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A murder committed. . .a love lost. . .and a ghost haunted by the past.

Only one woman can right all the wrongs. . .if she can survive the night. . .

 

Midnight in the oldest park in Virtue Falls, Washington

 

	I've been dead over seventy years and still when I hear a woman scream, I find myself standing, listening, wanting to help and unable to do anything except watch.

	Tonight was no exception. Eugene Park was a blur as I moved through the leafy bushes, over a brown, neglected lawn made scraggly with the drought of August. I reached the scene in time to see the killer level the second blow, taking the girl's cheek half-off with a machete.

	The pitch of her scream changed from surprise to pain to horror. 

	This female wasn't yet a woman; she was perhaps sixteen years of age, a girl running away from home or a dumb kid meeting some other dumb kid for a tryst or, from the way she was dressed and the late hour, a young prostitute trolling for a wayward client. 

	But no matter what her intention, she didn't deserve to die. Not like this. 

	The killer grasped her hair and twisted, bringing her to her knees. He raised the machete.

	I dove at him, desperate to stop the carnage. 

	I swirled through, as useless in death as I had been in life.

	I was still airborne when he scalped her with a wild swipe. 

	Gore splattered the sidewalks, the fountain, the shrubs. Her screams became whimpers. I could hear her heart slow as it fought to pump the rapidly decreasing supply of blood. I could see her soul struggling to remain within her body. 

	No one ever made their passage easily. 

	I hadn't.

	A few more cruelly enthusiastic blows and the girl died. Her soul rose from the body. She looked at me reproachfully. 

	As I watched, she slipped away.

	The killer took his time gathering up the body. He tweaked her clothes, ran his hand through the swathe of hair in his hand, took a sickening pleasure in the cooling body. Throwing her over his shoulder, he started up the walk toward the dark corner of the park where the park merged into forest. At the last minute, he turned and looked right at me. 

	He saw me.

	"Interesting, isn't it?" he asked, and, "Are you going to stick around for all the killings?"

 

 

	Eugene Park, unkempt and neglected, was a two square block piece of land on the outskirts of town. As far as I could tell, the park served merely as a tree-laden shelter for the homeless, a place for dogs to relieve themselves, and a shortcut for those in a hurry.

	There for days and months and years, I waited, destined to witness events I did not wish to see. I didn't understand what I was doing there. What purpose did I serve? What penance was I enacting? I had died trying to help a young woman under attack. Surely I didn't deserve hell. 

	Yet my mother always said life wasn't fair, so maybe death was nothing more than a continuation of injustice. Maybe I was paying for my stupidity in leaving Sofia the way I had.

	Regrets. Too many regrets. Too many deaths. Too many women's faces dissolving into disbelief, agony and death. I remembered each one. 

	The leaves turned orange, then brown, then withered and whirled away on the cold wind. Snow covered the rhododendrons; they became elfish mounds. The flakes retreated, then returned, then retreated. Rain came and froze the park into a glossy sheet of ice. The long darkness of the north was upon us, and I was alone. I told myself alone was good, because he was not here with his machete.

	Then she came. 

	It was just past sunset when I felt a vibration not unlike the dramatic, opening chord on a Spanish guitar. A young woman had stepped across the park's boundary into my territory . . . and his. She huddled into her coat, moving from the side of the park near the canyon, taking the short cut toward town. She wore a silly knit hat with tassels dangling from the sides and a matching knit scarf and I could see no more than her upper lip, the tip of her nose and as she passed under each street light, her eyes looked gray. 

	Yet she glowed like a coal that gave off soft blue warmth on the coldest day. 

	She reminded me of Sofia. 

	You probably think every pretty woman reminds me of Sofia. I assure you, that's not true. For one thing, Sofia was not pretty. She was beautiful, the perfect combination of Spanish aristocracy and American Indian. She had long, dark, curly hair, noble cheekbones, generous lips that kissed as only Sofia could kiss. She had a curvaceous figure that has haunted my eternity, yet for all that, it wasn't her beauty or her womanly attributes that made me fall in love with her. It was the laughter that was so a part of her, the kindness, the generosity of spirit. 

	Sofia had been my perfect mate . . . and I had failed her. She is forever lost to me.

	I waited at the center of the park where the two walks intersected in the circle around the old stone fountain. No water ran at this time of year. Summer flowers were brown and broken. Yet this woman's radiance attracted and warmed.

	One of the regulars, a homeless man who huddled beneath a tall cedar tree, saw her. Rising, he stalked toward her. For a bulky man, Cleardale walked like a ballet dancer, one foot directly in front of the other. On him the gait wasn't graceful, but almost overbalanced; he looked like a tree swaying in a high wind. I recognized his comportment; he was in the grip of his violent griefs and his equally violent rages. He shed flickers of madness as clearly as he shed orange cedar foliage off his shoulders and back.

	He lumbered over to the woman and in a pleading voice, he called her by his wife's name. "Tammy . . ."

	The girl pulled the scarf away from her mouth. "I'm sorry, I'm not Tammy. I'm Areila." 

	First mistake. She should have never answered him.

	He stared at her, and I could see his confusion, then the gradual growth of his anger. "Don't lie to me. You liar!"

	"I'm not Tammy." She pulled off her hat and showed a tumble of black hair held back in a band, a snub nose and a sweet, if nervous smile. "See? We've never met before."

	"What have you done with the children?" His voice rose. "Why aren't you home taking care of them?"

	She pulled her hat on and glanced behind her as if trying to decide if she should go back. But to reach lights, people, commerce, she needed to go forward. So she stepped out briskly, trying to ignore him. 

	Cleardale was impossible to ignore. He was big. He was threatening. He jumped in front of her so she had to go around him, then jumped in front of her again. "Did you kill them? Did you neglect them until they died? They're dead, aren't they?"

	She cut to the left, taking a sidewalk that would get her out of the park by a shorter route.

	He wasn't about to let her get away and I knew — I knew — that when he was like this, he could see me. So I moved closer, stood beside the edge of the walk, and softly I called his name. "Cleardale . . ." 

	He heard me. Sometimes they didn't, but he jumped and turned, saw me observing him. He froze. He lifted his hands before his face as if to defend himself from me. "Don't!" 

	"Leave her alone." I spoke gently, fearing if I seemed threatening he would harm her. But I have observed that there is something about the mere presence of a ghost that terrifies those who see it. And to hear the ghost . . . well. 

	Cleardale turned and ran, his big feet thumping across the grass. In dread, he looked back over his shoulder. He blundered into a tree. He slipped on an icy patch of snow. He disappeared into the night.

	I turned back to the young lady expecting she would have run in the opposite direction. After all, that would have been the smart thing to do.

	But she was looking at something.

	She was looking at me.

	"Thank you." She spoke to me. She nodded at me. When I nodded back, she stepped over the boundary of the park and into the world where I could not follow. 

	I watched her go in amazement.

	She had seen me.

	Part of my purgatory was that the only communication I could have was with the insane. No one saw me unless they were deranged with the pain that life had brought them, or unhinged by obsession or driven by the desire to beat, to slash, to murder. I always recognized the signs — the agony of the broken souls and the blistering fury of the cruelly insane. 

  	Areila's soul burned clear and blue, yet she had seen me. I wanted to keep her with me, question her about herself, yet I watched her go with relief. 

	Tonight, Cleardale had served his purpose, for only Cleardale's presence had saved her life. 

	I gazed into the blot of shadow at the far end of the park. 

	Like a cruel, hungry spider, there the killer waited for his next prey.

 

 

That evening in the Virtue Falls Library

 

	At the knock on her open office door, Kateri Kwinault looked up. 

	A young, attractive female waited there. 

	Sheriff Garik Jacobsen stood behind her and at her left shoulder. 

	Garik looked relaxed and slightly amused. Or maybe bemused, so Kateri knew whatever brought this young woman into the Virtue Falls library was nothing too serious. On the other hand, after he ushered the woman in, he stepped inside, shut the door, leaned against the wall and folded his arms. So he was interested in what happened next. 

	Kateri stood and extended her hand. "I'm Kateri Kwinault, the librarian here in Virtue Falls. Can I help you?"

	In a single glance, the young woman accessed Kateri's disabilities and gently clasped her fingers. "I'm Areila Leon. I went into the police department to tell them how much I appreciated their official presence in Eugene Park earlier tonight and the sheriff suggested we come and talk to you. Although I don't know exactly . . . why. . .."

	Kateri flicked a glance at Garik. She was beginning to understand and she wanted to ask when she had become Virtue Falls's official woo-woo expert. But she knew the answer, so she gestured at one of the cheap plastic chairs. "Won't you take a seat?" When Areila was seated, Kateri eased herself into her own chair. "Now — you say you saw someone in Eugene Park tonight?"

	"Two somebodies. I'm an intern with the Banner Geological Study—"

	Kateri nodded. No one visited Virtue Falls in the dead of winter unless they were an intern with the geological study or a medical supply salesman. 

	"—And when I finished my job it was five o'clock and dark, and I was in a hurry, so I crossed through the park." Areila must have seen the expression on Kateri's face because she glanced behind her at Garik. "It's the fastest way home."

	Garik nodded.

	Kateri nodded. 

	"There's a homeless guy who's been there a couple of times before. I don't mean to cause him trouble, usually he seems simply . . . sad. But this time he started harassing me. He was in my face, asking where I had been, what I'd done with the kids." Areila's voice was steady, but Kateri's could see the slight tremble in her fingers.

	Kateri asked, "Tall guy, bulky shoulders, fingerless gloves, smells like BO and pine needles?"

	"That's him," Areila said. "What's wrong with him?"

	Kateri met Garik's gaze. "Cleardale's off his meds again."

	"I've sent one of the guys to pick him up," Garik said. "Miss Leon, are you sure you don't want to press charges?" 

	"No, really. As soon as he saw your officer, he turned and ran. I mean he seemed really frightened, and your officer wasn't doing anything, just standing there . . . I know I shouldn't ask, but has Cleardale ever been a victim of police, um . . ." She glanced nervously at Garik.

	"Brutality?" he said. "Not that I know of." 

	Areila asked, "Then what's wrong with him? Why was he so afraid?"

	Garik answered the first question. "He's schizophrenic. He met his wife at a treatment center. She had mood disorders, suffered from depression, and when one of their children began to display signs of mental illness, she killed them, all four of them, and then herself. He found the bodies and he . . . his disorder is controllable with medication, but then he remembers, and that's the sadness you sensed before."

	Kateri answered the second question. "As to why he was so afraid, I would guess it was because the police didn't have a presence in Eugene Park tonight at five." 

	"I'm afraid not," Garik said.

	Areila looked at them as if she thought they suffered their own version of mental illness. "But he wore a uniform. So I thought—"

	"Are you familiar with World War II uniforms?" Garik asked.

	"The greatest generation. Sure." Areila seemed to think that over. "Are you saying there's some guy in Virtue Falls who wears a World War II uniform and hangs around the park rescuing ladies in distress?"

	"Sort of," Kateri said.

	Areila let go of a long, pent-up breath. "Pardon me, I don't want to put down your town, but there are some weird people here."

	"Well, yes," Kateri said. "We have our share of eccentrics. But I believe you've had an encounter with our town ghost."

	Areila gave a spurt of laughter. "A haunted park? You're pulling my leg." She looked around at Garik, back at Kateri, and her laughter died. "You're not pulling my leg."

	"According to my foster mother, Margaret Smith, he's been there a long time," Garik said.

	"Since he's wearing a WWII uniform, I would guess he's been there about seventy years," Areila snapped.

	Kateri grinned. "Unless he died at a costume party."

	Garik and Kateri chortled before Kateri realized Areila was appalled at their insensitive joke. 

	That was the trouble with being a police officer or a public servant. You saw so many tragedies, laughter was the only thing that kept you from crying, and civilians seldom understood. 

	Kateri leaned back in her chair. "Have you ever seen the ghost, Garik?"

	"Never have. You?"

	"Once. After the tsunami."

	Areila's glance sharpened. "Now I remember your name. You were the Coast Guard commander. The tsunami picked you up and . . ." She stopped abruptly. 

	"Yes. I lost my Coast Guard cutter and was . . . badly hurt." An understatement. "After all the surgeries, I was determined to walk again, but to try I had to take pain-killers, a lot of them. It got dark. I decided to go through the park. I was pretty whacked out, on the point of collapse. And there he was in his WWII uniform, reaching out a hand to help me. Or get me." Kateri shivered at the memory. "I didn't know which. I didn't care."

	"What did you do?" Areila asked.

	"I discovered I wasn't on the point of collapse after all. Next thing I remember was slamming the door of my apartment behind me." Kateri put a hand on her racing heart; even the memory still scared her. "What about Walt? Has he ever seen the ghost?"

	"Who's Walt?" Areila asked. 

	"The groundskeeper for the Virtue Falls parks," Kateri told her. "You've seen him, I'm sure."

	Areila shook her head. "Is he new?"

	"No, he's been in town for about a year. He says he's never seen the ghost. But he is . . ." Garik hesitated.

	"Boring?" Kateri suggested. "Ordinary? None too bright?"

	Garik looked surprised. "How do you really feel?"

	"He comes to the library with his wife and checks out cozy mysteries. He likes to discuss them when he brings them back." Kateri leaned forward. "Ad nauseum. And by the way, he always tells me who the killer is."

	Garik winced. "He shovels and salts the sidewalks, picks up the downed branches after a windstorm, and mows the lawn in the summer. He doesn't have to be Mr. Excitement."

	"Nor does he have to be a combination of Mr. I-Can-Put-Her-Into-A-Coma and Sir Spill-the-Beans-on-the-Ending." Kateri realized Areila viewed them both as if they were a little odd. Maybe they had wandered off topic . . .  Kateri said, "Personally, I avoid that damned park all the time. I avoid it at nighttime in particular."

	Areila frowned. "But I . . . I work down in the canyon monitoring the geological sites."

	"Crappy job in the winter," Garik said. 

	"Amen," Areila agreed. "Yet it's a great opportunity, and I was lucky to get the position. The park is on the edge of town and the easiest way to get from the canyon back to civilization." 

	Garik and Kateri knew all that; the geological study had been going on almost thirty years, and as the seasons passed, they had seen interns come and go. 

	Garik asked, "Could you get any of the other geologists to walk with you?"

	Areila looked disgusted. "In this cold, I can't get any of the other geologists to do anything but sit in front of their warm desks to input the data I bring them."

	"Yeah . . . being low man on the totem pole is a bitch," Kateri commiserated. She ought to know; she had gone from Coast Guard commander to a survivor of the worst earthquake and tsunami in Washington state history to underpaid librarian of an underfunded library. 

	But there was hope in her future. Garik had suggested that, because of her experience as Coast Guard commander and her time learning about the citizens of Virtue Falls via her job at the library, she would be a good candidate to take his place as sheriff. When he left the position, he intended to present her name to the Virtue Falls City Council.

	The challenges facing any candidate for sheriff included a large, rugged county with a coastline to the west and mountains to the east that attracted tourists, hikers, eccentrics, the wealthy and the occasional serial killer. It was probably absurd to think a Native American female with no police force experience could successfully command the sheriff's department. Not to mention Kateri was still dealing with — would always deal with — physical frailties caused by the wreck of her cutter in the tsunami. 

	Yes. So many challenges . . .

	Kateri Kwinault had never in her life backed away from a challenge. 

	

 

 

Eugene Park

 

	The next night the killer was back, and this time he got a middle-aged woman dragging a cart with two empty grocery bags. She had a long gray braid and a tired scowl, yet even with the scowl she treated the killer kindly — until he plunged the knife into her belly. Then she fought him and bled, and bled, and bled until she died. As before, as she passed on to the next world, she stared at me with reproach. 

	As before, he slung the corpse over his shoulder and carried her into the dark corner of the park. When he returned, the body was gone and he was using his shirttail to wipe the bloodstains off his face and hands. 

	The rain fell softly. 

	As he cleaned the gore from the sidewalk, a young couple walked by with their dog. The dog strained at the leash, fascinated with the smells of raw meat and warm blood, but when he neared the killer, the killer leveled a look at him. The dog, intelligent and running on instinct, danced away and stuck close to his master's heel. 

	The young couple never even glanced at the scene. The killer's behavior seemed to be without interest to them. It was as if he was part of the scenery. They made a circuit of the park. They allowed their dog to relieve himself and picked it up in a small blue bag. They walked toward town, oblivious to the fact a woman had died here tonight.

	When the killer was done cleaning up his mess and before he headed back into the darkness, he looked at me and said, "You really don't like to watch, do you? Yet here you are with a front row seat. I'll try to keep the entertainment flowing."

 

Eugene Park

Again 

 

	Areila came through the park the next day around noon. She kept her head down, darted nervous little glances around her, and relaxed when she reached the other end. Then by chance or because she sensed me, she glanced toward the dark corner of the park. 

	She saw me, I know she did, but she pretended not to. 

	After that, it was one week and another murder before she again crossed the line of consecration. The afternoon was cloudy; the lamp posts along the walks already gave off their feeble glow. We had reached that time of year when it had either just rained, was about to rain, or was raining. Or the fog rolled in off the Pacific. Everywhere dampness rolled down the stones and moss flourished on the tree bark. Yet here and there, the crocus and daffodils poked their heads out of the soil.

	Perhaps at last the long dark would be over. 

	Areila walked like she had somewhere to go. I stood by the fountain and watched her pass, but I didn't speak. It was the lady's prerogative to pretend she didn't see me. She got to the edge of the park; I swear her foot hovered right over the line, when she turned with military precision and marched back. She stopped in front of me and said, "Hello."

	"Hello." 

	"My name is Areila Leon."

	She had given me her name freely. Which made it possible for me to return the favor. "It's good to meet you. My name is Frank Vincent Montgomery."

	"Huh!" She sounded surprised. "My grandfather's name was Frank Vincent. Not Montgomery, of course. . ."

	"Neither Frank nor Vincent are unusual names." I was suddenly and wryly aware of the passage of time. "At least they weren't in my day."

	"No, but to pair them — that is unusual." She gestured toward the bench. "Can you sit?"

	I had the ability to move quickly from place to place, but I had found that disconcerting to most people, so I took my time, went to the bench, seated myself. 

	She joined me. "I've never understood the technicalities of how a ghost can sit on a corporeal object."

	I wasn't really sitting, but that wasn't something I could explain. "I can do almost anything I used to do when alive. Except grasp, touch — or cross the park boundary." I looked out at the street where I had never been and wished I were gone from this place which had imprisoned me for so long. 

	"So you know you're a ghost?"

	I looked at my hands; they were transparent and glowed faintly. "Can you think of another explanation?"

	"No, but I've been reading up on ghosts and the mythology claims that much of the time, they're confused about where they are."

	"I'm in Virtue Falls, Washington. This" — I waved my transparent glowing hand around at the towering old trees, concrete fountain, and neglected grass — "used to be a cemetery."

	"In town, they told me they believed your grave was not moved when the city officials made this a park."

	A little surprised, I nodded. "Makes sense."

	"Did you not know?"

	"No. Not that."

	"You don't know where your grave is?"

	"Not my grave."

	At that, she viewed me oddly.

	But bound by whatever rules there were, I couldn't say more. 

	"So, Frank Vincent, what is your story? Why isn't your spirit at rest?"

	"I made too many mistakes, left too much unfinished, failed too often."

	"Who did you fail?"
	Not, "How did you fail" but "Who?" Areila was an acute young woman, seeing through the rhetoric to the heart of a matter. Again Areila reminded me of Sofia, intelligent and discerning. Did I dare remember those days gone by when all of life was warm sunshine and new feelings? I missed Sofia every moment of eternity. Surely talking about her would help . . . somehow . . . "I loved a woman," I said.

	Areila pulled her knit hat off her head and fluffed her dark hair. "Here in Virtue Falls?"

	"Not at all. She lived in Port Angeles. I was from Seattle. We met one summer when my family took a house on the coast. I met her on the beach. We got to know each other and she was unlike any girl I knew." I found myself smiling at the memories of Sofia dancing barefoot on the sand. "She was earthy. Funny. Ethereal. Loving. But we . . . our families disapproved. My family looked down on her. And — so much worse! — her family looked down on me." I mocked myself, but my pride, a young man's pride, had truly been stung. "The conflict in Europe was steadily growing more deadly. To me, it seemed inevitable that the United States would go to war. So I took my patriotism and my stung pride and joined the Army. When I told my love, she cried. I comforted her." In the way of lovers . . . "But I didn't tell her what was in my heart."

	"How sad," Areila whispered. 

	Again, I thought she understood more than I had said. "But, of course, my duty called and I left anyway. While I was in training, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. We went to war with a vengeance. Only then did I realize I had loved the most beautiful woman in the world, and I might never see her again. Would probably never see her again. I wrote, giving her my sincere protestations of love and telling her that before I shipped away to Europe or the Pacific, I would return and we would marry. I begged her to wait for me. For all the three brief weeks left in my training, I never heard back."

	"Was she so angry she ignored you?" 

	"I sometimes wondered if her family — they were very protective of her — intercepted my mail."

	Areila nodded. "In those days, with women as restricted as they were, that is definitely a possibility. Did she wait?"

	"I don't know because I never returned. I never returned." As I said those words, pain swept me, and I shut out the world. 

	When I returned, morning's light lit the sky and Areila was gone. 

 

Eugene Park

Thursday Afternoon

 

	The following afternoon Areila braved the constant drizzle in a puffy yellow raincoat. From a distance, she looked as harmless as a day-old baby chick perched on the bench, and I had the thought I shouldn't involve her in my day-to-day hell. Yet I wouldn't hurt her and as to the danger that stalked the park . . . I would know if she was menaced and warn her. Somehow. Even if it broke every rule that bound me.

	So with that noble resolve, I joined her. "I'm sorry I abandoned you so abruptly last night."

	She pulled her hood closer around her face and did not look into my face. "You were . . . shimmering."

	"I found I was unable to continue my story."

	"Oh." Her expression fell. "I had hoped you would tell me what happened to you. And her. Your love. Did she ever know what happened to you?"

	"No one knew. Not her. Not my family."

	"You died?"

	"I was murdered."

	"How . . . ? Why . . . ?" Her distress gave me a real comfort. 

	No one had ever asked me my story. Most people had never seen me. The ones who did . . . had their own problems. How to tell this girl, sheltered by her family, by school, by time, about the difficult days of the thirties when I grew up? To me, she was a child. A lovely child, bright with promise, but a child nevertheless. How to make her understand without scarring her? I picked my words carefully. "It was the beginning of the war, but more than that, it was the end of the Great Depression. People had starved. Men had been unable to support their families. They had run away from the shame. They had killed themselves — a coward's way out, but sometimes fear can last too long and all the world is dark and hopeless. Children were orphaned. Women — daughters and wives — were left alone to fend for themselves. They were prey to bad men who roamed the country, shysters and opportunists who saw them as targets."

	"Heartbreaking times," Areila said.

	"Yes. After I finished training, I got my orders. I would be fighting the war in Europe. I had ten days free before I was due to ship out. I took the fastest way home I could find, via freighter to Port Angeles." He had been so close. "But we ran into a winter storm and we had to dock in Virtue Falls. The crew intended to spend the night in the harbor's safety, get a warm meal and a dry bed. I told them I had no time to wait, that I would try to hitch a ride to Port Angeles. They wished me luck and told me if I wasn't able to get a ride, to return to the dock and they would gladly take me to my destination."

	"That was so nice!" She smiled.

	That womanly smile steadied me, prepared me to tell her of the remembered horror ahead. "At that time, civilians would do anything to help a soldier going off to war."

	"As it should be."

	"I came into town. Right away, I found a ride, a trucker heading to Port Angeles with a load of lumber. While I waited, he bought me a hot meal and when I asked, told me I had time to purchase some flowers. My darling loved flowers, and I dreamed of how I would kneel before her and beg her forgiveness."

	Areila's eyes widened and she shrank back. "Are you okay?"

	I realized my sorrow, the regret of a restless, doomed spirit, rang in my voice. Prudently I moderated my tone. "I am fine." For someone who is dead. "The events I recall do try my very soul."

	She started to stand. "Do you not want to . . . ?"

	"No, please!" I extended my hand.

	She stared at it, reached to grasp it. 

	I snatched it away. "No. I forgot."

	She repeated my earlier words. "You can't grasp or touch."

	"Never. Much to my regret." And to the regret of those murdered women. 

	As if it was armor, Areila tightened her raincoat. She seated herself again and prompted, "Did you find your darling's flowers?"

	"I did, in a little greenhouse outside of town. When the lady knew what I wanted, she gladly gave all her late blossoms to me."

	"Because civilians would do anything to help a soldier going off to war," Areila repeated.

	"It was evening as I returned to the harbor. I hurried; I had to hurry to catch my ride. But I saw a young woman living on the beach, facing the winter storms alone, fishing and hunting, barely surviving. A man attacked her. I saw it. A man with a knife. I had no weapon. I had to get to my love." If I could have cried tears, I would have. "But I couldn't let him murder that woman, that stranger. I ran at him, waving and shouting. I meant to frighten him away. Instead he killed me. Then he killed her."

	Areila put her fist to her mouth.

	I continued, "He stripped me of my uniform, cut my face to ribbons, left me in my underwear, made it appear she and I had murdered each other. No one in Virtue Falls knew any difference. In their eyes, we were vagrants and they buried us in this cemetery in paupers' graves." I thought about what Areila had told me earlier — that all the graves had been moved except mine. "I have never seen the murdered woman's spirit . . . I suppose her body is no longer here."

	"No. I suppose not." Areila pushed her hair off her forehead. "My God. What a tale of murder and injustice. I wish I could help. How can I help?" 

	The concern was sincere, the offer genuine. 

	"You have helped. You allowed me to tell my story."

	"That's not helping. That's listening."

	Although she rated her listening as nothing, it had value to me, this soul that had been too long alone. "Perhaps you'll pray for me to be released from my purgatory, and pray that sometime, somewhere I will be reunited with my love."

	"I'll pray for you both. What was your love's name?"

	During the telling of my story, I had not sensed the gathering darkness. But suddenly it was there, skulking closer. Closer. 

	Areila was in danger.

	I leaned into her face, closer than I had been to any human being for decades. "Death stalks the park tonight."

	She bent back. "What?" Then, "Are you okay?"

	I didn't have time to explain. She had to leave. Immediately! I allowed my voice to rise to maniacal proportions. "Leave. Run. Escape now. Now!"

	She stood as if my demand jerked her on strings like a puppet. "What's wrong? What will you do to me if I stay?"

	She thought it was me, that somehow I would hurt her. 

	There wasn't much time. 

	I stood. I threw my arms above my head. I shouted. "Leave. Leave now!"

	Dread contorted Areila's face. She turned and ran as fast as she could to the end of the walk. She disappeared toward town. 

	The killer stepped forward, his face crumpled with frustration and rage. He pointed a trembling finger at me. "You interfered. How dare you? You can try, but you are not allowed to interfere. You are not allowed to deprive me of my victims. Go. Go now! You have no place here!"

	I wanted to deny him, to say I had every right to save the girl. But his words held the power of blood lust unsated, of hate that devoured, of madness that fed on slaughter.

	Like leaves before the winter wind an anger-driven gust of wind blew me away.

	I was banished. Gone and yet somehow . . . not released. 

 

 

 

The Virtue Falls Library

Thursday night

 

	When the door to the library opened, Kateri looked up from the quilting frame to see Areila Leon walk in looking disheveled, confused and excited. 

	The chatter died.

	Areila hesitated, as women were wont to do when confronted by almost a dozen inquiring gazes, and studiously wiped her feet on the mat. 

	Lacey barked and danced over, eager to welcome the newcomer and at the same time surreptitiously inspect Areila with her instinctive doggie judgment of character. 

	Areila knelt beside the soft, girly, blond cocker spaniel and rubbed her ears. 

	Lacey sniffed and when she was satisfied, leaned against Areila's hip.

	The verdict: Areila was a friend. 

	Kateri put down her needle — she was more than glad for an excuse to quit — and waved. "Areila! Come in and join us." 

	Areila gave the dog a final pat, hung her yellow puffy coat on the coat rack, and advanced to stand at Mrs. Golobovitch's shoulder.

	Tonight they had a diverse and interesting crowd. Areila should know Rainbow Breezewing, the waitress from the Oceanview Café. And she probably knew Sheriff Jacobsen's foster mother, Mrs. Margaret Smith, the ninety-plus year old proprietor of the Virtue Falls Resort. Sheriff Jacobsen's wife, Elizabeth Banner Jacobsen was there, looking uncomfortable — her pregnancy had been fraught with difficulties and she had come to distract herself from her ill health. They had Bette Abrahamson, Gladys McKissick and Rosa Sage, who had driven in together from the county, Emma Royalty, an electrician from Berk Moore's construction crew, Lillie and Tora Keidel, sisters and best friends, and Frances Branyon Salak whose mother lived with her. Frances would do anything for a night away from the old biddy. 

	Mary Lees was missing. Again.

	Kateri ignored the sinking feeling that gave her and told Areila, "Mrs. Golobovitch is the county quilting champion and she's supervising as we piece squares of worn old wedding gowns together. We're going to sell this quilt to raise money for homeless mothers and children."

	"Wow." Areila stared agog at the patches of off-white silk, pure-white lace and ornate sparkling beads, then looked around at the old concrete block building. "That's beautiful. I didn't realize you did stuff like this in a library." 

	"The library is closed tonight, so rather than let the building sit idle, we do this," Kateri said.

	Mrs. Golobovitch's elderly good nature hid a wealth of insight. "Kateri got the project rolling. I think she likes the conviviality of the group more than the work."

	Kateri smiled and confessed nothing, but dangled her fingers close to the floor. 

	Lacey arrived at once, let Kateri scratch her head, and flopped at her feet. 

	Areila looked meaningfully at Kateri. "I came to ask a question. A weird question."

	"Must be a woo-woo question." Rainbow sounded as serious as a funeral.

	The women tittered. 

	Kateri bent a stern look at all of them. "It is. Areila is researching the ghost in the park."

	Rainbow paused, her quilting needle held high above the fabric. "I thought she was a geology intern?" 

	Following Kateri's lead, Areila improvised, "I am, but at this time of the year, there's a limited amount of field work available and a lot of keyboard input. I have to do something to keep my mind entertained."

	"Have a seat, dearie." Margaret Smith scooted to one side; Elizabeth scooted to the other. "We can help. We know all the stories."

	Areila pulled a chair over into the gap. "Does the ghost ever do anyone harm?"

	Her question startled Kateri, and she looked more closely at Areila. 

	Areila's cheeks were flushed, her gray eyes were wide and she looked as if she'd run all the way from the park. 

	Maybe she had. 

	Margaret said, "I never heard of the park ghost doing anything but floating around looking sad. And I ought to know — I'm the oldest one here. "

	Kateri was concerned. "Areila, why would you ask that?" 

	"In my research, I came across a story that he . . . warns people to leave the park in a rather forceful manner. Like with howling and bugged out eyes." Areila clasped her hands in her lap and looked down at them. "I was wondering if he has crazy episodes and does poltergeist-type stuff."

	"I've never heard that." Emma continued to stitch as she talked. "I know when people start having sightings, that's an omen."

	"What kind of omen?" Areila asked.

	Rainbow leaned back and folded her arms. "Bad things are happening around town." 

	"Like disappearances?" Bette looked significantly at the place where Mary Lees usually sat.

	"Her husband killed her." Lillie spoke with absolute certainty. 

	"Now, Lillie, we don't know that," her sister said.

	"No one's seen her for over a week," Lillie answered. 

	"Her books are overdue," Kateri told them. "Her books are never overdue."

	"Garik said that this morning Donald Lees reported that Mary was missing." Elizabeth rubbed her back. "He told Garik she went out grocery shopping one evening and never came home."

	"He's lying," Lillie said. She and Mary had been best friends in high school and she was fierce in her anger at Mary's abusive husband. "He beat her all the time. All you have to do is find where he buried the body."

	"Donald told Garik he thought she'd run away. He said he waited for her every night for a week with the belt." Margaret's Irish eyes flashed as she gave her report.

	"Donald told Garik when he went looking for her, he found her grocery pull cart in the woods half buried under pine needles," Elizabeth said.

	"Oh, right. You know why she had that thing? 'Cause he wouldn't let her drive 'cause he was afraid she'd leave him. Leaving him was more than he deserved." Lillie kept talking, fast and fierce, but she blinked away tears. "She should have taken a baseball bat to him. Before he killed her. That bastard killed her."

	"Mary would never have hurt him. You know that better than anybody," Tora said. "She prayed for his soul every day."

	"Garik said Donald is a bastard and an abuser." Elizabeth sighed. "But that doesn't mean in his own twisted way he doesn't love her. Garik said Donald seems genuinely worried."

	"Worried he's going to get caught," Lillie muttered.

	Rainbow wrapped her arms around Mrs. Golobovitch and Emma Royalty. "Group hug."

	Areila looked startled to be included. Then she sort of smiled and Kateri thought her opinion of the weird folks in Virtue Falls had taken a leap.

	When the quilting crowd gave each other a last embrace and resumed their sewing, Areila said, "If the ghost is a bad omen . . . is there anything else unusual happening around town?"

	Bette stuck her needle back and forth through the quilt, speaking rapidly. "Apparently that guy who lives in the park, Cleardale, is in the hospital. I heard from Sheila who used to work at the Honor Mountain Memory Care Facility and has now moved to work at the mental ward . . . that Cleardale is really off this time, babbling about the talking ghost, the girl that glowed and the dark, cold place in the park."

	"That's . . . creepy." Rainbow shoved her red, white and blue hair out of her eyes. "Do you ever wonder how much of it is true?"

	"Sure," Bette said. "But I think it's more likely his meds aren't working well."

	"I don't like the dark, cold place in the park." Areila stared into space. "I feel it. It's there."

	Lillie and Tora exchanged sideways glances, now clearing wondering if she was a little nuts. 

	Rainbow, of course, saw nothing wrong with Areila's insight; she leaned forward and stared at Areila. "Have you checked it out?" 

	"I should. But it's winter. It's spooky." Areila shivered and looked around at her new friends. "So no one knows who the ghost in the park is? Where he comes from?" 

	Everyone looked to Margaret for the answer. "No one at all," she said.

	"Hm." Areila stood. "I think I might have a theory."

 

 

Eugene Park

The finale

 

	After I was banished, Areila came through the park every day for two weeks looking for me. When she called, I couldn't respond. I wanted to . . . I wanted to tell her to run. 

	He was stalking her. 

	But I had broken the rules, whatever rules there were, and I was imprisoned in that dark corner of the park, mute, invisible, while blood seeped through the soil and smothered me with grief. 

	Then Areila disappeared. She was gone for over a week, and I was glad. 

	If only she had stayed away . . .

	On a gray day in the late afternoon I heard her making her way across the park toward the corner that led into the woods — the corner where darkness dwells. I wanted to shout at her no! But I wasn't there. Not really. I was nothing more than a scent on the air, a shadow you catch out of the corner of your eye that disappears when you face it. I was merely waiting . . . waiting for another dose of horror and helplessness.

	I didn't want it to be her horror. 

	I could not stand it to be my helplessness. 

	She left the sidewalk, crunched across old leaves and fallen pine needles to stand at the soft, recently disturbed mound of dirt. The witch hazel was blooming — the shrubs were always the first to vanquish winter — and as she removed her knit cap, the yellow blossoms framed her head. She was young, pretty, unwary — and I was afraid for her. She held a shovel in one hand; she planted it firmly in the dirt. "Frank Vincent Montgomery, I don't know if you can hear me, but I wanted to tell you — I figured out why I can see you. When you gave me your name, you gave me the clue I needed . . . Does the name Sofia mean anything to you?"

	Yes! Yes! Sofia is my love! But I couldn't communicate. All the times I had haunted Eugene Park when I wanted to be elsewhere, listened to the crazy people, tried to stop the murders . . . and now, when I desperately longed to be beside the fountain or standing among the grand old cedars, I was not.

	"Sofia was my great-grandmother." Areila waited again.

	Of course! I should have known. I had compared Areila to Sofia in her spirit and her personality, but hadn't seen the resemblance between them.

	Out of nowhere, a thought struck me. Maybe . . . maybe because Areila resembled me. 

	That one night Sofia and I shared had been brief and in the end, bitter. Foolish man and careless lover that I am, it never occurred to me she would bear my child. 

	Areila said aloud what I was thinking. "You're my great-grandfather! That's the connection between us. I know it is!"

	If I could have cried tears, I would have cried tears of joy — and of fear.  

	"Before I told you my suspicions, I wanted some proof. So I called my great-aunt Bea. Aunt Busybody the family calls her. She's a nice lady. Really. But she loves to gossip. I asked her about her sister's mother-in-law, pried really, and she spilled the whole story. She said Grandma Sofia married my great-grandfather, an older man, Facundo Baptista, a widower who already had four kids, and moved to the Yakima Valley. My grandfather was the first child born, six months after they got married, and Aunt Bea said Sofia insisted on naming him Frank Vincent. How about that!" As she told her story, Areila's eyes sparkled. She gestured, waved the shovel, pointed up at the treetops, down at the ground.

	Ah. Now I saw the resemblance. She had inherited her exuberance from Sofia. 

	Areila continued, "The matriarch of the Baptista family was furious, said the child should have a Hispanic name, but Sofia wouldn't budge. Her husband was a cold bastard, and he didn't care what Sofia named her son as long as she put meals on the table, kept the house clean and sent his kids out to work in the orchards."

	My darling Sofia had not gone on to make a love match. I was not glad; I had hoped that somehow she would find happiness.  

	"Aunt Bea said my grandfather, Frank Vincent Baptista, didn't look like anyone in the family. He looked like an Anglo, and the family gossip was that Grandma Sofia was in the family way when she married Facundo, and not from him. I asked if anyone knew who the father was and Aunt Busybody said the rumor claimed that Sofia was involved with a white boy. They had a fight, he joined the Army, deserted even before he went to war and Sofia never heard from him again." Areila took a breath, brought her tone down from that excited pitch, spoke to me warmly, sympathetically. "I think from what you told me —that's you. I think you died here trying to get back to her. I'm pretty sure I am your descendent."

	She waited as if she expected me to answer her. And I wanted to. I wanted to so badly. I wanted to weep at the news that I'd left Sofia alone to bear our son. I wanted to turn back time, go to the beach in Virtue Falls and save that woman's life and my own, and return to Sofia. 

	Instead, I was mute, held by invisible bonds and all too aware of the menace growing behind Areila. 

	"Sofia and Facundo had two more kids. He died four years later. Sofia inherited the orchards and she tended them while she raised all the kids, his and hers, and got them into college and through college. She never remarried. I knew my great-grandmother. She was an amazing woman. She taught me so much about being independent and proud of my intelligence, and she said that I should follow my dream, whatever it was." Areila's voice caught. "She lived a long life — she outlived Grandpa Frank — and she died only two years ago."

	So my darling Sofia was gone. She had moved on. I had given her passion and heartache and a child, and now she was gone from me forever. I had always known that was what had to be. But to face that truth, to know there was no other ending — I gave a wail of pure grief. 

	Areila looked around, up at the trees, down at the ground. As if she recognized the sound of my sorrow, she spoke in a softer voice. "Before I came here, I went to my great-grandmother's grave. I spoke to Grandma Sofia, told her what I had found, told her where you are and that if my suspicions were right — and we can find out with a simple DNA test — I would bring your remains to her."

	I snapped to attention. The killer was close. Pay attention, Areila. Great-Granddaughter, listen for footsteps behind you. Don't be caught unaware!

	Blithely she continued her story. "I came back to Virtue Falls and spoke to Sheriff Garik and the librarian, Kateri. I told them what I'd found and that I was sure you were buried back here where it's stuffy and dark." As if she sensed the cold hand of death on her neck, she shrugged restively. "The sheriff was maybe a little skeptical — he said even if we were related it was a far stretch to think I could divine your gravesite. But Kateri stuck up for me, convinced him that it wouldn't hurt to excavate the site, so here we are. I came early because I wanted to talk to you, explain everything. The sheriff is bringing Kateri. Walt, the park grounds keeper, has volunteered to help exhume your body." 

	No! The killer is here!

	Areila glanced at her watch. "They should be along at any minute."

	The sun was setting. One beam broke through the clouds, penetrated the branches and I saw it — the glittering sharpened point of the pickax raised high above her. 

	The killer brought it down with all his might.

	I leaped.

	My palm smacked the wooden handle.

	The thump resonated through the grove. 

	Areila turned. Even as my grip dissolved, even as the handle slipped through it, she saw the threat. Without hesitation, she lifted the shovel and smacked Walt on the side of the head.

	The gray metal clanged against his skull. He stumbled sideways. But nothing could dim the light of murder and madness that twisted his face. He lunged again.

	She gripped the shovel with both hands and drove the edge toward his face. It broke his nose, slid off his cheek, opened a bloody gash that exposed the bone. 

	He gave a shriek of pain and surprise. 

	God, that noise did my long-silent heart good. 

	He swung the pickax sideways. 

	But the shovel's handle was longer and Areila didn't give up her advantage. She hit him again with the sharp, shiny edge, right on the center of his throat. 

	Gagging, he fell backward onto the ground. He put his hand to his throat, to his face, and looked at his bloody fingers as if he couldn't believe she had done this to him. He gave another shriek. "Bitch. You bitch! How dare you! You and your great-grandfather. I'll kill you!"

	"I'm already dead," I said. I was enjoying myself. 

	She hit him again with the flat of the shovel. Bones crunched in his face and at last he fell over, unconscious. 

	One more time she hit him on the skull. "To be sure," she muttered.

	Of course Areila was Sofia's great-granddaughter. She sparked with temper. She fought with all the resources at hand. She didn't stop until the beast was vanquished. 

	Sofia's great-granddaughter . . . and my great-granddaughter, too. 

	She turned to me. "You saved me."

	Exultant, I nodded. "I did."

	"I was afraid you were gone, and you saved me!"

	"You fought like—" I almost said a man, but I realized that wasn't true. "You fought like a woman. You fought like a warrior."

	"He tried to kill me. Why did he try to kill me?"

	My exaltation faded. "For the same reason he killed the others." I had saved Areila. But I had failed the rest of his victims. 

	On the ground, Walt moaned. He opened his bruised and blackened eyes. 

	Areila lifted the shovel edge over his face. "If you move, I'll chop your throat open."

	We heard running footsteps. 

	We turned and Sheriff Jacobsen raced forward shouting, "What are you doing?" He caught the handle of the shovel in his grip. 

	"She tried to kill me!" Walt screamed. Or tried to. His voice was raspy. 

	"He tried to kill me," Areila said. She relinquished the shovel and pointed at the pickax. "With that."

	"Liar!" Walt whispered. Whimpered. 

	Across the park, the woman with the walking stick hurried to reach us. 

	Indignant as only a man who has been duped can be, Sheriff Jacobsen shouted at Areila. "No one sees the ghost unless they're crazy or medicated or mentally impaired. No one! Yet you say you can see him. Who should I believe? Our groundskeeper who's worked for us on and off for years? Or you?"

	In a reasonable voice, Areila said, "I can see him because we're related."

	"Right." Sheriff Jacobsen spoke into a two-way radio hooked to his holster. "Attempted homicide at Eugene Park. Request back-up and an ambulance." He put the device away and said to Areila, "Walt brought the pickax to help excavate the grave you believe is here."

	"All the graves are here," I said. 

	Sheriff Jacobsen looked around. "Who said that?" 

	He had heard me. "I did," I said.

	He spotted me. Just like that. He could see me. For one moment, he covered his eyes with his hand. Then lowered it. 

	He could still see me. And he wasn't crazy or medicated or mentally impaired.

	Areila realized what was happening and smiled. "Perhaps, Sheriff Jacobsen, in the right circumstances anyone can see my great-grandfather Frank Vincent Montgomery."

	Sheriff Jacobsen didn't want to believe it. 

	I moved closer to Areila. 

	Sirens sounded in the distance. 

	Kateri arrived, limping and leaning heavily on her walking stick. 

	She saw me, too. But then, she would. 

	With their attention captured, no one bothered to notice Walt. But I knew what was happening with him. Areila's blows had broken his nose, cracked his cheek and battered his throat. Blood clogged his breathing passages. His throat was swelling shut, and as it progressed, his struggle for air became progressively more acute. I watched and cheerfully considered how much he deserved this miserable death. 

	"My girls," he whispered. "You can't take my girls." 

	That brought the sheriff's attention back to him. "What girls?" Sheriff Jacobsen asked.

	"The girls he's murdered," I said. 

	The sheriff put one finger in his ear as if trying to block the sound of my voice. But I didn't have a voice; he was hearing my thoughts in his head and he liked that even less. Yet he looked at me and answered, "That's impossible. This is a public park. I'm the sheriff. We would know if someone was killing women."

	Areila said, "He's the park groundskeeper. He's quiet. He's non-descript. No one notices him. I didn't."

	"He can always clean up the mess." With one shaking hand, Kateri pushed the fall of shiny black hair away from her face. "Mary Lees was my friend. I don't believe she would have left Virtue Falls without telling me. I really don't believe she wouldn't return her books first."

	The sirens got closer. I could see red and blue lights flashing on the street. 

	Sheriff Jacobsen fought the truth. But he was a man of the law, a man of honor, and he acknowledged, "Last autumn, we had a tourist who went missing. One of the homeless women has disappeared. And I got a report from the FBI about a girl who ran away from home; they found her car in Virtue Falls Canyon and asked us to keep an eye out for her remains."

	Areila made the logical leap and asked the logical question. "When we excavate Frank Vincent's grave — what will we find?"

	"Bodies?" Kateri asked hoarsely. 

	Walt tried to speak, to demand his cache of murdered and mutilated woman remain untouched. But finally, he lost the power of speech, then consciousness. 

	Sheriff Jacobsen raised his voice. "EMTs needed here!"

	Why? This killer deserved to die. 

	But people ran toward them, yelling. Police officers. Men and women with medical equipment.

	I was so angry. I wanted to shout at them. Let. Him. Die.

	Something distracted me. The faintest whisper on the wind . . .

	Dearest. It sounded like Sofia. 

	I wrenched my head around. 

	Dearest, where have you been? 

	I looked. I couldn't believe it. 

	It was Sofia, mature, glorious, glowing with beauty and grace. She stood on the other side of the line of consecration, smiling. 

	Dearest, where have you been? I've been looking for you all my life.

	Her voice. In my head. Warm, loving, exactly as I remembered it. 

	She extended her hand to me.

	I didn't think. I didn't hesitate. I moved toward her. I reached for her hand. 

	I stumbled to a stop, bound by the rules that had governed me for more than seventy long years. I can't. I'm not allowed. 

	Take my hand, she said. 

	She was so confident. So sure. 

	I reached. I touched. 

	Her fingers closed around mine, warm, vibrant, alive in a way I could never have hoped or imagined. At last, at long last, I was able to step beyond the bounds of my prison and into her arms.

	Love had freed me.

	Sofia was so lovely. So real. So there. She glowed with happiness, glowed as she had after we made love and created our son. 

	She looked beyond me, toward our great-granddaughter. Areila, thank you. Thank you for finding my love. Thank you for letting me know how to locate him. From the day you were born, I knew you would be a blessing on our family. 

	Areila threw her a kiss. And then one to me.

	Somehow, it reached me, made me feel as if I'd been hugged by a beloved child. Sofia, she reminds me of you.

	Sofia laughed, a soft chime of merriment. Frank, she looks like you. Every time I gazed on her, I saw your face. 

	Really? I looked at Areila again, pleased to know I had left something of myself on this earth. I turned back to Sofia. But in her fierceness and determination, she is yours. 

	Ours, Sofia corrected. Our great-granddaughter. One of our descendants. 

	I cupped Sofia's face in my hands, stared into her warm brown eyes. I never meant to leave you alone. 

	I know that. I never doubted you.

	The guilt and horror of so many lonely, helpless years slipped away from me. For all of these years, my heart was broken. At last . . . it is healed.

 

 

	Time stopped. The space under the trees grew still and silent.

	Kateri and Areila and Garik watched as the two ghostly forms reached, touched, combined, became one. The glow surrounding them grew to blinding proportions. 

	"It's love," Areila whispered. She spread her hands like a woman warming herself before a campfire. "We can see love."

	The embrace of beyond enclosed the ghosts, enveloped them in warmth and welcome. 

	Abruptly they were gone. 

	Garik cleared his throat. "I guess they, um . . ."

	"She never stopped looking for him." Kateri laughed a little. "She found him at last and they . . ."

	"Love never dies." Areila blinked tears away. "They're together."

	"Yeah." Garik pulled out his handkerchief and honked his nose. 

	The two women looked at each other in rueful amusement. 

	Then in a jarring return to the real world, action, light and noise lit up the darkness. 

	Cops arrived, pistols and flashlights out.

	EMTs ran up with a stretcher. They shoved a breathing tube down Walt's throat, saved his life, and sent him to the hospital. They saved his life so he could face trial for murder. That's what they had been trained to do. 

	After briefing his men, Sheriff Jacobsen ordered them to set up strings of lights on the branches around the bare ground that Areila claimed as her great-grandfather's grave. 

	Garik no longer seemed to doubt they would find the body.

	Because it was her right, Areila dug into the ground first. With the second shovel filled with dirt, she brought up a colorful scrap of flowered cloth. 

	Immediately she quit, but the deputies and curiosity-seekers continued. Before dawn broke in the now-clear sky, they uncovered five women's bodies, including Mary Lees. All the women had been murdered within the last year. The next morning, a different crew took their place and dug deeper. The people who wielded the shovels found another three bodies. Those women had died about thirty years ago, but with the same gruesome brutality. 

	Sheriff Jacobsen ordered an investigation into Walt's past, what he'd done, where he'd lived, whether those locations had suffered any heinous unsolved crimes. 

	When Walt's wife learned of his arrest and why, she was shocked and horrified — she seemed sincerely unaware — and started divorce proceedings. 

	Beneath all the skirts and bras and locks of hair and delicate bones and grinning skulls, the diggers found what Areila had been looking for — a broken pine coffin with an unknown man's remains. Shreds of a cheap suit styled in the forties covered the skeleton. At first the experts doubted enough DNA could be recovered to make a match. But the corpse's teeth were intact, and from those the geneticists determined that Areila was a direct descendent of this body and that he was a relative of the Seattle Montgomeries. Based on the evidence, the deceased was assumed to be disgraced World War II veteran Frank Vincent Montgomery who had been listed as a deserter. 

	When notified, the Seattle Montgomeries had no interest in the remains. 

	Whoever had cared about Frank Vincent was long dead. That left Areila free to have Frank Vincent's remains cremated. She took his ashes to her family's home in Yakima and on a gray rainy spring day, she carried the simple black crematory urn and a bouquet of orange blossoms to her great-grandmother's grave. She knelt beside the simple headstone. "Grandma Sofia, I know you're not here. Mostly because I saw you go on to the next world." In a really spectacular way. "But I wanted to tell you — I promised you I would bring Frank Vincent to rest with you. Here he is. I got the family's permission to have him placed in the ground here. We'll have a ceremony, just a few of us — my mom, my sisters and my little brother. We're working on having Frank Vincent Montgomery's name cleared with the U.S. Army . . . He doesn't deserve to be recorded as a deserter." Areila waited, somehow expecting a reply. 

	The rain spattered softly on the grass. The wind whispered through the trees. 

	"I wanted to come here by myself to say — as a child, you helped show me what love is, and I'm so happy you have found each other. I hope at last you're both . . . home." Areila felt a burst of warmth on the top of her head. She opened her eyes.

	A ray of sunshine broke through the clouds, illuminating her, the urn, and the headstone.

	She smiled through a sudden uprush of tears. 

	Yes. They were home.

THE END
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On September 6, 2016 from New York Times bestselling author, Christina Dodd,
comes the third and newest Virtue Falls thriller,
BECAUSE I’M WATCHING!


Veteran Jacob Denisov lives alone in his small, darkened home, sleepless, starving, blaming himself for the horrors of the past and waiting for the moment when he gathers enough courage to kill himself. When neighbor Madeline Hewitson drives her car through the front wall of his house, she breaks his house—and Jacob’s life—wide open. She isn’t called “Mad Maddie” for nothing. The survivor of a college dorm massacre, a woman accused of her lover’s murder, she is haunted by ghosts and tormented by a killer only she can see. Dealing with construction and forced to see the world outside his home, Jacob watches Maddie, recognizes a kindred spirit and wonders—is this truly madness, or has someone caught her in a twisted labyrinth of revenge and compassion, guilt and redemption, murder and madness?

Today

Virtue Falls, Washington

	Jacob Denisov sat in his upright chair in his living room, staring into the dark. If he kept his eyes open and stared with precisely the right concentration, without movement or thought, the pain didn't break through. It took work, but for months now, he had practiced, and he had gotten pretty good.

	No pain, slashing at his skull, trying to get out, to explode, to manifest itself in wild screams and violence that never stopped until he broke everything … especially himself…

	No North Korea. No deaths. No fault. The world beyond the dark did not exist. He floated in bleak eternity and only the stench of guilt lingered, ceaseless…

	Then the phone rang.

	He jumped.

	It rang again.

	He jumped again. Thought returned.

	Five rings and the answering machine picked up.

	"Jakie." It was his mother's voice, patient, loving, but with a sprinkling of fear and a dollop of exasperation. "I know you're there. Pick up the telephone."

	His mother was a morning person. That was when she did her best nagging. So the sun must be up.

	She continued, "Just tell me you're all right. That's all you have to do, is tell me you haven't died sitting in the dark in that house, brooding about a past you cannot change."

	A pause.

	He waited.

	"Jakie, are you eating right? You are a big man, like your father. You should be eating right. On Sunday, Father Ilovaiski asked about you. He said he was praying for you. Doesn't that feel good, to know he's praying for you?" As it did when she grew excited, her Russian accent strengthened. "If you came home to Everson and went to church with me, you would be healed. I would fix you your favorite meal — the black bread, the stroganoff, the pirozhki — and the family would rejoice at the return of the prodigal son."

	Oh, no. She was trying her patented, Trust in God and Family routine and throwing in a food bribe. She didn't understand that being out in the sunshine with people would break him. She didn't understand he had lost his faith in God. He didn't care about his family. Food meant nothing to him. And he could never be healed. How could she comprehend? She was his mother, she remembered the boy he had been, and she would love him and believe in him forever.

	That boy would never return. He had drowned in an ocean of blood and come to life only to die again. Soon, he hoped.

	Her tone of voice changed, and her rising temper crackled across the wires. "Jakie, if you don't pick up the telephone soon, I will come down there and break down the door of your pitiful little hiding place. Don't think I won't!" She ended the connection so violently she cut off her own voice.

	He closed his eyes. He knew she would. Nothing his father could say would stop her. His mother was a force of nature.

	So next time when she called, he would answer, and he would talk to her. To relieve her mind he would pretend he was fine, that he had been outside working on some unspecified and manly project and couldn't make it to the phone … for the last week …

	His parents lived in Everson, up by the Canadian border, and he had deliberately moved here, to this location on the Olympic peninsula, so he could feel at home and at the same time be far enough away from his extensive family to avoid their well-intentioned intrusions.

	It worked … mostly.

	He never knew when the sun rose or set; no light leaked through the black-out shades on the windows. He hadn't eaten since … he didn't remember. Yesterday sometime. How long had it been since he'd had a grocery delivery?

	He groped for the lamp on the end table, found the switch and turned it on. Even the pitiful amount of light the twenty-five watt bulb produced made him blink. When his vision cleared, he looked at the marks he had scratched on the wall.

	Five days since the boy rang the doorbell, took the check Jacob taped on the window, and left two grocery bags of canned soup, prepared food, and milk.

That meant every bit of food in this house was stale or rotting, or needed a can opener, a clean pan, and the will and energy to prepare it for consumption.

	Only two more days until he received groceries again.

	He turned off the light.

	He could wait.

	At the camp, he had learned to wait for the right moment. He had learned…

	He pushed his spine hard against the chair, braced himself for the wave of pain—

	And with a high screech of jagged wood against paint and metal, a gray Subaru Forester shot up the concrete steps of his front porch and exploded through the wall of his house, front wheels in the air, headed right for the stars — and then for him.
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