosts, but in the end, she may have been turned into one herself. If they existed.

The Halloween season had just gotten started, and I wondered what else was in store for us.
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The End
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