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New Year's Evil

by RoseMary McDaniel a.k.a. Amy Hayle

 

Chapter 1

 

The glow of the streetlight outside the bay window spread across
the lace table cloth and made the gold edges of the red plates
shine, and illuminated the table and chairs, except for the chair
on the left, encompassed by a gray-green shadowy mist. The outline
of a shapely body was visible inside the blurred edges as the
shadow shifted and moved like a person changing position to peer
out of the window.

A knock on the door, and the sound of footsteps in the hallway
outside the dining room where the decorated tables sat waiting for
the evening's event caused the shadow to suddenly disappear just as
the snap of a switch turned on the chandelier to light up the
room.

Gilda Harrison's hand dropped from the light switch into her
apron pocket as she stood silently admiring the scene before her.
Then at the second knock, she hurried to open the rear service
entrance door that led into the kitchen. It was only Oscar Adams,
her husband Guy's friend and helper in renovating this big old
Queen Anne home into a Bed and Breakfast.

"Well, come on in," she said, smiling at the man, who held
several tools in his hands.

"I found these among mine in my basement, and thought I should
return them while I was thinking of it," he said as he lay a hammer
and a small saw on the kitchen counter. "Also, I wanted to see how
you're doing."

Gilda reached out a hand to touch the hammer, covered with
flecks of cranberry-toned paint matching the kitchen woodwork. Guy
was never one to be neat; she was constantly picking up after him -
that was one of the biggest things she missed.

Oscar cleared his throat quietly; and suddenly remembering he
was there, she turned to him, but ignored his probing remark.

"Thanks, Oscar. That was very thoughtful. I'm sure I'll be even
more grateful the next time I need to pound one of the old nails
around here into place."

"Sure, no problem," he replied. Pushing the baseball cap back on
his bald head, he turned to leave.

Then she remembered that he was in somewhat the same situation
as she, his wife having died just a short time before Guy. Perhaps
he was just lonely and looking for a little friendly conversation.
She felt somewhat embarrassed and quickly filled the silence.
"Would you like to see how the room turned out with all the
decorations done?"

"Sure," he said and followed her into the dining room.

Four small tables and one larger one were arranged with place
settings and holiday decor, ready for the event that evening.
Bright colored balloons and crepe paper dangled from the high
ceiling and paper hats and party horns were at each place
setting.

Gilda turned to him. "I can't thank you enough for all the help
that you gave us. If only Guy could have seen this; he would have
been so proud how beautiful the dining room is." She sniffed to
chase away unbidden tears.

"I just did what Guy needed me to do," Oscar said. "He was the
one with the ideas."

"Yes, he was," she agreed, glancing about the room, checking to
make sure that everything was just right. So much relied on this
particular party going well, she thought. It had to be a success.
Again, she remembered her visitor. "You will be coming tonight,
won't you? I know Christie is counting on you."

"Well, since she was my wife's favorite cousin, I had to say
yes," he admitted. "Fortunately, I'm just part of the backstage
crew. She even got me the costume, kinda like the head waiter in a
mob joint in the Roaring 20s, but nothing outrageous. I wouldn't
have gone for that."

"Guy would have loved it all, the more outrageous the better,"
Gilda blurted out, and then fell silent, her hand resting on the
back of the chair by the bay window.

Again there was an awkward silence, and Oscar lingered a moment
and then turned to pat Gilda on the shoulder in a consoling gesture
and headed off for the door. "See you tonight," he said.

"Thanks again," Gilda replied as she followed and shut the door
behind him.

She went back into the dining room, and mentally reviewed what
she had done yesterday to prepare the upstairs for guests at her
Wild Willow Bed and Breakfast. Tonight's lavish event was a New
Year's Eve Murder Mystery Dinner with a meal for eighteen guests,
three couples of which would be spending the night in the three
guest room suites upstairs.

The event had been arranged by a local author and contributor to
many of the charitable organizations in the community. Each of the
persons attending was paying a generous sum, not only for the party
and lodging, but also to contribute to Christie Warner's favorite
charity, an area shelter for abused women.

Christie lived in a large home in one of the fashionable
developments in the Fruithills near the town where the Bed and
Breakfast was located, and Gilda knew that Christie's influence
could help to draw more clients to Wild Willow.

She sighed, as her mind again filled with thoughts of her
husband Guy. When they had bought the old home little more than a
year previously, she never dreamed that in a few short months, she
would be running the place alone and dealing with the myriad of
details involved in turning the old Queen Anne residence into a bed
and breakfast.

The first months, things had gone well, as Guy retired from his
corporate job and pursued the renovation. They'd added in-suite
bathrooms to the existing three upstairs bedrooms and completely
redecorated with a Art Nouveau theme. Gilda had loved helping to
choose fabric, paint and wallpaper, while Guy did a lot of the
restoration work himself with Oscar's help. Guy had met him at the
local coffee shop, found out that they both shared common interests
and that Oscar was presently employed only part time at an area
bowling alley where he was on a team and one of the top bowlers, so
he was available to help Guy with the renovation.

By mid-year, the suites were ready, and they tackled the
downstairs public area, dining room and professional kitchen
makeover, including meeting the many specifications of the local
health department. Finished at last with the major work, including
the small attached apartment where the couple would live, Guy was
ready to build shelves for storage in the basement.

He had begun the project on a sunny autumn afternoon, and Gilda
went to visit a friend having surgery in a hospital in a nearby
city. Guy assured her he wouldn't need any help after he'd returned
from the Home Depot that morning, his pickup loaded with supplies
to build the shelves.

So, Gilda had left, had a good long visit with her friend and
stopped for a few groceries on the way back, arriving home late in
the afternoon. The house was strangely quiet. She went first to
their apartment, expecting to find Guy taking a break to watch the
Notre Dame football game. But he wasn't there. She looked out the
window to see his truck at the rear entrance still loaded with
planks for the shelves and grew concerned.

She opened the basement door and descended the steps, thinking
she'd find Guy, smiling as always, working away. But instead, she
saw him laying just past the bottom step, not moving.

She bent down and found him unconscious. Alarmed, she pulled her
cell phone from her pocket and dialed 911. But it was too late.
When the paramedics arrived, they could do nothing for him. He had
been dead for several hours.  A stroke perhaps, the doctor had
declared and noted that Guy had suffered a severe head injury,
likely caused when he fell.

The next few days and weeks were a blur as friends and family
rallied around her and helped her get through the arrangements and
the funeral. But when that was over, she was alone and
frightened.

So much had gone into their plans for this place, and now with
most of the work completed, she would be the one to make the
decisions and generate the business needed to support herself. The
first shock was that the portion of Guy's pension and Social
Security that she was entitled to was enough to live on, she
supposed, but unless the business generated a decent return, she
wouldn't be able to afford to keep it going.

The second fear was whether she had the skills and the business
knowledge to actually make a go of it alone. But she had to try. It
had been their dream, and she couldn't just give up. It was a
lonely life now, even with her friends nearby, although her family
was in another state. She and Guy couldn't have children, but they
were close to nieces and nephews, who though attentive, had their
own lives.

So, when Christie Warner brought up the idea of her charitable
event, Gilda couldn't believe her good fortune. She'd opened Wild
Willow only a month after Guy died, and already she had received
many compliments and promises for return bookings based on the
accommodations and especially her flair for unique breakfasts,
signature treats and extreme pampering for her guests.

This event could be the very thing to give her the publicity she
needed to attract overnight clients, while branching out into
hosting teas, parties and dinners for small groups.

She sighed and checked out the freezer to see the containers of
delicious desserts that she had prepared ahead. She was already
famous for her fabulous cheesecakes and other tasty desserts. Her
hand lingered over a container of two-bite cupcakes, but she
quickly shut the door. She wanted to fit comfortably into her
costume for tonight. She hadn't wanted to play a part in the murder
mystery that Christie had written, but Christie had insisted, and
Christie was after all the reason for having the event in the first
place.

So, Gilda agreed, and had even sown her own costume that was now
hanging on the back of the door in the apartment. Gilda was playing
the cook for the family in the play, which was quite appropriate
she thought, and shouldn't require much acting ability.

Gilda wondered about the rest of the performance, but the
identity of the victim and the perpetrator was known only to
Christie and the persons she had chosen to play the parts: secret
knowledge. The event was based on a whole cast of characters
reminiscent of the 1920s gangster life, but strictly scripted by
Christie.

Gilda shook her head, time to clear her mind. She had a big list
of things that needed to be done before this evening, so she had to
get started now, although it was barely 7:30 in the morning. She
turned to go upstairs and noticed that the chair at the table in
the bay window was slightly askew. She edged it into place with her
foot, pausing to brush a bit of gray dust from the padded seat of
the old wooden chair and then went upstairs to begin her work.

 

Chapter 2

 

By mid-afternoon, the air had grown chilly outside, but the heat
from the oven where the entrees were being prepared for a quick
reheat later and from rushing about had brought Gilda to the
refrigerator for a glass of ice water. Her two servers had already
arrived and were checking out their costumes: flapper outfits,
complete with boas to wind about their neck and scoop neck tops and
short shiny skirts beneath little white aprons. Doris, her friend
tried a feather band on her bottle red hair and glanced in the
mirror on the tiger oak buffet in the dining room.

"What'cha think?" she called to Gilda, as she chomped on a wad
of gum.

Gilda came through the kitchen doorway into the dining room. She
smiled at the sight. "Very classy," she said, deciding to ignore
the gum, which was probably actually in character.

Franny, her other server, whom she didn't know as well, seemed
uncertain."I'm not sure about this," she said, clutching the
costume that mirrored Doris's, only in bright lemon
yellow. 

But Doris put her arm about Franny's shoulders to reassure her.
"You'll look good and do great. It ain't about us, after all," she
said, falling into her role. "We're just background. They won't pay
us much attention at all, unless we spill something on them."

At Gilda's horrified look, Doris laughed. "Don't worry, I’m used
to dealing with people who've had a bit much of the bubbly."

"Will there be drinking?" Franny, of an Amish background and not
used to this kind of an event, asked with a concerned frown.

"Just sparkling grape juice," Gilda replied. "This is a
non-alcohol and no smoking facility."

"Yeah, well, it doesn't take the real thing to get some people
tanked up," Doris said. "Besides, those little flasks that the
gangster types used to carry means they can bring their own."

"I hope not," Gilda said, and turning to go back to the kitchen,
effectively ended the conversation.

Franny turned to Doris. "You think they'll get drunk anyway?"
she asked, fretfully.

"Honey, it's New Years' Eve. Anything can happen. Takes a little
New Year's Evil to spice things up, if you know what I mean." She
removed her feather band and nudged Franny laughingly.

"Need help in here!" Gilda called from the kitchen, and the two
flappers-to-be hurried off to comply.

Time passed quickly, and as the five o'clock hour neared,
everything was in place, and Gilda was pacing the floor.

"For God's sake, Gilda," Doris said, "You'll wear out the
carpet. Everything is cool, so relax."

"I wish I could," Gilda replied. "But I keep thinking there is
something, something undone, or that I haven't thought of yet. It’s
just a kind of ominous feeling."

There was a rap at the rear door, and Doris gave a little
pre-flapper shimmy with her ample hips and went to answer it..

"Too late to worry now," she proclaimed to Gilda. "Let the games
begin."

She ushered in Christie Warner and her daughter Kendra carrying
bags full of their costumes, a couple of suede duffle bags, and
several makeup cases. Kendra, tall with dark hair and eyes like her
father, was the opposite in looks from her petite blonde
mother.

"Your room is all ready," Gilda said from the dining room
doorway. "I put you in the Pink Petunia room & Kendra in the
Red Rose room."

"Wonderful," said Christie. "It will be like a second honeymoon
for Kendra and Chuck. Wait until you see him in his costume. He's
my handsomest son-in-law."

"We've been married 6 years," Kendra said in a grumpy voice."And
he's your only son-in-law at present. Amy prefers to love 'em and
leave ‘em. I swear you like Chuck more than me."

"Nonsense," Christie replied paying no attention to Kendra's
reference to her sister's uncertain love life. "I treat all my dear
ones alike."

Arriving at the oak stairway to the suites, she smiled at Gilda
and forged up the steps.

Gilda smiled back. She'd learned from experience that despite
her diminutive size, Christie was undaunted by any challenge and
met all difficulties head on, not slowing down for anyone trailing
in her wake.

"Would you like me to bring you some tea?" Gilda called after
them.

"That would be divine," Christie replied.

Pleased at something useful to do, Gilda headed off to the
kitchen. Doris was prepared with a teakettle of boiling water that
she poured into the old fashioned tea pot on the tray Gilda was
preparing.

"You really go the extra mile to pamper guests," Doris said,
shaking her head at Gilda's adding chocolate biscuits and cranberry
scones to a lace doily she placed on a saucer.

"I hope so," Gilda replied. "That's what brings them back."

"With guests like that, you can never do enough," Doris muttered
under her breath, but only Franny heard and giggled. Gilda was
already halfway up the stairs.

Hearing voices behind the Pink room door at the top of the
stairs, Gilda rapped lightly. At Christie's booming "Enter," she
went into the room.

With costumes and bags spread over the bed, Christie was
standing behind Kendra pulling on the lace under chemise worn by
her daughter, that cinched her waist and flattened her breasts.

"Ouch," Kendra cried. "That's too tight!"

"Too many slices of pizza, my girl," said Christie.

"No, you're just pulling it too tight," Kendra insisted.

Christie let go of the laces and turned to Gilda. "Thanks,
that's just what we needed - well, maybe not the sweets."

"This is what I need, Mother," her daughter said snatching up a
scone and taking a big bite.

Gilda, used to the patter between the two, knew they both loved
to squabble, but had a close relationship anyway, merely smiled.
"Can I get you anything else?"

"No thanks, Darling," Christie answered pouring herself a cup of
hot water and selecting a tea bag from the assortment on the tray.
"We'll be down at six thirty to make any final necessary
adjustments and greet the other guests. I told those husbands of
ours to be here no later than that. I instructed them to use the
rear entrance since they’re bringing a few last minute props."

She reached over and took the half eaten scone from her
daughters’ hand and put it back on the plate. 

Kendra rolled her eyes. "Give it a rest," she sighed, her way of
fending off her mother’s tendency to “control freakiness.”

"It is extremely important to me and to Gilda that this party is
perfect, and that includes how you look in your costume," Christie
said, nodding at Gilda who was just opening the door to leave.

"Nothing is perfect," Gilda heard Kendra reply as she shut the
door.

Gilda paused at the top of the stairs looking at but not really
seeing the greenery and holly decorations that she had spent hours
arranging along the oak banister. A shiver passed over her body.
“Goose walking over my grave,” she whispered to herself, repeating
what her mother always used to say at times like that. She shook
her head to rid the feeling of what, she wasn’t sure.

Maybe not everything was perfect, she thought to herself, but
this event could help build the reputation she needed to prove that
the business that was now her sole responsibility would be a
success. She went downstairs to finish preparations for
tonight.

 

Chapter 3

 

By six o'clock, Doris had shooed Gilda back to her apartment to
put on her costume, promising to take care of things while she was
gone. She and Franny had already spent the previous half hour in
the downstairs restroom getting into the costumes and the spirit of
a gala. 

Gilda had merely said “No Thanks,” when Doris asked how she
liked their sparkling peacock blue eyeshadow and offered to share
it

Now alone in the bedroom of the rear apartment, Gilda could
sense Guy’s presence. What should have been comforting, made her
slightly uneasy. It was almost as if Guy was trying to give her
some message, but what it was, she had no idea.

She shook her. Listen to me, she said to herself. Someone who
won’t even watch spooky movies, and I’m imagining things. Get ahold
of yourself, girl, she chastened herself.

She reached for the green dress she would wear. It was plain,
with a white collar, but the emerald color was a good one for her
and brought out some auburn highlights in her hair. Need a touchup,
soon, though, she thought, securing the small emerald earrings that
Guy had given her on their last anniversary and adding a full white
apron and cap to complete the look of a serious cook.

She could heard the tones of the new front doorbell. Oscar had
brought it several weeks ago and hooked it up. A Christmas present,
he’d said, that he’d picked up for a song at a flea market and
thought it would be perfect for Wild Willow. It played a tinkling
version of “Memories,” that Gilda thought seemed quite
appropriate.

“I’ll get it,” she called to Doris and Franny, and made her way
to greet the new arrivals. It was a tall man with a rough face but
a pleasant smile and a thin woman with a serious bobbed hairdo. The
woman held out her hand to Gilda.

“I’m Miranda,” she said, and this is my husband Jack. You must
be Gilda. Christie has told so much about you and your plans for
your business.”

“Then you’re the couple for the third suite,” Gilda said. “It’s
called Calla Lily and has a white and black theme. All the rooms
have a flower theme,” she explained, finding herself somewhat
nervous in their presence. Suddenly, she realized they were all
still standing in the doorway, and stepped aside. “Please come in.
Do you need help with your luggage?”

“No,” the woman replied, holding a small hanging bag. “I have
what we need.”

Gilda led them to the stairs. “It’s the room farthest down the
hallway at the top. Each room has its name and signature flower
painted on the transom. Would you like me to show you.”

“No,” that’s quite all right. I’m sure we can find it
ourselves.” Miranda said.

“All right,” Gilda agreed. “Shall I bring up some tea?”

“Thanks, but we’re coffee drinkers, and we’ve already had enough
caffeine for the day. We’ll just get ready for the event. Christie
wants everyone downstairs by seven.”

“Of course,” Gilda said, watching as they climbed the steps and
went down the hallway to their room. There was something a little
odd about them, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. She knew
most of the people that would be coming this evening, but Christie
had said that these two were friends from out of town who had a
real interest in drama. Gilda wondered what parts they would play,
but she just have to wait and see.

Ted, Christie’s husband and Chuck, Kendra’s husband soon arrived
accompanied by a long haired young man, whom they introduced as
David, Christie’s nephew, who looked to be about 18 and wore tiny
white earphones stuck in his ears. Gilda thought they were for a
music player, which she soon identified sticking out of his shirt
pocket.

The men brought in screens, just as Christie came floating down
the stairs in her full roaring 20s outfit of lavender lace and what
looked like very expensive Austrian Crystal necklace and
earrings.

“Darling,” she said to Gilda. “I’m afraid we need to rearrange a
few things. We need these screens in place for the performance.
“

Gilda just nodded, headed for the kitchen, but turned to watch
as Christie directed the men to place one of the several white rice
paper screens in front of the bay window, and another across the
other side of the room angled at a corner. Behind the corner
screen, the young man placed a small table and some equipment. She
was glad to see that the screens didn’t really disturb any of the
decor, except to block some of the windows, but since it was winter
and dark already, there was nothing to see outside, anyway.

The next half hour was a constant movement of guests arriving in
costume, a mix of men and women, young and old. Christie was busy
greeting them and providing them with some paperwork and taking a
few aside for more in-depth coaching. There wasn’t time to
introduce them all to Gilda who stood to the side in the kitchen,
watching as the guests passed through the hallway past the kitchen
into the sitting rooms. 

She recognized some of them, like Christie’s other daughter,
Amy, petite and fair like her mother, who hung on the arm of a good
looking young man dressed like a mobster in a dark suit and jaunty
hat. Others she knew were friends and relatives of Christie who
supported her causes, whether they wanted to or not. Christie was
like the sun, and others were like planets, big or small who
orbited about her, called upon as necessary to do her bidding. Most
didn’t seem to mind, and Christie’s fabled generosity made up for
any of her overt shortcomings.

Doris and Franny circulated among the guests with glasses of
sparkling grape juice  and Oscar in his waiter’s mode made
trips back and forth to the kitchen to replenish trays of
appetizers like oscars wrapped in bacon, garlic and ham in cream
cheese spread on cracker triangles and tiny cucumber sandwiches. He
caught Gilda’s eye as she stood in the doorway and he winked.
Embarrassed, she felt herself blushing before hurrying back to the
kitchen.

At precisely seven o’clock Christie stood in front of the group
who immediately silenced at her “Shhhhh… ”

Quickly, she set the scene for the performance, although all of
the attendees had received a very thorough email previously, giving
them a brief summary of the drama, who they were and what part they
played in the overall situation.

Christie and her husband played the owners of a new Speakeasy
called “Wild Women,” an obvious spin on the name of the Bed and
Breakfast, He was a mob boss named Don Leone and she was his wife
Mona. The rest of the group was divided between various crime
mobsters and family members, including the big boss of another
family, Don Dimitri and his gun moll Theresa. Don Dimitri’s ex-wife
Eva was also there, along with a number of supposedly decidely
unsavory characters.

The two newcomers, Miranda and Ralph, portrayed the character of
Evan Ewald, an undercover detective and his foreign lady friend
Ursula, who wore a silk turban and robe, who stood quietly
observing everyone and everything.

Finally, each guest  had received a name badge, evidence,
personal secrets, information to confront others, and a piece of
secret information about another guest. Each was given a task that
Christie stressed must be completed by midnight.

She let everything sink in for a moment, and then announced that
it was time for dinner to be served. She led the guests into the
dining room where there was a specific name card at each setting to
show the guests where to sit. Then, she signaled to Gilda to begin
serving the meal, and the guests began to play their roles.
 

Originating behind the corner screen, appropriate period music
played softly against the background noise of silverware clanking
against china and earnest conversations as the guests followed
their individual scripts, using the information they have been
given to try to determine who would be the victim and who would be
the murderer.

Gilda’s meal of house salad with raspberry vinegar dressing,
glazed chicken breasts on a bed of rice pilaf, tiny buttered peas,
and assorted breads was enjoyed by the guests, as Doris and Franny
were kept busy filling the glasses with the bubbly substitute.

On their way back to the kitchen for refills, Doris stopped in
the kitchen doorway to watch as one of the mobsters tipped a little
flask into his glass and into that of others at his table. She
grinned to herself and hurried after Franny, who fortunately did
not notice this ad hoc spiking of the grape juice.

By the time the guests had finished the trays of Gilda’s special
desserts, it was nearly nine o’clock, and Christie drew their
attention by standing up and tapping her fork against her
glass,. 

“Now we retire to the sitting room to mingle, while this area is
rearranged,” she said as she led most of the others away.

Doris, Franny and Gilda finished clearing the tables as
Christie’s husband Ted and son-in-law Chuck shut the sliding doors
between the rooms and began rearranging the tables and chairs. Most
of the tables were pushed to the side, out of the way, but they
left the single table and end chairs in front of the screen
covering the bay window.

A short time later, Chuck slid open the doors, and Christie led
the group back into the dining room.  An area had been cleared
for dancing and the chairs were placed in a semi-circle around the
edges of the room. Christie motioned for them to be seated if they
liked and for the conversations to begin. The music grew louder,
and flasks were multiplying among the guests and shared among more
glasses. Doris noticed, but Franny and Gilda were still blissfully
unaware as they cleared up in the kitchen. Doris and Oscar kept the
grape juice coming, but the flasks were what kept the laughter
flowing.

The noise and confusion made it easier for those who were trying
to coax information from other guests toward solving the murder to
be to focus attention on each other, but when the appropriate
Charleston music boomed from behind the corner screen, the younger
of the guests got up to show off their dancing skills.

 

Chapter 4

 

Finally, as eleven o’clock neared, Christie once again brought
the room to silence.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” she began. “Tonight we have a special
treat for you. Madame Ursula, recently arrived from Russia has
agreed to conduct a seance for us. She has felt the pull of spirits
here looking for release and is asking for our help in encouraging
them to speak.”

Gilda, in the doorway, flanked by Doris and Franny, kept her
emotions from appearing on her face, but underneath her mask of
calm, the same uneasy feeling that she had felt earlier in the day
returned to put a twinge in her chest. Somehow she felt this wasn’t
part of the planned playacting.

“Everyone, please find a chair and sit quietly while Madame
Ursula prepares herself.

Gilda, girls, Oscar, please take a seat here in the front. We need
everyone concentrating. Clasp hands with those on each side of
you.”  

The audience responded, reaching on either side for the other
hands.

The woman Gilda knew as Miranda came forward, and in her
imposing outfit walked up to the table in front of the screen and
sat in the chair on the right. The chair on the left side was
empty. She looked out into the audience and pointed at Oscar. “You,
there,” she said with the hollow foreign accent, totally unlike the
voice Gilda had heard when she arrived. “Come and sit in the other
chair. I need to anchor the spirits.”

Oscar hesitated, but at the urging of the others in the
audience, he got up to fulfill her request. He perched on the edge
of the chair.

“Sit back and relax,” the woman urged. “This won’t hurt, unless
of course, you have something to hide,” she added in a somber tone.
Then not waiting for an answer, she raised her hands on either side
of her face and closed her eyes. 

Her lips were moving without sound, and someone had stepped to
the light switch to dim the chandelier until the guests could
barely see each other. 

Then the woman’s voice boomed out over the room. “We are calling
the restless spirits to appear before us. Come to us and tell us
your pain, your agony. Tell us what we need to hear to set you free
from your prison of this unfinished life.”

At first it was just a gray shadow that appeared on the white
screen behind the table and then the shadow took on the silhouette
of a woman. There was a gasp from the audience as another voice
floated on the air, softer yet very distinct.

“Why have you awakened me?” was the plaintive cry.

“We have come to help you,” replied the woman at the table.

“No-o-o one can help me no-o-o-w,” came the answer, stretching
out the words.

“Is there someone here who knows you, who can assist you? Look
around you.”

The other voice made a mewling sound, rising and falling, on and
on, the tones engulfing the onlookers and sweeping over them. Then
the sound reached Oscar seated at the other side of the table. He
sat silently staring downward.

“You!” the voice became a piercing wail. “You who pretended to
love me and then hurt me and left me like this.” The voice seemed
to float above Oscar’s head, and the shadow shifted and what
appeared to be the index finger of a slender hand pointed to
him.

Oscar slumped in his chair and then slipped to the floor,
seemingly unconscious.

“No!” was a cry from the audience. Amy, Christie’s daughter
stood up. “He’s not the victim; I’m supposed to be the victim!”

The woman called Ursula stood up and removed the turban from her
head and slipped out of the robe to reveal a business-like
suit.

“Sit him back in the chair,” she ordered and Ted and Chuck
lifted Oscar back into a seated position. 

He opened his eyes. “What happened?”

Then Christie stood up, ignored him and addressed the audience.
“He’s not the victim; he’s the murderer.” She turned to look at
Oscar. “Want to tell them how you murdered my cousin, your wife? I
guess you thought you got away with it, but you wanted to make
sure, and you knew that dead men tell no tales, right?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Oscar blurted out.

“Then we’ll tell you, Mr. Adams,” said the woman who’d conducted
the seance. “Your wife’s death was suspicious at best, but the
authorities had no proof or witnesses that she hadn’t just
committed suicide as you’d claimed.  But later on, you were
worried about a witness that you hadn’t counted on. You didn’t know
that your friend Guy Harrison had dropped by that evening and heard
you threaten your wife. Mrs. WIlson your neighbor in the condo next
door, saw him come to the door, and when he got no answer, he moved
to the window where he must have seen the two of you arguing and
just left without letting you know he’d been there. But Mrs. Wilson
eventually told you that he’d been by that night. We know because
she also told Jack she had, when he interviewed her.”

Ursula signaled to the tall man who’d come with her to the
party. “I’m Detective Sergeant Miranda Willis and part of the
special task force assigned to solve the two suspicious deaths.
This is Jack Parsons, our investigator, and he’s been following up
ever since Guy Harrison was killed.”

Gilda stood up with a horrified look and cried out, “Guy?
Killed?”

Christie went over and put her arms around Gilda’s shoulders.
“I’m sorry, Gilda. I didn’t want  you to find out this way,
but confronting Oscar, we’d hoped to get his confession.”

“We don’t really even need that now,” Ursula said quietly. “You
see, Oscar, the surveillance camera on the building across the
street from this one captured the events of that morning at the
Wild Willow perfectly. No one even suspects that there are cameras
in such a small town as this, and neither did you. You saw that
Gilda’s car was gone, so you parked yours in the bank lot, walked
over, supposedly to show him the bowling trophy you’d won the night
before, followed him back down the stairs, pushed him and then hit
him with that big bowling trophy. Oh, you thought you’d wiped clean
when you put it back in the display case at the Action Alley. But
the fingerprints on the trophy and the recovered blood stains on it
we found were enough to cinch that it was you. Yeah, Jack had a
devil of a time finding that trophy, because even though we figured
out what it was viewing it on the surveillance tape, we didn’t know
where you’d taken it. But you sure bragged enough about that win,
and Jack tracked it down at the place you had worked part
time.”

“But I don’t understand, why did you kill them?” Gilda
asked.

“She was going to divorce me; said I didn’t treat her right,
though I had every right to slap her for talking back to me,” Oscar
exclaimed, no longer able to keep quiet. “She was going to take me
for every last penny I had and the house, go to some shelter and
tell all. It was just too much. So, I spiked her bedtime milk with
the powder from sleeping pills she already had in the medicine
cabinet. Once she was asleep, I wore gloves and just left the
bottle by the bed and went to bed myself. When I woke up, she was
dead, and that was that. They accepted it as suicide, I
thought.  But later on, a couple of times, Guy looked at me
funny and asked some things that didn’t add up. After I found out
from the old bag next door he’d been there, I knew he’d figured it
out and had to be silenced. That was why.”

Ursula pulled a pair of plastic cuffs from her suit pocket,
showed him her badge and slapped the plastic bands on Oscar’s
wrists. Then she and Jack steered him toward the door.

She looked back at the silent audience. “That’s all, folks,” she
said. She turned to Gilda. “Sorry for all the trouble, M’am. Jack
already took our stuff from the room upstairs. Real nice place,
you’ve got here.”  Then the three of them left quietly.

“Is it over now?” Amy asked her mother. “I don’t get
murdered?”

“No, you don’t; and yes, I guess it is over,” Christie said. She
still had her arm around Gilda who looked shell-shocked. 

“Oh, Gilda, I’m so sorry,” Christie began, but then Gilda began
laughing and Christie looked very concerned, thinking she was
hysterical. “Oh, God, I wish we hadn’t done it this way.” Christie
cried. “But Lydia was my cousin and my childhood companion and i
loved her so much.”

“I’m all right,” Gilda, still smiling.  “But look at the
screen.”

Everyone in the room turned to look at a black and white outline
image of a smiling Guy that had appeared on the screen where the
gray shadow had disappeared.

“David,” Christie’s husband Ted called to the young man behind
the screen. He came out, the earphones still in his ears and the
sound turned up so loud that those close could hear and even feel
it.

“Oh, sorry, Uncle Ted,” the boy said. “I didn’t hear you at
first.”

Eyes on David, Christie pointed toward  the screen. “Where
did you get that picture?”

“What picture?” he asked blankly.

Everyone turned back to stare at the now empty screen. 

“Gee, are  you ready now?” David inquired. “I didn’t do
anything yet, since I didn’t get the signal from anyone. I was just
listening to my IPod.  Are you ready for the voice over and
stuff?”

“You mean you didn’t broadcast any sound or show anything on the
screen?” Christie asked.

“No, I was waiting for your signal to begin the program. Is
something wrong?”

Gilda went over and hugged him. “No, David. Nothing’s wrong
now.

Just then, the grandfather clock in the corner began to
chime.

“It’s midnight,” Gilda exclaimed. She picked up a glass of
sparkling grape juice from a tray on the buffet. “Let’s drink to a
brand new year.” Doris and Franny passed around the trays
again. 

Gilda sipped the juice and let a warm feeling come over her. But
it wasn’t from the grape juice. As the guests counted the seconds
down to midnight, she felt Guy’s presence roll around her like a
soft warm blanket. She knew now that he was with her, and with his
support she’d be able to conquer anything.

She turned to cry “Happy New Year,” with the rest as the clock
stuck its final chime. Then she turned to Christie. “At least it’s
all settled now, and we’ll just have to let the punishment fit the
crime.”

The other the guests got their coats and quietly began to leave,
bidding Gilda and their hostess good night. Ted and Chuck told
David they’d take care of packing up the equipment in the morning,
and David, still attached to his IPod, left with the others. Only
Christie and her family and Doris and Franny remained.

Franny looked confused. “Then we didn’t have a murder
tonight?”

Doris removed her feather headband and took off her dangly
earrings. “No, we didn’t, but we sure got a solid solution. Come
on, Franny, I’ll take you home.”

 Glida’s eyes settled on Amy, now sitting quietly with her
new boyfriend. 

“Looks like we’ve got an extra room tonight,” Gilda told her.
“It would be a good way for you two to start off a New Year
together, and with your family,” she said, knowing how much it
would mean to Christie to have both of her daughters in a solid
relationship.

“We’d like that,” Amy’s young man said graciously, hugging Amy
who beamed.

Christie murmured “Thank you,” but Kendra just rolled her eyes,
and snuggled up to Chuck.

Christie’s family headed for the upstairs, and she stopped for
one last word with Gilda.

“No more apologies,” Gilda told her. “In the back of my mind, I
always knew there was something unsettled her, unfinished here. I
hate it that Guy had to die like that, when someone he trusted as a
friend betrayed him, but I’d rather know  the truth and that
Guy is at peace at last, then wonder why it happened the rest of my
life. He’ll always be here with me.”

“And you’ll have me and every person within the sound of my
voice supporting you to be sure you turn the Wild Willow into the
most popular overnight and dining destination in the County. That’s
my promise,” Christie said.

“That’s good enough for me,” Gilda replied as they parted at the
stairs, Christie heading up, and Gilda returning to the place where
she knew that Guy’s spirit would always be waiting for her.

 

THE END
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